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            For my Kiawah Island retreat crew:

            Thanks for cheering me on as I finished this book. I love all of you!
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            One

         
         The thing about small towns was that everyone knew your business.

         
         Even now, at the age of thirty, Gabriella Rossi’s life was still fodder for gossip. She thought she left this town for good
            after high school. She thought she escaped it years ago. She thought she had moved on to better things.  But here she was,
            walking into her former high school, a place where hope went to die, a place that held few fond memories and smelled of stale
            body odor and mothballs—a place she had thought to never step foot inside again.
         

         
         She inhaled a deep breath as she prepared to walk into the sprawling two-story structure.

         
         You can do this. You’re not seventeen anymore. You’re not the brunt of jokes or bullying. You’re not Flabby Gabby.

         
         “Come ON! We’re going to be late!” Tess snapped and charged ahead toward the looming building, tugging her seven-year-old
            son by the hand as her heeled boots beat out an angry staccato.
         

         
         “That girl needs a good whippin’,” Nana Betty grumbled as she rolled her walker another step forward. It had been five weeks
            since her knee surgery, but her grandmother was gradually regaining her mobility.
         

         
         Gabriella grinned as she held on to her grandmother’s elbow and guided her up the curb and onto the sidewalk. “She’s a little
            old for spankings now, Nana.”
         

         
         “All the more reason. She should know better than to be such an asshole.”

         
         Gabriella had to bite her lip to stop from laughing. She couldn’t help it. Hearing her diminutive eighty-year-old grandmother
            use such language was funny as hell. “Tess just wants to get good seats.”
         

         
         Nana Betty grunted. “What for? So we can see your brother up close? I see his face enough. Bah.” She lifted a gnarled, heavily
            veined hand from the bar of her walker and slapped the air.
         

         
         “Nana,” she chided, even if she was secretly amused. Their brother was the principal of Sweet Hill High School. That pretty
            much made him a town celebrity. Parents who wanted the best for their child curried favor with him like he was the crown prince
            of Sweet Hill. He reveled in it.
         

         
         But today wasn’t about Anthony.

         
         Tess’s daughter was being inducted into the National Honor Society. Their brother just happened to be officiating over the
            ceremony.
         

         
         As they entered her old high school, Gabriella told herself returning to this place was no big deal. Her niece would get a
            certificate and a shiny pin and then their family would leave and go eat dinner at Applebee’s or some other place her mother
            selected.
         

         
         Gabriella’s phone rang in her bag. She fumbled for it, pausing in the hallway.

         
         Her heart lifted a little at the sight of Cody’s name. Finally. He was calling her back.

         
         She gave Nana Betty an apologetic smile. “Give me a minute, Nana. I need to take this. Hello,” she answered a little breathlessly.

         
         “Hey there, Gabs,” he returned.

         
         She winced. She hated when he called her that, but at least she had him on the phone. She’d left her boss at the Austin Daily Reporter multiple emails and voicemails over the last two weeks without a peep from him. Jerk.
         

         
         “Thanks for calling me back, Cody. Have you had time to look over any of the proposed topics I sent you?” It was a courtesy
            question. He’d had plenty of time to look over her proposals. Just like he had plenty of time to post pictures of himself
            water skiing with friends at the lake. She wasn’t stalking him. Really. They were Facebook friends. He posted those pics for
            the world to see.
         

         
         “Yeah, those aren’t going to work. Send me some more.”

         
         All the air expelled from her lungs in a deflated rush. It probably wasn’t a great idea to come off as annoyed or desperate.
            Even if she was.
         

         
         “Cody . . . you said I could still work while I helped out with my grandmother.” She had taken her sabbatical with the understanding
            that she could freelance for him remotely at her own pace. She wasn’t being paid, so any additional income would be helpful.
            Except Cody had accepted none of her proposals in the five weeks she had been here, forcing her to get a part-time job at
            a coffeehouse. Cody had agreed to the two-month sabbatical, but she was starting to wonder if her job would be waiting for
            her in three weeks.
         

         
         “Then give me something I want. You’re not writing for your high school paper anymore, Gabs. You’re supposed to be a real
            reporter. So prove it. Prove you’re good enough for this paper.”
         

         
         It stung. She thought she had been doing that.

         
         She had spent the last three years as a reporter for the Austin Daily Reporter. It had been a step up from her previous job as a copy editor at a paper in Fort Worth. When she first went to work in Austin
            she had thought her career was finally taking off. Recently, however, she felt like she was stuck in a rut. Maybe it was turning
            thirty. She had taken a hard look at her life and realized that Cody kept most of the good assignments for himself or his
            more veteran reporters and stuck her with all the fluff pieces.
         

         
         Her silence must have been telling. He tsked and adopted a consoling tone. “Now hang in there, Gabs. You’re a good writer.
            You just need the right story—”
         

         
         “Is this because of us? Because we broke up?” The caustic retort slipped out before she could help it.

         
         Nana Betty lifted both of her gray bushy eyebrows.

         
         Her cheeks flushed in embarrassment. Not one of her best decisions—dating her boss—but she wasn’t some bitter ex. She had
            thought he wasn’t bitter either. When she had taken that hard look at her life, she had also realized her relationship with
            Cody wasn’t something she wanted anymore.
         

         
         When you’re thirty and you can’t imagine the man you’re dating as a potential husband, then what was the point in dating him?

         
         His friendly tone vanished. He laughed harshly. “You’re not that special, Gabriella. You’re definitely not the kind of girl a guy can’t get over.”
         

         
         She flinched, remembering another reason she had ended it with him. In any disagreement or fight, his temper flared. “Gee.
            Thanks.”
         

         
         “This isn’t personal. It’s business. If you want to keep working for me then give me what I want. And you know what that is.”

         
         She sighed. Yeah. She knew.

         
         She knew exactly what he was asking of her because he’d asked it ever since he learned she was from Sweet Hill.

         
         Ever since he learned her cousin was Shelley Rae Kramer and ever since the man sent to prison for killing Shelley Rae was
            exonerated and released. It was big news. National coverage kind of news, and Cody wanted the inside track.
         

         
         As far as he was concerned, Gabriella had access to the inside track.

         
         She took a step away from Nana so she couldn’t be overheard. “I won’t exploit my family like that.” She regretted ever confiding
            in Cody about her family. It had happened in a stupid moment of weakness when they’d been dating.
         

         
         The murder of her cousin had hit her family hard, and the recent discovery that the wrong man had been sent to prison for
            the crime had only ripped open the wound. Her family’s emotions ran the gamut—from denial to anger. Any closure they’d managed
            to achieve had been shattered. Her aunt and uncle couldn’t cope anymore. They’d bought an RV, packed their things and left
            town. That still didn’t stop the reporters from harassing the rest of the family though. They wanted interviews from anyone
            connected to Shelley Rae.
         

         
         “Jesus, be a professional, Gabs. I don’t give a shit about your family. I want Cruz Walsh. He’s the story. What kind of person confesses to a murder he didn’t commit? Find out. Go get it.”
         

         
         She chewed the inside of her cheek, mulling that over. He was right. She could do the story on Cruz without focusing on her
            family. But . . . could she? This was Cruz Walsh they were talking about. She didn’t know if she could be objective when it came to him.
         

         
         “Fine,” Cody snapped into the silence of her thoughts. “Then some other reporter will do it. They’ll get the story you’re
            sitting on. They’ll publish it. And it may or may not even be the truth.”
         

         
         She winced at that because over the years there had been a lot of untruths spread about the night Shelley Rae died. The wrong
            man had been convicted for the crime, after all. The truth mattered to her. It always had . . . in every story. Cody knew
            that about her. In the beginning of their relationship he had called it endearing. Now, it just annoyed him.
         

         
         Maybe she should consider writing the article.

         
         “Gabriella!” Her sister marched down the hall, her boot heels clacking on the tile and her oversized designer handbag swinging
            wildly from her elbow. “What are you doing? You know I want good seats and you’re jawing on the phone.” Shaking her head,
            she snatched Gabriella’s phone out of her hand.
         

         
         Gabriella tried to snatch it back, hearing the faint tinny echo of Cody’s voice as he repeated her name. “Tess! That’s my
            boss!”
         

         
         “What boss?” Her sister dropped Gabriella’s phone into her bag with a derisive snort. “Last time I checked, you didn’t work.
            You live in Nana’s garage apartment.”
         

         
         “I work for the Austin Daily Reporter,” she said between clenched teeth. She’d said as much to her sister before. “You know I took an unpaid sabbatical to come
            here and help Nana after her surgery.” Because she gave a damn. Her brother and sister might be local but they were too busy
            with their lives to help out with Nana on a daily basis.
         

         
         She helped care for Nana alongside a part-time in-home nurse and physical therapist. In addition to that, she worked at The
            Daily Grind. She didn’t really have a choice. She needed the money. And it wasn’t as though any of the family thought to pay
            her for putting her life on hold and coming to Nana’s aid. They just figured her life was the least important. She had no
            husband or kids and they didn’t consider journalism a real career, so she should be able to drop everything. Because her everything didn’t amount to anything in their eyes.
         

         
         Tess squared her shoulders with a sigh and leveled a stern look on Gabriella. “I mean a real job. A career.”

         
         Of course.

         
         The barb stung. A real job. Like Tess had. Meaning a job that garnered a large salary.
         

         
         Tess was one of the most successful real estate agents in town. Her billboard greeted you as you drove into Sweet Hill. She
            always liked to lord her success over Gabriella, dropping how much money she made on her most recent sale. As though making
            a lot of money made her a better person. Ever since Tess divorced last year, she was even more driven, and more obnoxious
            over her perceived success. As though it somehow made up for the part of her life that was broken.
         

         
         With a disgusted sigh, her sister spun around and charged down the hall, still dragging her son.

         
         “Don’t pay her any mind. That girl has been as mean as a rattler since she caught her man diddling their housekeeper,” Nana
            Betty chimed in.
         

         
         It was true. She’d caught Jason in bed with their nanny/housekeeper. Actually having sex together in their bed. Tess had come
            home early to change clothes because she’d spilled food on her blouse at a lunch meeting and she caught them together. After
            that shock, Tess discovered her husband had had a string of affairs with women all over town. Their housekeeper. Their dental
            hygienist. Their daughter’s piano teacher. Even one of Tess’s former sorority sisters. He would sleep with her when he went
            to Amarillo on business. Apparently there was no actual business in Amarillo. Just Tess’s sorority sister.
         

         
         “Well. Wouldn’t you be in a bad mood, too?”

         
         Nana sniffed. “I would have shot him in his special place.”

         
         Chuckling, Gabriella took her grandmother’s elbow. Together, they advanced down the hall and turned the corridor to the auditorium.

         
         The double doors loomed open and students stood there, handing out programs to the large crowd of people gathered waiting
            to go in.
         

         
         “Looks like we’re not getting front row seats.” No doubt they would hear about that later from Tess.

         
         “Nana Betty. Aunt Gabriella.” Trent, Gabriella’s eighteen-year-old nephew, approached them with a smile. His father could
            be a pain, grilling her on her life choices even more than Mom and Dad did, but Trent was a good kid. Laid-back and generous.
            He lacked his father’s intensity.
         

         
         “There’s handicapped seating up front. I can take Nana there,” Trent offered.

         
         “Sounds great.” Handing Nana Betty off to her nephew, Gabriella glanced around her former stomping grounds warily . . . like
            she needed to be on guard. Just like old times. She’d always been on guard in high school.
         

         
         She may have skipped her ten-year high school reunion, but she knew she’d have to come back here someday. She had nephews
            and nieces that went to this school. Her brother was the principal. Trent was graduating in a couple months. It was an eventuality.
         

         
         Only she had hoped it would just be to visit . . . and then she could flaunt a cute boyfriend or maybe a husband. Oh, and
            by then she would have won a Pulitzer, too. Yeah. That was the dream. Reality fell short. Substantially short. The last thing
            she wanted was to run into someone she went to school with.
         

         
         “Oh my God! Gabriella Rossi. Is that you? You haven’t changed a bit!”

         
         Earth.

         
         Open.

         
         Swallow.

         
         She heard the voice and knew immediately who it belonged to. Twelve years had passed but that voice hadn’t changed. It was
            still shrill and had that air of no-one-cares-if-I’m-loud-because-I’m-so-cute.
         

         
         Gabriella was beset with a flash of Natalie’s face. Laughing and always taunting as she looked around to see if her audience
            was suitably impressed. If Natalie was shouting a greeting, Gabriella guessed she had forgotten it had been her habit to torment
            her.
         

         
         But Gabriella hadn’t forgotten. No, she would never forget.

         
         The heaviness in her chest expanded. She couldn’t look. She didn’t want to. She didn’t want to see Natalie right now or ever.
            It seemed the height of unfairness that she should have to. Wasn’t living through high school with the likes of Natalie enough?
            Did she have to experience her as an adult, too?
         

         
         She couldn’t do this.

         
         She thought she could return here with a sense of accomplishment for her big city life and career to boost her, but she hadn’t
            taken into account that she might see Natalie again. People like her weren’t supposed to be real. Past tormentors should be
            relegated to the past. Bullies lost to childhood, never to surface again. They weren’t supposed to materialize in the here
            and now.
         

         
         Before she could consider what she was doing, Gabriella spun around and ran. Heat flushed through her. Forget about how stupid
            she must look. The past—fear—was a powerful motivator.
         

         
         She took a corner, rounding it sharply and colliding with a body that felt like a mountain. The velocity launched her back
            and gave her whiplash. Hard hands clamped down on her arms, saving her from hitting the ground.
         

         
         “Oh!” she breathed, her gaze jerking forward and locking on the guy in front of her.

         
         Speaking of people who weren’t supposed to materialize . . .

         
         She had thought coming face-to-face with Natalie was bad. But this? Him? This was so much worse.
         

         
         She cocked her head to the side, staring intently into the pair of dark eyes staring back at her. Even if he wasn’t holding
            on to her, she couldn’t go anywhere. She was trapped. A bug pinned beneath a jar from the power of his stare alone. Her mouth
            dried and her pulse fluttered at the skin of her throat.
         

         
         She knew those eyes. Knew them from long ago and knew them from recent news footage.

         
         Knew them from her dreams.

         
         Some things were impossible to forget. His face was one of them.

         
         The thin white scar bisecting his right eyebrow and slashing his cheek was new. It didn’t detract from his good looks though.
            On the contrary, it seemed to enhance the beauty of his face, add a bit of harshness to all that masculine beauty.
         

         
         In high school, all that masculine beauty (minus the scar) had made her heart race. Of course, her heart betrayed her now . . .
            still racing.
         

         
         The big hands holding on to her arms flexed. The heat from his palms and fingers singed her through her sleeves and into her
            flesh. She felt that heat everywhere. All the way to her core. To nerves she didn’t even know she possessed.
         

         
         Her gaze stalled on his lips. She knew that mouth, too. Intimately. He didn’t know that, of course. No one did. She’d sat
            on that secret for years, burying it deep, taking it out only at night. Alone in her bed with her fantasies.
         

         
         But here she was.

         
         Here they were.

         
         Face-to-face.

         
         Of course, she never expected to see him again.

         
         Never expected that Cruz Walsh, the man sentenced to prison for murdering her cousin, would ever be free to walk the streets,
            much less collide with her in the hallway of their old high school.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         If Cruz had to choose between prison or returning to the halls of Sweet Hill High School, it would be a tough decision.
         

         
         Both had been their own form of hell on earth, but if he were honest with himself, he’d been more at home in prison than he
            ever had been in high school, so there was that.
         

         
         Yeah, he knew that didn’t speak well of himself. Especially considering he had been an innocent man sitting in prison. It
            shouldn’t have felt right. Prison shouldn’t have felt like a place where he belonged, but Cruz had never felt at home in polite
            society.
         

         
         And he didn’t feel at home in these halls either. Not years ago, and not now.

         
         At least in prison there were no masks. You were who you were. No facades.

         
         High school had been full of deceptions. People pretending. No one was honest. Except his teachers. They were pretty up-front,
            letting him know how little they thought of him and that they only expected trouble from him. With the last name Walsh, he
            was branded the moment he stepped into a classroom.
         

         
         As for his peers . . . the guys either looked up to him or wanted to kick his ass because of his reputation. Girls? Well,
            they were always around. Always available. At least the ones that liked the bad boys like him . . . and there were plenty
            of those that did.
         

         
         “Pardon me,” the female in his hands said in a gust of shaky breath.

         
         He steadied her, his body still rocking from the sudden contact with hers.

         
         “It’s okay.” His hands lingered on her arms as he stared at her. A slow warmth spread through him as he inhaled her clean,
            floral scent and assessed the brown eyes and the dark wavy hair. She wore minimal makeup. Brown freckles dotted her nose and
            cheeks. She was pretty in a fresh-faced girl-next-door kind of way.
         

         
         His hands flexed on her arms. He should let go of her. She’d done nothing to invite his touch, and still his hands remained
            on her after it was clear she had regained her balance.
         

         
         Since he’d been released from Devil’s Rock, he’d been with a few women. He had a lot of time to make up for, after all. Years
            of celibacy. Things hadn’t changed much. He might have been exonerated but he still had the bad boy reputation that women
            wanted. Certain women anyway. Certain women not like this one.
         

         
         He knew that instantly from how wide her eyes grew as their staredown continued. She looked like a fucking Disney princess.
            He would never approach such a sweet-faced girl. He never had.
         

         
         His gaze dipped, looking her over, trying to assess her shape beneath her boxy blouse.

         
         “Excuse me.” She glanced at his hands still on her arms.

         
         A sneaking suspicion began to grow in him. “Do I know you?”

         
         It couldn’t be . . .

         
         “Umm . . .” The way she dragged the word out hinted that they did know each other and she knew it. “No, not really. I mean,
            kinda. We graduated together. From here.” She waved vaguely around her.
         

         
         Could it be her? What were the odds?

         
         “Oh.” He studied her face, a strange tightness wrapping around his chest. Their graduating class hadn’t been that large. But
            it had been several years ago. A lifetime ago, really. He’d lived and died and been born all over again in that time. He couldn’t
            expect her, of all people, to still be here in Sweet Hill. She had been destined for great things outside of this town.
         

         
         “It was a long time ago,” she muttered, color rising in her cheeks.

         
         “Yeah,” he agreed, and glanced around the hallway he once roamed. This place felt like something from a dream. “A long time.”

         
         “You’re probably thinking of someone else.” It was like she didn’t want him to remember her. She continued, “People change.”
            Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. “Not that you’ve changed that much. Just older . . .” Her voice faded. The blush
            in her cheeks deepened, making her freckles stand out even more. All of a sudden, he wanted to touch them.
         

         
         He knew. There was no doubt. The invisible band around his chest tightened until it finally snapped. He exhaled. Gabriella
            Rossi. “Can’t look eighteen forever,” he replied.
         

         
         “Of course not. None of us can.”

         
         Gabriella. His body had known, had recognized her instantly. It just took his brain longer to process.
         

         
         “You’re . . . You sat behind me in health class.” It seemed safe to admit that. They had more than health class together,
            but he didn’t need to let on just how much of her he remembered . . . how much she had affected him back then.
         

         
         She blinked thick lashes over her brown eyes. “You remember that?”

         
         “Yeah.” He remembered everything that had to do with her.

         
         She nodded. “We had a few other classes together, too.”

         
         So that meant she remembered him. That meant she knew where he had been all these years and yet she was still standing before
            him, letting him put his hands on her. She was still talking to him like they were ordinary people. Like he was an ordinary person and not the man that had gone to prison for killing her cousin.
         

         
         Something sank and twisted inside his chest. Everyone knew. He should be used to this by now. Most people in this town didn’t
            treat him like he had been exonerated. People still looked at him like he was a guilty man walking the streets. Like he had
            gotten away with something.
         

         
         There would always be that. He’d always be marked and he needed to get over giving a damn about it.

         
         Except she knew.

         
         She would look at him the way everyone else did. Seeing contempt in her eyes shouldn’t matter. She shouldn’t matter. He wasn’t the same boy as before who cared about the same things. He grimaced. Hell. Did he even have it
            in him to care at all?
         

         
         He quickly dropped his hands from her. “What was your name again?” As if he didn’t know.

         
         “Gabriella. Gabriella Rossi.”

         
         He nodded slowly as though the name struck a vague chord. “Yeah. You wore glasses.”

         
         “Just readers,” she said, a touch defensively.

         
         “You were smart. Always had the answers when the teacher called on you.” His gaze skimmed the fall of her hair. It was still
            the same shiny dark color. Back then it had been long and she always wore it in a ponytail. Now she wore it loose and it hung
            just a little past her shoulders in artless waves.
         

         
         “We had art sophomore year together, too,” she reminded.

         
         “Mrs. Henke,” he recalled. The teacher wore scarfs and flowery skirts and liked to play music as they worked. Sinatra.

         
         “You were good. I still remember your drawings.”

         
         He smiled. “Only class I got an A in.”

         
         “Art was never my subject,” she said.

         
         He had a vision of a freckle-faced girl with glasses sighing as she worked on a sketchpad. Every few minutes she would rip
            off the paper, wad it up and toss it aside in frustration.
         

         
         A beat of silence passed between them. “And are you still Gabriella Rossi? Or have you married and started having babies like everyone else?” He posed the question casually, like her answer didn’t
            matter.
         

         
         “Me?” A shaky laugh spilled out of her. “Oh, no, no, no. I’ve been building a career.”

         
         She said it like it was such an unlikelihood. She might not be for him, but this girl was exactly the kind you brought home
            to Mom. Cute, clean, fresh-faced . . . and she had a hell of a rack. Even better than he remembered.
         

         
         He was trying hard not to notice, but then he had always noticed. He was aware that under her boxy blouse she hid a considerable
            chest. He’d been aware from the moment she ran smack into him and he got a bounty of soft breasts cushioned against his chest.
         

         
         “Me either.”

         
         “Yeah. I know.” Her eyes widened as soon as the words slipped out.

         
         He stiffened. So he had confirmation. “I figured you knew. Who doesn’t in this town?”

         
         She swallowed. He actually saw her throat work. “I just—”

         
         “It’s okay. Anyone with eyes and ears in this town knows about me.” He nodded.

         
         “I—I—”

         
         He left her stammering and walked around her, continuing on to the auditorium. Really, there was nothing else to say.

         
         For a moment he’d felt normal talking to her. A mistake. He wasn’t normal.

         
         Nothing about his life would ever be normal.

         
          

         She closed her eyes and wondered if that couldn’t have gone any worse.

         
         She’d come face-to-face with Cruz Walsh. The man had been convicted for a crime he didn’t commit and she knew that people
            in this town weren’t going easy on him. She knew that firsthand.
         

         
         Various members of her family still thought he had been involved in Shelley Rae’s death. The ones that didn’t believe the
            right man was now in prison for the crime, but that Cruz was responsible for the delay in justice. If he hadn’t owned up to
            the crime in the very beginning, then the true killer would have been caught sooner.
         

         
         She simply didn’t see the sense in still blaming Cruz. Even if she hadn’t crushed on him all through high school, even if he had been a complete stranger, she couldn’t
            fault him. She couldn’t hate him. The facts were all there. He hadn’t killed Shelley Rae and he had suffered more than any
            man should for a crime he didn’t commit. How could she hate him after all he’d been through? Seven years in prison . . . God.
            She couldn’t even imagine the horror of it. Maybe she should write that article just so the world could see things from his
            side.
         

         
         She returned to the auditorium. Her brother’s voice droned on with the aid of a microphone. The ceremony was well underway.
            At least she wouldn’t be cornered by Natalie now.
         

         
         She slipped inside the cavernous room and flipped down a seat in the back row, easing into it. She tried to focus on the students
            seated on the stage, easily identifying her niece . . . but her gaze drifted over the crowd, searching until she found him.
         

         
         He was seated facing forward, his gaze fixed on the stage. A man and woman sat beside him: his sister and her new husband,
            the sheriff of Sweet Hill. That had caused a good amount of a stir. Those two getting hitched was unexpected. A Walsh and
            the good sheriff. It was scandalous and every gossip in town was agog with the news.
         

         
         No match could be more shocking.

         
         It was almost as unimaginable as Gabriella and Cruz hooking up. That would rock this town . . . and get her disowned by her
            family. Good thing nothing like that would ever happen.
         

         
         At least not again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         She wouldn’t have gone if it wasn’t graduation night. If her parents hadn’t looked at her with the full expectation that she
               would go—that for once she should party like every other teenager.

         
         As if that didn’t make her feel like a loser. Her parents actually wanted her to party. They probably wouldn’t even mind if she got
               into a little trouble. Nothing too serious, mind you. Just minor shenanigans. Something that would make her more like other
               kids. More like her brother and sister. Tess had been a cheerleader. Her brother had lettered in every sport: football, basketball
               and baseball. To say that Gabriella was the odd duck was putting it mildly.

         
         Don’t get her wrong. She was celebrating inside. She’d graduated. She was leaving Sweet Hill. Finally. Going to college where
               she could start fresh. Where she could be anyone she wanted to be.

         
         Her mother even forced her to wear a skirt tonight. It’s a party, Gabriella. Put on makeup. Dress up a little. Look festive.
         

         
         So here she was. Showing more leg than she liked or probably should. It wasn’t like she had the body for skirts. She wasn’t
               tall and she was too curvy. That’s what her mother called her. Curvy.

         
         The kids at school just called her fat.

         
         The student population of Sweet Hill High School had made it abundantly clear over the years that Gabriella Rossi was not
               one of the pretty people, and the pretty people are the ones who mattered.

         
         “C’mon, Bri. Let’s dance.” Kari grabbed her hand and dragged her out into the living room where a few other girls they knew
               danced. The furniture had been pushed to the far walls to make room for a dance floor.

         
         All two hundred and nineteen members of their graduating class were crammed into the house and trickled out onto the lawn—along
               with a scattering of the more popular underclassmen.

         
         She wasn’t cool. Not by a long shot, but every graduate was invited, so she didn’t have to meet that criterion for once.

         
         The couple of drinks she’d consumed in the back seat of Kari’s car on the way here had helped loosen her inhibitions. She
               let herself dance with wild abandon. She’d be gone soon. Who gave a damn what anyone thought of her anymore? She didn’t have
               to care about these people for the rest of her life. My, what a freeing thought! God knew they had never cared about her.

         
         Kari watched her bad dance moves, laughing in approval. “There you go. Shake it!”

         
         “I’ll be back,” Gabriella shouted to Kari over the music. Apparently those drinks had gone straight through her. She exited
               the living room and got in line for the bathroom.

         
         Natalie, the party’s host, was in line in front of her, whispering loudly to her friend, oblivious to Gabriella standing behind
               her. Thankfully. Gabriella had suffered enough of her attention over the years. Indifference was the kindest treatment she
               could expect from her. If Natalie wanted to play her usual role of bully, Gabriella would have gotten out of line. As it was,
               she hung back, arms crossed over her chest, trying to remain unobtrusive.

         
         “I told him I’d meet him in the boathouse but that’s before Jack showed up. Can you believe it? He wanted to surprise me.”
               Natalie rolled her eyes as if a hot college boyfriend popping up unexpectedly was such a bummer.

         
         Everyone knew Natalie was still dating a guy who graduated last year and went to college in Oklahoma right now. Everyone also
               knew that she was hooking up with other guys while he was away at college. Apparently she had made other arrangements for
               the night and her boyfriend’s arrival had ruined those plans.

         
         “So what are you going to do about Cruz?”

         
         Gabriella’s ears perked up right along with her heart. There was only one Cruz and she had been achingly aware of him for
               years.

         
         He might have a bad reputation and be a troublemaker by everyone else’s estimation, but he’d never bullied her, and that was
               saying something since she’d endured a lot of that over the years. No, Cruz had left her in peace. Occasionally, he even smiled
               at her. The bullies had been the good kids who came from good families and, ironically, went to church. Her parents were friends
               with their parents. They attended PTA fundraisers together.

         
         Gabriella knew to look past the outer shell. She had learned that before she learned to finger-paint.

         
         “Well, I can’t go out there to talk to him now. Jack is in the next room.”

         
         “So you’re going to just leave him out in the boathouse?”

         
         Natalie shrugged. “Maybe I can sneak off after a little while when Jack starts talking football with the other guys. That
               won’t take long. It’s all he talks about.”

         
         The other girl laughed. “Oh, you are bad, Nat. You would sneak off to hook up with Cruz Walsh with your boyfriend nearby?”

         
         Natalie and Cruz Walsh were hooking up.

         
         Gabriella felt an irrational pang in the center of her chest. They were both beautiful. It shouldn’t be so surprising. Beautiful
               people flocked together. And it shouldn’t feel like such a betrayal. She had no claim on Cruz.

         
         “What can I say? Cruz can do things with his hands and mouth, and oh my sweet heaven, his dick . . .” Her voice faded with
               a sigh. “Well, let’s just say boys like Jack are missing that gene or something.”

         
         “Yeah. I guess being raised in a gutter gave Cruz a leg up or something.”

         
         “Or something.” Natalie giggled. “You have no idea.”

         
         “Oooh. You do like the dirty ones.” The two girls high-fived amid further laughter.

         
         Natalie’s friend sobered enough to say, “Yeah. Well, what makes you think he will wait for you?”

         
         “Have you seen me tonight?” She motioned to her body. “And don’t forget he’s had a taste before. He’ll wait for this.”

         
         Gabriella glanced from Natalie’s tight little body to her own and back at Natalie again. Natalie wore a skin-tight dress that
               left nothing to the imagination. It showed off her narrow waist and long legs. Every line, dip and curve of her body was on
               full display. Gabriella wouldn’t be able to squeeze a thigh into that dress.

         
         The girls entered the bathroom together and shut the door, sparing Gabriella from the rest of their conversation.

         
         She stood there for a few moments until they exited. They paused when they spotted her.

         
         “Gabby! I didn’t know you were coming,” Natalie exclaimed, eyeing her up and down.

         
         “You invited the entire class,” she reminded, hoping this wasn’t going to be one of those moments where Natalie decided to
               make a scene, singling out Gabriella for attention.

         
         She smiled slowly, looking genuinely pleased. There was so much deception in that smile. “That’s right. I did. But you never
               come to any parties. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

         
         She resisted asking if Natalie really thought about her at all—when she wasn’t in the act of bullying her.

         
         Natalie stepped closer and draped a slim arm around Gabriella’s shoulders. “Have you found the buffet yet? We had Sammy’s
               BBQ cater. I’m sure you’ll love it. There are so many ribs and just slabs of brisket.”

         
         From anyone else the comment would have been harmless. But not Natalie. Her eyes danced spitefully and she took a deep sniff
               of air. “I’m sure your nose can lead the way.”

         
         Her friend laughed, and Natalie preened, proud of her cleverness. Slipping her arm from Gabriella’s shoulders, she moved away
               with an air of “my work here is done.”

         
         Gabriella hurried inside the bathroom and shut the door. She breathed deeply, despising Natalie, despising being made to feel
               so awful—so very small.

         
         Somehow it was all compounded with the knowledge that Natalie was going to make out with Cruz in the boathouse. She shook
               her head. It was wrong that she should even care.

         
         As she leaned on the sink, head hanging, she realized Natalie wasn’t even with Cruz right now. Right now, Cruz was alone in
               the boathouse. Waiting. Being stood up. Unless, of course, Natalie managed to slip away and see him. Then she would be with
               Cruz. The idea of that . . . the image of them together . . . made her sick. And angry. Why should awful girls get dreamy
               boys like Cruz Walsh?

         
         She lifted her gaze to the mirror, staring at herself. She felt ridiculous, dressed up in a blouse and skirt. She’d never
               made such an effort with her appearance before, but Mom had talked her into it. The makeup on her face was subtle, but that
               too felt over the top. She lightly rubbed beneath both eyes, collecting any mascara dust.

         
         Telling herself that this would be the last time she had to suffer the likes of Natalie, she emerged from the bathroom and
               returned to Kari on the dance floor.

         
         Kari was dancing and making calf eyes at a guy from her Spanish class that she had crushed on all year. Apparently now she
               finally had the courage to make a move.

         
         Suddenly Gabriella noticed Natalie waving at her. She was standing with her friends, her college boyfriend in their midst.
               Catching Gabriella’s eye, she pointed in the opposite direction, stabbing a finger repeatedly through the air. “The ribs are
               that way!” she hollered.

         
         Natalie’s friends laughed.

         
         Gabriella’s face burned.

         
         That did it. She tapped Kari on the shoulder. “Hey,” she called over the music. “I’m going to go outside. It’s too hot in
               here.” Not a lie precisely. The room was warm—especially with her face flaming.

         
         Kari nodded distractedly at her, still gawking at her crush.

         
         Gabriella pushed through the press of bodies until she stumbled outside into the crowd. It was still tight, but there was
               free-flowing air, at least. She lifted her chin up to the night and drew a deep breath, her hands opening and closing at her
               sides, yearning to grab hold of Natalie’s hair—or do even just one thing that would make her feel half as bad as she made
               Gabriella feel all these years. Just one thing that would disappoint or crush her. Even if just for one night.

         
         A very drunk girl stumbled up beside her and bumped into her. She was one of the pretty people—part of Natalie’s circle. “Heyyyyy
               there. It’s Flabby Gabby. What are you doing here? Never see you at parties.”

         
         Gabriella ignored the hated moniker. Natalie had invented the nickname in kindergarten and people had been calling her that
               ever since. She was done reacting to it even if it still stung. She’d gotten good at overlooking slurs and insults. She had
               it down to an art form. She donned a mask. Kept the hurt inside.

         
         One time she’d bought an ice cream sandwich in the cafeteria. She had been sitting with Kari, talking and eating her ice cream
               when a couple guys stopped directly behind her and made smacking sounds with their lips. She’d looked over her shoulder at
               them.

         
         “Mm-hmm. Are you enjoying that? Is it goooood?” There was something so cruel in the exaggerated questions. In the way they
               nodded their heads at her like she was some simpleton. One of the guys rubbed his belly for further emphasis.

         
         She had whipped her head around and stared straight ahead, waiting until they moved on. She tried to act normal and calm and
               unaffected in front of Kari even as Kari asked if she was okay. Gabriella couldn’t finish her ice cream sandwich. She dropped
               it on a napkin in front of her like it was poison.

         
         Her lunch turned to rocks in her roiling stomach and bile rose up in her throat. She held herself together until the bell
               rang and then she disappeared into the crowded hallway. Into a bathroom. Into a stall where she threw up. Not because she
               was deliberately trying to purge or anything. No. Those boys’ brutish faces swam in her mind and their taunts echoed in her
               head, making her sick.

         
         She braced a shaking hand on the stall wall. Tears choked her. Snot rolled from her nose. She wanted to go home. She wanted
               to curl up on her bed and hug herself until she didn’t feel so marked, so tainted, but she was stuck.

         
         Stuck at school for the rest of that day.

         
         Stuck for three more years. Until tonight. Graduation night.

         
         Tonight she was finally free. She should feel great. Instead she was reflecting on that day in the cafeteria.

         
         It was funny how that one memory stood out in a sea of memories. The bad ones always did. The bad ones left scars. Even now,
               standing on this porch, she felt the puckered flesh of that scar. The skin had never knitted back together in quite the same
               way. All it took was some little bitch pointing her in the direction of the buffet and another one calling her Flabby Gabby
               and she felt that scar throb and split open again.

         
         Gabriella strode past the girl. Did she think she was so special? So very funny? She wasn’t even remotely original. Originality
               fell to Natalie and jerks that taunted her as she took a bite of ice cream.

         
         Soon she would never have to see Natalie or any of these people again. She wouldn’t have to hear the words “Flabby Gabby”
               uttered ever again.

         
         Gabriella kept walking, circling around the house and heading down the sloping lawn toward the boathouse sitting beside the river.
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