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PROLOGUE
LIAM


Whoever said going to prison was all bad was mistaken. I get three meals a day and a place to sleep. Both are shit, but at least I can be alone to plan my next move. To ruin her life like she ruined mine with her simple existence.

She won't see it coming. I'll make sure of that.

Everyone she comes in contact with seems to think the world of her, choosing to see the facade behind only what I know is her mask. I know the damage she hides so purposefully because I'm the one who's carefully created it.

As always, it's my job to unveil the truth to everyone, including her.


PART ONE
BEFORE



Chapter one
Via
Looking Back


When I was young, most kids feared imaginary monsters under their beds or in their closets, but I knew monsters weren't imaginary. They live among us, inside the most unsuspecting people—the ones who are supposed to protect you. It's hard to accept that the people who are supposed to love and look out for you are the same ones you should protect  yourself from.

There was once a time when embracing silence was never my strong suit. My voice, which was always so loud and demanding attention, one day became soft and weak and barely escaped my lips anymore. My laugh was always blurting out and was not only obnoxious but could ring on for miles. Now, I don't even remember what it sounds like.

I wore my smile as a genuine accessory without effort back then. I didn't have to remind myself to smile like I do now. There was just a happiness that radiated from me that was contagious to everyone, even myself. I would get happier realizing how happy I was. Things seemed very black and white, and I didn't push the boundaries to explore outside those lines. It wasn't until I was 15 that I took a step back and realized how sheltered I was, yet not protected. Does that even make sense? Sheltered, yet not protected? I'm unsure if it does, but that's how I feel. I felt like I was kept in a box for most of my life, yet no one checked to ensure the inside was even safe.

Kids aren't supposed to grow up fast. It's supposed to be a slow burn that takes forever, with each stage seamlessly savored between the others. Life shouldn't come to a halt while we are still living, but for some of us, it does.

My mother and father have always loved us unconditionally. I wish that love had more conditions.

I was seven when our little sister Natalie was born. Mom said she looked just like me when I was little. She may have been my younger sister, but she lit up my world. I was so excited to have another sibling; I did not doubt that this was my second chance and that maybe there was a sliver of hope that this sibling would like me, and she did. She loved me. When she was still a baby, she first said 'Mama' when I held her. It may have been because I was always holding her. She was my real-life baby doll, and I spoiled her every second I could.

As Natty Bear got older, my mother joked that she would never learn to crawl or walk because I wouldn't let her go. There's an age gap, but it never stopped us from being thick as thieves. She's always been my shadow.

Liam is the oldest—seven years older than me, to be exact—and he has never let me forget it. He was loved first; he was loved longer. I often wonder why or how he found power in that, but he did, and he used it to his advantage.

We were never close. Liam often reminded me that he was supposed to be an only child. I was the accident that ruined that for him, and he resented me for it. When my parents adopted Liam, they were confident they'd never be able to conceive their own child. With Liam, they weren't necessarily trying to. Our mother had multiple miscarriages, and our parents had given up on the idea of conceiving their child biologically. Having Liam come into their lives was a blessing for them. They were smitten with him and loved him as their own. When I came to be, I ruined Liam's family. He never pretended to like having me around; I was so strong and unbreakable back then that I smiled through every mean word, every push and shove, and every hateful look. He tried, he tried hard, but he couldn't break me.

Until he did.

I was elated when Natty Bear came along. Liam was the exact opposite. Where I saw the light, someone else to love, someone to experience life with, he saw another burden. Another inconvience. Another roadblock taking the love that was only supposed to be his away from Mom and Dad. He's never been nice, but when Natty was born, something changed in him. Something technically changed in us both. His anger and darkness filled the top of his cup and seeped out quickly like a disease, crushing everything it came in contact with efficiently, making the hatred and anger he had previously look like nothing short of a breeze. He was 14 at the time, filled with a darkness that loomed. The darkness that he had to get out.

He chose to let it out on me.

I want to think it takes something big to break someone down and completely alter who they are and their path, and in some ways, that is true. In my case, the recipe was multiple hateful little things combined, done day after day relentlessly without fail. Liam's most vital attribute has always been his patience. Usually, this is a beautiful trait to possess, but many in today's society aren't capable of it. Especially having anything and everything at the tip of their fingers in seconds. For a sociopath like Liam, their patience is merely for sadistic purposes.

Breaking someone isn't an act that happens overnight. It's a process of control and manipulation, which Liam mastered quickly. He usually waited for his cup of anger to fill before turning it physical on me, which was never quite long.

After the first few minor incidents, I learned quickly not to complain or "tattle" to our parents. The following events would be even worse, so I quickly realized it was better for me to keep my mouth shut. If I kept quiet, it wouldn't be so bad, or hopefully, it would stop altogether. After he broke my wrist the first time, I was sure that would be the point that things got better. I was ready for my parents to swoop in and save me, seeing right through the facade Liam would put on and finally seeing his true evil spirit. Unfortunately for me, they never did. After multiple physical and emotional injuries later, I realized that they never would.

I was so young, and so much had already been done to dim my light. Once Liam escalated to doing even more unthinkable things, I was already so far gone. His violence had no limits. My battle scars were proof of that. I didn't have it in me to fight or prove myself to anyone. It felt pointless. There was no saving to be had and no rescue coming. This was my life.

I want to think my parents were naive to it all, but part of me knows they knew more than they wanted to. They didn't know how to fix it. Most would think that this means they didn't love me. However, that couldn't be further from the truth. The problem was that they loved Liam and me equally. Therefore, they remained quiet and acted ignorant of the problem because it was easier than admitting that there was a problem and the possible consequences that would occur if they tried to 'fix it.' They didn't want to lose Liam, but they never realized that there was still a consequence, which was losing myself at the young age I did.

I'm not that full of life, little girl like I once was. I'm no longer that free spirit that radiated happiness. Liam hated her. So he did whatever he could to beat her down until she no longer existed. I not only knew the devil, but we also shared space and a last name. He made damn sure that when he sank his claws into me, that he'd ruin me completely, and that he did. Mission accomplished.

Although I was ripped of my natural light, I found pieces of myself again when I found him—pieces that only one broken soul could see in another—kindred spirits that trauma bound and fused. We were two halves, and only together did we make a whole.

That was until the darkness crept in and had its way. Like it always did.

For people like us, believing in lifelong happiness was more than just a reach; it was a dangerous game. We gambled on it and took the chance. Now, we pay the price.

I may wear my mask and cloak of unaffectedness, and I wear it well if I say so myself. I've always been able to hide behind my ability to fake a perfect smile, the same ability that gives the perceived notion that I have the strength to handle anything. The truth is, I was cursed to be an empath. Although I hide it excellently, I do feel immensely and intensely. I feel to the point that it makes me numb, and it hurts to breathe.

Happiness was never in the cards; although it took a while, I finally accepted it.

Life after their deaths was damning me to my purgatory, and I took my sentence without question because I knew the part that I played in it.


Chapter two
Via
2015


There are those rare people you will meet in life and form instant connections with. You could have met five hours ago, but it still feels like five years have passed. There's something about them that lights a fire in your heart and lets you know that they are "your type of person." It could be that their soul and who they are at their most genuine core align precisely with the type of person you didn't know you needed to have as a part of your life, and you would give anything to keep them in it.

Ander has always been my person. It's been that way since we were little kids and first met in the field, which separated our family's beach homes on the island.

Grand Isle is a small island right off the coast of southeast Louisiana. The drive takes over an hour from our family home in Sugarland. To most people, the island isn't much—nothing special. To me, that summer and every summer that followed it was everything.

It was the week of my eighth birthday, and my parents finally began noticing my changes. I was becoming guarded. They were worried and unsure of what caused it.

I remember being asked multiple times about having 'issues' at school. They never once suspected the real issue was in our own home.

They were sure a change of scenery for a few months would be the magic recipe to "snap me out of it." It was as if the sadness I was cursed with was just a normal phase.

Thankfully, they decided to take us down to the beach house that summer and every summer after because it did, in fact, change my life. It brought me to Ander.

Anderson Anthony Cole.

Ander lives with his family on their ranch in Tylertown, Mississippi. Seeing each other during the year has been rare. It happens sometimes, but not very often. Though, the summers—the summers have always been ours.

As we grew up and spent every summer together on the island, we spent more time running and playing in that field than we did at the actual houses or beach. We may have only been eight years old when we met, but my heart knew he was for me from the first time we interacted. Something tells me he felt it, too. It didn't take long for the spot we met to become our spot; it was always our place to escape when life got hard. Between Ander and I, that field holds more secrets than most catholic confessionals do. It saw us at our worst and always brought out our best.

The tree stump in the middle of the field where we first met quickly became labeled as our spot. It was right between our summer homes but secluded enough that it felt like our own world. The second the sun would dance through each of our bedroom windows, we would rush to get dressed, then both hit the ground running to meet up at our spot and finish watching the sun as it would rise, and it always seemed to paint the sky every beautiful color imaginable. The way the colors would reflect off the water along the shoreline will forever be etched into my memory as one of the most breathtaking sights.

At the time, it wasn't romantic. We were eight, and romanticizing it was the furthest thing from our minds. We didn't want to miss a second of daylight, and our daylight hours had to be spent together. It was this unspoken pact that we both unknowingly agreed to. We didn't always feel the need to be doing something, but we did always feel the need to be together. Summer days weren't the same when we weren't in each other's presence.

Most boys our age hated hanging out with girls. Not Ander. At least, not when it came to me. He would include me in everything, just as I did him. We made the island our kingdom. There was so much exploring to be done, and we were determined to accomplish it all. Ander wasn't quite as adventurous as I was; he was more reserved, but he never let me explore alone, and he went along with every crazy idea I had as if he was thinking the same thing, too. Although I knew my limits on the island, the summer when we were thirteen, I pushed every boundary I knew better than to cross. It's like he came into my world and breathed life back into me, and now I dare to do everything I've always wanted to but was always too afraid to. He gave me the courage to let myself feel free, even if it was brief and ended with the summer.

As we got older, my adventures would sometimes get us into trouble—and not the kind of trouble with our parents, but the kind that was just downright dangerous, like when we swam across the Gulf of Mexico to the old abandoned war fort on the next island over. It was the summer that we were fourteen. This was no easy feat and possibly the most dangerous trek we'd ever go on. We didn't get caught, thankfully. However, we almost drowned, which was scary.

My dad always told me stories of Fort Livingston. When we would ride by in the boat, all I could see was the overgrown grass and trees that lined the brick core of the island. I wanted to see it firsthand, be a part of it, and plant my feet on the ground of its history. Ander thought I'd finally gone mad when I mentioned it to him.

"Why can't you be like the other girls and pick flowers and make wishes on dandelions?" He asked, annoyed as he rolled his eyes.

"Because dandelions don't actually do shit, Anderson Cole. If you want things in life, you have to make them happen… I'll go alone if you're too scared or chicken." I teased him in a playful tone as I picked up a dandelion nearby and blew it toward his face.

He stared up at me for a beat, still sitting on the old log as I stood before him with my hands on my hips. After a while, he finally stood up, kicked off his shoes, and walked towards the shoreline. Looking back at me, he said, "You'll never have to do anything alone where I'm concerned, Rosie." He huffed the words out under his breath, and I followed behind him. Then, I took the lead and led the way to what could have been our deaths.

Don't get me wrong, Izzy is also my best friend, and she has a piece of my heart that no one else can get, but Ander was made for my heart. He's good for my soul, and he ignites it. Some may call it young love, but that makes what we have seem so trivial compared to what it truly is. He became my friend and walked with me through the silence of the hard times. Words didn't always need to be spoken for him to pull me out of the dark places where I'd find myself trapped.

Our connection has been inevitable since that first summer when we met when he saved me from Liam's wrath. It has only grown stronger every summer in between, from just kids to teenagers. This summer was when I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he was it for me.

If it wasn't him, I wasn't meant to end up with anyone.

Ander has a way of calming any storm that threatens its destruction within me, just with his presence. He's quiet but well-spoken. When he speaks, it matters. The way Ander has always lived his life with intention, even when we were much younger, has always been so beautiful to me. He's somewhat shy but has an apparent confidence. The kind of confidence that is cocky as hell at times, but how Ander holds himself can intrigue anyone who comes in his path. He's one of those rare humans who knows exactly who he is and couldn't give a shit what others think. Yet, he has the kindest heart. Once you can free it from the shackles he's hidden behind. He tries not to let that soft side show to many people, and if you get to experience it, you should consider yourself lucky because it's beautiful. I'm one of the lucky ones.

Ander doesn't give pieces of himself away easily or freely. To outsiders, he seems like just another broody asshole who has a war to wage with the world, but that couldn't be further from the truth of who he is. He self-loathes too much and doesn't believe in himself nearly enough for someone as confident as he is. He's intelligent, more than he will ever credit himself for, but sometimes, I think this is a curse. His brain never seems to shut off and is always running away with a new topic; I can tell it exhausts him more than it doesn't. We are alike in that way- Our minds never still and always carry us away, even when we wish they wouldn't. His sarcasm is impressive. Some may mistake this for cockiness, but it couldn't be further from it. He has a way of making me laugh until my stomach hurts and the tears escape my eyes. An ability no one else I've ever met has seemed to have. The fact that he's genuinely funny without even really trying makes it all the more better.

He has his flaws, like we all do, but his flaws are what make him flawless in my eyes. He's compulsive to the point that it paralyzes him at times. It's not the type of OCD where he's overly organized, but the type where things have to go precisely the way he plans them out in his brain, or he can't function. He has this way of wanting to feel in control of what's going on with himself. Of course, I challenge that by constantly pushing us outside our comfort zones on our adventures, but he never backs down to a challenge. He has his own set of traumas that's shaped this into motion. A lot of it stems from his grandfather's death, which happened a few months before we met. Ander was there when it happened. He and his Grandfather, Roy, were grocery shopping together, and there was an armed robbery in the small corner grocery store. He ran and hid like any eight-year-old kid would do while his grandfather tried to help the young cashier and got shot in the wake of it. He's blamed himself ever since. That darkness in him lingers as the one inside me does.

I guess that's us, trauma-bound to one another—each other's comfort and a soft place to land when life gets too hard.

He has a love for music that captivates me. I can tell he's most at peace when strumming on one of his guitars. It's like his version of heaven, and it's evident on his face every time he plays. Watching him in his element has become one of my favorite things during the summers. He's learned to play all of my favorite songs. This is surprising since our tastes in music couldn't be any more vastly different. He likes his heavy and loud music, which always sounds angry and aggressive but has a beat you can't help but get into. I like mine, where I can hear the lyrics and sing along. Although our tastes in music are nowhere near similar, I love how he lights up when he's ranting about his favorite artists or songs. Talking about music is one of the only times Ander talks endlessly; It makes it easy to tell where his passion lies. The way he gets invested in describing it to me is beautiful. How he goes into all the little details about music reminds me of listening to an artist describe a painting. He makes it easy to get captivated, and by the end of the conversation, I'm confident that I could like his genre.

Ander may go on his rants about music that I get entirely engulfed into, but he allows me to go on mine and shows just as much interest as I do- even though I know half of what I'm saying must sound like a foreign language to him. I tend to ramble on about photography and how fascinated I am with it. None of my family has ever really understood my love for photography. They think a camera does all the work and anyone can take a photo, which always infuriates me. Not Ander. He encourages me. He thinks my quirky little obsession with old cameras is cute. He's even bought a few at thrift stores for me throughout the years to add to my collection.

We spend a lot of time talking about our dreams for the future. It's no coincidence that mine is to travel the world and become a street photographer or nature and landscape photographer. Capturing life authentically the way that it is is so beautiful to me. There is no posing, nothing planned, just appreciating life in its purest and most beautiful natural form.

I'm always ranting about how I can't wait to go to College at the Art Institute of Chicago, and Ander always tells me how he wants to follow me there. He says he will follow me anywhere.

His dream is to pursue music. I truly hope that he does. He has so much talent and such a passion for it. Seeing that deep passion for it bleed out of him the way it does anytime he picks up an instrument sends my heart racing.

Last summer, when we'd meet up in the field, we'd always seem to start our hangouts with him playing guitar. At the same time, I sat near him, lost inside the world of whatever novel I was invested in that day, with lots of talking and laughing in between. Then we'd go for a walk that led to me taking pictures of anything and everything, especially of him. I loved how I'd catch him looking at me with a glow in his eye and a smile at the corner of his beautiful full lips every time I'd pull away from my viewfinder, and my eyes would instantly travel back to his. I'm sure he felt the sparks ignite in him every time we locked eyes, although we never actually spoke about it. I also love that we both find our purpose when we're creating. We have the same need and desire to do something, make something, or create something bigger than ourselves, yet an extension of ourselves simultaneously.

Our growing connection was something that we never necessarily dissected and discussed. I preferred it that way, even though it could sometimes be confusing. Other girls my age would go on and on about their multiple relationships and boyfriends, and there I was, unsure what I had after all these years. I'm unsure why we never talk about it. We just don't. Maybe we're both scared that if we try to label it or "make the first move," the other will finally realize the evolution between us and be scared off. Neither of us would want to ruin the friendship that means so much to us.

Ander may be my person, but I'm almost sure I'm his. I see how he is with other people. Of course, I see. I always see him. He always has my attention, even when I wish he didn't. The way he is with others is nothing like how he is with me. With me, he always seems free. Now that we are well into our teens, girls at the beach always try to hit on him and his brother Jett. I don't blame them one bit. It makes me jealous, but I get it. He isn't bubbly and overly friendly, so most people think he seems mysterious and take it a challenge to try and figure him out. Like a puzzle, they want to try and solve it. The hot broody teenage puzzle. He always keeps their interest. He always walks over to me, telling me everything said, and chuckles uncomfortably about it. He never tells me why he wouldn't be interested in any of the gorgeous girls who try their chance at getting with him. That's the weird part of our friendship. We share so much with each other, yet we both hold back.

Today is our last day at the beach house, and we are leaving within an hour. My parents are arguing in their bedroom, per usual. I had just finished packing my bag to head back home when I heard the front door slam, then their bedroom door shortly after. I can hear the muffled sounds of their arguing through the walls of the beach house. They always think we can't hear them, but they are much louder than they realize. I'm not even sure what the argument is about this time. Everything was smooth sailing less than five minutes ago.

With a huff, I sling my bag over my shoulder and shut the door to my room after doing a quick double-take on my way out. I love this place so much, and I always hate it when we have to leave. I say a silent goodbye and head outside to put my things in the truck. As I begin to make my way down the long stairwell outside, I stop abruptly when I catch sight of Liam coming up. Taking a deep breath, I hug the side of the staircase in an attempt to distance myself from him as much as possible. After a few steps, we are side by side. He stops his movement and grabs my arm, stilling me next to him.

He leans in close to me and whispers hauntingly, "I saw you last night with your stupid little boyfriend from next door. You let him kiss you?" He laughs maniacally, laced with venom, causing shivers to run down my spine. "I always knew you were a little slut!"

"No, Liam! I—"

Everything happens so fast. One second, I'm standing upright, avoiding his glare, scared out of my mind. Next, I am face flat on the concrete at the bottom of the staircase. I hear that sinister laugh of his, the one that always sends chills up my spine. Shaking off my backpack, I roll to my side, wincing at the pain radiating through my body. I turn my head to glance at him, and he's already gone.

"Via! Via! Are you okay?" I look up to see Ander kneeling, assessing me from head to toe and ensuring nothing is broken.

"It's nothing, Ander; I'm fine," I say as I attempt to scramble to my feet and visibly shudder at the throbbing ache in my right ankle.

"You are not fine. Let me help you, and then I'm going to kick Liam's fucking ass."

My breath hitches. He saw.

"Ander!" I shout his name as a command. "Please, let it go.," I say with a sigh, my voice low now.

What is he even doing here? We weren't supposed to see each other today. We never meet on the last day as we hate saying goodbye. We would always hang out the day before and go to bed knowing we wouldn't see each other again, but we always pretended we would so that we wouldn't have to say goodbye. Since we both got phones when we turned twelve, we talked daily. So, we made it a rule. No goodbyes. Goodbyes always hurt too much.

Ander wraps his arms around me and helps me over to the truck. Everyone else is still inside, so we are alone. I slide into the back seat of my dad's truck as Ander hovers over me.

"Can you move it?" He asks, looking down at my already swollen ankle.

"Yes, I told you, it's all good!" I say exaggeratedly as I wiggle my foot back and forth, holding my breath to prove my point and not let the pain show.

He lets out a breath as his eyes meet mine. He begins to search my face, and he leans in. "You have a little scrape on your forehead," He swipes his thumb over my forehead, wiping away the little bit of blood that is there. His hand lingers, cupping my face, and my eyes close.

Ander pulls my chin to face his and begins to lean in slowly. My eyes flutter open to meet his as I feel his minty breath dust across my lips. Lips almost touching, I softly push at his chest, denying us what we both obviously want.

"You have to go before they come out. Thank you for helping me."

"V," He tries to object, reaching for me again, but I hold a hand up to stop him.

"No goodbyes," I say softly.

His eyebrows furrow in confusion, but he doesn't speak. He takes a step back, and I close the door and turn away. As I do, I see my family making their way down the staircase. I look back to see Anders's intense eyes on Liam, and my heart sinks into a panic. He looks like he's going to attack, and my heart picks up its frantic pace in my chest.

Liam throws a smirk at Ander, and I see Ander's fistball at his sides just as he turns and walks away.

On the drive home a bit later, disappointment and panic set in. I should have gone up to him. I have so many questions and feelings and no clue what they mean, and I can't get him out of my mind. I should have told him how I truly feel. I had all summer to discuss my feelings towards him, and what they meant, yet I chose the path of least resistance like I always do.

On my way home, I am stuck sitting next to Liam and pretending as if nothing happened.

"Oh, Via. Honey, what happened to your head?" My mom asks as she looks back. She was checking in on Natty and finally caught sight of me.

Before I can think of a response, I feel Liam's hand grasp my thigh and give it a tight squeeze— his little way of reminding me to answer appropriately.

My eyes flash to him for a split second, and I see him still looking off into the distance out of his window as if he isn't interested in the conversation.

Looking back to my mom, not meeting her eyes, I finally respond.

"I tripped going down the stairs. I'm okay."

"My girl. Clumsy just like her momma." She chuckled as she turned around and continued her previous conversation with my dad.

Annoyed by their blind ignorance and Liam's cruelness, I shut them all out.

I need music.

My cellphone finally gets a service signal. Now that we're off the island, I unlock it to open my music app and see a missed text message from Ander.

Ander: "I never thought your ridiculous 'No goodbyes' rule was as stupid as I do now, but I won't piss you off and go against it. Since you shut me down before I could say it to your face like I want to, I'll say it here. I love you, Rosie. I always have."

That was it—that's all it took. I'll never forget that day, that moment, and that text.

My heart was made for and was meant to find Anderson Cole's.


Chapter three
Ander
2015


My friends back home didn't get it. They all fucked with me and would give me shit for constantly talking to "my summer fling" when I could easily get a girl here at home. I'd also get questioned by girls as to why I "had her" instead of a "real-life girl," as if she were just make-believe. None of that phased me.

The thing about Via is that she's always had me—since the first day I saw her. She had me when I saw her strength—she still has to be happy even though she has every reason in the world not to be. She had me when she took the time to understand the boy behind the grimace and pulled me out of my shell. She had me when I felt comfortable enough to open up to her about what happened with my Grandfather. I was able to tell her about how much it still haunts me every single day. She had me when she pulled us both out of dark places and radiated them with her light.

I'm not sure when things started to change between us. When I stopped considering her my best friend and just mine, I tried talking to her about it and acting on it, but she would always back out somehow.

The girls back home kept trying to get with me. A few years back, I gave in a few times and kissed some of them back. I even had sex with a few of them. They weren't Via. It didn't mean shit. If anything, it pissed me off— at myself. All these girls would throw themselves at me and make it seem so easy, yet the one I really wanted would make it so hard. It made me want her even more that she was so different from everyone else. Part of me worried she wouldn't want me back that way.

This past summer was my breaking point. From the moment I saw her step off that porch and run my way on my first day there, I knew things were different between us. The way my body reacted to her body was so much more than a friend. We both turned sixteen this year, and our bodies were changing even more; our hormones were raging, and I was already falling in love.

We spent this past summer attached to each other's hips like we always did, but every laugh, every touch, every adventure, every conversation, and every second spent together felt like more.

I'm not scared of much, but I was afraid of fucking it up. I was terrified of pushing too hard or too far, spooking her, and ruining everything we had. I couldn't lose that. I couldn't lose her.

I held it together all summer—well, I tried to. I'm only human. My eyes would stay grazing over her perfectly curvy body longer than they should, my hands would linger on her skin more than ever, and I would hug and hold her tighter. I know she noticed, and I could tell things had changed for her, too. I tried to hold out—hold on to our friendship.

Until I couldn't.

On our last night together, I tried to kiss her. I did exactly what I was scared of doing, and I spooked the shit out of her. She should be on the track team because I've never seen someone dart away from a situation as fast as she did that night.

I wanted to talk to her about it the following day before she left. I couldn't. She wouldn't let me. Liam pulled another one of his asshole stunts and hurt her. I wanted to yell out exactly what I felt, but I couldn't get myself to do it; the timing wasn't right, and I was worried about her.

Coward.

Part of me was scared of her rejection. The other part was afraid that moving forward would ruin all our years of friendship. She means too much to me. A life without Via isn't the life I want. We had our dumb ass 'no goodbye' rule, and god forbid I break that shit.

So like the chicken-shit that I am, I turned and walked away. After looking her over once more, I got in the truck. I immediately texted her, telling her exactly how I felt. No regrets. There was no immediate response. I didn't expect one. We don't have good cell service out on the island. Part of me isn't even expecting a reply. Not after she ran away the night before, but then closed the door in my face today. I knew I was throwing a lot at her, but I couldn't lie to her or myself anymore.

I'm not seeing anyone else. She is all I have thought about lately—all I want to think about. I didn't take the traditional route and asked her to be my girlfriend. I probably should have, but I didn't. Instead, I was just honest. Finally, I am completely honest.

A little over an hour later, my cell finally buzzed with her reply: "It's about time. I love you, always." It was her simple reply, and I couldn't help but laugh.

I want to say that was the start of "us," but that would be a lie. We started the day we met when we were only eight; we didn't know it then, but we know it now, and we'll never be the same.
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2016

"Nirvana or Blink-182?"

"Oh, that's such a bullshit question," Via said, giggling into the nape of my neck as I threaded our fingers together, observing how perfectly her hand fit in mine.

"Does this have anything to do with your weird infatuation with Tom—"

"You cannot ask me to pick between Tom Delonge and Kurt Cobain; that's just cruel. Even for you, Ander! Asking me to choose between either of those is the equivalent of me asking you to choose between Metallica and Black Sabbath." She glared at me as one corner of her mouth curled into a half smile.

"Okay, you got me there," I said, laughing. I pulled her into me. We were lying on our sides, with her backside pressed against my front, as we lay in our field, entangled and intertwined, lost in our own time. Her long, brown, bouncy curls fell into my face. I can't help but breathe in her fresh scent. She always smells like lavender with a hint of vanilla. I could get high off her scent alone.

Her giggle turned into a soft moan as I leaned down and kissed her neck. I'd be a damn liar if I said I didn't instantly stiffen at the sweet sound.

"Mac and cheese or chips?" Via blurted out, her cheeks and neck flushing the perfect tint of pink as I kept kissing, and she leaned into each one.

"Pshhh! Easy Mac for life." I say softly, whispering directly into her ear in a seductive voice, which only causes her to laugh again.

"Favorite person? Other than Natty, of course."

She turned over to her other side so that we were facing one another, mouths mere inches apart. Her mouth curled up into a smile, and her eyes softened. She ran a hand through my hair and stared directly into my soul, not breaking eye contact. My hand around her waist tightened its hold. She leaned in slowly, her breath causing my skin to shiver as it danced its way across.

I leaned in and placed my lips to hers without giving her a second to think about it. My lips caressed hers, and she caught up after a second of her undoubtedly overthinking it. Following my lead, she moved her lips along with mine. Goosebumps erupted over my skin at the sheer electricity spreading through us. She pulled away slowly after a few moments of being locked in heaven while tasting one another.

"Anderson Cole, if that's your way of trying to convince me to choose you, then that's playing dirty." She chuckled breathlessly as she broke our kiss. I couldn't contain the rumble of the laugh that spilled from me. This girl is swift and always on my ass. I love it.

I love her.

Faining mock offense, I cover my chest with one hand and mouth with the other. "Me? Play dirty? I'm appalled you would insinuate such. I would never dare!" This only causes her to cackle like a hyena to the point she can barely catch her breath as she swats at me playfully, and I'm stuck watching her in awe. I'm always in awe of this girl.

"Bull shit, Ander!" She yells out through her laughs as she pins me down and pulls herself on top, straddling me. "You're the master of playing dirty, but you aren't the only one who can—"

Snaking one arm around her waist, my palm resting on the small of her back as the other fists into her hair, I pull her closer into me and lean up, cutting her words off with the press of my mouth to hers. This is all new to her, and the last thing I want to do is scare her off, so I keep it simple. Damn her for not making it easy.

"I love you, Rosie," I mutter through our soft kisses. I can feel her smile fade beneath my lips.

"So, what are you gonna do about it?" She asks with a little bite to her words. Without another second glance my way, she pushes herself off of me and is now standing, pinning me with her glare. I pull myself up quickly and stand in front of her, our eyes locked. I move toward her, but she holds a hand up, halting my efforts.

"Damn it, Ander!" She huffs under her breath with a sigh as she walks away.

I'm confused as all hell about what the fuck is going through that hard-ass head of hers. I reach out and gently grab her wrist, stopping her in her tracks. At lightning speed, she spins to face me. I lose all protest in me to argue with her when I see a lone tear trickle down her cheek.

"V... Tell me. Whatever it is. Just say it," I say softly as I lean in and wipe her tears away. I open my arms for her to come into, but she protests with a shake of her head, so I don't argue. Shoving my fists into my pockets, I take a step back.

Still shaking her head softly, as if she's trying to process her thoughts, she finally speaks up. "Do you ever want… More?" Her voice is small, and I can tell she's nervous. I let her words sink in, and then it hit me why she was upset.

"You know, I'm always the best friend. The best friend that gets to hear about all of your sex capades and give you advice on other girls. Now, I'm the best friend that you love and make out with. It's getting fucking confusing, Ander!" She spits the words out so fast that she's out of breath by the time she finishes. "Quite frankly, I'm sick of being your best friend."

Her eyes are glaring through me, and if looks could kill, I'm pretty sure I'd be up in flames at this very moment. She's speaking nothing but facts, and I hate that she's so worked up. I wish she would have talked to me about this long ago; I wish I would have had the courage to speak to her about how I feel, definitely before now. She's so cute when she's feisty and fired up, and I can't help but smile and chuckle.

Oh shit.

"You're seriously laughing at me, Ander? That's fucking rich!" She rolls her eyes, the frustration rolling off of her as she spins out of my grasp and storms off, not giving me a second thought. I ran behind her to catch her, but I didn't bother trying to stop her with my words. I know her too well; they won't work.

Once I finally reach her, I wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her into me and swooping her off the ground for a split second. Letting her stand, I refuse to let her go as she thrashes beneath me and tries to pry my hands off of her.

Still chuckling, which definitely isn't helping my case, I whisper, "Shh, V. Can you let me talk now?" She whips her head around, looking over her shoulder at me. She flashes me a death stare before she lets a huff and mutters, "Fine. Now, let me go!"

I shake my head against the back of hers. "No. I'm not letting you go. Don't you get it? I don't want to ever let you go." I spin her in my arms to force her to face me and pull her in close, but close enough that I can still look into her beautiful, piercing light blue eyes.

With a sigh, I begin. "Rosie, you are my best friend, but you are also so much more than that…"

I can feel the frustration radiating off of her slowly subside a little when she hears me call her by my nickname for her. When we were younger, it was a joke about how red her cheeks would get, and it quickly became my term of endearment for her. She practically lights up when she hears it, and it's the cutest thing to witness.

"It doesn't feel like it, Ander. I can't—"

"Are you going to let me talk?" I ask, cocking one eyebrow in question as my mouth turns up into a half smile. She rolls her eyes and signals with her hand for me to continue. I put a little more distance between us but still holding on to her. I want her to see me when I speak, really see me.

"You've been my best friend for years. Talking to you about other girls was never to hurt you but to try to prove something to myself. I was only ever with them to try and prove to myself that you are just a friend, but you aren't, V. You never have been. You're everything to me. You've always been everything to me, and that's scary. It fucking scares me. Because if I lose you, I lose a piece of myself. A piece I genuinely cannot live without."

I'm cut off by the sound of her soft whimper as the tears flow freely from her eyes, and I work diligently to wipe each away as they come. Before continuing, I lean in and kiss her forehead.

"I haven't been with anyone since long before last summer. You know that. When I tell you that I love you, I mean it with every fiber of my being."

"I love you too, Ander, but where does that leave us? I'm so tired of wondering."

"Isn't it obvious?" I scoff, playfully.

"Apparently, it's not, asshole." She rolls those beautiful eyes at me again as she spits her words at me.

"You're mine, Rosie. You've always been mine. You always will be. You're it for me."

"I'm your. . . What? Best friend? Property? Hook up? You know, calling me yours doesn't really clear anything up." She arches an eyebrow as she eyes me playfully, undoubtedly trying to get under my skin. I can't help but laugh. This girl and that mouth of hers drives me absolutely mad, and I wouldn't trade it for the world.

"You're maddening. My beautiful, infuriating, funny, sarcastic, witty, absolutely fucking perfect girlfriend."

"Hmm, are you asking me or telling me? Because I mean, I've never actually had a boyfriend. I'll have to think this over to see if you're the one I want to—"

Laughing along with her little giggles, I pull her into me and take her lips with mine. A slow, soft kiss that sends my heart racing with each passing second.

"Rosie, will you be my girlfriend?" I ask, still chuckling and kissing her lips between each word.

"I mean, I guess I will."

Absolutely perfect.
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"So it's finally official?" Jett asks as we walk down the shoreline to meet with Via and Izzy.

"Yeah, it is." I can't control the feeling of pride that fills me. Official. She's mine. Finally mine.

"Well, it's about damn time. You've only been obsessing over her for years. If you weren't going to jump on it, I was about to."

"Fuck off, asshole. Don't you even think about it—" I stop in my tracks, anger filling me instantly as I shove him to the ground.

I'm ready to attack as Jett stands up, laughing. He may be my brother, but I'll beat his ass here and now to put him in his place.

"Would you fucking chill, bro. I'm just busting your balls. V is like a sister to me, and she clearly only has eyes for you. It's about time that you see it for yourself." He dusts the sand off himself and swats at my arm playfully.

"Don't play like that, not when it comes to her." I deadpan, trying to rear back the anger that was surfacing.

"Don't be such a moody prick. It was a joke." Jett says as he rolls his eyes and continues walking.

"You have the worst idea of jokes," I say bluntly as I walk a few steps behind him. Jett laughs in return.

Jett and I are different. He's bubbly and outgoing, while I'm reserved and keep to myself. He doesn't know how to shut up sometimes, and I'd rather listen than talk. One thing we have in common is a fierce feeling of protectiveness regarding the people we love and care about. Our anger and aggression are identical. He controls his anger better than I do. I'm the hot head, especially when it's over something I'm passionate about, especially concerning her.

We make our way down the beach as a group of people come into view.

Via.

She's always the first one my eyes are drawn to in a crowd. She's dressed in a light blue bikini that ties on the shoulders and her hips, with a white see-through coverup over it. Her wild, curly, dark brown hair blows in the breeze, making her even more alluring.

"Is that—"

"It's fucking Marcus and his crew of douchebags," I say as the entire group comes clearly into view.

Marcus has been after Via for about two years now. His family owns a house further down the island, and he's also a summer regular. He's one of those guys who thinks he can get any girl he wants and uses them like disposable trophies. He wants to get his reward, then toss them aside after he brags to his buddies of idiots.

"He's talking to V," Jett says directly, and we both pick up our pace.

As we get closer, Izzy screams, "She said she isn't interested. Go creep on someone else, Marcus!" Marcus laughs and wraps his arms around Via, swooping her off the ground and whispering something in her ear. His hand is gripping her ass. Via swats and shoves his chest.

"Put me down, you fucking idiot!" Via's scream pierces through the air of the distance that separates us.

That's all it takes for me to see red. Before I know it, I'm full-blown running, and I make it over to them just as he sets her down.

"Ander!" Via screams just as my fist connects with his jaw, and he stumbles down to the ground.

"Fucking chill, Anderson! He was just fucking with her!" Alex, one of the guys in his douche crew, calls out as he helps Marcus up off the ground.

I push past his little posse, getting face-to-face with Marcus. Jett, Via, and Izzy are all screaming at me, but my ears are ringing with rage from seeing him touch her, and I can't hear what they're saying.

"Mommy and Daddy may have never told you 'no' in your life," I shove at his chest, causing him to stumble backward. "So it may be weird for you to hear, but if a woman tells you 'no,' you fucking back down! You don't touch her just because you want to!"

Seething, I shove at his chest again.

"You fucking know Via is with me!"

Another shove right before my fist connects with his nose. He stumbles and falls to the ground again; his friends surround him, but none of them can step up and help him. I wouldn't care if they would. I'd take them all if they tried.

You don't put your fucking hands on her and get away with it.

"Bro, back down. He's down." Jett's voice rings in as I step back, still seething.

"Ander!" Her voice in my ear causes my head to snap toward hers in full attention. She runs her hand up and down my bicep soothingly. Taking a few more steps back, I spin around, our eyes connecting instantly, and my anger begins to subside with the look she's giving me, a look that says everything she feels for me.

I pick Via up in my arms. Her legs wrap around my waist without hesitation. I stare into her eyes for a moment before I turn my head and glare at Marcus. "You'll never have this. Never have her. She's mine." I lean back in and take her mouth in a hungry kiss.

Breathless, we separate as the crowd that previously surrounded us walks away. My eyes connected with hers, I whisper. "I love you so much. I'm so in love with you, Rosie."

"I know." She nods with a smile. "I love you, too. Now, come on, monkey man," Via giggles as she grabs my hand and leads us toward the levee.

"Monkey man?" I chuckle, raising my eyebrows at her, as I tug her arm, pulling her into my arms and wrapping her in my embrace.

"Yeah. You went all Tarzan on him. Me, man. You, no man. Via, Mine. Whoo ha ha."

Jett and Izzy erupt with laughter beside us, and I follow along with them.

She isn't wrong, but I lose all sense of control when it comes to her.

I'm fucking crazy for her.


Chapter four
Via
2017


"V, are you still there?"

"Yeah," my voice shakes as I listen to the chaos unfolding outside these walls that I'd like to pretend are keeping me safe, but I know that's just a facade. Nothing can protect me from this reality.

"Well, it was supposed to be a surprise…" Ander sighed, and I could basically feel his frustration with Liam and my parents radiating through the phone. "I'm on my way to see you. I wanted to surprise you. I'm almost there—"

"How? You have work!" I cut him off.

"I took care of it, baby. I needed to see you. I miss you, and I'm not missing your birthday. I never miss your birthday. I sure as hell am not starting now." Emotions are pouring in, and a slight smile pulls at the corner of my lips. Ander always goes above and beyond to make me feel special.

"Ander. . ." I say his name with a smile, unsure what to say to express how he makes me feel inside.

Like I'm. . . Important. Worthy. Loveable.

You know, the things I never felt from my own family. Just the thought causes a tear to spring to my eye, but I hold it back.

"I'm not coming there if he's there, V. I can't promise I'll be able to hold back if he's on one of his typical war paths, and you don't need more shit today. Grab Natalie and meet us at Izzy's house. I brought Jett and Abbie with me. Jett wants to see Izzy, and Abbie is excited to see Natty."

I release a breath, and that trader tear falls from my grasp, so I swat it away quickly.

"I love you, Ander."

"I love you too, Rosie. I'll see you soon."

We end the call, and I breathe before opening the bathroom door. The screaming match is still happening in the rest of the house, and I'm not looking forward to it, but I need to check on Natty and get her out of here.

As I walk out of the hallway bathroom, I notice the mess instantly. Broken dishes are scattered throughout the kitchen, and spaghetti is painted against the walls.

Liam has my dad pinned to the far left wall of the dining area just off the kitchen. He's in our dad's face, yelling so loudly that I can't even make out the incoherent words that he's spewing. Liam has Dad's hands pinned and his body pressed against him. Dad is fighting against Liam's hold on him, but Liam is so wound up that he doesn't seem to be phased by Dad's resistance.

My mom stands behind Liam, pulling at his arms and yelling at him, trying to get him to free my dad from his grasp. As the seconds tick by, her screams grow louder, piercing through the already present tension in the air.

I suck in a deep breath to steady myself, disgusted at the sights before me.

I step closer, and Liam's and my Dad's words to each other become more distinguishable. Liam is in his face and still has him pinned, but my dad isn't backing down.

"Son, I have had it with your shit!" My dad yells.

Liam's face morphs into a maniacal grin as if he's enjoying this.

"My shit? I need money! I'm your son, aren't I? Or that's what you like to pretend. Aren't parents supposed to help their children?"

Their fights are always over money. My parents cut Liam off financially and stopped giving to him a while back when they realized they were only supporting his habits and not helping him. Liam hasn't made it easy. This is typically how it goes until one of them gives in and gives him his way. Hence why, it continues.

Since Liam has moved out on his own, he's taken up drugs and jail as his favorite pastime. My parents have finally been introduced to the side of Liam that he reserved for only me for so long.

His anger is no longer only my burden to take on. We are all receptive to his verbal and physical outbursts now. I hate it for all of us, but I hate it mainly for my sister Natty. I promised myself I'd take on all his anger to save her.

I wish this meant my parents finally saw the damage this had caused me over the years, but they couldn't be more blind.

I love them, I genuinely do, but I am so angry at them for their willful ignorance.

They now see Liam's true colors and don't know how to handle who he is, which only causes more conflict between them. The arguing, screaming, and discomfort in the air are now nonstop in this house.

Most days, I wish I could take Natty and get far away from all of them. I wish I could give her the comfort and quiet life that neither of us has ever been granted but very well deserves.

I remember a time when life with my family was some version of what most would consider normal. There was a time when happiness would visit here, but that happiness rarely appears since Natty's birth brought out the worst in Liam. He sucked it out like the leach that he is.

Unfortunately, Natty doesn't have many happy memories that she can recall. Of all the things I wish I could change about my life, that's got to be the main one. I wish I could help to show her a brighter life.

"You've drained us dry, Liam! We have nothing left to give you!" My mom screams in his ear as she swats at his back.

Liam releases his hold on my dad and swings around, slapping our mother across the face and knocking her to the floor. My dad is quick to respond and pounces Liam to the ground.

The dumb part of me wants to swoop in and attempt to help them—at least check to see if my mom is okay—but I can't. I know, all too well, what happens when you get in Liam's way.

I can't even watch it anymore. I need to find Natty and get her out of here.

Spinning on my heels, I run frantically searching for Natty. When Liam's violence first began to pour over onto them, instead of strictly just onto me, I made Natty promise me that she would run and hide every time he got out of hand. No matter what she heard, she was to hide until I could find her. We spent a weekend going through the house and property to find spots where she could fit in. She's almost eleven now, but she's still tiny and can fit herself into some unassuming places that easily camouflage her.

The only downside is that I never know which spot she will be in, and it sometimes takes me a while to find her.

I run up the stairs, taking them two at a time. As I swing around the railing at the top and begin running the long hallway, I hear the yelling downstairs start to subside. I gulp. That can either be a good thing or a bad thing.

Liam could be leaving now. Or…

"Natty!" I whisper-shout into the hall as I run toward her bedroom door.

I open her door and instantly notice that nothing looks out of place, but I know better. If she had gone to another spot on the property, I would have heard the screen door to the outside shut. She's in here. I can feel it.

"Natty, it's me. It's okay." I whisper.

Peering around her room, I notice a slight movement under her tower of stuffed animals in the corner. It's like a stuffed animal jail, basically, that my dad built for me and that I gave to her. The movement was so subtle that I would have missed it if I had not been paying attention.

I walk up to it and begin frantically removing the animals. I need to get to her.

I finally remove enough to where I can see her curled up into a ball in the corner, and her body is shaking with sobs.

"Natty,"

She glances up at me, and my heart breaks a little more once her eyes meet mine. Her green eyes are bloodshot. Her puffy red cheeks are stained with tears, and she's wearing a look of despair that I am all too familiar with.

She stands up and slowly climbs through the rope bars. As she does, she falls to the floor at my feet. I swoop in next to her, pulling her into me.

I want to rush her, tell her we need to hurry and leave before he has the chance to come looking for us, but I know this feeling. I've lived this feeling, and I've lived through it alone. I can't let her feel alone.

I hold her there for a few minutes, not speaking, just wiping her tears away as they fall.

We don't always need words to feel comforted. Sometimes, we need to know that someone else has us and is willing to walk through the darkness with us so that we aren't alone.

I'll always have her.

"I hate him." She says, her voice so soft, but the pain she feels inside penetrates each word.

I nod against her shoulder. "I know. I do, too."

She shakes her head, gently pulls out of my grasp, and stands to her feet.

I stand next to her and put my hands on her shoulders as I try to get her to look at me.

"Let's go! Izzy is waiting for us. Ander, Abbie, and Jett are there. You can go hang out with Abbie. We need to get out of here." I say frantically as I grab her overnight bag, rummage through her dresser, and throw clothes into it.

It's normal for us to go to Izzy's house after Liam's outbursts. My parents never fight us on going. They're usually too mentally exhausted to protest, and I think they appreciate me trying to keep Natty's mind off of all this shit.

"I'm not leaving."

Her words hit me like a Mac truck.

"What?" I ask, spinning to face her. She is sitting on the edge of her bed, staring at me head-on, but she looks deflated.

"I don't want to leave this time."

"Natalie!"

She shakes her head, wipes her tears as she stands, and heads for her bedroom door.

"I'm fine. Anyway, I think he left. It's quiet now. I want to go check on Mom and Dad."

I nod. She's my clone. Once her mind is set on something, there's no changing it. I could fight her on it, but it would be useless.

I drop her bag on the floor and hurry to chase her down the stairs.

"If you don't want to go, we can stay. I'll call Ander—"

"No!" She shouts as she spins to face me, and a soft, sympathetic smile graces her face.

"Go! I'll be fine. It's your birthday."

I scoff, "You know I'm not leaving you here. He could come back. You know he probably will. He always does."

She nods. "So, I'll hide again. Don't I always?" She raises a challenging eyebrow at me.

I let out a sigh, feeling overwhelmed and frustrated.

I hate leaving her, but I can't stay here.

Ander came all this way to see me, and god, I fucking miss him. I need to get out of here. I need to be with him. I need peace. A peace that only he can bring.

"Do you promise?"

Natty nods. "Duh," and I'm blessed with a theatrical eye roll.

I can't help but chuckle. She is so feisty; I love that about her. I bring her in for one last hug, and I plant a kiss on her hair.

"If you change your mind, call me or Izzy, and one of us will come get you!"

"Okay, now go!" She says with a smile. She continued downstairs, and with an ache in my heart about leaving her behind, I ran to my room and packed my own bag.


Chapter five
Ander


I'm already parked in Izzy's driveway, waiting for Via, when I see her car cut around the corner and head this way. My heart starts to pick up its pace just at the sight of her, and I can't ignore the way my cock twitches, just knowing I'm about to be near her again after damn near a year without physically seeing her. Jett and Abbie are getting their stuff out of the truck and hauling it inside Izzy's house when Via's car stops next to my truck.

Her door swings open, and she flashes a lighthearted smile my way as our eyes meet. I can see she's containing her excitement about seeing me. There's also a tinge of sadness in her face. I hate that Liam showed up today, of all days. I know how much he drains her soul with his presence. I lean against my truck, propping a foot up on the tire, and cross my arms as I take in the sight of her as she gets out. Damn, I've fucking missed this girl. She's effortlessly beautiful, and it just does something to me.

I smile back at her and push off the truck to walk her way. Before I can make it two steps in her direction, Jett, Izzy, and Abbie beat me to her as they all come running up to her, drowning her in hugs and screaming Happy Birthday as loud as they can. I can't help but let out a laugh at the foolish ass sight. Jett is the worst one. For the guy who prides himself on being the oldest out of all of us, he sometimes acts like a grade school little girl.

"Alright, that's enough," I say after a beat as I push through them to get to my girl.

As they finally take the hint and get out of the way, Via is laughing, and damn if that smile on her face doesn't capture my heart.

"Hi," she says on an exhale of a breath and a gut laugh as I swoop her up into my arms and spin her around once. Once standing still, I place her feet back on the ground and run my hand under her chin, tilting her head to mine.

Unable to wait another second, we reach in simultaneously, our mouths colliding. Not deepening the kiss in front of everyone, I pull back with a smile and plant a kiss on her cheek, directly next to her mouth. She lets out a huff, and her eyes grow wide. I pull my face away from hers slowly and pull her back into a hug. "Hey, Rosie," I whisper into her ear, my voice more raspy than usual, as I soak in the moment and let her sweet scent fill my nostrils. Damn, I've missed her. My tall frame towers over hers. She's nowhere near short. I stand at six foot four, and she's about five foot five. I instantly appreciate our height difference as I notice that her head rests perfectly on my chest when I hold her to me like this. Placing one more kiss on the apple of her cheek, I back away slowly but keep a hand on the small of her back.

"Oh, would you two just fuck already!" Izzy mouths off from the porch in front of us with a laugh.

Via begins to choke literally, and I can feel the heat radiating off her blushing cheeks.

"Eww, that's a mental image I could live without. It's bad enough that I always get stuck watching you two weirdos suck each other's faces." My sister Abbie says from next to Izzy as she makes gagging noises and gestures. This only pulls a screaming laugh out of Jett, who finds all this utterly hilarious.

Izzy comes up behind her and shoves her playfully. "Hey! We're not weird," Izzy says, laughing, not denying the part about her and Jett sucking faces. Abbie rolls her eyes in return. Abbie is twelve and thinks it's weird that Izzy and Jett like to make out "for fun." They don't care who sees. She's not alone in that thought.

Jett likes Izzy; they became good friends when she came to the island with Via over the summers, but Izzy never seems interested. Not as interested as he is, at least. She was down for making out with him and maybe occasionally banging him because she mentioned to Via that he was "decent." Still, she never showed any interest in anything further. That shit drives Jett even more crazy for her.

"Speaking of which, can I come with you guys? I don't want to stay with the spit swappers!" Abbie groans.

"No, Abs, not tonight." There are few people I have a soft spot for in this world other than Via, Abbie, and Natty. Seeing the annoyance on Abigail's face when I tell her no pulls at my heart a little, but tonight is about Via and me, for once.

"Wait, go with us where?" Via cocks an eyebrow my way as a slight smile pulls at the corners of her mouth, obviously confused. I pull her into my side, lean to her ear, and whisper, "I told you, it's a surprise," I flash her a slight smirk.

"You know I hate surprises," Via says under her breath as she throws me a look, trying to appear displeased, but she can't cover how excited she looks. She's trying damn hard, though. The apples of her cheeks are redder than they usually are, which tells me she's blushing.

"You'll like this one, I promise." I return with another quick smirk, and she rolls her eyes.


Chapter six
Via
2017


The drive down to the island was anything but quiet. We talk almost daily on the phone, some days for hours. We hadn't seen each other face to face in way too long, so we had a lot of laughs, cheesy jokes, and useless facts to catch each other up on. These conversations are only amazing in person, seeing the other person's reaction to every word up close—the ones that phone calls and Facetime cannot replace.

It's been a year since Ander officially asked me to be his girlfriend, although I have always been his, even when he didn't know it. Our parents love us together. However, I don't think they would be happy if they knew we'd snuck off in the night together. I don't really care about anyone else's feelings right now. It's time for me to be selfish.

Ander's phone died on the way here, and my phone doesn't get an ounce of service down on the island, which doesn't matter much to either of us. At this moment, electronics or anything else related to the world outside our own has been the last thing on our minds. It's nice disconnecting from the outside world, especially with him.

I know he said this was a surprise, but I'm anything but surprised, which makes it all the more perfect. There's no place else he'd take me and no place else I'd rather go with him than the island. It will always be our place. When we first got down here, we parked at my family's beach house and walked out to the field. Our field.

We reminisced about when we first met over ten years ago, growing up together, and all the stupid shit we've done throughout the years. Time with him here in this place is my fondest childhood memory. We were lying on the ground looking up at the stars. I've always loved looking at the sky at night. There's something special about taking in the universe like that that reminds me my problems are so minor in the grand scheme of things. It's always brought me comfort.

As we lay together, I ran my hand through the grass, stopping on a particular weed. I pull it from the earth and hold it up. I can't help but laugh, thinking back to all those years ago when Ander wished I was the type of girl who made wishes on dandelions. At this exact moment, I decided to give it a try. Through my chuckles, of course. I huff in a deep breath, hold it in for a beat, silently make my wish, and blow it out. I watch the petals circle and dance with the wind into the night air above us. Anders's soft chuckle and "Hm, so she does wish on dandelions" beside me sends electricity through my veins. We both stay quiet for a bit after that.

I can feel Ander's fingers grazing my hip over my jeans, and I sense he's looking at me now. I turn my head away from the night sky, breaking the trance it held on me, to see him propped up on his right elbow, looking down at me. His light brown eyes look black in this light, and I don't mind it. I could get lost in them just the same. 

I see a smirk dance around the corner of his lips as he starts to talk. "What are you thinking about right now?"

I roll my eyes as I let out a breath, "Leave it to you to want to get inside of my head," I say, laughing. He raises an eyebrow and nudges me softly. I shake my head at him and laugh a little harder.

Before I can answer, I can feel my cheeks flush, so I pull my hands up and cover my face as I try to hold back a laugh. Ander stands up and reaches down, extending his hands to help me up. I grab them, letting him do most of the work by pulling me off the ground.

Once I'm up and on my feet, he doesn't immediately let go of my hands like I expected. He uses them to pull me closer to him. Nervously, I look down, and he releases one of my hands, placing his hand on my chin and lifting my face towards him—slowly, softly, gently.

He leans in closer, his eyes locked on mine. With the other hand, he tucks my hair behind my ear like he always does, and with his thumb on my chin, he brushes it softly over my lips. Out of natural reaction, I lick them and bite down on my bottom lip. I can see the fire behind his eyes begin to burn wild. He slides his hand around my waist, pulling me into him, slowly inching our faces closer together.

The panic ensues. It's been almost a year since Ander and I have truly kissed. What if I don't remember what to do, and I make it awkward?

Where do my hands go?

DO I CLOSE MY EYES?

Yes, of course, I close my eyes.

Stop it, Olivia Rose! You've messed this up once before. Please don't do it again, I argue with myself.

"You idiot!" I gasp as it leaves my mouth, in utter shock. My eyes widen, and I shake my head fast in horror.

Oh my god. Please tell me I did not just say that out loud.

"Ander, I swear I didn't mean to say that out loud," He inches back slightly, raising a curious eyebrow and that damn smirk that makes my stomach dance.

"So you only wanted to think that I'm an idiot, not say it?" he says sarcastically as he laughs. Looking over my face, he sees the sheer embarrassment, slowly pulling me back closer toward him.

What else do I do out of sheer panic? Oh well, you know. I start laughing like a fucking hyena and rambling, of course.

"No, no, I didn't mean to think you're an idiot. I was thinking about how I'm an idiot if I-" and before I could finish, there it was.

He shuts me up as his lips slowly land on mine, and yes, I close my damn eyes. Thank you for at least remembering to do that, brain.

It is the sweetest feeling. He holds me so close that it feels like we are intertwined. then… We are.

He pulls me to him, and I wrap my legs around him, squeezing for dear life. His lips move on mine, and I follow suit. I am catching on quicker by the second. The longer it lasts, the more I need it never to stop. I can't believe I was scared of this. Nothing in the world has ever felt so right.

He arches back, breaking our kiss, stares into my eyes for a beat, and runs his hands through my hair. The look on his face makes me come apart, and the heat between my legs increases. I may be a virgin, but I know what it feels like to be turned on. Because damn, I'm almost always hot and bothered when it comes to him.

"Let's go to the beach house," I suggest seductively. Or at least, I intend for it to be alluring. Who knows, I could look fucking constipated for all I know. I have no clue what the hell it is I'm doing, but I'm following my instincts for once, and damn, does it feel good.

His eyebrows pull together in confusion, and he bites his bottom lip to stifle a chuckle.

"V, we don't have to do that."

I roll my eyes, shove him playfully, and then stand beside him, putting my hands on my hips. "It wasn't a question Ander. Now, take me to that damn house!" I demand in the firmest voice I can muster through the soft giggles that I'm trying to hold back.

He arches one eyebrow at me and stares for a minute, then pulls me into him, making us impossibly close.

"Fiesty, I love that side of you." He growls into my ear, nipping on it softly, as he runs up behind me and swings me into his arms, gripping me tightly into a hug from behind. The backside of my body is squeezed up tightly against the front side of his, and I can feel him hardening, even through both of our clothes.

Oh shit. If I had not been turned on before, I definitely would have been now.

He nips at my ear again and says, "If we go in that house, I can't promise you I'll want to hold back, Rosie."

I gulp—nervousness coursing through my body, but craving overpowers it.

"I can promise you that I won't want you to hold back," I whisper as I lean slightly to the side, revealing my neck to him even more. He places a kiss right below my ear and sucks on the sensitive skin there softly. He lets out a grunt as he hears my words.

It tickles but feels so good. Eagerly, I squeeze my hands around his arms, which are still wrapped around my waist, and I walk towards the house, pulling Ander with me. He lets go of me and pulls me to a stop. Confused, I swing around to face him. As I do, his strong arms swoop me up into him, cradling me like a baby. One hand on my ass and the other supporting my head and neck. The hand on my ass doesn't hesitate to give it a tight squeeze as we walk forward, and I let out a moan mixed with a soft giggle as my lips fall open. He stops walking for a moment to quickly dip his head down and swallow the moan as it leaves my mouth, kissing me forcefully.

When he gets us to the stairs, I pull myself off him, run up, and search for the key my dad hides in the flower pot on the back deck. Ander follows close behind me. I'm fumbling with opening the door, my nerves getting the better of me.

He comes up behind me, wraps one arm around my waist, rubs my left shoulder with his other hand, and then places a kiss on it, sending a jolt of lightning through my entire body.

After what felt like forever, we finally made it inside. I don't give him the chance to kiss me again. It's my turn to kiss him. He broke the ice, and now my body needs his. My body is feening for his.

We are standing a few feet from each other, eyes locked. The way his eyes rake down my body, staring at me with such desire, makes the aching between my legs even worse, and I've never wanted anything so bad.

Ander goes to take slow steps towards me to close the gap between us, but I don't let him. I hold up a hand, signaling him to stop. I hold his eye contact, glancing at how his clothes fit over his body and wanting to see him without them. I'm used to seeing him in swim shorts with no shirt, but his body has gotten toned since I last saw him. I want to see what it looks like bare, especially now.

He raises an eyebrow my way, almost as if he's asking what's next.

With a deep breath, I answer his silent questions with actions instead of words.

First, I slowly remove my jeans and kick them to the side. His eyes widen, and I can see the fire behind them burning hot for me. Our eyes stayed locked, and seeing him want me like this has me biting down on my bottom lip.

He attempts to take another step toward me.

"No, I want you to watch," I say softly, but it sounds desperate as I push the words out with a rasp. I gulp and lick my lips, and then he groans as his head falls back slightly, combing a hand through his shaggy hair.

"Fuck, V. I want to see everything you want to show me."

I giggle at his words. I always seem to laugh when I shouldn't. I quickly recovered, nervous that my laugh ruined the moment I searched his eyes, but it only seemed to turn him on even more. He seems to like my idea, and he takes a few steps back and props a foot up on the wall as he leans against it. Crossing his arms over his chest with that god damn sexy crooked grin on his face. His eyes focus in on me as if his life depended on it.

"Take off your shirt." His voice is raspier than usual, and there's a greedy need behind his tone.

Instead of letting me take complete control like I was trying to, he takes over and talks me through it. Once my shirt is gone and thrown across the room, our eyes are still locked, and I'm feeling very vulnerable standing here on display in front of the boy I've had a crush on most of my life.

I am a little shy, but also I feel beautiful. How could I not feel beautiful with his eyes searching my body? He licks his bottom lip and bites down on it as he looks over my breast.

"Lose the bra and panties, babe. Let me see exactly what I'm about to get to enjoy."

I inhale a sharp breath as my eyes squeeze shut, and I feel myself soak in his words. Ander has always liked things in his life a certain way. He strives for perfection in everything he does, and I always tease him for being a tad OCD. It makes sense to me that he would want to be in control and tell me exactly what he wants. I also have no clue what I'm doing, so this makes it easier. It's turning me the fuck on hearing that raspy tone increase in his voice.

I do as I'm told. His eyes squeeze together a little in pleasure but don't shut as his head leans back and hits the wall. He courses a hand back and forth over his chin, looking me over intently as if he likes what he sees.

I'm standing here feeling a little awkward. I'm unsure what to do with my hands, and I catch myself swaying and shifting a little bit, but I don't speak. Ander is a man of few words, and I always feel I'm doing most of the talking. If he wants to do the talking right now, well damn, who am I to stop him? I hold his gaze, waiting for whatever he will say next.

"Do you ever play with yourself, V?"

"Mmm," I purr out and nod.

His smile widens like he likes that response. He looks so primal right now, and it's fucking hot.

"What do you think about when you touch yourself?" He growls out.

My core clinches at his question. My cheeks begin to flush with an awkward smile. I go quiet, feeling a little too embarrassed to respond. I shuffle on my feet and use one hand to block between my legs. I shrug and break his gaze as I look down to the floor.

"Drop the hand and answer the question, V. I want to know." his voice is slightly more commanding this time but not intimidating.

It's delicious.

"I think about you, Ander. I always think about you." My words come out shaky, and I'm nervous about his response.

I can tell he likes my response just because of the way he shifts on the wall. His eyes trace down my body and stop between my legs. He licks his lips again like he's hungry, and I'm the meal he wants to devour.

"Lay on the couch and show me. Show me how you touch yourself, but I want you to look at me instead of thinking about me. Eyes on me. Can you do that?"

He walks toward me and motions for me to go to the couch. I arch an eyebrow at him. I was a little embarrassed and very nervous. I bite my lips at his words as they send vibrations through my body. I take a deep breath in and walk to the couch. He follows behind me, stands against the wall across from the sofa, and removes all his clothes, leveling the score and making us even.

I gulp at the sight of him standing naked before me, but I do what he asks. I lay back on the couch; my hand trails down my body as I stare at the ceiling.

"Look at me, Babe," he demands softly.

I look over at Ander, and he's taking his cock in his hand, stroking up and down the length. I can't help but stare as I let out a soft moan. Watching him touch himself in front of me makes me more at ease and comfortable. My hands meet my slit, and I press down firmly on my sensitive bud of nerve endings. I begin to rub in circular motions.

"Good girl, now just enjoy yourself, and once you're done, we can enjoy each other." He breathes out. I return with a nod as I keep rubbing. At this point, it feels too good even to consider stopping.

Our eyes are locked on one another's body, and we match each other's pace. My heart is racing, and my breathing is getting heavier. I let out some soft moans as the pleasure takes over my body. It doesn't take long for me to get close to the edge of an orgasm.

With my thumb still firmly rubbing circles on my sensitive clit, I slide a finger inside and pump softly to help me get closer to finishing as my opposite hand cups my breast.

"Ahh! Fuck Ander, I'm about to—" I scream out with a moan as my eyes squeeze shut.

"Eyes on me, babe," He growls, his voice closer. I open my eyes, and he's standing at the edge of the couch now, his cock no longer in his hand. His hands are reaching for me. He takes one of my nipples in with his mouth as he cups my other breast, massaging it with his hand. His other hand removes mine from between my legs right before I'm about to go, and I sigh in frustration.

He doesn't stop; I can feel him smile on my breast as he bites down softly on my nipple and then begins sucking it in firmly. His hand traces lines around my clit, purposefully not touching it as he deliberately teases me. He sucks my nipple in again, hard, and lets it fall out with a popping sound. His eyes dart up to mine, which are staring down at him.

With a tenderness in his voice but somewhat out of breath, he asks, "Are you sure this is what you want, V? I don't want to do anything you aren't comfortable with."

I don't say anything; I nod reassuringly as my fingers run through his hair, tugging softly. He groans softly. I can tell he liked that, so I do it again a little harder.

"No nodding; I need to hear it. Tell me this is okay. Tell me this is what you want. Say out loud that you want me,"

I swallow and let out a breath. Saying it out loud feels intimidating, but it's time to say what I want—for once.

"I want this. I want you, Ander. Inside of me. So fucking bad, I want you. I've always wanted you."

He growls at my words, his face morphing into that sexy grin he melts my heart with, and before I know it, he's going to work. On me, that is. His fingers find my sensitive, swollen clit instantly. He flicks it a few times, then presses down and rubs it as if his life depended on it. His mouth isn't far behind. Once his tongue darts out, he slides a finger inside of my opening. His mouth is working my clit over, licking and sucking softly as his finger is pumping in and out of me. I can feel myself tightening around his large finger.

"Fuck babe, you're so damn tight. So wet. I want to feel you like this around my cock. Are you ready?"

I go to nod, but I stop myself. I am reminding myself that he wants to hear me.

"Yes, I'm ready. Please, Ander. Pleaseee." I beg.

He lets out a groan, and he backs up a bit. "V, I didn't come here to do this. I didn't expect it. We have never gone this far before, and I don't have a condom, but I can promise to pull out. Are you sure you're okay?"

I gulp, a little more nervous than I was. Knowing this isn't Anders's first time and my inexperience leaves me more vulnerable here. Ander tells me everything. Before we became more, hearing of his previous sexual "experiments" hurt, but none he's ever described have seemed like this.

I've never held any of it over his head. It's actually intrigued me. Okay, maybe I was a little jealous that he would touch other girls in that way, but not me. It made me wonder if he liked me in that way, the way I was beginning to like him. Before I could go down that rabbit hole, things between us started to intensify, and I just knew.

I extend my arm and rub a hand on his cheek. "I've been on birth control since I was thirteen, remember? I'm not worried unless you are."

He smiles a half smile. I can tell his insecurities are out, and he's just as nervous now as I am. He returns my gesture of rubbing my cheek softly with his thumb, laying his body on top of mine, and kisses me. Softly, tenderly, and with so much love and passion. I return his motions, deepening the kiss by opening my mouth and piercing through his lips with my tongue, finding his and massaging it with my own. He groans into my mouth, and I swallow it in as I thrust my hips upward to him and nod.

I signal to him that I trust him, need this, and want it just as badly as he does. He nods back, still rubbing his thumb across my cheek, and breaks away from our kiss with a smile.

Taking his time and being incredibly gentle, he takes the tip of his cock and edges it inside of me. I let out a moan of pleasure as I feel my body stretching and adjusting around his size. His head rolls back, and my eyes squeeze shut as he softly pushes in a little further. My hands grab at his back, and my eyes screw shut tighter.

Before moving inside of me, he leans in and kisses my forehead. Panting and breathy, he asks, "V, are you okay?" With such a soft, caring tone laced in his words. I open my eyes and look into his as I nod, breathing deeply.

He starts to move in and out of me slowly, taking special care not to go too far in.

His length is long—scary long—so I know he isn't giving me all he's got. It feels fantastic all the same. It hurts, but it's the kind of pain I can take any day if it feels this good.

"Ander," I pant. "Give me more. I want more."

He lets out a growl, and I can see the need within him.

"I don't want to hurt you baby."

"Fucking hurt me; it'll be the best pain I've ever felt." I thrust up to meet his thrust, forcing him deeper inside of me.

"Fuckkkk," Ander grunts as his head rears back. "Baby, how are you so fucking perfect?"

"If it's too much, you say stop and we fucking stop, okay?"

I nod, and he wastes no time. Ander grabs onto my hips, digging his fingers into my skin, and he slowly pushes into me until he is fully seated inside.

"Ahhh, oh my fucking god. That feels so good."

"Mmm, damn right you do. You fit around me perfectly." He leans in and tenderly places a kiss on my lips.

"I love you." He whispers as he backs away. "So fucking much."

"I love you too," I say with a moan as he thrusts in again. My legs begin to tremble, my body clinches, and I see stars.

[image: image-placeholder]

I always knew Anderson Cole would be the one I'd lose my virginity to. He was the only one I could see myself doing anything with, and yes, it felt every ounce of right. He was gentle until I wasn't. Even then, he was still caring in his movements. Making sure I was okay every step of the way.

I was not okay. Because I was so much more than just 'okay.' For once, I felt great. It lasted well into the morning, and I'm sore. Now we're in my room in the house; he's still snoring on my side of the bed. It's a beautiful sight. Drool included.

I've wanted this with him for so long, and finally let myself have it. Damn, did it feel good. So good that I couldn't sleep. I love watching him sleep. I love him.

I love him.

I lean down and whisper in his ear, "I truly love you, Ander," I swear I see a ghost of a smile cross his face between his rumbling snores.

Ha! I'm officially a sap. I can't help but laugh at myself. My brain needs coffee, but damn, my body needs him. Again.

I decide to let him sleep and settle on the coffee. I slip out of bed or attempt to.

As I started rolling out of bed, he pulled my body back towards him. He was positioning me so that his chest was resting against my back, our bodies curving into one, and I could feel every inch of him. I can't control the obnoxiously loud gulp that escapes my throat. He moves my hair, nestling his head on my shoulder.

His breath tickles my ear as he whispers, "I love you so much, Rosie. I have always loved you, and I always will. I'll never stop."

Oh no, not the tears. The tears filled my eyes as I tried to hold back with every fiber of my being. Shit. There's no use. They're here whether I like it or not. I didn't make a sound, but I'm not sure if he knows me this well or if he sensed it, but he leaned over and wiped them away as they fell and softly kissed my shoulder.

I couldn't even respond instantly. I didn't have to. There's something comforting about loving someone and feeling their love rather than just hearing them say it. I've felt Ander's love long before the words escaped his lips, and the same goes for him. He felt my love, whether or not I spoke the words right then, but damn, they felt good to hear.

"I love you too," I whispered, finally. I scooted backward, inching closer to him as he squeezed me tighter.

"Will you love me forever?" he asked softly, stroking my hair. I could sense the smile spreading on his face.

I giggle softly. The question warms my heart so much that he would even be thinking about a lifetime with me. "I'll never stop, either, "I respond with a smile. I couldn't not love this boy until the last days. He squeezes me, pulling me in a little tighter to him.


Chapter seven
Via


"V, did you hear that?" He remained quiet for a minute, and then I heard it.

There was banging on the door and loud voices outside. That's great. Of course, something would disrupt this perfect moment.

Ander wastes no time at all. I look over, and he pulls on his boxers, then quickly reaches for his clothes. Reluctantly, I begin doing the same. I assume I should be a little more startled and concerned and moving with more urgency, but I'm more so just pissed off that the moment is being cut short against our wills.

Ander is dressed and lifts the alarm clock on the nightstand. It's only 3:37 am.

Okay, now I'm a little freaked out. Who the hell would be here at this time? Ander sees the concern growing on my face.

He softly kisses my forehead and whispers, "You stay here. I'll go look out of the window in the front to see if I can get a look at who it is and what's going on,"

I nod hesitantly. Then he disappears down the hall.

Suddenly, the fact that neither of us has a working phone and is stuck without a way to call for help hits me like a ton of bricks. Oh, god.

I just let him go out there alone. I start pacing the room as the panic sets in firm.

Then I hear her. Izzy? Why the hell is she here? Is that crying?

"THAT CANNOT BE TRUE! HOW!?" I hear Ander shout, and before I know it, I run straight to the front of the house to get where they are.

Jett is here, too. Where is Abbie? Abbie was supposed to be with them. Why isn't she? Why are they even here? They hear me approaching quickly, and all their eyes turn to mine. I stop dead in my tracks as I see their faces.

It's the look of horror. Of apology.

"What's going on?" I managed to get out, unsure if they heard me because my voice was small, barely even a whisper.

Jett and Izzy look at each other like they're looking for the words. Izzy starts sobbing as she shakes her head.

They heard me.

Ander runs his hands down his face slowly and starts walking towards me, unable to look me directly in the eyes.

"Someone, please tell me what the fuck is going on,"

He finally reaches me and pulls me into a tight hug so that we don't make eye contact. I can tell they're all searching for the words. I push him back softly, forcing him to look at me.

"Anderson, tell me. NOW!"

"I'm so sorry, V, I'm so sorry," He starts crying, and it just pisses me off.

I look at Izzy, searching for answers in her eyes.

"V, we've been trying to call you. We still aren't sure exactly what happened, but there was an accident—"

Her voice fell flat. Her mouth was still moving, but no words were forming. Why weren't words forming? Maybe they are, but I can't hear them. I close my eyes and count to ten; when I open them again, I'm counting out loud, grasping onto Ander like my life depends on it.

Jett and Izzy walk up, pulling me into a tight, quick hug. I don't reciprocate. Hell, I don't even move.

I still have no clue what's happening, and I feel like I'm floating. Like I'm watching them in slow motion from above. Yet, I want to vomit at the same time.

Ander's voice of reason is collected when he speaks this time, "V, listen to these next few sentences carefully. I want you to take a deep breath between each pause because we must head straight to the truck after I finish." Izzy and Jett step back, giving us a second, and then both start pacing.

I close my eyes briefly.

This isn't good.

This has to be bad. Where the fuck is Abbie? I take a deep breath, open my eyes, and nod, signaling for him to continue. He locks eyes with me for a brief moment, then nods softly. I can see the pain all over his face as he hesitates.

"Last night, after we left, Natty changed her mind. She wanted to come to Izzy's with you. Your mom showed up with her around 8:30. Izzy tried covering for you, but it didn't work. She was upset with you for not being honest with her. They went home and picked up your dad to look for you since Izzy wouldn't tell them where you were. They didn't get far before a vehicle malfunction occurred, and the truck went off the road… It isn't good, V."

The tears are flowing down his cheek, and he walks a few steps into the living room and throws a forceful punch into the back of the couch. I stand there stunned. I can't move. I can't even react.

After about a minute, when he's standing back in front of me, it finally starts to sink in, and I gasp. I can feel the horror covering my face as my hands slap over my mouth.

"W-what are you saying?"

He takes in a deep breath and goes to speak, and the next thing I know, Izzy has her arms wrapped around my neck, sobbing into my shoulder. I push her back. At this point, I'm fuming with frustration that no one is being direct. I understand being gentle with me, but god damn. I'm not this fragile. The panic and not knowing are swallowing me whole.

Izzy holds back tears.

"Your dad was ejected out of his seat belt and was pronounced dead on the scene. Your mom and Natty stayed restrained and were flown to the main hospital in the city, but--",

"But WHAT, Izabel? But what?" I lose the words. I see all of their heads fall slightly.

It's Ander who speaks up first.

"We need to hurry and leave now, V. It doesn't look good, and we need to get you there now."

He walks up to me assertively and wraps his arm around me, ushering me out of the house. I can hear Izzy and Jett quickly following behind.
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The ride to the hospital is quiet.

Izzy and Jett rode with us, but no one spoke a word on the way here until we got close. As we pulled into the parking lot, Izzy cleared her throat.

"I just want to let you know Liam is here. Just brace yourself, V." Her words are soft, caring, and careful not to upset me more. She knows how I feel towards Liam, especially after his tantrum and outburst towards all of us at our house just hours ago. He is as much family as I am and needs to be here. Even though he is who he is. No matter what he's done to me, they need him here just as much.

My thoughts race to my dad, and the realization starts to sink in of what's happening. It doesn't feel real, but it does feel cruel.

The truck stops near the emergency door, and Ander throws it into 'park.' Ignoring that we're in an unloading zone, we jump out and run inside. The receptionist at the front desk is a rude twat and sees a bunch of kids running in as she begins to tell us to wait for assistance. Before I have the chance to lose it, Izzy throws two balled-up fists down on the counter in rebuttal.

"I am so sorry that someone apparently pissed in your cheerios! My best friend here just found out that her father died and that her mother and sister are in critical condition. So if you don't mind, get your head out of your ass and do your damn job by directing us as to where to go. That would be great!"

A nurse in the back heard the encounter and came running toward us. She has a sincere, apologetic look on her face.

"Foley family?" She asks with concern laced in her tone. I nod instantly.

"Yes, where are my mother and sister? Their names are Leah and Natalie Foley."

Her head drops softly, "Yes, ma'am, they're in the trauma wing. Follow me, I'll take you there. Your brother told us he was the only next of kin."

Of course, he did. I see red and fire erupts through my veins. Lord knows I don't need any other reasons to hate Liam, but he keeps giving them to me without fail. I can't even focus on that. I can only follow this slow-paced elderly lady helplessly and hope for the best for my mom and Natty Bear.

We finally get to the trauma wing of the hospital. As we approach the waiting room, we see Liam sitting there with a smug, shit-eating grin on his face. Ander steps in front of me. He protectively places his arm around my waist and pulls me in as he braces me for whatever is about to come.

Liam sees us and throws a smile our way.

Seriously?

He's such a sleaze-ball. We just found out we lost our father and that our mother and sister are both critical, and he has the nerve to smile. Everything about Liam gives me the ick.

I understand my parents came along after he already endured unfathomable amounts of trauma, but he had a family that loved him beyond measure in my parents. How dare he smile right now. My blood is boiling as I walk his way.

Ander, Izzy, and Jett can all sense my tension as we approach Liam, but I give them all a soft, reassuring look that says, "I've got this; stand down." They know me well because, at the same time, they all fall back. They stay close and are just out of earshot, but Ander's eyes remain focused on me.

"Liam, what's the latest?" I ask through gritted teeth. My cheeks are tear-stained, and my pain is evident on my face. I don't want to show that to Liam because he will only prey on it. So, I hold back my tears and try to keep this traumatic conversation as civil as possible.

"Oh, you mean other than you sneaking off to be a little whore and being the cause of our whole family's deaths?" He says through a blood-curdling smile. He scoffs at me as if he's dismissing me and disregarding my concerns.

I let Liam insult me.

His words no longer hold venom when it comes to me. You become immune and numb to their toxicity after a specific person causes a certain amount of pain. Immune to their toxicity. What kills me is that he mentioned 'our whole family's death.'

"What do you mean our whole family's death? Mom? Natty?" I ask, pleading for answers, my voice cracking with each word as the panic kicks in.

He looks down and picks dirt out of his fingernails with a toothpick. This was just another day for him, and this whole thing was inconvenient.

"Yeah, well, there's nothing more that they can do. I just signed off and gave consent to pull the plugs. They just got taken off of life support, but they're holding on for now. You can go say goodbye if you want to."

He pulls me to him, into the most uncomfortable version of a hug I've ever experienced. He whispers into my ear.

"Maybe it wasn't just your fault, stupid little Olive. Maybe you fuckers should have learned a long time ago that I will get what I want, one way or another. They wouldn't help me, so I had to help myself." He shrugs, then continues as I stand there, frozen in shock, unsure how to process what he's saying. "You were kept alive. You're welcome for that, by the way. Although—"He chuckles darkly. "I must admit, you were only kept alive for my own fun, and I do intend to have fun. You already know as long as you're living, you are my toy, and I don't quite appreciate how your little boyfriend always looks at me. Does he know our secrets, Olive?"

"Here is your one and only warning. Drop him. Drop him, or I will. That is not only a threat but a promise I intend to keep." His tone is almost joyful, like this is all a fun game for him, as his cruel words slice through me like razors.

I crumble into pieces right in front of him.

"LIAM!"

I no longer care if he sees that I'm breaking. Every ounce of strength I've mustered up to get through this conversation is immediately drained from my being.

Before I know it, Ander has his arms around me, cradling my body to his.

I glance up at him, searching for the comfort I need while completely falling apart as realization quickly sets in. His eyes don't meet mine. No, his eyes are hot on Liam as if he's ready to pounce.

He leans into me, "I've got you, V. I got you."

The sobs that break from me are inconsolable. I am not just breaking; I am entirely shattering with each second that my heart continues to beat, and I know that theirs aren't.

I've always known what Liam was capable of. He unleashed that side of himself on to me for years.

They didn't know, and I didn't protect them. I failed to keep them safe.

This is as much on me as it is on Liam.


Chapter eight
Ander


"Do you want to go see them?"

I ask softly, wanting the option to be hers and hers alone as I continue to pull her into me, not wanting to let her go. I don't care that we're on a hospital waiting room floor.

She's falling to pieces, and I have no idea how to fix this. I know I can't fix this one for her, and it's breaking me apart along with her.

Have you ever loved someone so much that you would tear yourself apart to hand them the broken pieces of yourself to help repair what's broken in them in an attempt to make them whole again? That's how I feel right now. Helpless that I can't help her. I'm hurt that she's hurting, and there isn't a damn thing I can do about it. I can't make it stop, no matter how hard I try.

Her sobs have died down. I know this is the part that will hurt her and me both the most. I've known her for most of my life, so unfortunately, I already know what will come next.

This will be the part where she shoves all her emotions down, puts on a brave face, pushes forward, and pretends to be stronger than she needs to be while trying to find ways to "fix" the situation. I've seen her do it far too many times with the shit she's dealt with concerning Liam. I can't let her do it right now.

It's a recipe for disaster.

"You're allowed to feel. Let yourself feel, even though it hurts. Please don't shut down, baby." I say, sounding as frantic as I feel as I run my hands through her hair. Just like I predicted, not a second later, her head lifts, and she's standing to her feet, wiping the tears away. Her breaths are deep as she tries to bury her emotions away with all the others she's had to hide over the years. She pulls out of my grasp, and she's focused on Liam as he walks away down the hall toward the exit, as if he has no cares in the world.

"Rosie," I whisper as my voice catches. I'm trying to hold myself together for her right now. She needs me strong. She needs a safe place to land. Someone she knows she can lean on. Someone she can come to and not have to be strong.

I try to pull her back to me. I want to embrace her. I want to hold her, but she isn't having it. A part of my heart breaks, even though I try like hell not to let it. I know she's hurting, and she doesn't know how to cope right now. Liam is almost to the exit as he turns around and flashes her a grin. A fucking grin. That motherfucker.

"Fuck you, Liam! You slimy piece of shit!" I scream after him as I storm towards him, more than ready to tear him apart with my bare hands.

I can hear Jett's exasperated huffs behind me, and I know he's with me on this. I don't need his help, but knowing my brother has my back if I need him and I'm not overreacting is reassuring.

Liam is still standing at the end of the hall, looking the least bit threatened. Like he knows something we don't. I can't wait to beat that fucking smirk right off his stupid ass face.

I make it a little over halfway towards him when I finally hear her voice. It's closer than I expected it to be. The next thing I knew, she was in front of me, panting and out of breath. She places her hands on my chest to stop me.

So I do.

I let out a grunt. I want to tell her she needs to let me handle this for her, for once. I want to prove to her that I am in her corner.

She is mine, and I will not continue to stand by and let this fucker destroy her. No one messes with her and gets away with it. Especially not Liam.

Before I can say anything, her eyes close as she lets out an exhausted sigh.

"Leave," her voice is low, barely audible, but the one word she mutters singes through my veins, coursing its way right to my heart and breaking another piece of it.

I don't respond.

I place my hand over hers, which is still on my chest. Or, I attempt to. She pulls her hand back.

Her voice is louder now, firmer even when she says, "Ander, you need to go."

"Rosie," I shake my head, trying to calm myself and remind myself that she's hurting. She doesn't need me going all fucking caveman in the hospital on her brother. She needs comfort and someone to help her process everything that's happening.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to lose it. I just—"

"Go home, Ander!" She all but yells at me this time.

Before I can react, she steps back, crosses her arms over her chest, and looks at Izzy. "Can you take me home?" she walks right past me.

Izzy looks dumbfounded and not sure how to respond. Her eyes flash back and forth between my breaking heart and Via's shattered one, but this isn't about me.

"Here," I say, tossing the keys to my truck to Izzy. We all rode here together, so they had no ride other than me. If I can't be the one to help Via right now, I damn sure won't be the one to pressure her and make it worst, either. Via keeps walking away from us, not looking back.

"Are you sure? How will you all get home?"

"Yes, just please take care of her."

I told myself I wouldn't fucking cry. I don't cry, but apparently, I do. Because as my heart breaks for the woman that gives it a reason to beat, the only thing I can do is cry for her.

Izzy pulls me into an awkward hug. Her face says more than her mouth does. I don't need her pity. I need her to take care of my girl.

"Izzy, just don't let her shut down for long. Tell her I love her and I'm here when she's ready—I'm always here. We will find a ride to your house to get my truck and then go to the island to get your car. I'll give her some time, but I'll check in on her when we get back into town. I don't want to force her."

Izzy sighs and forces an apologetic, sympathetic smile my way, then turns and chases after Via. Jett smacks his hand across my shoulder and gives me a side hug.

"She'll come around, brother; she always does. You know that asshole fucks with her head."

I nod.
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The first few days without a word from her were like a knife to the gut. One that not only stabbed me but also twisted and turned, wreaking havoc in the path of its destruction.

My heart breaks for her, and I'm fucking angry. If there's anyone in this world who doesn't need more pain added to the already devastatingly long list of reasons to lose hope, it's her. I know. She will blame herself for this one, and she shouldn't. She has every right to hate me. The thing is, I don't blame her one bit. This one is on me.

Had I not forced her out of the house that night and taken her down to the island, even though she was hesitant, none of this would have happened. Liam would have spewed his venom. Everyone would have been distraught for a few hours before that infuriatingly positive woman of mine, with her soul-piercing eyes, got them all to see the bright side of their negative, which is Liam. Everyone would have been safe in that home. There would have been no one to go out looking for, so there would have been no accident.

We've always faced our hard times together. We've been each other's safe place, leaning on the other when the weight of reality gets too heavy to carry alone. We've shared secrets and held each other's truths locked tight. When the darkness would threaten to succumb to either of us, turning to the other was the solution, and we would always walk through it together.

Never alone.

It's another one of the promises we made to each other. Some people may think it's a lot of pressure to put on one another. Too heavy. The truth is, what's too heavy is going through life without having someone to unload all your worst days on. Not the notion of only feeling alone but actually being alone in your struggles. I never want her to feel or be either of those.

I've tried calling and texting too many times to count, all of which have gone unanswered. I know I need to back off and give her time, but this is so unlike her. Her face when she looked at me at that hospital after she stopped me from destroying her brother is etched in my mind, and I can't shake it.

I've never seen her so broken, and it's tearing me down that I caused this for her. The worst part is she won't even let me be there for her through it.

Ander: Hey baby, I'm just checking in with you again.

Ander: I'm here for you. I'm always here. I'll be here whenever you're ready.

Ander: I'm so worried about you. Please just say something.

Ander: Please let me be here for you.

Ander: I miss you.

Ander: Rosie, please. I love you.

After all the texts I sent, I decided that sending one more plea wouldn't hurt.

"Fuck!" I scream and pass a fist through my bedroom drywall, loosening the cap on all the frustration I've been bottling up inside. That one blow does the opposite of what it was supposed to and only creates more frustration. I let out another loud groan under my breath as I stared at the hole I'd just made. My parents are going to kill me.

Staring intently, I place my fingers through the opening in the drywall and can't help but relate to it. Everything around this hole, on this wall, is neat, in place as it should be, and well put together. Yet, behind the wall, behind the hole, is a void. Displaced and empty. It's a lot like I'm feeling right now.

I scoff at myself; I can't believe I'm comparing myself to a damn hole I've just punched through my wall.

"Bro, you good?" Jett's voice is low. He looks confused and worried as he walks into my room and looks me and my stupid hole over.

I look back at him and debate my options. I sit on my bed and lean my elbows on my knees. I sink my head into my hands and close my eyes shut to keep the tears in that threaten to fall.

He clears his throat and then makes his way over to me. Sitting beside me, he wraps his arm around my back, patting it hard. We are a lot alike in this sense. Neither of us knows how to react when we see each other falling apart. We are so used to our emotional displays of affection strictly roasting each other that when that isn't appropriate, we aren't sure how to approach the situation.

Deciding to spare him the agony, I say, "I'm good". I'm unsure if I sound convincing, but my guess is not a bit.

"The hell you are," he shoves me, "fucking talk to me."

I shake my head as I lift my head from my hands. "There's nothing to say. She hates me. She won't talk to me. I've tried and got not a single thing back."

He sighs. We sit there in silence for a while. Before I know it, he's on his phone, and I can hear the ringing.

"Jett, what the hell are you doing?" I demand. I know he means well, but I don't need my brother fighting my battles for me.

He shakes his head and pushes my hand away before he speaks, "Izzy,"

Izzy. He called Izzy, not Via. Why the hell didn't I think of that? The giant ass hat isn't as dumb as he looks, after all.

"Hey, how is she?" Jett asks Izzy, keeping his voice low.

"Put it on speaker, please," I beg, whispering in his ear.

As he does, I can instantly hear that Izzy is whispering. She probably doesn't want Via to listen to her.

"She's trying. She's tough, but she's trying to be too tough. At first, I thought it just hadn't hit her yet, that she was in shock or something. I never handled something like this, so I'm not sure how you're supposed to deal with this, but she's just not right. She stays locked up in her room most of the time, but when she's forced to socialize, it's like she's not even in there. I don't know how to explain it.

"I went to her parent's house yesterday to start clearing things out and grabbing things I knew she would want before Liam could get his hands on them. She refused to come with me. Then, she wanted nothing to do with the stuff I brought back. She wouldn't even look at any of it. Honestly, I'm really worried."

The pain lurches at my chest and a lump forms in my throat. I hate that she's hurting, and she won't let me be there to comfort her through this. We always get through everything together. I can't fix this for her, but I sure as hell could love her through it.

"She's shut down, Izzy. She's forcing herself to be numb to keep from hurting. This is how she handled her pain when we were kids." I say, holding back my sadness that is turning into frustration by the second.

There's a long pause after she hears me speak.

"Ander," Her voice is low, and there's dread in her tone.

"Let me talk to her,"

"I.. Can't."

"What do you mean 'you can't?" I growl into the receiver, and Jett places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes it, signaling me to calm down. I've been known to have a short-fused temper, but I try to keep it controlled for the most part. Jett can see me losing that control; I can tell by the look on his face.

"She doesn't want to talk to you," she says, laced with sadness and regret.

Ouch.

"Izzy," I growl out her name, trying to calm my growing frustration. "I've given her space. All the space she's asked for. Now, we need to talk." I take a deep breath. "She needs me, Iz. You know that better than anyone. Hell, I need her just as much. I need to be there for her. I need to, Izzy. I'm desperate here. Please."

Silence. Izzy says nothing. She's quiet for way too long, and then, finally, she lets out a sigh.

"I'll try. First, Ander—"

"Yeah?"

"I can't make any promises."

"Okay."

There's another long pause, and we hear muffled noises as if Izzy has her hand over the receiver. Jett and I can hear them talking but can't determine what they're saying. Then, after about three minutes of waiting and trying to decipher, the line goes quiet.

Radio Silence. I question if they've hung up, but the phone is still connected. It's still wholly silent—until I hear someone let out a breath. I feel like, no, I know. I know it's hers.

"Baby,"

She doesn't speak; she lets out another long audible exhale tangled with a sigh.

I take a breath, knowing that this is my chance to talk to her, and I need to choose my words carefully to make sure I don't screw this up. This takes me a little longer than I'd hoped, so the line is quiet for a second, but like she always has, she waits for me to collect my thoughts before speaking.

I think of everything I want to say and want her to know. I want to plead my case, tell her how incredibly sorry I am that this happened and that I unintentionally caused all of this, and tell her how much I love her. I think about begging her not to give up on me, on us. There's so much going through my mind, and I can't form any of it into words.

"No words that I say will take your pain away, at least not like I want to." I sighed in defeat, "Just know that I love you beyond words definition, and I'll be here waiting when you're ready to talk."

I hear her crying on the other end as she soaks in my words.

"Don't cry, babe, please. God damn it, I wish I could be there with you. I wish you would let me be here for you."

She sniffles, and the crying stops as the line goes quiet again. I can hear that the receiver is again covered as the voices get muffled.

"Hey, it's Izzy."

"Yeah, Iz, I can hear that. Where'd she go?"

"She heard you. She said she loves you too; I think she needs time, Ander."

"I wish she would tell me that herself. This isn't us. This isn't how we do shit. She can talk to me. Doesn't she know that by now? This is tearing me apart, Izzy. Why won't she talk to me? Does she hate me!?"

I need to hear her voice, see, touch, and hold her. Yet, she won't even allow me to hear her voice, much less anything else. At this point, I'm in my right mind to drive over there and let her be as mad as she wants, but that would be selfish, and it's not about me. I need to respect her, especially right now, but not being there for her through this is killing me.

I can hear Izzy's patience with me wear thin. I fully expect the verbal lashing that she's brewing in that head of hers to spew out any moment now.

Instead, she sighs and says, "Ander, I don't know how to say this, but she doesn't want to hear from you anymore. She asked that you let her go. She wants you to be happy. She said you deserve to find happiness, and that can't be with her. She's going to regret it, Ander. I know she will, but she's falling apart and doesn't want to bring you down with her."

" And, uh, she asked that you—"

"That I what, Izzy, That I fucking what?" I seethe out through the tight pain in my chest and the tears that won't stop flowing. I tried keeping my cool, but all the sadness had officially become a hot rage I could no longer control.

"That you don't come to the funeral. She thinks it's best this way."

Jett squeezes my shoulder again, and I shrug him off, pushing him back down to the bed as I jump to my feet and start pacing the room. I can feel my self-control to hold it together, slipping right along with her.

She's slipping through my fingers.

I know it, and I don't know how to stop it. I hold my tongue back from saying useless things that I don't mean. I want to scream at her for trying to push me away and discard me like this. I'm not letting it happen, but she doesn't need to be pushed anymore right now.

"This is insane," I growl under my breath. "Just. . . Just tell her that I love her and that I'll never stop. Okay, Izzy, remind her never to stop. Please?"

Izzy sniffs on the phone, and she's quick to respond, "Okay, I will. I promise."

She hung up, and just like that, I knew my world would forever be changed. My actions inadvertently caused her to be hurt beyond repair.

I lost her. I fucking lost her, but I can't give up. Not this easily.


Chapter nine
Via
2017


"If one more person touches me and says 'they're in a better place,' I'm pretty certain I will snap. How could anyone think that's okay to say?" I grunt lowly as Izzy scoots next to me on the edge of the top of the parking garage near the funeral home.

I needed to breathe. I couldn't take it anymore. I know this is part of the step that is supposed to help me get closure, but it's maddening.

Family members who haven't spoken to, seen, or even acknowledged any of our existence for as long as I can remember sitting there sobbing like they had a relationship to miss in the first place. All of the unhelpful 'words of encouragement". I'll never understand how or why people think they can take this kind of pain from someone with a sentence. Especially the type of sentences they decide to slur together. Stupid shit like, 'They're all at peace now,' 'God needs them more than you do,' or 'Keep your head up' and 'they wouldn't want you to be sad'—That's my favorite one.

If only it were all that simple.

Like, yes, you're absolutely right. Let me just shut that sadness switch right off.

I wish people would acknowledge that grief and sadness after loss are acts of love and just let me love them through this phase the way I need to. Instead, everyone felt it was necessary to tell me how to proceed. I know they mean well and don't mean harm, but I can't get past what society thinks is comforting.

It's pretty sick, really.

"I hate people. I wish I didn't, but I really do. I don't get the point of these things. It's like they're all down there having an unspoken competition of whose the saddest and who can say the most absurd 'comfort phrase.' It's pretty damn gross", I say as I drop my head, shaking it softly and watching my feet intently as I dangle them back and forth, then side to side, off the ledge of the garage.

Izzy is still silently sitting next to me, which I know is hard for her. She knows me and knows that when I'm in this type of headspace, I need silence because that is where I thrive.

After a while, she nudges my arm without saying a word. Finally, I smell it and flash her a hard, almost cold look.

"Just take it, trust me," she says as she tries to hand me the joint she just took a hit off. I want to be mad that she has this here. She knows I don't smoke, but this may be the only intelligent gesture someone has made today. I sigh, taking a deep breath as I shake the disgusted look off my face.

I snatch the joint out of her hand very nervously, take a hit, and then choke on it for the next five minutes. By saying I don't smoke, that also includes not having a single clue how to smoke, which has never been an issue before since I've never tried it. She laughs at me, and I can't help but laugh slightly back. Maybe I did need this. Of course, Izzy would be the one to know exactly what I needed.

"Where the hell did you get this anyway?" I ask as I bring the joint up to my mouth slowly, preparing myself to try again and not choke myself out this time.

"I didn't get it. Ander gave it to me and told me to force you to hit it." She replies as she looks off, trying to avoid eye contact with me.

I push away from the ledge, throw the almost complete joint over, and stand to walk away.

"Via! He wants to be here for you! He said he was steering clear and would leave if you wanted him to, but only if you told him to leave yourself."

I turn around toward her and quietly object, "Why is he even here, Iz? I told him not to come. Now I have to tell him he has to leave? That's just great!" I run my hands through my hair, taking a moment to catch my breath. I sigh heavily and then glance back over to Izzy.

"I'm sorry, Izzy. I can't see him. I can't. I thought he would have listened when you told him I asked him not to come. I was hoping he would understand and respect that." At this point, I'm holding back tears. "I don't know how to be around him." I'm barely able to get out as the tears are getting harder to hold back, and the knot in my throat gets tighter.

I wish I could tell him the truth. I wish I could tell Izzy the truth. I wish I could tell them that I want nothing more than to run into his arms and run away with him, but my brother is an abusive, controlling sociopathic psycho who I know damn well had a part in our family's deaths, and he threatened that Ander would be next.

I don't question them believing me. They know Liam, so they would know it's the truth. My worry is what will come of it, which would be nothing short of a war. A war that no one needs right now.

This is the best for everyone. Although, I'd be lying if I said it wasn't killing me more than I thought possible.

Izzy looked me over for a few beats, then grabbed my hands and nodded in understanding. "I got you," she said as she pulled me in for a hug.
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I have no intention of going to look for Ander. He shouldn't be here. It isn't safe for him. That knowledge alone causes my stomach to tie in knots.

There's no happy ending for me. Now my family is all gone. How can I look myself in the mirror, knowing that if I hadn't left the other night, they would have no reason to go out, there would have been nothing and no one to look for, and my parents and my sister would still be here?

I don't place blame on him. Not at all. I put it all on myself. He deserves better. Someone who isn't so damaged. Someone who can make him as happy as I know he will make them. That will never be me. The sooner he sees it, the better off he will be.

Izzy is standing guard in front of me, warding off the relatives she knows I would rather not speak with, like the absolute gem that she is. The service is about to start, and I hate that I'm ready to get it over with. I hate the fact that it's something to get through at all. To make matters worse, Liam is somehow in charge of everything, as if I don't exist. My parents had no will, and fighting him was pointless; he made this as cheap and thoughtless as possible. He requested all 3 of them to be cremated, even my sweet Natty Bear.

He knew how much my father hated the thought of cremation; my mother never voiced an opinion either way. I have no doubt he did it to spite them completely. If it weren't for the funeral director pushing and my persistently annoying grandmother hounding him, he wouldn't have even had a service for them at all.

I'm not comfortable at funerals, don't get me wrong, and this is no exception. The finality of it all is beyond unmeasurably hard to accept. They deserve the best. Better than the best.

The service was short. Liam refused a eulogy, so a funeral director who didn't even know them gave a short form of one based on information strictly provided by Liam. It was the most impersonal funeral procession I've ever experienced.

When I think he can't possibly make anything worse, he finds a way to prove me wrong.

It makes me sick to my stomach. I was on autopilot the entire time, and I hate that I'm glad it's over.

I walk over towards Izzy, who is talking to her parents outside the door. Suddenly, like a magnetic force pulling me in, my eyes land to the right, directly on Ander.

I freeze.

Thankfully, we are nowhere near one another. He's in the parking lot, leaning against his truck with his hands in his front pockets. His hair isn't in his eyes; it's fixed. He doesn't move either. Our eyes stay locked, and with each passing second, the air gets thick. He looks handsome as ever in a black button-down shirt with black jeans and his chucks. He isn't one to dress up, and this is decked out for him. I can't stop looking him over.

Before I know it, I'm snapped out of the trance and pulled into my hell on earth. Liam is towering over me.

Is he seriously hugging me?

If I wasn't frozen before, I certainly am now.

My hands are still at my sides, stunned and unable to move. My whole body tenses beneath his arms as I cringe and clench my fists. Liam leans in towards my left ear and pretends to sniffle as he gets closer.

"I would just like to thank you for your help, Olive," in the most sinister tone I've ever heard escape from a human being, even him.

I couldn't react. Thank you? I wasn't sure what he meant, and quite frankly, I was dumbfounded and still stuck in place. That is until he grabbed my shoulder hard and continued, "You sneaking out made this all so easy. I have you to thank, really. I see your little boyfriend showed up. It seems as if he wants to make this easy for me, too."

I snapped my head back instantly. I take his hand and rip it off of my shoulder. I was still processing the words that escaped his mouth and their meaning. With each millisecond, my body fills with more rage. He grins, that same evil grin I've come to know all too well.

I absolutely lose it.

I start screaming as I pass him a slap to the back of his head. Once that one reaction leaves me, I'm unable to stop myself. All the years of pent-up hatred for this person, my own brother, come rushing to the surface. I felt like the moment was in fast-forward and slow motion all at once. I'm not even sure the words are coming out of my mouth; all I know is that it's moving, and my hands won't stop. He pushes me back twice, trying to get me off of him. He's yelling back, but I can't make out what he is saying. I cannot hear anything but the rage building inside of me.

Until I see his fist.

He lifts his fist, and all of the memories come crashing in. I crumble.

I crumble like I always do.

Right then and there, I drop to the ground and curl into a ball. Like the damsel in distress, I never signed up to be. I hear the noise but still can't make out the words. I feel someone on top of me, and I cringe. They aren't hurting me; they're holding me.

I lift my face to see Izzy cradling me, trying to pull me to my feet, so I let her. I look around and find where the noises are coming from.

Liam is on the ground, and Ander is on top of him.

Ander might be my age and seven years younger than Liam, but Liam has nothing on Ander regarding size and muscle mass. Liam has always been frail-like. Maybe that explains his need to overcompensate with his false sense of power. Jett and Izzy's brother Kasten stand by in case Ander needs help, but he doesn't. I scream at all of them. God, I despise Liam. I hate that I let myself slew down to his level and give him the exact reaction he wanted. I'll be damn if he makes this day any more about himself than he already has.

I rush over to Ander and scream for him to stop, but he refuses. I scream again. and again. I look to Jett and Kasten, and finally, one of them decides to speak up.

"Ander, that's enough. Stop, he's down. Walk away, man," Jett says as he and Kasten pull Ander up. He's still catching his breath as I walk over to him and grab his wrist, pulling him toward the side of the building. He follows me without hesitation. I glance back while we are walking, and Liam is still fumbling on the ground; no one seems to be helping him.

Good.

We get to the side of the building where no one can see us. I lean against the wall and drop my head. I can't look in his eyes right now.

I'm trying to gather my thoughts and figure out exactly what to say to him, and before I get the chance, he inches in slowly, rubbing his hand on my cheek.

"Are you okay, baby? I'm sorry to do that today, to cause a scene like that, but I couldn't stand by and let him hurt you again. Once I hit him back, I couldn't hold it in anymore. I can't just keep sitting back knowing what he does and how he is and let him continue—" I cut him off before he can finish.

"I asked you not to come," I say softly, still looking down with his hand on my face, his thumb rubbing and stroking against my cheek. He runs it down to my chin and lifts my face slightly, tilting my head to look directly at him.

I gulp. Loudly.

"Actually, you asked Izzy to ask me not to come. I needed to see you. I needed to check on you for myself. I can't keep going through Izzy. You can talk to me, baby. I'm here, and I'm not going anywhere. You aren't alone." His voice was soft, genuine, and pure. He meant every word he said.

That's Ander. He isn't like other people. He doesn't say things just to have something to say. If words are spoken out of his mouth, they hold meaning. He never speaks just to fill the silence. I've always admired and loved that about him.

That doesn't make any of this easier, and it definitely doesn't change my mind.

Anderson Cole is the purest soul I've ever met. His heart is genuine, and when he cares, he cares fully. His sarcasm is at the next level, almost as good as mine. He has the sense of humor of your favorite stand-up comedian, and his presence is something to relish.

He doesn't deserve the dumpster fire that is my life. He never did. He's always deserved so much more, but he'll never choose it. It's almost as if he feels indebted to the little helpless girl next door.

Like it's his mission to save her.

Well, it isn't his choice anymore. I can't let him. Not with Liam's threats, which I know are not empty.

It's time that I learn how to save myself or drown trying.

"Ander, it's your turn to listen to me carefully," I whisper, trying to get the words out as loud as I can, but my voice is failing me through the tears I can no longer control.

"I have always loved you; I will always love you. I love you enough to let you go. I have to let you go. You have to let me go. Please."

He shakes his head and grins. He fucking grins that sexy grin that's almost always reserved for me. The one that makes my heart do cartwheels down to my stomach.

"I'm not going anywhere, Via. I meant it when I said I'll love you forever. Never stop, remember?" He starts, "Even forever is not long enough when it comes to you and me. You can't just push me out; I don't want you to."

"I can, Ander. I am. I will be okay, and so will you. You need to find happiness, the kind that you'll never have with me. I'll never be able to give that to you. There will come a day when you'll see this for yourself, and you'll thank me."

I can see the tears start to swell up as his eyes search mine, trying to search for answers and resolutions that he isn't going to find. He shakes his head in disbelief and tries to speak, but I place my index finger over his mouth, shushing him softly. I lean in and kiss his cheek as tears stream down my face. I pull myself into him, wrapping him in the tightest hug I can muster, and he hugs me back. He hugs back so tight, and I can feel him unwillingly agreeing to my terms in his warmth and security.

I pull back, "I need you to promise me. Promise me that this is it. We can't see each other again," I say quietly, through the sobs I no longer have any form of control over.

His eyes close, and he softly and slowly shakes his head. I look at him until he opens them again. "Ander, I need you to promise. If you want to help me, you will do this for me. I'm telling you what I need. I need you to live a happy life, and I need you to promise me-" I'm interrupted as he pulls me in so hard. My arms wrapped around his neck, and we embraced each other with such need. He pulls his head back, attempting to make eye contact. Our eyes meet, and he goes to speak, but I stop him. "I have to go, Ander. Do you promise?"

He sighs and doesn't speak a word. He lets me down slowly. Not taking his eyes off of me. I step back and ask again, "Do you promise?"

He grunts this time and finally nods his head softly. He turns away, throws his hands up, walks away, and lets out a scream that is so deep and from his core that it sounds like a growl. I see him cut the side of the building and punch the hood of a car in the parking lot.

I think it's my aunt's. The aunt, who hasn't seen or spoken to us since I was eight, has already asked if we would give her the horses in the back pasture.

I hope he left a dent.

I catch my breath and then find Izzy and her family, who are all waiting for me, their faces covered in concern. When I reach them, I hug Izzy and ask, "Can we go home?"


Chapter ten
Via
One month after the funerals


My cell phone on the nightstand buzzes. I sigh out of annoyance. Everything feels like such a chore lately—literally, everything. Even waking up and moving out of the bed is hard to do. When did I become this person? I used to love living, and now I feel like I'm barely even surviving.

Izzy walks into the room as it buzzes again, and she picks it up, glances it over, and opens the curtains. I turn over in the bed, avoiding the light she's letting in. I know she means well and only wants to help, so I don't put up the fight I want to. After all, she's all I have left and a wonderful friend.

"It's a text from Ander again. There are quite a few of them here this time. Have you read any of them since I told you about the last ones? He's sending multiple a day, and you haven't read any of them—"

"Just delete them, Iz. Delete them all. Please. I don't want to see them."

"I think you should read these. Or let me read them to you. You should let him say what he needs to. None of this is making much sense. . ."

I shake my head, declining all offers. I scoot up on the bed, sitting straight up with my back to the headboard.

"I know I should, but I can't. I want them deleted. He will stop eventually. He needs a reason to hate me to move on and find what he deserves."

On the outside, it seems like I'm being heartless about this. I know that it does. The truth is, I miss him so much that it physically hurts. Before this, we'd never gone a single day without speaking.

I'll never get used to a life without Ander in it.

She rolls her eyes, huffs, and sits on the bed next to me. She then lies across my lap as she shoves a bag of Skittles into my hand.

"You need to eat. You haven't been eating. My mom and dad are really worried about you. They've cooked all your favorite meals, and all you do is pick at it. Look, I get it; I know it's hard. I know. Since you don't want to eat food, can you try to taste the rainbow?" She giggles as she says the last sentence, too proud of her little joke. I can't help but let out a little chuckle along with her; okay, she knows the way to my heart: sarcasm and Skittles.

[image: image-placeholder]

Ander: Hey V, I know you blame me for everything, and I don't blame you. I blame myself. I'll never forgive myself for making you leave with me that night. I'm sorry. I'm genuinely sorry. I miss you so much, and I love you forever. I wish I could be there for you right now.

Via: I'll never blame you for any of this, Ander. The only one to blame is me. I love you forever, and I'll never stop. I meant it when I promised it, but loving you that much means I love you enough to let you go. You deserve to be happy, and you deserve to be with someone who can make you happy.

Ander: Rosie, YOU make me happy.

Ander: I don't want anyone else.

Ander: I want you damn it. Please answer the phone.

Via: I can't make you happy anymore, Ander. I can't even make myself happy; my life is a mess. The only thing that would make me happy is to know that you're off chasing your dreams and living your best life. I want to know you find someone who makes your heart skip beats and gives you purpose. It can't be me.

Ander: Stop

Via: No.

Ander: I know you're hurting, but you don't want this. We don't know a life without each other.

Via: It's time for us to learn. Yours will be beautiful. I know it will be. You will meet someone who will make you forget all about me someday.

Ander: No, Rosie, I won't

Via: You promised to move on and let me go.

Ander: I can't believe this is happening

Via: Goodbye Ander. Please let me go. I need you to.

Ander: I love you

Via: I know.

I throw my stupid phone across the room and let out a scream. A scream that releases all of the pent-up frustration I've been holding back. Once I let out one, I can't stop. I grab my pillow, bury my face into it, and drown out the sounds of the pain that's spewing from me. Apparently, I'm not being as quiet as I hoped to be because the next thing I know, Izzy is shoving me.

"V, calm down. What's going on?" She yells at me, but her tone isn't angry—it's concerned. I draw a breath in instead of yelling and collect myself before lifting my head off the pillow. I look at Izzy, and the apples of my cheeks are probably stained with tears. I can feel the heat in them, burning with frustration at myself.

"I need you to help me change my phone number. You know how to do that shit; I don't," I finally say into the silence, my voice small but confident.

"What happened?" Izzy scoots closer to me on the bed, reaching for me. I sit against the headboard and find her eyes locking in on them.

"I read the most recent text after you walked out. I shouldn't have, but I responded. I shouldn't have. I just need to do this. I need him to move on, Iz."

"Are you sure that you want to do this? That's a little extreme. You could change your mind—"

"Yes, Izzy, I need to do this. For him and me."

"If you change your phone number—"

"Izzy, I need to move forward with my life. I don't expect any of you to understand. I know this is best for Ander. He deserves to be happy, and this is the only way."

She's annoyed with me. It's soaked into her face at this point. I know she doesn't understand. How could she? None of them know the truth.

How do you break the news to the guy you've been completely in love with for more than half of your life- even though you weren't always sure it was love, but damn, was it ever- that you have to let him go? I cannot even give him a damn good reason why. I can't tell any of them about Liam's threats or what he's done. It won't change anything; it will only make things worse. I can't risk making things worse. I can't risk something happening to any of them. Especially Ander. At least this way, I know he's safe. My heart is broken; he probably hates me— but he's safe. Safe from Liam's destruction.
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"VIA!" Kasten shouts as I go down the stairs a few hours before dinner to join everyone and attempt to be a civilized human today. His smile consumed his face like he was pleased to see me, and he ran over and swooped me into a hug, swinging me around. Izzy's brother has always been more of a big brother to me than my own. Her entire family has always felt more like family should feel. Nowadays, I feel so much guilt for feeling that way.

"Kas, would you set her down? You're going to squeeze the life out of her." Mrs Kate laughs and teases him playfully. She walks over to me as Kas puts me down and hugs me softly. "Hey, my girl, I'm glad you decided to come here today. It's so good to see that beautiful face of yours! Izzy should be home soon."

I smile as I walk into the kitchen. "Those muffins smell delicious. Would you mind?" I ask as I point to the blueberry muffins spread out on the cooling rack on the kitchen counter. Mrs. Kate smiles and nods, saying, "Please take as many as you want, Hunnie."

I reach for a muffin and feel its warmth on my hand before I grasp the pastry. The delicious smell consumes my senses, and devouring it is the only thing on my mind now. It's never been my intent to protest eating.

I sit at the island bar, and Mrs. Kate and Kasten stand across the counter. Mrs. Kate starts making small talk, catching me up on the world outside these walls. It doesn't take long before Kas starts going on a tangent about something as I space out entirely and have no idea what the conversation topic is.

My mind drifts off to the times with my family. The times that always felt normal to me. That doesn't feel so normal anymore. One would think the pain of losing my parents and little sister would bring on only unimaginable sadness. The truth is I feel so much anger. A lot of it is directed at me for that night, but a lot is for the life we never had. A life like Izzy's. Where a mom bakes muffins just because, a brother who is kind and happy to see you, and a dad who greets everyone with a smile when he comes home from work. A family that communicates and seems interested in each other's lives. I'm not just sad and angry that I lost my family, but I'm sorry and furious that we were never a family like this.

It doesn't take long before the emotions I'm feeling from my thoughts begin to show clearly on my face. A tear threatens to escape from my eyes, but I hold it back like a game of tug-a-war.

I can tell that Mrs. Kate can sense my shift in mood as she places a hand over mine. My attention is back to my current environment; my eyes shoot up to meet hers, and she gives me a soft half-smile. Briefly ignoring Kas, who hasn't stopped his one-sided conversation, she whispers, "If you want to go to the library for some peace, feel free to take a muffin with you." She squeezes my hand gently, giving her sign of approval that it's okay that it's too much for me to be around everyone right now, but she appreciates me trying. I return her smile. I take another muffin and approach her office, which she converted into an oversized in-home library.

I open the double sliding doors, and my breath is taken away, as it usually is, as I take in the room surrounding me.

I have always appreciated this part of Izzy's home. There are bookshelves from floor to ceiling on the two side walls, the fourth wall, directly across from the entrance, are all windows, from the very top to between the middle and the bottom where it meets with a desk on one side and a reading nook that connects to it. I remember the first time Mrs. Kate let me come in and embrace her special place. I was nine years old, Liam was on his typical warpath, and I needed an escape that the cane fields could no longer provide me. I came to Izzy's house looking for her, but she was at her grandparents. I'm guessing her mom saw the desperation on my face that day because not only did she let me enter her home. She also showed me her 'special room' and let me enter it as if it were my own.

Mrs. Kate's kind gesture, the release I felt that day, and this space all have much to do with my love of reading. I've spent a lot of my childhood trying to find an escape from my reality. I'd hide in the cane fields, sit by the bayou watching the water still, and ride horses until we both tired out.

I'd do anything to feel free, but none of those things could ever grant me the level of freedom that reading has. When I was reading, I could transport myself into someone else's world. From that day forward, anytime my life became too hard, I'd pick up a book describing a life that was nothing like mine and pretend it was mine. I'd read books with happily ever afters and happy endings. Books that gave me hope.

I search the shelves for a while. I am letting my index finger trace along the spine of most of the books. After much consideration, I settled on a book titled 'This Is What Happy Looks Like.' I didn't need to read the description to know this was the one I wanted to read.

All I know is that I need this room to give me the same level of comfort and security it's given me throughout the years. This book has to be the perfect book. I wrap it in my arms and head towards the reading nook. As I sit and attempt to get comfortable on the bench, the sliding doors fly open—Izzy storms inside in a hurry. I can tell she has something on her mind, and I'm about to hear all about it.

"Via! I have to talk to you." She rushes out like she's out of breath. As she makes it to me, I see Mrs. Kate and Kas in the doorway, with a look on their faces that I can't decipher.

I take a sharp breath, not knowing what to expect.

She rests her hands on my shoulder and gets on my level to face me evenly. "Liam. . . Liam. . ."

I shake my head. ". . .No," I say softly as the fear starts to sting at my eyes.

She doesn't need to say anything else; I already know what she will say. Not a second later, I could feel his presence without seeing him. My entire body stiffens at the thought of facing him again after his admission to me at our family's funerals. I haven't had much to say to Liam in years, but now I have no interest in giving him any of my attention, much less my time or words. He deserves nothing from me.

"Olive, we need to talk," he says as he forces his way into my sanctuary. His voice is grave, and his tone harsh. Everyone around me seems to cringe at the same time. I look away and focus on the book as I take a deep breath.
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"Liam, I'm not a child; I have a say in this decision, too. I'm eighteen now."

Liam scoffs at my words as he rolls his eyes in annoyance.

"Olive, when will you realize that you have control over nothing? Now just sign the fucking papers. I have buyers for both of the homes. Need I remind you what happens to those who get in my way?" He hisses, and I gulp, taking a step back.

He's come here demanding I sign papers signing over my rights to all of my inheritance and my rights to my parent's estate.

He's selling the homes, the cars, everything. Part of me wants to put up a fight. Tears sting at my eyes, threatening to shed, but I don't let them. I won't let Liam have that kind of satisfaction right now.

He taps his fingers on the table next to him as his eyes glare into me, "Hurry the fuck up. I don't have all day for your childish games."

My shoulders slump forward, and I don't put up a fight. I sign the damn papers and push it towards him. I am wasting no time turning my back to him. Everything about his presence makes me cringe.

"I knew you were smarter than you let on." He laughs, taunting me.

I whip back around. "Liam, you're pathetic. It hurts me to let the houses go. They were my home, but they don't bring my parents or Natty back, and the money? Well, I'm not a slimeball piece of shit who gives a fuck about any of that. I want my family right now, not money. You can have it all. Take it all. It won't break me. You won't break me. Not anymore."

He laughs. It was not a chuckle but a full-on laugh. His eyes whip to mine, and there's nothing but evil behind them.

"I can't break you because you're already broken." His smile is sinister, and he picks the papers up to turn and walk away. Before he can leave the den doorway, he looks back over his shoulder. "Oh, and remember what I said about your little boyfriend. If I catch you two together, he's gone. You may already be broken, but I'll ensure it stays that way. Unlike the rest, you may still be alive, but it won't be a happy life. You'll feel every bit of pain. I'll make sure of it."

With that, he's gone.

"I fucking hate you, you goddamn asshole!" I scream at the top of my lungs, letting every ounce of pain ripple through me as the words seethe out. Before I knew it, Izzy and her entire family were at my side, trying to piece together what had just happened through my sobs. I don't tell them much; it isn't worth explaining.

It changes nothing.


PART TWO
NOW - 2023



Chapter eleven
Via
SIX YEARS LATER- 2023


"VIA!" Dr. Carr proclaims loudly.

I instantly emerge from the daze I was apparently just in, turning my attention away from the fingers I'm staring at as I twirl them around one another and put my attention solely on her. I raise my eyebrows and widen my eyes to show her I'm back mentally.

"Via, where were your thoughts just now?" Dr. Carr asks.

I'm not sure where my thoughts should be, but they were not listening to the probably helpful tips she gave me. I clear my throat before speaking.

"Do you want the lie I'm currently trying to construe, or do you want me to be honest?"

She stumbles around for a few seconds, relaxing her composure to show me she's easy to talk to, like she always does when I ask her this question.

"You can give your honesty here. This is therapy; nothing you say to me has to or should be for my benefit."

I like that response. That's a new one. Usually, when I throw these questions at her, she tells me to say whatever I feel most comfortable saying. So most of the time, I do, and it's usually something completely off the wall and insignificant to what's bothering me. I shouldn't do that here. I know she's easy to talk to. She's never once made me feel judged or less than. It's just… hard.

It's harder to say some things. My mind wanders off and thinks. It's not just hard to tell her, but it's hard to say them out loud, period. Saying my thoughts aloud adds a sting in a way that I can't explain. I've become so accustomed to putting on the facade that I'm perfectly fine. When I have to admit the truth, it's disappointing. I've failed and let myself down by not being as happy as I try to pretend to be.

"Well," I clear my throat and try to push down the knot that's found its way into it. "The truth is I'm not even sure where my head was. Or where my brain always tends to go and get lost in. I feel like I'm in limbo. I am not moving forward or backward; I am just floating idly. It's as if I've become so immune to suffering that my brain will go completely blank in an attempt to protect me, and every emotion gets drained from me completely. It's an odd stage, where I'm not 'feeling' anything, yet 'feeling' absolutely everything and way too much all at the same time."

She straightens in her chair, unwrapping her legs that were previously crossed. She doesn't break eye contact, then nods for me to continue. She must be thrilled that I'm actually speaking. She smiles casually, assuring me she's following along with the nonsense I attempted to explain.

I nod softly. I accept that this is the most vulnerable I've allowed myself to be here, and it's because I hate this feeling. I hate feeling transparent. I hate feeling like I'm on a display shelf for others to see and pick apart. Yet, here I am.

Trying.

I know that not much of what I just threw her way makes sense, but there's no way to make sense of anything I feel now.

"I can't 'not' think about it, think about them. The grief doesn't just consume me; it's become a part of who I am. Instead of crashing in like waves, the way people often tend to say that it does, it's made itself at home deep inside of my bones. I close my eyes, and I'm right back to that night. I push it down and try to pretend that I'm not that frail, broken, little eighteen-year-old girl anymore. I tell myself I am now a strong twenty-four-year-old woman who has taken a terrible situation and pushed forward. I've made the absolute best out of my life, but reality cannot help but creep in when things get quiet. I'm lying to myself because I will always be that broken little girl who feels guilty for her entire family's death. All the walls I've built to protect myself have done the opposite; All I've actually done is cage myself into my own version of purgatory."

"The worst part is that I'm angry with them—my parents. I can't even bring myself to visit their graves. Because I'm so angry." I scoff at my admission. "How broken does one have to be to admit that they're angry with the deceased?"

Dr. Carr leans in, crossing her hands over her lap. "You are far from broken, Olivia Foley." I try not to roll my eyes. I'm not sure what irritates me more: the fact that she said my full name or that she apparently doesn't see me if she sees anything other than brokenness. Maybe I am completely wasting my time.

She apparently sees the irritation come over my face. "How do you not see your own strength? You have lost so much. You have been put through more than any human should be forced to endure..". She was able to get those words out before I cut her off.

"Exactly! You just clarified I'm broken," I say as I laugh and wave my hands, gesturing toward myself. I'm trying to make light of it as I prove my point.

She adjusts in her chair, throwing a soft grin my way as if it's a pity grin. She takes a deep breath.

"You have had every reason to let those events and hurdles break you, but you didn't. You try. You may not always succeed, but 'trying' is the biggest battle, and you have never quit. If that isn't strength, I'm not quite sure what is. It would help if you accepted that not being okay is also okay. You aren't always expected to put on a brave face and pretend that your life is anything more than what it is." She purses her lips together, and they curl up at the ends, knowing she's proved her point.

I sit there, soaking in her words. How does she see strength? I'm not sure if I'm confused, frustrated, or enlightened. I sigh, letting my head fall to the back of the uncomfortable sofa in her office.

I like it here. The sound machine is soothing, albeit sometimes overpowering at the same time, and it always smells nice. Dr. Carr alone makes it an environment that's easy to unwind in.

We sat there in silence for a while. I like that she never rushes me to respond. She allows me time to process what she says, what I feel, and just in general. There are not a lot of people who do that nowadays. People are always in such a rush that everything has to be equivalent to light speed: reactions, responses, and overall conversations. Although I don't always like opening up, I appreciate that it's at whatever pace I need.

"Maybe you're onto something. Maybe! It's just that if this is considered strength, maybe I'm tired of being strong. Maybe I want to be weak for once? I don't know," I say as I look away. I notice the clock, and I point towards it. "It's about time. Can that be all for today?"

Dr. Carr takes a deep breath and chuckles softly as she shakes her head. It's her job to get deep- To get right down to the nitty-gritty and hash it all out. To figure out my damages and help me to repair the broken pieces. It isn't my intention to make things difficult or to be complicated. I'm not sure which is accurate at this point, but I am confident my persistent avoidance of the context getting too deep annoys her at this point. She's human. I'd be annoyed with me also if I were her.

I don't blame her for the look of frustration that she's very gracefully trying to cover up as she presses on.

"We still have twenty minutes remaining. Would you be okay with talking a little bit longer but changing the subject?"

"Yes, we can attempt that," I sigh, flashing a soft half-smile and letting out an awkward chuckle, attempting to keep the mood light.

She returns my smile and continues.

"A few weeks ago, you mentioned your dating life, but at the time, we weren't ready to touch much on that. Can we do that now?"

This is her idea of changing the subject. GREAT!

"I mean, there isn't much to discuss. I don't have a dating life," I continue, trying not to laugh. It isn't funny, but it's my coping mechanism to hide my utter embarrassment. "I'm not interested in having one. It's terrible to admit, but I have hooked up with random guys on drunken nights, but that's about the extent of my interest."

She doesn't skip a beat before she starts, "Why do you think it is that you feel more comfortable sharing the most intimate parts of yourself with someone, but you don't feel comfortable letting someone in emotionally?"

Did my therapist just call me out on my bullshit?

I can feel my pulse picking up speed, and the red flush in my cheeks must be the same color as the red of hot sauce because I can feel the sting blazing as it coats my face.

Her question is valid, and I try to remind myself of that. It still doesn't stop the tears that threaten to swell up in my eyes at the reality of her words.

Why can I share my body but not my heart and mind?

For a while, I didn't even do that. For years, to be exact. In more recent years, sex has become a release. For me, it's just a way to relieve stress and is not at all about emotional attachments.

I promised myself not to get involved with people I know. So, the guys I have slept with are random drunken one-night stands. It doesn't happen often.

"If I keep the expectations low and the connection strictly physical, there's less likely a chance of me getting hurt. I'm simply getting exactly what I need out of the situation. It works for me."

"Does it truly work, though? Or is it another way to attempt to forget about Ander? You've talked previously about feeling lonely. I could imagine this only making that feeling more valid."

Ander.

Just hearing his name causes my heart to flutter in my chest.

I scoff and try to hide my embarrassment once again. This feeling of being exposed and picked apart isn't easy. I know my decisions haven't always been excellent.

She interrupts my thoughts just then, "I just hate to see you building your walls so high that no one will ever be able to climb over them to get to the other side and truly see you. People deserve to experience you, and you deserve-"

"No one deserves to be burdened with the unhealed parts of me that even I wish I could escape." My head hangs a little lower with that admittance.

"That's the thing, Via. None of us are fully healed and completely whole. We are all damaged in our own ways. Some more than others. Believe it or not, it's easier to repair those damages when we feel connections and give ourselves a purpose to restore for."

I can't help but sigh. "I'll give it some thought," I say with a smile. One that is entirely too forced.

"That's all I can ask. No matter what you tell yourself, you are doing so well. I'm so proud of how far you've come and the work you've put into healing those parts of yourself that feel beyond repair. You need to remember that life is for the living, and you can't forget to do things that can bring you joy. You matter. "

"Got it, Doc!" I laugh as I grab my purse and start to get up. Our time still isn't up, but I've had enough for today. Dr. C doesn't stop me this time. She nods and starts to discuss scheduling my next session.


Chapter twelve
Via
2023


Imake my way out of Dr. Carr's office and get to my shiny blue Chevy Malibu, whose name happens to be Sheila. She received her name from none other than Izzy. Stepping closer, something catches my eye. A folded paper sticks out like a sore thumb under my windshield wiper blade. Audibly inhaling a sharp breath, I open it.

I am thinking of you.

My spine stiffens, the hair on the back of my neck stands up, and I begin spinning around, looking over my surroundings. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, I let out a sigh. Dr. Carr's office is down a quiet street, and it would be easy to spot anything or anyone out of place here.

Rolling my eyes in disgust, I crumple it and shove the discarded paper into my purse. This isn't the first random note I've gotten in the past few weeks. I've even gotten some creepy-looking flowers. Just last week, I found a bouquet of them lying inside my car on my dashboard after work. That one scared me the most, to know someone had gone inside my car. I always ensured my car was locked, and for me to leave it unlocked didn't add up. I've been more diligent about assuring my car is locked since then.

The strangest thing about it all is the color of the roses. They're always a deep red in the center, and the outer petals are jet black. They're fresh flowers, but the color always makes them appear dead.

I have a strong feeling I know who the sender is.

Clark, one of my coworkers, has been anything but subtle with his attempts to get with me. He always makes me uncomfortable, but this is extreme, even for him. Instead of addressing his attempts like I probably should, I choose the path of indifference. All in all, I ignore it. Hopefully, he'll give it up soon enough because this is just creepy now.

The first few times I found things, I brushed them off. However, as time passes, the places where I find them gets creepier making it difficult to ignore.

No one knows I am here right now, not even Izzy. How did he find me here? I visibly cringe at the thought of being watched and followed, and I can't help the eerie feeling of discomfort that races through me.

Moving quickly, I grab my keys, unlock my car, and hurry to get in. Once inside, I instantly lock the doors, looking around the street again for anything or anyone that seems out of place.

Not wasting time, I turn on the engine and blast the AC. The south Louisiana heat, even in the middle of October, is not for the weak.

It can be hard being back home sometimes. Everywhere I turn, I constantly remember what I've lost and that night. The break I got while I was away at college was nice. I've never felt the same as I do here and missed it more than I thought I could.

It's not the type of small town where everyone knows each other. Odds are that you've probably heard of them, but it's spread out enough that you can keep to yourself and remain a mystery if you choose to.

After a few minutes of resting my face on the AC vent, I powered on my phone before taking off. Ahh, five missed texts from Izzy; this should be good.

Izzy: "Via! You will either hate me or love me!!"

Izzy: "SOOOO! Do you remember Maverick's friend I told you about?"

Izzy: "WELL! I could go into a ton of details, but it's a little late for that. We're having a double date tomorrow night: me, you, him, and Maverick. I already checked your schedule on the fridge, and you aren't working tomorrow night, so no excuses. You can hate me or thank me later!!!"

Izzy: "Bruh, y aren't you answering my calls!?!?!?"

Izzy: "Wait! Why is your location off!?!?!?"

I feel the annoyance bubble up into anger, and I drop my head into my hands over my steering wheel. What is she thinking? In what world does 'I'm not ready to date' translate into 'please set me up on an extremely unwelcome, awkward double date with you and your boyfriend.' 

Damn! I can't help but think Dr. Carr must have had some sixth sense that this was coming, as she just brought up the topic.

Izzy can be a bit much sometimes—who am I kidding? Practically, most of the time. She never seems to hear what I say. Correction, she hears it, but it doesn't register. I've always found this frustrating about her, but I know her heart. That part of her is pure, especially regarding me.

We have lived together since I was eighteen. Izzy's parents let me move in with them after that terrible night. Even after we left for college, we lived together in an apartment. Now that we are back home in Sugarland, we still live together, for now.

At this point, I can't imagine not living with her. She's been a part of that feeling of 'home' for me for years—the feeling that I lost whenever I lost my family. She became my family. 

Izzy is the one person I've always known who is genuinely in my corner. She gets my sarcasm and my need to keep everything upbeat even when it's unrealistic, and she's honest with me—even when it's hard. She's the person who isn't scared to put me in my place and tell me exactly what I don't want to hear but always what I need to hear.

She and Maverick have been dating for close to a year now. As much as I hate to admit it, and I will never admit it to him because it would make his ego swell more than it already has, I like them together. He's the only guy Izzy has ever dated who truly appreciates her for the wonderfully remarkable ball of chaos that she is.

He's the only guy she's ever actually been official with. That in itself is a miracle. He can take a joke, although he's terrible at cracking them himself unless you're into painfully corny dad jokes. He makes her a priority and is patient with her. She lights up every time she sees him.

I have a feeling they will move in with each other soon. I've told her for the past couple of months that she doesn't have to worry about rent here and that I can handle it alone. I tried convincing her to spread her wings and fly right into his home. Every time we discuss it, she says she isn't ready, and I feel guilty about that because I know she's secretly saying she isn't prepared to leave me. She knows she's all I have, and I'm not too fond of the burden being put on her.

I read through the messages again.

Now, I'm unsure if I'm more annoyed by her making decisions for me that she knows I will hate or by her terrible grammar and obsession with punctuation marks. I know her intruding on my lack of interest in having a dating life is genuinely out of concern. She wants me to be happy and firmly believes this is the resolution—' The key to my happiness.' UGH!

Via: "I'm just leaving therapy with Dr. C. Be home soon." I send this as I finally gather my thoughts and head home.

Izzy: "IS THAT AN AGREEMENT TO THE DATE!?!?" She texts back instantly, without hesitation.

Via: "It's a 'you've officially lost your mind, and I'll gladly give up my next therapy appointment so that you can go talk it out and try to find it.' I'm about to start driving; I'll be there in 10."

VIA: Oh, and Clark is persistent. I found yet another note on my dash today.

Izzy: Damnnnnnn. He is THIRSTYYYY.

"Thirsty". It's more like persistently creepy and annoying.

On these drives home after therapy, I tend to keep the music low in the background. I like to let my thoughts of what we discussed and how I felt while discussing it sort themselves out.

I pull up to our house and see Izzy's Mercedes and Maverick's big extra-wheeled truck in the driveway. Mav works in the oilfield on an oil rig, working away for weeks at a time. On the weeks he's home, he helps run his grandparents' ranch on the prairie in the back of town. His dually usually takes up over half the driveway. Today, he considerately left enough room for me. They must be trying to win me over. 

As I walk in, the laughter I hear slowly fades. They're both in the living room as if waiting for me.

Maverick jumps up and says, "LIVI! Don't kill me!" He started calling me 'Livi' a few months back. What began as a joke that he could come up with a better nickname for me than Izzy could kind of just stuck, but only for him. No one else ever calls me that.

Maverick stands just a little bit taller than I am. He has long, wavy, light brown hair that's always in the way of his blue eyes. His square jawline always has stubble. Izzy hates it.

I laugh as I roll my eyes and set my purse down on the hall tree. I joined them on the couch, and Izzy came to sit next to me, wrapping her arms around me.

Izzy is stunning. She has gorgeously long legs, a tiny frame, deep green eyes, and beautiful natural blonde hair. Out of the two of us, She's the showstopper. I'm more. . . Girl next door.

"Scale of one to ten?" she asks with the cheesiest 'please don't hate me and understand I'm doing this because I love you' grin on her face.

This is our thing. Anytime we know we've upset the other, we make them rate it so we can know how to proceed. We've done it since we were kids. It's probably immature that we still do it in adulthood, but it works for us.

I sigh as I hug her back. "It was an 8. Now it's about a 3". 

"I can handle a 3!" she laughs, raises her eyebrows, and nods. I don't think she was expecting me to be so calm. I think she expected more of a fight, but I'm not up for being stubborn today. 

It's one date—no commitment—and a double date, at that. So, I'm not even fully required to engage. I could observe. Yes, that's what I'll do. I'll observe. I'm good at that. If 'people watching' were considered a talent, it would be mine.

"Well, can I at least know this guy's name?" I ask jokingly as I throw my hands up and sigh in defeat.

Izzy laughs and turns to Maverick, who is in the kitchen now. "His name is Bear. He works offshore with my buddy Silas and me. He lives just a few towns over. He was originally from out of state. He's the same age as you and Izzy."

Bear. This instantly brings me back to my little sister Natalie and how I called her 'Natty Bear' since the day she was born. I feel a pull at my heart and tears that threaten to cloud my eyes, but I hold them back. It's just a name, just a date, and only one night. That's all they're getting out of me.

Dr. Carr will be pleased. She'll think that our talk must have worked wonders for me. I can't help but laugh to myself at that thought. Little does she know my best friend is hard to say no to. Because she will annoy the shit out of me, entirely on purpose, until I give in. I'm stubborn, but no one is that strong.

Honestly, what guy calls himself Bear?

I guess I have about twenty-four hours until I find out.


Chapter thirteen
Via
2023


Night shifts are long, and they take a toll on me. By 6:30 a.m., I am usually pretty run down. Just as I start to tell Dessa goodbye for the day, the call bell goes off, and as she realizes who's requesting assistance, she looks up at me with knowing eyes and a soft smile.

"It's your man!" Dessa says as she laughs.

Dessa and I met through work two years ago, and our friendship developed quickly. What started as a work friendship promptly evolved into a sisterhood between her, Izzy, and me.

For the longest time, it was just Izzy and me. Now, I can't imagine our tiny circle without Dessa.

Izzy is the hotheaded wild child who freely speaks her mind without hesitation. She's the one who you'll find dancing on the bar top after three beers or completely sober. Izzy is never afraid to be seen or be authentically herself. People find that intimidating, but I love it about her.

Dessa is the levelheaded, outgoing, easily approachable, bubbly one who is so friendly that she could probably make friends with a rock if she wanted to.

Then, there's me. I'm the blend-in-with-the-crowd type who's a little awkward, introverted, and entirely too softhearted. I try to solve everyone's problems and thrive on sarcasm and quick wit. It's all about balance, and we indeed balance each other well.

Dessa is beautiful and spunky, all wrapped into one. She stands about five feet tall, curvy like me and has short brown hair clipped into the cutest long bob. She has a very girly sense of fashion and a way of making even scrubs look good.

"Here I was thinking he stood me up this morning," I reply with a laugh as I throw my purse back under the desk and hurry towards his room, wasting no time.

"Well, hello, Mr. Earl, it's good to see you up and at 'em this morning. Ready for your walk to get some coffee?" I chirp as I help the fragile elderly man up from his bed. The smile he throws my way as he welcomes my presence into his room always warms my heart. We aren't supposed to pick favorites, but it's too bad. He's mine. He knows it.

His conversations always bring me peace. He's our grumpiest resident at the assisted living facility and hasn't gotten visitors in over four years. I've made it a point to give him someone to talk to once my shift is over every morning that I work. I have no one and no reason to rush home, so it works out for us both.

For a while, he was a tough nut to crack. He didn't open up to me easily or at all for a long time. He would sit there in silence with his arms crossed tight over his chest. The only sound I'd get from him was a stubborn huff of approval or disapproval as a response to short questions I'd ask to attempt conversations to fill the silence that always seemed to linger between us. That didn't matter or last long.

We're a lot alike in that manner. I never pushed him to talk about anything specific, significantly more than he was willing to. He's never pushed me, either, unlike many others. Our conversations all come organically; although he's seventy-six years old, we have a special bond.

He isn't the friendliest by a long shot. He's rough and rugged around the edges yet is still incredibly swift with his wit and sarcasm. Those attributes are some of the things I love about him.

Once our friendship evolved and he finally opened up to me, he told me about his family. He told me about his beautiful wife, who he loved dearly. She died during labor with their only child. He told me how, after his wife's passing, he tried not to blame his only son. His heart was so broken that he turned to alcohol, and he did not make his son's life pleasant. He was the furthest thing from a 'good father,' and he hated himself for it. He's told me about how, before coming to the assisted living facility, he cleaned up his life and tried to make amends with his son, but the damage was too far gone.

Earl Jacobs is convinced he is far from a good person. After getting to know him and getting a first-hand view of his personality, hearing him describe himself in his self-deprecating way has me questioning whether 'good people' even exist.

Are we really all just 'good or bad'? Is life indeed that black and white? Or are we all capable of both good and bad, where neither outweighs the other?

"There's my favorite nurse. I thought I missed you today," He says with his grumpy, rough voice and the softest smile he's capable of forming on that stone face of his.

"Now, you know I can't leave here without my coffee, and some company before heading home isn't so bad either," I say jokingly as I assist him into his wheelchair, and we head toward the social quarters.

We sit silently for a bit, sipping our coffees and enjoying the fresh air while relishing the company and comfortable silence. That is until I nudge him softly as someone across the patio catches my eyes, as she usually does.

"Oh, Mr. Earl, you must still have it going on. Clara Jean is giving you the googley eyes again," I whisper as I laugh innocently.

As always, he rolls his eyes at me and laughs as he shoves me softly.

"Thank God you're a better nurse than you are at trying to play matchmaker. " His warm laugh reaches my heart this time.

"Touche', but at least I'm trying. You know you should give her a chance. She's lovely," I say. Clara Jean has had her eyes on Mr. Earl since she became a resident here. She couldn't make it any more obvious. He proves that age doesn't make men any wiser when it comes to women because he's completely blind to her subtle hints and thinks I'm making it up. I see the way he looks at her. Like she could be his second chance, the pain and fear in him won't even allow him to talk to her.

"Trying? Trying would be going on a date for yourself. You're young, and I'm old. You're more worried about my dating life than your own. You need to reevaluate that, honey," He deadpans, raising an eyebrow at me and leaving me almost speechless.

Almost.

"I'm happy to report that I have a double date tonight with Izzy, Maverick, and one of his work friends. So now, it's your turn." He smiles at this, and I can tell he's more pleased than I expected.

"Well, hot damn. It's about damn time," He says as he pats me on the back.

"Hey now, don't push it." I can't contain my laugh, which I accompany with a playful eye roll.

The broody elderly gentleman who doesn't give smiles or laughs freely is smiling from ear to ear and chuckling. At my expense, of course, but that's okay. I'll take it.

"You gonna tell me who the lucky guy is or leave me guessing?"

"Well," I shrug, "I don't know who he is. All I know is that he goes by the name. . ." I hesitate, knowing that he will give me shit for this, ". . . Bear"

He choked on his coffee and barked out a laugh.

"Bear?" He asks with his eyebrows raised, "Sounds like a douchebag!"

We must look like a bunch of fools because I snort out a laugh so loud that heads turn to look us over, breaking the silence that coated the patio.

"Earl Jacobs!" I cough out his name through my laughter. "Who in the world taught you that term?"

He flashes me a smug, cocky grin. "What can I say? I'm just hip!"

I shake my head, "More like you're a trip."

After we settle down from laughing at the douchebag debacle, we sit in silence for a beat while sipping our coffee. We stay out on the patio, both taking in the sounds and scenery of the bayou out back.

Some people may see murky water, but it's a beautiful sight to me. The way the sun beams off it as it bends and curves on the edges reminds me of simpler days. It's no mountain view, but it holds its beauty all the same.

"You're quiet today, Via. Are you nervous about tonight, or has that asshole brother of yours tried to contact you again?" Mr. Earl's eyes are on me, staring intently as if trying to read me. I attempt not to let the intense question phase me, but it's evident that it does.

Mr. Earl is the only one I discuss Liam with. There's something about how he described his troubled past to me, and I could still view him as a human even after he told me the terrible things he's done that somehow made me comfortable enough to get his opinions on Liam. He's never held back and has always been honest with me.

Granted, Liam is a whole other beast, very different from Mr. Earl. After hearing Mr. Earl's guilt for the things he's done wrong to the ones he was supposed to protect, I couldn't help but hold out a little hope that Liam also felt guilty. I've tried to have a different outlook on him, but it hasn't been easy. He's done everything but make it easy.

I take another sip of my coffee and take a deep breath while carefully choosing my words.

"I've gotten a few more calls from the prison, all of which I've ignored. He left one voicemail saying I needed to answer his calls, calling me names and saying he's all I have left and need him." I can tell the frustration is evident on my face.

Liam's words don't surprise me, including the irony in them. His saying that I "need him" is almost comical, considering he's locked in a cage, and the last person I need or want anything from is Liam. Instead of saying he needs me, he must try to manipulate the situation. Go figure. He's desperate, and I honestly have no feelings for his emotions. I've been numb to Liam and anything concerning him longer than I'd like to remember. His threats don't even seem to phase me at this point.

One year ago, Liam was convicted of domestic abuse against his then-girlfriend. This isn't Liam's first arrest nor his first go at serving time. This has become common for him. Somehow, he keeps getting out. He seems to serve time repeatedly for little charges but has never been investigated for the ones he and I both know he's guilty of.

There will never be space in my heart for forgiveness when it comes to him. I may hope he changes, but even if he does, it will never be enough to change our relationship. He's caused the damage that I'm pushing through.

Liam should be in jail for at least another four years this time. His imprisonment gives me more peace than I can describe.

I know who he is and what he's capable of more than anyone, and I mean it when I say that the world is a better place when Liam is locked away. I know how cruel that makes me sound, but honesty and truth aren't always soft.

Mr. Earl shakes his head in disgust with Liam as he can see the frustration taking over my entire mood, "I'm sorry for bringing him up," he says.

"It's okay, but it is time for me to take you inside. I need to get going home and catch up on my beauty sleep," I say with a soft laugh, pointing out the bags under my eyes and attempting to lighten the mood. He nods as we head back inside.

I remind him that I'm off for the next few days and make him promise not to forget me while I'm gone. He laughs, and we say our goodbyes, which always include a soft hug and no words.

This shift was long, and that conversation could have been heavy. My brain is drained, and I need to get some sleep. I make my way out to my car and tell Dessa goodbye with a wave.
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As I turn the blow dryer off and the silence suddenly fills the air, my attention gets pulled to the laughter and giggles in the next room.

Growing up, Izzy was always the one who was anti-relationship. I was surprised if she slept with a guy more than once. We both were, honestly. I'm glad she found Maverick, and he's changed her mind and heart. For a while, I was worried she'd never want to settle down and date anyone. Now look at us. Oh, how the tables have turned. I don't mind it; her happiness is enough to make me happy- most days.

Being alone does get lonely. Although Doctor Carr made valid points about reopening myself, I don't see the point. Believe it or not, I was a hopeless romantic at one point. I loved love and the idea of it. When I had it, I embraced it and reveled in it.

Now, I only know reality. Reality has shown me that no single thing is promised, and the pain of loss is far greater than the pain of being alone.

There was a point where I even tried to push Izzy away. I was sure being a part of my life came with consequences of pain. I also began to believe that I was the problem.

I can thank Liam's manipulation for that one. Someone tells you something so many times that there comes a point where you can't help but believe it for yourself.

Thankfully, Izzy is far too strong-willed and hard-headed to fall for my shit. She pushed right back and gave me no choice. Even when I ignored her and went through a slight hateful resentment phase, she was unbothered and loved me through it. In an Izzy way. This included a lot of her saying, "Enough with the bullshit, bitch" and "You can try as hard as you want; you're as stuck with me as I am with you."

Soul mates come in different forms than what people think is typical. For me, I have two. One soulmate is my platonic best friend, who has seen me through every storm, even when I didn't want her to.

The other is the boy I undoubtedly fell in love with as a child. The boy I would have done anything for, even hurt myself, which is precisely what I did. I think about him more than I should. I fantasize about who he probably is today, but I'll never have the courage to find out. I last heard that he had moved on and had a long-term girlfriend. After that, I asked Izzy not to tell me anymore. All I can do is hope he's found the happiness he deserves. The same joy I know I could never give him myself.

That doesn't make the pain of letting him go hurt any less.

After all of these years, I've gotten used to the pain.

Trying to shake myself out of my thoughts, I stop staring in the mirror, dazing off, and force myself to get dressed for what is sure to be an awkward double date. I'm not even sure why I agreed to do this. I hear Izzy calling my name and yelling for me to go to her, so I approach her room.

"You rang, your majesty?" I ask sarcastically as I walk in and plop myself on her tiny sofa across from her bed.

Izzy and Maverick are cuddled up close together on the bed. They both let out a chuckle at my stupid little remark. Izzy rolls her eyes at me as she laughs.

"I just wanted to check in on you," she says, and Mavericks kisses her on the forehead as he gets up.

They're so cute that it's almost repulsive. He stops and hugs me goodbye, then grabs me by the shoulders and says, "It will be fine; I promise you will have a good night," almost too enthusiastically, as if he's trying to convince himself, too.

"I'm okay, -ish. I think. I guess. WHATEVER!" I say as I laugh and roll my eyes. "Are you leaving now? I thought you were riding with us." I choke out, and the panic is evident on my face and in my voice.

Maverick gives a soft smile and looks at Izzy, who gets up from the bed and walks towards me.

"He's going meet up with Bear. They're going to get there early and grab a table and a drink so we can have more time to get dressed and give you more time to overanalyze everything!" she says with a soft yet joking tone and a huge smile.

She comes to sit on the sofa with me, wrapping her arms tight around me reassuringly. They know me well, and I'm terrible at these situations, so they seem to be handling me carefully. I look at her and scrunch my nose, rolling my eyes as I let out a light sigh, shaking my head.
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Izzy is curling my hair for me. She just finished doing my makeup. Although both are much more done up than I would typically do myself, I like what she's done. She went with neutral colors for my eyes, which I appreciate. I'm usually a mascara-only kind of girl. I know how to do my makeup; I never feel up to it. The last time she did my makeup, I felt like I was the star of a drag show; it was so glamorously over the top. I'm glad she kept it simple and accurate to me this time because I feel very pretty right now.

"Did Mav give you more info on this 'Bear' guy? Also…. "BEAR? What's his real name?" I ask, trying to sound as confident as possible and not show the anxiety that's starting to grasp its hold on me.

"He doesn't know his real name. They all call him Bear at work," she shrugs.

"I can't believe I'm going on a date with a guy called Bear!" I say, laughing as I softly hit my face with my palm.

"I'm going on a date with a guy whose real name none of us knows. Why does this seem fitting?"

She returns my laugh. "I don't know, Via. 'Bear' sounds sexy, don't you think?"

"Izabel." I smack her arm jokingly as we laugh before she can grab the curling wand again.

"All Maverick said about him was that he's his closest friend on their work crew. He said he reminds him of the male version of you. He's also internet famous—"

"FAMOUS!? FOR WHAT!?" I blurt out as I accidentally cut her off.

"Well, he's a…. musician, and apparently he's really good but also humble. He doesn't want fame. He blew up after some of the guys at work took videos of him singing his songs while playing guitar and posted them to their TikToks. He doesn't pay attention to fame or care about it."

"Oh god. A Musician!? Izzy, you know how—" I start to whine like an infant as she cuts me off, literally.

"Damn it, Via! You have this long list of unacceptable things; therefore, no one ever makes your cut. It's one date. Give the guy a chance!" She demands.

I want to fight back and make my point, but it's pointless. She's right, and musicians are a big no-no for me. There's only one musician I could be interested in, and I don't need any reminders of him.

Instead of protesting, I nod. When she sees that she's made her point and has gotten through, she smirks and basks in her victory.

"That's all the info I have on him. We will both have to be surprised and do more digging tonight," she says triumphantly.

"Okay. So a guy named Bear, who doesn't want to be famous, plays music and is just one big ole mystery. Sums it up?" I ask with a sarcastic grin.

"Yeah, that about sums up the information I have on him, I guess." She shrugs and laughs.

"So, did Mav say how Mr. Tiktok feels about going on a blind date?"

She spits, and she laughs so hard at my 'Mr. TikTok' remarks, "Maverick said he hasn't dated in a while, and he's being almost just as stubborn as you are,"

Well, I can't argue there. I sigh and shake my head in defeat. I won't put up the fight that I want to. I'm more at ease now than I was before. At least I won't be the only reluctant one there. Don't get me wrong, I'm still incredibly nervous, and I think this is a horrible idea, but I'm giving it a shot.

Mr. Earl and Dr. Carr had better be proud of me when I tell them I actually went through with this.
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I may feel pretty tonight, but I'm still not sure why I let Izzy convince me to do my hair and makeup. Stepping out of the car and into the Louisiana humidity almost completely ruined my hair, and it was nearly perfect before we left the house. Now, the frizz has already taken control.

With this hair, there's no way I was meant to live down here. It was meant for much more fantastic, less humid weather. My dark brown, curly, puffy hair drives me crazy more than it doesn't, but part of me has learned to love it about myself, which is surprising. It's almost like my own little trademark piece.

I do like the outfit that Izzy and I finally agreed on. My hair and makeup may be more than I usually do, but my outfit is somewhat true to myself, which I love. I'm dressed casually. I wear a black long-sleeved crop top that falls below my naval. It's a v-cut neckline and shows a little cleavage. For me, that is the only thing that's a little different. I typically wear loose-fitted band T-shirts that cover me entirely.

I like my clothes to feel like a shield that protects and keeps me hidden. It doesn't feel that way tonight, and I'm not against it, which is truly surprising. Letting my cleavage show is odd, but I feel somewhat confident.

The shirt hugs me tight around my bust line and loosens as it goes down to my waistline. I'm wearing distressed blue jeans that are tight around my hips and butt and loosen as they go down and slightly fray at my ankles, paired with my black low-top Converse.

I almost let Izzy convince me to wear a dress, but she backed down quickly once I started fighting her on it. I think she was treading lightly, which is funny. Izzy does not tread lightly for anyone, especially not at my expense. I can see how badly she wanted me to come along and have a good night, so I'm not trying to be too difficult.

There was once a time when I loved wearing dresses—so much that they were almost a part of my identity. I'd even wear certain ones to sit around my house, and I'd wear them to play outside. They were an extension of me—until the flowy fabric was proven to betray me with its minimal coverage.

I learned quickly that I couldn't hide my body or myself in a dress. It's wild how the things you go through affect everything down to your core being. Trauma is like a tidal wave that crashes in without regard for its surroundings, overspraying and soaking whatever is in its wake, uncaring if it's waterproof or not. Trauma tarnishes even the little things that once seemed minute. It can turn you into a version of yourself you sometimes don't even tend to recognize.

"Earth to Via!" Izzy whispers in my ear as she snaps in front of my face. I love her, but she knows how to get someone's attention when she wants it obnoxiously.

"Yes, ma'am?" I ask her sarcastically as we continue walking through the parking lot toward the restaurant.

She rolls her eyes and nudges me with her shoulder.

"Don't be an asshat, I asked if you're sure you're ready for this?"

"Well, you've picked a hell of a time to ask me that question sincerely. Ready or not…. Here we are!" I sigh, and she ignores me with a smug smirk, and we continue.

I'm glad the restaurant is laid back. Crave's is my favorite restaurant, located in New Orleans. It's an eclectic place filled with bright colors, rock bands, memorabilia, and local artists' most recent works. They also offer amazingly diverse menu options; everything I've ever tried is delicious. My favorite part is the rooftop dining option. I'm a little sad we aren't dining up there tonight. I love taking in the view of the city from up there.

Walking in, we quickly spot Maverick, but he doesn't see us. It's busy and loud here tonight. So loud that I could barely hear my thoughts. I see the back of the head of the guy sitting across from him, which I conclude to be "Bear."

He seems to have longer brown hair on top, although I can't get a good look at it with his baseball cap on. He's wearing a short-sleeve black shirt that is nicely snug around the muscles on his arms. I can see tattoos spread on both his arms, down to his hands.

I haven't seen his face yet, but just from the back of him, he already seems like he'll be attractive.

Tattoos have never been something that excites me in someone's appearance. Some girls go crazy over that shit.

Once you have so many of your own, it's like, "Oh, you have tattoos? Cool!" or "Oh, you don't have any tattoos? Cool!"

I'm indifferent to them either way. What I find most attractive in guys is their body build. That sounds odd. I have nothing against skinny men, but I'm a total sucker for a tall, slightly muscular, stocky, and sturdy type of man. There's just something about them that I find incredibly handsome and appealing.

Their muscles don't need to be very defined; they're just a bigger guy, and I'm attracted. I guess I am weird; Most women are attracted to something simple like a man's eyes, and then there's me.

As we get closer, Izzy waves towards Maverick. His eyes dart up, and he flashes a smile as he waves for us to come over and points us out.

We are mere feet away from their booth as I look down at my feet while walking; the nerves are taking over when I hear Izzy say, "HOLY HELL!" in a soft voice but loud enough for everyone nearby to hear and whip their heads around to look up at us.

My eyes quickly shoot up to search for whatever has stunned her. The panic in her voice has my stomach in knots. That's when it happens. He turns toward us with an expression that looks just as mortified as I can imagine my own.

Anderson Anthony Cole.

Bear is Ander. Ander is Bear.

What the actual hell?


Chapter fourteen
Ander


Six years.

It's been six fucking years of complete radio silence, and now, she's here in front of me. Damn, she looks even more beautiful than I remember. How is that even possible? I look her over, completely stunned.

I didn't want to come on this date. This isn't my thing. Now, I don't even know what to think.

By the look on Via's face and judging by Izzy's outburst when they spotted me with Maverick, they were both just as surprised as I was. Before I can process what's happening, Via excuses herself and takes off. Izzy runs behind her.

I narrow my gaze to Maverick before dropping my head with a sigh.

Clearly confused, Maverick finally breaks the silence, which he's really good at doing.

"So, I take it you and Via know each other?" His tone tries to add humor but now isn't the time. My mind keeps going over the look on her perfect face.

It was clear. Seeing me pained her. How couldn't it? I'm a reminder of the worst night of her life—the night she lost everything and her entire world changed.

Damn, if she only knows what seeing her does to me. Not only is she more beautiful than ever, but before she saw me, she looked so happy.

I find peace in that, but it kills me that seeing me hurts her. I would have given anything to change that and be with her. I'd be lying if I said my anger wasn't brewing beneath the surface.

"Yeah, man, we did."

"Wait," he interrupts himself with a gasp, clearly trying to piece everything together.

"Are you the guy? The beach house guy? That's the only guy Via or Izzy have ever told me about that Via has dated or had any feelings towards. Don't tell me—"

"Yeah, I'm the fucking guy. I told you I didn't want to come on a damn date, but the last thing I expected was this shit."

"Holy fuck!" He shouts a little too loud, causing some looks to get thrown our way.

"Dude, what are the odds!" Now Maverick is the one laughing uncomfortably.

My eyes shoot up to meet his, and I know my glare says precisely what I'm thinking; 'no shit.'

I shake my head and run my hands up and down my face, still trying to wrap my mind around what happened.

"Look, man, I guess thanks for trying, but I'm gonna go," I say, trying not to sound as bummed out and pissed off as I feel.

The one that 'got away,' that I had to force myself to come to terms with and that I'd never see again, literally just stormed back into my thoughts as if my pathetic attempts at impossibly forgetting her the first time weren't hard enough.

Before I can start to pity myself, I need to get the fuck out of here.

I made her a promise that was stupid as hell, and I never wanted to make it. She forced my hand, as she so often did, and I don't break my promises—not to her.

"Bear, Via is a hard nut to crack; she probably just needs a minute,"

I scoff at him and throw a scowl his way, "If by a tough nut to crack you mean the most headstrong, stubborn ass woman I've ever met in my life, then yes, I know well that she's a tough nut to crack." I want to add so much more.

She's also the only person who ever set my soul on fire, and since she left my life, I haven't been the same. Although I'm still bitter, I miss her so fucking much. I pull my hat off, run a hand through my hair, and place my hat back on. Then I pull some cash from my wallet and put it on the table.

"Just get her meal on me, but don't tell her because I doubt she'll accept it."

Before I can pull myself to stand, he asks, "What's the story there?" His tone isn't judgmental. He sounds and seems genuinely concerned.

I arch my brows at Maverick. Now I'm the one confused.

"I thought you said the girls told you the story. " My annoyance is evident in my voice.

He laughs. "Them? Nah, man, those two don't dish out much information regarding Via. All I know about you and Via is that she's only ever loved one guy. Izzy is always on her ass to put herself out there and try again, but she always refuses. They've never actually given details." He lets out a small, awkward laugh again, "This is the closest we've ever gotten her to going on a date. I may not be the smartest fucker out there, but I could tell by the way you both just locked eyes. . . that you're the guy."

'She's only ever loved one guy.'

The words repeat themself over and over again in my head. The reality of that pierces me. She pushed me away. She promised me forever, and then our worlds blew up in flames, especially hers.

I tried.

I fucking tried. She didn't let me. I never got over that.

Hell, I'll never get over her.

I get lost in my thoughts for a bit, and Maverick brings that to an abrupt stop when he presses, "So, what's the story?"

I sigh. I work with the guy, and he's one of my closest friends on the job. He's persistent as fuck. It's a little annoying, but he means well. He won't stop until he gets an answer. I'm not escaping this conversation either way, but fuck, I don't want to have it. I damn sure would rather have it here than at work with others peering in, though.

"You know about her parents and sister?" I ask reluctantly.

"Yeah," he says with a nod.

"It was her eighteenth birthday. I convinced her to run off with me to the island. Her parents and sister went looking for her because she was supposed to be at Izzy's house. They got in an accident while searching. Had I not gotten her to leave with me, the accident may have never happened. They may all still be here. I still blame myself. She completely cut me off and made me promise to leave her alone and never try to see her again. So, it wasn't hard to assume she blamed me, too."

Maverick doesn't miss a beat before speaking, "Damn, bro, that's heavy, but that's not on you or her."

Saying the words out loud is reopening the wound that I thought was finally healing, and it's when the ache in my chest becomes unbearable that I decide that I can't be here another second.

What the fuck was I thinking that a blind date was a good idea. I should have known better. Just when I think I'm okay, there's always some reminder of her to prove to me that I'm just getting better at playing fucking pretend.

I've tried dating again. My heart and head are never in it; I think they'll always be tied up with what I lost and can't have.

My sister Abbie convinced me to try a stupid dating app. I met Jessica a week after signing up. I never put a title on it, as I wasn't interested in that with her. We would hook up every so often. It was fine while it lasted, but she couldn't fill the void.

She wanted more, but I didn't. It was evident when we started that it was just sex. I don't understand women that think they can fuck their way to a guy's heart. Jessica acted as if having no chemistry other than sexual chemistry was irrelevant and didn't matter as long as the sex was good; she kept hope that things could evolve. That's not how it works, at least not for me. At one point, she told my family we were together. That was an awkward conversation and, ultimately, why I walked away.

I stand to leave. Maverick stands, too. The look on his face shows me that he's still trying to process everything I just unleashed on him. I put a hand out to shake his, and he accepts it and pulls me into a short-lived hug as he pats my back.

I turn to walk away, but I look back at him before I do.

"I only loved one girl, too. Tell her I'm sorry that I broke her promise. I never want to hurt her."

With that, I leave and don't look back.


Chapter fifteen
Via


Istop walking. I stop thinking. I stop breathing.

I stop everything.

I'm stunned in my place. I can't help but feel like this is some ginormous, cruel joke being played on both of us.

Was this intentionally set up? Izzy would never.

Maverick came around long after Ander, so he's never met him.

I can feel the panic setting in as I stand here. I'm just standing here. After a few seconds, which feels like forever, I finally use every ounce of strength to say, "I have to pee," and quite literally run to the bathroom.

I'm unsure if Izzy is behind me, and I don't want her to be. I need a second. I need to be alone. The bathroom has multiple stalls, so I run into the first open one and sink behind the door, unsure if I've locked it.

How could this be happening? How could they do this to him?

No. No. NO!

He's supposed to be happy. He's supposed to live a beautiful life with someone capable of giving him the same joy he delivers. He is not supposed to be on the hunt for love and happiness.

When Izzy told me he was with someone a while back, I found so much comfort in knowing I had done the right thing. Although it hurt to hear, I found peace knowing that Ander took my advice and found the happiness he deserved. The exact joy I knew my constant black cloud wouldn't allow me to give him.

Izzy throws open the door, pushing me forward. Okay, I guess this means that I did not lock it. She lunges down toward me, swooping me into her arms. She pulls me tight into a hug that feels like it is trapping me, so I push her back gently. She looks just as in shock as I am.

"V! I swear on everything that I had no idea!" She visibly panics with me as she runs a hand over her face. "What the actual hell!"

"I'm okay, I'm okay. I need to catch my breath," I attempt to say through the anxiety attack that's ripping through my core. I'm unsure if my words are even coming out audibly. The sobs break free from me no matter how hard I try to hold them back. It's useless.

This wasn't supposed to be how this went.

"HE IS SUPPOSED TO BE HAPPY!" I scream out into the silence, entirely too loud. Izzy squeezes me tighter as she rubs my hair. "I know, V. I know." We sit for a beat, neither knowing what to say.

I stand to collect myself. I frantically wipe at my face, trying to hide every tear that my eyes betrayed me and allowed me to escape from them. Taking a few more deep breaths, I'm unsure what to do. What to say?

"Okay, okay…… Okay," I repeat like a chant, still attempting to pull the shattered pieces of myself together. Izzy is just standing there staring at me in silence. She is still as stunned as I am and probably has no idea what to say. The tears finally comply and stop falling. My breath is returning to some form of routine.

I'm not typically one to lose it like this— or at all. I usually hold myself together rather well, even under pressure. But the pressure is a little too much for even myself.

"Izzy, how—" I'm cut off by a gentle knock on the main restroom door as we hear it creak to open. We both freeze in place.

"Is she okay?" Phew, it's Maverick. It's just Maverick.

"She's getting there," Izzy calls out. We will just be a few more minutes."

Her eyes search mine in the tiny stall. I nod in approval as my lip shivers and the tears threaten again.

GET IT TOGETHER OLIVIA!

"It's okay. Bear explained everything to me. He's gone now. He said he was sorry—"

Before I could register what I was doing, I swung the restroom stall door open, cut him off, and walked directly toward him.

"Where is he, Maverick? Where is Ander?" my voice is small yet firm.

I must seem angry, but I'm not—not even remotely. If anything, other than being shocked, I feel sadness, not at Ander but for him. All I ever hoped for him was love and joy. He wasn't supposed to be searching. He was supposed to be happy. He came here tonight looking for that but got stuck with me instead. Ugh, life never seems to deal fair cards out on the table.

"… He went out the backdoor on the right toward the back parking lot. He looked so sad. He said he doesn't want to hurt you—"

I walked out quickly before he could finish that sentence. He doesn't want to hurt me? He's never hurt me. He could never hurt me. Is that really what he thinks?

My brain tells my feet to move, and my feet must have heard "RUN" because that's precisely what they're doing. I run through the restaurant like a mad woman, but I don't care.

I get to the back door, swiftly push through it, and my eyes quickly scan the parking lot. It took me a second, but I finally spotted him. Well, I spot the back of him as he's still walking away.

"Ander, please wait!" I call out way too loudly for this parking lot, which only he and I are standing in, with tons of empty parked cars.

I slow my feet and make my way toward Anderson Anthony Cole. He stops walking as he approaches a big red and gold two-tone Ford F-250. I can see his shoulders slump forward as he takes a breath and turns to face me. I'm closer to him now, but there's still a distance between us, and I stop in my tracks.

He is more stunning than I could have imagined he would be.

"Rosie, listen, I had no idea. Maverick wouldn't even tell me the girl's name that I was supposed to—" He starts to say with apologetic eyes as I hold up my hand softly to signal for him to stop talking, so he does.

We both stand there for a beat and look each other over. Hearing him say his nickname for me hits me.

Hard.

I can't help but smile as I exhale a quick breath. My eyes scan over him, taking in and savoring the sight of him. He's even more gorgeous than he was when we were teens. Which I didn't think was possible.

He now has that kind of manly look that wasn't there the last time we saw one another. He looks far from clean-cut; his callused hands are a clear giveaway. His square jawline is still as breathtaking as ever but is now accompanied by a short-cut, clean-lined beard, which suits him well. His dark hair is cut short on the sides and longer up top but pulled back by his black, backward-facing baseball cap. He seems to have tattoos spread throughout his arms down to his fingertips; I see quite a few on both arms and the possibility of more underneath his shirt sleeves. Those caramel-brown eyes are just as piercing as they've always been.

Brown eyes on anyone else look like brown eyes, but on him, they've always looked like a dream you could get lost in.

He has that kind of handsome look, as if he doesn't stop the show when he walks into a room, but you damn sure can't help but notice his presence, either.

He's wearing a fitted black shirt with a black leather jacket over it. His dark blue denim jeans aren't tight yet aren't baggy either; they fit him just right. I giggle when I see he's wearing all black Converse. His style hasn't changed much at all. He may look so different, so much more mature and even more handsome than I thought possible, but he still looks just like himself. Just like the image of him, it's etched in my memory, and I'll never be able to forget it.

I guess the smile on my lips spreads to him as he lets out a smile, too. One that's so inviting. If he's taking me in the way I'm taking him in, he must think I've let myself go. I was losing my shit and sobbing in the bathroom- I could about imagine how horrific I look right now.

I break the silence, which is not as awkward as I would expect it to be, by saying, "So,"

Ander replies with "I'm sorry," before I can get the chance to continue.

I grin and nod lightly, then raise my eyebrows as my face and voice both shift tones slightly, "You go by 'Bear' now, hmm?"

Ander chuckles and shakes his head, obviously confused by my question. I'm somewhat taken aback by the calmness that's taking over me. Then again, he's always put me at ease simply by being present.

"Coincidentally, I didn't choose it. I think the guys at work started calling me Bear because of my height and build. It kind of just stuck," he says with a smile—that same smile that has always made my heart flutter.

Taking him in, I can see why they chose 'Bear.' He's so tall and stocky. It makes sense.

Unsure what to say, I nod as I try to sort through all the thoughts rushing through my mind at the speed of light.

Ander presses his lips together into a straight line as he breathes.

"I know you don't want to hear this, but I must be honest. I'm happy it is you. It's great to see you, V. You look fantastic, which doesn't surprise me. I'd be lying to your face if I said this doesn't fucking hurt." He drops his head, and I want to rush to him out of instinct.

I don't.

I know I've hurt him. If I'm smart, I'll let him turn around and leave now before I hurt him worse. Well, I'm not smart, not when it comes to him. I've been strong and kept away from him for too damn long. He lifts his head back up, and as his eyes meet mine, his lips curve into a smile that grows wide, and his caramel-brown eyes twinkle. I swear that they fucking twinkle.

"Would you want to go back inside… with me?"

I'm still in shock, and the sadness that I felt when I first laid my eyes on him is slowly subsiding...However, I'm sad that he's still searching for love. I had convinced myself that he was off living a fairytale romance, The same kind I had once dreamed of having with him. Convincing myself of that had given me peace over all these years. Now, I am finding out that isn't the case and that his reality is more similar to mine, which shatters my heart for him. The fact that he's in front of me right now is miraculous, and I can't just let him leave. It still baffles me that he told Maverick he didn't want to hurt me. I hope he doesn't think my mess is his fault. He could never be to blame. He's here now, and I have this sudden desire to know everything about him and his life that I can't push down.

He smiles a smile that causes a bolt of electricity to jolt through my entire being.

Six years have passed, and there's no way this boy— Well, he is a man now, no denying that. AT ALL.— Could still have this 'love-sick puppy' effect on me.

He extends his arm, motioning toward the door. "After you," that smug grin still dances on his face.

I turn and start walking back towards the restaurant out of the parking lot, hearing Ander's footsteps following close behind me. This is all so surreal. I can't help but let out a little soft laugh. The noise sounds foreign coming from my mouth. I have laughed more in recent years than previously, but not this sound. It's the genuine escape from my gut kind of laugh without even trying to force it.

This sound was almost always reserved for Anderson Anthony Cole.

I heard his footsteps behind me stop briefly after I laughed awkwardly, and then they picked up again- not missing a beat behind my own.
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We head back into the restaurant, with Ander walking before me. Izzy and Maverick are beaming with joy, but I can see the surprise in their eyes. They didn't expect both of us to return, especially not together.

Ander and I approach their table, and he suddenly stops and turns towards me.

"You can say no if you want, but would you like to get our own table?" he asks. I don't respond; I hold his gaze and nod. He returns my nod.

"Alright, you wait here for a second."

He walks towards the hostess stand. As he brushes past me, his shoulder lightly touches mine, and suddenly, my entire body is awakened and aware of his presence.

As Dr. Carr likes to remind me, I've spent so many years building up my walls for protection and to keep me safely guarded. In less than five minutes of being in his company, I can feel those walls coming down fiercely and abruptly. How can we become practically strangers after six years, yet his presence still has the same effect on me?

The reality of what's unfolding is starting to sink in, and the magnitude of it all is not lost on me. Pushing Ander away was my way of assuring his happiness because, following life rearing its ugly head my way, I knew I couldn't give him the love, energy, and joy he deserved—the same things he gave to me so effortlessly.

Sure, Liam's threat forced my hand, but I knew I couldn't be the person he deserved. I knew he would never give up on me, so I had to decide for him.

Yet, here I am, about to sit down and talk to him after six years of no contact. What do we even say? What is there to say after so much time has passed?

We don't even know each other anymore. The realization of that breaks my heart instantly. There was once a time when no one in this world knew me better than Ander did.

He knew me truly, from the inside out. He was the person who could read my mind just by studying my face briefly. He could complete my sentences because he always seemed to know what was coming next, and I was that person for him, too.

He once said everyone had a perception of him, but I was the only one who truly knew his spirit and understood his soul. Now, neither of us knows anything regarding the other. Many things can change in six years.

The man I'm about to sit with at a table isn't the boy I knew, and I am damn sure not the same girl he once loved.

As if she could sense the panic washing over me, slowly consuming me as each second passed, Izzy reached out of the booth and grabbed my hands.

"Breathe, V. It's just one conversation. A conversation that he's tried to have with you for years. It wasn't planned, but maybe it was always meant to happen this way. Just give him this one night," she says softly, gently, each word resignating with me.

I take a sharp, deep breath and straighten my shoulders. As much as I hate to admit it, Izzy is right. It's one conversation.

She doesn't understand what one conversation with Ander could do to my heart. The stubborn thing still beats for him; I'm unsure if it can take this.

I let out a defeated 'humph,' still trying to process the fact that this is happening.
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The hostess leads us to a table on the restaurant's other side, which is far less busy. The tables are spaced further apart, making it feel more secluded and personal.

Did Ander specifically ask for this side? I breathe to calm myself and try not to let panic creep back in.

Ander pulls out my chair for me and motions a hand for me to take a seat. He's always been thoughtful and has tried to make small gestures like this. I've never been a girl who cared if a guy opened a door for me or pulled a chair for me, but when it happens, it's nice. It makes you feel special. Worthy, even. Not that it's ever happened for me with anyone other than him because it hasn't.

He takes his seat directly across from me, pulling his phone from his pocket, silencing it, and pushing it back into his pocket. I try not to stare, but his aura makes it difficult. His presence draws me in, just like it always has.

The waitress takes our drink orders before a single word can be spoken, thankfully breaking the silence and my gaze. I need to ease my mind and order a glass of wine. I assume he needs the same liquid courage as he orders a crown and coke. I can't help but grin smugly. Crown and coke. It was the first alcoholic beverage I ever tried.

Jett had snuck a bottle of Crown Royal from their dad's stash and made us each a drink before he left. He walked off with a girl he met the previous day down by the shoreline, leaving Ander and me to share our first illegal drink alone.

"It's the only alcoholic thing I've ever drank besides beer." He says, as his lips form into a line, slightly curving at the edges. His eye contact is intense, and his gaze on me is somewhat intimidating. I can tell he's trying to read and figure me out. If he only knew that I'm no longer the open book I once was. I'm now tarnished. The copy that was left out in the storm, pages worn, and quality diminished drastically. Even if he can read me, he won't want to. I'm no longer who I was. I'm not who he loved. How do I tell him that? There's so much hope in his eyes. A hope that I didn't want to see again because I knew all I could do was ruin it. Tangled up with the glimmer dancing in his eyes is a mix of fear and maybe a little anger. I don't blame him for any of those feelings; they're all valid.

"It's okay to ask your questions; I know you must have plenty," I say softly, sadness laced into each word. A flash of pain fills his creamy brown eyes.

I can't take it.

I know the pain I've caused because I brought the same pain upon myself. I can't stand being reminded that he felt and suffered through it, too, at the hands of my decisions. I break our gaze as the words leave my lips. My eyes drop to my hands, both placed on the table. I focus hard on them. I notice their small structure and the sweat starting to bead from them out of pure nervousness.

He releases a sigh, taking his time before speaking. He's always been one to choose his words carefully. His thoughtfulness and intention behind the words he spoke were always something I loved about him. When we were kids, all the others would try to rush him to form his thoughts and say what he wanted to say. It's like they took it in as a sign of weakness. Not me.

I embraced the time between sounds because I knew the words to fill the air following the pause would hold actual meaning. In my world where hateful, meaningless, cruel words were spewed daily, I appreciated knowing that his words would always hold weight.

Silence fills our space for a brief moment, but not for too long. His hand twitches slightly toward mine. I assume it was a reflex as he retreats and quickly pulls it back.

After a while, he finally spoke up.

"I could ask a million, but I'd rather listen to you tell me about who you are. . . nowadays,"

He says with a sigh and a pained grin, pulling at his perfect lips. I can sense he hates that the person who always knew me best hates that he has to ask about who I am.

I reconnect eye contact with him and nod softly, agreeing to his request but trying to hold back the surprise that I'm feeling. I was expecting to answer his questions with simple, straightforward responses. I wasn't prepared to be the one doing the talking or dishing out more than necessary.


Chapter sixteen
Via


"Well," I begin, with hesitation. As I did, his face softened, inviting me to continue and showing me that I had his full attention. "I don't know where to start. There's not much to tell, I guess."

I shrug, the feeling of defeat starting to take over, as I'm not even sure who I am lately to be able to describe myself in detail.

That realization cuts deep.

He looks me over for a beat, studying my face. Suddenly, I'm guessing his inner demon won the internal battle; he reaches across the table, extends his right hand over my left hand, and squeezes softly as his thumb traces tiny circle patterns over mine.

His shoulder brushing mine a few moments ago awakened my body, but that was nothing compared to this.

The jolt of electricity that pierces through me is indescribable. It is a feeling that I can only remember one person bringing out in me, and the same person is causing it right now.

"V, this is you we are talking about. There will always be a lot to tell and even more worth hearing. I want to hear it all. . . Would it be easier if I fired off some little questions for you to answer?"

My breath is taken from me. I'm not even sure how to breathe at this point. Needing to catch my breath and relieve some of the intensity growing between us, I gently ease my hand from his grip and pull it back, placing both hands in my lap. My eyes search his as I nod, signaling him to continue.

He smirked an interested grin, raised his eyebrows, and nodded back.

"First, tell me about college. Did you end up going like you'd always planned? Where did you go? What did you major in? What are you doing now?"

I purse my lips and raise my eyebrows playfully as an awkward laugh escapes me, "Well, you're just jumping right in, aren't you?" I ask as my laughter grows a little. He responds by gracing my ears with a beautiful laugh, but only briefly. I forgot how much I loved that sound. Warmth fills me from head to toe, and I can't help but be put at ease and relieved of almost all the tension and nervousness I was holding on to.

Before I could respond, the waiter appeared with the food we ordered. We thanked him and sent him on his way, and we both dived into the delicious-looking food set out before us. Neither of us was shy.

"Well, I didn't go to Illinois, so I did not attend the Art Institute of Chicago as I had hoped. I did go to college. Izzy and I went to Arkansas and attended Arkansas State University. I received my Bachelor of Science in Nursing, and I'm currently working shift work at the assisted living facility in town as an RN. It's not quite the path I thought I'd take, but when I'm able actually to help someone, it helps to give me purpose. . ." I start to ramble on, and I can see his smile growing. I adjust in my chair, getting more comfortable, and his eyes stay fixed on me.

"I can see that career fitting you just right. You've always had the most caring heart and always wanted to 'save the world,'" he says confidently, with a sweet smile. His eyes squint a little from his smile, which is growing so vast. His dimples are still there. They're hard to see with the beard, but they're there.

My heart started to dance at the expression on his face, and I couldn't help but let out a giggle.

A GIGGLE.

What the hell am I, FIVE YEARS OLD? I've been avoiding him for years and was hesitant to speak to him not even an hour ago, and now I'm sitting here giggling like a little schoolgirl.

I am ridiculous.

"How was Arkansas? That had to be a big change for you, especially with it not being close to the shore. You always loved having that escape. With no sugar cane fields to explore and bayous to stare out into, it must have also been a huge change for you." He says subtly like he wasn't clutching my heart, reminding me how well he knew my soul.

I pause, taking the time to think back to my college days. College wasn't an enjoyable memory for me like it was for many others. Izzy and I left not long after the accident. Most people thought I ought to be, or more so, expected me to be 'healed' at that point. The reality is that I was beginning to break.

My mental health wasn't well in any form. I found myself in a foreign environment surrounded by strangers, and I shunned the idea of actually putting in the work to process my grief.

Instead, I wore that same fake smile I had consistently grown so accustomed to plastering on, and I pretended that I, and everything in my life, was 'fine.' That's the thing with acting and pretending; you can't keep it up forever. It's only temporary. Soon enough, reality crashes in like a tidal wave, making its presence known to the shore. My reality indeed crashed in.

I had Izzy, but she had her own life, and I would never intentionally keep her from that. She was in a sorority and was living her best life. Undoubtedly, she was always the life of the party, and I wasn't about to crash it. Aside from her, the realization that I was alone truly set in. I didn't speak of my family, so a lot of the friends she made just thought I was strange.

I became quiet, which felt weird. I've never been very extroverted since the darkness took over my young life, but I was never necessarily 'quiet' either. The loneliness was unbearable most days. I didn't realize just how bad I had allowed it to get until I spent my first stay in a mental health facility.

Izzy, of course, felt guilt and blamed herself for leaving me alone so much, which pissed me off at myself even more. I was supposed to be an adult who could handle herself, not my best friend's problem to watch after. Not all of college was terrible. After my stay in the mental health facility and getting diagnosed with depression, anxiety, and PTSD, things got a little better with the help of the medicines I was prescribed. Although I hated taking them- and still do- I can't deny that they help.

"Arkansas was different. After the accident, I never expected to miss it here," I look around and wave my hand, pointing around toward the view outside the giant windows to our side, which overlooked the city.

"Especially not as much as I did. Arkansas has its beauty, though. Our University was in Little Rock, which wasn't bad. It was the nearby towns that stole my heart. During my free time, Kirby was my favorite town; Daisy State Park became my safe haven. The one thing that hasn't changed about me is that exploring still sets a raging fire in my soul. I started hiking and sightseeing like I've always wanted to and fell in love with new sites. I never felt at home there, though. I still don't feel at home here since I've returned, but it's the closest thing I've got." I say with a shrug and a smirk, impressed with myself and how easily I just unloaded that to him. Although, I shouldn't be surprised. Ander has always made opening up effortless.

Ander's creamy caramel-brown eyes focused intently on me the entire time I spoke. His gaze could be intense, but instead of fearing it as I did a bit ago, I began to welcome it. I felt seen and heard—something I didn't feel often, probably because I didn't allow myself to, but who's keeping track?

His smile never faltered. I don't know how long we sat there looking over each other. The waiter came with the check, and I tried to pay, but he scoffed and scowled at me briefly as if I had offended him, and he paid for it all. I thought we'd get up after he paid the check, but he showed no intentions of moving, so neither did I.

As he went to speak, Izzy and Maverick walked over to our table. They stayed standing, but Izzy pulled me in and squeezed me as she smiled at Ander. I could tell she was choked up seeing us together.

If she makes this awkward, I will kick her shin in.

Thankfully, Maverick begins to speak before Izzy can spout out whatever it is that is racing through her mind.

"We will head out and make our way back to my house. Do you all want to come?" he asks. I can tell Maverick is trying to be gentle, not trying to push either of us.

I'm half expecting Ander to take this as an opportunity to say it's time for him to go, and we'd awkwardly end this unexpected reunion as we will eventually, anyway. I never thought I'd even want a reunion for his sake. Now. . . Now, I don't think I want it to end. That's so selfish of me. I know I'll never be what he needs or deserves. I know the risks attached to being together that he isn't privy to.

My careless side, the part of me that will always crave him, wants to say to hell with it all and be in his presence for as long as he'll allow me.

Ander looks at me as he silently questions what I want to do. Our eyes stay locked, and the air stays silent longer than it should; then, he nods at me. As if he's still capable of reading my mind like he once could, without any words spoken between us, he says exactly what I wanted to express myself.

He breaks our eye contact, allowing the thickness formed in the air between us to settle, and he turns toward Maverick.

"You guys go on ahead without us. Via can ride with me, and I'll take her home. If that's okay with you, V?" He asks, directing his attention back to me. Izzy is still plopped over my shoulder, gripping me as I rub her arm, trying to comfort her for some reason.

"Yeah, I'm okay with that," I say quietly, not attempting to hide my grin.

Izzy briefly squeezes me a little tighter, then she pulls back slightly and kisses my forehead.

"I'm so proud of you, V," Izzy whispers into my hair. As she finally releases me, I look up at her, scrunching my nose and faking a scowl.

"That kiss was very wet," I say jokingly, and we start laughing. She rolls her eyes and lunges toward Ander, pulling him into a tight squeeze as he gets to his feet to meet her. His height becomes apparent, especially in comparison to Izzy's short stature next to him.

"It's so good to see you, Ander! I'm so glad it ended up being you." She pauses as she releases him from her tight grasp, but her eyes stay locked on him as she wipes a tear away. "When it comes to her, It'll always be y—"

"Okay then, you guys, be careful; if y'all need anything, we are a call away." Maverick cuts her off, gently pulling her arm and tugging her away before she can make it any more awkward than she possibly already has.

I can't help but laugh as Izzy glares at Maverick as they walk away like he just committed an unthinkable crime. She looks back at us again and waves, mouthing, "I love you!" to me. I return her wave and cannot contain my laughter. Ander laughs right along with me.

My sweet friend truly means well. She doesn't know how not to say anything and everything that crosses her mind, which causes her to be brutally honest more often than not. Most people find that annoying and even consider her somewhat rude, but I genuinely love it, and I'd never change that about her. I never have to question where I stand with her because she blurts out exactly what she needs to say before I even have the opportunity to form the thought.

We pick right up where we left off, as he continues asking me 'simple questions,' and I answer them. I can't believe how comfortable I am and how he still makes opening up to him so effortless.

"I know you didn't go to the Art Institute of Chicago. But. . . Did you. . . pursue photography? In any other way?" He asks shyly, sounding hopeful. Ander was the only person who took the time to know the genuine passion and love I once held for the art form. He always seemed to love watching the way I viewed the world through a lens and the spark that it would ignite in me every time I was proud of an image I'd produced. He always encouraged me to take it as far as I could.

This will be a letdown for him; I already know it.

Ouch. This question wasn't asked with the intention to hurt, but it does. My head drops slightly as I shake it softly.

"No. . . It seemed pointless to photograph a dark world, and every ounce of beauty that once showed itself so easily seemed to evaporate instantly," I say almost in a whisper, trying not to sound as solum as I feel at my admission.

He purses his lips in a straight line, and his brows furrow slightly. It almost seems he shuddered at my words as they cut through him.

The truth is, I've always regretted never pursuing my passion. After the accident and my never-ending battles with my brother Liam, I didn't view the world the same. I think that's the part I hate and miss the most, all at once.

I miss the way I'd take in my surroundings. The way they'd become a part of me. Photography was an extension of how I took in my surroundings, allowing me to document the beauty along the way. Truth be told, I now only take photos when I have to. My camera roll in my phone is proof of that, as it's damn near bare.

Just as he went to speak, I held a finger between us to quiet him before he could.

"So, Is it my turn to ask you the questions now? Is that how this is going to go?" I ask, motioning between us with my hand as I raise my eyebrows, almost as if I'm challenging him.

His laugh rumbles its way through my bones like thunder. It is the sweetest feeling I've felt in a long time. A feeling that I had forgotten how much I had missed.

"You can definitely do that. Actually, I welcome it. Before you do, I have to say. . . It looks like we are about to get kicked out," he whispers with a small laugh. He motions his hand around the now empty restaurant and lands, pointing toward the hostess who is turning off the vibrant flashing 'open' sign.

I let out a chuckle, surprising us both, especially myself, with the words that came out of my mouth next.

"Would you want to go somewhere else or even just ride around? I'm not ready to go home just yet. Especially now that it's my turn to ask the questions," I say as I point to myself, tapping my chest with my index finger. "I have plenty of them," I say smugly.

He rolls his eyes as he laughs, shakes his head in disbelief, and lets out a playful sigh as if it's a sigh of relief. I'm not sure where that came from.

I don't understand the effect he still has on me, and so effortlessly. It's almost infuriating. Or, I can blame it all on the wine. Yes, that's what I'll do.

DAMN WINE!


Chapter seventeen
Via


The ride back to Sugarland is quiet but isn't awkward in the least bit. I almost expected it to be, and I am glad it isn't. It's nearly comforting, even. That could still be all thanks to the wine, though.

The only sounds heard are the loud rumble of his truck and the music quietly playing in the background. His taste in music has changed as I hear a somewhat country twang barely coming through the speakers because he has it so low. My Ander hated new-age country music. He was okay with the classics, but they weren't his favorite, like hard rock and metal.

There used to be no denying that Metallica and Black Sabbath had a hold on him. Although I can barely hear the music, it doesn't sound very pop-ish, like most new-age country music. It certainly isn't like the pop country we used to make fun of, but it isn't like the classics we used to listen to, either.

The more I pay attention, the more I realize that the music that is playing sounds like a beautiful combination of rock, bluegrass, folk, and traditional country music; I've never heard anything like it. I like it. I'm just surprised that Ander likes this.

I stare out the window, watching the city lights fade in the distance and welcome the darkness and sparse street lights every few miles. I can feel his gaze rest on me occasionally, and I fight to hold back my smile.

We pull up at Open Tap's Bar back in town, and I guess the wine is starting to wear off because the nerves are beginning to fall in.

As he put the truck in park, I felt his hand brushing against my leg. My head whips up to look at him. His eyes look over me softly, and he looks worried as he sighs.

"V, I can't tell you how much seeing you again and finally catching up with you means to me. I'm not lost on the fact that this has to be a lot for you to take in—a lot for both of us. It would be best if you didn't feel pressured. If this isn't okay, then you need to tell me." The worried tone in his voice settles my nerves a bit. To know that he's probably feeling the same about all of this as I do puts me at ease.

I slightly grin at him and shake my head.

"I meant it when I said I'm not ready to go home yet. If this is too much for you, I understand also and don't want you to be uncomfortable." I keep my tone even, trying not to sound as desperate as I feel saying that out loud. It's the truth. I don't want this to end. As much as I didn't think I would, I wanted to hear about his life.

His expression drops into shock. Confusion? I can't help but look down at my lap and break our eye contact.

"V," His hand reaches up and brushes a strand of hair behind my ear, which lingers there momentarily. He lets one finger trail down my cheek toward my chin until he gently lifts my face to face toward his. His hand stays there, and his thumb softly swipes back and forth across my skin.

"I have spent the past six years wishing I could do this with you, and now, here you are." He shakes his head, trying to process the thought. "The last thing I would ever feel around you is uncomfortable."

I shut my eyes and let out the breath I held while he was speaking. When I reopened my eyes, they immediately began searching for his. I place my hand on his, which is still on my face. I don't move his; I squeeze gently and say,

"Alright."

". . . Alright" He nods with a smile and turns to get out of the truck, rushing around the front to open my door for me. The butterflies in my stomach are dancing at the gesture.
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The rustic bar is quiet tonight, which we are lucky for as it's usually packed on the weekends. We each take a seat next to each other at the bar. We place our orders and talk to the bartender for a bit after he gives us our drinks. We talk for a while as I ask him more rapid-fire questions to get to know who he is now.

"So, tell me something…"

"Hmm, what's that?" He asks, with a raised eyebrow and a panty-dropping smirk.

"Why the oilfield? I mean, you've always hated it. You swore you wouldn't follow behind your dad, especially after seeing how miserable it made him. You always wanted to move away and chase your dream of pursuing music. What changed?"

He doesn't seem taken aback by my question. He almost seems grateful for the conversation and my interest. His smirk even seems to widen a little.

"Life. Life changed. Life happened." He pauses, taking a sip of his drink.

"I worked on the ranch for a while. Then, Dad's health took a turn. He decided to retire, and the ranch started to suffer financially. We needed money. So, Jett took over managing everyday life on the ranch, and I took over supporting it financially. I began working my way up the ladder in the oilfield to help bring in a steady income to avoid having to sell. Now, the ranch is doing well and is financially self-sufficient again. It's definitely not what I wanted or pictured for myself. The schedule is shitty, and the work itself isn't much better. Don't get me wrong, the money is great, but I don't see myself doing it forever."

I nod, understanding. Of course, Ander stepped in when he was needed. It's what he does. It's who he is.

To my surprise, Ander now doesn't seem very far off from the boy I remember so vividly, and that doesn't add up to me. I feel like who I was then is different from who I am now—like time changed me. How is he still so authentically himself?

Before I can respond, he takes my breath away with his next sentence.

"Also, my dream was never about just chasing the music. It was about following you." His eyes flash away for a brief second, and I swear I can see all the pain that's buried inside of him. The pain that I've caused. As he looks back at me and our eyes lock, he smiles sadly and shrugs.

Just then, the bartender approaches with our next round of drinks. This time with a side of water, at Ander's request. I'm thankful for the interruption as the air between us was beginning to get heavy.

I'm very aware of the hurt I've caused him. I felt it, too, but seeing it painted so clearly on his face makes it all too real.

Once the bartender walks away again, I change the subject, attempting to lighten the mood.

"So. . ." I begin, with a sly smirk on my face, "I hear 'Mr. TikTok' is quite the internet sensation?" I ask playfully, his smile turns into a frown, and he rolls his eyes.

"Mr. TikTok?" He spits out a little as he lets out a rumble of a laugh. I nod in return as my lips form a line and slightly curl up at the corners, trying to stay serious.

"Yeah, a few of my songs blew up after some of the guys at work recorded me and posted the videos without me knowing. Since then, I have posted videos independently and even recorded a few for iTunes and Spotify. It's nothing serious, though. I don't even really pay attention to it. Honestly, I only started posting so they'd hopefully reach someone in particular, but it doesn't seem like they ever did," he says, his eyes intent on watching my reaction, and he shrugs slightly.

"Well, it sure sounds serious," I smile as I push the topic, not letting him downplay his success. "Your voice is worth hearing, Ander. It always has been."

He doesn't respond, but he continues to watch me. "Would I have heard any of your songs?"

He laughs, "Well, they were just playing in the truck. Other than that, I don't think so."

My mouth falls open, and I'm at a loss for words. "Ander, that was your music?" I ask, honestly in shock. Those were gorgeous. They played low, but the vocals were so prominent that I noticed the lyrics. That is not the style of music Ander used to write and sing. These songs were about love, loss, and yearning. They reminded me of love letters. . . Oh.

I reach over and grab his hand on his lap nearest me. "Ready for the next question?" I ask.

He turns his hand over mine and laces his fingers with mine. We both sit there for a moment and stare at our intertwined fingers. We both take time to relish this moment. Both of us are unsure how long this will last.

He finally shakes his head with a sly curl of his lips as he softly squints his eyes like he's got something clever to say.

"Actually, are you ready for the next question? I do believe it's my—" He's cut off mid-sentence by an ear-assaulting loud squeal in the small bar as a group of women approaches us with their smiles on display almost as much as their cleavage.

"Holy shit, aren't you. . . Bear Anthony?" the shorter woman screeches as she leans between us, forcing our hands to break contact. She touches a hand to his knee. Another woman, the tall brunette, whispers to one of the others, "Yeah, he's that hot guy from TikTok who has a voice so raspy that it makes me wet on the spot."

I let out a very unladylike snort and cover my mouth with both hands to try and control the chuckle that escapes behind it.

The alcohol is doing its job at this point, and I can feel it buzzing through my system. I don't mind it, though; I haven't let loose like this in years. What I do mind is that I'm not sure if I can hold my thoughts back from becoming words out of my mouth quite as well as I can when I'm sober.

All six of the women's eyes flash to me. Most of them looked me over curiously, judgementally even. Two of them roll their eyes at me as if I'm an inconvenience and don't belong. Which only makes me chuckle harder and smile wider.

Damn alcohol.

He offers a simple "Yeah" and a nod their way. It's almost as if he's trying to stay polite yet dismiss them and get them to walk away. Ander isn't phased, as if he's encountered awkward situations like this a million times. He seems annoyed by the attention. He's never been one to enjoy the spotlight being on him. He's more like me, a hide-in-the-shadows kind of soul. This has got to be weird for him. The longer the women stand there gawking at him, the more uncomfortable he appears. I'm unsure if it's because I'm here or if this is how he feels. If he's anything like he used to be, he hates this no matter what.

These women are bold—very bold, too bold for my liking. In the blink of an eye, the small, mouthy one gets in between his legs and shouts, "Let's take a picture, honey!" All her buddies gather around Ander like he's a trophy. She doesn't even ask for a picture; she commands it. Is this how things are done now? I can't stop my eyes from rolling.

One of the quieter ladies, if that's what we are calling them, leans into Ander and says, "Don't you want at least one of our numbers? It's okay to ask us." Ander's discomfort is evident. His eyes dart to me and search mine. He glances back at the women in. . . annoyance?

"Thanks, ladies. You all have a good night now," he dismisses this awkward interaction. His eyes are set on me, and he waits for them to walk away. They all begin to hurry off, except for Miss Mouthy Mouse herself.

"You know, since hearing your songs, I can't help but wonder, who the idiotic girl is that you broke your heart? I can fix it for you, you know."

Bold.

I gulp loudly and choke. I literally choke. I can feel my cheeks set fire, and my mouth drops as her words hit me to my core.

Ander, clearly in as much shock and disgust as I am, takes me by surprise when he says, "She's a woman worth fighting for, and my heart is just fine. . . now. You have yourself a good night." He leans forward, looking around her directly at me, and his hand reaches for mine.

She rolls her eyes but finally takes the obvious hints he's dropped and walks away. Thank god.

Dumb bitch.

"V, don't let that get to you," he says as he carefully rubs the tops of my hands. He tries reassuring me, but I pull them back and cover my face. I set my head down. I've held it in during that entire interaction and can't keep it in for a second longer.

"V!"

The cackle that comes out of me next shakes through my body. Ander gently pulls back at my shoulder, lifting me off the bar top. When he gets a good look at my face, his worried expression fades, and a slight smile pulls at the corners of his mouth.

"You're fucking laughing?" His voice is light and airy, but damn, that raspy tone to it, just like the woman said, it can indeed make a woman wet instantly, and it does.

"You had me worried, woman. Those girls were so damn rude and disrespectful."

My laugh only gets louder. As it does, his smile widens. God. That fucking smile. The way his brows arch together in confusion, but he's too into seeing me smile like this even to ask.

"Aw, you were worried about little ole me, Mr. TikTok?" I snort out.

I open my mouth and point a finger down my throat, making audible gagging sounds. "Oh, Bear Anthony! Here, take my panties as a trophy," I tease, mocking the group of women who just melted at his feet, and it didn't even phase him one bit.

"Only you, Rosie. Only you would laugh right now." He shoves me playfully as he laughs back just as hard. I shiver at the sound of my old nickname for him escaping his lips. We stay there giggling like grade school kids longer than I'd care to admit. It all feels so familiar. It's us. This feels like home. Lord knows I haven't had that feeling in far too long. I haven't laughed like this in years. Not to mention, I haven't felt this comfortable since I've been with him last.

We order one last round of drinks and another two rounds of water. By the time I notice it, it's after midnight, and he's fairly and unfairly kicked my ass at playing pool one too many times.

"I thought you said you got better at this?" He laughs out.

"No. What I said was I like playing it now, unlike when we were kids. I never claimed to be any good at all." I correct him with a chuckle.

"So, what you're saying is that you like playing even though you suck?" The words come out of his mouth, and I know he doesn't mean it in the way I'm taking it, but my smile fades, and my cheeks redden. All the hormones crash in on me at once, and I want to show him that it's possible to be good and suck all at once. Because with him, I could be good at sucking. I don't say anything. I bite down on my lip softly as he stares into my eyes.

I nudge past him softly to break the fallen silence between us. I am leaning over the pool table right in front of him, not touching him, but almost. Damn, at this very moment, with this much alcohol in me, I'm in the right mind to grind up on his tall, sturdy frame. Instead, I keep a safe distance. I look at him over my shoulder and flash a smile as my hair falls over to the other side.

"You know, instead of talking shit, you could always show me."

His slight grin fades as he inhales a short breath, his cheeks redden, and I see the bobbing of his Adam's apple. He closes his eyes for a brief second as he lifts his baseball cap and runs his hands through his dark, shaggy hair before replacing the cap and putting it on backward again. Holy shit. The man is fucking sexy without even trying. He takes a step closer and leans in as he whispers into my ear, pointing up towards him with my head still over my shoulder.

"V, I'll show you anything you want me to."

He slides his hands onto my hips. His touch is gentle on me as he positions my hips for me, and I move along with his hands. I look ahead at the table and let out a breath. One hand stays on my hip, and the other moves to my elbow, positioning that as well.

I slowly turn my head back to see him. His face is closer this time as he's leaning in over me, but the only contact our bodies are making is where his hands are on me. He explains some gibberish about stance and instructs me on how to get the perfect shot, but I don't hear shit. I'm lost in the rasp of his voice and the sting of his touch that ran through my veins, and I don't want it to end. Once he's done speaking, I nod as if I actually have a clue as to what the fuck he just explained. He removes his hands and leans his tall frame, crouched over the pool table, standing barely inches from me. Before I take my shot, I look up to see his eyes.

"Like this? How does this look?"

His tongue swipes over his lips as he takes his time, his eyes raking over my body without a care that I can clearly see him.

"Perfect. Absolutely fucking perfect. Now, go for it!"

Shit. The intensity of his glare hits me right between my legs.

What the hell is wrong with me?

I go for the shot, and I'm not even sure what the outcome is because the next thing I know, he swings me into a hug and spins me, saying, "There you go!" Our faces are mere inches away from one another. We are so close that I think he will lean in and kiss me.

He doesn't. I wanted to kiss him for a second, but I didn't.

The embrace lasts less than thirty seconds, and when he sets me down, I have to compose myself and the beast inside of me that wants nothing more than to feel his hands on me again.
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I suck at pool, but I liked sucking at it because I liked having Ander's hands intently placed on my body—such tenderness and gentleness in his touch.

It's well after two a.m., we're back in his truck, and he's driving me home. This ride isn't quiet like the last, and Teenage Kicks by the Undertones plays softly in the background. For some reason, I can't seem to shut the hell up. He sits there and listens like the absolute gem that he is.

Now and then, I catch him looking over at me with his signature sexy, smug grin that I remember so well.

". . . The last I heard from Izzy was that you were in a long-term relationship." I say with a sigh, dropping my shoulders and head, "I created this entire scenario in my mind of your happiness. I envisioned you living this beautiful life where you smiled all day and would laugh so genuinely hard that the sound rattled whatever room you were in."

He pulls his hand out of mine and lifts my chin, regaining eye contact. I shake my head softly as I continue, "You aren't supposed to—"

He scoffs, "Rosie, I have never been in an actual relationship since you."

I let his words soak in, but I'm still confused. "Izzy said Abbie told her—"

He takes a minute to sort through his thoughts before finally speaking again: "I wouldn't say Jessica and I were ever in a relationship." He says the word "relationship" with air quotes.

"It was supposed to be a no-strings-attached friend-with-benefits thing. She caught feelings, and I was trying to fill a void. Numb pain. She wanted something that I wouldn't give her. I couldn't give her. So I ended it. It was the only thing to do to be fair to her. She wasn't a bad person; she just wasn't. . ." He eyes me up and down. I can't help but think he's trying to say that she wasn't me.

"We weren't compatible in that way. Hell, no one has been. I came here annoyed- Maverick told me he found the perfect woman for me, and it pissed me off. I thought he was full of shit because I knew there was only one woman- Then you walked in. . . You walked in like you never left. . ."

My breath hitches, and a small tear pools up at the corner of my eye and makes itself home there as I hold it back with everything in me. The words he spoke sucked the breath right out of me. Those words warmed and broke me all at the same time. After everything that I put him through, put us through, how could he still be holding out hope for me?

Part of me wants to tell him to pull this truck over so I can ravage him and give myself over to him right now, but the other part, the annoying bitch and sensible part, takes his words as a wake-up call that I've let tonight get way too far.

He's saying everything I've only dreamed of hearing for years—to know that he still has hope for us. However, that doesn't change my fear of Liam, and I am not willing to risk Ander's safety.

Liam being locked away means nothing. I know what he's capable of.

If I finally told Ander the truth and everything I knew, it may help him understand. It would help him to know how much I've always truly loved him down to my core. It would also open up an entirely new disaster that I'm not sure I'll ever be ready to face. He knows enough about Liam; he would kill him, without question, if he knew everything.

Although the thought of Liam being gone and no longer a threat to my life would be such a relief, that would also ruin Ander's life.

The thought that I've always been Liam's secret keeper makes me sick to my stomach. I don't do it out of loyalty, unlike he thinks I do. I don't do it out of fear of him, necessarily. I've grown immune to Liam's antics. It's hard to hurt a person you've already broken. I fear for the truth to come out, and all of the other people I care about that I know will be hurt in the wake of that truth bomb exploding. I fear how they will perceive me and if they will take my lies and coverups for Liam as a deception to them.

I still feel ashamed about my past. Dr. Carr has helped me cope with it, although I fight her every step of the way—delightfully. I've spent years trying not to be fragile and broken. I am trying to rebuild myself. I haven't done the best job, but I fear that those realities being exposed will only damage all the work I've done for myself.

I look out the window, and silence falls between us for the rest of the ride. The song changes to Numb by Abe Parker, and the lyrics are not lost on me as I drink them in. The air is thicker than before, but I'm not uncomfortable. I am sad, though. The alcohol is wearing itself off, and I don't know what to say or how to really feel right now.

As we pull into my driveway, he grabs my hand; out of instinct, my body turns to face him in the cab of his truck.

"V, I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable."

"You didn't make me uncomfortable," I say, offering what I can of a half-ass attempt at a smile.

"Thank you for tonight. I'm glad it was you. I haven't laughed like that in. . ." I let out a huff, "In years. I really needed it. . . I can't tell you how glad I am that you're doing well." I squeeze his hand and caress my thumb across the top of it, not wanting to let go, but I do. He nods, not able to look me in my eyes.

He knows this is goodbye, but neither of us will say it. We made a promise at the age of twelve to never say goodbye. He won't break it. It's not who he is or how he's built. I love that about him. He is true to himself and me, even when it's hard and hurts.

Without another word spoken between us, I turn away, hop out of his truck, and make my way to my front door.


Chapter eighteen
Ander


Does she think I'm supposed to sit back and be okay with her walking away and acting like I don't exist again after she just stormed back into my life like a goddamn tornado and stirred up emotions inside of me that I've been trying to suppress for years? If that's honestly what she expects, then she has lost her fucking mind. I gave up easily once, but I refuse to do it again.

Not when it comes to her.

"No, V! Not this time!" I shout as I throw my truck door open and chase behind her.

She stops in her tracks but doesn't spin to face me. I can see her shoulders slump forward as she lets go of an exhale.

"If you're going to push me away again after our amazing night, you could at least come out and say it," I say this through anger and pain.

"Ander," her voice is small. She shakes her head, still refusing to turn to face me. I walk around her, standing right in her view, giving her no choice but to look at me. Her gaze stays fixated on the ground. I inch in close to her, leaving very little space between us.

A lone tear rolls down her cheek. It takes everything in me not to pull her into me and kiss it away.

"Don't do this," she whispers, barely audible.

"No, Olivia, you don't do this!" my voice is firm as I try to control myself and not let the pain and anger that's coursing through me take control. I'm not trying to hurt or scare her, but god damn it, she owes me an explanation. I deserve to hear her words.

"What do you want from me?"

"The truth! I want answers, V! Fuck. You've shut me out for six goddamn miserable years. I've tried to be there for you. I did everything I could think of, and still, it wasn't enough."

I feel my voice getting louder, which is not what I want to do. I lower my tone before speaking again.

"I'm sorry for raising my voice at you. I never expected this." I motion a hand between us.

"I thought I'd never see you again. Talk with you again. Touch you again. Now, I did. I'll be damned if I'm going to let you walk away again without putting up more of a fight this time. I should have fought harder for you. You deserved for me to fight harder—" My voice catches as the lump in my throat grows.

She lets out a sigh as more tears fall from her eyes. I can tell this is ripping her apart, which isn't what I'm trying to do.

I close the gap between us and pull her into me. For a brief moment, she lets go of her control. She allows herself to relax in my arms and let me hold her like I've longed to do for the past six years.

One of her hands grips my back with need, pulling me tighter into her. I grab ahold of her other hand and place it over my heart.

"Don't you feel that? Can't you see what you still do to me? What you've always done and will always do to me. My heart beats for you."

Our embrace is short-lived as she pulls out of my grasp and steps back.

"Ander, I can't give you what you need."

"How would you know what I need? You've been MIA for six years," I deadpan.

"What I need is answers."

She looks me over for a second, then gives a gentle nod as she crosses her arms over her chest and leans against one of her porch posts, putting more distance between us.

I take her subtle nod as permission to proceed, so I do, with a lump in my throat and my stomach and heart both in knots.

This is it.

This is what I've waited six years for—the anxiety seeps in. I think over exactly how to word my questions.

"Why Rosie? Why wouldn't you let me be there for you? Is it because you blame me? Because I've thought about this, long and hard, for six years. If I could take that night back, I would. I fucking would."

I take a few steps closer to her. Our bodies are almost touching, but it's as if there's an invisible barrier between us, keeping me from touching her and closing the gap that separates us.

"I would take it back in a heartbeat, at any cost, if possible. I would do anything to change what happened, but I can't.—"

She cuts me off, her voice soft and just above a whisper, "I have never regretted you or that night together. I wouldn't take it back. It wasn't your fault."

She reaches out and cups her hand over my face, running the pad of her thumb over the apple of my cheek. I lean into her touch with a sigh.

"It isn't your fault either, V. You know that, right?" I ask as I cover my hand over hers.

She pulls her hand back and scoffs at my words with a shake of her head.

"I wish that were true, but it just isn't."

"Rosie, look at me,"

She shakes her head again, shifting her gaze to the ground just before softly closing her eyes.

Fuck this.

I close the gap between us and pull her into me, cupping her face with both hands. Touching her again causes all the years of memories we share to flood back in. I can tell she's reliving us, too.

"Fuck" I mutter as I lean in, and our foreheads rest against one another.

"I never thought I'd see you again, and now, here you are. I'm not just going to let you go."

She inhales a sharp breath. Then she runs her hands up and down my arms, taking her time.

"Why did you push me away? Why wouldn't you talk to me? Why wouldn't you let me be there for you?"

Tears fall from her eyes, landing on my hands that still run their paths over her cheeks, and I swipe each one away.

"After they died," She cringes as she says the words out loud, "I knew I couldn't be who you needed or deserved. I loved you so much."

The tears turn into sobbing as I take my hands and wrap them around her waist, pulling her into me until I'm practically holding her. She's crying so hard that she's barely able to get the words out. It kills me. I'm not trying to hurt her or make her relive this. I want to make sense of everything because I never could.

"The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you, but I knew the happiness you could give someone. I experienced it firsthand… It was beautiful. I knew that I couldn't give the same to you in return. All I've ever wanted for you was happiness."

Her words rip a hole in me.

"Why wouldn't you let that be my choice?" I ask, letting her go and taking a step back so that I can look at her. She tries to avoid my gaze, but I can tell she's holding so much back once our eyes meet.

"Damnit, Olivia, can't you just give me straight answers? I've waited all these years for them."

"There are no simple answers, Anderson! How do you not see that!" She snaps, yelling at me with a firm shove to my chest. It's not exactly what I intended, but seeing her stand her ground reminds me of the firecracker she's always been.

"Do you think it was easy for me? My entire life was changed dramatically in seconds. I lost everyone who mattered to me. I lost everything and everyone I loved wholeheartedly. That includes you… Especially you." She pushes at my chest again.

"You think I wanted this for myself? For either of us? I did what I had to do!" She spins on her heels and turns back towards her porch.

Oh, hell no. She's not getting off that easily, not this time.

I grab her wrist and spin her back to me, wrapping one arm around her waist and pushing our bodies together as the other glides over her chin, angling her face to mine. She lets out a surprised gasp, and as her sweet breath coats over my skin, I come unglued and lose all self-control.

I crash my lips to hers, and there's nothing gentle about it. It's a kiss filled with greed, needs, and yearning. A kiss that I never thought I'd get. The best part is that she kisses me back. Our lips massage one another's. Then, without warning, hers slowly parted. I don't miss this invitation to deepen it.

She lets out a soft moan that I swallow without hesitation. Her hands make their way into my hair, knocking my hat off as she tugs my hair softly with one hand and claws at my neck with the other.

The girl knows me and what I like, as if she is the one who created the road map to my heart.

Hell, she did.

I nibble down on her lip before taking it into my mouth and sucking softly, letting it fall out with a gentle pop. She lets out another soft moan as I trail kisses up and down her neck.

I kiss, lick and suck the sensitive spot right below her ear. The place that I know drives her wild. Taking in and savoring her sweet scent and appreciating the softness of her skin, I take my time planting kisses on the nape of her neck before returning to her mouth.

Once our lips reunite, I whisper, "Fuck Rosie, I missed you so damn much."

Just like that, the moment is robbed from me. It's as if a light bulb in her brain flicked on, and she realizes what she allowed herself to enjoy.

Her hands stop moving. I can feel her slipping away. Before I know it, her hands are on my chest as she's softly pushing me back, resisting me.

"Ander, we can't do this."

I shake my head in disbelief that she's still resisting me and us.

"Please. Don't do this…"

"No, this cannot happen." She shakes her head. Sorrow and pain are painted in her eyes as she continues, "Too much time has passed. You need to go."

She turns back around and heads to her porch. She unlocks her door and walks in, closing it behind her.

There I stand, stunned. I am attempting to process the whiplash of what just occurred.

I can hear her body press against the door as she drops to the floor on the other side. I make my way to it and lean against it for a minute before speaking, knowing she's right on the other side. This door is the only thing that separates us.

"I can't just give up, not again. Not on you, Rosie. Not on us. It was always supposed to be us. We both know it. We both felt it tonight; we've always felt it. I'll be waiting once you're ready. You're it for me. It's that simple." I say it directly into the door.

I hear a sob break from her on the other side, which confirms that she heard me. It tears at my chest, knowing I can't console her like I want to. Like I need to. She needs time to process, and I must respect her space. I made where I stand clear. The rest has to be up to her, in her own time.

I briefly got my girl back, only to possibly lose her again. I know she felt what I felt tonight. I won't rush her, but I'm not giving up this time.

There will be no white flag from me.


Chapter nineteen
Via


Shattered.

I sit there for hours, mind and heart obliterated in unison as the tears flow freely on their own accord. I have to continuously remind myself of the reasons we cannot be, which only increases my frustration.

I've lived the past six years of my life broken, numb, and paralyzed in my decisions at the hands of fear. My chance at change, at happiness, tried to fight back for me, and I slammed a door in his face.

I'm a natural fucking hoot.

As the sun passed through the windows, I decided to peel myself off the floor away from the door.

I pick my phone up off the floor. It reads 6:43 AM and has a ten percent battery life.

Against my better judgment of being a respectable human who minded others' personal time, I swipe open my phone and make the call.

Ring. Ring Ring.

"Hello, Via." Her voice greets me cheerily as if it's not first thing in the morning on the weekend, and she's been waiting for my call for hours.

"Hey, Dr. Carr. It's Via Foley."

Wait, she knows who it is; she just said my name. Shit.

"Via, how are you this morning?" She asks, her joyful tone still shining through the line. Sorry to piss on your butterflies and rainbows this morning, Dr. Carr, but I do not share your vibe today, unfortunately.

"I went on a date."

"Oh, Via! That's so wonderful! I'm—"

"It's actually bullshit." I deadpan, causing me to do an internal eye roll at myself.

"Mm…"

"It was a blind double date that Izzy convinced me to go on with her and Maverick." I begin to ramble on, leaving no room for her to get a single word in. "The only plot twist is that the guy they set me up with was Anderson Cole. Do you remember the guy I told you about? Yeah, it was okay. So it was actually incredibly perfect until reality set in. Then, I did what I apparently do best: I shut down and pushed him away. I can't help but think, what if this is a sign? What if this is our second chance? I just quite literally slammed a door in his face. What if I'm the reason my life is fucked? What if my decisions—"

"VIA!"

"… Yeah?"

"Breathe. Count to ten and breathe."

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

"Let's start slow, okay?"

"Mhm," I mumble.

"When you realized it was Ander, how did you feel?"

"Well," I hesitate before I decide to ramble on again. "My initial reaction was shock. I lost it and walked off to collect my thoughts. Then Maverick told me that Ander felt bad, so he made the decision to leave. At that point, I didn't feel anything but panicked for some reason. I rushed to get to him, and I did just in time before he left. We talked. And—"

"That all describes what occurred, but I want to know how seeing him again after all this time made you feel?" Dr. Carr presses on softly.

With a sigh, I process what she's asking. Only one word comes to mind, so I allow myself the space to speak it honestly.

"Happy. I felt… Genuinely happy."

I can't remember the last time I felt that emotion organically without forcing myself to attempt to feel it. That fact alone is bittersweet. Of course, I'd have it with Ander. Of course, I would.

"Good," I could quite literally hear her smile beaming through the line. Whose side is she supposed to be on again? "How did you feel during the date?"

"Whole," I respond without hesitation, shocking her and myself.

"Now tell me, what happened to ruin all these positive feelings for you?"

"Reality, Dr. Carr. Reality happened."

"Can we be a little more specific, Via?" She chuckles softly, only causing me to roll my eyes.

"Reality set in that even entertaining his company was a bad decision. There's a reason I put distance between us, and I can't allow myself to get drawn to him. Not again."

"Do you fully agree with your own reasoning?"

"That's hard to answer."

"Well, let's make it simple. Lay it all out for me."

"I can't." I huff out frustration.

"Liam?" She asks in a soft voice.

Dr. Carr knows parts about Liam and his controlling and abusive ways. However, she's never been privy to the entire story. I guess my trauma goes deeper than I realize.

I don't respond, and I can tell my silence is all the answer she needs.

"Let me reverse your questions on you, okay? " She said, now speaking more as a question, filled with hesitation.

"What if this is your second chance? What if this is a sign?"

Well, damn.
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"Damnit, Olivia, open this fucking door, or I will break it down!" Izzy's voice is firm, and I can hear the frustration laced in her words. 

"V, just open up so she can calm her tits. You know how she gets." Dessa says in a softer voice.

I turned my phone off shortly after hanging up with Dr. Carr, and they wouldn't stop calling. I don't have a clock in my room, so I'm unsure what time it is.

I was still awake when the sun started to fade out and must have finally fallen asleep shortly after. Izzy and Dessa have been banging on my bedroom door for about a minute now. Their persistence is annoying today.

I let out an annoyed grunt as I shove the comforters to the side and push off the bed.

"I'm coming, give me a second."

As I open the bedroom door, Izzy storms in through it instantly, nearly knocking me down. She pushes past me, and I notice she's holding something in her hands that I don't even get to look over because she sets it down on my bed and starts after me. Dessa flashes a soft, knowing smile, sympathetic and almost apologetic.

"You know what, Via? I've been sitting back long enough watching you make these decisions, but I can't support them anymore," Izzy's voice is calm and not laced with frustration as it was when she was locked out of my room. Her facial expression and tone show the concern I know she feels inside. She continues as she paces the floor before me, "I love you. I know everything you've done has been for a reason, but I think you lie to yourself about what that reason is. . ."

I cut her off.

"Iz, I'm not sure where this is going, but you know my reasons. You know, the life I want for Ander, I cannot give it to him myself like I wish I could. How could you even be upset with me over this?"

"Wait, Ander, as in the Anderson Cole?" Dessa asks, confused. Apparently, Izzy didn't even completely fill her in on why they were coming over to yell at me. Great.

"Yes, that's the one!" Izzy says sarcastically. "Her blind date last night, that's who it was. Keep up, Des."

"Oh. . . Oh," Dessa rubs a hand through her hair as she tries to piece everything together. I've told her about Ander. 

"Yes, you don't want to hurt him. You want him to be happy. . . I know. That's all you ever say, but the real reason is you think that you don't deserve happiness. You blame yourself. You blame yourself for everything. For things that have never been your fault. For a while, I thought you'd blame either Ander or me for convincing you to sneak out that night of the accident. Now, I know for a fact that you never did. So if you don't blame either of us, how can you blame yourself?"

Her words shock me.

It's nothing I haven't thought about or heard already. Dr. Carr has also mentioned this to me. I know they're right, but I don't know how to admit that or fix it.

I take a step back away from Izzy and turn toward my bed. As I do, she grabs my wrist to stop me. She doesn't keep her grasp on it for long. She moves both hands to my shoulders, forcing me to face and look at her.

". . .He came to see me. He came to Maverick's house, and we talked." She drops her head, breaking our stare. Her face is saddened with the admission. "I can't believe I never gave him the time to hear him out before. I'm so mad at myself for never forcing you to hear him out sooner."

"I'm glad you guys were able to catch up, but I—"

"Izzy, maybe you should hear her out on this one." Dessa, oh sweet Dessa. Thank you for trying. 

Izzy turns to Dessa, not maliciously, but she's firm, "No, Des, I've heard her for six years. She needs to hear this."

She shoots her glare back toward me.

"He never got over you either, Via!" She shouts at me, but not out of anger. Her frustration is back, but her shouting is more of a way to get through to me. Izzy's patience is thinner than a sheet of loose-leaf paper. I'm always shocked that she can tolerate my stubbornness and handle it gracefully—most of the time. 

Izzy sighs, goes to my bed, and picks up the object she held when she walked in. She walks back to me and gently puts it in my hands.

"Look, V, I love you. I do, but it's time for you to love yourself. It's time to be free from this goddamn cage you've locked yourself into." Izzy sighs, offers a half-ass attempt at a smile my way, a sad one, then pulls me in for a gentle hug and kisses me on the cheek as she walks out.

"Are you okay, V? I didn't even know any of this. She called and said it was an emergency, and we needed to talk to you immediately, so I came."

I can't help but stifle a small laugh. That doesn't surprise me one bit. I nod to Dessa, "Yeah, I'm good."

"Catch me up on everything later when the hot head out there calms down, and you have some time to collect your thoughts, okay?"

I nod, and she pulls me into a firm squeeze.

As she walks out of the room, she calls back over her shoulder, "I see the creepy ass flowers. Clark still hasn't given up?"

"UGH!" I shout, and she laughs as she closes the front door to the house behind her.

After the door closes, I examine what Izzy placed in my hand. It's an envelope. Nothing fancy. Just a white envelope. 

Fuck me.
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I hear Izzy's car pull out of the driveway, so I take the envelope and head into the kitchen. I stare at the counter, contemplating my life and my decisions until now.

I replay a conversation that Dr. Carr and I had a while back. It was about choices. I forget her exact words, but she pointed out the simplicity of making a choice.

Each choice that you make in life has a path attached to it. The courses aren't always clear when the choices are made. That's the thing: when I chose to put distance between Ander and me, I also knew my chosen path. I was sure it was the path we needed to take. Separately.

I just never expected that our paths would intertwine once again.

I stare at the counter, debating whether eleven thirty in the morning is too late for coffee or too early for wine. Unsure of which is the correct answer, I hesitantly side with caffeine over alcohol. After I fix my extra large mug of dark brew with just a dash of creamer, I sit at the kitchen table. The mysterious envelope is right in front of me.

Downing a sip of coffee, I rip off the small piece of tape and figure out what this damn envelope is about.

I pull the flap open from inside to reveal its contents. Instantly, I see old photographs, and my breath hitches momentarily.

I know these images. These are mine. Well, these were mine. It's an envelope full of photos from my old Nikon film camera that Ander bought me. Pictures that I never developed. I got Izzy to give him all of the cameras back after the funerals. I never realized there were still images on there. I never would have thought or expected him to develop them, much less hold on to them for all these years.

I attempt to catch my breath and start sorting through them each, one by one. A smile pulls at my lips, and tears run down my cheeks as I relive the memories before me.

Photos of the beach. Pictures of our field and our tree. Photos of Ander playing guitar. A photo of Natalie running through the sand with the wind blowing her unruly hair. There are even a few photos of me that Ander must have taken that I never knew about. I run my finger over them, and I grieve that young, free-spirited, and naive girl I once was. She was a girl who constantly got pushed down but never let anything keep her down. She always got back up. A girl whose spirit may have felt damaged, but it was still strong, and she was a fighter—a girl who loved a boy so deeply that her heart could never love another.

I miss that little girl. Her life was never necessarily easy, but she handled it gracefully and didn't crumble at the infliction of pain. Not like the woman I am now apparently does.

Exhaling a deep breath, I place the photos back in the envelope and set it aside. Below the photographs, there is a folded piece of paper. Bracing myself, not sure what to expect, I open it slowly. Written across the page, large and bold, it reads:

Take all the time you need. Please don't take six years, and please don't shut me out again. Not now.

A chill spreads through my body, and I can't stop the smile on my face and inside my heart.

I've never wanted Ander to fight to stay in my life. It was simpler that way, but he always did. To see that he's still trying to… The little girl inside of me, the one that fell in love with her best friend, can't help but let out a childish giggle filled with giddiness that I have no business feeling.

I'm not sure what to do with that emotion. I sit with those questionable feelings for a beat. I'm replaying Izzy, and I's an argument over again in my head. She's feistier than I am, so I know she was holding back from me. We've had arguments before, obviously. We've been friends our entire lives and are both pretty good at voicing our feelings. Izzy is more forthcoming with hers. She doesn't hold back, except when it comes to me. I hate that she feels like she has to. I hate that everyone around me feels like I'm a fragile piece of antique glass they must handle carefully. However, I appreciate that she cares enough to consider my feelings. That isn't lost on me.

I power on my phone, pull up the texts, type a simple "Thank you" message, and hit send.

Izzy texts back immediately as if she were waiting, but there's no actual message. It's just the contact info she shared for Anderson Cole.

"Wow, that's really slick of you," I respond, and I can't help but laugh and roll my eyes.

***

I sat there for far too long, staring at the damn screen as if the answer of what to do next would magically slap me in the face.

Long enough to say fuck it.

I am so tired of living in fear and playing it safe. I am tired of surviving but never truly living. I'm fed up with making decisions that I think are in the best interest of everyone, that leave me feeling nothing but empty. They're all shit, anyhow.

All of my decisions concerning Ander have been to protect him. I knew what Liam was capable of. He proved that, but what can he do now? I shudder at the thought and push it away. 

Fuck Liam, and fuck fear. I am going to do it scared.

Before I have time to think it over, I pick up my phone again and text his number.

Via: "If you're free today and don't completely hate me- I'd like you to come over to talk. Or we can meet somewhere." 

I hit send before my anxiety had a chance to convince me to erase it. Before I can set the phone down, it buzzes in my hand.

Ander: "I can be there in about 20 minutes. Is that too soon for you?"

Via: "That works." 

Ander: "See you then." 

"See you then" is all he says, and that's all he needed to say to send my heartbeat racing. I shriek as I pass the mirror and glimpse at my reflection.

Shit, she scares me.

The bags under my eyes from lack of sleep and letting the tears win are terrifying. I'm not one for much makeup, and I never really care to make much effort, as I typically like how I look without it. Call me a minimalist. Today is not one of those days. I don't apply much, but just enough to make me look and feel like I didn't just resurrect from the dead.

Time flies by as I take some form of control of my appearance. Before I know it, a loud truck pulls down the driveway. I'm frozen in place for a second, considering my decision and what comes next. Fear starts to bubble up in my throat, and my heart races like a wild animal escaping captivity, but I take a deep breath and ignore it all. I can't deny there's also a giddy feeling, and I hold onto that one. The one that I have no business feeling, but I do.

It's time to feel.

It's my turn to be careless.


Chapter twenty
Via


Iopen the door to find Anders' handsome body filling the door frame.

Seeing him initially was a lot to take in. He really isn't a boy anymore. Nothing about the man before me is boyish.

Seeing him in the light of day gives me a new appreciation for the male form. I take my time taking in the sight of him. Oh, how my eyes have missed being graced with his presence, which, there's no denying, has gotten even better over time.

Ander has always been a bigger guy. Stocky. He's not overly muscular like a bodybuilder, but he's always been defined but not necessarily chiseled. His frame and height alone are attractive, but then there's that face. It's hard to see his perfect jawline now with his newfound manly-looking facial hair, but I love it. I've never had a thing for beards, but on him, it's perfect. He has this rough and tough southern look about him, and his baseball cap only amplifies that.

I can't help but softly bite down on my lip as I soak him in.

As if he could read my mind, he lets out a small chuckle with the same soft, sly smile he's always had for me. I feel my cheeks blush instantly. I take a step back, open the door wider, and motion my hand towards my kitchen.

"Come on in," I say as I turn to walk in further, expecting Ander to follow behind me.

I'm stopped short.

As I turned away from him, I could hear him push off the door frame where he was standing, and then I could hear a quick shuffle of his feet. Before I know it, his hands are gently grazing over my hips, and I'm currently stuck in place. My feet are rooted here now.

He doesn't do anything else right away. Out of instinct, as an instant reaction, my head softly falls and rolls back as I shut my eyes, take in his touch, and revel in it.

I asked him to come here for a conversation and apologize for everything. I wanted another opportunity to get to know him and who he is now. His touch shouldn't still do this to me after so long without it. It's as if my body has longed for him just as my heart and mind have.

There have been a few men in the years in between. None that I've dated or actually gave any of myself to. The few that I've been with were all just a way to get a sexual release, but none of them have made me feel anything. It's especially nothing compared to what I'm feeling right now with just the simple touch of Ander's hands on me. The things this man does to me are indescribable.

He slowly closes the small gap between us, and his hands move from the curve of my hips and wrap around my waist, pulling me into him tightly. My head falls even further backward, landing on his shoulder. I can feel his cool breath brush past my hair and fall onto my neck, right below my ear.

Instinctively, as if no time has passed, my hands get a mind of their own. They wrap around his arms, pulling him in even tighter to me. We both exhale a sharp breath at the same time, and I melt into him. We stay like this for a beat, and I love it. My mind isn't overthinking—it's letting me enjoy—for the first time in a long time. I just want to soak him in for as long as I possibly can.

After a while of standing tangled up in one another like this, Anders's grasp around my waist loosens, and his hands are back on my hips. His fingers draw circles over my clothes, but I feel it all the same. My breath hitches, unsure what will come next.

I can feel his breath on my neck, and his lips nearly graze my skin. He speaks directly into my ear.

"Look at me, Rosie." He speaks softly, yet his voice is strong and confident. Demanding and kind, all wrapped into one, his voice does even more to my body than his touch has done so far, which is unfathomable. As his name for me leaves his lips, his hands direct my hips to turn and face toward him.

I gulp.

I'm vulnerable right now and feel pretty damn weak to the temptation that is his presence. The difference is that I no longer have the strength to fight against it.

I want him. All of him. I always have. I'm sick of doing what I think is right. Every part of me has missed every single inch of him, and I no longer have the strength to fight it. I'm not quite sure that even if I did, I would want to.

As our eyes meet, that same grin he's always had with me dances across his lips. The grin displays the same amount of seductiveness as it does confidence. That's something that has always drawn me to Ander. His confidence isn't just cocky but assuring. He's not a guy that thinks the world of himself, but he knows his worth, and he radiates big dick energy in the best ways. I can tell by the way his eyes are piercing through me that he's trying to get a read on me and wondering what I'm thinking.

His arms return around my waist, and he pulls me in close. Our eyes are still locked, and I can feel our hearts beating to the same swift beat.

He breaks eye contact as he leans in, using one of his hands to brush a strand of hair out of my face. Then, he speaks softly, directly into my ear again. The feeling of his breath hitting my skin erupts goose bumps across my body, sending tingles down between my legs.

"Is this okay, Via? Say the word, and I—" He looks into my eyes almost shyly, but for only a split second.

Before he can finish that sentence and I have the opportunity to overthink it, I pull out of his grip. My hands grab his shoulders, then wrap my arms around his neck. I hike a leg up, attempting to wrap myself around him. He quickly realized what I was trying to do and didn't miss a beat.

Before I know it, his hand is on my thighs, pulling both legs up, and I wrap them around his waist. I'm wrapped around his tall, sturdy frame. His hands are on my thighs, right below my ass cheeks, supporting me and holding me up onto him. My arms are draped around his neck for support, and one hand knocks his baseball cap off, and my fingers comb through his hair. Our faces are mere inches apart now. Both are still searching each other's eyes for a sign that it's okay to do what we want to do next.

I lean back slightly, certain not to break his gaze.

"Is this okay, Ander,"— Before I can fully get his name out of my mouth, his lips are crashing into mine. As he does, I can feel his leg below us swing backward, and then I hear the door slam shut behind me.

I forgot about the damn door still being wide open.

There is no gentleness about the ways our mouths collide next. There's only want and need, and both are prevalent. I'm not going to lie; the little voice in my head tries to remind me that there are reasons that I pushed him away, reasons that we shouldn't be here together, especially not like this. I shut that bitch up instantly as I deepen the kiss, opening my mouth and letting my tongue explore his. It's mere seconds until he takes over the lead, his tongue caressing mine with such passion and longing. His right hand eases off of my thigh and travels up and down my back below my shirt, his rough, calloused fingers tracing circles on my skin- My skin that reacts to his every touch. His hand travels back down my body, where it feels like it belongs. It returns to my thigh, and his fingers wiggle, teasing their way under my shorts but above my panties. Once his hand is entirely placed on my ass cheek, he squeezes. Hard. Damn, does it feel good. I let out a soft moan, one that he swallows as he takes my mouth with his tongue dancing slow, deep circles around mine. His lips massaging mine each time they meet.

I can tell he likes the sound that he pulled out of me, and he wants to do it again because next, his hand tightens its grip as if to support my grasp around him and to get his own pleasure at the same time. His other hand lets go of my thigh, and he plants a stern smack on my ass, causing a deeper moan mixed with a soft squeal to creep out of me. He swallows that, too. With both his hands on my ass now, one beneath my shorts and one on top of them, he manages to pull me in even closer to him. I wiggle myself slightly down his body, the curves of my body still intertwined with the muscular sturdiness of his. I can feel his length through his jeans pressing against my shorts, right where my pussy is getting wetter by the second for him. He's rock hard and throbbing, and I feel like I'm about to erupt. He pulls me in tighter to him as he lets out a breath that I get to swallow this time—wanting to swallow more than just his breath.

We are so close, leaving room for no space between us. Our tongues dance around one another. Thankfully, my brain shuts off, allowing me to feel for once rather than the abyss of numbness I'm typically subdued to. The moment completely takes me over.

He squeezes my ass a little tighter with the hand that's beneath my shorts. Without warning, I break our kiss, and my head falls to his shoulder below his ear, and a full-blown moan escapes my lips.

That's all it takes.

With that sound, he lets go with me. My legs are still wrapped around him, and we cling to one another as he walks us toward the sofa in my living room.

I hear a rumble of a growl come from him as he speaks, "That's my girl," my head rolls backward off of his shoulder, and my neck is extended in front of him as we both catch our breath, and I let out soft breaths mixed with a moan, out into the air. Still walking, he plants a kiss on my neck and sucks in my skin softly as his tongue caresses over it. He pulls back as he gets to the couch and begins to lay me down below him.

"You've always been my girl and always will be."

As my body meets the soft furniture below me and he releases me from his grasp, he takes his hands and softly pushes my chin up, extending my neck for him again. He plants a kiss right under my chin. He doesn't stop there. He begins to trail kisses slowly down my neck.

Ander is hovering over me, and my legs are still wrapped around his waist. I loosen their grasp around him. I'm guilty of being curious about where he might wander once he's released, and he doesn't disappoint.

My eyes are locked in tight on him. I'm watching him as he pulls back to look at me for approval after each kiss grazes my body. He goes down to the low collar line of my loose-fitting oversized t-shirt. It falls right below my collarbones. His tongue touches my skin and licks along my collarbones. He stops in the middle and plants a kiss, sucking my skin in softly and letting his tongue dance in circles.

FUCK. I'm a goner already.

I am absolute putty in this man's hands. I forget all the pain over the past six years, and I completely let go and let him have me because I want nothing more than to have him.

Letting go isn't something that I do often. If ever. Damn, it feels good. Another moan comes from my lips, and this one isn't soft or quiet in the least bit. This one is needy- begging even- and I can tell he wants and needs this just as badly as I do. He wants me.

He watches me with fire in his eyes, burning rapidly with desire. I gently push him back and grab his shirt's hem, attempting to pull it off him. He takes the lead from me and moves my hands.

I'm taken back, unsure what to make of his pushing my hands away. The doubt almost has time to take over, but before it can, he leans in closer again, still on top of me, and he's tracing a finger along the bottom hem of my top and trailing behind his hand with his tongue to my skin. My eyes don't leave him, and I watch intently. Consumed by him, yet also slightly confused.

He pulls back when he notices my slight shift and leans into me. His body is directly over mine, and our faces are almost touching. I can feel his dick still rock hard through his jeans, pressing against me.

"Via," he rasps my name, voice gravel. I let out a quick breath that I didn't realize I was holding at the sound of hearing him say my name with such passion. He runs his thumb back and forth along my jaw, watching my breath hitch with each stroke before he speaks again.

"I... I-I can't do this." He says with a sigh as his hand falls from my face and his forehead presses to mine.

"W-What!?" I blurt out, confusion and embarrassment painted clear across my features, I'm sure. I push him back to look into his eyes.

"Ander?"

"I only had you once, and we were kids then," oh shit, where is this going. He places a finger over my lips to silence my mind, not just my mouth. Well played, that is a smart move.

"I have dreamed about being with you like this again for over six years." He kisses my lips but doesn't deepen it because he pulls back before there's a chance. He kisses my neck right below my jaw just as he pulls himself off of me a bit to where he's hovering over me again. "We can't do this. Not like this."

He retreats completely, standing now facing away from me. Sexual tension and pure frustration radiate from him. He courses his hands over his face and then through his hair as he begins to pace the floor.

I scoffed as I sat up on the couch, pulling my knees to my chest. Here I am, trying to reopen myself to this man, only to be shut down. A tear rolls down my cheek, and I quickly swat it away as the embarrassment and feeling of rejection sink in deep.

"This was a bad idea," I say, frustrated, as I stand off the couch, pushing past Ander. He grabs my wrist and spins me back into him so we are facing each other. Shaking his head softly to disagree with me, his eyes meet mine, and the sadness wrapped up in the caramel depths is apparent. He doesn't speak a word.

"Asking you to come over. . . I didn't ask you to come over here for this. Maybe you should—"

"Don't finish that damn sentence!" He growls in a low murmur as he wipes away the tears from my cheeks.

"You just admitted you can't do this either. Just go!" I scream as I push at his chest with both hands. Like the wall of fucking muscle that he is, he doesn't flinch an inch.

Bastard.

His jaw ticks, and his eyes flutter close for a split second before they're back on me, piercing into me. He steps toward me, but I hold a hand up to keep him back. He ignores it and pushes my hand away as if it doesn't even phase him.

"I will not be just your fucking hook-up!" His voice is firm and cuts through me as his touch does the same. He places his hands on my shoulders, stilling me in place as he stares into my fucking soul. "Do you hear what I'm saying, V?"

"Loud and clear, now let go of me and leave Ander. This was a mistake!" The sobs are racking my body, and I can't control the shaking of my limbs.

He pulls me to him, and his scent envelopes me as does his warmth, and I feel a sudden comfort. However, I'm too upset and embarrassed to give a shit. I continue to fight his hold, which goes unphased and only pisses me off further.

"I'm not letting you go, damn it. Don't you see?"

"See what, Ander? See what!?"

"That I've never let go of you. I can't let go of you, even when I've fucking tried." His voice is soft as he whispers the words directly into my ear. He pulls me in impossibly closer, and I forfeit my protesting and give in to his embrace as the tears continue to fall.

"You're it for me, Via. You always have been, and god damn it, as much as I want to, I don't want you to give me your body."

I pull back, looking into his eyes again, searching for the words his mouth holds back.

Ander lets out a sigh before continuing.

"I don't deserve to enter your body until I've put in the work to earn your heart and your love first," he says, placing his hand on my chest just above my heart. "I'm not here to get inside of that perfect pussy; I'm here to get back to my home inside of your heart."

Following his explanation, my sobs cease, and my heart flutters at his words. He cups my chin, forcing me to look back up at him, wearing that drop-dead, handsome, devilish grin.

"Oh, you damn smooth talker," I say, chuckling softly and rolling my eyes playfully. Every part of my body softens against him, fitting into his hold like I was made to be there.

Because I was.

The laugh that escapes his perfect mouth is contagious, and before I know it, I'm laughing with him.

"There's no smooth-talking, only facts. I'm not exaggerating when I say my heart needs yours like a candle needs a burning flame, and I've gone without you for far too long. This is it. I don't plan on letting you slip through my fingers again. You're mine." He pulls me in by my waist. Our bodies are so incredibly close that they practically mold into one as we stare into each other's eyes.

"I may be a strong man, but I don't think I'll be strong enough to deny you again. So do me a favor, baby, don't tempt me again until I've earned it." His smug grin grows as he throws me a wink. Rubbing his hands up and down my shoulders, he leans down and kisses my forehead.

"Oh, Ander. I don't even know what to say after that." I admit, my voice is so soft and barely even whispered.

He offers a sweet smile, his eyes soft. "All you have to say is yes. You'll be mine. No more running from what we both know can't be broken."

"I'm yours. I've always been yours."


Chapter twenty-one
Via


The night was long with Ander. It was a night filled with deep conversations and laughs, and we were consumed by one another as if no time had passed between us. Every bit of it was perfect, even though he held out on me, which made it pretty damn difficult.

I look across the room at the shirtless, perfect man strumming on his acoustic guitar that he grabbed from his truck earlier this morning. As he sits in boxers, I have to stop myself from drooling. He's singing me one of the songs he clearly wrote about our teenage romance, and I can't help but feel that we are coming full circle. I can't believe I've never heard any of these songs before now. After our first date, I did my deep dive search, and he totally underplayed his success. He's had multiple record label offers, all of which he's turned down.

His voice draws me in, and I can't ignore him. He strums on that guitar so effortlessly, like it's second nature, just like he always has. The teenage version of me is swooning inside, hanging on every strum and word that rasps out of his perfect mouth.

"Why have you turned down all the record label offers? Your music deserves to be heard, Ander." My words are soft and careful. I already have a sense of how he feels about this.

He stops strumming as he leans over his guitar, and his eyes meet mine. His face is serious, like he's deep in thought. He's so different than I am. I'm quick to respond to everything.

He shrugs and finally, after processing my question long enough, "You know me, V. That was never what I was after. My songs were only ever meant for one person."I arch an eyebrow at him curiously. I lean back in my chair, seated across from him in my living room, patiently waiting for him to continue.

"You, my Rosie. Most of my songs are about us, about our love, about the grief I felt when I lost you. They were never meant for anyone other than you. I'm not looking for fame from them. I like writing them. It helps me to process how I'm feeling inside."

I stare at him for a beat. It's my turn to soak in his words and process. Part of me is instinctively freaking out inside as I realize I can't hold back from him any longer.

I want this.

I want everything with him. I always have. It's always been Ander and Via against the world, but that other part of me knows this is a bad idea. The part of me that craves him seems to be winning.

"Do you want to go on an adventure with me?" He asks, interrupting my thoughts. I can't help but let out a laugh. He smirked smugly as if he knew something that I didn't know.

"Well, look at this shit, Anderson Cole wants to be adventurous? What's gotten into you, Mr. TikTok?" I tease him playfully as the laughs spill from me. He joins along briefly as he rolls his eyes. That sexy, tempting grin meets his lips as his eyes glare into me with a fire behind them. He sets his guitar down and pads across the living room over to me. He pulls me up into a hug. My head rests perfectly against his chest, right below his chin. It always has. I stand at five foot six inches, and he must stand about six foot three. Somehow, we intertwine perfectly.

"Ha. So damn funny. Now hush that pretty mouth and get dressed so we can leave before I'm tempted to shut it for you." He's looking down at me and winks as he kisses my forehead. He releases me and grabs my hand, motioning me toward my bedroom, laying a firm smack on my ass as I walk by.

Looking over my shoulder, I turn back at him, "I might like that." I return his wink. He lets out a low growl, forces himself to turn away, and shakes his head as he runs a hand through his hair.
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Ander wouldn't tell me where we were going, but I already had an idea. I know this ride down to the Island like the back of my hand. It's imprinted in my mind like a road map to my heart. I haven't been able to come back since the accident.

Six whole years of not going to your favorite place, a place that was once your safe haven, is a long time. I'm flooded with memories when I taste the salt in the air. Exiting the bridge and turning onto the one road into Grand Isle almost becomes too much. There's a pulsing ache in my stomach, hoping not to pass by our old beach home.

I almost tell Ander that I can't handle this, but who the fuck am I if I turn down an adventure.

As if he could sense my nervousness, he reached across the console of his truck and grabbed my hand, squeezing it tightly and running his thumb back and forth across the palm of my hand. I smile up at him, letting him know I'm not just stuck in my head but also here with him.

My breath hitches as the truck pulls into the driveway of my family's old beach home. I glare, confused, at Ander, who has his lips in a straight line. I can tell he's nervous.

"Ander. . . What—"

"I bought it, Rosie." His voice is shaky. He breaks eye contact and looks down at our hands, still clamped together, his thumb tracing the lines on my palm.

Shaking my head in disbelief, "How the— . . . How?" My eyes shoot to him, confused.

His lips form a straight line, attempting a smile before he offers, "The owner that Liam sold it to put it up for sale again three years ago. It was at the exact time that I was looking to purchase something. Seeing it on the market felt like a sign that I needed it to be mine. . . I feel closer to you here. When I couldn't have you, at least I had this place. At least I had the memories. There's no other place I'd rather call home."

His eyes break away from mine, looking at the field before us with a soft smile. I can tell he's in his head, thinking about how we once were. He's lost in the times when life seemed so much simpler. Right now, at this moment, I'm lost in the man before me. The broody, rough-around-the-edges man who bought my childhood home to feel close to me when I pushed him away.

I gasp. Pulling my hand away, I clamp it over my mouth and shake my head as tears well up in my eyes. I peer over, catching a look out the window at the home that felt like heaven when I was growing up. It felt like heaven because of the boy who stole my heart in this very field that sits across from us now.

"This is your home?" I ask with a shaky voice.

He nods in return, and a singular tear falls from the grasp that my eyes previously held on it. Maverick said "Bear" lived a few towns over but never specified where.

I unbuckle my seat belt, climb over the console, and wrap myself around Ander, straddling his lap. My arms wrap behind his head, and I cling to him, needing to feel as close to him as possible. Our foreheads meet and rest against one another. His hands wrap around my waist, and in his arms, I feel a sense of home that I've missed for six years.

I can no longer stop the tears from falling. These bastards have a mind of their own, and I give up. He wastes no time, kissing each one of them away.

"Ander. . ." my voice is small; it comes out raspy—barely a whisper.

"Yeah, babe?"

"Am I crazy? Like absolutely fucking insane right now, or is it possible that two people could live their lives completely separated for this many years but never fall out of love?" I ask, shaking my head as the tears keep rolling. One of his arms wraps tighter around my waist, and the other moves up to cusp my cheek, his thumb rubbing circles on the apples of my cheek, wiping more tears away as they do.

Before he can speak, I blurt out again, still speaking softly.

"How is it that I haven't been able to feel anything romantic for anyone else in over six years. . . Yet I see you by chance, and my stupid heart decides to do cartwheels in my chest like a fucking acrobat, and all of those feelings I've suppressed for all of these years come flooding back like no time has passed." I sigh, trying to sort through my thoughts.

Ander pulls me in even closer to him, and our chests collide. He goes to speak, but my stupid big mouth won't shut the fuck up now that it started rambling.

"We're strangers, Ander. Strangers. We don't know each other anymore. I feel like I am losing my goddamn mind right now. Maybe I should call my shrink and tell her it's finally happened. Commit me!" I say the last part a little louder. "I've finally gone off the deep end. . . I must sound like a real winner right now." I chuckle now, showing my true crazy-ass colors, as I pull back out of his grasp slightly and wipe my cheeks, shaking my head.

I huff out a sigh. I'm frustrated at my rant, my feelings, and the mess I've made of my life by doing what I thought was right and losing the best thing that's ever happened to me in the process. I'm frustrated that I've wasted six years of my life suffering through those decisions out of fear.

What a damn idiot.

Ander looks me over in silence. His hands are on my waist, and he squeezes gently. His eyes are looking for mine, but I can't look at him now. I wonder if those gears in his head are burning smoke, trying to process everything I spewed at him. I giggled at the thought, solidifying that I am indeed insane.

Our eyes finally meet. I see nothing but tenderness and understanding. My heart swells. His hands rub up and down my thighs, back and forth, taking their time. Our gaze is locked, and I'm feeling the reality weigh down on everything I confessed.

I've spent less than 48 hours with the man I haven't seen in years and admitted to him that I still love him—so smooth, Via. You're a true gem.

He interrupts my very in-depth session of internal self-loathing by asking, "Can I talk now?" His voice is firm and gravel, but there's a hint of a smile pulling at one corner of his mouth. I don't respond. I've said enough. I shrug and offer a slight nod.

"Rosie, would you look at me, damn it." There's a small chuckle laced in his words, and he shakes his head with a smirk. I look up into his eyes as he pulls me back into him. We lock gazes, and I could get lost here. Those caramel-brown eyes are soft and on mine as if they can see down to the depths of my soul. It's intimidating and comforting all at once.

"If you're crazy, they will need to put us away together. I wonder if there's a joint straight jacket we could request? One where my hand is permanently positioned on your ass. If so, I'd be okay with that."

He's literally joking right now, and his smile grows as he starts laughing.

I sit confused for a second with my eyebrows furrowed, looking him over as I try to process what he's said and what it actually means.

"What the hell does that even mean?" my voice shows every bit of confusion I'm feeling.

He lets out another soft chuckle under his breath, runs a hand up and down my back, and pushes us together again.

"Woman, it means I have always been in love with you. I will always love you. We promised each other on the last night we spent together that we would never stop loving one another, and I never have, I never will, and I never can. You were created to be mine to love. Only mine."

I gasp, letting a deep breath fill my lungs. My mouth curves into a closed-lip smile, but the smile on my heart, which he can't see, is setting fire to my body.

"I tried moving on from you, V. It isn't possible. When someone like you imprints themselves on your life and your heart, no one else could compare. Whether you see it or not, you're fucking special." He leans in closer, holding eye contact to make me believe his words as much as he does.

"You're amazing in every way, and we aren't strangers. Sure, time has passed, but you're clear as day still the woman who taught my heart how to beat truly. You may still be a little neurotic at times, like right now with that rant, but that makes you much more interesting."

He laughs at his own stupid joke. Idiot. MY idiot.

"You're for me, and I'll always be for you."

"I mean, you are the one who bought my house to feel close to me. So we could technically say that you're the crazy one." I tease at him, and he shoves me playfully before putting both hands on my face and pulling me into a kiss that takes the breath and snarky comebacks right out of me.

After a while, he pulls back, "Babe, you can say I'm crazy; you can say I'm whatever you want. As long as you also say you'll give this a shot with me. I'll be happy."

My eyebrows furrow, and my nose scrunches as I shake my head. "So cheesy!" I giggle out at him.

"It ain't easy being cheesy, Rosie." He says back, smugly with a shit-eating grin plastered across his face as he kisses the apples of both of my cheeks, which are currently fire red.

"Okay, Dr. Seuss," I snort. Can I go see the inside of the house?" I ask softly, feeling somewhat shy and nervous as I pull myself off of him and sit back in my seat. I stare out the window at the house and land that gave me life when I was younger. The memories come flooding in like a movie reel in my mind's eye.

Almost every memory I hold of this Island includes Ander, and for once, it doesn't hurt to remember.
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I initially anticipated being in this house again would bring up too many memories and be too much to handle. However, it's been cathartic for me, especially being here with Ander. The furniture is different; the decor is lighter— more manly for sure— and the walls are painted various shades of grey instead of the bright blues my mom had painted them way back when. No matter the looks, the house still feels like home. It always felt more like home than our ranch home on the prairie in Sugarland did. It's still bizarre that this is Ander's home, but it brings me comfort.

The look of pride on his beautifully chiseled face as he took me on a tour of his home was enough to calm any storm that was trying to brew inside me.

As we return to the main living area, I walk over to the massive wall of windows that overlooks the beach. From wall to wall, all the windows start at the depths of the floor and spread their way up to the loft's tall, peaked ceiling. I forgot how absolutely breathtaking this view was. Grand Isle will never be the most tropical island beach in the world, but damn, it sure is paradise to me. My hand was placed against one of the many windows as my eyes searched the view. I take my time taking it all in. The sand isn't quite white, but not precisely brown, either. The water is more of a deep green than a crystal blue. It's definitely not like what most people imagine when they think of beach water, but it's paradise, and it's all the same. It's the beautiful line where the ocean meets the sky, leaving one unsure of where it ends and the other begins.

My head rests softly against the glass in front of me as my eyes fall on the field where it all began—our field. The grass is still wild, long, and overgrown, just as I remember it. The same walkway is flattened throughout, caused by foot traffic, not by cutting it.

I can feel Ander's presence growing closer. His woodsy scent fills my nostrils and wakes up all of my senses. I close my eyes and embrace the memory. He still smells like I remember him—that same masculine, earthy smell of cedar and sandalwood. I let out a breath, and my eyes shut tighter, soaking in the moment as I felt his touch on me. His hand wraps around my waist, and he leans his body into mine, wrapping me into a hug from behind. My head pulls off the window, and I lean it back onto his shoulder. I let out a sigh and opened my eyes. Anders' eyes are soft and gentle as they search mine.

"Penny for your thoughts?"

I arch my eyebrows playfully. "Always trying to get inside my damn head," I laugh, attempting to deflect.

"Yes," he deadpans, but his face is softer than his tone. I can sense he's worried that taking me here is too much for me. I could tell he was having an internal war with himself, and maybe he had made the wrong decision.

If I had to pick one thing I loved the most about Ander, it's that although he knew almost all of my terrible past, he was the one person who didn't treat me like I was a fragile piece of rare antique glass that could shatter at the slightest touch. Don't get me wrong; he was always caring towards me and much more with me than he ever was with anyone else. It's like he knew I could handle myself, and he walked with me through the challenges rather than trying to save me from the dragons. I always did appreciate that.

I smile at his honest answer and firm tone. Pulling myself out of his embrace, I turn to face him, grabbing one of his hands and leading him to the couch behind us. I plop down ungracefully— internal side note: I need to work on my ladylike skills.

Sitting crisscross on the expansively oversized, incredibly comfy couch, I pat the spot across from me, signaling for him to sit, too. Ander raises an eyebrow at me, and one corner of his mouth turns into a ghost of a smile. Then he takes a seat across from me, eyes intently on me.

"Thank you," I begin.

He scoffs, "For what?" Ander has always been incredibly confident and the biggest self-depreciator I've ever met.

"Everything," I return his deadpan from a few minutes ago, with a smile, of course.

He lets out a confused, soft laugh, eyes still on me. I reach across and grab his hand, rubbing soft circles on his palm with my thumb. Part of me wants to lay it all out. Come clean. Tell him everything. The real reason why I pushed him away was that the intelligent part of me knew I could never do that.

"I've given you every reason to hate me. I've given you every reason never to want to see or speak to me again. You tried so hard six years ago. You didn't want to give up on me. On us." I signaled between us with my free hand, "I pushed you away when life got hard. I can't say how hard that decision was and has been for me and how much I've regretted it. I spent all these years telling myself it was for the best."

I finally look down at our intertwined hands, unable to keep his gaze. With my heart rate picking up its pace, I go on.

"I know any explanation I give now will sound like pathetic excuses—"

"No, it won't, Rosie. I promise," He cuts me off with a firm but gentle tone. My eyes flash to his just as he nods, signaling me to continue.

"You don't need me to tell you that since the day we met when we were kids, you've always been my person. Always. After incidents with Liam, I'd turn to you. When my parents were driving me up the wall with their blind eyes and constant fighting, you'd listen to my rants. When everything in my life would seem to explode around me, you were my safe place to land. My escape from reality. I've always been grateful that you effortlessly and graciously played that role in my life. I also wasn't blind to the fact that my life was never simple. Something was always going wrong. You were the only thing that ever felt right."

I let out a sigh and braced myself before hedging forward. He gave my hand a gentle squeeze of comfort. I could tell he was soaking in every word. Processing it all.

"After the accident, I wanted nothing but to turn to you—to lean on you like I always had—to feel your comfort. I knew," A lone tear fell from my eye and trickled down my cheek. His hand separated from mine and cupped my cheek, his thumb swiping my tears away. I lean my head into his warm, gentle touch and embrace the feel of his rough, calloused hand against my skin.

"I knew my life was changing in more ways than I could have fathomed. I was changing at the hands of grief. I knew you would drop everything for me. I couldn't let you. You deserved every ounce of happiness that you gave. I couldn't do that; everything in my life always went wrong. I had convinced myself that I was the black cloud. I felt that if I truly loved you, which I did, I would want you to be happy. I knew I wasn't capable of happiness at that time. I felt that if I loved you, I had to let you go."

By the time I finish, my heart is beating as loudly and hard as the drumbeat of an eighties metal band. My breath is rigid, and my hands begin to shake slightly. I feel naked, like I just laid it all out on the line and bared myself to him. Although I left out vital parts I knew I couldn't share with him, the feelings I'd just expressed were very much real.

We sit in comfortable silence for a while. His face danced with contemplation as he processed everything I had just thrown at him. After a beat, he scooted closer to me and reached for both of my hands, pulling me into him.

I take a moment to relish in his rough yet gentle touch coursing on my skin as the pad of his fingers runs up and down my arms.

"Hmm, I did always appreciate Kahlil Gibran's philosophy on that," he says curtly, with a smile and a soft chuckle.

Confusion crawls through my bones. I'm unsure how to read him at this moment.

Did my somewhat confession push him away at the exact time when I decided to let go of fear and attempt to give this a real shot? Did he finally realize that I am indeed a lost cause?

I pull back softly, letting our eyes meet only briefly. His eyes hold confidence. Whereas I'm sure I look like a damn deer in headlights.

"If you love somebody, let them go, for if they return, they were always yours. If they don't, they never were."

Poetry. He's quoting fucking poetry right now. Of course, he is.

I silently repeat it back to myself.

If you love somebody, let them go, for if they return, they were always yours. If they don't, they never were.

My eyes grow wide, and it's my turn to process what he's trying to say and where he is going with this.

"Rosie," his hand rests on my chin, and I tilt my head back up to face his while his thumb pads around in soft circles.

"Hmm," I hum breathlessly. Our faces are so close that I can almost taste him.

"You could push me away a million times," he pauses. "But, please don't," he lets out a small uncomfortable laugh before continuing, "I would still never give up hope. I may have tried to move on, but I never actually did. You've had my heart since before I knew what love even was. You came running in that field," he pointed to the window toward the field below us where we first met. "From that moment on, at eight years old, you captivated me. I have been entranced by you ever since. All of the ridiculous adventures you'd try to kill me with—"

I can't help but let out a laugh at that one.

"That's a bit dramatic." I attempt to sound serious but fail.

He arches his eyebrows at me as if saying 'you know it's true'. I giggle a little more. There was another short silence between us before he continued.

"The way you take in the world; How you've been given every reason under the sun to be a total pessimist, but somehow you're still able to see the good in the world— it radiates from you. It always has. It absolutely fascinates me. You fascinate me. I've spent my years trying to move on from you. I've even tried to forget you," he lets out a harsh fake laugh, "That was a huge joke."

His hands make their way up and cradle my face as he brings me in even closer to him, leaving no room for the air to pass between our bodies.

"You have always been and will always be the one for me. You are for me, just as I am for you. There's no amount of time in the world that could ever change that." He speaks with such confidence, and the rhythm of my heart goes hysterical as the heat between my legs is set ablaze.

I can't fight this anymore. I've spent, no, wasted, years of my life trying to avoid and forget the one man who's ever truly seen me—the man who ignites my soul.

Before I get a chance to think of the words I'd like to say, he dips his head down, and with a crashing force, he takes my mouth with his and my breath along with it. I waste no time deepening the kiss. My tongue slides past my lips and parts his. In return, he wastes no time pulling me on top of him until I'm straddling his lap. He runs one of his hands up and down my back as the other tugs forcefully through my hair.

Ander pulls back, releasing me from our kiss. My eyes stay closed for a second longer while I try to catch my breath. I could get lost in his taste for days. He pulls me close to him. After a while of comfortable silence, I rested my head on his chest as he combed his fingers through my hair.

"Is this the end of the adventure?" I ask softly into his chest, instantly regretting breaking the silence with that awkward question.

I can feel the rumble of his laugh through his chest as he leans down and kisses my forehead.

"No, Rosie, it's just the beginning."

I lean up and look into his eyes as I run a hand on the back of his neck. I can't stop—and don't want to—the smile spreading on my face.

"Oh yeah, is that so?"

He nods, causing me to smile bigger as I rest my forehead against his.


Chapter twenty-two
Via


"You have so many. They're all so beautiful." I say, looking him over. The man is truly a work of art, tattoos or no tattoos. He is perfect, and the art he wears so well only adds to his beauty.

"Why did you get this one?" I ask as I run my hands up his body, stopping over a tattoo of a wolf on his bicep.

Ander has so many tattoos spread throughout his body. I find them all intriguing and want to know their meanings.

"That's my way of saying I'm a lone wolf. It represents the strength and courage it has taken me to navigate life alone." His voice is low as he flashes a soft look and holds my eye contact intently as if trying to read my expression.

"That's beautiful, Ander. What about this one? Why flames around your wrist? What does that represent?" I raise a quizzical eyebrow at him.

"That one symbolizes a drunk ass night where I drank one too many." Ander chuckles.

Laughing along with him, my hands trace circles on his chest, admiring the many tattoos there. One particular one grabs my attention, causing my breath to hitch and my heart to collapse in my chest.

Ander's eyes follow mine down to the tattoo that grabbed my attention.

A single rose, all on its own, placed right over his heart.

My eyes shoot up to meet his. Ander simply nods, and his grin of pride tells me all I need to know.

"It's for you. It represents the mark you've left on my heart."

"Oh, Ander—"

"You always have been and always will be a part of me, my Rosie."

"I want you, Ander, more than —" he kisses me before I finish. This time, the kiss is more intense, and his tongue quickly rushes into my mouth, teasing my own. He pulls away and leans to the side of my neck. His hand lifts my chin, facing me slightly away from him, granting him more access to my neck.

"V, I told you not to tempt—"

"There's only one issue with your request." I counter.

He raises an eyebrow, "Oh yeah? What might that be?"

"You can't necessarily earn back something you've never truly lost. My heart and love have always been yours. Yours alone."

"Fuckkkk," Ander raps out as he grinds his length against me.

"Please, Ander."

"I know letting go of control is hard for you, but I need you to trust me. Let go, let me have you. Let yourself enjoy every inch of me. I can't promise to be gentle because I've wanted this with you for way too long, but I can promise to worship you every step of the way. Let me take control and, for once, enjoy the feeling of being out of control." The last part of his sentence comes out as more of a hiss as his hand slides beneath the elastic of my shorts, below the fabric of my silk, basic, and unattractive panties. His rough fingers find my sensitive bud instantly as if my body is a road map he has memorized. He gives it a quick yet strong flick.

The things that happen within me when he says these words are inexplainable. The muscles between my legs tighten on impulse, and my body quivers below him. This is no longer just a want. My body needs him as desperately as my lungs need oxygen to survive.

Completely wrapped up in him and this moment and wanting more of whatever he has in store, I nod as my eyes pin shut, and I hiss out, "Please,"

"Mmm," he growls.

I open my eyes as I softly bite down on my bottom lip out of pleasure. He takes his hand out of my shorts and pulls me forward. As I sit up, our foreheads are touching. He leans down and kisses me deeply. Taking every breath out of me. I'm panting, desperately wanting and needing more. Temptation is consuming me, and I want to speed this up, but I remind myself to let go of control and let him.

So I do.

His hands run down my arms as he pulls away, breaking our kiss. I instantly want his tongue back in my mouth. He puts my arms straight in the air and swiftly pulls my shirt over my head. In one smooth motion, he leans over me and unclamps my bra, pulling that off as well. There I am, bare-chested, exposed to him. He eases me back down against the sofa as he dips his head down, taking in my nipples one at a time. First, flicking his tongue, stimulating them- as if they weren't hard enough to cut through glass as it is. Then, he sucks on each— hard. His teeth graze over each of them, nibbling down on them softly.

He backs away, hovering over me once again, his hands trailing down my torso, down to my shorts. He pulls my shorts and panties off of me in one swift motion. Here I am, lying wholly exposed and vulnerable for him.

I begin to become slightly self-conscious. I'm quickly aware that my body isn't perfect. Don't get me wrong, I work hard to take care of myself. I'm nowhere near being considered 'small,' but I've worked to perfect my curves the best I can. Typically, I'm proud of the reflection in the mirror when I'm naked. However, having the only man who's ever seen me fully exposed like this in front of me again, eyes feral, glaring at me like a predator does his prey, I can't help but be slightly aware of my flaws.

As if Ander can hear my thoughts, he drowns all my self-doubts with a simple, breathy "fucking perfect" as he continues to look me over and soaks me in. Taking his time. "I mean absolutely fucking perfect," he rasps out as his tongue swipes out across his top lip.

I feel like I am going to combust from waiting. I'm anxious to have him inside of me.

"I'm rusty! I mean. . . It's been a while." He pulls back and lets out a deep laugh. A laugh that makes the tiny hairs on my arm stand up in excitement. The sound of that laugh makes me wetter than I already was, and I'm growing impatient to have him slide his length inside of my needy, throbbing hole.

He stands up, he fucking stands up, and I can't keep my eyes off of him. Even fully clothed, he's mouth-watering to look at. He wastes no time getting undressed, leaving on his boxers. Even through his somewhat loose boxers, I can see the outline of his shaft.

I am imagining him inside of me again after all these years between us.

In no time, he's back, kneeling beside the sofa where I lay. His body is on the side of my head. I look at him, seeing his eyes scan down at my body as his hand traces down slowly, gently, and authoritatively. His other hand is on one of my breasts, massaging it and pinching my nipple in between his fingers firmly. Once his hand reaches in between my legs, he lets out a grunt.

"Mmm, baby. You couldn't be more perfect."

His fingers run back and forth along the edges of my slit. He doesn't move quickly, and it is killing me.

I've avoided this man for years, and now I want nothing but to have him fuck me until I can't see straight. I don't make sense, but finally, giving into what my heart and body both crave feels too right to worry about what makes sense or not.

I've spent so long doing what I thought was right—trying to keep him safe. While, in reality, he never needed my protection. He needed my love. He needed me just as badly as I needed him. We both only needed each other. It's time to let ourselves have that. I'm ready.

His hand pats firmly between my legs, smacking right over my clit and arousing me even more than I thought possible. I turn, and as I do, I moan directly into his ear. Leaning my head slightly forward, I nibble at his neck, letting my tongue trace lazy circles.

Ander let out a deep grunt. I can tell his restraint is fading, and he's dying to let loose. I love it. So, of course, I feed into it. I take my hand, rubbing it along his length, drawing out a moan from him that tells me he wants this just as badly as I do.

His hands move to my thighs and separate my legs until they're parted wide for him. Looking me over intently, his fingers trail their way to my entrance.

Ander growls into my neck as he begins to pump two fingers, slowly yet firmly, in and out of me. He comes to a stop, but his fingers are still inside of me. His eyes move to mine simultaneously as my eyes search for his. I'm panting, and my chest is heaving at his touch. His fingers inside of me begin to make small, circular movements, rubbing against my walls.

He's teasing me, and he's enjoying it. Yet I can tell he's coming apart at the same time. It's written clearly in his eyes.

He leans in and kisses me softly on the lips. He pumps his fingers inside of me one hard time, hitting my sensitive spot at the same time that his thumb rubs firmly over my clit. I hold myself back, but I'm not blind to the fact that I've never been so close to climaxing this fast. Only Ander could know how to have this effect on me.

"Fuck, V. You're so wet for me." He huffs. He takes a few breaths before continuing. "I need you to promise me you aren't going anywhere this time. Promise me this pussy will always be mine. I want you. All of you. No more hiding from me, no more pushing me away. Be mine, V. All mine."

"Ander—" I attempt to say his name, but it comes out as more of a moan because, at the same time, he starts pumping his fingers again, making damn sure to hit my sensitive spot. My legs begin to shake, and I'm on the edge of an orgasm, hoping that he doesn't stop now to spite me.

He doesn't. He adds another finger inside of me, stretching me out as he pumps faster and harder.

"Ahhh. Oh god. That feels so. . . Good"

"It will feel even better when it's my cock pounding inside your tight pussy. I can't wait to feel you wrapped around me."

"Ander—"

"Mmm, I love hearing you moan my name. So much that I'm about to have you screaming it, baby."

He leans in and kisses my neck, whispering, "Come for me. Come for me, baby, and say you'll be mine."

My body is trembling as I boil over, letting out a scream of pleasure.

Barely able to speak, I nod against his forehead, which is pressed against mine.

"I've always been yours. I'll never stop being yours. I am for you just as you are for me." With that, I finish coming apart on his hand.

He breathes raspily against me, grunting seductively, "Never stop, babe. Never stop."

Ander and I lock eyes as he slides his fingers out of me. He holds his hand up to show me, his fingers coated with my arousal. His eyes glimmer mischievously as he inches his hand closer to me.

"Open up," he demands seductively.

My mouth falls open. Ready and waiting.

He glides his three fingers into my mouth as his eyes go dark with heat for me.

"Suck, baby. Tell me how sweet you taste."

"Mmm," I moan out as I wrap my lips around his fingers, tasting myself on him.

My eyes flash up to find him, and I lock in on his eyes as I make a show of sucking back and forth on his fingers.

His head rears back as his eyes shut. Quickly, he pulls his fingers from my mouth as he stands next to me, pulling his boxers down. He looks at me, searching my eyes confidently as if to ensure it's okay to continue. I nod softly as I let out a gasp. He's much bigger than I remember, and I instantly become nervous. He arches an eyebrow at me as if he can sense exactly what I'm thinking.

"You okay? Are you sure this is okay?" he asks softly.

"It's been a while for me, and I just. . . I don't know if that monster will fit." My eyes are wide and cautious as I look him over.

He lets out a gut laugh that eases my nerves. He doesn't take that as a compliment nor let it go to his head as most men who are blessed in this department, such as he is, would.

"I'll be honest, baby, after having my fingers inside of your perfect pussy, I'm dying to feel you wrapped around my cock. It's going to feel like heaven sinking inside of you again. It's taking everything in me to take my time with you, but there's no need to rush. If you want to wait, we can. I'm not going anywhere. We have all the time in the world."

This man. Only he is capable of turning me on and melting my heart at the same time.

"Oh, I want this. I want you. Ander, fuck me. . . Just don't fuck me up." I say seductively but can't help but let out a small laugh simultaneously.

He lets out a small chuckle along with me, and then the confidence returns in no time. The next thing I know, he's lifting my bare body off of his sofa. I cling to him, wrapping my legs around him again. He leans in and kisses me, breathing in every breath I let out.

"I want to feel your body stretched to its max while wrapping around my cock again," he breaths into my mouth.

"Oh, god, yes. Please. I want that too, so bad, Ander," I say back between breaths, barely a husky whisper.

He lets loose. He lets go of everything he is holding back. Yet, he's careful at the same time. Right now, he is the perfect combination of fire and ice. My legs are still wrapped around him, and I'm almost sure he can feel my wetness on his abdomen. He slides one arm under my ass, putting the other on my waist, as he backs me softly into the nearest wall. He is still kissing me.

"Ready?" He asks into my mouth.

I break the kiss, letting my head fall back against the wall. I grip his shoulders, my nails slightly digging into his skin, bracing myself for the impact that's about to happen.

"Set, go. Please, Ander. Fuck me. Give me all of you. Please. . ."

He lets out a growl as he removes his hand from my waist and down to his dick, positioning himself. He doesn't take long before he pulls me down onto him gently and slowly thrusts upward, gently piercing into my opening. He remains like this for a few seconds, giving me time to adjust to his size.

"Is this okay?" He asks, grunting as he enters into me softly, barely getting past the tip.

Moaning and not able to take it anymore, I grip his shoulders tighter and push myself down onto him even further.

"Fuck Via," He groans, "This tight pussy is so wet for me. You feel so fucking perfect. Mine. All fucking mine."

"Only for you. All yours. Ahh— Fuckkk!"

He seemed to like it, so I wasted no time and made the same motion again, sliding myself down even further onto his cock, taking more of him inside of me as he met me with a hard upward thrust at the same time. The sound of our bodies slapping together rings through the air, mixing in with my moans and his groans.

Ander's head rears back as he lets out another low grunt. Losing all self-control, he moves his hands to my hips, holding me in place as he thrusts up. Hard. We both try to catch our breaths. My nails dig into his skin even further. His head comes in toward me, and he takes my nipple in his mouth and gently teases it with his teeth as he pulls out of me and then, without hesitation, rams into me with all he's got.

"Oh, Ander!" I scream. He pulls out of me, leaving me feeling empty, and I grow instantly frustrated.

Not wasting a second, he wraps me in closely with my legs around his waist and kisses me with fervor as he walks us into his bedroom. Ander lays me down on the edge of the bed with my feet hanging off. He's standing between my legs as he leans in on the edge of the bed. Holding eye contact with me, one of his hands goes down between my legs and instantly finds my clit. He massages it gently. His rough fingers make it feel even more sensitive. The sensation is fantastic. He begins to trail the kisses down my body. Once he gets to my naval, he stops and looks up at me.

"I've missed you so much, Ander—more than I've ever wanted to," I admit, my voice hoarse and low.

"I missed you too, baby. I'm about to show you exactly how much you were missed."

He breaks eye contact but only for a split second to plant a kiss right above where his fingers are rubbing circles on my clit.

"Yesss—" I hiss out on a low moan.

"I will enjoy every second of worshipping and loving you the way you deserve." and with that, his tongue meets my clit, flicking it softly.

He swipes one slow lick from my center to my clit, and then back down again. He goes back and forth with this delicious feeling motion a few times, and my pussy begins to clench. Craving more.

He makes his way back up to my clit and begins to nibble on it ever so softly before allowing his tongue to get busy and go to town. Licking and flicking and driving me absolutely fucking wild.

He is taking his delicate time to give all of his attention to my sensitive, needy clit.

My legs begin to shake with pleasure as my orgasm builds.

"Come for me, V," He pulls away to say but wastes no time getting right back to work as he adds two fingers inside of me, pumping fast and hard in perfect rhythm with the dance his tongue is doing on my clit.

"Ander! Don't Stop here!" I scream as I come apart on his face.

"Good girl," He leans up, licking his lips. "Oh baby, I don't plan on stopping any time soon. We have a lot of lost time to make up for."

Ander huffs as he pulls me further to the edge of the bed, lying on my back. My bottom half is twisted to one side as he throws both of my legs together, crossed at my ankles and over his right shoulder. He puts the head of his cock into my entrance, sinking into me just enough that I can feel myself stretching around him. Slowly, he pulls out completely, then enters me again, giving me just the tip of him. He swirls it around in small, soft, circular motions before removing and replacing it.

"Ander, give me more! I need more! I want to feel all of you." I cry out.

Without warning, he thrust back into me with savage force. The feel of his thick cock as it slams into me, rubbing against my walls along the way, has me screaming out. Staying seated inside of me, as deep as my body can take him, he doesn't move right away.

His eyes search mine, looking for permission.

"Fuck me!"

"Mmm," he says in a growl as his eyes darken and he unleashes his inner beast.

Ander grabs ahold of my hips and places my feet on his shoulders. Slightly lifting my bottom half off the bed, he begins to move in and out of me, picking up his pace with the slam of each thrust.

My legs fall to the side; I'm no longer able to keep them in place as my whole body is shaking with the power of each delicious thrust he's providing. That doesn't stop him. I'm glad.

His grasp on my hips tightens as he pulls my body into his with the connection of each thrust.

"Look down and see how perfectly we fit together. Look at how beautifully that pussy stretches to fit around my cock. You were made for me. You take me so well, baby."

"Fuck, Ander!"

He takes one of his hands and flicks at my nipples, one at a time. Meanwhile, the other hand comes to my face. He traces the line of mouth with his index finger.

Without thinking, I flick my tongue out and lick his finger, causing his head to rear back on a deep groan.

When his eyes meet mine again, they're dark and flaming with desire.

He pushes his finger further into my mouth, past my parted lips, and quickly adds another.

"Suck. Show me what that mouth can do. Suck it like it would be my cock inside that pretty mouth."

Yes sir.

With a moan from the pounding he's still doing to my pussy with his hard and steady thrusts, I tighten my lips around his fingers. My tongue teases along as I take his fingers into my mouth as far as they can go.

Breathless from feeling so filled, I still manage to imagine his cock is in my mouth, and I suck like my life depends on it.

Ander groans, "Mmm, good girl. Damn, baby. I can't wait to have these perfect lips wrapped around my cock."

He pulls his fingers out and tangles his hand in my hair, tugging firmly as his cock works my body over in the best way.

We are a mess of rough breaths, moans, and screams. He may have lost all self-control, and all of his gentleness is out the damn window, and I'm soaking up every second of it. I've never had rough sex, not like this. This doesn't feel like what I would have expected. It may not be gentle, not in the least, but there's something about his touch when his hands land on me and when he thrusts into me deeper that's still caring and tender. Still yearning to please me and make sure I'm okay. He's plowing into me and still lovingly finding a way to do it. I didn't even know that was possible; it feels so good.

His breaths become ragged, and his movements are erratic. I can feel him pull away from me, and I know what's about to happen.

"Come in me, I'm on the shot. I want to feel you come with me." I scream as my orgasm begins to crest yet again. My whole body is shaking beneath him. His hands grab my shoulders, caressing them as his motions slow down. He leans in and crashes his mouth to mine. Our tongues briefly meet before he's pulling back.

"I'll always love you, Rosie. I promise." He grunts out as his grasp on my shoulders tightens.

"Never stop!" I shout as my legs start to tremble.

"That's my girl, come with me, baby." He says under his jagged breath. I can feel his cock pulsing as his orgasm fills me up to the brink. He kisses me between each thrust as we both come apart together.


Chapter twenty-three
Ander


Being here with Via in the house that shaped her life, where we shared that moment, the house that I now call home—there's no easy way to describe it. A full-circle moment? Maybe.

When I first purchased it, I couldn't bring myself to move in right away. The realization of what I'd just done weighed heavily on me. The memories that would come flooding in when I'd walk through the field to get here would paralyze me, and it was like a knife to the chest. The more time passed, the easier it became, and it turned into a comfort like I'd hoped it would be rather than a trigger.

The walls may look different, and the furniture may be new, but this is the exact spot we laid the night we became one and lost everything we wanted, all at once. I get lost in my thoughts for a bit and look over at her. I have a feeling that she's processing the same things that I am.

I lean over the bed, pulling her into me, and as we fall back, a small laugh escapes from her perfect mouth. I wrap my arms around her tighter, and she squeals as I kiss the side of her neck. I take a deep breath, savoring in her fresh, light, airy, and floral scent, and commit it to memory. I loosen my grip around her, and she falls in line, lying next to me as we face each other. I brush a stray hair out of her face as I look her over and take her in.

Her big, beautiful, almond-shaped light grey-blue eyes peer through me as a slight smile pulls at her plump lips. I can't confine my hands as they travel her body, running back and forth, up and down from her narrow waist to her wide, perfectly curved hips. As my hand caresses over her skin, she shuts her eyes briefly, and on a sharp inhale breath, she bites down on her lip.

The woman drives me wild, and my heartbeat pace picks up as the heat in her eyes grows.

"What's going through that big, beautiful mind of yours?" She asks, with a soft chuckle.

"So now you're trying to get inside my head, hmm?" I throw a smug grin her way, raising an eyebrow at her, and her chuckle grows into a small laugh as I gently pin her to the bed and lay my head atop her chest as I wrap my arms around her. I can't help but feel the perfect curvature of her full breasts beneath me, but I choose to focus on the sporadic beating of her heart. It's my favorite sound.

"Mhmm"

"I'm just thinking about how perfect this feels. I've dreamt of this for so long. There were times I never thought I'd have it again. I thought I'd never have you like this again. Now that I do. . . It just feels right." I pull up onto my hands, hovering above her. I kiss her forehead, and the smile that pulls at her lips makes its way to her whole face. She lights up for me.

"It's home, Ander. We will always be each other's home."

Before I can respond, she leans up and crashes her lips to mine. One of her hands runs through my hair, tugging it softly as the other claws and tugs at my back, pulling me on top of her. Damn, this woman has no idea what she does to me. The erection growing at rapid rates in my pants is one of the dead giveaways, but it's so much deeper than that. She ignited a part of my soul that went dark when I lost her. The same part that she's always held captive as her own. Olivia Foley has been and will always be my kryptonite; there's no denying that. I'm completely and utterly enthralled by who she is and what she does to me.

I wrap my arms around her, and in one swift movement, I flip us to where she's on top, straddling me.

"I wish you could see yourself right now. The way that I see you."

"Oh yeah, and what is it that you see?" She asks, a playful tone to her voice, but she can't fool me. Her hands are pressed on my chest, and she's swaying her hips in circles. My cock twitches at the feel of her taking full advantage of grinding against me.

"Everything. Looking at you, I see everything I need and want." I answer, very matter-of-factly, as I stare into her beautiful eyes. "You are the definition of perfection from the inside out." I grab onto her hips, urging her to resume her motions that have stopped with the delivery of my words. "I'm never letting you go."

I lean in and softly bite down on one of her peaked nipples that are poking through her thin cami.

"ooooh," She coos, and fuck, it sounds so sweet.

"Ander, I don't think I can handle you again. Not this soon, at least." She says through a giggle. Yet, her actions prove otherwise. She leans up and removes her cami, exposing her perfectly heavy, full breasts to me, not breaking eye contact as she holds my gaze. I chuckle at her contradiction.

"So, you're telling me you're not dying to find out how good it will feel to be on top of me. To have my hands on your hips like this." Using just the tips of my fingers, I slowly trail them down her form, stopping at her hips and grabbing on.

"You don't want to know how powerful and beautiful you'll feel as I guide you down onto my hard, throbbing cock, letting you pick whichever motions and pace suits you best?"

"You're filthy." Her head rears back on a moan as she continues to grind against me. My cock is on full alert at the feel of her rubbing against it.

I lean forward, massaging her beautiful breast. I take one nipple into my mouth, biting down hard before sucking the sting of the pain away.

"Let me show you just how filthy I can be. Just for you. All for you. I promise you will fucking love it."

Without another word, she pulls back and stands above me, giving me the perfect view of her entire body. I can get lost in admiring her.

"How badly do you want to feel how wet I am for you?"

"Mmm," I groan and my cock twitches at her words. "Take off your shorts. Show me."

"That doesn't tell me anything, Ander." She says softly as she sways back and forth.

I free my ready cock from the confines of my boxers, and it springs to life.

"This bad. It's aching for you, baby. Now take off your damn bottoms. Please?" I flash her a smug grin, and she smirks before obliging.

"What a good fucking girl. Look at you." Via is still standing above me, her perfect body on full display. She's trailing her fingers up and down her form, giving me a complete view. Her pussy is so soaked that she's dripping for me.

All for me.

"What do you want to do with me?" she asks, her voice low. I can tell she's feeling slightly nervous.

"First, you're going to bring that beautiful body over here, sit on my face and let me devour that sweet soaked pussy."

"Oh, my god," Via moans out hoarsely. Her eyes shut as I run the tips of my fingers up and down her legs.

"After you ride my face and come in my mouth, you're going to slide down on my cock and let me feel how perfectly your body wraps around mine."

"Yesss," She hisses out as she massages her breasts, loving the picture I've helped to paint in her mind.

"Now, baby. Right fucking now. I need to taste you."

With a soft moan, she makes quick work of positioning herself over me. She hovers over, and I let out a growl.

"I said sit, not squat."

"But… I don't want to hurt you."

I scoff, rubbing my hands up along her inner thighs.

"Hurt me?" I slowly edge one finger into her entrance and circle it around her walls.

"Yeah, I don't want to smother you. I'm not exactly light Ander." Her voice is breathy, and she's already panting.

"You're perfect." I plant a firm smack to her ass. "My face buried under that pussy is my idea of heaven."

"Now, sit," I growl out.

Hesitantly, she slowly lowers herself onto my face.

Mmm, even her smell is perfection. I clamp my mouth around the top of her pussy, and I get to work. I bite down on her clit, softly tugging it until she screams. Her hands fly to my hair. She runs her fingers through it as she pulls harder with each scream.

"Yes, just like that! Yes!"

I'm sucking on her clit, loving the taste of her. Both of my hands are massaging her full round ass. She begins to squirm above me, and I can feel her legs start to shake, so I know she's already close. Using my hands, I grab firm on her ass and begin to move her back and forth, making her ride my face.

"Ander—"

"Ohhh. Yes! Yessss!"

Her hands that are in my hair are gripping on for dear life as her orgasm peaks, and she's on the brink of combusting. My eyes stay locked on her face, watching as her eyes screwed shut in pleasure and her mouth falls open with each moan and scream.

"I'm. . . Oh my god! I'm com—"

I suck her clit hard and faster, working her over through her orgasm. Her hands fall loose from my hair. Her body is quivering above me as I lap up her arousal, licking up and down her slit from entrance to clit.

Her body still shaking, she makes quick work of standing up and working her way down my body. She pulls my boxers completely off as she holds my gaze, staring directly into my eyes.

"Now it's your turn, big boy." She says as she places her hand on my chest and lowers herself, slowly sinking down onto my cock. Inch by delicious inch. Once she's seated and I'm entirely buried inside of her, I place my hands on her ass and glide her up, leaving just a little bit of space between our bodies.

"Do you have any idea what you do to me? How badly I want you? How much I crave and need you? All of you!" I groan out as I thrust up, in and out, as fast as I can. Her eyes screw shut, her head falls back, and she screams. She screams my fucking name, which only drives me even more mad for her.

"Ander—"

"Say it again," I demand, coming out as more of a growl.

"Ander! Oh my god!"

"Ride me. I want you to do it just like you want to. I want you to please yourself while pleasing me, baby." I slide her wet core down my cock until she's fully seated and release my hands, letting her find her own rhythm.

Her hands move from my chest as they make their way through her hair. She sits up straight and begins to work her hips back and forth, sliding along my cock in a delicious rhythm that has me panting.

"Fuckkk. Baby, just like that. Don't you fucking stop. You ride me so damn well."

"Mmm, I want you harder." She moans out as her head falls back in pleasure, and she begins to bounce up and down on top of me. Gliding her tight pussy up and down on my rock-hard erection with each motion. Her perfect tits bounce up and down as she moves, and I can't stop staring at the beauty before me.

"When you glide back down, let your body sink onto me. Don't hold back. I want to feel you take me fully."

I reach up and grab both of her breasts in my hands, pinching and tweaking her nipples as she slides up and down on my cock, taking me harder and deeper. The way she sways her hips and takes me just like she needs and wants me so that her clit can get pleasure, too, has my head spinning. Her body molds to mine perfectly.

She was made for me.

"Ander, fuck me back again! I need you so bad! I want you to take me."

"Oh. Yes, Ma'am," I growl out, hungry for more.

My hands resume their position on her ass, and I slightly lift her up. One of her hands rests on my chest, and the other grabs my forearm.

"Hold on, baby, I'm going to fuck you until you see stars," I warn her right before I begin to thrust up, pounding into her with all I've got.

"Fuck yes."

Fuck. She feels so good. Too good. I stop my movements and pull out of her as I wrap my arms around her waist, flipping us over.

I'm hovering above her as she lays below me, panting, waiting, and ready for more.

"You want it hard?"

"Please. Make me see the stars."

"Spread those legs as wide as you can." She does as I request, and without another second, I crash inside her with force, wasting no time before I pull back and do it again and again.

"Holy shit— Ander!" She cries out as I palm one breast with one hand, lightly taking hold of her neck with the other as I lean in and nibble at her nipple. I'm still not missing a beat with each hard, fast-paced thrust.

"Oh god, Oh my god— Right there! Ander!"

"You take my dick so well, baby. I love watching you as you take me in so perfectly."

"Don't stop, please. Don't fucking stop, I'm about to— Yes!"

Her legs are shaking as they spread wide open, almost flat to the bed, as if she's in a split formation while I pound into her. My hands move to her thighs. My fingers dig into her skin as I grasp on tight for support. My thrusts are now erratic as my orgasm peaks, and I lose all control.

"Come with me, please. Let me feel you!" She screams out.

With that, we fall apart together.
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After spending the day tangled inside each other, literally and figuratively speaking, we finally returned to her home in Sugarland.

I know that being back on the island had to be a lot for her to take in, but she did so gracefully once the initial shock wore off.

The drive back up to town was peaceful. After a while of driving and the comfortable silence filling the cabin, I felt her soft hand slide gently down my free arm nearest her that was resting on the console until our fingers intertwined. We didn't talk much; she blasted some music she sang along to, entirely out of tune. Via had her window rolled down, her feet crossed at her ankles and propped up on the dash, and the wind danced through her hair, as she'd laugh every time a big gust blew her hair until it filled her face. She looked free, just like she used to. It was beautiful.

She doesn't think I see her for who she is now, but I see it all too clearly. I see her. She isn't as hard to figure out or read as she thinks. Her smiles don't come as easily, her words don't spew as freely, and her walls are built firmly. That sure as hell won't stop me from trying to break them down. She's guarded herself; life hasn't been easy, and damn, it made her tougher. She's still herself, whether she sees it or not. Watching her the way she was in my truck on the way home was proof of that.

"Do you want to come in for a bit before you take off?" She peers up at me with those piercing eyes of hers.

I pull her in, kissing her forehead before I shake my head.

"I won't stay. You need to get some rest. But I will walk you inside."

I hop out of my truck, walk over to her door, and open it for her as I help her step out. Her soft, forced smile says everything that she isn't. She looks slightly disappointed, but she knows I'm right. She works the night shift and needs rest to return to her job routine.

As Via unlocks the front door, I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her into me, eliciting a giggle from her.

She looks back over at me as she walks in.

"Are you sure I can't convince you to stay for a little while?" she arches an eyebrow at me and pulls her shirt over her head, revealing her bare breasts to me. Not giving it another thought, I kick the front door shut behind me, and she giggles playfully as she darts off, running from me, pulling her pants down as she goes.

"Oh baby, you better fucking run fast. Once I catch you, I'm going to punish that sweet ass for teasing me."

She darts left, passing through the living area where her pants lay on the ground. Her laughter grows as she picks up speed, heading for the back of the house.

Following behind her, hot on her heels, we turn right, making our way through the kitchen, when I'm stopped dead in my tracks.

Anger immediately courses through me. I clench my hands into fists at my side and try to tame the beast of jealousy inside me. I'm reminding myself that Izzy lives here, too, and these could very well be for her.

"Hey V, what's with the flowers?"

Her laughter stops in the distance, and she comes marching back into the kitchen with a confused look on her beautiful face.

"What?"

I point to the black vase filled with a dozen roses, black on the edges and deep red in the center. They look entirely out of place and kind of creepy.

"Ugh! Not again! I'm so sick of this shit!" She reaches for the vase, pulls a note card out, and then throws it to the counter in frustration. She lets out a low huff, tossing the entire vase of flowers in the trash. They crash in with a thud.

"You're seeing someone else?" I ask, confused. My voice is low, and the anger I feel is evident with each word. My blood boils as I speak.

Via scoffs, "Absolutely not. This guy from work, Clark, he won't take a damn hint."

She picked up the note and handed it to me. It reads, 'I'm waiting.'

What the fuck.

"He's been after me for months, trying, persistently asking me out on dates. I've declined each offer. These started appearing a few weeks ago. Sometimes, just the notes alone, but at least three times a week, he leaves something somewhere."

"How did they get inside of the house? Would Izzy bring these inside? Where else do you find things left for you? Have you reported this?"

She shakes her head as her eyes drop. "Izzy knows how much finding these freaks me out; she wouldn't have brought them in. I've found them inside my car before. On my porch. In my locker at work, and now apparently inside of my fucking house." The frustration is pouring out of her as her hands ball into fists by her side, and I can see her visibly shudder.

"I haven't reported anything yet. I'm hoping it just stops if I ignore it." Her voice is low, and she sounds defeated.

I inhale a deep breath to calm myself and the storm brewing inside me before I speak. My anger isn't with her, and I don't want her to think it is.

"Have you told him to stop?"

Another shake of her head.

"I... I honestly don't feel comfortable talking to him about it. He creeps me out, and I have to work with the guy. I don't want to make it even more uncomfortable." She looks almost defeated as she speaks. Her body language tells me that receiving these things creeps her out.

I walk over to her, cupping her face in my hands as I angle her head, forcing her eyes to meet mine.

"This is considered stalking. Do you realize that? Rosie, this isn't okay. Especially with it making you this uncomfortable." I press a kiss on her forehead. "If you don't handle and report it, at least at work, I will handle it myself. I can promise you that fucker will much prefer that you handle it than I do."

"Simmer down, big guy. I'll take care of it, " she says with a soft smile as she leans into my touch.
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After checking her house thoroughly and assuring all of her locks were working correctly, I relunctantly left. Via assured me that she was okay and would handle this with her administrators as soon as she goes to work. She should be reporting it to the damn police, but she is so stubborn and headstrong.

If this doesn't get settled, I'll gladly handle it myself.

Instead of returning to the beach house, I drove to Mississippi to visit my parents for the night. With the way I work, I don't get to see all of my family as often as I'd like to. My work schedule is pretty busy. I work rotations, so I work for two weeks straight with no days off, and then I'm off for two weeks in a row. It isn't easy, and doing the same line of work as my dad, which has always made him miserable, isn't exactly what I wanted for my life. I've made it work for now.

Typically, I've stayed home at the beach house for the two weeks I'm off. I didn't want to tell Via because it would break her, but the last owners did a number to it. A storm a few years back damaged it significantly, and they didn't put in the necessary repairs to fix it, causing more long-term damage. So, a lot of my time off has gone into repairs. It's been a fucking headache, honestly, but it's paid off. It finally feels like the house I remembered it to be. It feels like my home now.

It's a little after nine-thirty at night when my tires meet the crunch of the lone gravel road leading to my family's expansive ranch. I call my mom on my way here to let her know I'm coming by. I can feel her excitement through the phone.

As I pull up to the main house, I see everyone's vehicles parked out front, and I can't help but chuckle. My brother Jettson and sister Abbigail still live on the property. Abbie is only eighteen and in high school, due to graduate next May. Jett has his own home on the back of the acreage.

As I hop out of my truck, I see the front door swing open, and Abbie comes out waving.

"Well, look what the wind blew in," She hollers at me off the porch with a laugh, and I can't help but return it.

"What can I say, sis? I've missed you!"

With that, she hops off the porch and runs to hug me. It's only been about three months since I've seen them all, but we've always been incredibly close, so three months is a long time. My phone calls have also been less frequent, and I sense they've been worried about me. Well, I know they have. They've told me multiple times. I'm not too fond of it. There's nothing to worry about.

They thought I lost my mind when I bought the beach house, especially with its condition. They didn't understand, and I couldn't get them to. Well, I didn't try that hard, but it wasn't for anyone else to understand. Was it ridiculous? Probably so, but I didn't give a shit, and I still really don't. Especially now.

"I'm just glad you finally made it, Mom wouldn't let us leave until you got here, and I'm fucking tired," Abbie says with a laugh mixed in with a yawn.

I shake my head, "Go get some sleep, sis; I'll be here tomorrow to see you."

"And miss mom's face when she sees her precious middle child, hell no!" She jokes as she gives me a light shove.

Before we reach the front porch steps, the door swings open again, and Jett steps out.

"Well, hey, fucker!" He screams. This family of mine sure knows how to greet someone. Damn.

"Hey, asshole!" I respond as I take him in for a hug.

"Anderson Anthony Cole!" My mother's voice calls from inside the house and grows closer. Jett and Abbie throw eachother look as Abbie mumbles under her breath, teasingly, "Momma's boy". We all share a laugh. I make it one step in the house. I'm smothered by a giant hug from my mom, and over her shoulder, I notice my dad behind her with his arms crossed and laughing.

"Son, don't stay away that long again, okay?" She says as she lets me out of her grasp and reaches up to plant a kiss on my cheek.

Giving her hand a soft squeeze, I assure her I won't.

"Should I jump on you too?" my dad jokes.

"Please don't, old man. You'll break a damn bone." Jett interjects, and we all laugh.

We walk into the kitchen and are all catching up. You'd swear I was gone for a year, but I love that they're always happy to see me and still feel like my home.

"Ander, what's with the smile? You've been grinning like a girl since you got here." Jett says after a while of conversation and arches his eyebrows at me. Everyone's faces turn to look at me, and I exhale a sigh.

I knew they'd sense it. If I'm being honest, that's why I wanted to come here. They understand what losing Via did to me. They witnessed the destruction firsthand. They know how much I've missed her. They've missed her too. I needed to tell them, but damn, Jett, for making it awkward now. I wanted to tell them in my own way. I definitely did not want to talk about it this late at night when they were all too tired to process it.

"Eh, I'll tell you all about it tomorrow. Everything is good, though."

"Oh, what a shit response! Who is it!" Abbie demands, "You've obviously got a girlfriend, so what's her name?"

I stifle a laugh.

"A girlfriend?" My mom asks, seeming confused.

"I don't have a girlfriend, Abbie," I say, laughing.

"Bullshit!" She deadpans.

"Abigail Claire, you watch your mouth!"

Abbie laughs, "Sorry, Mom, but Ander's lying. I can tell! That's the look of someone happy and in love!" Abbie points at me like she's five-year-old tattling on me for stealing her snack.

"Ander?" My mom's eyebrows arch in question.

"I came here to tell y'all, but not like this," I throw a look Jett's way, and he just shrugs and chuckles.

I run my hands over my face, figuring out how to word this to them.

"I got set up on a blind date the other night—"

"Wait, you're excited about a girl you just met?" Abbie interjects confusion all over her face. I can't help but laugh.

"Do you want to know or what?" She nods. "Well, shut it, and let me tell you."

"It didn't exactly go as planned. The girl, it was her. It was Via."

My mom and Abbie both gasp and clasp their hands over their mouths.

"Holy fuck!" Jett proclaims.

"Yeah, holy fuck is right," I say.

"Oh my god, Ander. How is she?"

"She's great, mom. She's had a hard few years, she's been dealt a shit hand, but she's doing well for herself." I can feel the pride-filled smile taking over my face as the words pour out.

"Wow," My mom looked like a deer in headlights; this was the last thing they expected. Hell, it's the last thing I was expecting.

"How did she handle. . . seeing you?" That is the question I was waiting for.

"It was rocky at first; We were both in shock. I mean, what are the odds? Our mutual friend who set us up had no idea of the history there. It's still really fresh, but I'm hopeful."

As if she couldn't hold them back any longer, the tears started streaming from my mom's eyes as she put a hand over her heart.

"Is she still hot?" Leave it to Jett to break up the sentimental moment. Abbie punches him in the arm.

"Ew, you pig!" She jokes. We all crack a laugh.

"Who was the mutual friend?" Abbie asks.

"His name is Maverick. We work together. He told me his girlfriend has a best friend I'd be perfect with, but he never told me either of their names." Abbie and my mom coo out 'awws,' but something in Jett's face changes.

"The girlfriend, is it Izzy?" He asks, his tone even but something pained behind it. I nod.

"Yeah, it's Izzy."

I can see that Jett wants to say something but stays silent for a beat. I know how it feels to want to process your own thoughts, so I let him. Abbie breaks the silence.

"What is it, Jett? You look like someone stabbed you in the chest."

My brother laughs awkwardly and runs his hand through his hair.

"Nothing, it's just been a while. I just can't believe this fucker was finally able to get his girl back. How's Izzy?"

"Oh, that's right. Izzy was your spit-swapping buddy—"

"Abbie!" My mom cuts her off with a chuckle.

"She seems happy," I say, holding his gaze. The conversations shift, and Jett grows more uncomfortably silent. The others spend another hour drilling me, trying to get as much information as possible before we call it a night.

Jett went to his house for the night, and everyone was asleep. My mind is racing, and I can't sleep, so I go downstairs to the kitchen to raid the freezer for Blue Bell ice cream. It always seems to be readily available in this home. Knowing she's awake trying to get back into the routine for work tomorrow night, I texted Via.

Ander: Hey beautiful

Via: What are you doing awake? lol

Ander: Thinking about you

Via: Hm. There you go, trying to be a smooth talker again

Ander: Only for you and only when it's the truth

Via: Such a nerd

Ander: I told them. They want to see you whenever you're ready


Chapter twenty-four
Via


"So, wait, he bought your family's beach home?" Dessa asks as she inputs the next patient's medical orders into the system. The perks of working the night shift at the assisted living facility are that after eight p.m., it's typically pretty quiet, and we get to catch up on paperwork and, apparently, catch our friends up on our private lives.

I love working in assisted living. Most of our residents are healthy and care for themselves; they're just at an age where they no longer wish to live alone or can no longer safely live alone. We have medical wings, but it isn't like a nursing home. Our residents are mainly independent, but we come in if they have medical concerns.

"Yeah, Des, he did. He said it made him feel closer to me living there."

"V, that has got to be the most romantic thing I've ever heard. I hope you gave him the cookie." She jokes as she looks at me with stars in her eyes. Dessa is a hopeless romantic, and she loves the idea of love.

I can't help but snort out a laugh, "Gave him the cookie, really, Des?"

"You did, didn't—" she glares at me with knowing eyes, but before she has the chance to interject, my phone goes off. I forgot to silence it. Whoops.

I shake my head, and I laugh at her investigation into my sex life as I answer the phone on speaker.

Izzy.

"Hey, Iz, I'm working."

"Yeah, yeah, it's nine at night, and all your patients are asleep. Tell me everything!"

Dessa chimes in, "Izzy, she definitely did the hanky panky with him! You should see her glowing over here," She all but yells into my phone. My cheeks redden instantly as I gasp and shove Dessa, and she laughs.

"Holy shit," Izzy screams into the phone. "Was it as good as you remember—"

"Okay, that's enough. We can talk about this when I'm not at work. Bye, Izzy!" I hang up, feeling slightly embarrassed and hoping none of our other coworkers heard the two hooligans discussing my sex life like it was front page news of the local paper that everyone should be privy to.

I spin around and flash a look at Dessa. One that says, "What the fuck" without having to say a word.

She lets out a small laugh and shrugs.

"You can't blame me for being excited about this, V. You deserve this. Every time you told me about him, I could feel your heart bursting. You never lost feelings for him, and he's back."

I roll my eyes, stand up, and head toward the residents' cardiac wing to start making hourly rounds and checking in on each of them.
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I made it through several resident units, most of which were fast asleep. I'm currently checking in on the Bourgs. Mr. Raymond Bourg and Mrs. Adelis Bourg. They have been married for fifty-six years and are the semblance of true love at its finest.

I can't stop my heart from swelling every time I check in and witness them snuggled up together, clinging to each other for dear life as they sleep contently. To choose someone to spend your life with in your twenties and still choose to love them all those years later, it's not only a commitment, but it's also absolutely beautiful. Mr. Raymond has cardiac troubles, whereas Mrs Adelis is, for the most part, perfectly healthy for her age. The way they care for one another is something you'd read about in a novel. Most people could only hope to find and keep that kind of connection and bond that they still share to this day.

When I was younger, I dreamed of that kind of love for Ander and myself—a love that could withstand all obstacles, even the test of time. Reality outweighed that dream.

As I walk away from their unit with a smile on my face, my smile quickly fades as I make my way towards Mr. Earls's room. I can see his light still on, peeking out from under the door to his apartment, spilling into the hallway. He's never awake this late unless something is wrong. He never likes to complain or "bother us," as he calls it, so when he starts not to feel well, he will typically sit in silence and suffer through. That drives me mad. My steps pick up speed. As I make it to his unit, I can already sense that something isn't right, and my heart drops in my chest at the thought.

Part of working with older adults with medical issues is accepting that they may not have long left with us. We care for them as best as we can while they're here, but we are supposed to try and desensitize ourselves and accept that they will more than likely pass away at some point. As nursing staff here, we all have to attend seminars focusing on normalizing death as a part of life. It's abysmal, but it's how we're supposed to operate so as not to let the inevitable break us down mentally and emotionally. It's the one part of my job I've never been quite able to come to terms with.

After all the tragedies I've faced in my personal life, you'd think I would be the one person here who could grasp that death happens. It's quite the opposite. Whereas the logical part of my brain acknowledges it and understands that everyone has their own time to depart this earth, my heart will never be able to accept it.

I struggle with this internally more than I'd ever care to admit in therapy. It always baffles me how someone could be here, so full of life one moment and then gone the next. No one's time here is promised nor guaranteed, and if anything, that gives me a shit ton of anxiety.

I knock on the door to his apartment before using my badge to unlock it and enter it, my heart pounding wildly in my chest.

"Mr. Earl, I saw the light was still on. Is everything okay?" I call out as I make my way inside.

His unit is quiet, and his living area is empty. As I suspected, all the lights in his living area and kitchen are still on, which is entirely out of the ordinary. He loves the dark, and although his utilities are included, he constantly rants about "saving electricity."

I make my way toward Mr. Earl's bedroom, and my suspicion that something isn't right comes crashing in as I swing open the door. Mr. Earl is hunched over in his recliner next to his bed, pale and clenching his chest. I instantly radioed for Dessa to page a Code Blue for room C34. Before I can even finish talking, Dessa's voice pierces the intercom. I rush over to Mr. Earl and start assessing him, trying to keep my composure and remind myself of all the skills I am equipped with to handle these situations. That doesn't stop the lump from forming in my throat. I am looking over at the grumpy older man who has become my confidant and friend.

"Mr. Earl, It's Via, I'm here. Can you tell me what you're feeling?" I ask as I begin taking his vital signs and trying to comfort him at the same time. Unfortunately, Mr. Earl isn't new to having heart attacks. He's dubbed himself a cat and says he has infinite lives. He's also made dark jokes that he hasn't died yet because 'they' didn't know what to do with him, that he was too good for hell but too bad for heaven, so the gods beyond sentenced him to purgatory on earth.

"Via," He strains my name out as he leans back. "Don't worry about me; I'm just having bad heartburn."

"Mr. Earl, not everything is heartburn. How often have I told you to call me when you feel like this?"

"Oh, now that's enough fussing over me. How was the date?" His voice is low, gravelly, and barely audible.

I muster a small disapproving shake of my head, and before I can respond, my coworkers flood into the room, and we begin our cardiac process.

"Via, I tried calling the doctor on call for permission to administer nitro, but I wasn't able to get through. The ambulance is 3 minutes out."

I become instantly irritated. We don't have a doctor in-house on night shifts, only nurses. We do have physicians who rotate calls at night. Still, if they don't answer the phone during emergencies, we cannot distribute any medicine that wasn't previously ordered, even if it could possibly save a life. We have to resort to calling 911, even though we are fully capable of beginning the process. This has always infuriated me.

I looked at Clark, our respiratory therapist, and ordered, "His pulse oxygen is at seventy-eight percent. Begin oxygen until medics arrive."

He takes one look at Mr. Earl and doesn't hesitate.

I move out of Clark's way, walk around to the other side of Mr. Earl, and kneel down, getting eye level with him and holding his hand.

"Okay, Mr. Heartburn. I need you to try to calm your breathing and focus on taking slow, deep breaths. The ambulance will be here shortly, and they're going to take great care of you." I keep my voice calm and reassuring, but I'm panicking on the inside. I can't let him see that, but I can tell and feel that this episode is not good.

Mr. Earl chuckles at my lame heartburn joke as his eyes peer up to meet mine. He places his other hand over mine, which is gripping his, and he gives me a look—a look of love—a look that says more than his words ever will.

"Thank you, Via. Thank you for being my friend." Tears pool up in the corners of my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. I continue to squeeze his hand and rub the other hand on his shoulder.

"You stop that. Stop that now. You can thank me all you want to whenever you get back home. Okay?" He knows what I mean. Mr. Earl is never one for sentiments like that. For him to thank me is his way of telling me goodbye. He doesn't think he's going to make it back, and I refuse to allow him to give up. Not yet.

His lips turn up into a curve as the medics enter his apartment. "Well, you have to tell me about your date when I come home."

I laugh softly and shake my head; he's unbelievable. The man is having a heart attack, and he's worried about getting the latest gossip. "Deal," I deadpan, giving his hand and shoulder each one last squeeze as I step aside to let the medics take over and get him on the stretcher.

As the EMTs take Mr. Earl away and my coworkers make their way out, I find myself staying behind. I need to regroup before heading back out there. I sit on his couch and place my head in my hands, slowly running them up my face and through my hair. Thinking I'm in here alone and that everyone else is on their way back to their designated stations, I let out a sigh and a low curse of "fuck," trying to sort through my thoughts and emotions. The main door pried open a bit, and Clark stepped back inside.

"Hey Via, you okay?" His voice is soft and sincere. Everyone here knows how I get when it comes to these things with our residents, but they also all know my special place for Mr. Earl in my heart. It's hard not to see how much that grumpy old man means to me.

I offer Clark a small, forced smile and nod.

"Yeah, I'm okay. Thanks for checking in on me."

Clark makes his way towards me on the couch and makes a hand gesture as if asking if it's okay for him to sit down with me. I shrug. As he closes in, the hair on the back of my neck stands up. I instantly go into fight or flight mode, thinking of ways to get out of this situation.

He sits a little closer to me than I'd like. I'm still leaning over with my elbows on my knees and my hands supporting my face. He begins rubbing a hand up and down my back, and my body instantly stiffens to his touch.

"I know he means a lot to you, Via; he should be okay. Isn't he the cat man, as he calls it?" He says with a chuckle.

Growing very uncomfortable by the second, I stand quickly.

"Yeah, that's what he says." I ran a hand through my hair, annoyed now that I needed a minute alone to collect myself, and Mr. Persistence interrupted it for me. I clap my hands together softly and point towards the door.

"Well, I better get back out there."

As I turn to head out of Mr. Earls' unit, Clark calls after me, "Via,"

With a sigh of defeat, but trying not to show it, I turn back to face him— He's still sitting on the couch. Now, there's a look of frustration on his face.

"Yeah?" My voice is low. I haven't gotten the chance to report him to our supervisors yet, as I promised Ander. Part of me wants just to walk out and ignore him, but I'm trying to stay professional and not let my discomfort show.

"Did I hear Earl right. . . Did you really—" He hesitates, and oh fuck, I already know where this is going. If this wasn't uncomfortable enough.

"Did you go on a date with someone?" His eyes glared at me momentarily, impatiently waiting for my response.

I try to keep calm, but it isn't easy. My entire body is on high alert, and alarm bells are ringing in my ears, telling me to get out now.

"V, are you still in here?" Dessa's voice calls out from the doorway, breaking the brief, awkward silence. Relief courses through me.

"Yeah, I'm coming," I call back to her and offer Clark a flat line half smile and a wave as I turn back around and walk out the door toward Dessa.

"I saw everyone walk out but you and then noticed Clark go back in, so I figured I'd come to make sure you were okay. I can guess by the uncomfortable look on your face that he's trying to get in your lace panties again?" I chuckle and shake my head. Leave it to Dessa to simplify the situation.

"It's Clark," I sigh. She knows exactly what I mean by that.

"Have you ever brought up the random notes and flowers to him?"

Shaking my head, "No, it's too awkward. I wish he'd take the hint, though. Ander found out about it the other night. He didn't take it too well. He thinks I should report him."

"You need to! It's gotten completely out of hand. Especially to follow you to your therapist's office? Come on, V!"

"I know, I know. I will. I'm just nervous about what will come of it."
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The hours flew by, and it was now almost time to clock out. Knowing this is usually when I have my best conversations with Mr. Earl, my heart stings a little, so I decide to call the hospital to check in on him.

After a long hold, his nurse, Priscilla, who used to work here with us but now works at the nearest hospital's emergency room, finally comes on the line.

"Hi Via, I'm sorry about the hold. It's swamped in here."

"Don't apologize; it's okay. I was calling to check on the patient we transferred over last night, Mr. Earl Jacobs. Can you provide an update on his status?"

There's a brief pause on the line: "I haven't gotten a chance to call your charge nurse and update her yet. Like I said, I was so busy last night. We did try reaching out to his next of kin, but there was no answer." Another pause: "I know what he means to you, but I'm sorry. He didn't make it."

The phone falls out of my hand, and my breath hitches to a halt as I let out a barely audible gasp, covering my hands over my mouth to bury the noise. Within seconds, my vision goes blurry, my head feels light, and my chest tightens.

I instantly clasp to the calming techniques Dr. Carr always tries to force down my throat.

Deep breath. Inhale, Four, three, two, and one. Exhale.

Focus on an object and point out everything you notice about it.

Binder. Blue. Large. Heavy.

Deep breath. Inhale, four, three, two and one. Exhale.

Tap your index fingers to your thumbs ten times while holding your breath.

Inhale. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Exhale.

Deep breath. Inhale, four, three, two and one. Exhale.

I pick the receiver back up. "Thanks, Priscilla; I will notify Cindy, who's taking over for charge right now." I hang up without a second thought.

I make my way over to the time clock, clock out, and then head to Cindy's office to tell her the news.

I knock on the open door. She's currently getting a report from Julie, our night-time charge nurse.

"I'm sorry to interrupt. I'm out for the day. I just wanted to let you all know that I checked in with the ER for Mr. Earl Jacobs, and he passed away. Priscilla asked that I pass the news on as she hasn't had a chance to call yet." Before speaking any other words, I turned on my heels and left. I am passing Dessa, who runs to the time clock and follows me, calling my name.

"Via! V, wait up!"

I wave behind me without stopping. "I'm okay, Des; I just need to clear my head."

I make it to my car, unlock it, and jump in. Once the car door closes, I can't hold back anymore— I let out a scream and unleash my fury on my steering wheel.

Maybe this job isn't for me like I thought it was. I'm not supposed to take death this hard, but how can I not?

I pull out my phone and dial the one number I hate the most. Mainly, I hate admitting that I can't handle everything on my own, and I feel like taking this avenue is inadvertently an admission of precisely that.

Ring. Ring. Ring

"This is Dr. Carr," her voice comes over the receiver softly, raspy, and barely audible. She must have been asleep. Shit. It's only six thirty in the morning. Of course, she was sleeping.

"Dr. Carr, it's Via Foley. I'm so sorry to have awaken you, I didn't realize the time—"

"Via, it doesn't matter the time. That's why I gave you my personal number. I'm glad you called. How can I help?"

I pause. I hadn't thought this through.

"I don't know." I'm so damn rude; I wake her from her sleep and then ask how she can help, and all I can give her is a stupid I don't know.

"I can hear in your tone that you sound worked up. Did you have another panic attack?"

"Yes, I think so."

"Okay, Let's start with what happened."

Without hesitation, "My patient, the one I told you I've grown close to, passed away last night," I sigh. "I don't know what it is I'm doing. I got into nursing thinking I could save lives and keep people from dying, yet I'm slowly realizing that there's no such thing. Everyone dies."

"Oh, Via, I see how that would send you into a panic attack."

Another pause.

"Did you try the grounding techniques we talked about?"

"Yes,"

"Did they help you?"

"Yes," I reply, feeling like a jackass for bothering my therapist at six thirty in the morning over a panic attack.

"Good. Now that you've settled your mind, you need to think. . ."

Another pause.

"What is it that you want for your life, Via? Do the work, journal it out, and work through your thoughts until you come up with the answer that best suits you. If this isn't it for you, that is OKAY. Most importantly, give yourself the same grace you freely give others."

I let out a breath and nod. Dumbass, she can't see you.

"Thank you, Dr. Carr. I'm sorry that I woke you."

"Stop apologizing. I will see you next week, but you call me back if you need to talk things through again."

After we say our goodbyes, I start my car and head home—but not to my house, to his.
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It's about eight in the morning, and I'm just making it to the beach house. I called Ander on my way to make sure this was okay. He was already on his way home from his parents' house. He assured me that he would come to me if I didn't come here, so I should do whatever made me happy and not question it. So I did. I giggled when he told me that he still hides the key in the same spot my dad used to.

Walking through the field towards his home, I feel tears well up in the creases of my eyes. Returning to the island is overwhelming, and I'm sure it will be an adjustment. When I left work this morning, my heart craved the sound of the waves crashing the shore just as much as it yearned to have his arms around me. I'm pretty self-sufficient and have never longed to be held, but today, something feels different.

I exhale as I walk through his home for the first time without him here with me. Making my way to his room, I open the dresser and pull out a pair of Anders athletic shorts and a plain white T-shirt that fit me like a dress. I shed my scrubs and pull his clothes onto me, taking a moment to take in and appreciate his scent. Mixed with laundry detergent, it still smells like him, bringing me comfort.

After dressing, I walk through the field, toward the levee, and to the beach. Anders' truck pulls up as I step into the sand-filled grassy field. My steps are haltered, and I flash a soft smile his way. He jumps down from his big truck and wastes no time approaching me. Without a second thought, I ran to him.

"I've got you, babe." His arms wrap around me, pulling me in. He squeezes me a little tighter, and like a light switch flipped, a sob that I didn't know I was holding back bellows out of me. I guess that's how it works. After you hold back emotions for so long and you numb yourself, you get to a point where you don't even recognize what it is you're suppressing. Somehow, this man pulls it all out of me effortlessly.

Ander continues to hold me, rubbing his hand through my hair and wiping my tears away as they fall. He lets me cry. He lets me feel. He doesn't tell me to stop, tell me what I need to feel, or press me any further. He lets me, and it's exactly what I needed. I needed him.

After a while, I peel my head off his chest and meet his soft brown eyes, which are warm but filled with concern. I inhale a breath and then let it take its time as it rolls back out.

"I think. . . I think I hate my job."

He stifles a laugh as he offers me a nod. "You think that you hate it?"

I chuckle softly, reviewing my choice of words, and shove playfully at his chest.

"You get the point, smart-ass," I say as I pull away, grabbing his hand and leading him toward the levee, which will lead us toward the water. He gives my hand a soft squeeze as we walk.

"Care to elaborate?"

"My patient. . . He died."

His gaze is on me; I can feel it piercing through me, but he doesn't speak. He gently squeezes my hand, letting me know he's listening whenever I'm ready. His face is soft as if he's grateful that I'm coming to him while I'm hurting rather than running from him, and that isn't lost on me, either.

Progress.

"His name was Mr. Earl. He only loved one woman, whom he lost at a young age. He was never able to move past her. Hearing the way he would talk about her, the way he felt about her always reminded me. . ."

I let out a sigh.

"It would remind me of us."

Ander lets go of my hand and wraps his arm around my waist as we continue to walk toward the beach.

"He was a tough one, a grumpy old bastard, but honestly, he was my friend. He opened up to me. He was one of the only people I opened up to about how much I missed—"

Ander stops us from walking further, effortlessly wrapping around me, colliding his lips with mine. After a while, we release one another and finally make it to the water, where we sit for a few hours, mostly in comfortable silence, as we watch the waves crash their assault into the shore.

I'm home.


Chapter twenty-five
Via


After being wrapped up in him again after all that time apart, the past two weeks with Ander away for work have been hard. Thankfully, he's called every night. We've even had a few scarce Facetime calls when he has enough cell reception. Although it's never for long periods, I'll take what I can get.

I guess his being away at work for two weeks at a time is actually a good thing. It gives us pauses in between, which we probably need more than we'd like to admit because we are taking off quicker than expected. Not that I mind; nothing I've ever done in my life has ever felt so right. I've also had the time and space to process and work through the whirlwind of emotions swirling inside me. I know now that I'm genuinely invested in giving this an honest shot with him rather than just being swept away in my feelings. I'm invested in this. In us. In him.

If I'm being truthful, that scares the shit out of me.

Guilt pings at me, and a knot forms in my throat as I think about all the truths about our past that Ander still isn't privy to. There are real risks in moving forward with this, but I can't live like this anymore. I can't live in fear. I can't live caged in this box that Liam has stuffed me into, doing precisely what I'm told, like the little puppet he controls by the strings. I can't live without him, not anymore. That was never living; I was merely surviving, if you can even call it that.

One night with Ander, I was snapped out of my haze and woken up to that fact. I don't want to go back. I don't want to be numb again. I want to continue to feel.

Shaking my head as I tried to shake the thoughts away, I continued in the mirror, applying my light makeup. Staring hard at myself, I take the time to notice the woman staring back at me and appreciate the changes this past month has brought—good changes. I like them, actually.

It's been a long time since I could look in the mirror and like what I saw. I do today.

Ander will pick me up in an hour, and we will head to Mississippi to see his family. I'm so excited to see them all again, but the nerves are setting in. Today is Tuesday, and Thanksgiving is in two days. We are staying there until Friday. Maverick, Izzy, and Dessa are coming too. They'll meet us there tomorrow, and they'll be staying in one of the guest homes on the property, and Ander and I will be staying in another.

I'm not sure what's going on with Izzy, but she was super weird when we invited them to come. Dessa and Maverick were all in instantly, and Izzy was much more reluctant. I've tried talking to her about it several times, but she shuts down each time.

The Cole Ranch is a beautiful place and truly a hidden escape into nature. I haven't been there since I was younger, but I remember it vividly—the hills we don't have here. The creeks are perfect for paddle boats during the colder months and swimming and tubing during the warmer months. The beautiful pathways are lined by trees that look like something out of a magazine, and my favorite part is all of the animals. Cole Ranch is a deer sanctuary. It houses red stag deer, does, and fawns. The ranch also has pigs, horses, chickens, and donkeys.

The deer are my favorite. They are so used to people that they'll come right up to you, eat out of your hand, or follow you on your walk. There's something magical about coexisting and being close to a wild animal like that.

Just a few minutes after I'm done getting dressed and packed, I hear Anders' truck pull into the driveway, and I run to the door to meet him. He wraps his arms around me, taking me in for a hug, and I love how I can get lost in his embrace. He pulls back to kiss me, and I relish in it—in him.

"Hey Rosie, you ready, baby?" He asks, nudging his chin toward his truck parked in the driveway. I lean onto my tip toes and kiss his cheek as I tuck my hair behind my ears.

"Yeah, now I am," I can feel the blush taking over my cheeks as he quirks a grin and heads in to grab my bags. We load up his truck and take off. We are silent for a beat, but my nerves are kicking in, and I find myself rambling random shit. I'm not sure why, but this is what I do, what I've always done. Half of the time, the things that come out of my mouth when I'm anxious are foolish and make little sense.

"Human teeth are the only part of the body that cannot heal themselves." I blurt out matter-of-factly—Ander peers my way, arching an eyebrow. Unfortunately, my mouth won't stop moving.

"Oh-Oh, did you know that a newborn kangaroo is the size of a lima bean?! Yes, a little tiny lima bean, Ander!"

"Anddd The Mona Lisa has no eyebrows! Poor woman."

Ander chuckles, "No, I can't say I knew either of those things."

"I missed the deer."

Ander chuckles again.

"I hope I can feed them."

Ander nods.

"You've got to be shitting me," I hear The Ramones Blitzkrieg Bop come on over the radio, and I crank it up, singing along to every word. Jamming like my life depends on it. Ander looks me over now and then with a smug ass grin on his face; that sexy smug ass grin. I can tell he's trying not to laugh, and he's holding his composure together by a thread, so I start poking at his side, edging him to sing along, and finally, he does.

It feels like old times when life was much simpler. We used to jam to old music, dance together, and flail like fools, and the world felt lighter.

After the song ends, I'm still giggling, and I'm not sure why, but my rambling starts back up.

Fuck me and my stupid brain.

"I wonder if I should cook breakfast?" I turn to him, "You know I'm not the best cook. I hope they don't want me to cook real food. If they do, they'll be disappointed. Although, I do make some bomb-ass blueberry muffins. Fuck eggs, though. I hate making eggs. I always screw them up."

"Breakfast?" Ander lets out a small laugh, arching an eyebrow my way.

"Yeah, you know, the meal before lunch," I reply sarcastically.

"V, what's going on?"

"They remember who I am, right?" I blurt out immediately.

Ander scoffs. His brows narrow, his nose scrunches, and he flashes a pathetic grin my way as if he's saying "duh" with his face without actually having to say it.

"Do they… You know. Hate me?" My face is soft, begging for reassurance.

"They could never hate you, Rosie. They've all missed you." He squeezes my hand, and the softness on his face gives me the reassurance I need.

With that, I finally shut the fuck up and relax. Hand in hand with Ander as we drive for me to re-meet his family.
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The drive to the ranch isn't as long as I remember it being when we were kids. As we pull down the gravel road leading up to the expansive property and drive through the oak trees that perfectly line the gravel drive, the huge main ranch home comes into view. I gulp. It's just as big, beautiful, and breathtaking as I remember. It's a log-style cabin, but it's enormous. It's like something you'd see in a Southern Living magazine.

As we inch closer and quickly, a knot forms in my stomach. Ander says they've missed me, but what if. . .

Before I have time to finish that worry, Mrs. Kristen, Anders' mom, is running out of the front door and down the porch steps. She's waving anxiously as she softly jumps up and down on the balls of her feet.

As soon as the truck comes to a stop, she swings the door of the truck open before I get a chance to. I quickly unbuckle and hop down to her. She puts her hand on my shoulders, keeping me at arm's length as she looks me over with watery eyes.

"Oh, Via!" she exclaims, tears welling up in her eyes. She pulls me into a tight hug. She smells like patchouli, instantly reminding me of my mom, and only brings tears to my eyes.

She grips her hands on my shoulders, looking me over again as the tears now stream freely down her cheeks.

"Look at you! How did you manage to get even more gorgeous?"

I smile and let out a small laugh, "Hey, Mrs. Kristen. It's so good to see you!" These people had become my family over the years, and I've genuinely missed them all.

Ander walks up with a proud smile plastered across his face as he drapes an arm over my shoulder, pulling me into him slightly. I look at his gaze and flash a soft smile that says, "Okay, you were right. This won't be so bad."

Just as I look away from him, I hear my name coming off the porch, "Via," the woman's voice calls in a sing-song tone. I fix my eyes on the porch steps to see a beautiful teenage girl running my way. Her long, wavy, ashy blonde hair flies in every direction as her tall frame approaches me, jumping into my arms.

"Oh my god, Abbie!" I exclaim. I'm utterly shocked at how much she's grown. I know it's been quite a few years, but for some reason, in my mind, she was still that young girl. She is around the same age that Natty would be. Seeing her all grown up is an instant reminder that Natty isn't here anymore. I quickly tug those tears back in and push those emotions down. I'm entirely too happy to see her to let anything ruin this.

Abbie was like another sister to me; I'd always cared for her. She's stunning.

Still clinging to me, Abbie starts, "You have no idea how good it is to see you! My brother has been a miserable prick the past few years, hopefully now—" She laughs as Ander shoves her, and Mrs. Kristen cuts her off with a stern look, embarrassment covering her cheeks for her son.

"Abigail!"

"What," Abbie laughs, "It's only screwed up if it's a lie, and we all know it's not. He's been such a jerk for all of these years." She laughs as she shoves Ander back. Then, without missing a beat, like no time has passed, she links her arm in mine like she used to when we were younger, and she drags me toward the front door of the house and starts catching me up on her life. She hasn't changed much; she's still the bubbly, smart-ass little firecracker I remember. I love her for it. So much that I can't stop my smile as I watch her talk, fascinated, letting it sink in that I'm here with them right now.

We make it three steps into the house when I hear a distinct, familiar, raspy voice call out. "Hey there, beautiful, you've been missed!" Jettson. Oh, Jett, he's always been like the big brother I never had, along with Izzy's brother Kasten. He plows his way over to me, picking me up and swinging me in a circle, then sets me back upright on my feet, patting my head like a dog. "Girl, it sure is good to see you. You look great!"

"It's good to see you too! How's life treating you?"

"Oh, it's good. I'm still here; my house is on the back of the property. I've been helping dad with the ranch now that he's retired. . . Since dipshit here abandoned us for the beach life, someone had to pick us up his slack." He swats at Ander's arm playfully, but Ander shoots him a warning look as if he is saying to tread carefully.

One thing I've always loved about their family, like Izzy's, is that they speak my love language—a language my own family was never able to understand. They can pick, tease, roast, and annoy each other, all in good fun. Things with them always seem light. My family was always very intense. Granted, I miss them tremendously. I can't help but wish my memories of them were different ones, better ones. I know that a lot of it had to do with Liam and the eggshells we were all made to walk on, but it doesn't make me less resentful.

Ander mentioned his dad's retirement, which he took early due to health concerns. I can't help but look around and wonder where he is. Ander didn't make it sound too serious. Before I finish the thought, I see him round the corner of the kitchen wall, and his face lights up. He smiles from ear to ear when his eyes land on mine.

"Hey, Mr. Cade!" I call out, offering a wave his way. I'm not sure if I should go in for a hug. He was never much of a hugger, but before I knew it, he was in front of me, and he leaned down, giving me a quick squeeze and a firm pat on the back before releasing me.

"Olivia Foley! Boy, I haven't been able to say that name in a while!" He flashes a soft, welcoming smile my way, and I return it.

Everyone stands around the kitchen island and begins small talk, reminiscing. I try to keep up, but I can't help but get lost in my thoughts. I miss the feeling of family, although I never had this feeling with my family. I think I grieve what I never had more than I do what I had. I feel so guilty for that, but I know now that I can't change it, and I'm learning to accept it.

As if he can sense I'm drifting off in thought, Ander steps closer to my side, his arm wrapped around my waist protectively. I look up to meet his eyes, and he gives me a look that says, "I'm here if you need me."

I appreciate him for that. I knew coming here would be challenging, but not for the reasons I thought.

I was worried that coming here would be cold; they'd reject me after I pushed them away and ignored them for so long. I thought they would barely remember me. I thought they'd hold some form of resentment towards me.

I thought so wrong.

They're as I remember them, and they're so welcoming. It's hard because I'm seeing exactly what I never had. After losing a loved one, you fall into this false reality; it's as if your brain tries to protect you from more pain, and you try to forget the flaws, the negatives, and the hardships. You focus on the good so hard that you even make up happy moments and memories to help yourself cope.

I don't know if it's like that for everyone, but that's how it is for me. Being here will be hard, and it's a hard I'm willing to go through.

The conversations are dwindling, and Mrs. Kristen says, "I hope you guys are hungry!"

I'm unsure what she's cooked, but the delicious aroma hit my senses before I stepped out of the truck.

"Starving," I say with a smile.
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"Ander," I rasp out breathlessly. "We can't do anything here, it would be—"

"Oh baby, you're so mistaken." He says as he holds on tight to my waist and thrusts up into me, pinning me against the wall. "We are going to do everything here, and you and that pussy are going to enjoy every minute of it." I can feel his growing erection pressing against my core through the clothing that's separating us. He leans in closer, kissing up and down my neck and nipping at my skin every so often.

We spent the night with his family and are now tucked away in our private cabin. Once we entered the cabin, he wasted no time. He instantly backed me against the wall and kissed me so hard that he had my pussy clinching and begging for him.

There's one thing I've learned quickly: Ander likes to have control during sex, and I love it. I never mind submitting to him because he always makes it worth it. He worships me and my body and always leaves me completely satisfied, yet always wanting more, but I've also never tried to turn the tables on him.

I can't help but be curious how he'd react to me taking the lead.

I giggle at the thought, causing him to back away slightly. He towers over me, looking down at me with those gorgeous 'fuck me' eyes of his.

I am so far gone for this man.

"Is something funny, baby?" He asks, with a smug expression and that devilish smirk that rowls me up every single time. "Care to share with the class?" He tightens his grasp on my hips and thrusts into me hard.

"Oh, Ander," I moan out, panting as my head falls back, needy for more.

He chuckles darkly, releasing one of his hands from my hip and coursing it down to my center, rubbing me firmly over my jeans. The feel of the fabric brushing against my needy clit has it throbbing, begging for more of the friction. "Save your breath, baby. Soon, you will be screaming my name, not just moaning it. I bet that tight little pussy is soaked for me already, isn't it?"

Deciding to seize the moment and take over, I lock in on his eyes and slowly push at his chest. He looks at me with confusion etched all over his face but doesn't speak.

Holding his gaze, I slowly run my hands down my body provocatively. Taking my time, I make sure to trace over every curve that I know drives him fucking wild. Ander bites down on his lip and hums in appreciation.

There was once a time when I felt self-conscious about my body. For so long, I've used clothing as a shield and hid behind it as if it were my armor to protect me from the world. Not with him. Never with him. My body is far from perfect; It's curvier than I'd like. My tummy is softer than most women. I'm not always proud of it, but Ander worships every inch of me like it's the most incredible thing he's ever seen.

When my hands make their way down to my jeans, I make a show out of unbuttoning them, then slowly pulling them down to the floor before I kick them away.

Running my fingers across the top hem around the front of my thong, teasing him, I finally speak up.

"If you're so curious about how wet I am for you, get down on your knees and find out."

"Mmm," Ander groans as he bites down on his lip. His eyes go dark, and I can see the need for more pouring out of him.

"Now," I say firmly, but I can't help the slight smirk that plays across the corners of my mouth.

"Oh, yes, ma'am." There's no sense of play in his tone. He's all business; if I know him as well as I think I do, he's about to go feral.

I'm so fucking ready.

Bring it on, baby.

Not wasting a second, he bends to his knees and looks up at me with such heat in his eyes for me. My core clenches at the sight of him waiting hungrily for more.

Impatiently, Ander runs his hands up and down my legs, taking in every inch of me as he peppers kisses along my inner thighs. He is slowly working his way up toward my center.

"Is this what you want? You want to take control? You want my mouth on that greedy cunt?"

"Oh, fuck!" I moan out on an exhale as my head falls back.

Fuck control at this point. The man turns me into putty in his hands, and I want him to ravage me in all the best ways.

"Words! Use your damn words!" His voice is deep and husky, and that sexy roughness to it is on full display as he follows it with a firm smack to my ass that has me nearly coming apart already.

"Ander. . ." I say on a pant, needing and wanting so much more. "Touch me!"

He backs away with a mischievous glimmer in his eyes. One hand is trailing circles on my ass. The feel of his rough hands against my bare ass feels so good. His other hand makes its way to my clit, rubbing it firmly over my panties before pulling them down and tossing them aside.

"Ahhh," I moan out, unable to contain it.

"You forgot something, baby. I run this fucking show."

Before I can process his words, he's up on his feet, snatching me by the waist and turning me to the ground until I'm safely placed on all fours in front of him.

"Oh my god!" I cry out breathlessly.

Ander chuckles darkly behind me. I can feel him closing in on me, and my body quivers with anticipation to feel his giant, strong cock inside me.

Impatiently, I brave a look over my shoulder to see him now completely naked behind me, stroking his lengthy erection as he looks over my body. My center clinches hard at the sight of him appreciating what he sees.

He smirks at me seductively, and I can feel the warmth pooling between my legs. I am so ready for him.

"Mmmm, so fucking perfect." His voice is raspier than usual, coming out as barely a whisper. He traces his cock along my wet center, moving it back and forth along my slit.

"Fuck me!" I demand breathlessly.

Ander responds with another firm smack to my ass that has me yelping.

"Ahhh"

"Ask nicely."

He aligns his tip with my entrance and moves it around in circular motions, taking extreme care not to enter me.

The asshole is teasing me.

"Please fuck me. Please. I want you. I need to— Mmm, feel you."

Without another word spoken between us, Ander grabs onto my hips and, with one fluid motion, sinks himself to the hilt. Leaving me screaming out below him. His cock is the largest I've ever taken, and he's a lot to take in. The feel of him filling me so wholly has my body humming with need.

Once he can sense I've adjusted to his welcomed intrusion, he begins to pump in and out. I love taking him from behind; that perfect cock lines up just right with my G-spot, and it feels otherwordly.

"Mmm, that tight little cunt feels so good wrapped around me."

"Yessss," I scream out with a moan.

Ander releases his hold on my hips and grabs for my wrists, pulling me back into him as he continues to slam into me, sinking himself to the hilt on each quick-paced thrust.

"Tell me you're mine. Tell me this beautiful body is mine to ravage." He commands.

"Oh god. Yours! Only yours! Always yours!" I'm screaming, unable to contain myself as I'm on the crest of my orgasm.

"Mmm," He groans. "Feeling this greedy little pussy squeeze my cock feels so fucking good, baby. You feel so fucking good."

He lets go of my wrists, and I lean back onto my forearms, backing up into him with each thrust and meeting him movement for movement.

"Yes, milk that cock. Clench hard, baby; let me feel how bad you want to cum."

Damn, the words that come out of that filthy mouth just do something to me.

I follow his directions because it feels too damn good not to. I stop backing up into him, letting him do all the work, and I focus on clinching down, enjoying the sensation of each thrust.

"Such a good fucking girl." He growls out breathlessly, each word sounding strained.

As his orgasm builds, each thrust becomes erratic, and he's fucking me like there's no tomorrow. This isn't soft and loving; this is all about need, and fuck, I'm here for it.

"Ahh- Ander! I'm so close!"

One of his hands releases its grasp from my hip and snakes around my front to rub my clit with force. He's skilled as fuck and continues to pump inside of me ferociously, and it's every bit delicious.

The hand he had on my hip wrapped around my chest, and he pulled me into him as he continued to pound me into oblivion.

"Oh-Ohhh. Holy shit." I cry out as I feel the heat of his breath on my neck right before I feel his teeth sink into my flesh.

Ander nibbles at my ear, filling all my senses with him. He's everywhere, and it's perfection.

"Ander— I'm about to, ohhhh."

"Come!" He demands breathlessly as he growls into my ear. "I feel that pussy pulsing. Let go and come with me, baby. Now!"

"Mmmm," Simultaneously, I moan, scream, and claw down on his arm that's currently palming my breast as my orgasm surges through me, leaving my body trembling with pleasure in its wake.

"Fuckkkk." His movements become slower and more robust. I can feel his cock pulsing with his orgasm as he comes apart with me.

Our bodies are both spent and shaking with pleasure; we fall to the floor together, tangled in one another. Ander atop my back, still inside of me. He pulls me into him as we turn to our sides; somehow, his excessively long cock stays inside of me.

In complete contrast to the hot and heavy pounding he just delivered, he tenderly runs his hands along the curves of my waist down to my hips as he plants soft kisses along my shoulders.

In all the years I've gone without him, I've never forgotten how remarkable he makes me feel. It's a feeling only he's capable of providing. It comes from the depths of his heart, and his love for me pours out of him tenfold.

His warm breath dances across my neck right before he places a kiss below my ear.

"I love you so damn much, woman. You are everything to me."

I feel his erection already growing as he remains seated inside of me. This man is ravenous; unlike me, he requires no downtime in between.

"I love you too. I can quite literally feel your love for me, baby. It's currently growing as we speak." I can't help but giggle, and he chuckles darkly behind me.

"You're damn right it is!" He flips me onto my back and hovers over me, locking my gaze.

"That was amazing. Now, I want to show you how truly loved you are." His words linger in the air as he trails kisses between both of my breasts, then slowly down my stomach.

Once he makes his way down to my center, my heart is already picking up its place in my chest. Ander places one hand on my lower belly and blows out a sharp breath, fanning over my clit, and the sensation sends goose bumps erupting across my entire body.

"Mmm," he groans in appreciation as he looks me over with a smug, seductive grin. Once our eyes lock, I melt even more for him.

"Hold on, baby. You're about to really feel my love for you. I'm going to worship and praise this body all night long."

Next thing I know, he's buried his face in me. His tongue begins its magic and moves over my clit, licking and flicking in perfect rhythm to the pulsing beat of my throbbing bud. He drags his teeth along my clit, nibbling softly. Just enough to pull a scream out of me. Before I know it, he's soothing it over as he sucks it into his mouth expertly.

He wasn't lying; he truly does make my body feel worshipped. Most importantly, he makes me feel wanted. It feels so damn good.

We are a sweaty mess of moans, grunts, panting, need, and love.

So much love.


Chapter twenty-six
Via


"Holy shit, this place is even nicer than you guys described!" Dessa says as she pulls her bag from Maverick's truck and looks around, taking in the scenery.

"Isn't it beautiful," I reply.

Maverick walks over to Ander and pulls him into one of those weird guys' back slap hugs as he lets out, "Damn dude, all that time working together, I never took you for a cowboy."

I snort out a laugh at Mavs comment; Ander rolls his eyes and leans down to whisper into my ear so the others can't hear, "I don't know about being a cowboy, but I'd sure let you ride me like one." I instantly choke on my laughter and the heat pools between my legs. I flash him a warning glare, trying to hold back my smile, but the blush is already taking over my cheeks; I can feel it.

Like the smart ass he is, he grabs the rim of his baseball cap and tips it at me, as if it would be a cowboy hat, and mouths, "Save a horse," and winks at me.

Sexy asshole.

We spent about two hours on the family's huge ATV, which is apparently called a Polaris, showing them around the ranch. Dessa is mesmerized, Mav seems obsessed with the animals, and Izzy looks. . . off. Something isn't right with her, and it's been that way since she arrived.

We first bring Dessa back to her cabin to rest before dinner at the main home. Next, we go to drop off Izzy and Mav. Ander gets off the ATV to show Mav around the cabin, just as he did for Dessa. Izzy goes to follow, but I reach for her arm, holding her back by the vehicle with me.

"Hey, are you okay?" Izzy doesn't make eye contact with me. She's biting her nails, which I know she only does when stressed, and she keeps looking around us slowly.

"Mhm, fine." She answers quickly. Too quickly.

"Izzy, if something is—"

"I said I'm fine, damn. Since when are you so invasive? Aren't you the queen of not sharing information?" She snaps.

Wow, ouch.

I step back, trying not to take offense to her words. I can tell she's bothered by Something, and I feel she's stressing over being around someone she used to sleep around with and now her first and only real boyfriend. It's funny; they've been around other people she's slept with before, and she never acted oddly about it. Usually, she makes inappropriate jokes about how she "banged their brains out in a past life" and shit like that. As far as I know, things with Jett were no different. Her being so on edge doesn't add up, but she doesn't need me speculating. Something is bothering her; it's obvious. Whatever it is, I want her to know I'm here for her.

I give her a nod and a straight-lined smile, "I'm here if you need to talk, always," I offer before walking away.

"V, I'm sorry. It's just. . . There. . are ."

"Hey Iz, you coming?" Mav calls after her out of the cabin's front door, and I see Ander hop back onto the ATV.

"I love you, Izzy," I whisper to her; she nods, and we both walk away, and my head is spinning.

Dinner at the main house later that night is excellent. It's the day before Thanksgiving, yet Mrs. Kristen and Mr. Cade also prepared a whole feast tonight. They're both great cooks, something I could never forget.

Although two people in particular are missing, it raises a ton of unasked questions.

Maverick and Dessa showed up without Izzy. Maverick said Izzy wasn't feeling well. I'm glad he came anyway. He's such a people person that he couldn't pass up the opportunity to be social. Jett didn't show up either. Mrs. Kristen said he got caught up with some work on the ranch and would try to make it by later.

After dinner, we all sit on the back patio, and Ander starts a fire in the giant brick fire pit in the center of the patio furniture. Beers are passed around, and the conversations flow.

I love this.

After a while, a familiar voice calls out from a short distance, "I guess the party does go on without me," Jett says as he walks up with a smirk and pops the top open on a bud light before sitting down next to Ander. He's trying to seem playful, but it seems like a front. He looks tense, chaotic even.

"Jett, this is Via's friend Dessa and my buddy Maverick; he's Izzy's boyfriend." Ander continues, "Guys, this is my older brother Jett."

Jett's jaw clenches; it's brief, and if you weren't looking for it, you'd have missed it.

Jett stands, introduces himself to both of them and shakes their hands.

Dessa is ogling him; "Hey, Jett," She says as she bats her eyelashes at him and twirls a strand of hair through her fingers. Holy shit, I've never seen Des try to flirt. It's kinda cute!

Before sitting down, she whispers to me, "Does sexy run in their DNA, sweet Jesus!"

I can't help but laugh.

Maverick and Jett's exchange of pleasantries is a little more. . . awkward.

"Hey man, It's nice to meet you. Your brother told me a lot about—"

"Yep, nice to meet you too," Jett says, through a forced smile and tense body language.

Maverick knows Izzy slept with Jett before, but he's not one to let that bother him. I don't know Mav to let very much bother him. I don't think he can take anything seriously enough even to be phased. Jett, on the other hand, looks one hundred percent phased, and the tension is fucking thick.

What the fuck.

"Well, that was uncomfortable," Dessa leans over and whispers to me. Her eyes widen, and I nod in return.

The confusion is plastered over Maverick's face, as it is on all of ours, but Mav doesn't falter. He continues being his typical upbeat self. He starts up some small talk with Mr. Cade about the deer as he walks toward the nearby treeline to spread some corn for them.

Ander leans over to Jett and asks, "What was that about?"

Jett shrugs and averts his gaze, saying, "I don't know what you're talkin' about."

Que the awkward silence and blank expressions.

"Our friend Izzy is here too; she just wasn't feeling well." Dessa, oh sweet Dessa, chimes in.

Jett scoffs and raises an eyebrow at her, "Oh, is that so?"

Abbie huffs out an uncomfortable laugh, rolling her eyes. "Jett, don't be a moody prick."

At that, he laughs, takes a swig of his beer, kicks his feet out, and props them up on the firepit. Mrs. Kristen, the angel that she is, fills the awkward silence by starting a conversation about a recipe she recently saw on one of her favorite cooking shows. I've never been so grateful for talk of the FoodNetwork because that was getting weird.

The conversation picks back up, and things are much less awkward, but I can't help but notice how sad Jett looks. I've never seen him like that. As the night passes and the beer kicks in, he loosens up, and everyone has a great time. We played way too many rounds of Blackjack, just for fun, and thank god there were no bets on the table because Mr. Cade dominated each round. Abbie's competitive ass was fuming, and it was hilarious.

Being with them is so comfortable. So natural. Fuck, I've missed them all. So much that the part of me that has felt empty for all of these years physically hurts at the thought of having gone without their presence in my life for so long.
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"Maybe you are a cowgirl after all. All those years of you riding horses back in the day paid off, but you're much better at riding the cowboys." Ander whispers into my ear as he plants a firm smack to my ass right when we walk into the main house on Thanksgiving morning. I can't hold back my laughter. Our morning together was perfect. He showed me exactly what I have in my life to be thankful for.

"You're such an ass!" I whisper-shout, and he laughs me off and throws me a wink.

"Happy Thanksgiving!" Abbie and Mrs. Kristen sing-song in unison as they greet us in the kitchen, pulling us both into a cute little group hug between the four of us.

"Happy Thanksgiving, " I chuckle. It smells wonderful in here! I'm no cook, but I sure can help. Put me to work!" I say as I grab the sweet potatoes and start peeling them. Dessa walks in as I get to work. "Happy Thanksgiving! Put me to work, too!" she laughs.

Everyone greets Dessa, and she walks over to me and helps me peel the massive sack of sweet potatoes. Neither of us is the world's best cook, but I'll be damn if either of us is lazy and just watch as they work either. It would drive us insane.

"So, Dessa, are you single?" Abbie pries with a huge grin, and I already know where this is headed. Dessa snorts out a laugh.

"Yes, painfully single," she says with a laugh, and we all join along. Ander went to the living room to greet the guys while we ladies threw it down in the kitchen. Or, for Dessa and I, attempt to throw it down.

"Well, if you're into stubborn, annoying, cocky, overly optimistic, peppy but yet also moody as fuck, assholes. . . I have one brother who's still single."

At that very moment, Jett, Ander, and Mr. Cade walk into the kitchen. Abbie finds this hilarious, and her laugh covers the entire space. It's so contagious.

Jett chuckles and looks to Ander, "Was that her attempt at describing me, or are you single again already?" Ander spits out a sad excuse for a laugh and shoves him. "She's definitely describing you, dick!"

Dessa's cheeks are flushed, and she shocks us all into silence with, "I'm not opposed." She even throws on a flirty smile, fluttering her eyes at Jett. He clears his throat and gulps audibly, throwing her a wink.

Everyone is still chuckling when we hear Marverick's voice call out, "Hey, y'all, happy Thanksgiving!" coming from the front door. I drop the sweet potatoes I'm peeling and hurry my way over to greet Izzy, knowing she probably needs a hug, only to find Mav is here alone. I furrow my eyebrows, and he sees the question on my face without me even having to ask. I go to him and hug him.

"Mav, what's wrong?" I whisper into his ear.

"Please go check on her, V." His voice is sad. I've never heard him sound like that before, which sends a chill of worry straight down my spine. I pull away and nod, instantly reaching for the keys to the ATV. I look back toward Ander, but he sees me and just gives me a nod that says, "Please go."

This isn't like Izzy. We all know it.

I hurry outside, get to the side-by-side, and start it up. I turn to look behind me before backing up, and before I can reverse, I feel someone shift onto the seat next to me. Thinking it's Ander, I speak without looking.

"It's okay, Ander; I just need to go check on her."

No response. I turn to view the person next to me to find none other than Jett, with his eyes fixed on me.

"Jett. . ."

He nods, "Just drive, V."

I nod in return.

We get to Izzy and Maverick's cabin, and I grab the key to shut off the ATV, but Jett's hand reaches over mine softly, stopping me.

"V, I'm about to ask you for a favor."

My eyes widen as they meet his in sheer confusion.

"Please, let me handle this one. Let me go talk to her. Please keep it between us three. As far as the others know, you dropped me off at the barn on your way to check on one of the ranch hands who needed my help really fast. Please, V. Just let me talk to her."

I look him over for a beat and see the sadness that's taken over his face, and I can see how badly he needs this. I don't speak. I nod with a sigh and push myself back into the seat.

"Go, I'll go ride the property for a bit. One of you text me when you're ready for me to come back."

He nods as he hops off and rushes toward the front door.

I don't wait around to see if she lets him in or not. I pull off, and the thoughts running through my mind are flooding. Part of me feels guilty. What if Izzy doesn't want to talk to him, but what if it's exactly what she needs? I know they had a thing, but was it more serious than we all realized?

I shoot Ander a quick text that says, "I may be a little while, I'm sorry."

After a little over thirty minutes of killing time feeding the deer, I get a text from a number that I can only assume is Jett's that simply says, "Ready." I jump back on the ATV and head toward Izzy's cabin, where she sits alone on the porch with her head dropped.

"Hey, Iz," I hop off of the ATV and walk toward her. Izzy is a lot like me and isn't much on hugs when she isn't in the mood, so I don't press her. I sit next to her. If she wants to talk to me, she will, but she doesn't. We sit in silence for a bit, shoulder to shoulder on the edge of the porch, with our feet swinging off in sync.

After about five minutes of silence, she finally breaks it as he smacks a hand to my thigh nearest her, "Ready, V?"

My eyes instantly dart to her to read her expression, but she's unreadable right now. I want to ask her all the questions that are running through my mind and put her through the identical investigation she would put me through if the roles were reversed, but that's not what she needs.

"If you're ready, then I'm ready." I nudge her with my shoulder and offer a half-ass attempt at a smile. We both stand and dust ourselves off as we make our way back to the side by side.

"Should we wait. . . for him?"

She shakes her head.

"Nah, he took off walking. He said he would walk back in a bit."

I nod.

"Izzy, you know I'm here if you want to talk. I won't force you, but I will always be here if you need to or want to."

"I love you, V."

I smile, "You fucking better." To which she swats my arm and starts chuckling.

The drive back to the main house is quiet. She's silent for the first half hour into our little gathering but warms up after a while and returns to her typical self. Jett made it back to the house just in time for dinner. I expected things to be awkward between them, but they barely spoke, and not in an uncomfortable way. The rest of the visit was smooth, as if nothing had ever happened.


Chapter twenty-seven
Via
Three months later- February


Isn't it funny how life works? The way it can effortlessly take you on different courses that entirely alter your reality, all at the hands of your decisions? It's sometimes so seamless that you don't even notice the changes happening while they are.

After my recent therapy visits with Dr. Carr, I can't help but reflect on the absolute whirlwind of the past five or so months. She's helping me realize how different my life is—how different I am—all because I decided to let go of my fears and follow my heart. I can't remember a time in my life when I've genuinely ever been any happier than I am now.

Part of me wants to hold anger against myself, resentment even. I want to dwell and beat myself up that this could have been my life all along had I made different decisions and handled things differently all those years ago. Then again, we never truly know. Maybe our time apart and reconnection was precisely how our story was supposed to unfold.

I'm beginning to feel more and more like my true self each day. I can feel my armor, which I wore to shield myself from others or others from me, being ripped away. I know I'm reinventing myself into the woman I've always been meant to be— but he helps me. I am the woman I want to be when I'm with Ander. It gives me the courage to do everything my heart feels is right: the hard things, the scary things, the adventurous things, the stupid and silly things. The abyss of numbness I previously called my normal has faded, and I'm finally finding comfort in being me again. I feel things again, and although that's fucking terrifying, it's also been beautiful.

After leaving Ander all those years ago, I never once thought this would be my current reality. I'm so happy I was wrong, and I am proud of myself.

Tonight's shift at work has been quiet. I've made all of my patient rounds and am all caught up on my paperwork, so now I'm just killing time until we clock off in an hour. It's so easy to get lost in thought during downtime here. I feel a tap on my shoulder, pulling me out of my thoughts and away from my doodles.

Dessa, with the sweetest smile on her face.

I return her smile as I look up at her, "Yessss?" I sing-song.

"We. . . uhm. Can you come to the breakroom?" She stands there with a big smile plastered to her face, but damn, she looks puzzled.

What the fuck.

"Is this what I think it is? Because I told all of you not to!" My tone is firm, but I can't stop the smile pulling at my lips, threatening to break free from my grasp on it.

"Just come see, damn it!" She insists, as she rolls her eyes, spins on her heels, and sprints toward the breakroom.

She's literally fucking running, and now, I'm laughing my ass off.

I stand up, sigh, and walk towards the break room. Knowing they did something I didn't want them to do, I'm a little annoyed but also excited.

"SURPRISE!" They all scream in unison, scaring the shit out of me as I push through the double doors of our quiet, tiny breakroom to find all of my favorite co-workers, even the ones that were off tonight, all squeezed in shoulder to shoulder, standing crowded around the small table in the center. Even Izzy is here!

On the table is a cake that has a bunch of tiny little phrases on it, which read, "Bye bitch", "We never liked you anyways," "We hope you fail," "Good luck finding better," "Later, Traitor," "Way to put your needs ahead of the team." The final and smallest one reads, "JK, we will miss you so much!"

I'm in tears from laughing so hard as I read the cake.

"Aww, you guys! I don't know whose ass to kick first!" I joke.

"Don't you fucking love it?" Izzy asks from the side of me, pointing to the cake; then she does a dramatic hair flip, knowing she totally nailed it.

"It's the best!" I choke out through laughter and tears. I wipe at my tears as I look around the room at all the people I've worked side by side with for all these years—people who have become huge parts of my life. I will truly miss them all so much.

"You can just about guess which phrases were Izzy's idea," Jade speaks up with a laugh from the back of the room.

Izzy rolls her eyes as she says, "I'm a genius, and you all know it," the laughter in the room grows even louder.

"Seriously, Via, it isn't too late to change your mind. . ." Janet says as she bats her eyelashes at me, almost pleading.

I chuckle as another tear falls, "I really will miss you guys."

Deciding to leave the facility and quit the career I worked so hard for has been one of the most difficult decisions ever, and I'm scared. Actually, I'm terrified. I can't help but think of all the what-ifs. I can't help but wonder if this decision will lead me down the path I hope it will or if I'll fail miserably, but I'll never know unless I try.

I am so fucking sick of letting fear cripple me into not trying. I've always lived in fear and made fear-based decisions. I refuse to do that anymore. This is my life. It's about time that it starts to feel like it. It's about time I start creating it into what I've always wanted it to be.

I start making my way around the breakroom, giving hugs to everyone and thanking them for not only showing up for me for this but always.

I make it about halfway through the room of people, and I'm currently listening to Amber, our secretary, ask me "one last nurse question." She'd always come to me at the most random times and spurt off with a question that she claimed she didn't feel comfortable asking anyone else, yet she'd speak so loud that everyone in the facility could hear. This time is no different, and it's wonderful.

"But, like, vaginal wetness is normal?"

"Amber!" Cassie spits out with a laugh.

"What? It's a valid question! The guy I'm sleeping with said it's not normal to be this wet, and I told him it's not my fault he's only banged dry bitches."

"Sweet Jesus, bless it!" Layla says as she laughs and pulls me away.

I look back to Amber, still being pulled away, holding one hand around the edge of my mouth so that she can hear me. "You being wetter than a river should make him quiver!" I whisper-shout through my laughter.

I get across the room, and I'm drowned in hugs and sweet small talk when I feel a tap on my shoulder.

I turn around to find Clark with his shoulders dropped. He's looking at the ground as he shifts on his feet nervously. He won't meet my gaze.

"Hey. . . Clark."

"Hey Via, you think we can talk for a minute?" Clark's voice is low, and the sadness radiating from him doesn't match the upbeat setting in this claustrophobicly stuffed break room. I hesitate for a minute before responding. The last conversation I had with Clark wasn't necessarily comfortable, in the least bit. If I'm being honest, he makes me pretty uncomfortable in general.

"Um, yeah, sure."

He jerks his chin slightly towards the hall as he turns and walks towards the door. I follow behind him and instantly feel like this is a bad idea. I try to signal over to Izzy or Dessa to tell them I'm stepping out really fast, hoping one of them will save me, but my attempts go unnoticed.

We make it out into the hallway, and Clark is still walking further down, to where the hallway turns off and becomes a dead-end split by the maintenance closet. I'm hesitant, but I follow. I'm sure he's just going over there so we can hear each other better and escape the sounds pouring out of the breakroom.

He turns, leans against the wall, and props up a foot. His arms are by his side, his hands are tapping nervously in his pockets, his shoulders are still slumped forward, and his head is hung. I decide to stand against the wall opposite him, as the space between us seems appropriate. What the fuck is going on right now?

"What's up, Clark?" I make sure to keep my voice kind but also firm.

His head slowly lifts, and his gaze meets mine. He removes his hands from his pockets and crosses his arms over his chest. He is a very handsome man, and he knows it. He thinks this means every woman wants him, which is highly unattractive in anyone if you ask me. It's fine to be confident; I find confidence very sexy and attractive. The way Ander is confident turns me on, but Clark, he's arrogant. Even in the way he holds himself. However, this is weird for Clark, and he's hard to read now.

"Are you really. . . giving up your dream career? For a man? I didn't take you for that kind of girl." His tone isn't harsh; it's laced with sadness, but even so. . . . What. What the fuck? Who the hell is this guy to question me, much less assume my dreams, when he barely knows me other than at work?

Fuck that.

"Excuse me?" I deadpan, still feeling dumbfounded by his words.

"I'm just saying, Via. We are all thinking about it. You're great at this job. You love it here, and it's obvious. All of a sudden, you start dating some random guy, and now you're throwing everything away."

The balls on this ass hat are almost impressive—the actual nerve.

"Clark, let's not stand here and pretend that you know anything about me other than wanting to get a free tour of the inside of my vagina. So, if you'll excuse me," I push off the wall and stand to turn away as I roll my eyes at the audacity of this fucker.

I'm stopped short. He rushes up to me, grabbing my arm, his grip is tight, and it almost hurts, but I'm too pissed even to register the feeling.

"If you'd given me a chance and gotten to know me, you would see that I didn't want just sex with you. I fell for you, Via. Why would you never give me a chance?" His grip around my arm is growing tighter, but his tone doesn't match his body language. His tone is desperate, as if he's begging me to see him, and I do, loud and clear. I am not interested.

"Clark, let go of me." I pull to tug my arm, but he grips tighter, grabbing my other arm as well and facing me to him. Our faces are so close that they're nearly touching, and then, they are. He glides his nose along my cheek as I thrash about, trying to free myself from his grip.

"All I asked for was a chance. Let me show you—" The sound of shattering glass cuts him off. My eyes are screwed shut, and I begin counting in my head to attempt to take control of the anxiety that's rushing through my bones, taking over all of my senses.

I stop fighting against Clark and begin to shut down. Just then, I hear a familiar voice shout further down the hall.

"I'll give you two seconds to back the fuck away from her."

Ander

My eyes shoot open to see Ander standing there. He looks as handsome as ever in dark jeans, converse, and a navy-fitted t-shirt, and his beautiful tattoos that cover his arms are on full display. His chest is pounding; his fists are clenched by his side. A broken vase of flowers is lying at his feet. The look on his face is protective and primal, and if I were Clark, I'd be scared shitless right now.

Clark's grasp on my arms loosens, but he doesn't release me. I'm still pressed against the wall at the hands of Clarks as Ander starts walking toward us, quickening his pace.

"This! This is who you choose?" Clark seethes in my ear in a low growl as he releases me.

Damn right, it is.

As Ander approaches us, he stops in front of Clark, gets right in his face, but doesn't touch him. The rage is searing off of him. If this weren't such a screwed-up situation, my sick-ass mind would relish in how downright sexy he is like this. Clark just crossed one too many lines, and I'm fuming.

Ander, whose hands are still balled into fists at his sides, steps closer to Clark, causing Clark to take steps backward to stay upright.

"Chill man, we were just… just tal-talking," Clark manages to stammer. Ander doesn't say a word.

He steps forward, walking Clark backward until he lands flat against the wall. As soon as Clark's back meets the wall, Ander slams his large hand onto the wall right next to Clark's head and points at me with the opposite one.

"Mine!" he says, not necessarily a shout but not quiet either. His finger is still pointed at me.

"Nothing or no one hurts or threatens what's mine. No real man has to bully a woman into giving him a chance. You've made your stance clear, just as clear as she's made hers. Now take the fucking hint and back down. Don't you even think about touching her again, or it will be the last fucking thing that you do!" He removes his hand and slams it into the wall again, causing a loud thud to echo through the hallway.

"And trust me when I say this is the only warning I'll give. You're lucky I don't bash your fucking face in here and now." Ander's voice is low, and his words come out slowly.

Clark huffs, rolls his eyes in defeat, and nods.

Coward.

He has the balls to attempt to manhandle a woman but bitches out when approached by a real man. He's a real fucking winner.

Ander doesn't even wait for his response; as soon as the words leave his mouth and he removes his hand from the wall again, he quickly walks over to me, folding over me, and wraps me into his arms. As I settle into his warm embrace, I see Clark hurrying off down the hall like the little bitch that he is.

"Oh, and Clark?" I shout out after him. He stops midstep, surprising me, and looks back toward me.

"Stop with the notes and gifts. Stop following me. Stop all of it. I never wanted any of it."

"I've never written you any notes or given you any gifts," he says with a confused look on his face before spinning around and walking out of our line of view.

Liar.

"Baby, are you okay?" Ander asks as he pulls me back to assess me for damages. He runs a hand over my cheek, looks me over, and then courses it through my hair. The other hand slings around my back and pulls me closer to him before kissing my forehead.

"I'm good, just pissed. What a fucking prick!"

Ander remains silent for a moment, eyes locked with mine. I can feel his anger radiating off of him like a burning inferno. The beast, his temper that he keeps suppressed inside, is surfacing, and he's holding himself back the best he can.

"You were supposed to report him. . . You promised me you would. I trusted you to do that. You told me you did." His words sting because I know he's right. I promised him, and in return, he promised not to intervene. I lied to him.

My head falls, and guilt consumes me.

Ander places his hand under my chin, angling my head towards his, and our eyes connect.

"I'm sorry. I was scared of making it more than it needed to be. I was hoping it would just stop."

He nods and plants another kiss on my forehead. We are so close that I can feel his heart pounding against his chest, the beat of it matching my own.

"We will report it all to the police once we leave here. Either that, or we do it my way, and I go after him right now?" He arches a challenging brow at me, and I know exactly what he means.

"What the hell happened?" Dessa calls out, in a whisper shout, from down the hall. Ander and I release one another, and our eyes dart to her simultaneously. She is standing over the broken vase of flowers that lies down the hall.

"You got me flowers?" I whisper to Ander with an attempt at a shaky grin, trying to forget the shit show that just took place a few seconds prior. He nods as he gives my hand a gentle squeeze. He knows I'm trying to deflect, and he can sense that I don't want to talk about it or tell Dessa what happened. So he doesn't push me.

"It slipped out of my hands. I'll clean it up." Ander deadpans before I can come up with an excuse for the mess.

Des smirks, "It's so sweet that you showed up and you got her flowers. . . Even though you did ruin that pretty pink vase. Geeze Ander!"

Ander lets out a forced chuckle before wrapping his arm around my side, bringing me into him in a slight side hug, and he looks down at me while I look up at him.

"It's okay; I'll make damn sure to make it up to her," he says as a sly grin pulls at one corner of his lips.

"Oh, is that so?" I ask Ander as I peer up at him, to which he replies with just a wink, grabbing my arm and pulling me to a stop. Dessa continues to retreat down the hall until she's out of view.

I peer up at him, flashing him a look. Before I can protest, Ander takes my ID badge and swipes it in front of the electronic lock, granting us access to the maintenance closet.

"What are you—"

"Get in and get naked, baby. I can't wait. I need you. Now."

This man is insatiable. I love it.

"Here? Everyone is in the breakroom waiting—"

"They can wait." He walks me backward into the closet as his mouth collides with mine. Needy for more, I part my mouth for him. An invitation for him to deepen the kiss. Which he does. His tongue finds mine, and my heart begins to pick up its pace. This man makes me ravenous.

He locks the door behind him and makes quick work of stripping me from my scrubs, only breaking our kiss when necessary. When I'm left in just my bra and panties, he backs away and looks me over—letting his eyes trace up and down my body. He hums in approval.

"It killed me to see another man's hands on you. No one touches you except for me." He growls out, his voice low and husky.

"I don't want any—" He holds a finger over my mouth, silencing me.

"Are you mine?" He removes his finger and trails it down my neck, barely touching me, using just his fingertip. The tickle of the sensation sets my body ablaze.

"Yes. All yours." My voice is breathy and hoarse as my chest heaves with desire.

Ander walks around me toward the lone desk against the back wall. In one swift motion, he passes his arms across the top of the desk, swiping all its contents to the floor.

In no time, he's back. Towering over me from behind as his hands trail up my body, starting at my hips. He reaches my breasts and slides his hands under my bra. Ander pinches my nipples and flicks them. He lets out a deep growl, which pulls a soft moan from me.

"Then take off those panties, spread those legs like a good girl, and let me show you how well I take care of what's mine," He whispers into my ear with a deep groan.

Before I can react or respond, his arms wrap around my waist. He lifts me and carries me over to the desk as he lays me out across the top of it.

"Take them off."

"Mmm," I moan out. I follow directions, leaning up and pulling my panties down, then toss them aside.

Laying back down on the edge of the desk, I look at Ander. His eyes are locked in on me, looking at every part of me with admiration, lust, love, and need in his eyes.

Trailing a hand down my body until it meets my slit, spreading it open for him to give him a better view.

"All yours, Ander. My heart. My body. My love. Every part of me is all for you. So, come get what's yours."

"Fuckkk, baby." His eyes screwed shut, but only briefly, before they're back open and hot on me.

"Stick your finger in that tight little cunt. Let me see how wet you are."

I do as requested, sliding one finger inside of my opening. Damn, I'm drenched already. I take it a step further and play with myself, just a little, as I begin to pump it in and out of me.

My eyes stay locked on his. He watches me intently.

"So wet, Ander."

"Show me."

I remove my finger and hold it up to him. He walks up to me, eyes dark with need, as he locks eyes with me and licks my arousal from my finger.

"Spread those legs, baby. Let me worship you just like you deserve."

He grabs my legs, pulling me to the very edge of the desk as he sinks to his knees and buries his face at my center.

Oh, fuck.


Chapter twenty-eight
Via


"You aren't going to tell me where we are going?" I've been begging Ander for two days to clue me in on these big plans he's holding captive as a secret, but he isn't budging. He knows I love surprises, but I absolutely hate knowing about them. The anticipation of the unknown sends my mind into a tailspin, and I'm not a fan.

He shakes his head firmly, and I let out a huff and cross my arms in an attempt to argue.

"You can act mad. That's cool. You're even cuter when you pout." He says as he runs his index finger over my bottom lip, which is pushed out like the mature adult I am.

"Ass!" The word comes out through a laugh, and he smiles in return before cupping my face in his hand and tilting my head up as he leans in to kiss my lips gently. His warm and woodsy scent invades my senses, and the softness of his tender kiss causes heat to flare in my core. He knows exactly what he's doing. I place a hand on his chest, nudging him back.

"I told you, Valentine's Day is just another day. We don't have to do anything big or special. We can stay here and binge movies while overeating pizza and popcorn until we're sick, and I'll be happy. Because simply being with you is special."

His dreamy caramel-brown eyes meet mine, and there's fire behind them, which causes goosebumps to spread over my skin, and a shiver trails down my spine. Ander shakes his head slowly and intently.

"I love that about you. I love that you're happy with the simple things. Because I am, too. We've known each other practically our entire lives and have never been able to celebrate this day together properly. Don't get me wrong; I will love you fiercely, loudly, and unapologetically every day we are together." He steps towards me and combs one hand through my hair while the other strokes his thumb up and down the apple of my cheek.

"I want to make every day we get to spend together special; I want all our days to be worth remembering. Including this one." He leans in and kisses my forehead, then gently tugs my hair, pulling my head slightly back, causing our eyes to meet again.

"Now, stop fighting me on it and get your pretty ass dressed."

"How the hell do I argue with that?" My voice is raspier than usual, and my words come out breathy. Maybe because he knows how to take the damn air right out of my lungs like it's his hobby.

He snorts out a laugh before turning to walk away.

"You don't. You do what I say," He looks over his shoulder and flashes me a wink. Leaving me fucking breathless and nearly panting. This man, here. I swear.

"Fucker," I mumble under my breath in a sad attempt at a protest.

"But. . . How do I know what to wear if I don't know where we are going?" I call out after him. This time, it's not a protest but a genuine question. He stops walking away and turns back to look at me, but he stays rooted and does not take any further steps back in my direction.

He waits a few beats before responding, but I can tell he's mulling over his words carefully by the grin pulling at his mouth as he looks me over. He slowly lets his eyes graze over my body, taking their time traveling up and down my frame. I shift on my feet, feeling completely aware of myself under the pressure of his intense gaze.

"Open my side of the closet; that should help you decide." A dark chuckle escapes from him, and then he turns around and walks out of the room like he didn't just rile me up and turn me on by the way he looked me over like I was his own personal buffet.

After catching my breath and a few audible gulps later, I approach his closet. Ander's primary bedroom, which was my parent's room, has two main walk-in closets, one larger than the other. He generously gave me the bigger one for the clothes I keep here, which is almost all of my wardrobe since I'm here more than home.

I'm not sure what I'm supposed to find here.

My line of questioning comes to an instant halt as the doors to his closet open fully. Hanging right in front of me is a gorgeous black sequin dress glimmering in all of its beautiful glory. I pull it off of the rack to look it over further. There's also a feminine shoe box lying directly beneath it.

Holy hell.

I'd never bought a piece of clothing so extravagant for myself. Now I'm nervous about where we could possibly be going to wear something so elegant.

Part of me wants to storm out of the room and fuss over him for spending money on me like this, and another part wants to ravage him for the gesture, but ultimately, the part that can't wait to try this on wins.

I step into the dress, struggling to zip it alone but managing to handle it solo. It fits me perfectly and hugs my curves exactly where you'd want it to. It's a spaghetti strap halter dress with a deep v-neck. My boobs look amazing, but I'm definitely not used to them being on display like this. I'm more of one to hide behind my clothing rather than pop out of it.

I have to do my hair and makeup to match, which may be a challenge since I'm not one to fancy up like this often and prefer to stick to as minimal as possible, but despite questioning my capabilities, I get right to work. I keep my face makeup light but decide on heavier eyeshadow, eyeliner, mascara, and deep red lipstick. I settle on curling my hair; I'm actually pretty proud of myself for how well it came out. I pulled the front of my hair back into a loose half-up and half-down bun. The shoes are just as stunning as I thought they'd be. A chunky black strappy heel, probably about four inches: I slide my foot into them and strap them on. Once complete, I stand up and head back over to the full-length mirror that rests to my right next to the vanity.

Taking a deep breath and smoothing my hands down the dress, I stand there, stunned for a second. I honestly cannot remember the last time I felt this beautiful.

I walk out of the closet and bedroom and make my way to the living room. I'm stopped short in the hallway, where a dozen white roses lay on the small table with a note. The note reads, "I can't wait to see you."

That's so like Ander. Simple and straight to the point. I let out a small chuckle as my smile grew. I continued towards the living area. That is where I found Ander; his back was to me, but as I approached, the loud clunk of my heels gave me away, and he turned to me.

Wow. Just fucking wow.

Ander is dressed in a black suit that fits him perfectly. By fitting him perfectly, I mean it hugs his muscles just right, pronouncing every curve of his muscular build. The top button of the black shirt he's wearing is unbuttoned, showcasing the silver chain he got from his Grandfather that he never really takes off. His hair is styled and slicked backward, topping off the look to make him look like something straight from my best-wet dream. My mouth falls slightly agape as our eyes lock, and I have to remind myself not to drool.

Damn.

"Via," Ander and I stand in our perspective areas across the room from one another, almost as if we are locked in place, as we look each other over. He courses the palm of his right hand up and down his jawline and behind his neck, and the sexy half-smile on his face melts my heart, sends shivers down my spine, and causes a pool of heat to form at my core all at once.

"You… you look. . . perfect. Fucking perfect." His words come out deeper and raspier than usual, almost like a low growl.

I break our gaze, chuckling softly as I look down, getting an instant glimpse of my boobs, and immediately become very aware of myself on display for him like this, and the self-conscious side of me seems to take over. I nervously start smoothing and running my hands down the dress, and before the panic starts to creep in, I can feel Ander's presence consume me.

"Baby, look at me." He commands in the same tone as before, and damn if that doesn't set me ablaze. One of his hands gently wraps around one of my wrists as the other cups my face. Stopping my movements and thoughts right in their tracks. I gulp audibly as he steps in and closes the distance between us. My eyes flash up and meet his blazing gaze.

The heat behind his eyes matches the heat I feel between my legs.

"You look even more stunning than I pictured you would, Rosie. Let me see you. All of you." His hands release their hold on me, and the hand that was cusped around my wrist grabs my hand as he lifts it and urges me to do a whole spin. I let out an awkward laugh, but I comply.

Once I finish my little princess twirl and make it back to face him, he envelopes me in his arms, dipping me down and colliding his lips with mine without a second thought. Wasting no time, he deepens the kiss, pushing his tongue past my lips and massaging my tongue with his. With everything in me, I kiss him back. Nibbling softly on his tongue and lip, pulling a deep grunt out of Ander. The kiss is everything but gentle. It's demanding, claiming even. Matching this moment, my knees feel weak, and my heart beats erratically. The hand around my waist tightens its grip, clenching me closer, and his hand around my neck pulls my face even closer. We are so close that the air in this room cannot pass between us.

A small moan escapes from me, and he swallows it as our tongues continue their dance. Ander pulls back slightly, firmly biting down on my bottom lip, then he pulls it into his mouth, sucks it hard, and releases it with a loud pop as he stands me up straight, all in the same motion.

Standing there breathless, heart pounding in my chest and now ready to rip these clothes off of both of us faster than I'm probably capable, I sighed through the giant cheesy smile plastered to my face. Because, really. What is there to say after a kiss like that?

Ander sits on the arm of the couch and leans down. Locking eyes with me, he runs the pad of his fingers up my legs. Starting at my ankles, he works his way up under the slit of the dress.

"I said I wanted to see all of you." His low voice gives me goosebumps.

"Then take a look," I counter.

He raises an eyebrow as his hand makes its way to my center, finding me bare for him beneath this gorgeous dress.

"No panties?" He wraps an arm around my hips and pulls me into him as he sinks to his knees before me.

"Ohhh," I cry out at the sight of him burying his head under my dress. He places a kiss right above my sensitive clit, and I shiver with excitement, knowing what's coming next.

….Nothing.

He does nothing.

He retreats and comes out from under the fabric with a smug, full smile spread across his face.

"Ready, baby?" His deep chuckle between his words sends another course of shivers down my spine.

"Wait, what—?" I ask, confused.

"Time to go." His chuckle grows into a full-blown laugh.

"You fucking tease! Are you really going to leave me unsatisfied?"

He stands up and pulls me into his embrace. His hand courses up and down my neck, squeezing gently as he angles my face up to his. He kisses me softly before nibbling on my bottom lip.

"You won't be unsatisfied for long. I will make it all worth your while. I promise. You know I keep my promises," he whispers, then throws me a seductive wink.

With a huff and a lip pout, I nod, "Fine! Still no hint as to where we are going and what we will do?"

"Nope!" Ander replies firmly, with a sexy, smart-ass half grin on his face.

Smug bastard.

"Well, Mr. Secretive, can you tell me if we will pass through Sugarland?"

"I'm not sure if I prefer Mr. Secretive over Mr. TikTok. Makes me sound like an asshole," He laughs.

"Well——" I laugh back, and he throws me a warning stare that does nothing but turn me on even more. What can I say? He's even sexier when he's angry. The petty part of me wants to find ways to slightly make him angry just to pull that stern look out of him.

"Yes, we are passing through Sugarland."

"Would we have time to stop at my house? I want to get my little black clutch that would pair well with this dress, and I need jewelry." I point to my neck and ears.

"Actually, that works. We are early, and I need to do something, so I can drop you off and give you about a half hour there. It'll also give you some time to check in on Izzy." Ander gives me a subtle wink.

He knows me. I couldn't give a shit about jewelry or a purse, but I received a text from Izzy earlier that she and Mav got into another argument, and she's spending Valentine's Day at the house. I know Valentine's Day isn't a big deal for me, but Izzy isn't me. She looks forward to this shit, and to know she's home alone breaks my heart.

I'm unsure if my showing up looking like this on my way to some fancy date night will make her feel better or worse, but I need to check in on her.

Wait.

"What do you need to handle? Or is that another secret?" I arch an eyebrow and throw him a curious glare.

He laughs and shakes his head. "Quiet your mouth and your mind, Rosie. It will all make sense, I promise." He leans in once more and kisses my forehead while cupping my neck before he releases me, turns, and walks away.

"Hey Ander,"

He pauses his steps and looks back at me over his shoulder.

"Hmm?" He hums.

"I love you." My words are soft, timid almost, but damn, the feeling behind them is something fierce.

"I know, baby. I plan on showing you exactly how much I love you, too. Today and every day." He smiles, flashing those perfect teeth at me, making my knees weak.


Chapter twenty-nine
Ander


Why does the fact that Via has no idea what to expect tonight make me feel almost giddy? When I planned this night, I knew she'd fight me every step of the way, but keeping this secret from her has been much more difficult than I expected.

Planning the perfect proposal isn't easy. Via would be happy with me getting down on one knee in the field where our story began, but she deserves so much more. She deserves it all. She deserves the world. I'm going to do anything and everything that I can to make sure she gets it.

Some may think I'm nuts or that this is too soon, but those who know us know this is long overdue. She's been mine since we were eight, and now that I have her back, I don't want to wait. We agreed we would take this thing between us slowly, but we've done the exact opposite.

We quite literally picked up exactly where we left off as if no time had passed between us. Proposing to Via doesn't feel rushed or forced; it just feels right.

Is it cliche and corny that I'm doing it on Valentine's Day? Absolutely, but the best part is that she's anti-Valentine's Day, so she isn't expecting it at all.

I bought the ring a week after we made it official, and the damn thing is burning a hole in my mind, and I've been dying for the perfect opportunity to ask her.

I planned every detail out precisely, down to our outfits, and damn, does she look stunning in hers. Seeing her like that damn near took the breath from my lungs.

The drive to her home in Sugarland was filled with her cute little grunt-filled sighs, eye rolls, and insistent questions trying to pry for information— that she didn't get.

She'd rather die than make this easy on me. I find it cute that she's so relentless and determined.

Pulling into the driveway of her and Izzy's home, I can feel her deflate next to me as she stares out the window at Izzy's car; something is bothering her.

"What is it, babe? What's wrong?"

She shakes her head and ponders her thoughts a beat before speaking.

"I just. . . I'm really worried about Izzy. She was so happy a few months ago, and now, it's like she and I have reversed roles, and I know how that feels. I know how it feels not just to be physically alone but to feel lonely. I'm just not sure what's going on with her, and I'm worried. Mav officially asked her to move in with him today, and she told him she needed space. I just. . ."

I nod, knowing what she's trying to ask.

"We're early, babe; how about I give you guys about an hour?" Tears fill her eyes, and her slight smile widens as she leans over the console and wraps her arms around me.

"Thank you, Ander." Her words come out soft, barely audible.

I squeeze her as tight as I can in the awkward position we are in, with the console separating us, pressing a kiss on her neck right below her ear.

"You better go before I change my mind and keep you all to myself."

She leans back, letting out that deep laugh that drives my heartbeat. Before I know it, she's out the door of my truck, high heels in hand, walking barefoot in a damn ball gown down her gravel driveway towards her house.

I can't help but think, 'damn, that's my girl.'

I hate this for Izzy and Mav. Mav is a good guy who truly cares about Izzy. He can be annoying as hell sometimes, but he has the purest heart of any man I've ever met. Although I wish they weren't going through this challenging time, I'm glad Izzy's text offered some form of distraction for Via.

I have everything planned, but I need to call my buddy Silas to ensure everything is in motion.

Silas was a chef on our oilfield rig, and we've always stayed in contact. The man is the best damn cook I've ever met. He opened a high-end fine-dining restaurant in New Orleans last year and has been asking me to come try it out. I've just never had a reason to dine so classy until now. Silas is in on the proposal and is helping me pull this off. I rented out his entire rooftop balcony dining area, and his crew is working on bringing my vision to life.

I may not be popping the question at the beach or in the spot that's been our place since we met, as she might expect, but I plan on bringing all the memories to life for her. Not that she needs the reminder, but I want to bring to life our journey of getting to where we are. I want her to see exactly why I never lost hope and why she's so damn special to me. She needs to know why I'll never stop loving her.

The phone rings a few times, and just before I hang up, Silas' deep, gravel voice cuts through the line.

"Bear, I swear this woman of yours better be worth all of this, man."

"She is worth all of this and so much fucking more. How's it coming along?"

"She damn sure better be," He says through a laugh. "Just think, what if you go through all this, and she tells you no? She may just get one look at me and push your sorry ass to the side."

Silas and I have always gotten along well because his dark sense of humor matches mine.

I laugh darkly, "Well, you sure as hell know how to boost a man's confidence. Also, don't even think about it."

Silas returns my laugh.

"Ah- I'm just fucking with you, Bear. In all seriousness, it's perfect. My hostess, Erika, is working on finishing everything up. She says she should be done in about an hour and a half."

"That's perfect; we should be there in a little less than two hours."

Silence cuts through the line for a beat before Silas speaks up.

"Bear. . ."

"Yeah?"

"Is this the girl? The girl you've always been hung up on? The one your songs have been about?"

"Yeah, man, it's her." I can't contain the pride filling my voice.

"I hoped so. I always hoped you'd find your way back to her—a love like that, man. You can't let that shit go. . . Anyways, these pictures are sappy as fuck, but all the girls over here are oohing and ahhing and gushing over this shit, so your lady should be impressed. Although, I do have one question?"

"What's the question?" I ask through a deep chuckle.

"You gonna clean up all this random fucking sand off my roof?" He asks, belting out laughter through his words. Laughter that I can't help but to return.

I bought giant light-up marquee letters that say "Marry Me." I also got pictures from my mom of Via and me growing up through the years. I printed all our old texts, which I've held onto for all of these years—the texts about our feelings for one another and even some of our messages that were just stupid jokes back and forth. I had them all placed in the marquee letters.

Around the letters, I wanted mounds of sand to represent where we met and our journey together. On the table, I wanted a vase of flowers—not just any flowers, but specifically dandelions. I hope every wish she makes on them involves me, and I'll do anything to make sure it comes true.

"I'll shoot you a text when we're close."

I hang up with Silas as I pull up into Maverick's driveway, and instantly, a wave of nerves rushes over me. You'd think I'd be nervous about proposing, but I'm not.

I've wanted this for years. I've wanted her for far too long to be nervous about that. No, this feeling is different; it is like something terrible is happening. I can feel it in my gut but can't place it.

I don't fucking like it. Not one bit.

I push the feeling down, get out of the truck, and reach Maverick's front door. As I close in, I can hear laughter and talking from inside. I look around, just seeing Mav's truck in the drive, so I'm a little confused. I hope I'm not intruding. I want to check in on him. I know this shit with Izzy must be getting to him.

I knock on the door, and before my hand falls, the door swings open. I come face to face with someone so unexpected that my knees buckle.

"Oh hey, Ander, what are you doing here?"

"What the. . ."

Izzy arches her eyebrows, plants a hand on her hip, and the question spreads on her face. The door pushes open further as Mav walks up behind her and places a hand on her shoulder, throwing me a look of confusion that matches Izzy's.

"Damn, Bear, don't you look spiffy," Maverick says, breaking the awkward silence.

"Ander, what's wrong?" Izzy's voice is low, and concern is evident in her tone.

"Why are you here?" I deadpan, not sure what the fuck is going on, and the confusion is manifesting itself into anger. The extreme feeling that something isn't right grows like wildfire that cannot be tamed.

Maverick opens the door wider and motions for me to come in. They're both looking at me like I'm a lost dog who's been abandoned on the side of the road by the only owner he's ever known.

"What do you mean, 'why am I here,'" Izzy scoffs, crossing her arms over her chest.

"You come over here, alone, dressed like you're going to a damn ball, looking confused as all hell and demanding to know why I'm here. What the fuck is going on, Ander?"

"You texted Via. . . She's there checking on you. . . Your car was there." I run a hand over my face, instantly feeling nauseous.

Izzy shakes her head and steps toward me.

"Via hasn't been texting or calling me back, Ander. I haven't spoken to her in five days. I lost my phone for half a day, and after finding it, I haven't heard back from her. Also, my car broke down yesterday. Mav picked me up. What the hell?"

Spinning around, I rush toward my truck, pull out my phone, and call Via, but it rings multiple times before going to voicemail.

My face drops, and there's a brick in the pit of my stomach. I can feel the bile making its way up. I knew something was off, and I ignored it.

"Let me try to call her," Izzy says.

"Don't bother, I'm going back over there." Wasting no time, I'm in the truck and about to throw it in reverse when two doors swing open.

"We're coming," Izzy says, "I'll keep calling her on the way."

I nod and take off.

[image: image-placeholder]

"It's still going to voicemail." Izzy shakes her head.

"What the fuck is happening, Ander? I swear, I never talked to Via. I've been wondering why she's been ignoring me. When I lost my phone a few days ago, I found it weird I had no missed calls or texts from her after finding it. I've been trying to call and text her, but I just figured she was busy trying to get her photography business in line. I should have known something was off."

Mav leans over the back of the passenger seat and consoles Izzy, who is now panicking and losing it in the front of my truck.

"Calm down, Iz. We don't know what's going on yet." I try to keep my voice calm, but it's shaky.

"FUCK!" I scream as I slam the break, sending us all jolting forward. I'm driving way too fast, swerving in and out of traffic, and misjudging the distance between me and the car in front of me. I was a little too close to his ass, and the asshole decided it would be the perfect time to break-check me, but I'm not in the mood for this shit.

"Are y'all okay?" I look over at Izzy and Mav.

"Yeah, man, just… slow down a little. I'm sure she's fine." Mav chimes in from the back seat, and I shoot him a warning glare. There's absolutely nothing right about this.

"Wait. . ." Izzy says, leaning over and picking something up off the floor, her voice low and barely audible.

"Ander! Isn't this hers?" Izzy says as she pulls out Via's phone. She must have forgotten it when she got out.

I nod, swallowing with an audible gulp. I am pushing down every fear that's rising to the surface.

"Should I—" I know she's debating going through it. Typically, I would say no. I don't believe in invading someone's privacy. Something isn't right about this. Not at all.

"Just do it," I say, turning my head, trying to keep my thoughts and emotions at bay as best I can.

Izzy wastes no time; I can see her fingers swiping a mile a minute in my peripheral vision.

"Ander, these texts between her and I. . . these aren't from me. Not for the past five days, at least!" Her voice is shaky, but she's screaming through the tears.

The panic is setting in for all of us.

"What the fuck? How is that possible?" Maverick asked firmly, his tone fierce.

"I don't know!" Izzy shouts back at him.

"What about her emails? Look and see if there's anything there," Maverick suggests.

Five minutes away, and still, it feels so far.

"Okay," Izzy's fingers shuffle around on the screen, swiping, clicking and pressing away.

"Geeze, does she ever check this shit? She's always been so bad with emails."

Via is terrible at handling emails. She often jokes about how many emails she can "Collect."

The truck is silent for a few minutes as Izzy searches through all of Via's emails. Part of me feels bad that we're digging through her personal stuff, but the other part is dying inside, clueless about what's happening. My heart is shattering.

What was supposed to be the perfect night for my girl and me is quickly turning into a living nightmare.

Suddenly, a loud bang sound cracks through the silence, and I notice Izzy throwing the phone down. Before I knew it, she was hyperventilating and shouting at me.

"Go faster, Ander, GO FASTER!" She's screaming at me frantically. The tears are falling down her cheeks, and the knot in my stomach tightens.

"Izzy, what? What did you find?" Maverick shouts over her screams while I sit there, dumbfounded, not even able to get a single sound out.

Two minutes away.

"Izzy, you need to calm down, breathe, and tell me exactly what you found that freaked you out," I demand, placing a hand on her shoulder, trying to calm her down and keep my anger under control.

Izzy takes a few breaths, pulling her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms around them as she screams.

"He's out! There's an email that Via never read, mixed in with the hundreds of other unopened ones. . . Liam was released in September!"


Chapter thirty
Ander


My truck comes to an abrupt screeching halt in Via's driveway, and we all begin to rush out before it's even placed in park, running towards the house. As we inch closer, we get past the trees to the porch and see the wide-open front door. I stop, turning to Izzy and Mav.

"You both stay here, call 911 NOW!"

Without a second thought, I run back to my truck, grab my handgun from the console, and rush back to the porch.

I can feel a presence behind me as I reach the front door. Looking over my shoulder, I see Maverick.

"You aren't going in there alone, brother." I want to tell him to stay behind again that he's unarmed, and he has no idea how dangerous this asshole is, but I don't.

There's no doubt in my mind that this is Liam's doing. The texts Via thought she was having with Izzy weren't with Izzy after Izzy lost her phone five days ago. Then Izzy's car went out yesterday. Now, Liam is out of jail. All coincidences that seem too coincidental for me. Liam is behind this, and Via will not be safe until we find her. I will find her.

That dick head better hope, for his own sake, that she's untouched, unharmed, and mentally okay.

Maverick and I make our way through the front entrance, and he stays on my back as I clear the rooms.

The living room is clear.

The kitchen is clear.

The bathroom is clear.

Via's bedroom door is the only one that is closed; we can see straight into Izzy's room, which appears clear. We slowly open the door to Via's room, keeping my gun drawn, safety off, it's loaded, and I'm fucking ready.

There's no Liam. No Via. Then I see it: her dress. Her dress is ripped to shreds on the floor, where we notice a small pool of blood next to it.

"FUCK!" I scream, dropping to my knees, letting the gun fall to the floor next to me as I pull her dress into my arms.

"We were too late!"

I can't stop the screams from escaping. I just got her back. She was mine again. She has always been mine. Tonight was supposed to be our night. I will fucking rip that sick sadistic bastard to shreds when I find him.

I will find him. First, I need to find her.

Maverick continues to search the rest of the home as I try to collect myself. The fear is morphing into rage, and the rage is pumping hot in my veins.

Refusing to waste another second, I collect myself, pull up from the ground, and follow in the direction Maverick took off when I hear him.

"She's in here!" Running to the sunroom in the rear of the house, where I heard Maverick's voice bellow, I cut the corner to see the love of my life lying there. Stripped of all clothing except her bra and underwear, she has multiple cuts. Her body is bloody and bruised, and she is unconscious.

I fall to her side, pulling her into my arms just as we hear the sirens closing in.

"V, baby, I'm here," I cry out. Frantically feeling for a pulse, my heart does a backflip when I find a faint one.

No sooner than I can do anything else, the EMTs rush in, and I lay her on their stretcher. Following them out of the house, I hop in the ambulance with them, never letting go of her hand. I answer their questions and hear them talking, but I can no longer make out their words. The rage, fear, and utter sadness have meshed into my soul and made themselves at home. Everything goes black.
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"It's been seven fucking hours, and no one has told us a single thing!" Izzy shouts at the Trauma Unit receptionist as I just continue to pace the floor of the god-awful waiting room; I'm sure I'm burning holes in the floor, and quite frankly, I couldn't give a single fuck even if I tried to.

"Ma'am, someone will be out to update you all once we stabilize her and have more answers, " the receptionist says in a curt tone.

She's been patient, but I can tell she's getting sick from Izzy asking for an update every five minutes. They need to tell us something before we all explode. The officer who arrived with us is the only one who has been allowed back so far and has yet to give us any updates.

Izzy throws her hands in the air and turns away from the reception desk, rolling her eyes as she screams, "This is bullshit," and she makes her way over toward Dessa and Maverick, who are sitting in chairs along the wall across from where I'm pacing in the waiting room.

I run my hands down my face and finally decide to sit. I take a seat in a chair across from Maverick. My leg bounces a mile a minute as I drop my head in my hands. Right then, I feel a hand on my shoulder.

"Mr. Cole?" a soft feminine voice calls out from behind me. I flip my head up as I jump to my feet and stand, turning to see an older, short Filipino lady wearing scrubs and a white lab coat and holding a file.

"How is she?" I respond. The lady offers me a closed-mouth, flat-lined, sympathetic smile as she holds her hand toward me.

"I'm Doctor Abayon. I'm the lead doctor on Ms. Foley's case."

I nod, shake her hand, and try to muster the patience to take this conversation at her speed. I need to know that she's okay.

"Doc, how is she? Please."

Her forced smile falters slightly, and she sways on her feet in discomfort,

"Ms. Foley sustained multiple injuries. I'm aware that you all are the ones who found her, so you're aware of her external injuries, but it's the internal injuries that have us the most concerned," She pauses, opening the file, and pulls what appears to be an X-ray or CT images out. Izzy and Dessa are at my side, pulling the images out of the doctor's hands before she can speak, and I can hear their gasps. Which only pisses me off further. I don't want shock; I want answers.

"In addition to Ms. Foley's multiple lacerations, she also has multiple fractures. One particular fracture has caused further complications because of the location—"

"Via, her name is Via." Izzy cuts her off dryly.

"Damnit, let her talk to you two," I say under my breath, but my tone is firm, and I flash them both a knowing look.

"Ms. Via has three broken ribs, which are minor breaks. She also has a small skull fracture. As a result of her injuries, Ms. Via has incurred a traumatic brain injury."

The doctor shifts on her feet again, offers another sympathetic smile, and closes the folder as she continues.

"She is currently being made comfortable. She's on some strong medications, so she's resting well, and we expect her to begin waking soon. We are sorry for not updating you all sooner; we had all hands on deck to ensure we gave her the immediate care she needed."

I nod, "Thank you, Doctor Abayon. What does all that mean, though? Is Via going to be okay?" My voice is low, pleading. Beggining even. I need this woman to give me even a sliver of hope that the love of my life will make it out of this. I'd do anything for that chance.

She grabs my hand and squeezes softly, "It means your girl is currently stable. "

"It may take some time for her to come out of this. You all are welcome to see her now, two at a time. We need to be mindful that she may be a little confused when she comes to." Doctor Abayon squeezes my hand again. "I can tell she's a fighter." She throws a kind wink at me.

Damn right, she is, but she shouldn't have to be.

[image: image-placeholder]

The past twenty-four hours passed by in a blur. Every second meshed itself into the next feeling like one long damning hell that I couldn't escape from.

The only thing keeping me grounded is her.

Dr. Abayon assured us that it could take time for her to wake up but that she would. I won't be okay until she does. Until I see her beautiful piercing eyes, feel her reciprocate my touch, and hear her voice, none of this will feel even remotely okay.

Every part of me needs her as severely as my lungs need oxygen pumping through them for survival. She is my life support. If the past six years without her proved anything to me, I'm nothing without her.

I don't want to be anything without her.

Sitting beside her bedside, I lean over and brush a stray hair away from her cheek, letting my hand linger on her skin.

"Hey baby," I say, stroking the apple of her cheek with my thumb. It's time to wake up now, Rosie." I keep my voice soft, but the need in my tone is evident. I lean down and kiss her forehead, and as I do, I hear the shuffling of the door opening behind us.

"Mr. Cole," Dr. Abayon says softly, giving me a brief wave as I turn to see her.

"How's our girl?" She asks, clearing her throat as she presses further into the hospital room.

Our girl? No, she's mine. Only mine. Back off, lady.

"She still hasn't shown any sign of waking up." I press my lips into a straight line as I reach for Via's hand.

She nods once, and then a smile meets her face.

"Well," she begins, "As expected, that may take some time, and that's perfectly normal. The good thing is that all of her vitals remain stable. After everything she has endured," she visibly cringes at the words, "she probably needs the rest." Dr. Abayon leans in and rubs Via's arm gently.

A soft knock at the door cuts her off. "Ander," Izzy's voice quietly fills the room.

"Hey, Iz, I thought you were going home and getting some rest?" I ask as she walks in further, looking as shitty as I feel. She just shakes her head. I sent everyone away for a bit. We had all been here for hours without sleep, and they needed rest.

"I just. . . couldn't." I nod, not putting up an argument because I get it. She drops her gaze to Via and then to Dr. Abayon.

"I'm sorry to interrupt. Should I?" She points to the hall and then holds my gaze. I shake my head and say, "Stay." Then, I shift my gaze back to the doctor and give her a nod, signaling her to continue.

Dr. Abayon clears her throat again and shifts uncomfortably, making my heart sink further into my gut. I can tell that whatever she's about to tell us isn't good news, and I'm not sure where this will go or if I'd be able to handle any more news today. I inhale, filling my lungs, and clench Via's hand tighter, bracing myself.

Before the doctor can continue, I feel a fluttering movement in my hand that isn't mine. I look down to see Via's index finger twitching in my hand.

"Doc. . ." I scream, pointing to Via's finger, and Dr. Abayon looks over and then flashes a soft, sympathetic smile, looking between Izzy and me.

"Well, it seems someone is trying to wake up." She looks between Izzy and me again, her face shifting to sadness briefly before resuming the stoic expression it previously held.

"Brain injuries are a tricky thing. We need to tread lightly. We aren't sure what she remembers, and after everything she's endured, we don't need to press her too hard once she's awake."

Izzy and I shared a look between another and an unspoken agreement not to bombard her, and then both nodded.

I release Via's hand as I make my way to lay in the bed next to her, clinging to her and being extremely careful not to move her or to hurt any of her injuries further.

"Hey, my Rosie," I whisper into her ear as I gently kiss her neck and rub my thumb in circles across her cheek. She starts to stir restlessly; her eyes squeeze shut as if she is stuck in a dream she can't escape.

"Hey V," Izzy says as she leans down and kisses Via's forehead softly.

Her eyes remain closed, and she groans in pain as she shifts uncomfortably. I pull out of the bed and resume my stance next to her bedside, reaching for her hand, but as soon as I grab it, she pulls it back.

Ouch.

She is starting to wake up, and that's all that matters.

"Good afternoon, Ms. Foley. My name is Doctor Abayon. I'm the lead physician on your case. You're in the hospital."

The doctor begins speaking to Via as if she's fully awake. The more she does, the more Via stirs restlessly as if she's trying to wake up. Dr. Abayon signaled for us to take a step back from the bedside, so Izzy and I released her hands, and each took a step back. Watching helplessly. Dr. Abayon pulled a phone out of her pocket, held it to her ear, and quietly spoke into the receiver, calling for assistance to room 311.

"You're safe here, Ms. Foley. You're safe." The doctor continues as she leans in with a flashlight, pulling Via's eyelids open, one at a time. In true Via fashion, as she goes to do it a second time, she swats the doctor's hand away with a groan, sending the flashlight flying to the floor as two nurses enter the room.

I look up at them for a split second, and by the time I look back at Via, her eyes are fucking opening. Izzy and I gasp in unison, the relief filling the room between us and staff alike.

It isn't quick by any means, and as her beautiful steel eyes are fully open, they stay trained on Dr. Abayon.

Her brows are furrowed in confusion. She presses her hands down on the bed next to her sides, pushing down to adjust herself in the bed, and she instantly winces and howls out in pain.

Out of instinct, I take a step closer. I want to reach in and help her, but one of the nurses darts a handout, stopping me.

My spine steels and I flash a look at the staff. The nurse leans in and whispers, "We have to take it slow so as not to startle her." Letting out a sigh, I nod in agreement, and I take another few steps back toward the window just out of Via's line of vision, but to where I can still see her, and I pull Izzy with me.

Izzy throws me a glare that would set me aflame if it could, but I'm unbothered. We both lean back against the window sill with our arms crossed over our chests, and we let the staff continue.

My leg is bouncing uncontrollably, and every part of me wants to pull her into me right now.

I don't want to take this slow. I need to hold her.

"Can you tell me exactly what hurts Ms. Foley?" Dr. Abayon presses, and her tone remains gentle.

Via's mouth moves as if she's speaking or trying to, but no words come out. She grabs at her throat, wincing and clearing it audibly. She coughs a few times and then lets out the word "everything" in a raspy, low voice that is barely audible. It may be low, but I hear her, and just the sound of her sweet voice sends shivers throughout my core.

Dr. Abayon nods and smiles, obviously pleased that Via spoke.

"This here is Ashley," Dr. Abayon continues as one of the nurses steps forward next to Via's side. "Ashley is one of your nurses, and she will give you some medicine through your IV to help ease the pain and get you comfortable. You may feel a little sting, but it shouldn't hurt." Via blinks a few times at her words as if she's trying to process them, but she nods.

The nurse I now know is Ashley. She steps forward and reaches for Via's arm with the IV. She gets to work as Dr. Abayon continues talking and accessing Via.

"You've been through quite the ordeal, Ms. Foley. You are so strong, and we will take good care of you."

Via clears her throat again, her brows still furrowed, and the look of confusion on her beautiful round face kills me. As the seconds pass by quickly yet in slow motion, all at once, her look of confusion quickly morphs into panic.

"Why am I here?" Her voice is still extremely strained, raspy, and gravelly.

I take another step forward, needing to touch her. Needing to let her know I'm here, the other nurse, whose name tag reads Victoria, steps in front of me again and shakes her head sternly, nudging her chin and gesturing for me to take another step back like she's scolding a child. Izzy huffs a sigh next to me, growing just as frustrated as I am.

I can't fucking take this.

Ashley finishes administering the medicine through Via's IV and stands next to Victoria, creating a human wall separating Via from us.

Dr Abayon, who I have to give it to her, seems to have the best bedside manner of any physician I've ever witnessed, takes another step towards Via, grabs her hands, and rubs across the top of each of Via's hands.

"You were involved in an incident that left you very injured, but you, my dear, are doing fabulous."

Dr. Abayon pauses for a few moments before continuing.

"Can you tell me anything you might remember?" She continues rubbing Via's hands gently, caringly.

Via raises her brows. She pulls her hands away from Dr. Abayon as she courses them over her face, rubbing her eyes.

I can see the lone tear gliding down her cheek as she wipes it away.

She shakes her head, dropping it into her hands, and I can hear and see the sob racking through her body.

She's fucking confused.

Dr. Abayon places a hand on her shoulder and asks softly, "Do you remember anything, Ms. Foley?"

"NO!" Via shouts, and I shrink into myself at the sound of fear in her voice.

The heat of anger is pumping through me, and I'm about to erupt. I clench my fists at my sides, my knuckles turning white from my own grasp. Izzy places her hand on my shoulder to calm me, and I simply shrug her off. I understand taking it slow not to scare her, but she needs me.

"Can you tell me your name and date of birth?" Dr. Abayon asks, keeping her voice gentle.

Via nods. "Olivia Rose Foley. May 19, 1999." She strains out. Dr. Abayon's smile grew, pleased with Via's correct answer.

"Very nice. Also, can you tell me your age?"

Via doesn't waste a second; she fires back as if she is proud to have the answer, like a kid in school having the correct answer to a pop quiz question.

"I'm twenty-four!"

Dr. Abayon softly nods, encouraging Via that she did well.

"Yes, wonderful. Now, can you tell me what year it is?"

With that, Via's features instantly fall. Her face goes almost expressionless as she tries to think. Dr. Abayon doesn't rush her; neither do Ashley or Victoria. They let her think about it for nearly a minute. Her eyes stay on Dr. Abayon for a bit, and then finally, they drop to her hands as she starts fiddling with her fingers. She's holding her hands together in her lap and circling her thumbs around one another like she often does when nervous. She's done it since we were kids.

"2023?" she replies, as a question, not an answer.

Wrong.

Dr. Abayon just nods. Her smile did not falter, assuring not to let it show that Via was incorrect in her answer.

"What month are we in currently?"

Via's confusion grows, and she huffs, clearly frustrated, as if she is struggling for the answer. She looks around the room for the first time, her eyes almost landing on Izzy and me, but they don't. She keeps searching as if the answer is somewhere in this room. She spots the whiteboard behind Dr. Abayon's head that reads the date above her medical plan minus the year. She lets out a soft chuckle, "February 15," She strains out in her little, sexy, raspy voice that she has going for her right now.

I snort, covering my mouth, and turn my head to contain my silent laughter. Fucking cheater. God, I love this woman.

Dr. Abayon chuckles, also noticing what Via has done.

"Yes, So February 15 of which year, again?"

Via beams with pride as she exclaims, "February 15, 2023!" Dr. Abayon doesn't correct her. She flashes a sympathetic smile and reassures her that she did excellent.

What does it mean for us if she thinks it's February of 2023?

Izzy's body wracks with an audible sob next to me, obviously in the same thought that I am. I flash a look at her, one that says, "Calm down, it's okay. Keep quiet," and by the time I look back to Via, her eyes are on us, squinting as if she's straining to see us in our little dark corner against the window, standing behind the wall of bodies standing in front of us.

"Who is that?" Via's wide eyes flash back to Dr. Abayon.

Dr. Abayon looks at us and nods, waving us out of the dark corner they pushed us into.

"You have some visitors who have been pretty worried about you. You must be very loved."

I go to push off the wall, and before I know it, Izzy is sprinting to Via's side.

"Oh my god, fucking finally! Via!" Izzy exclaims, throwing herself on top of Via and pulling her into a hug, forgetting that Via is torn and tattered right now.

"OW!" Via winces, gabbing her chest.

"I'm okay, Iz! You are hurting me."

She giggles with a rasp and forces a smile as she runs her hand through Izzy's hair. Izzy chuckles, and Via's eyes close, soaking in the moment with her lifelong friend. Izzy backs off and pulls her hands to her chest as she stands up straight next to Via's bed, still blocking me.

"Bitch, I was so worried about you." Izzy cries, "I'm so glad you're okay. If you ever scare me like that again, I'll kick your ass." Via laughs as her face cringes in pain at the same time.

"Don't make me laugh, it hurts." Via clenches her chest as she tilts her head back against the bed that is propped up in a sitting position. She shuts her eyes and takes a few deep breaths.

Okay, you've had your turn, Izzy. Move it on over. I need to touch and talk to my girl. I make my way up next to Izzy, and she steps aside. Via's eyes remain closed, and I trace my fingertips down her outer thigh over the blanket.

"Hey Rosie, it's good to see you," I speak softly, just above a whisper. My mouth turns up in one corner, the relief washing over me at the sight of her up close. Her hands fall from her chest, and she sucks in a breath as her eyes flash open, immediately finding mine. With that one swift movement, my smile falters, my heart shatters in the cavity where it lays in my chest, and my world collapses.

"Anderson!" She whispers my name out, not in relief as I'd hoped, but her tone wraps around my name and is laced with pain.

No.

"He cannot be here!" She shouts out, her voice shaking. Her eyes are locked in on me in shock and confusion.

No. No. No. No. No.

"Baby," I reach for her hand, and she pulls back; her brows are pinched, and her mouth is ajar.

My hands shoot up and cover my mouth, attempting to hold back the sob that is threatening to bust through the surface.

This cannot be happening.


Chapter thirty-one
Via


What the actual fuck is going on.

Anderson Cole.

Anderson fucking Cole.

He is here.

In my stupid hospital room that I don't even know why I'm in, much less why the hell he's here.

"What is going on? Can someone give me straight fucking answers?"

I attempted to scream out, but my voice was weak, and my throat was dry. The words come out as barely an angry whisper. Everything hurts. My entire body is sore like I'd been hit by a Mac truck, and my head and heart are pounding with pain in unison.

The pleas of a lost girl and desperate for answers about her life.

Pathetic.

I shake my head back and forth, trying to process it. The panic is setting in.

I can feel Ander's presence lean in over me, and his hand rubs my arm gently, shooting a course of electricity through my body down to my toes. My eyes remain screwed shut as his warm sweet breath fans over my face, and he starts counting backward as if he knows exactly what I do during a panic attack to help ground myself.

"Ten… Nine… Eight… Sev—"

"Stop it!" I demand, opening my eyes and throwing him a glare before looking at Izzy and then at Dr. Abayon. My hands rubbed over my face and then through my hair.

"Ms. Foley, we'll give you some time to rest." Dr. Abayon says as she looks at Izzy and Ander and motions her chin to point them out into the hall.

I scoff, "I don't want to rest. I want to know what's going on. Damnit! Why does none of this make any sense?"

"Via. . ." Izzy speaks softly. "Via, it's okay."

My frustration only grows, and I huff. Okay? How is any of this okay? It's bad enough that my body feels like hell; I don't know anything that's going on, and I don't know why. I feel lost in my own mind, and that's definitely not fucking okay.

"You were involved in an incident—"

"Yes, Doctor, you've said that. Can we not be so vague?" I huff, anger filling my voice and the knot in my heart.

Ander is here. He shouldn't be.

Why does it feel right, and why does part of me want him here?

How could so many years have passed between us, yet seeing him brings butterflies to my stomach?

Then, it hits me.

He needs to leave; it's not safe.

Dr. Abayon speaks again, "In the incident, you incurred multiple injuries, as you can see and feel. One of them resulted in a traumatic brain injury. Thankfully, it isn't severe, but it does appear that it has affected some of your memory. Which is normal and to be expected, but it's nothing that should remain permanent."

"Wha-What. . ."

"Was I in a car wreck?" I ask, pinching my eyebrows together, trying to settle the confusion that these fuckers won't seem to answer for me.

Ever since my family's accident, vehicles have been touchy for me. I've been working in therapy with Dr. Carr on my fear of getting in a vehicular accident, and I've gotten a lot better at controlling my fear.

All three of them shake their heads at the same time, which only pisses me off. Before I can speak, Ander speaks up.

God, his voice is exactly like I remember it.

"Via, I know none of this makes any fucking sense right now, but I need you to really hear me. Can you try to do that?" His words are gentle, and his tone is soft as he kneels at my bedside, placing his elbows on the edge of the bed.

"Please," He begs timidly.

Gosh, he's just as beautiful as I remember. His face is scruffy now, and he has a full beard. That's new. I kind of love it. Then there's those eyes—those creamy caramel-brown eyes—that have always pierced through me and stolen my heart. I could get lost in those eyes. I almost forgot how beautiful they were.

I hold his gaze and nod hesitantly.

Ander lets out a sigh. Instead of speaking, he looks around at everyone in the room, giving them all a look that screams, "Get the fuck out." Then he speaks up, but not to me.

"Can we have a moment of privacy? You can all wait outside the door; you can hear her call out if she needs any of you. Just leave the door cracked open."

He throws a look at me as if it's a question, asking for my permission to make sure this is okay.

I don't know what the hell is going on or why, but I want to hear what he has to say. Hopefully, he can clear the shit up.

All the staff nod and clear out of the room. Izzy stays rooted in her spot, and Ander flashes her a glare.

She huffs, "Oh no, big boy, I'm not leaving!"

"Iz. . . I'm okay. You'll be outside the room with the door cracked, right?"

A look of hurt briefly flashes on her face, but she holds it back, forces a smile, and then nods as she makes her way into the hospital hall with the others.

"Okay, Ander, I'm listening." My words come out strangled. His presence consumes me.

He flashes a weak attempt at a grin. "I'm going to spit a lot of information out at you all at once. Try to keep up, okay?"

I nod.

"Close your eyes. Try to picture what I'm saying." I huff out a sad laugh, considering protesting, but ultimately, I give in and do exactly as he asks.

"It's October. You get convinced by Dumb and Dumber, AKA Izzy and Maverick, to go on a blind date with a strikingly handsome man who works with Mav." He chuckles, and I can't help but grin at the sound. I'm trying to picture what he's saying as he speaks.

"You don't want to go on a date. You put up one hell of a fight. Ultimately, you do. You go on a date, only for the guy to end up being the man who loved you since he first saw you when you were kids, and he never stopped."

My eyes flash open and dart to his with a gasp escaping my mouth that's agape.

He's pleased with that response, and he smirks knowingly.

"Oh, Ander," I cry as the memories all come flooding back like a picture wheel in my mind, slowly.

"Eyes closed, baby, I'm not done."

I roll my eyes and giggle. I'm not a fan of this game he's trying to play; I just want direct answers. Not everything is coming back clearly, and I did agree to hear him. So, I'll hold true to my word.

"You and said guy rekindle the flame that never stopped burning. You both fall in love, fast, all over again and even deeper than before. . . Can you see it, baby?

"I'm so sorry, Ander, how could I even forget—"

Before I can finish speaking or open my eyes, Ander's warm, minty mouth is on mine. Gentle but needy. So much need.

I part my lips slightly, inviting him in, and he doesn't miss a beat. His soft tongue swipes, dances, and teases along with my own. He pulls back slightly, not removing his lips from mine, and speaks against my mouth, "I was so worried about you, Rosie." I feel the heat spread on my cheeks. Our foreheads rest against one another.

I run my hand through his hair and speak with a slight smile, "I'm here, babe. You can't get rid of me that easily."

He pulls back and stares me down with a grimace.

"What, too soon?" I chuckle, and he rolls his eyes and laughs at me smugly. He cups my face between his hands and kisses my forehead.

"Are the memories still coming back?" he asks, softly pressing me to get back to thinking and remembering. Part of me doesn't want to remember. I want to relish this moment—here, with him.

Every moment with him feels so genuine and pure—every single one is something to be cherished. He pulls back, granting me a little space to continue thinking and sorting through my thoughts.

Our blind date at Crave's. Playing Pool at Open Tap. Leaving. Sex. It's really good sex. My family's beach house is his house now. More incredible sex. A lot of mind-blowing sex. His family. Aw, I missed them. My fucking head hurts like hell. Quitting my job. I got back into photography. I quit my job. Oh my god, I quit my fucking job. I fell in love again, not that I ever fell out of love with this man. Izzy. Her text. Valentine's Day. Our date. The dress. Our drive to my and Izzy's house to check on Izzy. Opening the door to see. . . Panic sets in.

"He's out! Liam was released!… He knows!" I shout, pulling at the collar of his t-shirt and then pulling for the IV, attempting to rip it out and rip all these fucking wires off of me.

"We aren't safe."

I gulp, my voice barely a whisper, my body trembling uncontrollably with fear as the memories of my brother's vicious assault and hate-laced words come flooding in like daggers. Causing more pain to my heart and mind than my body could ever be possible of feeling.

"I know, baby, I know he is."

The tears are flowing on their own accord, and Ander is there to wipe each one.

"You have to leave, Ander. He's going to—" I choke.

"He's going to die, V," Ander says firmly, in a matter-of-fact tone. His voice grows grave, almost threatening if I didn't know better.

"You don't have to protect him anymore, baby. He is going to pay this time. I'll make sure of it. No matter what. He's gotten away with hurting you for long enough. Not anymore. As far as I'm concerned, he doesn't touch you and get away with it. The fucker doesn't deserve to live!"

"Ander—"

"No. There's no argument. I've sat back long enough and let this fucker hurt you. I hate myself for it. I can't believe I didn't protect you better than this." He runs a hand through my hair as he stares down at me with a promise in his eyes. "I'm going to fucking kill him, V."

Just then, there's a knock on the door.

Ugh.

A short, heavyset man who must be in his mid to late forties, wearing a navy blue dress shirt and black slacks, walks in alongside Dr. Abayon.

"Ms. Foley?" the man asks.

"Yeah," I respond dryly, eyes locked on Ander, whose gaze won't leave the man walking into the room. The man looks to Ander, and they exchange a knowing nod.

What the fuck.

"Hi, Ms. Foley. My name is Detective Blackwell, and I'm the lead detective working on your case. I want to talk with you and ask a few questions. Are you up to it?"

Awesome.

What the hell has my life become? I've spent the past twenty-four years being my brother's keeper of secrets, bearing the weight of the burdens that he created, and now I'm expected just to spill all of the tea like It's Sunday brunch gossip as if that's so damn easy for me to do.

I've been a fortress for years, never giving life to the secrets I've had no choice but to keep—an unbreakable one.

I've held on to my share of demons that haunt me. The shame. The embarrassment. The guilt. I've carried it all.

Now, I'm expected to just lay it all out there for the world's knowledge—to a complete stranger, a male stranger, at that.

My own parents didn't believe me the few times that I tried to talk to them about the vile things Liam would do and was capable of. Why would anyone else believe me if the two people who were supposed to protect me in this world couldn't?

My eyes flash to Ander before closing, and I nod. Ander holds both of my hands in his and gives them each a light squeeze, letting me know that he is here and in this with me.

I'm not alone.
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Detective Blackwell sat next to my bed, opposite where Ander stayed, and kneeled at my side. His questions started simple: my name and my information, and that was about all that was simple.

Next came the questions about what I remembered. Unfortunately, at that point, I remembered just about everything. Halfway through his questioning, I requested that Izzy come back in. Ander was comforting during the entire conversation so far. He is undoubtedly my safe place and my home, but so is she, and she's been just as in the dark as Ander.

I explained all the disturbing and disgusting details that I remembered from last night. Somehow, it feels like a distant memory. It doesn't feel like it just happened. Oddly, when I think back, it feels like it happened to someone else, not me. Like I'm on the outside looking in, able to watch it all like a movie.

I'm heartbroken for the person who went through that, forgetting that person is me. I'm describing my own life. How fucked is that?

After I described the events that took place at my home: From walking in, finding Liam waiting for me, running from him, his knife, his fist, his foot stomping me. . . I was able to describe it all.

Lucky me.

It only got worse from there when Detective Blackwell asked when the abuse began. It's funny how we find ourselves living a life we never envisioned.

As I spoke, I could feel Ander's anger radiating. He's never been blind to Liam. I mean, that is how we met, after all. I've also never been very descriptive like this, either.

Detective Blackwell was here for over an hour, and it was mentally exhausting. Ander and Izzy never left my side during the conversation, but after reliving all of that, I need space to think, process, and deal.

I'm not even fucking sure at this point. All I know is that this room's tension is thick like glue, making me nauseous.

"Why don't you guys go home and get some rest?" My attempt is weak; I don't have much energy left.

Izzy nods, but Ander lets out a deep, frustrated growl and scowls at me.

"I'm not leaving." He deadpans.

"Ander, why don't we go for a bit?" Izzy attempts; I think she can sense I need space. She knows me well. I thrive being alone, most of the time.

"At least go run to our house or Mavericks since they aren't as far away; you can shower and return afterward. You need one, you fucking wreak." She snorts at her lame joke, which causes me to giggle.

Ow, fuck.

Everything hurts, and any movement causes a jolt of pain.

I can see the protest Ander is concocting in his mind, but he doesn't speak immediately. He just looks at me. He looks so lost, so unreadable.

I force a smile, trying to convince him that I'm fine, and give a quick nod.

"Yeah, I'll go." His words are harsh and angry.

"My Mom, Dad, Abbie, and Jett are all on their way here and should be here within the hour, so you won't be alone for long. I'll call Dessa to come back by and check on you, too."

I don't protest, even though I want to. I want to be alone, but I know this is his way of protecting me. A security guard is stationed at the nurse's station down the hall, so I'm not very worried. It's not like the coward will show his face here.

Izzy comes around and hugs me as she kisses the top of my head. Her lavender scent fills my senses. I'm so lucky to have her. Then, she speaks.

"I'm so proud of you for staying alive, fucker." With that, she spins around and walks out without saying another word, leaving me laughing, aching, and speechless.

Ander paces back and forth, one hand shoved into his pocket and the other cupping his chin as his fingers work in and out through his beard.

"Ander, I promise. I'm okay." I say softly, begging him to meet my eyes.

He stops pacing, but he doesn't spare me a glance. He sighs, and his shoulders slump forward. He shoves his other hand in his pocket as well. He looks so defeated, and I don't know how to fix it.

After a few beats, he walks over to the window ledge and looks out. The silence is thick, and I'm unsure what's going through his mind or what to make of it.

"Tell me something." His deep, low voice cuts through the silence like a machete slicing through a cane stalk. It's almost unnerving.

I don't speak; I wait patiently, giving him all the time he needs to form his thoughts into whatever questions he needs to ask me.

His gaze stays focused intently out of the window.

"Is he. . . Is he th-the reason you left me six years ago?" The pain in his voice guts me.

Chills.

They spread like wildfire throughout my entire being.

I let out a sigh.

"I was never protecting him, Ander. I was protecting you from him. You don't know what he's capable of. The things he's. . . You don't know all of the things he's done. He was the cause of the accident that killed my parents and Natty! He admitted that night in the hospital, and then he threatened that YOU would be next if I didn't let you go. He said no one could have me." My words are strained, each one choked out through the sobbing.

He spins around and finally faces me, and the anger and hurt in his eyes pulls the tears from me like a magnetic force.

"You. . ." He stammers, but his words are laced with anger, causing my gut to constrict and ache. "You could have talked to me. We were supposed to be unbreakable." He scoffs just as disgust flashes across his face and starts walking toward the door.

I can understand and sympathize with his hurt and upset feelings, but not his anger—not with me. We don't do anger.

"Ander!" I call out loudly, but he keeps approaching the door.

"I'll be back in a bit, I need to thin—"

"Goddammit, Anderson. Look at me!" I scream at him. I've never screamed at him out of frustration, not like this, and it feels… wrong.

He stops in his tracks right past the foot of my hospital bed.

He looks broken, and every part of me wants to fix every aching part of him.

"I just don't get it, V. Make me get it. Make me understand all of this. Make me understand how you could let that asshole come between us. Has he not taken enough from you? He's out now, and he's after you. Are you going to give up and do it again?"

His words are pleading and begging for answers, and I can sense us both shutting down. The tension is so thick that I could physically choke on it.

Our eyes are locked, and the pain he's processing is so evident that it's shattering my heart.

I don't respond instantly. I nod.

"He's not after me, Ander. He's after you. I was just the easy target. I was the warning. He doesn't want me dead," I scoff," He wants me to hurt. He knows what he did to me only hurts me physically, but hurting you. . ." I look away, breaking our intense staredown.

"Hurting what we have, again, he knows that would break me completely. That's what he wants. I'm not giving it to him. Not again, Ander. I knew the fucking risks. I took them anyway, and now he's after you. This is my fucking fault. I was selfish." I begin to sob, letting my head fall in my hands as the emotions take me over like a tidal wave.

"If he wants to hurt me, let him hurt me. He can't hurt you, Ander. I can't let him hurt you." I let out a sigh through the tears as the panic controls me.

"I can't live in a world where you don't exist. I'd rather know you're alive and out there, safe. No one deserves this. Especially not you. The last fucking thing I wanted was to lose you again. I can't put you through this. It isn't right."

"I hear what you're saying, and I know you're scared, but fuck all of that."

Ander takes a step closer and rubs one of his hands up and down my legs over the blankets. Our eyes meet, and it's electric. Every feeling we each possess radiates through this gaze.

A lone tear travels down the apple of his cheek, getting lost in his facial hair.

"You're mine. I'll be damned if I let anyone or anything get in the way of that again."

"You don't understand—"

"I understand pretty damn clearly. You're not my bodyguard, baby. I'm yours. You don't need to protect me. It's my job to protect you. Liam will fucking pay for every single ounce of pain he's ever caused in your life. He will never be able to hurt you again once I'm through with him."

"Ander, listen to me."

He shakes his head and plants a kiss on my forehead.

"You're not ending this again. It's not even up for discussion. I'm here, and I'm not going anywhere, baby."

I lose my sense of self-control as tears overtake me. This man loves me wholly—it's evident.

He deserves better than me and the chaos of my life. At this point, my initial instinct is to push him away. Let him let me go again, and let him be happy without me.

I can't. I fucking can't do that anymore. I don't want to. It's never been what I wanted. It's been what I've had to do. I want him every damn day. Happy, sad, angry, giddy, horny, scared— I want it all, for once, and I only want it with him.

"I love you, Ander, and I'm scared. I'm fucking terrified that he's going to hurt you. Or worse, take you from me. I. . . Need you."


Chapter thirty-two
Ander


"Ilove you, Ander, and I'm scared. I'm fucking terrified that he's going to hurt you. Or worse, take you from me. I. . . Need you."

Liam Foley hurting me is the last thing she needs to worry about. Being able to keep my cool enough not to land myself with a life sentence should be her only concern.

He tormented her for her entire life. He's the cause of me losing her. He put his hands on her. He hurt her. She was lying there, barely clothed due to his cruelty. She's in a fucking hospital because of him.

My anger boils molten hot beneath the surface as I attempt to process everything in my mind.

There's only one solution.

Where I'm concerned, you don't hurt her in any way and get away with it. I'll be damned if I allow him the freedom of having another opportunity to cause any form of harm to her again.

I walk over to her side and nuzzle my face in her hair as I kiss her neck. She's crying uncontrollably, and every sob she lets out cuts through my heart like a dull blade.

"Shh, baby. You don't need to stress about anything." I grab her face between my hands and lean my forehead to hers after kissing her lip softly. "

You need to rest and heal. That's the only thing you need to worry about."

She nods.

"I'm sorry for raising my voice at you, my Rosie. I need you to promise me no more shutting down and shutting me out. We are in this together... I'm terrified of losing you again. I can't. I simply just can't." I pull back to look at her eyes, and her lips curl up at the corners into a soft smile. Fuck, I melt for her.

"Promise. I'm in this. I'm in it with you." She says through her smile.

With one more gentle kiss pressed to her sweet mouth, I release her. Turning to leave her room, I call over my shoulder, still looking straight ahead, "I won't be long, babe. My family should be here soon."

I stop just as I make it to the door and slowly pry it open; I glance back over my shoulder, getting a good look at her.

Damn, even in the condition she's in, she's absolutely beautiful. Without a single ounce of effort, no makeup, hair a mess— She's perfect.

"I love you, V. So fucking much. I'd burn this entire world down for you, baby." I throw a half smile her way and exit the room, not waiting for her response.

"Hello?" I hear the raspy feminine voice on the other end of the line say.

"Hey, Mom," I choke out as I open the door to my truck and hop in.

"Oh, Anderson, How are you holding up?"

I nod as if she can fucking see me.

God, I'm an idiot sometimes.

Realizing she doesn't have this extraordinary ability, I decide to use my words like a big boy.

"Holding up, Mom. How far out are you guys?"

"We should be there in about forty-five minutes. Do you need something?"

"No, I just wanted to see. She sent me away. She needed some time to herself, but I didn't want her alone for long. I will run to Maverick's house and shower, and then I'll be back after."

"Oh honey, take care of yourself. Why don't you get some rest while you're gone? We will be there soon. She will be just fine." My mom has always worried about me. I love her for it, but I'm the last thing or person I'm worried about right now.
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After two hours of riding around looking for Liam with no luck, I quickly stopped at Maverick's house to shower and freshen up. Now, I'm walking back down the hospital hall toward Via's room when I hear voices and laughter bellowing down the hallway.

If there's anything I appreciate about my family the most, it's that they can lighten the intensity of any situation around them. I spare them a quick smile as I take them all in, but I don't stop. If they're all out here, she's still alone. Fuck that. She's had enough time alone.

Walking into Via's hospital room, I'm instantly taken back by the greeting of a bouquet of roses next to her bedside. I saw the same black and red flowers inside her house a few months back. Via is fast asleep peacefully. It kills me to see that tears are staining her beautiful face. I hate the thought that she cried herself to sleep alone, but knowing Via, it's probably exactly what she needed to process through things. I'm not trying to overwhelm her, but I don't want her to think she's in this alone, either.

Because she will never be in anything alone again.

Turning back to the new creepy flowers by her bedside, I can't help the fury that flows through my body.

I'm unsure what to make of it, but my head is spinning. She always suspected they were from that creep Clark at her previous job. If it is him, I'll fucking end him this time. No more chances. Something about it doesn't sit right with me. She confronted Clark about it that day in the hallway, and thinking back to it now, the guy looked fucking clueless when he denied it.

Being sure not to wake her, I quietly grab the vase beside her and return to the lobby. As I pad down the long hallway and their voices come back into earshot, I notice a card stuffed in the flowers.

I open the small card. It simply says, "He is going to."

What the fuck?

"Did anyone see who left these?" My firm, deep voice echoes loudly throughout the lobby, bringing silence behind my last word.

Everyone's eyes flash up to glance over me, standing there, seething, holding what looks like dead roses.

My mom speaks up first, "Ander. . . Those weren't there when we checked on her thirty minutes ago."

"Who the hell would leave red and black roses?" Jett's tone is harsh, seeming just as concerned as I am as he stands and makes his way over to me.

My sister Abbie asks, "What does the card say?" as she pulls it from my hands. "He is going to? What in the hell is that even supposed to mean?"

"He is going to? He is going to what? He is going to. He. . . Oh, good god." My mom's voice shakes. "He. . . Is going to die?" She stands up and walks toward me, frantically pulling the card from Abbie's hands.

"He is going to die. . . This is his way of threatening you, Ander!" Abbie covers her mouth, and the tears begin to flow instantly.

Fuck this.

I inhale a sharp breath, pull back, and throw the vase of flowers to the nearest wall, and I don't stay standing there to watch it all crumble to pieces. I rush over to the nurse's station, lock eyes with the armed guard sitting at the desk, and lean in toward him.

"Pull up the security footage!" I demand, my tone sharp and leaving no room for negotiations.

"Excuse you, sir?" He barks back, trying to assert his dominance over the situation.

"I didn't stutter. Someone went into her room while I was gone and left a threat. They had to know I was no longer here, meaning they could have been here. I don't have time to swing dicks with you. Now pull up the damn footage and find out who the fuck went into that room with black and red roses!" My yelling subsides, and my tone is a low growl as I slam my hands down on the counter.

It's not in my nature to be aggressive, but switching it off is hard once I get to this point.

The man hesitates for a moment, but after turning my words over in his pea-sized brain for a bit, he nods and pads over to his laptop.

"Time frame?" He asks simply.

"The past forty minutes." The words cause my stomach to turn into knots as they slide off my tongue. That asshole slipped through with my family right down the hallway. The balls of nerve on that fucker. He must think that he's fucking invincible.

Fuck his threats against me.

Not only did he put his hands on her, but he hurt her. Really hurt her this time.

He's a fucking dead man. He should have been a long time ago.

The guard takes his time scrolling through the footage and then finally shouts out, "There!" as he waves me over to look at what he sees. It's not like I needed the proof; I already knew.

Sure enough, there's the little weasel.

He came up through the back entrance, going unseen by my family in the lobby down the hallway, walked into the room, and walked right back out with a wicked smile plastered on his face.

After throwing my fist into the wall beside me, I pull away, grabbing my keys, and without hesitation, I retreat toward the parking garage.

"Ander, you can't leave!" My mom screams after me.

I stop in my tracks, taking a second to think, but then I start walking again. This fucker wants to hurt my girl and now threatens me and has the nerve to think he's untouchable. Everything we've gone through, our years of separation, it was all at the hands of his doing. The years of torment he put Via through. . . My firsts clench at my side, and I swear, I see nothing but red.

I yell over my shoulder, "Please make sure all of you stay with her and in the room this time. If she wakes, promise her that I will be back. Just make sure that she knows I am coming back!"


Chapter thirty-three
Via


Iwake up in a haze, my head pounding like a drum, holding on to a small hand that feels unfamiliar.

My eyes open, and everything is blurry. I take a few seconds to blink the sleep away as I hear whispers fill the room, and the small hand clasping onto mine gives me a gentle squeeze.

"It's okay, Via. You're safe, and we are here."

I'd know that voice anywhere. Ander's mom, Mrs. Kristen. She's always calm in the storm, and her presence brings immediate peace to me.

I sit there for a second, and slowly, everything and everyone in the room comes into focus. Mrs. Kristen, Abbie, Izzy, and Dessa fill the rooms, and their sympathetic, worried expressions all flash my way as I look over the room.

It's the one person I want to see whose absence hit me like a ton of bricks.

Where is he?

Then it hits me. I needed space, and he gave it to me. Judging by the lighting peering through the window, hours have had to pass. Maybe he also needed space and time to think and process everything.

Is he safe?

I clear my throat and try to speak, but my words come out strangled. "Where. . ."

Everyone in the room's face falls in unison, and Mrs. Kristen forces a grin that doesn't meet her eyes, not in the least.

My stomach curls into knots, knowing that my suspicion is correct and something isn't right. Panic quickly sets in as Mrs. Kristen pats my leg to calm me, and my girls rush to my side.

"V, you have to stay calm," Izzy says, keeping her tone even. Calm?

Something is wrong. I can feel it.

I inhale a shaky breath and give a weak attempt at a nod in conditional agreement. Izzy turns her chin to Ander's mom, signaling her to take the lead, which she does.

"We are sure he's safe, Via. I know that's what you're worried about." She nods reassuringly. "He did come back to check on you a bit ago; all of the guys are out looking for him now—"

I cut her off before she could continue. The words spew out of my mouth as fast as they form in my mind.

"What?"

I shake my head, trying to understand. If Ander came back, something had to cause him to leave, and alone? If everyone is looking for him, that means he's alone.

He's in danger.

"What made him leave? If he had returned and left, and now no one knows where he is, something must have happened. I know him." I gulp audibly. "What happened?" My voice shakes in unison with my limbs.

Everyone's eyes flash to one another across the room as if questioning who would be the one to tell me.

Izzy takes the lead and, in true Izzy fashion, breaks it to me honestly, which I appreciate.

"Liam is a dick, that's what happened. The slimeball motherfucker snuck in while he knew Ander was out and left a threat. Remember the creepy flowers and notes you've been getting, and you assumed they were 'gestures' from Clark? It's been Liam all along. Ander came back to find some here left for both of you. He pieced it all together and then lost his absolute shit. Now the loose cannon is out searching for Liam by himself." She speaks so fast, leaving no room for the others to object to her laying it all out there for me.

Once Izzy finishes, Dessa quickly interjects, just as the panic starts to creep into my heart.

"They're going to find him, V. He will be just fine."

My heart is racing to the soundtrack of the most vicious metal album you could think of.

"I-I. . . " I shout as I start ripping at the wires and machines attached to me, pulling them off of me. The machine behind me starts to hiss as frantically as my heart pumps erratically.

"V! Damnit!" Abbie growls, "You have to stay calm!"

"Calm?" I whisper-shout through the tears.

"How the hell can any of you expect me to be calm? Come on! Be realistic! Look at me!"

My voice is now at a full-blown shout, rebelling against their protest.

"I was the bait! Liam didn't want to kill me; he wanted Ander! Now Ander is going after him, setting himself out on a silver platter! I can't let it happen! I won't!" My words are choppy, barely audible. The sobs rack my body as I stand to my feet, and pain shoots through every fiber of my being, but I refuse to stop.

"I need a phone!" I demand as I start pulling off the hospital gown and frantically pull my clothes over myself, with the help of Izzy and Dessa, who have officially given in and will no longer fight me.

Mrs. Kristen goes to state her protest, but she takes a long look at me with our eyes locked and then nods, handing me her phone.

"He isn't answering any calls or texts. It started going straight to voicemail about a half hour ago."

I release a scream, rattling my bones as it escapes, releasing every ounce of bottled-up frustration I've harbored. It doesn't help. The worries, fear, pain, and sadness are all still there.

This is why I left him, why I pulled away, and why I stayed away.

Not for me, for him.

How selfish am I? I knew better than to allow him back into this chaos. He doesn't deserve this bullshit life that I'm stuck muddling through. He doesn't have to be stuck, and that's all he will ever be with me as long as Liam is alive.

Stuck.

Even after everything Liam has put me through, I've never wished death on him or anyone, for that matter. At this very second, I hope Ander finds him first. He deserves exactly what he has coming for him. What does that mean for Ander? What does that mean for our future? His future? This whole shithole situation is fucked, and I can't breathe.

Finally, mentally checking back into my current reality, I take a few stumbled steps toward the door and look back over my shoulder at all the women in the room who love me.

"Are one of you going to drive, or am I going to have to do this on foot?" They all sigh simultaneously, and Abbie pulls her keys from her purse. I flash her a soft smirk that says, "Thank you," just as Izzy darts past me out of the door and screams down the hall, "We need a wheelchair!"

Seconds later, a tall male nurse walks in with a wheelchair, "Bathroom, Ms. Foley?"

I shake my head.

"Home. Bring the AMA paperwork, please."

"Ms. Foley. . ."

"Just bring the papers, or she will leave without signing them at all!" Mrs. Kristen barks behind me as she helps me adjust in the wheelchair.

The nurse, whose nametag says Jayden, looks over all of us who are not backing down, and he sighs.

"I'll be right back."
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I'm in the front passenger seat of Mrs. Kristen's Tahoe. Abbie is driving, and the others are piled into the back. I grab the phone from the center console and try Ander again, but there is no answer. It goes straight to voicemail.

"Fuck!" I shout as I slam the phone back down on the console, and my scream shakes throughout the SUV's energy.

Izzy reaches for it and begins speaking mere seconds later. My eyes dart to her as she speaks.

"Jett. . . any update?"

Her face drops even more as he speaks through the other line, but we cannot hear his response.

"Where are you guys now?" she asks into the receiver. She nods and looks to Abbie as she continues to speak to Jett on the phone. "Meet us at my parents' house. We will be there in five minutes or less."

Abbie wastes no time. Before Izzy can hang up the call, Abbie jerks the wheel, spinning the SUV illegally around the median in the middle of the interstate and heading back toward the Prairie in Sugarland.

"Is everyone okay?" she asks frantically, looking around at us. As the vehicle stabilizes, she gives the gas all it that it has.

"Izzy, tell me something. . . Please. Why the fuck are we going to your parent's house?" I beg.

She shakes her head, mouth agape before she covers it with her hands, and tears quickly fill her eyes.

"Izabel!" I shout, demanding answers. I can't let my mind wander for a second longer. I need to know whatever it is that she does that's eliciting this reaction from her, no matter what it is.

"Anders truck. . . They tracked it using GPS. It's parked down the lane from your parent's old home on the prairie. We will make it there before the guys do. We are five minutes away, and they are eight minutes out."

Her voice cracks, and everything inside of me breaks. My parent's old home has been abandoned for the past three years since the family that Liam sold it to destroyed it, and it went into foreclosure.

"To be safe, we will wait for the guys at my parent's house."

"The fuck we will!" I declare. I'll be damned if I'll be that close and wait.

"It's three minutes, honey." Dessa chimes in as she rubs her hand on my shoulder, trying to reassure me.

"Three minutes he may not have!"

Just as I speak, Abbie crosses over the bridge that leads to the forgotten prairie. Sugarland isn't huge, so I've known for a while that the prairie isn't what it once was, but seeing it after clearly avoiding it for so long causes a different kind of sadness to form in my heart. Just as we take the first curve and edge toward the lane of the old home, I see Anders's truck sticking out like a neon sign on Broadway.

"Abbie, if you guys don't want to stop, that's fine, but if you don't slow this tank down and let me out, I will jump out while you're going full speed."

"V," she attempts to protest. As we inch closer, I grab the door handle, entirely meaning my threat and content with my decision.

I need to get to him now.

A unanimous sigh breaks out throughout the SUV when Izzy says, "Park behind his truck, Abbie. I'll go with her!"

I look back to my best friend, my platonic soulmate, and flash her a flat, closed-mouth attempt at a grin that says, "Thank you." She nods in return.

"The fuck, as if y'all are going alone," Abbie says as she parks behind Ander's truck and she unbuckles. They all unbuckle, and we hop out and start moving frantically.

"I just texted Jett to tell him we are here and going in; he said they're two minutes out."

Her words are disregarded as I start running down the lane toward the house, leaving them all alone, still searching Anders's truck. We won't find our answers there.

Our answers, my world, are somewhere on the property. I have a feeling I know exactly where they are, and I'll be damned if I'll subject even more of the people I care about to Liam's wrath. If Ander had found Liam here, it wouldn't have been inside the house, and Ander would have been the only other person to know that.

Darting through the now thick brush on the once beautiful property, I run with purpose.

I am ignoring every flaming ounce of pain that radiates through my bruised and tattered body. I have to get to him. I need to know he's okay. I need him to be okay. The path here is somewhat cleared out, and by the looks of the stepped-on bushes and cracked twigs, there are apparent signs of foot traffic, so I know someone's been here recently. Liam must have been squatting here.

How fucking long has he been out of prison?

As the old barn where Liam spent most of his pathetic days as he aged comes into view, I slow my footing. This is one of several barns on the property, but this specific one was always Liam's spot.

Everything is eerily quiet.

Too quiet.

I pull at one of the large barn doors, and it lets out a loud creek in disapproval of being moved, which causes me to jump. Then, I hear it before I can see anything.

His laugh.

His sick, sadistic fucking laugh.

"Well, sister. This is the last thing I expected." Liam's callous voice sent a shiver of panic coursing down my spine slowly, one vertebrae at a time.

On impulse, I cringe and become rooted where I stand as Liam steps out of the shadows and into my view, bloody and bruised. He's limping, dragging his left leg. This tells me a tussle went down, and he's hurt.

Good.

As he steps into my line of view, he smiles from ear to ear as if pleased with my arrival.

"I'm glad you're here, Olive. Now, you get to watch!" He says gleefully as he raises a gun and points it directly in my face.

"Liam, you don't have to—"

"Oh, but dear sister, that is where you're wrong." He lets out another dark chuckle as he steps closer, mere inches between us, and nudges me forward with the gun. With his right hand, he swipes a trickle of blood from his creepily turned-up mouth.

I shake my head and force Liam to look me in the eyes.

"No, Liam. I'm not playing your sick fucking games anymore!" I shout as loud as I can.

"If you want to fucking hurt me, then do it, you coward! Hurt ME! Only a true little bitch would hurt others to get to me!"

I turn the tables, grab the barrel of the gun, and place it directly to my forehead, daring him and wishing he would at this point. I am done with his tormenting, and I am refusing to be his scared victim any longer.

Liam's mouth falls agape, and his jaw ticks as he scowls at me, gritting his teeth.

"You stupid bitch!" He shouts as he pulls the gun back and passes a hard slap across my face that catapults me to the ground.

He leans over me as I stumble to get up, feeling every ounce of pain from my already aching body screaming at me to stay down.

"You aren't going to die, Sis," he growls." Not by my hands, at least, but you will wish you were dead. That's the point, don't you get it?" He laughs as he pulls me to my feet and attempts to drag me by my arm.

I don't fucking let him.

I rear back with everything in me and collide my fist with his jaw with as much force as I can muster.

He doesn't fall, but he does falter. He stumbles a bit but only laughs harder as his jaw ticks. That is when I lose all of my senses and see nothing but red as I lunge for him. I don't stop. Finally, it happens.

The gun falls from his hand and flies across the barn's ground.

Time stands still, but I don't.

I continue unleashing every pent-up emotion I've suppressed for many years. Emotions that this asshole that was supposed to be my brother, my family, has singlehandedly caused. Emotions that have caused me to go numb for years.

Unfortunately for him, I can feel again—and I feel fiercely. Right now, I feel nothing but rage and empowered.

Still swinging, my shouts get louder as Liam gets weaker but still fights back. He plants a punch to my ribs, where he knows I'm already hurting, and I give in, keeling over to my knees.

"Ander!" I scream as I see Liam steadying himself, attempting to make his way for the gun.

I still haven't been able to spot Ander through the dark barn. I can't hear anything over the sounds of Liam and me.

Something tells me Ander isn't coming to save me; I have to save myself, and I have to save him.

Thinking fast, still gasping and trying to catch my breath, I look around for anything in reach and notice an old, worn-out two-by-four lying near the hay near my side.

I inhale a deep breath as I rush to stand and pull for the board, all in the same motion. I swing it to the back of Liam's leg, which is already injured. I don't stop swinging even after he's down.

"Ahhhhh," I scream as another blow of the wood hits him, and he starts to cower in, barely moving.

"I wanted a b-brother," I choke out. "I wanted to love you! THEY loved you, and you killed them!"

The shouts keep pouring from me as my voice shakes almost as much as my body. Liam lies there, not moving. Adrenaline pumping hard through my veins, I rush over to the gun and grab it. Then I return to stand next to Liam, who lies on his stomach, face planted in the ground, and coughs viciously.

"Oli—" He coughs out as I turn him over onto his back and point the gun at his head.

"You don't deserve to live!" I scream guttarly. I lean down, pushing the gun into his forehead.

"How does it feel, Liam? To feel helpless? To realize you have no control over your own life?" I rasp out, my voice broken and cold, just like I feel on the inside.

"How does it fucking feel, you bastard?"

My ears ring, and I'm unable to hear anything. My hands are trembling; I pull back, open the cylinder of the revolver, assuring there's a bullet in place, and then I place it right back in its rightful position on Liam's forehead. Liam's eyes shut as he lies, barely breathing below me.

My finger hovers over the trigger, ready to end it all. I'm prepared to end this part of my life.

End him.

As my index finger grips its place on the trigger, I feel a hand snake around my arm, pushing the gun away. I can barely hear his words in my ear through the ringing, but I can feel the coolness of his minty breath dance across my skin.

As my arm swings and the gun goes off, shooting a bullet into the wall, I spin around and see Ander through my tears.


Chapter thirty-four
Ander


"Baby, look at me," I say softly, pulling the gun from her hand as the love of my life stands there trembling before me. "Rosie, please." I cup her chin, forcing her eyes to peer up and meet mine. "I'm here, baby." I plead with her to recognize that she's safe now.

She lunges forward and buries her face in my chest as I pull her into me, and the sobs rack from her body uncontrollably.

She lets go.

She lets go of everything she's held in for the majority of her life. She lets it run out of her through the tears.

"Ander," she cries as she fists my shirt with both of her hands, crying harder.

Not a second later, as if the spell of shock had worn off, she pulled herself from me and looked me over, seeing the evidence of the fight between Liam and me.

"You're hurt." She deadpans, sadness laced in her words, as she examines my face, clothing, and arms.

I manage to muster out a small, dry laugh,

"Nah, Rosie, he's hurt," I say, nudging my chin and gesturing her to look at Liam.

"You did that, baby; you took control of your life. I'm so fucking proud of you."

I'm pissed she's here, but knowing she needs the reassurance right about now, that's all I will give to her. We can fight about the rest later.

I take her perfectly beautiful face between both of my hands and kiss her forehead tenderly before pulling her back into me.

"You're okay?" She asks more pleading than not.

I nod over her head, "Yeah, my Rosie, I'm okay. We got into it when we were in the other back-pasture barn. It got ugly. He got the better of me for a bit; then the coward tazored me and then tied me up." I shake my head, saving her most of the details.

"The stupid fuck doesn't know how to tie a good knot, it took me a bit, but I was able to get out of it. I didn't know where he went or that you were even here until I heard your screams as I got closer."

I run my hands through her hair, pulling her head back to look up at me.

"I came as soon as I heard you, baby. I promise."

She nods into my chest, sobs starting to settle.

Liam stops thrashing around below us, but he's still breathing. She looks down and winces as she does.

"He. . . has to die, Ander," Her voice is soft now.

"He will, but not with you here."

"Ander, you—"

"There is no arguing here, Olivia." I plant another kiss on her forehead as I remove her from me, taking a step back, gun still in my right hand.

"Listen to me," she says, shaking her head and shutting her eyes.

"I can't let you do that, Ander."

"God damn it, woman, I won't let you. That will not live on your conscience. It will eat you alive. I won't fucking stand for it."

Her eyes search mine, a plead in them. I won't hear it.

She isn't asking me to spare him.

She's asking me to spare myself.

She thinks taking his life will destroy mine. Little does she know, I may take a little too much pleasure in ending this demented fucker.

Taking another step back, growing colder without her touch and seeing how he's done even more damage to her physically than before, I'm seething.

"Where is everyone else?" I ask dryly.

"b-back at the house, I don't think they figured out he was back here just yet." She chokes out softly, barely audible.

"Go to them."

"Ander, I'm not leave—"

"Now!" I demand, my tone direct and harsh.

"No. . ." She cries, begging me with her tear-filled eyes as she searches mine.

"Oliva, Go now! You don't need to see this. When you get there, call 911."

"Ander—"

'Damn it, woman, NOW!" I shout. She jumps in response, startled by my outburst.

"NO!" She deadpans back, taking a step toward me.

"V—"

"Anderson," She shoves at my chest; the sadness, fear, and shock have morphed into what now appears to be anger, and it's radiating off of her, directed at none other than me.

"This fucker has controlled me, abused me, stolen my family from me, stolen you from me. . ." She chokes out a small sob but quickly gets control of it.

"I will not leave. I have more right than anyone than to watch the blood drain from his black heart."

We stand silently for a few beats, neither of us backing down.

Finally, I nod in agreement. She nods in return and steps beside me, grabbing my left hand and holding onto it for dear life. I squeeze hers back.

When I pictured my life, I never thought I'd be here. I never thought I'd have it in me to take a life, but I do, and I will. She will never be safe with him alive; Via and I both know that. I'll be damned if I let this fucker take anything more from her.

I raise the gun, and everything around me goes black as my hands shake viciously with the gun in my grasp.


Chapter thirty-five
Via


One Shot.

One shot, that's all it takes to end a life. One squeeze of a trigger, and it can all end. Every torturous memory that I've suppressed flashes in my mind's eye, and I wait for the bang.

It never comes.

Everything rings silent for a few minutes. Ander and I stand there, unmoving, clinging to each other, with the gun pulled on Liam's body that's hanging on by the tiniest shred.

Then we hear them. Anders's head falls simultaneously as his hand holding the gun lowers.

"Olivia! Anderson!" Their voices call out from the near distance.

"We are in here," Ander called back as he looked down at me, eyes sweeping over me as if to ensure I was okay. I gave him a knowing nod as I drew myself into him even closer, fisting his shirt and burying my head into him.

Jett pushed through the large barn doors first, and everyone filed quickly behind him. Everyone comes to a halt as they notice Liam's lifeless body lying feet away from us.

"Is he?" Jett asks, his voice stern.

I look to Ander. He nods firmly.

"He's alive. Barely."

"End him," Izzy and Jett say simultaneously, then flash each other a look.

"Should we?" Dessa starts to ask, but she's quickly cut off by Ander, who looks around to meet each of their eyes.

"Call 911," Ander says, almost like a demand.

"Tell us what to say to them, Ander! Tell us, and we will. We all know what this was." His mom cries out, pleading for her son. My heart cracks at the sound of desperation in her voice.

"Tell them the truth," Ander sighs in defeat, "Liam fucking tortured us for years, and this time, this time he lost." Ander's voice is distant.

I peer around, noticing everyone else's eyes are on me, waiting for a reaction that will not come. I no longer feel numb. I know damn well it isn't what I'm supposed to feel.

I feel relief and a sense of peace for the first time in my life.

Ander's dad, Mr. Cade, walks up and pulls the gun from Ander's hands as he wraps his arms around his son, drawing him into a hug that clearly conveys his love for him.

A lone tear runs down Ander's cheek, and my heart shatters into a million pieces.

With my chest heaving and my pulse still racing, the only sadness I feel is for the man that I'm inevitably head over heels in love with. The man who almost ruined his entire life to protect me.

"We aren't calling for help, Ander." Jett deadpans in a low, solemn voice, and everyone's eyes flicker to him. Jett drops his head, glare burning flames through Liam lying there. He stands there momentarily, pulls his phone out of his back pocket, puts it to his ear, and walks away.

Confused after he just said he wasn't calling for help as to who he'd be calling. I don't even have it in me to question.

"We can't leave the chance for him to walk away from this. You know that Ander." Maverick agrees.

I look around at the faces of the people I love most and hold dearest to me and see the look in each of their eyes—a look that says, "We are in this together," without having to speak a single word. We all stand there silently for a beat, accepting what we are about to do—all Together, as a united front.

Ander gives his dad a soft pat on the back, assuring him that he's okay. He pulls out of his dad's grasp and returns to me. Leaning down, he cups my face in his hands, our foreheads resting against one another as he draws lazy circles around the apples of my cheeks with the pads of his thumb. I cling to him, one hand wrapped around and grabbing the back of his neck as the other fists the front of his shirt.

Only then do my tears begin to fall.

"Shh, baby. . ." He whispers, his voice is tender and reassuring.

"I can't believe I was about to let you do that," the tears quickly become sobs. "Y-you almost r-ruined your entire life. . . f-f-for me. Ander."

His shirt, which my face is now buried into, muffles my words, and they come out sputtered through the crying that I don't have the restraint to hold back.

I pull back from him and look around the room, forcing my words to come out definitive as I speak up next. "I can't let any of you be a part of this. This is my fight. Your lives. . . Your lives cannot be ruined because of me."

"Olivia Foley, listen to me. That is where you are wrong. Your fight is our fight." Izzy shouts in defiance as she looks around the room, and everyone nods in unison, agreeing with her.

"I can't—"

"Let's go," Jett says, cutting me off as he walks back into the barn, wrapping one arm around his mother and sister's shoulder. Then his eyes flash to everyone else, "All of us."

"What?" Anders's word spews confusion and even a trace of venom, filling the entire room.

"I've got it handled. It seems Liam owes a lot of money to his good pal Tony, the drug dealer, and they've been looking for him. Mark called Tony, and he's pleased to hear about this situation." Jett shakes his head, his eyes locking with his brothers, and a silent conversation passes between them, but no words are spoken.

Ander nods in understanding and wraps his arm around my waist, his hand resting on the small of my back as he pulls me out of the barn with him. I oblige and follow him, no less confused than a few moments ago. I don't protest.

We all file out of the barn, leaving Liam lying there, barely breathing and unconscious, just as he left me.

I take one last glance back, and for a split second, I mourn the brother I never got to have. The kind of brother that Ander and Izzy both got to experience. The type of bond that protects loves fiercely and will go to any extent to keep you safe. I'll never mourn the brother I had and who Liam was, but I give myself thirty seconds to mourn who he could have been had the darkness not consumed him.

Five… Four… Three… Two… One…

With those thirty seconds up, I followed the man who showed me and taught me what unconditional love and affection are. Something I didn't know or experience from another until his presence was there, not even from my parents.

Ander's love sees no bounds.

Walking back to the truck, all in silence with our heads hanging, I peer up to Ander and give him a soft nudge, requesting his attention.

"What Jett said, wh-what does that even mean?" I ask quietly, my voice low and barely above a whisper.

We continue walking side by side, and he kisses my forehead before resuming his focus on the path in front of us.

"It means he will not die by our hands, but he will not live to hurt another soul."

I inhale a sharp breath, letting those words sink in and resonate with me.

Everyone is ahead of us, almost back to the vehicles. As Ander stops us from walking further, he pulls me in front of him but doesn't bring me into him. He places both hands on my shoulders, and his beautiful eyes demand mine.

Locking eyes with the most gorgeous, stoic, loving, gentle, protective man I've ever met, The man I'm blessed to call my own.

"Rosie," his lips turn into a soft, closed-mouth half-smile as he leans closer.

"You're free. For the first time in your life, you're free." His firm and comforting voice pierces through the air, leaving goose bumps across my skin in its wake.

FREE.


Chapter thirty-six
Via
Two weeks later


"Thank you for meeting me here; I appreciate it."

"You're welcome, Via. I think this is a huge step." Dr. Carr says as she pats my shoulder. "I'll give you some space. I'll be right over here if you need me."

Appreciating the privacy she's granting me and the comfort of her presence, I nod. She walks away, going to stand under the oak tree just a little off in the distance.

I hate to admit it, but I haven't been here since the funerals. Although my family was cremated at Liam's request, their remains were still buried, and I've never had it in me to visit them here.

To me, they're not here at all. They're in my heart. If I'm being honest, visiting them here made it all the more real. A reality I've never been able to face.

Until now.

Running a hand across their tombstone, specifically over Natalie's name, my heart lurches in my chest. It's been almost seven years now, and it still feels like it was just yesterday.

"Hey, it's me, Via," I whisper into the void, hoping they can somehow hear me. "I'm sorry that it's been so long since. . . You know." I let out a sigh, feeling kind of silly talking to a rock.

"Liam is gone," I whisper. "He's gone. It's over. It's finally over." My voice cracks as a tear spills out, trickling down my cheek.

"I'll never be able to get the justice for you all that is deserved, but I can rest easy now knowing that he cannot hurt anyone else. That includes me." I sniffle, wiping more tears away frantically.

"He can't hurt me anymore," I whisper, more as a confirmation to myself.

"Mom and Dad, I've been so angry with you both. I've spent the past several years harboring so much anger towards you that it converted itself into making me numb. You were supposed to protect me. You loved me; I know you loved me, but you never kept me safe where you should have. You looked the other way when I needed you most. I deserved better. Natty deserved better. Hell, Liam even deserved better. He deserved to be called out on his ways and gotten the proper help." My voice is small as it cracks, and the sobs begin to rack my body. I take a few deep breaths to try and get my emotions under control before continuing.

The truth is finally out. I've never admitted my feelings towards my parents before. Not fully.

"Although I've harbored my anger towards you both, I don't blame either of you."

"You guys tried to be good, loving parents. You tried the best you knew how. You didn't deserve to leave this cruel earth in the way that you did. I've loved you and missed you fiercely every single day. It's time for me to let the anger go."

"Natty," I sob out her name as I drop my head into my hands and sit on my knees.

"I'm sorry I didn't protect you like I promised to. I'm so sorry."

My hands are shaking, and my heartbeat is racing at the same pace as my thoughts. I could no longer push down my emotions, so I let them flow freely through me. For the first time in a long time, it wasn't unbearable to feel the pain. It's actually freeing.

My sister was too young and deserved so much more from her short life. I don't think I'll ever be able to rid myself of my guilt about Natalie. After all, I made a promise to her that I was never capable of keeping. I couldn't even protect myself. The guilt may remain, but the burden of it doesn't feel as heavy.

After a few moments, I start to settle. It's not until then that I hear her voice. "Via,"

"Mhm," I murmur, wiping away the last of my tears.

"I am so incredibly proud of you. After all of these years, you finally got off your chest what you've been holding on to."

Dr. Carr reaches her hand out to mine, pulling me up off the ground and gently hugging me. This gesture probably crosses many lines, but it's exactly what I needed at this moment.

"How do you feel?" She asks as she releases me, and we make our way out of the cemetery.

I let the question mull over in my head a few times before rushing to answer.

How do I feel?

I feel like I get a second shot at life. I have the opportunity to live the life I've only dreamed of. I feel guilty for that. Also. . .

"I feel reborn and refreshed," I say, with a genuine smile pulling at my mouth.

She returns my smile with a nod. "Good."
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"I can't believe this is it, Iz," I say as I glance around, taking in our home with all my belongings packed in boxes.

I've lived with Izzy my entire adult life, and officially moving so far away from her feels weird. She was the one to help me to pick up the pieces when everything around me shattered. She's been such a magnetic force in my life, and the thought of not being only one bedroom away from her is hard to fathom.

"It?" She scoffs. "Bitch, this is far from it! This is just beginning for you, V. You're not getting rid of me that easily." Her laugh is deep and wicked, and I can't help but chuckle.

"Anddd, we have tonight! Girls' night with wine and greasy ass pizza. You're so going to fucking miss me!" She coos as she runs into the kitchen to grab our cheap bottle of Moscato and two glasses.

"You know I'll miss you," I say as she approaches me, handing over my glass that is filled to the brim.

"I know," she smiles sarcastically and playfully frames her face with her hands. "How could you not?"

"Seriously, though, Iz," I pause, sipping my wine. This may be the cheapest Moscato on the shelf, but it's delicious!

"I'm really worried about you. You've been so off lately. Now you'll be here all alone. I don't get why you won't move in with Maverick. The man is nuts about your crazy ass…"

"Are we seriously going to do this tonight!? Don't be a damn buzz kill!" Izzy rolls her eyes and lets out a huff. I can tell she's suddenly uncomfortable and, as usual, trying to avoid this topic.

I don't speak; I just nod and give her a pointed stare, standing my ground with her for once.

"I just want you to know you can talk to me. What kind of shit friend would I be if I saw you falling apart and didn't voice my concerns. You know damn well you wouldn't keep your mouth shut if it were vice versa."

"That's the thing; it was vice versa for so long. I sat back and watched your whole life crumble around you while you were barely treading water to stay afloat. You rarely, if ever, let me in." She takes a breath, shifting onto the floor in front of the couch, leaning her head back on the cushions, and looking up at me. "Maybe we are more similar than we realize. There are just some things I need to deal with on my own, too, V."

I slip off the couch and sink onto the floor next to her. Once our eyes connect, I reach out for her hand, and she obliges. I give her hand a soft squeeze like she always does for me when I start to get anxious. I always found this to be the kindest gesture she could provide. It was always a tiny physical reminder that I'm not alone. I can only hope she takes the same from it now that the roles are reversed.

Izzy huffs as she shakes her head and then lets her head fall back to the couch again, looking up at the ceiling intently.

"Fuck it, let's get into it." Her voice is soft as she speaks, and I know that her agreeing to talk about whatever is going on is a big deal for her, and I need to tread lightly.

She's still focused in on the ceiling above us and can't see me, but I nod in return. We sit there in the buzzing silence for a few minutes before she speaks up.

"I can't move in with him." She pulls her hand away from mine, running both of her hands back and forth over her face. I stay quiet, giving her the space she needs to process her thoughts and letting her take the lead.

"I love him, and I hate hurting him. He's so good to me. Too good. I don't deserve it, V."

Her head drops to the side, and our eyes lock. A piece of my heart crumbles when I see the utter sadness in her expression. I offer her a soft nod, signaling she has all my attention.

With a sigh, she continues.

"You know how everyone thinks Mav is my first boyfriend? Well, he isn't. I was in love before him. The guy was perfect, but the timing wasn't. I broke both of our hearts. How can I move forward with Mav when I'm not capable of giving him all of my heart? Because there are pieces of it I'll never get back. They'll always belong to him."

I let her words sink in for a bit. I know we all have our secrets, but Izzy is physically incapable of keeping them, especially from me. The girl is too outspoken to hold anything in. Trust me, I know more about her than I sometimes wish to. Part of me is sad she never felt comfortable enough to share this with me before now, but the other part of me knows that for years, her main priority was helping me muddle through the trenches of my life.

I've always hated that she felt like she had to put so much of her life on hold to take care of me. I'll be forever grateful for the sacrifices she made to support me and see me through the darkest days. I'll never take her or that for granted.

I just can't help but feel terrible. Izzy always put me as her main focus, even though apparently she was hurting at points, too, and she never let it show. She was always there for me. Was I truly always there for her? I thought I was. Now, I just don't know. The reality of it all hits me at once. Her love was always so fierce that she pushed her troubles down while suffering in silence for me. If that isn't the purest form of love and genuine friendship I don't know what is.

Then it clicks.

"Holy fuck, it's Jett!" I damn near scream as I jump to my feet in shock, clasping both of my hands over my wide-open mouth.

Izzy talked to Jett for a bit after I distanced myself from Ander. She asked me if it bothered me that they still spoke, and I assured her it didn't, and truly, it didn't. They had been good friends since they met each other. We all knew they were having sex and were fuck buddies, but neither of them ever led any of us to believe it was anything more. We knew Jett had always wanted more from her, but she would insistently refuse.

They would talk on the phone constantly, and she would go to their ranch to see him every now and then. Then, one day, everything stopped. She brushed it off as if it were nothing and would refuse to talk about it.

Thanksgiving at the ranch, and Izzy distancing herself. Jett went to check on her. The way they look at one another when they're in each other's presence.

How the fuck did I not see this before now?

Izzy doesn't speak. She doesn't move. She is as still as stone. Only moving to take one deep breath after another.

Chill out, Via.

"I'm sorry, Iz."

She snaps out of her daze and stares at me pensively with an expression that I can't quite decipher.

"You have nothing to be sorry for."

"I'm sorry that you went through so much alone. You've been the most amazing friend to me. I seriously couldn't ask for or get better than you. Now, it's my turn to return the favor."

"There's even more that I never told you. The reason I ultimately pushed him away… It's bad, V. For some reason, after seeing him again, it's all fucking haunting me. I'm such a piece of shit because Mav has no idea. I haven't told him anything. I mean, I told him Jett and I used to sleep together. I never went into details… I can't find it in me to tell him that there's still something there."

She flashes me a sad smile that doesn't meet her eyes as tears run down her face.

Izzy never cries, and just the sight breaks my heart in half. I want to fix whatever this is for her, and knowing that I can't fix it hurts.

I guess this is exactly how she felt for so long with me: that feeling of needing to make something better, but then the punch of reality in the face that you just can't.

"Whatever it is, we will work it out together. You are not alone in any of this anymore. Not even for a second."
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"This is the last one," Ander says as he effortlessly hauls the overstuffed box up the staircase leading to the door of the house. I follow closely behind, taking him in. Wearing dark, worn-out jeans, a fitted t-shirt, and his signature all-black Converse. The man is a work of art and looks damn good no matter what he's wearing and especially wearing nothing at all— a masterpiece.

I hold the door open for him to enter with the box. Instead of hurrying through, he stops and kisses my forehead, leaving me standing there stuck in place and grinning from ear to ear.

After he sets the last box down, he reaches out his arm for me to come to him, and as I do, he quickly pulls me to him.

"Did you honestly ever think this would be our reality?" I ask, my voice soft, barely even a whisper, as I look over our living room, crowded with boxes of my belongings.

Seeing everything I've collected throughout my life packed into boxes and lying in a room of the house that built me draws so many emotions from me.

"Thinking it was possible and believing it would actually happen are two different things when it comes to us. One thing I know for sure is that I never gave up hope. How could I? You're the light."

Ander pulls me in closer and hugs me from behind. His arms are tightly wrapped around me as he leans down and places a kiss on my neck. His warm breath dusts over my skin, sending a shiver through me.

"What does that mean?" I ask, a soft giggle escaping me as I lean into his embrace.

"You're the light. Without you, my world is a dark abyss." His words are soft and firm, demanding attention. I peer over my shoulder, looking into the depths of his beautiful brown eyes as he continues speaking.

"You came into my world like the wild-haired, bright-eyed, annoyingly optimistic, radiant ball of feisty chaos that you are, and I haven't been the same since. There is no me without you. I've lived without you, and I was an incomplete puzzle; you were always the missing piece. You've lit up my life from day one, Rosie."

"So, did I think we would ever be here again? I'm honestly not sure, but I've always hoped my heart would be led back to its home."

I've spent so many years fighting against our love. I've quite literally done everything I could to destroy what was inevitable between us, all out of fear. Even after my attempts, we were still drawn to each other like a magnetic pull had its hold on us, and we had no control. I never thought life would lead me here. I never thought I would be led back to him, but spending my life with Ander is where I was always meant to be.
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Three months later

"It is him! It's Bear Anthony!" The piercing voices echo through the coffee shop's quiet atmosphere as people approach us with their phones' cameras on and ready.

"Uh-oh, Mr. TikTok, it appears you've been spotted in the wild," I whisper with a giggle, and Ander grumpily rolls his eyes.

"This shit will never feel normal." He says with a grunt as his eyes lock with mine, turning to me for comfort.

I gently squeeze his hand, which is already interlocked with mine.

"Deep breaths, superstar."

Another eye roll.

"Can't people just say hello and continue their day? Why all the dramatics?" He whispers into my ear, his voice low and husky laced with annoyance before he pops his head up, forcing the most painful fake smile I've ever witnessed. I can't help but snort out a laugh, granting me a soft shove from Ander.

The truth is Ander will never be comfortable with being spotted in public. He's still reluctant to get the attention he receives. His popularity has spread like wildfire since he dropped more songs recently, and he's been recognized more frequently. He loves the music, but his quiet, introverted soul wasn't built for the fame.

After much convincing, he signed with a label, and his first tour will start in a few months.

His first stop is Chicago. Chicago was supposed to be our city. It was where we dreamed of running off for college. It was where we were supposed to start our lives together. It's wild. The paths life maps out for you.

Maybe it was always in the plans; we just got them wrong.

The dreams we only hoped for ourselves when we were kids and didn't know much about life have become our reality. Instead of him chasing me around the world, I'll be following him.

I'll follow him anywhere. I couldn't ask for more.

Ander is chasing the music, and I will be right alongside him, capturing every moment through my lens.

We may have long months of traveling ahead, but the island will always be home—a safe place to land in between.

Our place.


Epilogue
VIA May 2025; One year later


Since Liam's disappearance, I have been able to breathe for the first time in my life. The cops are still searching for him concerning my assault but have come up short.

Everyone worried about me for months, waiting for the breakdown that never really came.

Free. Finally, free.

"What is all of this?" I chuckle as I walk into our home. It's currently lit only by the spread-out candles. I place my camera on the counter as I pad through the kitchen.

Making my way further into the dark house, my eyes peering around to find him.

"Helloooo?" I sing-song.

"What do you think it is?" In the shadows, his husky voice comes from the other side of the living room. I search in that direction to find Ander leaning against the wall across from me, watching me intently, wearing nothing but a sexy, smug smile and holding what I assume is a lowball glass of whiskey and coke.

I pull out my best southern drawl accent as I pad over towards him, painfully slow, taking off one piece of clothing at a time.

"Well, if I'm not mistaken, Mr. Cole, it does appear you're attempting to seduce me."

He lets out a dark chuckle, swishes the ice around in his glass, and draws a long sip before setting the glass down on the table beside him.

"It does appear that it's working."

He raises an eyebrow, and his dark smile grows as I stand closer, down to my black lace bra and panty set. His jaw ticks in approval just as he runs a hand over his chin. I can tell he's trying to draw this out and restrain himself from pouncing on me.

I wish he would.

Sticking true to my attempt at a sexy southern drawl accent, "My oh my, whatever kind of lady do you take me for, Mr. Cole?" I feign offense, placing a hand on my chest and mouth agape in mocked shock. Another dark chuckle escapes from him, then silence as my bra and panties hit the floor, and I take another step forward, leaving less than three feet remaining between us.

"My wife," Ander deadpans.

"That I am." I can't help the full-fledged smile that spreads across my face.

His wife.

One title I hold with more pride than I'm capable of expressing.

We didn't have an engagement. Ander planned an entire wedding instead of a proposal. It was everything.

Our wedding was small and intimate, surrounded by his family and our closest friends. It was here on the island, out on the beach. He chose a spot across from our home and the field where we met. It was precisely one year ago— which also happens to be the exact date we met eighteen years ago.

The man is full of surprises, and he never fails to amaze me.

Without another word, he's off the wall and crushing his bare body into mine as our lips collide; he lifts me effortlessly, and I wrap my legs around him.

He pulls back and begins trailing kisses starting at my collarbone, making his way up my neck, and when he gets to my ear, he whispers in a low growl, "Mine!" as he plants a hard slap on my ass—eliciting a small moan from me. With that, he comes apart, losing every shred of restraint he held onto previously. I can see that vein in his neck pumping as I feel both of our heart rates flutter to max speed, in sync as if they're beating to the same drum.

Peeling me off of him in one swift movement, he turns me around to face the arm of the couch and leans me over it. Spreading my legs, he presses into my backside, allowing me to feel his hard length.

"Mrs. Cole, it seems you've been a naughty girl." I can sense him bending down behind me, but with my face buried on the couch, I can't see anything. Ander trails his fingers up each of my legs, starting at my ankles and slowly working their way up to my inner thighs.

Once he gets to my center, he removes his hand and blows a cold gush of breath against my slit before he drags it into his mouth. He bites down grievously for a split second before nursing it with a long slow suck.

"Ahh-Anderrrr!" Chest heaving, I plant my hands beside me, and I pull up on my forearms, arching my back.

A groan escapes from Ander as he releases my clit from the grasp of his perfect mouth with a popping sound.

"You know how I punish naughty girls, don't you?"

"Please," I beg.

He lets out a dark chuckle just as his tongue starts to flick unapologetically up and down my center.

"So fucking needy for me." He growls out as he pounds two fingers inside my ready and waiting pussy. He has no mercy as he pumps his fingers in and out of me.

"Yessss!" Just as my pleaful moan ends, his fingers withdraw from me, and he backs away completely, leaving me throbbing, soaking, and quite frankly dying for more.

"Ander!" I growl out hoarsely, chest still heaving. I push to stand, and he pushes me back down and kneels in front of me, with his fingers in my face, my arousal painted evidently around them.

"Open up, baby."

I do as I'm told, but don't make it easy. As his fingers enter my mouth, I first take a slow, wet drag down them with my tongue, then I wrap my mouth around them tightly, drawing my cheeks in. I suck up, and down his fingers, as I stare directly into Anders's eyes with every intent on making him wish it were his cock my mouth was wrapped around.

His head falls back, breaking our intense eye contact.

"Fuck, baby. You're so damn perfect."

He pulls his fingers back as he leans in and kisses me without mercy. His tongue licks, flicks, and dances against mine right before he bites down on my lip, then draws it in his mouth and sucks it. His right hand starts traveling down my back. Once it gets to my ass, he pulls back and slaps it hard.

"Ahh, yes!" I moan into his mouth, and he swallows it without missing a beat.

"Punish me, Ander." I moan into his mouth.

A smile flashes across his face. Without another second passing, he's back on his feet, standing behind me. His hand plants on my back, pushing me back onto the couch. With his other hand, he runs his cock up and down my core, spreading my arousal onto my clit.

"Buckle up, baby." He grabs both of my hands, holding them by the wrists behind my back, pulling me slightly toward him as my ass is propped up on the arm of the couch. He uses his free hand to guide his cock into my opening, and without another warning, he slams into me as deep as he can go.

The pain of stretching around his massive cock so suddenly hits me as the sweetest reward.

My breathy moans and screams grow louder. His hand remains wrapped around my wrists, holding me up toward him as his other hand wraps around my neck gently, holding me in place. His pace picks up, and I meet each thrust with a backward thrust of my own.

He leans in and groans into my ear, "You're so fucking perfect baby. We fit fucking perfectly."

His groans, perfect cock, and hard thrust have me on the edge of combusting.

"Ander, more!" I manage to demand through my moans. He meets that demand like the perfect fucking sex god that he is. With that, I come entirely apart for him.

"Oh, Ander, I'm com—"

"Come for me, baby; let me feel that tight little pussy throb around my cock"

"Ahh"

"Yes, baby. Just like that." His hand around my wrists releases. Both of his arms wrap around my chest as he cups my breasts in his hands, running his thumbs lazily as he flicks my nipples. His thrusts are getting more erratic. I can feel him on the brink of orgasm. I push back onto his cock, helping him along.

"God damn, woman!" He grunts as his hands move to my hips; I fall back onto my hands just as he falls apart, filling me up completely.

He collapses on top of me, still inside of me. Biting down on my ear then, he whispers, "I love you and our life together so fucking much, Rosie."

Like the graceful princess that I am, I roll us to the floor as he slides out of me, and I pin him down, straddling him.

"Look at me in my eyes when you proclaim your love for me." My playful grin spreads across my face as a breathless chuckle escapes from us both in unison.

Pushing my untamable hair behind my ears with one hand as the other grips my hip, he locks eyes with me.

"You drive me fucking crazy." He laughs.

I swat at his chest with an eye roll and go to stand, but he pulls me right back down onto him.

"I love you, baby." His voice is soft and sweet, and my already dancing heart does a little backflip at the sound, just as it always does with him.

"I love you more," I argue playfully, and Ander chuckles darkly. He raises an eyebrow at me in question.

"Never stop?"

His face quickly grows serious and loses all signs of the playfulness that just showed itself. "Please, baby, never stop loving me. Exactly like this."

"Never fucking ever," I respond as I lay across his chest and embrace the sound of his heartbeat.

THE END.
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