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            To my brother and sister. Thank you for loving me, encouraging me, and helping me heal when I needed it most.
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            Note to Reader

         
         
            Hello friend,

            I’m so excited to share this book with you. Fable and Theo’s story has been swirling in my mind for years, and it’s finally
               their turn in the spotlight.
            

            Before we start, though, I’d love to tell you a little bit about what you’ll find inside these pages.

            When Theo was first introduced in Give Me Butterflies, he popped into existence fully formed. He came strutting into my mind with his friendly personality, his backward cap, his
               crush on Fable . . . and his traumatic history.
            

            In a lot of ways, I thought I was the perfect person to write Theo’s story because it is a journey I know well. I know exactly
               how it feels to have an abusive parent. Exactly how it affects everyone else in the family. Exactly how the wounds still impact
               my life years and decades later.
            

            But once it came time to write his story, digging into that part of myself proved more challenging than I expected. So I want
               to thank you for being patient while this book came together. Through many rounds of rewrites and edits and tears, it’s finally
               a story worthy of Theo. And his sister.
            

            And me.

            There are no moments of abuse described on-page, and you will not meet the abuser in this story. In fact, you don’t even learn his name because he doesn’t deserve that much attention. I wanted our focus to remain on Theo, his sister, and his mother. 

            Despite the heavy moments, I hope this story brings you a sense of comfort. I hope it’s a warm blanket and a steaming mug
               of tea and a reminder that you deserve to be loved exactly the way you are. I hope Theo’s journey reminds you that healing
               is not linear, and sometimes even though we think we’re “okay,” it’s absolutely normal to need help again.
            

            Thank you for bringing my characters into your heart and for spending time in the town of Fern River. It’s a place of found
               family and open arms, kindness, and inclusivity, and I hope you feel right at home there.
            

            Love,

            Jillian

         

         CONTENT WARNINGS:

         
         No Place Like You is intended for adult readers (eighteen or older) as it contains explicit language and on-page sexual content. While I wrote
            this book intending to make you smile, there are a few subjects addressed in it that may be upsetting for some readers.
         

         
         
            	Grief from the loss of a grandparent and mention of Alzheimer’s

            	Mentions of domestic and child abuse (off page, in the past, no reappearance)

            	Alcohol use

         

         If any of these topics are difficult for you to read about, please protect your heart, dear reader. I hope I have portrayed them with the care they deserve, but your mental health is important to me. Feel free to reach out via email or social media if you have any specific questions. 

         
         Also, just so you know ahead of time, all the animals you meet in this story remain happy and healthy, living their best lives
            forever and ever.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Fable

            “Come on,” I mutter, yanking on the handle of Gramps’s old Bronco.
            

            
            Even six months into driving it, I still haven’t mastered opening the door, which has me seriously questioning why Gramps
               trusted me with his beloved vehicle. I watched him open it hundreds of times. Maybe thousands. He’d pull mostly from the left
               edge, making sure to press his thumb into the top at the same time until he heard the faint pop of success.
            

            
            When he was teaching me how to drive, I’d never get it on the first try. Or even the second. Gramps would circle the hood
               with his trademark grin, drop a kiss to my forehead, and position his fingers on the handle, nodding for me to place my hand
               over his as he worked his magic.
            

            
            “Be easy on her. Baby Blue’s got her own timeline,” he’d say, casting a tender, reminiscing look toward the sky-blue Bronco.
               “You’ll get there.”
            

            
            “When, exactly, will I be getting there?” I grit out, jiggling the handle again and stubbornly ignoring his advice to be easy on her. The urge to kick the tire jolts through me before I can stop myself, and the tip of my boot hits the dirty rubber with a light thump. 

            
            I immediately regret it. Shame curls in my chest. Baby Blue has been quite the diva over the last few months, requiring more
               attention and repairs than I was prepared for, but she doesn’t deserve to be kicked when she’s down.
            

            
            “I’m sorry,” I whisper, placing my palm on the hood. “I didn’t mean it.” I drag in a deep breath and close my eyes, visualizing
               his fingers under mine as I try again. Slowly.
            

            
            This time, I hear the pop, and the handle releases. “Got it,” I announce to a quiet Main Street, pulling open the door to the familiar smell of old
               leather and the wood shavings caught in every corner and seam of the interior. I toss my Hawkins Hardware shopping bag onto
               the cracked leather seat—thank you, employee discount—and shut the door again (very gently to make up for the tire kicking).
            

            
            The cool, misty evening dampens my cheeks as I walk through downtown Fern River, toward the Branch, where my order of coconut
               chicken tenders should be waiting by now. I pass back by the hardware store, then the dark windows of Wildwood Bakery—home
               of the best chocolate chip scones to ever exist. I swear Mrs. LaGrande is baking up magic in there.
            

            
            My phone buzzes in my back pocket, and I pull it out to find a text from my best friend illuminating the screen.

            
            
               
                  
                     Mia: Have you seen this photo? How have we never noticed she is the spitting image of human Ursula????
                     

                  

               

            
            Pausing under the awning for the thrift store, I click the link she sent, and a social media post pops up. My already-empty
               stomach hollows out even more.
            

            
            The engagement isn’t a surprise. I heard about it last week (and promptly downed an entire pint of Ben & Jerry’s chocolate ice cream). But this photo of Philip and Samantha still leaves me unnerved. 

            
            It’s a cruel sort of message from the universe when the man you were sleeping with six months ago is now engaged to your polar
               opposite. I stare down at her perfect raven waves. And perfect red lips. And the perfect pink nails pressed against her fiancé’s
               jacket.
            

            
            Philip Anderson, owner of said jacket, is all movie-star blond hair, sharp jawline, and flawless suit. His teeth are alarmingly
               white as he beams toward the camera, effortlessly confident, like the world was made to do his bidding. He looks every bit
               of the future politician his parents have groomed him to be, and now he has the flawless wife to stand by his side.
            

            
            They’re days away from a wedding in Greece, then a whole new life in Portland. A power couple. They’ll probably drink red
               wine right on their $100,000 white couch while they talk about crypto and other things I don’t understand.
            

            
            Maybe high school Fable would’ve been the ideal match for him. Valedictorian, captain of the girls’ soccer team, big dreams
               of becoming a doctor, voted Most Likely to Succeed.
            

            
            But now . . . my gaze dips down my body, to the Hawkins Hardware logo on my shirt, where the Hs are designed as hammers and screwdrivers. A layer of dust coats my jeans from where I knelt in aisle three for the last
               hour, organizing the bins of pipe fittings. I glance at my bitten-off nails and the callus on my palm from helping Dad clean
               the horse stalls yesterday.
            

            
            While Philip and Samantha are picking out evening gowns and tuxedos, going to galas and probably shopping for yachts, I’m living in my grandfather’s old A-frame, sleeping on a mattress I’ve had since I dropped out of college. I’m on my fifth job in the last two years, and I spend my evenings in an empty living room, hunched over a puzzle, listening to an audiobook or a true crime podcast, cuddling with my six-month-old kitten, and shoveling spoonfuls of that night’s dessert into my mouth. 

            
            We’re in completely different worlds, and I’m not sure I could’ve ever made it in theirs.

            
            Shaking my head, I shove the phone back in my pocket without replying and cross the street to the flickering orange sign of
               the Branch. A cacophony of voices spills out as I open the door, confirming that half the town is here for coconut chicken
               tenders night.
            

            
            I’ve just stepped inside when a sudden, rowdy whoop of laughter echoes above the noise, sending a chill up my spine.
            

            
            As if my thoughts have summoned him, Philip stands in the center of the room with a group of his friends. I recognize a few
               of them, but all their faces and names blur together—same guy, different font.
            

            
            Dammit. I scan the restaurant and assess my options, searching for a way to avoid him seeing me. I could duck back out the
               door and forget dinner. The bowl of cereal waiting for me at home is nothing compared to coconut chicken tenders, but I’ll
               survive.
            

            
            Or I can brave the path toward the bar and get my food. I’ll have to skirt around Philip & Co., but he likely doesn’t want
               to acknowledge that he knows me anyway, so I should make it without an issue.
            

            
            There’s also the option of begging the floor to open up and swallow me whole. Someone would surely remember to feed Knocks—

            
            The universe intervenes. The door swings open behind me, propelling me forward.

            
            Option two it is, I guess.

            
            My boots stick on the linoleum floors as I thread my way through the crowd. The bar is so close that I can practically taste the crispy coconut, but right as the owner, Ethan, makes eye contact with me, Philip’s group moves to block my path. I come to an abrupt stop right on the edge of their huddle, then step to the side, trying to get around them, but with tables bracketing the group, I can’t get by. 

            
            “Which bridesmaid should I go after, man?” Chad/Brad/Ben—something like that—asks, beer sloshing over the edge of his glass
               and plopping to the ground.
            

            
            Philip shifts to stand in front of me, not looking my way. “Don’t care as long as you stay away from Kate.”

            
            The room narrows around me. I watch the side of his face for a beat, trying to remember what I liked about him. But under
               the yellow-hued bar lighting, I can’t recall a single thing.
            

            
            All I remember is four months of sneaking around and to-go containers and back roads. He wanted our situationship kept a secret,
               and I’m ashamed to admit I willingly went along with it, hoping that maybe his attention meant something. If the mayor’s son
               had an interest in me, then surely I wasn’t a complete failure. Right?
            

            
            While his group gets even louder, I keep staring, willing him to acknowledge me. Good to see you, Fable would be simple enough. It’s a hello and goodbye all wrapped into one.
            

            
            Instead, he looks over me, around me, everywhere but at me.
            

            
            “Fuck you. I’m not going after your sister, you idiot.” Chad/Brad/Ben pushes Philip right in the center of his chest.

            
            Suddenly, his broad shoulders seem closer, and he’s stumbling back toward me. I barely have time to register what’s happening
               before I lift my hands to stop his momentum. But the effort is futile.
            

            
            The overbearing scent of his cologne hits me first. Then his back collides with my hands, and the force of it knocks me off my feet. I’m toppling sideways like a bowling pin, Philip falling with me, and I’m sure we’re about to land in a heap on the floor. 

            
            But instead.

            
            A strong arm snakes around my waist, tugging me off course. With a startled yelp, I land on a firm thigh and watch as Philip
               crashes at my feet. He’s a pile of khakis and red polo, groaning on the linoleum in a puddle of his own spilled beer, and
               I can’t help grinning down at the sight.
            

            
            My grin falters, though, when I realize there’s a hand on my hip and a heady scent in my lungs. Like the woods on a warm summer
               afternoon. It flashes me right back to sunshine and childhood and sticky Popsicle-covered fingers and splashing into the pond
               at the farm.
            

            
            My traitorous brain recognizes it immediately, and I turn to find a pair of gorgeous mocha eyes on me.

            
            The sight of Theo Nikolaou wrenches all the air from my lungs.

            
            “Hey there, Fabes,” he says, his deep voice practically vibrating through me. A dark gray baseball cap sits backward on his
               head, his chestnut hair peeking out around the brim, and a blue plaid flannel stretches across his broad shoulders, rolled
               up to his elbows.
            

            
            The loud bar muffles to a faint murmur as an arrogant, lopsided smile curls slowly over his lips. Dimples pop out on his tan
               cheeks, and my heartbeat goes annoyingly unsteady.
            

            
            That’s the smile that makes me feel like I’m ten years old again, whirling on a theme park ride until my stomach flips. It’s the same smile he had when he beat me by one vote for president of the Ecology Club in eleventh grade. The same one he flashed when his baseball photo was plastered on the front page of the school paper. And the very same cocky smile he’s worn anytime we’ve seen each other since. 

            
            Sometimes I want to slap it right off.

            
            Other times . . . well, other times I don’t know what I want.

            
            The space between us crackles with years-worth of tension until an annoyed grumble echoes from the floor, and Theo’s attention
               snaps in that direction. He reaches around me to fist the collar of Philip’s shirt. “What the fuck?” he growls sharply. “You
               could’ve hurt her, you fucking asshole.”
            

            
            “Let go.” Philip tries to swat his hand away.

            
            My heart rate jumps at the flicker of Theo’s jaw. The flare of his nostrils. The darkening of his eyes.

            
            “Hey.” A calm voice murmurs from across the table. Theo’s best friend, Maddox, places a hand over Theo’s fist. “She’s all
               right.”
            

            
            Maddox’s eyes don’t leave Theo’s as a silent conversation passes between them. It looks like one they’ve had before, no words
               necessary. Then, slowly, the fist in Philip’s shirt loosens.
            

            
            Theo blinks a few times and tugs me closer, as if to keep me from falling. His chest rises with a deep breath. “You okay?”
               he asks softly.
            

            
            There’s a commotion beside us as Chad/Brad/Ben helps Philip to his feet, but I can’t pull my attention away from Theo.

            
            “I don’t know,” I answer honestly, because right now I don’t know much of anything. Basic math skills would be a challenge. One plus one equals Theo’s dimples.
            

            
            His gaze sharpens, and he wraps his free hand around my elbow. “Are you hurt?”

            
            I open my mouth to answer, but my focus drifts to Philip as he stands beside the table.

            
            Chad/Brad/Ben barks a laugh. “Dude, you got something on your pants.”

            
            Philip whips around, checking his slacks. “Dammit,” he spits, pushing his friend and storming away. “These are new.”
            

            
            My lungs squeeze as I watch his retreating form. That asshole didn’t even acknowledge me. Literally ran into me, and I still wasn’t worth a glance.
            

            
            Warm fingers settle on my chin, and Theo turns me toward him. His proximity has my mind spinning. I haven’t seen him since
               he moved back to town two months ago, and even before that, when he showed up to a get-together with our families, we were
               never this close. We’re barely even in the same room if I can help it.
            

            
            But tonight, I’m close enough to see the tiny flecks of gold in his deep brown irises and the small scar across his eyebrow
               from a bike wreck when he was eleven. His smile lines have deepened over the years and a dark five-o’clock shadow now dusts
               his jaw, but everything else is exactly as I remember.
            

            
            His eyes hold the same playfulness they did when I met him on the first day of fifth grade. I took my assigned seat in math
               class beside him, and an hour later, he sent over a folded note: Do you want to be my best friend? Check yes or no. [ ] yes [ ] no

            
            We were always together after that, comparing answers and sharing a pencil sharpener for the entire year. He introduced me
               to his sister, Mia, a fourth grader, at recess one day, and our mothers became friends shortly after, weaving our childhoods
               together in intricate ways. Along with my sisters, Millie and Tessa, we built forts in the woods behind my parents’ farm,
               spent summers swimming in the pond and picking thimbleberries in the back fields.
            

            
            The five of us were inseparable.

            
            Until everything changed.

            
            “Hey,” he whispers. “Want me to track him down? You say the word. I’m ready.”

            
            I shake my head. “He’s not worth the jail time for murder.”

            
            His chuckle is easy and rich. “I was thinking we could spill something else on his fancy khakis, but by all means, I’ll let
               you take the reins on this.”
            

            
            I feel a smile curve my lips, which is a completely foreign sensation when it comes to Theo. And it’s enough to snap me out
               of whatever trance I’ve fallen into.
            

            
            Sucking in a breath, I stand abruptly and busy myself with straightening the hem of my T-shirt, needing something to concentrate
               on other than the man before me.
            

            
            Theo blinks up at me. “Chicken tenders night?”

            
            I need to put some distance between us, physical and otherwise, so I quip, “Obnoxious lumberjack night?”

            
            Those dimples are on display again, some inside joke I’m not privy to dancing through his eyes. “Is it the flannel?” He looks
               to his best friend. “It is, isn’t it?”
            

            
            Maddox snorts. “Definitely the flannel. Every time I see you, you’re a little more lumberjack. If you have an axe under the
               table, Fable and I are calling an intervention.”
            

            
            “Lucky for you”—Theo gives him a withering look—“I left my axe at home.” He turns to me. “How are you, Fabes?”

            
            “Fine,” I reply quickly. It’s a generic, boring answer, but it’s as much as we’ve given each other over the years. Between
               his sister and our mothers, I’ve gathered bits and pieces about him, but fine and good are as deep as our responses usually go.
            

            
            “Everything going okay at the hardware store?” Theo tries.

            
            Either my shirt’s giving me away, or he’s been told a few things about me as well. “Yep.”

            
            “And how about at the farm?”

            
            “All good.”

            
            “How’s your grandpa’s A-frame?” Maddox wonders. “Are you still working on fixing it up?”

            
            “It’s a learning process.” I bare my teeth in what I hope can pass for a smile. “But I’m figuring it out.” Currently, “figuring it out” means “watching endless YouTube videos and trying not to break anything,” but I leave those details out. 

            
            Theo folds his arms over his chest. “You’ll give him full sentence answers, but not me?”

            
            “Yep.” I look around for Ethan, hoping to find a way out of this conversation.

            
            Maddox huffs a laugh. “I get the feeling she really hates flannel.”
            

            
            “On second thought, I do have that axe. I just wasn’t expecting to have to use it on my best friend,” Theo says, eyes narrowed
               on Maddox.
            

            
            Against my better judgment, I’m grinning. I try to bite it away before Theo notices.

            
            “You’ll back me up, right?” Maddox asks me. “I think the two of us could handle him. When we’re done you can take the axe
               to the flannel if you want.”
            

            
            “Deal.” I reach out to shake his hand, and Theo blinks back and forth between us, that classic smile still plastered in place.

            
            “Here you go,” Ethan interjects, setting a paper bag on the table. “Fable’s chicken tender special. Extra ranch.”

            
            “Thank you.” I fumble into my back pocket for my debit card.

            
            “It’s on the house tonight.” He tips his head toward Philip’s group. “About to ask that crew to leave. You okay?” Concern
               pinches his expression.
            

            
            Gripping my bag of food, I assure him, “I’m fine. Thank you.”

            
            “If you want to stick around, someone just ordered soft pretzel sticks,” Ethan says with a fond smile. “We’ve got Billy Joel
               all cued up.”
            

            
            Last year, he started a tradition to honor his late wife. When someone orders her favorite appetizer, Ethan plays her favorite song, “Just the Way You Are,” by Billy Joel, and everyone flocks to the dance floor to celebrate her. 

            
            Theo stands and reaches out a hand, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Come on. Those chicken tenders can wait four minutes.”

            
            My pulse whooshes through my skull, panic racing in my veins along with it. I can still feel the imprint of his palm on my hip and smell his
               woodsy scent, and it’s all too much. If I spend any more time with him, I’ll start missing him. And if I start missing him . . .
               well, my heart already hurts too much for that.
            

            
            “I’ve got, uh . . . I have to go,” I blurt and beeline for the door, not looking back.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Theo

            “Arthur?” I call, quietly opening the back door to the clinic.

            
            No answer. I glance over my shoulder to check that it’s really his car in the employee parking lot, and yep, it’s hard to
               mistake that DRDOG vanity plate. Normally, he’s more likely to stroll in around ten, after his two-eggs-and-pancakes breakfast
               at Kevin’s Diner. And honestly, I don’t blame the guy. When I’m seventy-four, I hope I get to mosey around at my own pace
               and show up to things whenever I want. Garrett, the clinic’s other veterinarian, and I handle everything fine without Arthur
               anyway.
            

            
            My ears perk at the sound of shuffling papers, and I follow the rustling to . . . my office. Arthur is hunched at my desk, sliding files around, mumbling to himself. It’s likely he didn’t hear me come in, given
               the fact that he refuses to wear his hearing aids when his wife isn’t around to make him.
            

            
            “Morning,” I greet loudly from the doorway.

            
            He peers up at me over the top of his glasses. “Theo. Good morning.”

            
            “You’re so early I thought I might be hallucinating,” I tease.

            
            As he reaches for a file, his elbow bumps my cup of pens, sending them rolling across my desk. A low curse falls from his lips. 

            
            “Can I find something for you?” I ask, helping him gather them back up.

            
            “Need to look at the financials,” he mumbles, opening Grover’s file like the Saint Bernard’s vitals and test results might
               be hiding what he’s looking for.
            

            
            “Remember, Jenna helped us get all of that digitized last month?”

            
            “But I need to see it in my hands,” he explains, spreading them wide. “I don’t know how to find it on the computer. I need
               paper.”
            

            
            I hide my smile. “I can help you.”

            
            Garrett and I have some version of this conversation with Arthur several times a week. He has been struggling with the digitization
               of our files since the beginning, no matter how many times we take him through the process of accessing things on his computer.
               The man is still using a flip phone, so it might be a hopeless case.
            

            
            “I can print whatever you need,” I offer, pointing to my computer. “Let me hop in that seat, and I’ll pull it up.”

            
            He groans as he rises from my chair and moves to the spot by the door. While my computer boots up, Arthur stares at the two
               pictures on my desk. There’s a framed photo of my dog, Layla, and I at the coast last summer. I’m snapping a selfie as her
               gritty tongue licks my cheek, a thick layer of sand covering her white-and-tan muzzle. Next to that is my favorite snapshot—I
               have an arm around my sister, Mia, on one side, and my mom on the other. We’re all laughing in our matching penguin pajamas
               on Christmas morning, our image tilting to the side as the phone fell right when the self-timer ended.
            

            
            The computer’s welcome chime rings through the room. “All right, what are we printing?”

            
            “Any financials from the last three years. I’m meeting with my lawyer later this week.”

            
            My fingers trip over the keys as I type in my password. “Lawyer?” I scan the screen and click open the spreadsheets I think
               he’s looking for.
            

            
            He shoves his glasses up his nose. “I’m getting old, Theo. About time I sold the practice.”

            
            I straighten my shoulders. “Really?” I’ve been wondering when this day would come, hoping for a chance to prove myself as
               the perfect person to buy it.
            

            
            He nods. “Garrett and I are going to talk about it after I meet with my lawyer.”

            
            My stomach drops like I’m on an elevator falling thirty stories to the bottom. “Garrett? Why Garrett?” I croak. Why not me too?

            
            His head tilts. “What do you mean?”

            
            I swallow the lump in my throat. Fidget with the mouse in my grip. “I thought . . . well, I’d hoped to be considered as an
               option, I guess.”
            

            
            Arthur shifts in his seat. “Garrett has the experience needed for something like this.”

            
            Copper brushes my tongue as I bite the inside of my cheek to stop my words from spilling out. Since I came back to town Garrett
               and I have been running this place together. We’ve been splitting duties right down the middle. After-hours calls, opening
               early, leaving late.
            

            
            Together.

            
            Maybe it’s irrational to think I stand a chance, but I’d love to at least discuss the option.

            
            “Susie and I are ready to move closer to the kids,” Arthur informs me, face pensive. “You know, I have a new grandbaby due to arrive this summer, and I think it’s about time for me to retire. I want to leave this place in the hands of someone stable and committed to this community, and Garrett’s proven he is. He and I have similar styles, and I can see him running this place the way I have. He can keep the legacy alive.” 

            
            I clench my jaw so hard I think I might crack a tooth. This clinic is running smoothly because Garrett and I balance each
               other out so well. “I’d really love a chance to be in the mix. I think Garrett and I could be a great team. Heck, we already
               are.”
            

            
            He offers me an apologetic smile. “Theo, I appreciate all you’ve done over the last two months. You’re a hard worker, but
               you left this practice high and dry once. Who’s to say you aren’t going to do it again? Garrett’s been here consistently for
               almost ten years.”
            

            
            Shame coils in my chest. My shoulders drop. He’s right. I did leave, hardly more than a year into working here. I’d come back
               after college, thinking I was ready to build a life in my hometown. Fern River is where I grew up, made friends, and started
               to learn about myself. It’s where most of my happy childhood memories are held.
            

            
            But it’s home to my worst ones too. It’s the place where my dad’s uncontrollable anger multiplied. It’s where that anger trickled
               down to me, resulting in a very public screwup at the town parade—effectively ending my closest friendship. It’s where I got
               in too many fights in high school and pushed away everyone I cared about.
            

            
            It was painful to be in this town, reminded of every detail on a daily basis.

            
            So when my grandparents’ health started to decline and they asked for help, I jumped at the opportunity to move to their house in Oregon. It felt like the perfect way to escape the memories that were haunting me in Fern River. 

            
            Arthur sighs. “I don’t want any bad blood between us, but my gut is telling me that Garrett is the right choice for this.”

            
            Clearing my throat, I open a few files on the computer. “I know I haven’t been here as long as Garrett, but I’ve helped a
               lot in the time I have been.” It feels ridiculous to beg, but I’m going to try anyway. “It’s right here in these spreadsheets.
               Even adding in my salary, I’ve found ways to lower our overhead costs. I’ve increased the number of patients we can see every
               day and the amount of money we can donate back into the community.”
            

            
            He shakes his head. “And I appreciate all of that. This isn’t to say you can’t keep working here. I’m sure Garrett would love
               to have you on staff. But I’ve never gotten the impression you were settling down in Fern River permanently.” Arthur waves
               a wrinkly hand across the hall, toward Garrett’s closed office door. “This is his home, his community. He’s not going anywhere.”
            

            
            I picture Garrett’s office wall. It’s a mural of memories. Photos of pets, hand-drawn art from kids, framed pictures of his
               work in the community—all hard evidence of the life he has built over the last ten years.
            

            
            My office walls are bare. Stark white.

            
            With a resigned sigh, I open the rest of the documents he needs.

            
            The printer whirs to life in the hallway, and he stands. “You’re a great vet, Theo, but this clinic is my life’s work. It
               means the world to me. I need to know I’m leaving it in the hands of someone who will take care of it. Hopefully you’ll understand
               one day.” And with a pat to the doorframe, he walks out.
            

            
            All the oxygen in the room leaves with him, and I deflate in my chair, staring at my desk in a daze. Distantly, I hear the back door open and footsteps in the hallway. Our office manager, Jenna, tosses me a greeting, but I don’t even have the energy to respond. 

            
            Leaving Fern River years ago was an impulsive decision, but it felt like the only right choice in the moment. I don’t regret
               the time I spent with my grandparents—those years were invaluable to me—but I ended up staying in Oregon longer than necessary.
               Even after they passed away, I spent two more years there, avoiding Fern River and the emotions that come along with it.
            

            
            Life in Oregon was lonely, though. I had never let myself get settled there—never made friends or had relationships that lasted
               longer than one evening. I felt like my life was on pause. I was holding my breath, waiting for something I couldn’t identify.
            

            
            Then, a few months ago, Mom called. She was going on about work she needed done on the house, the gardening technique she
               wanted to try, her book club’s pick that month, and giving me updates on the Oaks family. All mundane things we chat about
               regularly. But somewhere in that conversation, an overwhelming sense of homesickness washed over me. Home was calling to me in a way that it never had before. When I started looking for jobs, this position with Arthur immediately
               popped up, and it felt like a sign. I had a gut feeling that it might be time to try again.
            

            
            I don’t know what’s different now—maybe it’s the town or maybe it’s me—but something seems fresh this time, like a clean slate.
               I finally feel ready to settle. Put down roots. I want to rejoin the Volunteer Fire Department, get involved with Little League,
               and make a permanent place for myself here. I’d love to heal my relationship with this town and make new memories to snuff
               out the bad ones.
            

            
            But unfortunately, it might be too late to convince Arthur of that.

            
            My phone buzzes on the desk, and my sister’s face brightens the screen.

            
            I try to sound like nothing’s wrong as I bring the phone to my ear. “Hey. How are you?”

            
            “Has Mom made it there yet?” Mia asks in a rush.

            
            My brows furrow. “What do you mean? I’m at work.”

            
            “Yeah, I know. I am too.” I roll my eyes, picturing my sister at work—which means she’s curled up in the corner of her couch with her laptop, in her most comfortable loungewear. There’s probably
               an iced latte nearby. “She’s not there?”
            

            
            “No. Should she be?”

            
            “Perfect. I want to hear what happens when she arrives.”

            
            I rub my temple. “Mia, what the hell is going on?”

            
            “What’s going on,” she replies, sounding annoyed, “is you’re keeping secrets from me, and you better believe I’m going to
               get you back for this.”
            

            
            A familiar voice echoes from the clinic’s lobby. “—need to chat with him before his first patient,” Mom says, and I can’t
               make out Jenna’s reply, but then Mom’s voice sounds closer as she adds, “Thank you!”
            

            
            “She’s here,” I announce warily.

            
            A squeal of excitement leaps through the phone. “You’re in deep shit, big brother. Now put me on speaker and pretend I’m not
               here.”
            

            
            I follow her instructions (mostly because I’m too curious not to at this point) and set the phone on my desk right as Mom
               appears in the doorway.
            

            
            “Theodore Alexander Nikolaou,” she says sharply.

            
            Oh shit. My middle name. Must be serious. “If this is about the gutters, I promise I’m going to get to them this weekend.”

            
            She crosses her arms and glares down at me, looking exactly like she did every time she found out I’d gone to detention for fighting. But I haven’t been in a fight in . . . well, I guess I almost was last night. If Maddox hadn’t been there to calm me down, I think I would’ve really enjoyed the crunch of Philip’s nose against my fist. 

            
            Instead, I found his phone under our table—where it must’ve fallen out of his pocket when he tumbled to the ground—and being
               the mature, twenty-nine-year-old that I am, I turned the phone off and hid it behind the dumpster at the bar. A sick sort
               of pleasure warms my chest at the thought of him searching for it. Fuck him for crashing into Fable and not even bothering
               to apologize. I couldn’t stand him in high school and turns out I still can’t.
            

            
            “You know exactly what this is about.” Mom’s eyes narrow. “When were you going to tell me you’re dating Fable?”
            

            
            My brain stumbles. I open my mouth. Then shut it. Then open it again. Surely, I heard her wrong. “What?”
            

            
            “You and Fable. Together.”

            
            Standing quickly, I pull her farther into the office. “Mom, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

            
            “Cathy sent the photo an hour ago,” she explains as she sits down. Cathy? What does that busybody have to do with this? “I tried
               to give you time to tell me yourself, but I called your sister, and she had no clue.”
            

            
            “Hold on. I’m lost—”

            
            “Then I called Mary and she didn’t even know!”
            

            
            I shake my head. “You called Fable’s mom before you called me?”

            
            “Well, of course. We’ve been dreaming of this for years.”

            
            I drag a hand down my face. “There’s apparently been some sort of mix-up.”

            
            “Show him the picture,” Mia calls through the speaker.

            
            Mom’s expression softens. “Aw, is that my baby?”

            
            “Yes. Hey, Mama. Hand him your phone.”

            
            She pulls it out of her purse and offers it over the desk. I type in her passcode, and the screen immediately reveals the image. It’s a grainy shot, taken in the bar last night, but there’s enough detail to make out that it’s clearly me, with Fable in my lap and my fingers on her chin. 

            
            My mind transports me right back there, where I can see every freckle across the pink apples of her cheeks. That sparkle of
               the gold hoop decorating her nose. Those honey-blond strands framing her face. The way her hazel eyes snared mine. The feel
               of her in my lap, her jean-covered hip against my palm. That tiny glimpse of the flowers tattooed on her wrist.
            

            
            We look . . . fuck, we look like we’re together. It must be the lighting.

            
            “I should’ve FaceTimed,” Mia grumbles. “Mom, what is he doing?”

            
            “Smiling at the picture,” she replies, and I immediately clear my throat and hand the phone back.

            
            I don’t know what’s going on here, but I need to rein in this situation before it goes any further. “I haven’t been keeping
               any secrets.”
            

            
            Well, that’s a slight lie. The crush I had on Fable managed to stay a secret. For the last eighteen years, that information
               has stayed locked inside a cage in my chest. More like in a cage, in a vault, hidden behind a brick wall. Or two. I figure
               if I don’t give it any attention, it won’t come back to life.
            

            
            Arthur’s voice trails in from the hallway. “Theo, I was hoping—” He stops in the doorway. “Oh, hello, Eva. How are you?”

            
            Mom grins proudly. “I’m great. It’s a wonderful day, isn’t it?”

            
            As I study her expression, I’m suddenly—terrifyingly—aware of what she’s about to say. It’s like I’m watching in slow motion
               as a wildfire jumps the firebreak and spreads.
            

            
            “I just found out my son is dating Fable Oaks.” She clasps her hands under her chin. “We’ve been waiting so long for this
               day.”
            

            
            Yep, there it is. Fuck.

            
            I look to Arthur in time to see a flicker of movement in his brows. It’s subtle, but I’ve spent enough time with him to know
               he’s processing something. He looks to me. “I had no idea. You and Fable, huh?” There’s that flicker of his brows again. At
               first, I don’t know what to make of it, but then he says, “Well, I saw Dave last night at our birding club. How dare he not
               tell me? That’s great, Theo.”
            

            
            And the puzzle pieces seem to slip into place. The Oaks family.

            
            You’d have to work pretty hard to find a more beloved family around here. Dave and Mary Oaks are pillars of this town. They’re
               involved in every community event, are first to volunteer anytime someone needs a hand, and according to my mother, they’re
               a part of countless group activities. I don’t know how they have time to run their farm in between.
            

            
            Their oldest daughter, Tessa, is the outgoing organizer. She ran the entire holiday festival at the age of fifteen—when the
               original committee leader came down with the flu—and has been doing it ever since, even though she lives in Chicago. Millie,
               the middle daughter, started a pollinator garden in every park in town and makes a point of checking on all of them when she
               comes to visit. And Fable, the youngest, the town sweetheart. Could usually be found with her nose in a book or a soccer ball
               at her feet. Sometimes both. She’s the only Oaks sister who lives here now, and everyone knows her. Everyone loves her, exactly
               as they have since we were little.
            

            
            They’re an integral part of the community.

            
            The community that Garrett has put roots into.

            
            The same community that matters so much to Arthur.

            
            I only have half a heartbeat to decide how to respond. It’s not enough time to fully process what I’m even saying before the words are already coming out of my mouth. But when Arthur steps farther into the room and offers me a “Congratulations,” I don’t correct him or set the record straight. 

            
            Instead, I say something that immediately makes me wonder if I’m losing my mind. Something Fable will probably kill me for.

            
            I reply, “Thank you.”

            
            

            The clinic is a mad rush for the next few hours. Garrett and I see patients back-to-back, then we work together on an emergency
               surgery through lunch. And all the while, I’m scouring for a few spare minutes to try to get a hold of Fable. I don’t even
               know if she’ll answer my calls, but I need to get to her before Arthur runs into her somewhere. Or my mother does. Or her
               mother does. This has probably already spread further than I meant it to.
            

            
            I’m jogging back to my office to finally grab my phone when Arthur calls my name, and I skid to a stop.

            
            He’s sitting at his desk, the papers I printed spread out in front of him. “Come on in.” He pulls off his glasses and points
               them toward the empty chair.
            

            
            The seat creaks as I drop into it, nerves prickling beneath my skin. “Everything okay?”

            
            “I’ve been thinking about what you said this morning. Looking over all of this.” He sweeps the papers into a neat stack. “And
               you’re right. Things have improved since you started working here again. The office is running more smoothly thanks to your
               work with Jenna on the schedule, and I’m seeing the evidence of it in the financials.”
            

            
            “Thank you,” I reply, unsure what else to say.

            
            He gives me a stern look, hands folded together on the desk. “Please be honest with me. Are you staying in Fern River? Is
               this where you want to be?”
            

            
            The questions surprise me. I hold my breath, gauging my answer. Is this where I want to be?

            
            I used to be sure it wasn’t. I used to take every opportunity to be somewhere else.

            
            But this time, something’s different. This feels like the closest I’ve ever been to finding home.
            

            
            “Yes. Yes, sir.” I nod. “It’s where I want to be.”

            
            He studies me for a long moment. Finally, he says, “I’ll consider allowing you and Garrett to buy the practice together. But
               nothing is decided yet. I want to know for sure that you’re sticking around here. I’ll be frank, settling down with Fable
               is a great start, but I need to know you want to stay permanently. I don’t want to leave Garrett in a bind by trusting you.”
            

            
            A tentative spark of hope ignites in my chest. “Right. Absolutely.”

            
            “I’d like you and Garrett to take charge on the adopt-a-thon next month. Coordinate with the shelter. Plan the events and
               get involved in the community part of it. Show me you can be a good team, then I’ll decide about the practice.”
            

            
            I nod. “I can do that.”

            
            “I’ll talk to Garrett,” Arthur says. “Make sure he knows the plan.”

            
            “Thank you.” I stand and reach across the desk to shake his hand. “I won’t let you down. I promise.” That spark of hope flares
               brighter. I might have a chance with this.
            

            
            But as I leave his office, the reality of how I got that chance settles like a lead weight in my stomach. Accepting his congratulations
               about Fable was one thing—but this suddenly feels much bigger. I’ve just fabricated an entire relationship to make myself
               look better in his eyes.
            

            
            And my only chance at making this right involves talking to Fable. And crossing my fingers she doesn’t try to murder me for
               what I’ve done.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Fable

            “Knocks, I think we’re cursed.” I nudge a bucket under the dripping pipe. Every time I think I’ve finally managed to stop
               this leak, I run into a new problem.
            

            
            My tortoiseshell kitten nudges at my elbow, trying to worm his way under the bathroom sink to see what I’m doing.

            
            “No, buddy. I actually don’t need your help for this.” I drop the pipe wrench so I can set him back a few feet behind me.
               He gives me a sassy meow in response. “You’re already on my naughty list after the shit you pulled with my phone cord. I don’t need you making this
               worse.”
            

            
            His dark eyes blink once, completely unapologetic about the fact that my phone is now dead because he chewed through the charging
               cable.
            

            
            I pull my laptop onto my thighs and press play on the video. The man on the screen explains the steps to cut and replace the
               piping while I make a supply list on the back of a receipt. When the video ends, I walk outside to shut off the water to the
               A-frame. At least while I’m at work today, I don’t have to worry about that small leak turning into a flood.
            

            
            On my way back down the hall, my feet pause in front of the downstairs bedroom door. I take a deep breath, bracing myself for my routine check-in as I turn the knob. 

            
            Dust particles dance through the sunlight streaming in from the window. They drift over the stacks of boxes, a sheet-covered
               armchair, and the table that sat in Gramps’s kitchen for as long as I can remember.
            

            
            This room is a time capsule, holding memories for me that I’m too afraid to examine closely. Opening any of these boxes—seeing
               his books, blankets, puzzles, Christmas ornaments—would hurt too much. So they stay tucked in this room. Frozen in time. Undisturbed.
            

            
            He’s still everywhere in and around this cabin. In the kitchen, where he used to make me and my sisters cups of tea every
               afternoon. In the living room, where he read me stories while I did puzzles. In the dining area, where we labeled jars of
               his fresh thimbleberry jam. On the back porch, where we sat, watching the seasons change.
            

            
            After Gramps died two years ago, my sisters and I spent a weekend here, putting everything in boxes until Dad could decide
               what to do with it. When our parents started having conversations a few months ago about how run-down the property had gotten,
               they hinted at selling it, and I couldn’t let that happen. The thought of someone else owning this place made me nauseous.
            

            
            Knocks brushes my ankle as he steps two paws into the room. “No, no, no,” I whisper, pulling him back. “This isn’t for you.”
               It isn’t for me, either—touching anything in this room would feel like poking at an infected wound.
            

            
            I scoop him up and glance over everything for one more long moment before carefully shutting the door.

            
            “He would’ve loved you though,” I murmur, nuzzling my cheek against Knocks’s head as I walk to the kitchen to make tea.

            
            While the kettle heats up, I pluck the to-do list from the fridge and add a few items to it. The list seems to be growing instead of dwindling. There are some bigger, safety-related items that need to be done as soon as possible, like fixing the broken steps, replacing all the smoke detectors, leveling the house, and stabilizing the railing on the stairs. 

            
            Then there are things that would be nice to fix, like getting some insulation under the house before next winter and figuring
               out why it takes about seven years for the water to get warm in the shower.
            

            
            Last, there are items on the list that I think would be fun. Like painting the hallway to brighten it up and removing the
               wall that Gramps always talked about taking down to open up the kitchen. Those are bonus tasks that I dream about getting
               to accomplish.
            

            
            Altogether, this is a huge project. But I’m determined to tackle it. I need to prove to myself that I can accomplish something.

            
            High school Fable was successful. Motivated. Top of the class, full of plans, and executing them to the highest degree.

            
            Then something happened. A switch flipped during my first semester of college, and all that motivation vanished.

            
            For years, I haven’t been able to find the path I’m meant to be on, and that has led to many failed attempts along the way.

            
            My family has rallied behind me for every new idea I’ve had. Going to college? They got bumper stickers and helped me move
               in. Dropping out? Mom found me an apartment and searched job pages with me. Going to be a waitress? Family trip to Seattle
               to visit the restaurant. A barista now? Perfect, we have a new spot to get coffee. The flower shop is hiring? That’s amazing,
               we love flowers! The hardware store? Here, you need your own tool belt!
            

            
            They show up every time. Full excitement. They’ve helped me move to and from Seattle, paid out the rest of my lease when I couldn’t, let me live with them for the last two years, reassured me, “This is the right decision,” every time I switched jobs. They help me clean up the mess, sweep it under the rug, and we move on like nothing happened. 

            
            And I love them. God, I love them so much.
            

            
            But every time they pick me back up, there’s this look on all their faces. It’s a knowing, we-saw-this-coming look, and I don’t even think they realize they’re doing it.
            

            
            That’s all right. Don’t worry about it. Life happens, sweetie.

            
            My self-confidence crumbles in the face of it. I’m chaotic, unsuccessful Fable—moved back home because I couldn’t get my life
               together. And even though they’ve never said those words, that’s exactly how it feels.
            

            
            The truth is, when it comes to this A-frame project, something feels imperative about it. It’s fundamental. Foundational. I can’t move on until I’ve done this and seen it through to the end. It may not
               be perfect or easy, but I’m determined to keep trying for Gramps. He deserves my greatest effort.
            

            
            I add fix bathroom sink piping right under where I’d crossed it off last night, thinking I’d resolved it for the second time. I pin the list back on Gramps’s
               vintage sage-green fridge beside the only picture I have displayed in the house.
            

            
            My ten-year-old smile and Gramps’s sixty-seven-year-old smile shine back at me from the grainy photo. We’re crouching beside
               the flower bed in front of the A-frame—where his pink, orange, and yellow tulips blossomed every spring. He has that sparkle
               in his eye that was reserved just for his granddaughters.
            

            
            That sparkle began dimming a few years ago, when he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.

            
            “Can you read to me?” Gramps would ask, and I would. The Hobbit, My Side of the Mountain, and Julie of the Wolves. All books he introduced me to. His favorites.
            

            
            “Remind me again about the bookstore we’re going to open,” he’d say, and I’d recount every detail he’d lined out for me over
               the years. The cozy chairs in the back corner, the plants in the front windows, the free books on the stoop, because in his
               words, “everyone needs a story.”
            

            
            “Tell me about my Hazel,” he’d request, and even though Grandma passed away when my dad was a child, I’d tell him every story
               I’d heard over the years. About her favorite flower, the tulips he tended in her honor. About their wedding in the mountains,
               with only their parents and the birds to witness their vows.
            

            
            Slowly—heartbreakingly—Gramps began to forget those tulips, forget his favorite books, forget the secret to opening Baby Blue’s
               door, until we were left to carry those memories.
            

            
            But no matter how many memories there are, it’s not enough to fill the giant hole left behind by his loss.

            
            The kettle squeals, and I startle, blinking to clear my vision. Making Gramps’s perfect cup of tea soothes my heart a bit.
               I let it steep for a few minutes, then add a tablespoon of cream—exactly how he taught me.
            

            
            Then I lift my warm mug toward the photo on the fridge. “Cheers.” I swallow a sip and close my eyes, doing my best to re-create
               the little hum of contentedness he used to make. “Happy Birthday, Gramps.”
            

            
            

            I’m stocking the shelves with a million types of light bulbs (Why the hell are there so many different options?) when I realize
               I left the supply list at home. It’s probably still sitting on the bathroom floor. Unless Knocks has found it and shredded
               it by now.
            

            
            I reach for my phone to find the video again, only to remember it’s still dead. “Fuck,” I hiss quietly. Pushing the cart of light bulbs to the side, I walk toward the front counter in search of a charger. 

            
            “You doin’ okay?” Logan, my boss, pops into my path at the end of the aisle, concern etched across his face. The overhead
               lights glint off his glasses as he tilts his head. “Heard you say fuck. Did that handle get you again?” He reaches for my hand to examine the scar on my palm. A sharp piece of metal cut me last
               week, and he had the first aid kit out in half a second and was dragging the cart away once I was bandaged up.
            

            
            Logan is known around town as a grump, but he’s been nothing but a softie to me my whole life. When I walked in here a few
               months ago looking for a job, he had me working twenty minutes later, no questions asked.
            

            
            “No, I’m fine.” The bell at the front of the store jingles as someone opens the door. “My phone is just—” I start, but my
               brain-to-mouth wires get tangled when Theo appears around the corner.
            

            
            He’s wearing navy blue scrubs that look perfectly tailored to his muscular frame. If there was a trophy for Sexiest Scrubs,
               those would win, hands-down. His chestnut hair is a little messier than normal, like he’s been running his fingers through
               it, and somehow his presence seems to take up so much space in here. My gaze dips down his frame, and the sight of his wide chest and strong thighs make me irrationally angry.
            

            
            I hate that I notice any of it.

            
            I hate that I’ve run into him two days in a row now.

            
            I hate that I can still feel the ghost of his palm on my hip from last night.

            
            I hate that every time I see him, my heart picks up the pace and something fluttery happens in my stomach.

            
            But mostly, I hate the fact that I don’t actually hate that feeling at all.

            
            “Fabes, thank goodness you’re here,” he says, stopping beside Logan and letting out a relieved breath.

            
            I’m caught off guard for a moment. He’s here to see me? Why?
            

            
             “This is where I work. Of course I’m here. What are you doing here?”
            

            
            Theo looks to Logan, then to me, then back to Logan, before turning and grabbing the nearest item off a shelf. “I was uh . . .
               looking for these.”
            

            
            Logan smothers a snort of laughter.

            
            “Do you think I could ask you a few questions about”—Theo peers down at the package in his hands—“magnetic drill adapters?”
               He widens his eyes and tips his head toward the next aisle, clearing requesting we chat privately.
            

            
            Logan glances at his watch. “I was about to head over to the coffee shop. Fable, you want your usual?”

            
            “Yes, please.” I bite back my knowing smile. He really thinks I haven’t noticed his frequent trips to visit a certain employee
               next door. “Is Mabel working today?”
            

            
            “Not sure,” he says, doing an awful job at pretending he doesn’t have her schedule memorized by now. He rounds the corner,
               and the bell jingles over the door as he leaves.
            

            
            “Logan and Mabel, huh?” Theo whispers as we watch Logan through the window, tucking in his shirt and turning toward the coffee
               shop.
            

            
            “His coffeepot is ‘on the fritz,’” I explain in my best imitation of Logan’s voice.

            
            “Suspicious.” Theo shoves the drill adapter back onto the shelf. “But cute.”

            
            When his gaze meets mine, an uncomfortable silence stretches between us. I don’t know why he’s here or what he wants from me, but being alone with him is . . . unnerving. There’s a tense feeling beneath my skin when it’s just the two of us, and I’m already too aware of it. 

            
            That’s when I notice his cheeks are rosy and he’s breathing heavily.
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