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			THE END

			When my marriage ended, I was in the bathtub.

			Not that I realized it at the time. I only found out later, and for weeks afterward, I wondered. At what moment did I stop being a wife?

			Months have passed, but the question still gnaws at me on rain-drenched nights as I lie awake, watching bleary red numbers mark time from the nightstand flanking the empty side of the bed. Or it blares through my brain without warning, like on the morning I dig through the kitchen cabinet and find my husband’s favorite mug in my hands.

			I squeeze the cup until my palms ache. In my imagination, long fingers wrap around the mug’s familiar slogan—“The Difference between Your Opinion and Coffee Is That I Asked for Coffee.” Those same fingers once skimmed down my shoulder while I showered, or trailed against my neck as I wrote. Now they’ll never touch me again.

			At what moment did I stop being a wife?

			The floor tilts. My stomach shrinks as I stumble from the gleaming kitchen to the hallway, where I wrench open the storage closet door.

			I should be careful and nestle the mug in among the other orphaned things that carve an endless hole through me. But with no one here to witness my lack of restraint, I just bang the cup down on a stack of architectural magazines and sag against the wall. Yet the closet’s relics seem to whisper, and the question only grows.

			What the hell was I doing when my marriage ended? Running my razor up my legs? Letting the gathered gobs of shaving cream float away like little foamy icebergs? Leafing through the book that lives on the teak bench beside the tub?

			At what exact moment did I become a widow?

			I feel like I should know. I should’ve felt a pang in my chest, maybe, or a sympathetic gasp for air when my husband took his last breath in this world.

			Instead, I felt nothing. Only later, during that nightmarish phone call I now recall in snatches—car accident...your husband...died on impact—did I understand the world had changed.

			Afterward, when the police report followed, I pieced some details together. I now know I became a widow on a Sunday afternoon, while in the bath. Maybe while shaving my legs. Or maybe...

			There’s another possibility for what I might have been doing at 3:32 p.m. on February 18. I could’ve been thinking about him. My brother-in-law. The man who knocked my life off course without ever having met me, without even knowing my name.

			Not that I think of him often. But I did that day.

			Now I double over in the hallway, propping my hands on my knees. My husband’s gravelly concern seems to echo off the polished tile as though he’s standing right next to me.

			You’d feel better if you went for a run, Mina.

			My coffee is still steeping in the chrome-and-glass French press in the kitchen, but I leave it be and obey the ghostly suggestion. Funny how, when my husband was alive, those words used to lodge between my ribs and stick there. I even suspected him of deriving more relief from my runs than I did, because he always sent me off in those neon moments at the start of a fight, when everything in me began to glow white-hot.

			Except he wasn’t wrong. Running did help. I can admit that—now that he’s dead. Now that him being right doesn’t feel like it robs me of anything.

			By the front door, I yank my beat-up purple running shoes—two lonely daubs of color in this ocean of black and gray—from their designated cubbyhole and shove them onto my sockless feet. I don’t care that I’m only wearing rumpled pajama shorts and an oversize T-shirt I once got from volunteering at the animal shelter down the road. Any runner worth her salt always dresses for the second mile, anyway.

			Outside, the forest blurs in the silver wetness. It’s a typical March morning in coastal Washington; the evergreen spires soar skyward while the tang of ocean piggybacks on the drifting mist. I inhale, hoping the gauzy air will file down my broken edges to the harmless contours of sea glass.

			If only it were that easy. If only I could fill the hollow ache where so much has been torn out.

			Not that it’s my husband’s quiet urgings to run that I miss. No, I yearn for the breathless, early moments we spent admiring star-strewn skies. And the years afterward, when the metronome of his heartbeat lulled me to sleep. I miss the hopeful way he searched my face whenever he came home with a just-because gift, as if never quite trusting that he was the gift. That for me, material comforts paled in comparison to the way his hand felt in mine, or how, on the rare occasions we traveled together, the world came alive for us.

			Those things are gone now, taken from me in a single moment I didn’t even notice passing me by.

			I take off sprinting. Once upon a time, I ran light-footed, free, but now I let my whole body absorb the impact. It’s the only way to silence this horrible question.

			What were you doing when the love of your life died? Thinking about his awful brother? A man you hate?

			Inside of a mile, blisters bubble on my sockless feet, but I pause only long enough to scrape my chin-length hair into a messy topknot, then continue running. Five mindless miles whirl by. Six.

			When the road ends, I stop in the empty cul-de-sac. The trees stare down, each piney knothole like a glowering eye, and I nose my shoes over the edge of the pavement. Maybe I should just keep going. Find a way to outrun this sucking grief.

			But behind me, the road awaits. I hate the idea of turning around—of coming this far only to go backward again—but sometimes that’s the only choice.

			Sometimes the past is all we have.

		
	
		
			BEFORE

			The day I met Michael, I hit him in the face with a pie.

			It’s a breezy Sunday in June, and downtown Seagrove bustles in a way I rarely see. In the summer, our quaint seaside enclave attracts its fair share of visitors, but a typical weekend sees tourists strolling past the muted green-and-red shopfronts at leisure, coming from or going to the beach in no particular hurry.

			Today, though, Seagrove hums with life. The animal shelter I’ve volunteered at for the past three summers has organized a fundraising carnival, complete with vendors hawking sweet-smelling funnel cakes and booths offering massive stuffed animals to anyone who can land a wooden ring around the neck of a bottle. Laughter mingles with the bright cries of gulls. Peaked canvas tents rub shoulders, each one crowned with a jaunty yellow flag that flutters in the breeze.

			The liveliness of the day takes the edge off my guilt. It’s almost like Seagrove has arranged this send-off for me. Like in its mind, I’m not making a gigantic mistake, even if everyone else seems to think so.

			And by everyone else, I mean my best friend, Kate. She strolls along beside me, turning heads in a fluttering floral sundress that showcases the stunning length of her legs. Buttery hair cascades down her back, and with her oversize sunglasses and sun-kissed skin, she looks like an incognito celebrity summering at the seaside while hoping no one will notice.

			Everyone notices.

			Not that Kate notices them back. She just measures out bites of funnel cake, as if tearing her guilty indulgence into tiny pieces will somehow vaporize half its calories.

			“So.” She pops a tidbit into her mouth. “Am I ever going to see you again? I mean, I know we always said we’d move away after college, but I thought that meant to Seattle. I didn’t think you’d get on an airplane and ditch me completely.”

			I swipe her next morsel of cake for myself. Something that’s thickening my arteries with a single bite has no right to taste so delicious, but the sugary greasiness makes me groan.

			“Rude,” Kate says.

			“I’m not ditching you.” I suck my fingertips clean. “And I’m not getting on an airplane for another month. You know you’re welcome to come hang out with me in Seattle ’til then. The house I’m staying in has two bedrooms.”

			“That old lady’s house, you mean? The one who just died?”

			I give her a significant look. “If by old lady, you mean my great-aunt Rosalie, then yes.”

			Kate sniffs. “Oh, come on. She was ninety-three. That definitely counts as an old lady.”

			I sigh, but know better than to expect delicacy. Kate’s about as delicate as a herd of stampeding buffalo. And to be fair, I only met my great-aunt Rosalie once. I don’t remember much more than her shouting orders at me to make fried-bologna sandwiches so she wouldn’t miss the faith healers on TV.

			“It’s a house,” I say with a shrug. “And it wouldn’t cost you anything.”

			Kate’s nose crinkles. “Didn’t she have like, eighty cats?”

			“I’m pretty sure it was three.”

			“Whatever. It probably stinks in there. Besides, what would I do while you’re busy listing her stuff on eBay all day?”

			“Um...the usual Kate things? Make salads? Do absurd amounts of cardio?”

			“Okay, that is halfway tempting.” She drums her fingers against her chin. “But what about when you jet off to Greece next month?”

			That oh-so-casual question ripples through me, building toward either excitement or terror—I can’t tell which. “Then you could wave goodbye to me at the airport?”

			“Gee.” Kate’s tone goes flat. “Wave to my best friend while she leaves me behind. Sounds awesome.”

			I wince. “I told you, I won’t be in Athens forever. Just long enough to break a few hearts and get a really great tan. Then it’s back home to do real life.”

			I don’t add that if I had my way, I’d hopscotch around the world for a year or three or ten. There’s no point in saying so, because there’s no way in hell my mother won’t force me to come home. It doesn’t even matter that I’m twenty-two. Protective is essentially her middle name. Or maybe Petrified.

			Corrine Petrified Sutton. It does have a certain ring.

			And honestly, I’m no less terrified myself. I’m still working up the courage to tell her I’m going abroad. I figure once I do, I’ll have three months of freedom, maybe four, if my courage and my bank account hold out that long.

			“Why Athens, anyway?” Kate says. “It’s not like you speak Greek.”

			“Why not Athens? Give me one good reason. Besides the fact that I’m a stupid American who only speaks English.”

			“I don’t know, maybe because it’s five thousand miles away?”

			“Six thousand, actually. If you count from here.”

			My best friend gives me the look. The Katelyn Archer special. Those ridiculous sunglasses hide half her face, but I can visualize her enormous brown eyes crinkling, the upward hitch of each brow, and feel her ice-cold stink eye.

			She thinks I’ve lost my mind.

			I drag my flip-flop over a crack in the sidewalk. Second to my mother’s inevitable horror, this is the biggest downside to moving to a country I’ve only seen in pictures—the fact that my best friend feels betrayed by it. In high school, Kate and I promised we’d get an apartment in a glittering city someday and spend our nights in too-loud clubs, teasing boys and getting drunk enough to take taxis home. We’d stay up until 3:00 a.m. on work nights, eat whatever we wanted, and throw impromptu dance parties with nothing but the two of us and a giant bowl of kettle corn. We wouldn’t just live together, we’d live. Together.

			At least that’s how I envisioned it. Maybe Kate planned on persuading me to color-code my wardrobe—Why wouldn’t you? It takes all the guesswork out—and sedately watching the nightly news while enjoying a single Ferrero Rocher chocolate for dessert.

			But we would’ve worked it out. We still can. It’s not like I’m leaving forever.

			“At least explain how you picked freaking Greece.” Kate adjusts her sunglasses. “And do not say you threw a dart at a map.”

			I mask my chuckle by pretending the funnel cake went down wrong, but in reality, that’s exactly how I settled on Athens—in the most clichéd and illogical way I could think of.

			It felt so wrong that it felt right.

			Saying that would only piss Kate off, though, and I’d rather keep her happy, partly because I love her, and partly because I’m a selfish jerk who still needs to beg for a ride to Seattle tomorrow—a six-hour round trip I’m sure she has no interest in making.

			I don’t exactly have a choice, though. My car conveniently picked today to die in a gush of black smoke and metallic screeching, and in less than twenty-four hours, I have to meet with Rosalie’s grandson. The month-long job of selling off my great-aunt’s estate will earn me the last twenty-five hundred dollars I need for my plane ticket.

			I can’t, under any circumstances, screw that up.

			Kate eyes my theatrical coughing with skepticism. “You know I’m only grumpy ’cause I’m gonna miss you, right?”

			“I’ll miss you, too,” I say honestly. “And please don’t hate me, but is there any way you could take me to Seattle tomorrow? I have to meet my cousin Patrick at eleven, but my car died.”

			Kate sighs and tosses her remaining cake into a nearby trash barrel, then dusts her hands as if offended by the residual calories clinging to her skin. “Can’t one of your parents take you?”

			“It’s Monday. They’re working.”

			“Okay. So not only are you ditching me, you want me to aid and abide you, too?”

			I pause. “Aid and abet?”

			“Whatever. I’m not the writer. You know what I mean.”

			“I can pay you.” I don’t hide my pleading tone. I’ll have to recalibrate my budget, but only a catastrophe of the highest magnitude could stop me from showing up for that job tomorrow. “Gas money, plus enough for your time. And some extra, just because I feel like crap for having to ask. Really, really desperate crap.”

			Kate props her hands on her hips. “Mina. Come on. I don’t want your money. I know how hard you worked to save it. Can’t you just...I don’t know. Cheer me up. Make me laugh. Hit that guy in the face, actually, and I’ll do it.”

			My brow knits. I have no idea what she’s talking about until she points to a guy in a nearby booth. Pie crust and creamy goo slather his face and sage-green button-up.

			Like everyone else, he’s staring. Unlike everyone else, it’s not at Kate. He’s looking at me.

			Something sparks inside my chest. Which is ridiculous, because I can’t even tell what this person looks like. I can only say that his saturated hair resembles dark straw, and his eyes are a color I’ve never seen before. I don’t know what to call them, but they remind me of the ocean. Not here, where the water is broody and sullen, but somewhere tropical. Someplace where coconuts thud into welcoming white sand.

			And he has a body to die for. Even the layers of whipped cream can’t disguise the fact that he probably spends a lot of time picking up weights and putting them back down again.

			“I’ll definitely hit that guy in the face,” I murmur. “I think I’d hit him in all kinds of places.”

			“Ew.” Kate doesn’t bother to lower her voice. “He’s probably a troll, underneath all that.”

			The guy grins, and I think, I didn’t know trolls came equipped with such perfect smiles.

			Someone says my name. I glance around to find Darlene, my former supervisor from the shelter, standing behind a table that offers an array of whipped-cream pies.

			I return her grandmotherly smile. White-haired but spry, Darlene wears glasses as thick as old-timey Coke bottles, bakes apple pies from scratch, and develops an uncanny ability to swear like a sailor after a single drink.

			Briefly, I mourn the fact that I don’t have any alcohol to offer her. At least that would lift Kate’s mood. There’s nothing quite like hearing a seventy-five-year-old woman dispatch the f-word with gusto.

			“Mina, dear,” Darlene says. “It’s good to see you. And congratulations on your graduation.”

			“Thanks.” My gaze wanders back to Mr. Pie Slop and his tropical eyes. He’s put his flawless teeth away and settled for watching me intently.

			I watch him right back. If he’s affiliated with the shelter, I should recognize him, but we’ve definitely never met. “How much to throw a pie? And who’s your willing victim here?”

			Darlene pushes her Plexiglas lenses up. “Five dollars gets you three pies. And this is Michael...erm...Drake?” She says his name like she’s not sure. Like she’s only just met him.

			“Michael Drake.” I roll the name around on my tongue, then slip Darlene a five. “What do I get if I hit him?”

			“Nothing. It’s just to help the animals,” Darlene says.

			In the same moment, Michael says, “Pure, sadistic gratification.”

			Despite the day’s balm, I shiver. His voice skims down my spine, making me think of aged bourbon and expensive leather and curling blue cigar smoke. It sounds older than the rest of him, though it’s hard to pin down his age with all that glop coating his face.

			Regardless, his answer tells me he’s smart, maybe even well-read, though the second part seems optimistic, considering he’d have to sandwich any book time in between all those biceps curls.

			“Michael Drake.” When I repeat his name, something flashes in his eyes. “Where’d you come from? I thought I knew everyone in this town.”

			“You probably do,” he says. “I’m just visiting. For work.”

			I raise an eyebrow. “Nobody comes to Seagrove to work. Only to get away from it.”

			He chuckles. “Fair enough. I’m here on a corporate retreat. Most of my company’s down from Seattle for the weekend. Maybe you’ve heard of us. Forsythe & Winter?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Kate pores over the pies. “Some fancy architecture firm or something, right? Here, Mina. This one looks the messiest.”

			I accept her offering, which indeed looks capable of inflicting maximum splatter. Whipped cream slops over the pan, leaving sticky white gobs on my red shirt. “If you’re just visiting, what’re you doing in the pie-throwing booth?”

			Michael shrugs. A few dollops slide from his shoulders onto the grass. “One of my coworkers was supposed to come, but he got sick and sent me instead. He’s from here originally, actually. Ben Gallagher.”

			My mind races down the hallways of memory in pursuit of that name. Ben Gallagher, yes. Except I always knew him as Benny. He was two years ahead of me in school, at least until his sophomore year, when his parents got divorced and his mom moved them to Seattle.

			I haven’t seen Benny in years and had no idea he’d ended up working for a high-end architecture firm. I do know his dad still lives here in Seagrove and happens to be Darlene’s nephew.

			“Huh,” I say, as connecting threads stitch together in my mind. “Small world.”

			“Not really.” Michael’s attention remains on me. “It was Ben’s idea to do the retreat here. He talks about this place all the time. Still swears he’s going to move back someday.”

			I ponder that. I can’t imagine escaping this Podunk town and then returning willingly, but to each their own, I guess. “Well, Benny must’ve made you a pretty amazing offer to convince you to have pies thrown at you all day.”

			“Nah. He asked, and it sounded like fun. So here I am.”

			“You thought getting doused in whipped cream sounded like fun?”

			“Does it not?”

			Predictably, Kate grimaces and smooths her perfectly ironed sundress. Meanwhile, I fight a smile. Getting coated in pie doesn’t seem like fun, exactly, but it does seem like the kind of thing someone who’s already living life out loud—instead of just planning to start next month—would do.

			I don’t want to give this stranger too much unearned credit, though, so I aim my pie while lobbing another question. “So you’re...what, some kind of architecture nerd?” At the very least, I want to see if poking fun will make him stop staring.

			It doesn’t. He grins. “Yeah, I probably qualify as ‘some kind of nerd.’ But you don’t get to say that like you aren’t one, too. Takes one to know one, writer girl.”

			His comment lands just as I throw, and my pie goes splattering off into the grass. “Wait. How’d you know I was a writer?”

			“Your friend said so.” His glance flickers toward Kate. Barely. Then back to me.

			I flush, realizing he must have been listening to our earlier conversation. Attentively.

			“And it’s a good thing you’ve got brains,” he continues, “because judging by that throw, a career in baseball’s off the table.”

			He softens the jab with another non-troll-like smile. I slit my eyes in response, warming to Kate’s challenge as she places a second pie in my hand.

			I’ve insulted Michael Drake, and now he’s insulted me back, and not only do I desperately want to win a ride tomorrow, but I’d really love to nail this guy in the face. Just for the pure, sadistic gratification.

			“Keep talking.” I heft the pan. “You’ll regret it once I’ve gotten whipped cream up your nose. And if you actually knew anything about nerds, you’d know better than to taunt one. We’re secretly dangerous.”

			“Oh, god. That’s right. Never mock a nerd.” His eyes widen. “Is it too late to beg for mercy?”

			“Beg all you want. My heart is a cold one.” I toss.

			“Guess I’ll just have to move, then.” He steps neatly from my missile’s path, leaving another forlorn tin glinting on the ground.

			“Hey! You cheated!”

			“I absolutely did,” he says, without a trace of shame. “How else can I make sure you lose your bet?”

			Off to the side, Darlene frowns.

			I grab my final pie. “Why on earth would you want me to lose my bet?”

			Michael considers me with eyes that words like turquoise and aquamarine don’t do justice to. A rabid urge to know what he’s seeing rises up. Why fixate on a black-haired, blue-eyed pixie who so often goes unnoticed?

			“I want you to lose,” he says, “so I can take you to Seattle myself. I’m headed home tomorrow. It wouldn’t be any trouble.”

			My breath hitches. I can’t believe he would just come out with that, like he invites strangers on road trips every day.

			Darlene’s frown deepens. “Now, young man, I know you’re Benny’s friend, but—”

			Kate steamrolls right over that, her tone shrill. “Excuse you, you weirdo! Mina’s not going anywhere with you. She doesn’t even know you.”

			No, I don’t. But strangely, there’s something about this guy’s confidence and sea-bright eyes that makes me want to.

			“I’d consider it,” I say, trying to stifle my rising flush, “except that this next pie’s going to hit you in the face. Which means Kate’s taking me.”

			“Damn right I am.” She sounds horrified that I’m even having this conversation. “No way are you getting in a car with this guy, Mina. He could be a serial killer. He’s probably trying to get you alone so he can make you his next victim.”

			A dry note sneaks into Michael’s smoke-and-bourbon voice. “That’s actually not what I’m going for. At all.”

			I combat the heat blossoming in my cheeks by spinning my pie. Amazingly, I end up looking like an expert, even if I do splatter whipped cream against my neck. “Maybe so,” I tell Kate. “But how can he be sure I’m not a serial killer, too? A better one?”

			“What? What’re you even talking about?” Kate gibes. “You’re a girl.”

			“Are you saying women can’t be serial killers?” Michael says. “Because I find that very sexist.”

			I smother a giggle. “Yeah, Kate. How sexist.”

			She pushes her sunglasses onto her head and gives me an unimpeded version of the look, one that tells me she’s not at all pleased that this tourist and I have somehow ganged up on her. “Don’t be stupid. Just pie this guy hard enough to shut him up and let’s go. I’m taking you to Seattle tomorrow. I’ll take you to freaking Canada if you want. Just don’t go anywhere with this creep.”

			I flash a smile of surrender. “Okay, okay. You’re the bestest friend ever.”

			“Obviously,” she says, peevish. But her frown eases.

			I turn back to Michael. “And you. Don’t you dare dodge this time.”

			“No, ma’am. I’d never disobey a direct order from a nerd.” He mock salutes me. “But just so you know, I’m leaving at eight tomorrow. From Seaside House. Just...don’t come if you have nefarious intentions. A guy can never be too careful, these days.”

			Darlene makes a sound of protest. “I don’t think your mother would like you getting in a car with someone you just met, Mina.”

			“Definitely not,” I murmur, in what amounts to the understatement of the century. My mother would handcuff me to the bed if she thought I was even contemplating catching a ride with some muscle-bound Seattle architect I’ve known for five minutes.

			Lucky for her, I’m not the sort of person who’d do that.

			Then again, I’m not the sort of person who’d move to another country on a whim, either.

			My brow furrows as I weigh my options. Briefly, I consider telling Kate she’s off the hook for the ride, but I have no desire to deal with the nuclear fallout that would prompt.

			“Mina?” she ventures. “I don’t even care if you hit him anymore. He obviously just wants attention.”

			Michael Drake doesn’t refute that. He just holds my gaze, waiting to see what I’ll do.

			With a rueful smile at my own cowardice, I say, “I think you’re right,” and throw the pie.

			This time, it’s a bull’s-eye.

		
	
		
			BEFORE

			In the morning, an incoming call pierces my awareness, yanking me from a vivid half dream. I bolt upright and fumble my cell off the nightstand, then croak a greeting.

			“Oh god, Mina,” Kate jabbers breathlessly in my ear. “Please don’t hate me, but I can’t take you to Seattle today. I’m so sorry.”

			“What?” I rub grit from my eyes. “What’re you talking about? Why not?”

			“This is so stupid, but I left my dome light on last night, and now my battery’s dead, and... Well, I was just leaving to come get you, but I’m stuck. And I know you have to leave like, now, and—”

			“Wait, what do you mean, now? Now now? What time is it?” Not waiting for an answer, I pull the phone away. The numbers on the screen slap me across the face. “What? Seven thirty? How’s that possible? I set my alarm for six.”

			Or maybe I didn’t. I don’t actually recall. I just remember climbing into bed, filled with enough excitement that I couldn’t sleep for hours, and now...

			“Shit,” I say. “Shitshitshit.”

			I jump from bed and race to the bathroom, where I toss the phone onto the counter. I scrub my teeth and yank a brush through my waist-length hair.

			“I’m so sorry,” Kate wails, on speaker. “I don’t want you to leave, but I never would’ve done this on purpose.”

			“I know.”

			“Are you mad?”

			“How could I be mad?” I spend all of four seconds wanding mascara onto my lashes, then another three dusting blush onto my cheeks. There. Done. “I should’ve been up already, and I should’ve had a backup plan.”

			“What’re you gonna do?” She sounds miserable. “Can you call Patrick and explain?”

			I zip back to my room and pull on the clothes I laid out last night—a collared shirt and dressy slacks intended to show that I take the responsibility of rehoming Rosalie’s possessions seriously. My cousin is family by marriage, not blood, and he has no obligation to keep this job open if I don’t show up as agreed. Especially since we’ve never actually met.

			“I’ll just have to find another ride,” I blurt.

			“Ugh.” Kate swears under her breath. “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?”

			My heartbeat churns as I scan the screen again: 7:34. That gives me twenty-six minutes to cover the three miles to Seaside House. Running is my only option—the closest cab company operates out of the next town, and the last Uber I called took forty-five minutes just to show up. “Of course not.”

			“Oh, thank god.” She expels a breath. “Are you gonna ask your mom, then? She can take the day off work, right?”

			Only then do I realize Kate’s asking whether I intend to catch a ride with Michael Drake.

			Oh. Well. In that case, she’s going to be pissed.

			But we can argue it out later, once it’s all said and done. “Look, I’ll text you in half an hour, okay?”

			“Okay.” She tenses up all over again. “But... Don’t do anything stupid, all right?”

			Just before hanging up, I say, “I won’t.”

			Except...I absolutely will. I’ve waited my entire life for this. I can’t let the opportunity slip through my fingers now.

			I pelt from the house with my quilted purple roller-bag in tow. Luckily, I’ve chosen sensible shoes for my first day, and my shiny black flats slap against the sidewalk as the suitcase clatters behind me.

			My thighs burn. Sweat beads my forehead. But my breath comes deep and even, because if there’s one thing I excel at—besides daydreaming about places I’ve never seen—it’s running like hell.

			Cars honk as I careen through one intersection after another. The boardwalk rimming the beach comes into view. I hurtle onto it and burst through the door of Seaside House, a dusty blue Victorian bed-and-breakfast with a nightly price tag somewhere in the four-hundred-dollar range. Now I am breathing hard, but I ignore it and pull my phone out again: 7:58.

			Not too shabby.

			I glance around. A bank of windows overlooks the beach, where early risers pick through whitewashed driftwood. Round tables topped with lacy cloths dot the room. Two women with flawless salon highlights sit nearby, sipping from steaming coffee cups. I don’t recognize them, which gives me hope.

			“Hi.” I finger-comb my hair, trying to make myself at least halfway presentable. “You wouldn’t happen to know a Michael Drake, would you?”

			They frown at my heaving chest and sweat-dampened collar.

			“Who’re you?” one says. “And why’re you looking for Michael?”

			A breath bubbles out. It sounds like they know him, at least. “My name’s Mina. Do you work with him? I’m trying to catch a ride.”

			They exchange a surprised look. “Are you a friend of his? Or...?”

			“No,” I say. “We just met yesterday, but he’s heading home this morning, and I desperately need to get to Seattle.”

			“Oh.” The first woman’s tone softens. “I think he’s still out running. He left about an hour ago, and I haven’t seen him since. Unless he sneaked in through the back.”

			The second woman sips her coffee. “Even if he was here, though, I wouldn’t bother. You won’t get anywhere with him.”

			I frown. “What do you mean?”

			“Well, Sarah asked if she could carpool with him this morning, and he blew her off.”

			The first woman—Sarah, apparently—nods. “And not in a nice way. I mean, he’s always been kinda standoffish. But something’s been seriously off with him lately. I swear he’s spent the past month outright avoiding everyone.”

			“Except Ben,” the other interjects.

			Sarah nods. “Yeah. Except Ben. Anyway, Michael made it pretty clear he wanted to drive alone today. Sorry. I wish I had better news. But honestly...he’s kind of an arrogant asshole, anyway. You’re better off going with someone else.”

			Panic whirls in my stomach. “I don’t have anyone else to ask.”

			Sarah’s look turns sympathetic. “I’d say you could come with us, but Brooke”—she gestures at her friend—“drives a Miata. Only two seats. Good luck, though.”

			“Thanks.” I try to gulp down the sudden throb in my throat. Michael offered me a ride himself, but maybe he’s changed his mind. Still, I have to try. Asshole or no, he’s my only option. “I’ll check to see if he’s out front. Have a nice breakfast.”

			I leave as they dig into their waffles. Outside, my phone shows 8:02.

			The numbers jab at my gut. Michael’s toned physique makes me suspect he’s no stranger to self-discipline, and the fact that he went running at 7:00 a.m. while on a retreat only strengthens that theory. Which means if he said he’s leaving at eight, he was probably serious.

			I scan the parking lot. Sunlight glints off metal car hoods, and in the far corner...

			My pulse jolts. Beneath a stand of lodgepole pines, a blond head ducks into something low and blue. An engine roars.

			Shit. If that’s him, this is my last chance.

			I take off running. The car powers through the lot, gravel fountaining from its tires, making me think there’s definitely a man behind the wheel.

			I reach the lot’s exit. The Audi TT jerks to a stop mere inches from my knees, all throaty rumble and sparkling jay-blue paint. Reflected sunlight glares off the windshield.

			I shade my eyes. A power window whirrs down, barely audible over the hiss-crash of waves against the nearby beach.

			“Michael Drake?” I shout. “Is that you?”

			A low laugh answers. “Maybe. Depends on whether you have any pies with you this time.”

			The smoke-and-bourbon voice spills warmth through me. I spring toward the driver’s side. He doesn’t sound like he’s going to refuse me. “Oh, thank god. My friend’s car died this morning, and I ran all the way here, hoping you could—”

			When Michael looks up through his open window, the rest of my sentence flies off into the sunshine.

			Jesus.

			He’s got one of those faces made from bold, sharp lines—angled jaw, squared chin, prominent cheekbones. I gape for a good five seconds before noticing the gentler touches like generous lips and a faintly upturned nose, and then I just keep staring. Between the hard lines and the soft ones, there’s something intensely...beautiful about this guy, yet with his rough, masculine edges, I would never actually use that word to describe him.

			And those eyes—glimpses of a welcoming ocean, fringed by long lashes. They seem to record the depths of my inner reaction, as if he sees straight through to some private core.

			“Hoping I could what?” he says.

			My breath gets lost trying to find my lungs. “What?”

			A smile plays around his mouth. Hair the color of old, age-worn gold curves over his forehead, which he reaches up to brush back. “You were hoping I could what?”

			“Um...” I blink my way from my stupor. Guys like this don’t stroll through Seagrove every day. Or any town, for that matter. “Take me to Seattle.”

			He smirks. “What do I look like, some kind of altruist?”

			The truth rolls off my tongue before I can stop it. “God, no. You look like you shouldn’t even know what that word means.”

			“Wow.” He laughs. “Thanks. First you hit me with a pie, then you tell me I look dumb. I’m starting to think I’ve offended you somehow.”

			Heat stains my cheeks. “No, I didn’t mean...” Yesterday, I assumed he was hitting on me, but looking at him now, that’s so very obviously not the case that I can only laugh at my own arrogance. Out loud.

			He raises an eyebrow. “And now you’re laughing at me. Mockingly, if I’m not mistaken.”

			“Sorry,” I say. “It’s not that. I didn’t come here to insult you, or beg for charity. I just need some help. I can pay, if that helps.”

			His tropical eyes glitter. “Now you think I need your money?”

			I scan the car, which probably costs more than most people make in a year, then his shiny, gilded hair. I bet his shampoo alone is worth more than my entire makeup collection. “Um...”

			“You know what?” He waves a hand. “Don’t answer that. Just throw your bag in back. You have to be in Seattle by eleven, right?”

			My mind blanks. I can’t imagine how he knows that. But then I remember his above-and-beyond attention to detail yesterday. Takes one to know one, writer girl.

			Must be an architect thing.

			“I really, really do.” I forcibly unfreeze myself, then toss my suitcase into the trunk, slip into the car, and snick the door shut. Michael rolls up his window, sealing us into a cocoon of chilled black leather and tinted glass.

			He watches me click my seat belt, his expression curious and assessing and...something else I can’t pin down. I pointedly ignore it and punch Rosalie’s address into the navigation. A blue line appears on the map: “Time to destination: 3:02.”

			I fixate on the path to my freedom, which will deliver me a mere nine minutes late. I only have to get through three hours and two minutes in close quarters with an absurdly gorgeous architect who may or may not be the world’s biggest asshole.

			Worth it.

			“I’m surprised you came,” Michael says, ignoring the navigation screen, his foot still on the brake. “I was ninety-nine percent sure you wouldn’t.”

			I arch an eyebrow. “That’s because you one hundred percent don’t know me.”

			It’s a bold response, so much so that I can’t say where it comes from. If my mother could hear me, she’d faint dead away. So would Kate. Well, no. She’d give me the look.

			Not this guy, though. His half smile blossoms in full. “What’s your name?”

			“Mina.”

			“Mina. Huh. I like that, actually. It suits you. Tiny, but impossible to ignore. Mi-na.” He infuses those two syllables with more appreciation than I knew they could hold.

			To me, my name has always sounded small and stilted, a reminder of my unimpressive size. But when Michael Drake says it with his oak-paneled-rooms-and-red-leather-armchairs voice, I suddenly change my mind.

			Mina. It actually has an edge of elegance. Who knew?

			“Thanks,” I say. “And...you are Michael Drake, right?”

			I don’t know why I ask; he can’t possibly be anyone but the pie-covered guy from yesterday. And yet I can’t quite believe this was hiding under all that whipped cream.

			His focus sharpens. “If I said no, would you get out?”

			“I... Uh...” Not what I expected.

			He waits, not so much as a blink to lessen the weight of those eyes on mine.

			I swallow, remembering a story I once read about two wartime pen pals who fell in love by letter, neither knowing what the other looked like. When they finally agreed to meet, the woman wrote ahead to say she’d pin a red rose to her lapel, but when she boarded the train, she asked a kind, homely woman to wear the flower instead—the problem being that she was beautiful, and she didn’t want her soldier to love her because of that.

			It was a test. At the station, would the soldier approach her, gorgeous but roseless? Or the plain woman wearing the flower? Would he choose beauty or substance?

			This charged silence makes me feel like the soldier. Like Michael’s asking whether I got into this car because of our easy repartee yesterday, or because of that striking face of his.

			“Sorry, but...” I mirror his intensity. “I’m looking for a Michael Drake. Maybe you’ve seen him? Nerdy architect guy? Likes to walk around wearing a few layers of baked goods? Maybe I should just wait out on the sidewalk. I’m sure he’ll show up eventually.”

			I fumble for the door handle, not at all certain he’ll stop me, immensely grateful when he reaches across to still my hand.

			When I turn back, he’s leaning close. He breaks into a smile, which has roughly the same effect as the sun emerging from behind a cloud.

			My breath dwindles. I forgive the fact that he apparently has no plans to depart my personal space anytime soon, because he smells incredible. Like the mossy forest after a drenching rain, when the world glows fresh and quiet, the woods still waking after the fury of the storm. He smells like the beginning of something. Like the start of a new day.

			“I guess I’m Michael, then,” he says, soft and smoky. “No need to get out.”

			“Oh. Good. I was kind of looking forward to seeing what this car can do.” Amazingly, I sound all kinds of casual. Inside, I can’t help but marvel at how his name doesn’t suit him.

			Michael. It’s biblical. Angelic.

			Aside from the golden hair, this man possesses exactly zero angelic qualities. In fact, looking at him makes me want to commit a cardinal sin at the earliest opportunity.

			No, it doesn’t, I tell myself. Patrick. Great-aunt Rosalie. All I need is a ride. And not the X-rated kind.

			Michael doesn’t encourage a return to rationality by moving away, though. His gaze lances into me, and every cell in my body responds, a crowd of a million heads all swiveling to fixate on the same thing.

			I gulp. “Do you always look at strangers this way?”

			His lips quirk. “What way?”

			Like you’re examining their soul, I almost say, but there’s no way that won’t sound ridiculous, so I settle for “Like you know them as well as you know yourself.”

			“Of course not,” he says. “I’m not a creep. Despite what your friend said.”

			“Okay. But you’re looking at me this way, which makes you...?”

			“Intrigued.”

			“Right.” I’m dimly aware that I’m hyperventilating, but I can’t seem to make it stop. “And what about me intrigues you?”

			“A few things.” His smile softens, turning vulnerable and sweet. “For one, not many girls would’ve sprinted across town just to get a ride. But you did, which tells me you’re passionate about something.”

			“Everyone’s passionate about something.”

			“No.” He chuckles. “God, no. And second, I like your face.”

			A nervous cackle threatens to erupt at the absurdity of hearing a statement like that from a guy like this.

			“You have this natural look,” he continues. “Not a lot of makeup. Like you’re not trying to fool anyone. Just being you. It’s a sign of confidence.”

			“Actually, it’s a sign of me oversleeping by an hour and a half.”

			His eyes crinkle with amusement. “And you’re honest. Most people aren’t. At least not like that.”

			“Well,” I manage. “You might actually be onto something with that one.”

			He glances down, his lashes kissing his cheeks, then releases my hand and retreats. He shifts into gear. “Now that we’ve cleared that up, are you ready?”

			I nod, completely incapable of forming words. What’s English? What are words?

			“Good.” His foot presses the gas. “This should be...interesting.”

			I flash a weak smile and glue my attention to the road. When my brain finally decides to start working again, I realize how vastly I’ve misjudged this situation.

			Michael Drake might be willing to drive me to Seattle, but I’d better make damn sure I still want to get out of his car once he does.

		
	
		
			AFTER

			Six months have stumbled by, and still, I find reminders of my husband everywhere. Yet I feel his loss most keenly in the places he isn’t. In the ragged, gaping holes he left behind.

			No second toothbrush sits beside the sink. No hand steals around my waist to tug me close in the mornings. In the evenings, his drafting table lamp no longer spills light into the yard; when I look up from the couch, only my own wraithlike reflection hovers in the glass. There sits a sad-eyed widow, reading her book by the blue flicker of the television, just so some life will fill these empty rooms.

			It’s August now. A beautiful month, but the sunshine hasn’t kept the days from blurring into one long, empty tableau. Last week, I turned thirty-seven without even noticing. I woke up and went to bed without once remembering my birthday.

			Not that I would’ve done anything differently, if I had. That day always comes with its own set of problems. Best to avoid them completely.

			Today, Michael’s absence presses in, heavier than usual. I carry my coffee to the living room and stare out through the glass. Sunlight winks through the evergreen fronds as if mocking the cavernous darkness gathered beneath my ribs. I sip, but even the bright warmth of caffeine fails to lift my spirits.

			It’s obvious to me why. Once, in the first year of marriage, I’d complained to Michael about how intense his work had gotten. Cofounding his own architectural firm meant he’d barely had time for us anymore, which, to be fair, he’d warned me about in advance. Still, he’d apologized by buying me a subscription to the Coffees of the World club. The company had shipped us a bag of beans from a different country each month. That had lasted a year, until I’d met my soulmate strain in the form of a brew from Kenya and Michael had promptly switched the delivery over to a single variety. It still shows up on my doorstep each month, like clockwork.

			God, I miss the way he took care of me. Even if I would’ve traded every ounce of that pampering for more of his time.

			The chime of an incoming call jolts me. On the desk, my phone lights up with Kate’s picture. I reach over and hit Cancel. The idea of formulating words right now exhausts me, and my gaze wanders to my laptop. Maybe I could just email...

			But no. If I venture onto the internet, I know exactly what I’ll see. Who I’ll accidentally end up staring in the face. And I’d love nothing more than to never think about Michael’s brother again.

			A high-pitched keening slices through the quiet.

			I jerk toward the windows. The sound comes again, from outside. Frowning, I set my coffee aside and venture through the slider onto the porch, then down into the yard.

			Beneath the deck, something stirs. A pitiful whine floats from the shadows. The sound hits me in the heart, or whatever I have left of one, and I ease into the darkness, where a shadowy shape shrinks away.

			I blink until my eyes adjust. It’s a dog. An old Irish setter mix, with muddy brown eyes and a graying snout.

			Longing rises tight in my chest. For a moment, I’m seeing another dog entirely, one with a copper coat and wretched breath. One I buried years ago.

			God, I’m so damn tired of burying things.

			When I blink again, reality returns. What is wrong with me? This poor creature hardly resembles Penny at all.

			I push away the hollow ache of loss and crouch. The dog is curled between a bag of mulch and a stack of empty flowerpots. No collar. No visible wounds, either, but she’s panting as if she just sprinted across miles of forest. Another whine comes from deep in her throat.

			I reach out. Years ago, someone dumped a husky on the shelter’s doorstep who’d keened just like this. Darlene had taken one look and diagnosed him with peritonitis, then made a phone call that had gotten the dog into emergency surgery, where he’d had a broken chicken bone removed from his intestines. It hadn’t mattered that Seagrove’s only veterinarian had been the best man in a beachside wedding that evening. Darlene had worked her magic, the way she always does.

			Now a fire lights in my muscles. I don’t know if this dog is in the same predicament, but if so, I need to get her to Darlene. Immediately.

			The dog sniffs my outstretched fingers, then licks. It’s the only encouragement I need to scoop her up. She’s all deadweight, but I stagger around the house to the garage and settle her into the passenger seat of my Genesis. If her condition is as critical as the husky’s, every moment counts.

			Within seconds, I’m rocketing from the driveway.

			Maybe I shouldn’t roar across town at twice the speed limit, but every time the dog whimpers, a hot spark flares in my chest. If Penny had ever wandered off, I would’ve wanted someone to help her. To do anything.

			And, if I’m honest, this is the first time since that horrible phone call that I’ve felt in control of anything. The first time in six months I’ve actually had a say.

			The speedometer’s needle edges higher. “Hold on, girl.” I take the turnoff onto Darlene’s street thirty miles an hour faster than legally permitted. “Help’s coming.”

			As trees whip past the window, I hope like hell that’s not a lie.

		
	
		
			BEFORE

			Michael accelerates down Main Street with one hand draped over the steering wheel, apparently every bit as comfortable piloting sports cars as he is mocking strange girls and being hit in the face with pies.

			I surreptitiously wipe my sweaty palms on my slacks. Oddly, the silence doesn’t prickle, like it would with most strangers, but waits with a sort of held, anticipatory breath. The interlude gives me a chance to study him, too. To note the finer details, like the fact that he wears no jewelry, except for a twisted silver necklace that bridges the grooves between his collarbones and muscled chest, which are just visible through the V-neck of his black shirt.

			He’s dressed more casually today, his sleeves short, his jeans well lived-in, suggesting that yesterday’s business attire was for his coworkers’ benefit. My attention settles on his hands. Like most men’s, they’re square palmed, but the fingers skimming the dash are long, almost delicate. As with his face, I find the contrast compelling.

			Most noticeably, though, Michael Drake radiates a...steadiness. I can tell by the way he drives. He seems like the kind of person who trusts himself. Who’s never confused by anything.

			As he steers onto Highway 109, he catches me staring. It’s the second time now, but I don’t bother to hide it.

			His smile reappears, so readily that I wonder if I imagined that moment of seriousness earlier, when I asked about his name. “What?” he says. “Am I not what you expected?”

			“You’re really not. At all.”

			“Hmm. Is that a good thing? Or are you about to insult me again?”

			“I...” I grope for something that won’t give me away. “...Just wasn’t prepared for the lack of frosting, that’s all.”

			He chuckles. “Should I have showed up covered in whipped cream?”

			“I would’ve been impressed if you had.”

			“Well, damn. I considered it. I came about this close.” He holds his thumb and forefinger up. “But I figured I might not be able to defend myself if you hadn’t had breakfast yet. And we’ve already established that a guy can’t be too careful. Especially around nerds.” His voice drops to a stage whisper. “I’ve heard they’re dangerous.”

			His teasing unwinds something in me, and I snicker at the visual of me clambering over the gearshift to lick pie off his shoulder. “You are extremely sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

			He raises a golden eyebrow. “Should I not be?”

			It ought to sound cocky as hell, but it doesn’t. He says it like he’s genuinely curious as to whether I find him lacking in some way.

			I absolutely do not. But it won’t hurt him to wonder.

			“What were you expecting?” he says when the silence grows.

			It’s hard to say. Mostly, to climb into this car alongside a perfectly normal human, albeit one with a distractingly firm body and nice eyes.

			I did not expect to feel like I’d strayed too close to a downed power line, or like Michael Drake makes an entire car’s worth of air sizzle just by existing. I didn’t expect him to use words like altruist, or remember details about me most people never would’ve noticed in the first place.

			“Someone less...arresting, maybe?”

			“Arresting?” His eyes spark. “You think I’m arresting?”

			Well. To hell with it. “Yep. I’m pretty sure that’s the exact word I’m looking for.”

			He flashes me a look of appreciation. “I don’t think anyone’s ever called me that before. Arresting. I might like that as much as I like your name.”

			“In that case, you’re welcome.”

			He smiles sidelong, as if confirming something he already suspected. “You know, it’s funny, because when we met yesterday, I could’ve used the same word for you.”

			I give him a narrow look. “Are you teasing me again?”

			“When did I tease you the first time?”

			I lower my brows and glare, which earns me a spirited laugh.

			“Okay, okay,” he says. “But really. When you walked by me yesterday, it was like...I don’t know. Something I’ve never felt before. This tingle started in my head, then went down through my chest. It was almost like I recognized you. Or like I’d been terrified about your safety for a long time, then saw you walking down the street, perfectly fine. It was that sense of relief, almost, the kind that goes so deep it’s like your bones sigh. Seeing you was this overwhelming experience that had nothing to do with what I was looking at. It was...disturbingly powerful, actually. Arresting.”

			My jaw slackens. He delivers all this like he’s telling me about something that happened at the grocery store. No hesitation or coquettishness. Just utter, transparent candor. “All that happened just when you looked at me?”

			“Yeah. I mean, I was listening to what you were saying, too, which might’ve had something to do with it. But whatever that feeling was, I knew I had to talk to you. If you hadn’t stopped at the booth, I would’ve left Ben’s great-aunt hanging and chased you across the fairgrounds covered in pie.”

			A stilted laugh erupts. I have no idea what’s happening, only that Sarah was wrong about one thing. This guy definitely didn’t want to drive alone today.

			He doesn’t really seem like an asshole, either.

			“And then what?” I hear myself say. “What would you have said to me?”

			“The same thing. That I wanted to take you to Seattle. Though I probably would’ve had more explaining to do, in that scenario.”

			I shake my head. “Are you sure you weren’t looking at Kate while all this was happening?”

			“Kate? Who’s Kate?”

			“My best friend. The runway model you got into a catfight with.”

			“Oh.” The warmth in his voice fades. “Right. She’s pretty, I won’t lie. But I wasn’t looking at her. I was looking at the dark-haired writer who’s willing to move to Greece just for the hell of it. The one who knows exactly what ‘aid and abet’ means.”

			“Wow.” I stare. “You really were eavesdropping.”

			“Shamelessly.” He steers the Audi through a tight curve with enough speed that my back melds with the leather seat, but he seems so sure of his ability that I end up feeling sure of it, too. When the g-forces loosen their grip, Michael looks over again.

			The touch of his eyes burns a path down into some eager, uncharted part of me. Heat flickers and flares in my belly.

			I jerk my gaze away. It’s entirely physical, I tell myself. The inevitable reaction to sharing a car with someone so striking. So what if that someone also happens to function with a degree of openness I’ve never encountered and appreciates my vocab—

			Nope. I steer my thoughts back into their lane. Patrick. Rosalie. I have a job to do. A foreign country to get to. A life to go live. In three hours, I’ll leave this unexpectedly arresting man behind, and after that, in all likelihood, I’ll never see Michael Drake again.

			Which is fine.

			Totally, completely fine.

			I fiddle with my purse strap until the sparkle in my blood dissipates, then retreat to the bland, superficial topics strangers usually default to.

			Michael’s amused expression makes me suspect he knows what I’m doing, but he doesn’t protest. He answers all my questions, though his terse responses regarding architecture soon spur me elsewhere. When I ask about his hobbies, he catches me off guard by waxing poetic about books and nature. He hikes. He camps. He does read—fifty pages a day, without fail, apparently as a form of mental self-discipline.

			“You seem surprised,” he says when my writer’s heart swells to such a size that words fail me.

			“I am.”

			“Why, because I look like a jackass who doesn’t know what an altruist is?” Light dances in his maybe-turquoise eyes. He’s teasing again. Or fishing for compliments.

			Either way, I’d have to be dead not to engage. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. I just meant...” I sweep a hand up and down to indicate his sheer male exquisiteness. “You know. Don’t make me say it out loud.”

			He flutters his lashes. “But it’d be so much more fun if you did.”

			My god. He’s incorrigible. “Okay, you look like the kind of guy who lives at the gym and breaks a different girl’s heart every weekend. Not the kind who reads. There. Happy?”

			He laughs. “Well, you wouldn’t be entirely off base with that. But I probably don’t do either of those things as often as you think, and I’m more than just a pretty face.”

			Again, it should sound cocky, but again, it doesn’t. Probably because there’s no debating whether or not he’s attractive. He is. Statement of fact.

			“Clearly,” I say. “But I can’t believe you read actual books, every day. No one does that anymore.”

			“I know.” His voice roughens, mournful. “Focusing on anything more than a scroll through Instagram is like a dying art. But that’s exactly why I read. So I can stay capable of actual thinking.”

			My inner nerd begins to salivate. “Did you read this morning?”

			“Yep.”

			“Which book?”

			“It’s called Consumed. About evolutionary psychology and its impact on consumer behavior. It talks about how, on a subconscious level, our genes govern our buying habits, which essentially means—”

			“Yeah,” I say. “I get it. Behavior that evolution grafted into us a long time ago still affects our choices today, right? Like, people might do things that seem irrational, buy things they can’t afford for no apparent reason. But deep down, there is a reason, buried somewhere in our DNA. You just have to go back a few millennia to figure out why it’s there.”

			He looks startled. “You’ve studied evolutionary psychology?”

			“No.” I laugh. “I have an English degree.”

			He zeroes in on my face. “Then how’d you know what I meant?”

			“I’m a nerd, remember? I read everything. Similar to someone else, apparently.”

			Michael’s gaze returns to the road, but something in his posture tells me I still have every ounce of attention not dedicated to driving. “Well, there you go. Even if we ignore what you look like, the fact that you said what you just did tells me I was staring at exactly the right girl yesterday.”

			My face heats. I don’t know which part of that to address first. “Ignore what I look like? What do I look like?”

			“Like the kind of girl who could break my heart. Forget the other way around.”

			A beat passes. “Are you making fun of me?” Not that I’m unattractive—I actually like the wide-set blue eyes and dainty doll’s mouth I see in the mirror. But I don’t usually stun people like Kate does, and palling around with her hasn’t exactly led to a flood of choices in the romance department. Guys almost universally gravitate toward her first, and I’ve never had any interest in her leftovers.

			“No.” Michael chuffs a ragged laugh, almost to himself. “You’re not one of those weekend conquests you just talked about. You’re the kind of girl that leaves permanent scars. I can tell.” The way he says it strikes me. He sounds, of all things...pleased by that.

			My blush blossoms in full. I angle away, hauling myself back from the brink of some luscious abyss I don’t dare jump into.

			On any other day, I’d dive in headfirst. Even now, I want to so badly it hurts not to. But I can’t. Won’t. Patrick. Work. Greece. Freedom.

			I need to keep this guy at arm’s length.

			I have my work cut out for me, though, because no matter how benign the topic, Michael always veers toward something deeper. It’s like he doesn’t have a setting called small talk. He’s unabashedly interested in the world and its ways, and has thoughts, theories, about everything. He wants to know mine, too. As the miles melt away, he asks about my innermost dreams, my writing, what I’d do if today was my last day on earth. Then he listens, rapt, as if I might say something ingenious and it’s his job to watch for it.

			“One day to live?” I echo. I don’t even have to think about it. “That’s easy. I’d leave the country.”

			“Really? Why that?”

			“Because I’ve never done it before.”

			His eyebrows jump. “You’ve never been to Mexico? Spring break in the Bahamas?”

			“I’ve never even been to Canada.” I grip the seat as he guides us through another serpentine curve. “Which is crazy, because I’ve dreamed about other countries since I was little. But the closest I could ever get was reading. Then writing my own stories, eventually. In high school, I used to make up these travelogues about all the languages I’d heard, the streets I’d wandered, the new foods I’d discovered. I was obsessed with writing it down, and I’ve always wondered if reality would match up with the dream.”

			His long fingers drum against the wheel. “So that’s why you’re moving to Greece? To find out?”

			“Yeah. That, and...” I trail off. There’s another reason. A fantasy, more like. One I haven’t even told Kate about. But the confession will only make me sound starry-eyed and naive, so I pretend to find importance in the greenery rushing past the window.

			“What?”

			“Nothing. It’s...nothing.”

			“It doesn’t sound like nothing.” Michael’s eyes slit. “Let me guess. You want to be a travel writer? Combine your two passions into a way to make a living?”

			The question lands low and solid in my belly, and for a moment, I can’t speak.
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