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The alarm clock went off at 5:30 a.m. on a Monday morning. Claire swiftly got out of bed and headed to the windows. She opened the blinds and looked out from her second story bedroom. As the sun rose behind the woods across the street, a golden hue filled her front yard. Claire, not paying much attention to the breathtaking view, took in a deep breath to ready herself for the day.   
In the corner of the room, her very large, black German Shepherd stretched his long legs across his dog bed. She went over to him, scratched behind his ears and gave him a kiss on his head. “Give me ten minutes Gunther and then we’ll go for our run.” He responded with a yawn.
Claire walked down the hall to the upstairs bathroom that sat in between the two bedrooms. The bedroom at the other end of the hall, her parents’ bedroom, stayed closed. She brushed her teeth, splashed cold water on her pale face, and patted it dry with a hand towel. As she pulled her long, rich brown hair into a ponytail, she stared at the face in the mirror. Her green eyes were empty. The person staring back at her was so far removed from who she used to be. There was no youthful glow, no hope, no light. That all disappeared with the world she once knew.
 Gunther waited patiently in his bed as she returned to get dressed. “I think it’s going to be warmer than usual and humid today boy”, she said as she put black, stretchy running pants on. She then put on a sports bra and pulled a loose tank top over it. “Alright, lets’ go!”
They ran down the wooden stairs and, just like every morning, Claire stopped and turned to the table across from the front door. A framed photo of her parents sat in the center, with a candle on each side. She pressed two fingers to her lips and then to the picture. “Love you both.” She shut the door, and gave the doorknob a few twists to make sure it was locked. After a few minutes of stretching in the driveway, they were on their way.
It had been five years since she lost her parents, and herself. She decided to remain in Agra Falls, even though most would have packed up and started over. But this was her home, her parents’ home. Her mother, Sara, loved that small New England town and selling the house was out of the question. Claire’s father, Jackson, built the house from the ground up as a wedding gift for Sara. 
A modern farmhouse style home, it was tucked away at the end of a dead-end street. White with black shudders, a red door, and a wrap-around porch. On the side of the house was a red, barn-style, two car garage with a studio apartment on the second level. Jackson and Sara Tillie left everything to their only daughter. There were no other living relatives. The money they left for her was more than Claire ever knew they had, and more than enough to sustain her for a very long time. 
The back yard abutted a stretch of woods that housed the waterfalls for which the town was named after. Jackson had cleared a walking path to the falls and they visited as a family often. Claire spent many hours there with her parents listening to stories, playing in the water, and having picnics. 
For reasons not even Claire was sure of, she hadn’t been back to the falls since her parents passed. Maybe she was afraid the onslaught of memories would cause a surge of emotions she wasn’t ready to face. Maybe she wasn’t sure how to be there without them. Maybe she felt undeserving. It was a place of such significance to them. It was her mother’s favorite place in the whole town. They spent many of their dates there, and it was where her father proposed. What right did she have to go there when they could not? Whatever the reason, she hadn’t been able to walk that twenty-minute path in five years.
And a harrowing five years it had been. The first year was so dark that Claire couldn’t remember half of it. She spent most of those days locked in her bedroom, barely eating, and came close to ending it all more than once. Guilt is like a cancer, and Claire’s guilt was strong and spread fast through her heart and her soul. 
She blamed herself for all of it. If she hadn’t made such reckless, bad decisions they would still be there. If she hadn’t fallen for someone so heinous, they would still be there. If she had listened to them when they warned her, because they could see through him, they would still be there. Every single day the same questions repeated in Claire’s head over and over again. “Why them? Why not me? I was the one Charlie was after.” 
If it hadn’t been for her oldest friend Sheila coming to stay with her, Claire would have, most certainly, allowed herself to succumb to the darkness. Sheila and Claire had been friends since they met in kindergarten. After graduating high school, Sheila moved to New York City for college. But when Claire lost everything, she knew where she was needed. It was laborious and took a lot of patience, but Sheila loved Claire and refused to let her drown. 
“Your parents wouldn’t want you to do this to yourself. Honor them by getting up, moving forward, and trying to live,” Sheila pleaded. Eventually, with her best friend’s support, she got out of bed, the left her bedroom, then ate, and began to put herself back together. Sheila gave Claire the rope needed to climb out of the dark hole she threw herself in. 
It was Sheila’s opinion that if Claire was going to live in that house, she would need to make it her own. Every room, decoration, piece of furniture had been picked by her parents. They were everywhere and the constant reminders were too much on Claire’s emotional healing. 
“Keep them here with photos and sentimental pieces, but make the rest your own”, she advised. 
Most of her parents’ belongings were now carefully packed away and stored in what used to be their bedroom. Furniture was sold, or donated.  
“You need to make a routine and stick to it. Everyday. It will keep you from hiding out in your bedroom. Start small and then slowly add in things. And, I think you should get a pet. You love animals, especially dogs. A puppy will give you something to take care of, be responsible for. It will help you stick to your routine. And, get a large breed. One that will protect you and make you feel safe.” Sheila had been studying to be a psychologist. Claire was, essentially, her first patient.
So that’s what Claire did. She got a routine and a puppy. 
As she looked down at Gunther running faithfully beside her, on that Spring morning, she was grateful. Sheila helped her climb out of the dark hole, but Gunther kept her from falling back in. As a puppy he sure did keep her busy, which was a good thing. Over the years, while playful and quite goofy, he had grown into a loyal, protective companion.
After their run, Claire fed Gunther, showered and got dressed for the day. She threw on a pair of jean shorts and a loose-fitting blue tank top. Her long hair was wet and remained down while it dried. No makeup. Claire didn’t spend too much time prettying herself up. She didn’t really care and felt there was no point.  She wasn’t trying to impress anyone. But even without the makeup, while definitely plain, she was a natural beauty with her delicate features. Many of the people in Agra Falls that knew her parents compared her beauty to that of her mother’s.
She headed downstairs, grabbed a banana, and sat at her computer to check her emails. Claire was a contract copywriter, so her work was done at home, which was preferred since it kept her from having to meet with people, face to face. She was also a part time waitress at the local bar and restaurant, Sylvie’s. This was another one of Sheila’s ideas. She felt that Claire needed something to keep her from becoming a complete shut-in. 
“You used to work there as a teenager. Most of the customers are from Agra Falls. It’s a pretty safe, and comfortable place for you to be around other people,” Sheila had pushed. 
And she was right. Most of the customers were locals. On occasion they did see people passing through. The restaurant was right off the highway so they drew in some travelers. Sylvie, the owner, and Sam, the cook, were both good friends of Claire’s parents. They had known her since she was a baby and were glad to have her around. 
But Claire didn’t really need to work, not with the money her parents left behind. She did it to keep her mind busy. And the money? She felt a bit guilty having it. Hence why she donated to various charities and so set up scholarships in honor of her parents. One for aspiring architects, in honor of her father. Another for aspiring teachers, in honor of her mother. 
The donations and scholarships were, of course, something she wanted to do. But Claire also believed she needed to atone for her mistakes. Nothing would ever bring her parents back or change the outcome of that fateful night, but she tried to put good into the world, like her parents used to.
There was a knock at the door while she responded to emails. By Gunther’s wagging tail, she knew it had to be Sheila, stopping by like she did every Monday morning. She opened the door and her best friend, always looking so put together and sophisticated, stood there holding two coffees and a bag of muffins.
Claire always thought Sheila was one of the most beautiful people she knew, inside and out. She was about 5’10” and curvy in all the right places. You’d never know by looking at her that she had 2-year-old twin boys at home. The sleeveless, pink sundress looked radiant against her dark skin, which glowed in the sunlight. Her black hair was long, just past her shoulders, with natural loose curls. Since Claire had very straight hair, she always envied Sheila’s wavy locks.  “Flawless, as always”, Claire thought to herself with admiration.
“Well, good morning sunshine “, Sheila said as she entered the house. Her positive and uplifting energy immediately filled the space.
“Good morning.” Claire shut the door behind her. 
Sheila removed her sunglasses and reached down to scratch Gunther’s head with her impeccably manicured nails.  “You’re such a good boy. My morning appointment got rescheduled, so I have a little more time than usual!” She had just recently started her own practice. 
“Perfect timing, I hadn’t made one yet.” Claire reached for the coffee.
“Yeah, I figured. You always make one after you’ve checked your emails and done a little work. I know your routine honey”, Sheila winked.  
“Well, thank you. I appreciate it. And the muffins!” She snatched the bag from Sheila, smiling, and headed towards the kitchen counter. “So how are my favorite twins doing?”
“They’re good. Not sure Rob is, but they’re good. He’s with them until the nanny arrives and they woke up ready to tear into everything. I thought about going back home to help him, but …nah. He’ll survive “, Sheila laughed.
“Well, I’m glad you stopped by, as always. Can you believe how hot it’s going to be? It’s not even summer yet.”
“Oh yeah, it’s going to be scorching hot all week. So, how was your weekend?”
Claire pulled out a chocolate chip muffin, placed it on a plate, and began to unwrap it. “It was fine. Did the usual. You going to have one?” She pointed to the muffin bag.
Sheila shook her head. “No. I already ate. Those are all yours. The usual, huh?  So, you just stayed home and did nothing basically.” She gave Claire a disapproving glare.
As Claire took a bite of her muffin, she shrugged.
“Well, we had an eventful weekend. Rob’s brother showed up unannounced Saturday morning.”
“Which brother?”, Claire knew Rob had two brothers, but had only met one.
“Drew, the Special Forces Marine. He’s the one I barely know because he’s only visited Rob a few times in the past six years. And he only stays for a day or two.” Sheila sighed and shook her head. “It bothers me, but Rob says he owes Drew everything, including his life. What can I say, right?”
Sheila’s husband, Rob LaTroy, had grown up in the system. When he was ten, he was placed in his final foster home. There, he met his two foster brothers, Drew and Brian. The three of them, while vastly different in appearance and personality, had a bond as deep as if they shared blood.
Brian was the youngest, at twenty-five, and the smallest. Tan skin, dark hair and brown eyes. He was the most sensitive out of the three and, despite growing up in less than stellar conditions, held onto hope and never lost faith in people and love. Having always looked up to his brother Drew, he joined the Marine Corps and had recently been deployed, leaving behind his wife and newborn baby girl. 
Rob, twenty-eight now, stood tall at about six feet. He had dark skin, hair and eyes. Eyes that offered a light and a soulfulness that even Claire could trust. He was truly a good man. When Rob was young, he had experienced enough of the bad to stop believing in the good. That was until he met Sheila. Sheila showed him what real love and compassion were. Because of her, he had a family and was able to let go of his past. Understandably, he had a strong desire to put predators behind bars, so it wasn’t surprising he was now a sergeant for the Agra Falls Police.
Drew was the oldest at thirty, and about the same size as Rob.  His hair was light brown, eyes a grayish-blue and his skin tanned from time spent in the desert. He was abandoned by his mother at the age of five and never knew who his real father was. What he endured as a child was enough to shatter even the strongest of souls. 
Unlike his brothers, who were able to hold onto some light and find happiness, Drew had closed himself off at the young age of twelve. Trust and hope were broken until there was nothing left but dust. For him, “love” was just a four-letter word used to manipulate and deceive. He believed that feeling love left a person vulnerable to hurt and pain. Because of the abandonment, and the cruel treatment he received from foster parents, he convinced himself he wasn’t good enough to be loved. He would be stronger, and better, if he let go of hoping for it. There was no light to be found, only anger and darkness. 
When he started living with Rob and Brian, he used that anger to put himself in between them and whoever, or whatever, would try to hurt them. As a teenager, Drew got into countless fights with anyone that was a bully or hurt someone weak and innocent. Especially his brothers. One would assume, considering how he protected them, that Drew “loved” his brothers. But it wasn’t something he was capable of feeling. He protected them because he felt responsible for them. Beating on those he deemed deserving of his wrath provided him a temporary satisfaction, and he enjoyed it. 
Once Brian was old enough to emancipate himself, and Rob could look out for him, Drew joined the Marine Corps. The marines helped shape his anger into a solid soldier, giving him purpose and direction. Excelling at all the tests, skills, and drills, it wasn’t long before he was part of the Special Forces Unit. 
Drew was glad that his brothers had found happiness in marriage and kids, but that was not in his future. He enjoyed his life of solitude and was focused on being the best soldier. And he was…the best. He attributed his success as a soldier to not having any attachments waiting for him at home. 
But just because he had never had a relationship with a woman, didn’t mean he wasn’t attracted to them. To his credit, Drew was always up front about what he was looking for, and what he wasn’t looking for. It was always one night, gone before sunrise, and that was it. No numbers exchanged and, most of the time, no last names either. His brothers joked that he was the “Serial One Night Stander” or “Wham Bam Thank You Ma’am” in the flesh. 
“Wow! They really call him that?”, Claire mused after Sheila told her about Drew’s nicknames. “Sounds fitting if it’s true.  Seriously, though, what kind of girl just jumps at the chance to be a one-night stand?”
“Well, he’s not hideous. He’s pretty good looking. And he’s got a sort of melancholy, mysterious thing going for him, I guess. Rob said he’s never seen a woman turn him down”, Sheila shrugged.
“I think it’s shitty to treat women that way. Disposable. It doesn’t matter how good looking he is or what he says to them”, Claire judged. 
“Hey, I agree. Trust me!” Sheila tapped her nails away at the island counter. 
“Well, is Rob happy to see him? And why did he just show up out of the blue like that?  You and Rob had no warning?”  
“He’s quiet and serious, but yes, Rob is very happy to see his brother. I’m not sure why he didn’t let Rob know he was coming. He’s apparently on some sort of extended leave.” Sheila sounded annoyed.
“Uh-oh. You don’t want him to stay with you, do you?” Claire knew her friend well.
“It’s not that I don’t want him staying with us. It’s more a matter of we can’t have him staying with us right now. With the upstairs renovations going on, we are all crammed downstairs and there is just no room. He slept on the couch this past weekend, and the twins climbed all over him. I can just tell the noise and lack of privacy is bugging him.”
“Well, what did he think? He could just show up on your front door, unannounced, and you’d be his hotel?” Claire took a few more bites of her muffin.
“Yeah, I don’t know. He said he was going to get a room at the inn, but they’re full right now and way expensive. I looked around for some short-term rentals, but they all want a one- year lease, minimum.”
“How long is he planning on sticking around?” 
“Rob said it could be a month, maybe two.” Sheila turned her eyes down to the counter and got quiet. 
“Oh wow! Rob must be happy.” Claire could tell there was something going on with Sheila. She just didn’t know what.
“Yes, he is beyond happy. It’s been so long since he’s had an extended amount of time with him. And the fact that Drew wants to stick around here? Well, yeah, Rob is pretty excited.”
“What’s the problem then? I can tell something is up with you?”, Claire asked while she took a sip of her coffee.
Sheila took a deep breath in.  “Well, like I said, we just don’t have the room right now. And we can’t find anything suitable and affordable. At least, not right away.” Sheila paused for a moment to gauge Claire’s reaction.
Claire just listened, and waited. She could feel a question, or a request, coming. 
“So, Rob and I wanted to ask you for a favor. But before I do, I just want to say that we will both understand if the answer is no.” She paused and took another deep breath. “We were wondering if you would be willing to let Drew stay in the apartment above the garage? And before you respond, know that I would never ask this of you if I thought he was a bad person.” Sheila stopped to give Claire a second to think. She knew this was not a small favor she was asking. 
Claire looked down at her coffee and thought for a moment. Her first instinct was to say “No”. But this was Sheila and Rob asking. Sheila, who quite literally saved her from ending her own life and dragged her out of that hole five years ago. Sheila, who made sure to check in on her all the time, using excuses of cancelled appointments and wanting time away from the kids. Sheila, her best friend. And Rob, who had become a friend and had never been anything but kind to her. 
She certainly did not want to say yes. That would mean a stranger, a man she did not know, would be living right next to her…on her property. But as she looked up into her best friend’s eyes, eyes she trusted, Claire knew that Sheila would never put her in danger. Rob wouldn’t either. And she owed the two of them so much. They had been there for her in so many ways over the years and never asked for anything in return.
Sheila figured Claire’s silence meant she was searching for a polite way to turn her down. “Claire, you know what honey? I’m sorry for even asking. I shouldn’t have. I don’t know what I was thinking. We will figure something else out and”, Claire cut Sheila off. 
“He can stay here. In the apartment. It’s ok.” Claire felt anxious already.
“What? Are you sure? No, Claire. I know you’re not comfortable with it and, like I said, I shouldn’t have asked. Rob and I will help Drew figure something else out.”
“No, Sheila. He can stay in the apartment. Really! You and Rob have helped me so much over the years it’s the least I can do.” Claire squeezed her friend’s hand to reassure her, even though she wasn’t sure if she really was ok with it.
“Claire, that would be great! Are you sure? Thank you so much!  Rob is going to be so grateful. And just let us know about rent and we’ll make sure it’s covered.”  Sheila got up and came around to give Claire a big hug.
“No on the rent. I don’t need it.”
“Absolutely not. He can pay you weekly.”
“I said no. I don’t want anything. The place has been vacant all these years. He’s Rob’s brother. So, no.” Claire would never feel right charging rent when she didn’t need the money. 
Sheila kissed the top of her friend’s head. “Seriously, are you sure you’re ok with this? I don’t want to stress you out in any way or make you feel uncomfortable.”
“Look, it’s not going to be super easy for me, if I’m being honest. But I want to do this for you. Plus, I trust that you wouldn’t send someone to live next to me if you thought he was a bad guy, right?”
“Absolutely not. Please know that I would never do that. Like I said before, he’s just kind of serious and quiet. And I may not agree with his extracurricular activities with women, but he’s not evil. Rob would have never entertained the idea for a second if he couldn’t vouch for his brother. 
“Ok then! When do you think he’d want to start staying over there?” Claire couldn’t believe what she had agreed to.
“Well, I’m sure the sooner the better. I’m not sure how much longer he’ll last with the twins screaming and the noise from the renovations.” Sheila stretched her eyes. “Do you think he could come later this afternoon. With Rob, of course.”
“Yeah, that’s fine. That should give me enough time to get in there and take care of things.” Claire rarely went into the apartment. Her parents had it built with the intention she would use it while she was in college and afterwards. But she never got the chance. She only went up there every few months to air it out and do a quick dusting. 
“Ok. I just texted Rob and he said you are the best. He’s so grateful. I hate to keep asking, but are you sure you’re ok with this?” Sheila was shocked Claire agreed. She wasn’t expecting it and was struggling to believe it. She knew how hard this was for her, but she also thought it might be a good step forward. A chance for Claire to step out of her comfort zone, even just a little.
“Yes. I promise I’m ok. But if you ask me one more time, I will change my mind.” Claire smirked.
“Can’t thank you enough honey! Really! And hey, if a few days or a week goes by and it’s just not working, then just let me know and we’ll figure something else out. I have to get going, though. I have an appointment in thirty minutes.” Sheila hugged her friend and headed for the door.
“I’ll talk to you later. Oh, and the treats were a nice touch by the way. Definitely helped sway me.” Claire stood in the doorway and watched Sheila get into her car.
“I’m not ashamed to use bribery. Not at all. Bye.” 
Claire went back inside and shut the door. What did she just agree to?
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Claire spent the next few hours cleaning the apartment. She changed all the bedding. Opened all the windows, dusted, swept and mopped the hardwood floors. She cleaned the bathroom and kitchen. All the faucets were tested to make sure the water was running and it was hot. She plugged the refrigerator in to make sure it worked. 
It was a cozy studio with a full kitchen and bathroom. A television hung on the wall from across the queen size bed. A stuffed chair sat in a back corner near a window. A small table was in front of the large window at the front end of the apartment, overlooking the driveway below. The ceilings were vaulted with exposed beams, making the apartment feel bigger.
Claire was finished cleaning and had made a couple of trips to bring the dirty linens and cleaning supplies back to the house. While she was in the apartment doing one last check, she heard vehicles pull in.  She walked over to the front window and looked down. She saw Rob’s police cruiser and a black, 1980, Chevrolet Silverado truck parked in front of the garage.
“Oh no”, Claire thought. She didn’t want to be there when they arrived. But if she bolted, they’d see her.
As she looked out, she saw Rob, in his police uniform, and a man of about the same height and build. His light brown hair was short all around with enough length on the top to run your fingers through. He was wearing a gray t-shirt that hugged his ripped muscles and revealed the tattoos on his tanned biceps. The man was definitely attractive. He flung a backpack over his shoulder as they walked towards the stairs. 
Gunther was already on alert while Claire made her way to the door. He wagged his tail for a moment when he heard Rob’s voice, but then stopped. He knew there was someone new. Claire quickly opened the door. 
“Hey Rob. Sorry, I was just making sure everything was all set.” She moved back towards the kitchen while Rob walked in. 
“Oh, I’m glad you’re here! I can thank you in person. You have no idea how much this means to me.” Rob smiled. “And I’m glad the two of you can finally meet.”
Drew came in and shut the door behind him. 
“Claire, this is my brother Drew.”
Drew didn’t smile. His clean-shaven face stayed frozen while he removed his sunglasses to look directly at her. Everything about him, his demeanor, his stance, his stare, was confident and intimidating. 
“Nice to meet you”. His voice was deep, but smooth. 
“Nice to meet you too”, she responded shyly. Drew noticed that Claire avoided making eye contact. 
As Drew took a step forward into the apartment, Gunther moved himself closer. “Gunther, easy”, Claire commanded.
“It’s ok. He doesn’t know me.” Drew spoke in a calm and even tone as he crouched down to Gunther’s level. He rested his arms on his bent legs and let his hands dangle in front of him. 
Gunther eased his way to Drew’s hands and sniffed. Once he had his fill of sniffing Gunther sat down. The two of them just stared at one another. After a couple of minutes, Drew slowly raised his hands and started petting Gunther’s head. The tail wagged and Gunther’s body relaxed.
“Good boy. You’re a good boy”, Gunther licked Drew’s hands. 
Claire and Rob looked at each other.  Gunther never warmed up to anyone that fast. He usually didn’t react at all to people as his focus was on Claire. On a few occasions he let out a low growl, letting Claire know that person was not ok. He had warmed up to Sheila and Rob, but they had known him since he was a puppy. His reaction to Drew was definitely new. 
As Drew rose back up to a standing position, Rob laughed. “Man, I thought he was going to rip your hand off. You have no idea how protective he is.”
“I served with a few K-9 units. He just needed a minute to figure me out.” Drew glanced at Claire, but noticed she quickly looked away. 
“Well, I’m going to get out of here. Let you settle in.” As she spoke, she looked at Rob, the counter, Gunther. Anywhere but him.
“The bed has all new sheets and blankets. I also put some clean towels in the bathroom. I wasn’t sure if you’d need any. The television is all set up and the refrigerator should be cold by now. I turned it on this morning. Everything seems to be in working order. If you need anything I left my number on the table along with a key.” Claire felt like she was in a race to get everything out and was running out of breath. Or maybe it was her nerves making it hard for her to breathe.
“Oh, and the garage. Feel free to use it. There’s a washer and dryer hooked up down there, but I can’t promise they still work. I didn’t get a chance to check those out yet.”
“No worries. Drew can fix anything. Seriously, Claire. You’ve done more than enough and thank you.” Rob tried to ease her nerves with a comforting smile.
“It’s no problem. Ok, well I guess that’s it.  I’ll leave you two alone then. Gunther, time to go.” 
Just before she was about to leave Drew’s voice pulled her back in. 
“Thank you.”
She turned around and, for the briefest moment, looked right into his eyes. 
“You’re welcome”.  And she left.
Once she made it home, she plopped herself down on her couch, closed her eyes and whispered out loud “What was I thinking? I can’t do this.” And she was disappointed in herself for feeling that way. It had been five years and Sheila kept telling her to do new things. Mess up her routine a little, or at least try. Plus, she owed Sheila and Rob. 
Still. Drew was …something. She didn’t necessarily get a bad feeling from him, but it was an intense feeling. Something she couldn’t explain. And for that brief moment she made eye contact with him, while those stormy blue eyes peered into her, she felt nervous, anxious, unsettled. She tried to remind herself that she trusted Sheila and Rob, and she trusted Gunther’s instincts. Over the years she had looked to Gunther’s reactions as a gauge, and he seemed ok with this new stranger. 
“We’ll just have to wait and see how things go, I guess,” she said to Gunther as he laid his head on her lap.
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“So, what do you think? You think you’ll be ok here?” Rob was a bit worried his brother might not feel comfortable there…or anywhere. That he might decide to leave.  
“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” Drew had slept on the ground with his back against a wall, so it wasn’t as if he was going to be picky about his accommodations.  
“Seriously, though, I’m glad you’ll be around for a while. It’ll be great to hang out and catch up. And you’ll really like it here. Such a great little town.” Rob was genuinely excited and his face was beaming. 
“Are you sure she’s ok with me being here,” Drew motioned towards Claire’s house. 
“Claire? Of course.”
“She didn’t seem ok.”
“Oh, Claire is just shy around new people. But she’s ok with it. Although, it’s probably good for you to know she’s a bit of a loner. Likes to stick to herself. So don’t take offense if she seems anti-social. But hey, you’re an anti-social loner too so you’ll be fine.” Rob laughed. “Just respect her privacy, please.”
“Got it.” Drew had no problem giving anyone space, as he liked a lot of it himself.
“Alright, I hate to jet but I have to get back to work. You can stop by the house for dinner if you want. I’ll be working late, but Sheila and the boys would love to see you.”
“Thanks, but I’ll probably just go to the store and grab some stuff.” Drew appreciated the offer, but needed that space.
“Ok. Well, hey if you’re out and you’re hungry, stop by Sylvie’s. It was the place we passed coming in off the highway. They have a little bar you can sit at. Great burgers.” Rob started to head out the door. “I’ll talk to you soon. But if you need anything just give us a call.” Rob patted his brother on the back and gave him a smile before leaving.
“Ok.” Drew shut the door behind him. Finally, a moment to think. He was glad to see his brother but was in desperate need of a little time alone. 
He looked around the apartment and noticed how impeccably clean and organized it was. Even the bed was made to military standards. He went over and sat on it, placing his palms down on the quilt. It was the softest thing he had ever felt under his hands. 
Drew wasn’t sure how long he would last in that very small, very quiet little town. He and his brothers grew up in the city, and while the noise and bustle might cause some soldiers stress, it was all Drew knew. Action and chaos. From the city and from his missions. But all he could hear now were the birds and the bugs outside. 
By choice, he had never had a break longer than a few days. But the last operation he was on was long and harrowing, with two members of his unit being severely injured, and one being killed. His commanding officer ordered Drew to a longer leave. 
“It’s time you took a break LaTroy. I don’t want to see your ugly face again for another 90 days.” Drew had only been in Agra Falls for three days and was already feeling jumpy. He wasn’t sure what do with himself if he wasn’t getting shot at.
His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a car starting.  He got up, looked out the front window and saw Claire’s car leaving. He thought he saw something. Felt something….familiar. But as quick as it was there, it was gone. 
He shook his head, and the thoughts, away and decided he should go out and get whatever essentials he might need. Once he got in his truck, he realized he was hungry so figured he’d take his brothers advice and go to the local bar. 
He followed the GPS on his phone and noticed there wasn’t too much in Agra Falls. He passed a couple of farms, a lot of wooded areas and a few streams. The center of town was small and the buildings looked like they dated back to the 1800’s. The locally owned grocery store was the largest attraction on the so-called Main Street. The rest of the street was lined with small businesses like an ice cream shoppe, a candy store, and a couple of antique stores. 
There was a bit of daylight left and there were people walking around, enjoying the warm spring evening. He passed a park where people were playing with their dogs, their kids, or just relaxing on a blanket. It was a life Drew knew nothing about. He felt like a foreigner in a very strange land. He was more at home in the middle of grenades and gunfire. 
As he pulled into the parking lot of Sylvie’s, he was surprised to see it was decently filled. When he entered, he headed straight for the bar at the back and sat at the end. The bartender, a man in his early twenties, came right over. 
“Hey. Can I get you a drink?” He placed a menu in front of Drew. 
“Umm yeah, I’ll have a beer.”
“Draft or bottle?”
“Draft.”
“You got it.” He walked away, returned after a minute with a tall glass of beer and placed it on a coaster. 
“Thanks.”
“I’m Joe. If you need anything else just let me know.” He smiled and went on to tend to a couple of girls at the other end of the bar.
Drew sipped his beer when a waitress breezed by him. She went to the kitchen window that was right near the bar and picked up plates. When she turned around, she stopped. Drew looked up and realized it was Claire. 
She looked different from when he met her. Her hair had been up in a messy bun earlier, but was now pulled up into a neat, long ponytail. She traded her baggy, faded old band t-shirt for a black, fitted t-shirt. And instead of the cut off shorts she sported earlier, she now had on fitted jeans. She looked cute either way which Drew noticed.
“Hi,” Drew figured he should at least say hello.
“Hey,” Claire responded but without a smile, or any expression for that matter, and she was off to deliver the meals.
There was a mirror on the wall behind the bar where Drew could see pretty much everything happening behind him. He could see Claire hopping from table to table. It wasn’t hard to tell she had been doing it for a while. 
She returned to the window and dropped off a few orders, then stood behind the bar in front of him. “Did you want to order anything to eat?”
“Yeah, actually, can I just get a burger and fries?”
“Ok. You need another drink?” 
“Sure.” 
Claire went down to the other end of the bar and came back with a full glass of beer. 
“Thanks.”
She wrote up his food order, dropped it at the window, and went back to her tables. “All business,” Drew thought to himself.
Drew continued to watch her through the mirror while he sipped his beer and waited for his meal. As a trained operative, Drew was skilled at observing people’s behaviors. He quickly picked up on how Claire was only as polite as she had to be when dealing with the customers. She was friendlier to the kids at one table, and then the old man that sat alone in the corner. 
“Claire! I’m so glad you’re here tonight. The other girls don’t know me like you do. Where were you yesterday?” The old man spoke so loudly that Drew could hear him over the music and chatter. 
“Oh Mr. Silverman. I’m sorry. Remember, I don’t work on Sundays. I only work Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.” She spoke loudly so the man could hear her. 
“Right. That’s right. I forgot. Well, I’m glad to see your pretty face here tonight!” The old man winked at her and she winked back. 
“You want your usual?”
“Yes. And surprise me with dessert.” His eyes filled with childlike excitement.
“Ok! I’ll bring your dinner out soon.” Claire looked at him endearingly.
Drew’s food was ready after just about twenty minutes. Claire placed the plate in front of him along with napkins and ketchup. 
“Can I get you anything else? Another beer?” 
“No. Can I just get a water?” Drew wasn’t a big drinker. Just a couple of beers was usually his limit.
Claire placed a bottle of water in front of him.
“Thank you.” 
“Let me or Joe know if you need anything else.” Drew nodded at her as she walked off.
As he ate, he continued watching her. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe he was bored? Whatever the reason, he noticed something different when Claire approached a table with two men in their early thirties. No one else would have noticed but Drew saw the slight shift in her body language. The tension in her face. And when one of the guys got a little flirty with her, she put a bit of distance in between her and the table. They affected her. Why?
Drew wasn’t usually so curious about others’ behaviors unless it was a target. She wasn’t any of his business, and he didn’t want her to be. So, with that, he finished eating and paid his bill. As he stood up to leave, he noticed a “Help Wanted” sign attached to the side of the bar mirror. They were looking for part-time kitchen and bar help. He made a mental note of the number and headed out. 
When he got close to the door he glanced over at Claire, who was serving the old man his meal. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye, but kept talking to Mr. Silverman. Drew left, grabbed some things at the store, and headed back to the apartment.
That night Drew ended up laying on the floor as the bed was too soft; too comfortable. He didn’t sleep much. The noises of frogs and bugs weren’t enough. It was still too quiet. So, he laid on a blanket on the floor, with his hands behind his head, thinking, “How the hell am I going to last 90 days?”
~
The next morning, Claire was stretching outside in the front of her house, getting ready for her morning run, when Gunther became alert but wagged his tail. When she looked up, she saw Drew returning from his own run. Claire tried not to notice how physically attractive he was, but it was hard not to. The man looked like he was carved out of stone. Flawless from head to toe. He quite literally looked like a six-foot-tall piece of art. But she pushed those thoughts away. Neither spoke. They gave each other a quick wave and that was it. 
That continued the rest of the week. Claire was a bit annoyed by the new addition to her morning routine. She thought about starting her run a bit later, but she was too much a creature of habit. When Sheila called to check in on Friday, Claire decided to act like everything was ok.
“So how are things going with Drew over there?” Sheila had definite concern in her voice.
“Fine.”
“Fine as in things are ok, or fine as in you hate having him there?” Sheila knew Claire too well to know that “Fine” didn’t mean “Fine”.
Claire laughed, “Things are fine. Really. I mean, I barely see him, aside from our morning run-in when I’m heading out for my run and he’s coming back from his. Other than that, I don’t see him. The guy is a man of few words. Very few words.”
“Right, and you’re a chatty Kathy so I can see where that would be a problem.” The sarcasm in Sheila’s voice was obvious.
Claire couldn’t argue that. “Funny.”
“Well at least he’s not bothering you. He’s keeping to himself I guess.”
“Do you think he’s ok being here?” 
“I’m not really sure to be honest. Rob has only seen him a couple of times this week when he stopped by. His visits were very quick, though. Rob said he needs time to adjust which I can understand.” 
“Yeah, I get that.”
“Well, listen, I have another appointment soon. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to stop by this week. The twins and work took every second.” Sheila always felt guilty if she didn’t make it to check in on Claire.
“You have nothing to apologize for! I’ll stop by to see you and the twins this weekend, ok?” Claire always enjoyed seeing the boys. They were so full of life and light. Being around them helped her forget about her own darkness, even if it was just for a little while.
“They would love to see you! Ok, see you this weekend. Bye.”
“See you soon. Bye.” Claire hung up and got ready for her shift at Sylvie’s.
She noticed Drew’s truck was not in the driveway when she headed out. It made her think about him. Made her wonder how hard it must have been for him. Having to adjust to a new place, new town, new faces. After having spent the better part of the last decade on missions? Now, to have to figure out how to live “normally”? She knew how difficult it was after what she had gone through. But she couldn’t imagine what he must have seen or been through over the years.
As she pulled into the parking lot, she saw the black Chevy Silverado. Part of her felt bothered that she’d have to see him again. Why she was bothered was something she couldn’t answer. Any more than she could figure out why it annoyed her to see him in the mornings. She just was. Bothered. Annoyed. He hadn’t done or said anything. But he made her feel anxious and uneasy, but not in the same way other men did. That almost worried her more.
Walking into Sylvie’s, Claire didn’t see Drew anywhere. As she passed by the bar, Joe smiled and waved.
“Hey Claire. How are you?” He headed towards her. 
“Hey Joe.” She knew he had a bit of a crush on her. He had asked her out on a date once.  Joe was really nice and decent, but Claire was never interested. She didn’t want to get into a conversation with him so she kept moving to the back. 
She put her bag down, gave her ponytail a tug, and grabbed a pad and pen for orders. On her way back out to the restaurant she passed the kitchen. Something stopped her and pulled her back. When she looked, she saw Drew talking to Sam, wearing an apron and gloves.
“Oh, hey Claire!” Sam noticed her standing there. “You know Rob’s brother Drew, right? He’s going to be working here now. Gonna help out in the kitchen and behind the bar.” Sam, an honorable man in his fifties, smiled warmly.
As Claire looked at Drew, it was difficult for her to speak. She was confused why he would work there. She felt bothered. Annoyed. “Yeah. Ok. I have to get to work.” She shook her head as she walked away. 
Drew furrowed his brows at her confused, and somewhat unhappy, reaction.
Sam recognized the awkward interaction. “Don’t worry about Claire. She’s like that with almost everyone.”
Drew had noticed. 
“So, for now you’ll just stick to washing dishes. Then we’ll get you behind the bar a little next time. Once you’re comfortable, if you want, you can help with the cooking.” Drew liked Sam. He was a Vietnam Veteran so the two of them had an instant respect for one another. He also seemed like a genuine and kind man. 
A couple of hours went by and the restaurant got busy. Drew kept grabbing dirty dishes left at the kitchen window. When he did, he found himself glancing up to catch glimpses of her. He admired the way she moved around the floor and in between the tables. She was petite and graceful like a ballerina. Until she was around men and then she became tense and uncomfortable. 
He noticed it more with two men in particular. Drew recognized them from the first night he went to Sylvie’s. One of them wore a camouflaged baseball cap atop his reddish-brown hair, and he was the worst. Tried to flirt and checked her out from head to toe. Claire turned pale and tried to distance herself. They frightened her, but she forced a smile and did her job.
His thoughts frustrated him. Drew didn’t know why he had this almost uncontrollable curiosity about her. Sure, he found her attractive, but that was usually where it ended for him. Thinking of women beyond the physical part was something he never did. Maybe that was the problem. He knew he couldn’t just have his normal one night “thing” with Claire. Since he met her, he had suppressed any thoughts of being with her like that since he lived right next door. He certainly couldn’t disappear before sunrise, could he? Plus, he had been warned by Rob, “don’t even think about sleeping with Claire.”
Later, Sam told Drew to take a break. “Go ahead. Take a fifteen. If you go out back, there’s a door that leads outside to the back of the building. You can grab some air.”
“Thanks Sam.”
Drew untied his apron and took his gloves off. He found the door Sam mentioned. When he walked out, he saw Claire sitting on the stairs outside. He thought about turning back when she looked up and saw him. It was too late. So, he stayed and walked down to the bottom of the stairs. The air was cool and refreshing. The sky was perfectly clear.
Claire didn’t want to jump up and leave immediately, considering that would appear rude. Being in such close proximity to him made her hands clammy. Then she remembered what she thought about earlier. How hard it was for him trying to acclimate here. So, she figured she’d break the awkward silence.
“So how do you like it so far?” She glanced up at him.
He wondered if there was someone else outside that she could be speaking to, but there wasn’t. He looked down into her shimmering green eyes, and noticed the loose strands of hair that fell around her soft, delicate face. Distracted by her understated beauty, he had to remind himself to speak.
“Agra Falls or working here?”
“I guess both.” 
“Agra Falls is nice enough. I’m still learning my way around. As far as working here? It’s something to do. I like Sam.”
“Yeah, Sam is great. I’ve known him my whole life.”
Drew noticed she was holding an unlit cigarette. “Do you need a light for that?”
She looked down at the cigarette she was holding. “Oh. No. I don’t smoke.” Drew looked at her perplexed. 
“I used to, a couple of years ago. I took up smoking for like six months but hated the taste. By the time I realized I didn’t want to do it, I was addicted to the nicotine. Part of my quitting strategy was to hold an unlit cigarette. It gives the sensation of smoking. Now I’m addicted to holding one.” She then put it up to her mouth as if she was taking a puff off of it. 
“And you pretend to smoke it?” 
She nodded.  “I know it’s weird, but hey it works.” Claire threw the cigarette into the butt can at the bottom of the stairs.
Drew stroked his chin. “Why would you throw away a whole, unsmoked cigarette? I mean, hey I don’t smoke anymore either, but it’s a waste don’t you think?”
“Gotta go through the motions.” She shrugged her shoulders and walked up the stairs. 
A light breeze blew by and Drew caught a sweet scent. It was like being plopped in the middle of a strawberry field. It overwhelmed his senses in the best way.
“I have to get back in there. Oh, just a tip. When you get behind the bar with Joe? Don’t try any of his ‘creations’. You’ll definitely regret it if you do.” And she walked inside without waiting for him to respond.
Her scent lingered and Drew felt a tug. A pull. It wasn’t strong by any means, but it was there. Just a faint movement underneath all of the rubble and debris inside of him. He ran his fingers through is hair, pushed whatever it was back down, and went back to work.
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As promised, Claire visited with Sheila and the twins that weekend. She brought Gunther, of course. The twins loved him and Gunther loved chasing them around the house. He was as protective of them as he was of Claire. Rob was not there since he was meeting up with Drew. After a couple of hours, Gunther was passed out on the living room floor with Noah and Alex snuggled up next to him. Sheila and Claire sat at the kitchen table chatting over a cup of coffee. 
“Can I just borrow Gunther every day for a few hours so he can wear them out?” They both laughed as they looked over at the sleeping bunch. “So, I can’t believe Drew is working at Sylvie’s. Rob was shocked when he found out. I think he’s been expecting Drew to just up and leave at some point, but since he got a job? Well, Rob is so happy because he thinks it means Drew will definitely be sticking around.”
“Yeah, I know. I was surprised to see him there yesterday.” 
“Are you okay with that? I mean, he’s living right next to you and now he’s working with you?” Sheila was concerned her friends’ personal space may be feeling infringed upon. 
“It’s fine. There’s not a ton of places in town for him to work right?” Claire certainly did feel like she was losing some of her personal space, but what could she do? She wanted to help her friends out so she wasn’t going to boot Drew out on the street. And she was usually too busy at Sylvie’s to even notice the others working there. So, it was fine. Sort of.
“Alright, I’m going to ask you something out of concern. A little curiosity too, I guess.” Sheila wrapped her fingers around her coffee mug and leaned in to Claire. “Has Drew tried to hook up with you?”
The question made Claire chuckle out loud “NO! Absolutely no he has not. And why would that ‘concern’ you anyways?”
“I don’t know, maybe because you haven’t been with someone in a long time and with Drew’s track record, well, I thought you might take him up on it.” 
Claire laughed again. “You’re right. It has been a long time.  But I’m not just going to jump into bed with some good-looking guy I barely know.”
Sheila looked at Claire with wide eyes. “So, you think he’s good-looking?” She smirked.
Claire wanted to deny it, but what was the point. Sheila knew her better than anyone. “I do have eyes. I can see.”
“I’m surprised. I didn’t think you liked the beefy kind.”
“I don’t really have a type these days, but he’s not beefy in that body-builder kind of way. He’s not too hard, not too soft.” They both laughed. “Seriously though, yes, he’s attractive but that’s not enough. Plus, he barely speaks to me. And I’m most definitely not interested in a one-night stand.” Claire shook her head, as if the idea of being a one-night stand repulsed her.
“Okay, well I was just checking. You know? Now that we’re talking about it. I wonder if a one-night stand with a handsome stranger is just what you need.” Sheila winked at her.
“Umm, no that is not what I need. And technically, he’s not a stranger anymore. He lives right next door to me and now works with me. So how would that end? We have a one-night stand but then I get to run into him every day? No thank you!”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. But honey, I worry about you. Really. How long are you going to go without being with someone? I don’t want my best friend to turn into an old spinster.” Sheila had genuine concern in her voice. 
“I hate to break it to you, but I’ve sort of come to terms with being a spinster. I’m good on my own. And I’ve learned that I don’t need a man in my life, nor do I want one in my life.” Claire stared down at her coffee cup. She knew she was too young to be saying things like that. But she also knew how she felt around men. The thought of trying to be with one, in any way, threw her whole body into a panic. 
Sheila hated that her friend felt that way, but understood. It broke her heart. She figured it was time to move on to other topics. “Hey, so remember a few months ago I was asked to be part of the Agra Falls Festival planning committee?”
“Yes. You were elated.”
“Well, it’s going to be beautiful this year. It’s just about three weeks away.  I was wondering if you thought you might come this year,” Sheila asked with hope.
Going to the festival was out of the question. Claire refused to go. “No. I’m not going.” She avoided looking Sheila in the eyes because she knew disappointment would be staring back at her.
“Well, I’m not going to push. For now. But I do have three weeks to change your mind. I just think you’d enjoy it if you came.”
“I appreciate the effort, Sheila. I do.  But I’m not going,” Claire responded apologetically.
When it came to the festival, Sheila knew better than to press Claire too hard. The festival was something the two of them dreamed about going to as little girls, but Claire wouldn’t go now because of what happened to her parents. Just the mention of the festival brought upon a look of grief, of guilt, on her sweet friend’s face. As Claire stared down at the table, Sheila felt the need to switch from friend to therapist for a moment.
“How are the nightmares? You still having them? I know we haven’t talked about them in a while.” Her voice became gentle and filled with concern.
Claire really didn’t want to talk about them, but if she didn’t Sheila would worry more. “I still have them. Here and there. They creep up on me without warning, but hey, after five years I’m used to them. No big deal.” She shrugged and tried to smile reassuringly. She could see by the worried look on Sheila’s face it wasn’t working. “It amazes me that so much time has gone by, yet he still haunts me.”
“I’m sorry Claire. It’s like seeing a really scary, traumatizing movie as a kid. Your mind will still create nightmares from that experience for a long time. I wish I could tell you that they will go away altogether someday, but I can’t promise that. But you know you can talk to me about them? Call me at 2am if you have to. Also, try to think of good things before you go to sleep at night. And positive experiences would help too. Your brain needs other things to focus on. Like going to the festival.” Sheila giggled and winked at her friend. 
“Wow. You’re sneaky.” Claire giggled back. “Well played, but I’m still not going.”
~
That night, Claire had another nightmare. It was always the same. She could see her parents off in the distance, surrounded by light. They were waving at her, both of them smiling. As Claire would try to go to them something would slow her down. Charlie. He would block her, grab her, knock her down.  He’d hit her and kick her and she could feel every blow. Sometimes he would choke her. 
Then, he’d just disappear and when Claire looked up, he would be standing in between her parents. Charlie would soon turn into a shadow that faded into complete darkness. An overpowering darkness. Claire would watch her parents fade and get swept away. She could never reach them in time. And as they disappeared, she could hear Charlie’s sinister laugh. The one she heard every time he hit her.
Claire would always jolt awake. She struggled to get back to sleep and would often go outside to get some air. On this night, it was 3 a.m. She let Gunther out into the front yard while she sat on the porch swing. The night air was cool with a slight breeze that helped Claire breathe a little better. 
Meanwhile, Drew was waking up as he did every hour or so. During his time in the military, he hadn’t had one full night of sleep. His mind and body had become used to waking up throughout the night. He went over to the kitchen sink to get a drink of water. When he looked out the window above the sink, he noticed extra lights on over at the house. He could see Gunther in the front yard and Claire on the porch.
“What is she doing? It’s three in the morning,” he thought to himself. His instincts told him something must be wrong so, without hesitation, he threw his sneakers on and swiftly headed out the door. 
Claire was startled to hear Drew’s apartment door open and suddenly see him approaching her. He stopped at the bottom of the porch stairs. “Is everything ok?”, he asked with concern. 
She was confused. Why would he think something was wrong? “Yeah. Everything is ok. Why?”
“I got up for a minute and noticed all your lights on. I saw you outside and thought something might be wrong since it’s so late.” 
“Oh.” 
Gunther ran up to Drew, who immediately crouched down and rubbed his head. Gunther was excited, wagging his tail and licking Drew’s face. A part of Claire was a little irritated by her dog’s obvious affection for this man. A man they barely knew. 
“Good boy.” Drew rose back up. Claire looked like she was shivering but it wasn’t that cold outside.  “You sure you’re alright?” 
She simply nodded her head to imply she was. 
“Ok. Well, sorry for the intrusion.” And he turned to walk back to the apartment.
As much as Claire resented having someone invade her personal space, she knew she should appreciate the gesture. She knew the right, and polite, thing to do was to thank him.
“Drew.” He stopped and turned back to her. “Thank you. Thank you for checking to see if everything was ok.”
 “It’s no problem.” He was going to leave but then had a thought. “Hey, just so I don’t keep running over here. Is this something you normally do? Come outside with Gunther in the middle of the night?”
“When I can’t sleep.” She looked straight out into the darkness.
He nodded and headed back to his place. As he walked up the stairs, he looked over at her and noticed how sad and frightened she looked. He wondered, what kept her awake and made her look as if her whole world had just crumbled around her?  
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It was officially summer and the day of Jack and Sara Tillie’s anniversary. It would have been their thirtieth. With a love as perfect and grand as theirs, they always celebrated their anniversary with joy and laughter. The day would start with a breakfast feast while they shared their story with their daughter. Claire never bored of those stories. For her, theirs was a love straight out of a fairy tale or romance novel. 
Then there was music. Her parents could relate a song to pretty much every significant moment from the first time they saw each other. Their playlist would blast through the speakers while they’d dance and laugh and reminisce. The song they first danced to. The song on the radio the night of their first date. The song playing in the restaurant the night they both said “I love you”. The song they heard the day they got engaged. And there was one for Claire. For the day she was born and changed their world forever. 
Traditionally, they would walk to the falls through the wooded path. Jackson and Sara would spend hours there, telling Claire more stories of their family and the magic of Agra Falls. It was always Claire’s favorite part of the day.
The first two years after her parents passed, Claire couldn’t get out of bed on their anniversary. The guilt crippled her. But the past few years she had tried to celebrate and honor the love they shared. 
So, she got herself up on that perfect June day.  She did her usual. She ran, showered, and responded to work emails. Then to the kitchen to prepare the breakfast feast. It was going to be a beautifully warm and breezy day so she opened all of her windows to let the light and air in. She cooked all of the favorites. Bacon, French toast, scrambled eggs, and hash browns. Fruit was washed and cut and a fresh pot of coffee brewed. 
She hit play on her parents’ playlist and turned the music up pretty loud. All of their favorite songs were from the seventies and eighties, but Claire knew every word and loved them all. She bopped her head to the beat while she ate. Once finished, she poured herself a mimosa. 
Each song brought back so many memories. She sang out loud and danced around as if she were all alone. But she wasn’t alone. Claire forgot that there was someone living right next to her now.
Drew was outside working on his truck when he heard the music blasting from the house. When he realized it was her voice he heard singing over the music, he grinned and shook his head. He glanced over at the house and saw her dance by the window.
He couldn’t stop watching her. Like being in a trance, he got pulled in closer to her house. It was a side of her he hadn’t seen yet and it was beautiful. She was having fun, at least it looked that way, until the song changed. He watched as her whole mood shifted and she sunk to the floor. Drew realized he was peering in on a moment he wasn’t supposed to see, so he quickly turned around and went back to his truck. 
Claire sat on the floor listening to the song her parents picked for her. “Lovely Day”, by Bill Withers. They told her that the minute she was born and they looked down into her beautiful eyes, she made everything lovely. No matter what life threw at them, she made everything better. “You make every day a lovely day our sweet girl.” Their voices rang through her head. Their love for her was truly unconditional.
“They deserved better than me. They deserved to live a long happy life together.” She buried her head in her drawn-up knees while the song played on.
When it was over, she turned the music off. She pulled herself together, held back the tears that were ready to erupt, and took a deep breath. The kitchen needed to be cleaned so she got to it. Then, she just stared out the front window. It really would have been the most perfect day, if her parents were there.
“Ready to go for a ride?” Gunther loved that word. He jumped up and ran to the door excitedly. 
As Claire walked towards her silver SUV, she could overhear Drew on the phone.  She just then realized he had been outside and felt embarrassed that he probably heard her morning dance party. 
“Hey Rob, it’s Drew. Listen, I need a favor. I need a part for the truck, but I took everything apart so I can’t drive it at the moment. I was wondering if you could take me to the store, or maybe you could pick up the part for me? Anyways, can you give me a call when you get this. Thanks.” 
Claire knew that Rob was busy with Sheila taking the twins for a checkup. Her initial instinct was to just keep going. It was none of her business. But she stopped. 
“Drew.” She yelled over to him. He looked up from underneath the hood of his truck, looking surprised to hear her voice.
“I overheard you leaving a message for Rob. He’s busy with Sheila and the boys today, so he probably won’t get back to you right away. Just figured I’d let you know.” She fought against her thoughts that were noticing how good he looked with grease on his hands and t-shirt. 
“Oh. Okay. Thanks for letting me know. Guess I’ll just wait until tonight or tomorrow then.” He wiped his hands off with a rag.
Claire breathed in deeply. She wished she could go back to just being alone. She hated being put in these situations where she felt an urge to be “nice” or “helpful”. But her parents raised her to help out others whenever the opportunity presented itself. Her father would have been more than disappointed if she didn’t offer assistance.
“I was heading out anyways, so if you want a ride to the store, I can take you.” The words came out so fast she wasn’t even sure what she said.
Drew furrowed his brows in confusion. He wasn’t expecting her to offer and he just looked at her for a moment.
“You need that part, right?” Claire raised her eyebrows at him.
“Yes. You sure? I don’t want to impose.”
“I wouldn’t have offered if it was an imposition.”
“Okay. Yeah, thanks. Give me a minute to change my shirt. I don’t want to get grease in your car.” Drew ran up the stairs to the apartment. 
Claire put Gunther in the back seat of the SUV and turned the engine on. She rolled the windows down. A few minutes later Drew was walking towards the car. Again, she was at war with her thoughts. She absolutely did not want to look at him the way she found herself looking at him. How was it possible that with just a white T-shirt, a pair of jeans, and tousled hair he was by far the best- looking man she had ever seen. 
Drew got into the passenger seat and looked over at Claire. He felt her nervousness. “Thanks for this. I appreciate it.”
“Yeah, sure.”  She hadn’t had a man sitting next to her in a vehicle since Charlie. This was the closest she had been to a man, by choice, in the last five years. Add to that his intimidating physical appearance, and the panic started to build up inside of her. 
A few deep breaths and she figured she’d be ok. She got distracted by the intoxicating scent coming off of him. It was a mix of grease and the forest after a rain storm. She forced her attention in front of her and started driving. 
Drew could feel the tension coming off of her. Silence filled the air with the exception of Gunther’s occasional whine to get Drew’s attention. He wanted Drew to scratch his head. 
“Gunther leave him alone. I’m sorry. He’s not usually like this.”
At Claire’s command, Gunther moved back and looked out the window.
“It’s ok. He’s not bothering me.”
“Do you mind if I put the radio on?” Claire couldn’t stand the awkward silence.
“No.”
She turned it on and Drew saw on the screen she had it set to some sort of eighties station. He didn’t recognize the song. The only music Drew knew was what he had heard over the years on the base with his unit. Most of them listened to Rock and Alternative.
“Eighties?” He looked at her with a raised eyebrow.
“Was he questioning her music choice?” Claire wondered. 
“Yup.”
“Maybe I’ve completely gauged your age wrong, but were you even around during that decade?” He ribbed.
“Technically, no. I grew up in the nineties, but that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate a decade of great music. You don’t like it?”
Drew might have been a young child at the tail end of the decade, but music wasn’t a part of his childhood. “I don’t know much music. But this probably wouldn’t be my first choice.” He grinned.
Claire was quiet for a moment, then she reached down towards the radio controls. Drew assumed she was going to change the channel to something he may like better, but no. She turned the volume up. Way up. He was a bit taken aback.
“You know what I think?” She had to yell so he could hear her over the music. “I think you need more exposure to it. Enjoy.” She gave him a wink.
He had to chuckle and shook his head. Obviously, he had hit a nerve. A new song came on, the screen said it was by “The Cure”.  He recognized it as the name on her t-shirt the first day he met her. He had never heard it before, but she certainly enjoyed it. She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel and her eyes brightened when it came on. He would never tell her, but he found himself liking it, or maybe it was her enjoyment of it he liked.
They soon arrived at the auto parts store. Drew hopped out while Claire let Gunther out to stretch his legs. 
“I won’t be long.”
“Take your time.”
When Drew came out of the store, he noticed Claire was chatting with an older woman. He slowly approached and could hear their conversation. 
“Oh honey, today must be so hard for you. What would it have been? Twenty-five years?” The old woman rubbed Claire’s shoulder while looking at her with pity.
“Thirty.” 
“Oh wow! Thirty? What a shame. They really were the most beautiful couple.” The old woman continued to rattle on. 
Claire looked at the ground and was visibly uncomfortable. Drew started towards them.
“Hey. I’m all set. Sorry it took me so long.” It hadn’t but he wanted to say something to break into their conversation.
“Well, who is this young man? Oh wait. Let me guess. You must be Officer LaTroy’s brother. I’ve heard all about you.” The old woman eyed him up and down with a flirty smile.
“Uh, yeah. I’m Drew. Nice to meet you.” 
“I’m Mrs. Edleman, but you can call me Ruth.” She kept smiling and then looked back and forth between Drew and Claire. She reacted as if she had just figured out a secret. “So, you two are here together?”
“Claire just gave me a ride to the store. My truck isn’t running at the moment.”
“Mhmm. Well, it’s good she’s not alone today. You know, it would have been her parents thirtieth wedding anniversary? So sad what happened to them.” She moved closer to Drew and lowered her voice. “Terrible car accident as you know. Just awful. And poor Claire. That sweet girl hasn’t been the same since.” Drew tried to move away but she grabbed his arm. “You should go to the falls with her today. She really shouldn’t be alone.” The woman just wouldn’t stop. 
“Well, we better get going. It was good to see you Mrs. Edleman. Have a good day.” Claire loaded Gunther up in the back and swiftly got into the driver’s seat. 
As Drew got into the passenger side he smiled politely, “Nice to meet you.”
“Oh, it was very nice to meet you, young man. Take care.”
Claire started the car and headed out. She was breathing heavy and her cheeks were flushed. Drew wasn’t sure if she was embarrassed or pissed.
“That woman just can’t mind her own business. Just a heads up. Mrs. Edleman loves to exaggerate things and spread gossip. By the end of the day, she’ll be telling people we are married.” She was definitely pissed
“I can’t wait for the honeymoon.” He didn’t look at her but he smirked. 
Claire looked at him from the corner of her eye. She couldn’t help but give him a smirk back.
“Hey, I’m sorry about your parents by the way.” 
“Thanks.”
“Sounds like they were great people.” Drew wondered if it was appropriate to talk about them. That type of social situation was new for him. He didn’t want to be disrespectful, but felt he should talk to her and calm her down.
“They were. Mrs. Edelmann wasn’t exaggerating about that. They were the perfect couple and they were incredible parents.” Her voice trailed off at the end.
“She mentioned something about the falls? Are they close by?”
“Yeah, there’s a path right behind my house that takes you straight to them.” It was odd to Claire that he was being so conversational. 
“I have to make a stop, but it won’t take long.”
“Okay.” 
Claire pulled into the cemetery. She turned the ignition off. She sat there staring out the window while she steadied herself. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Do you mind if I leave Gunther with you?” 
“No.”
“Hey boy. Stay. I’ll be right back.” She got out and Drew watched her head towards a large headstone under a fully bloomed Cherry Blossom tree. Gunther let out a small whimper the further Claire got from his eyesight. 
“She’s okay. Don’t worry.” But Drew was worried about her too.
Claire looked down on her parents’ headstone, their names staring back at her, and she knelt down on the ground. 
“Happy Anniversary.” 
She stared solemnly at the stone and let the silence soak in. “I miss you both so much. I thought after all these years it would be less painful, but it’s not. The more time that passes, the more lost and alone I feel. You deserved a better daughter. I’m sorry. I was so blind and stupid. I’m so sorry.” She rubbed both of her hands over her face to stop the tears and then folded them in front of her as if to pray. 
Drew watched from the car. Gunther was getting anxious. Both had an urge to go comfort her, but it wasn’t something Drew knew how to do. Drew only knew anger and revenge. The closest he got to comforting someone was when he distracted his younger brothers from the terror that surrounded them. But this was different, whatever it was. He would have been remiss not to acknowledge how difficult it was for him not go to her. But he forced himself to stay put and reassured Gunther.
She took a few deep breaths in and out. “I tried to do everything to celebrate today as you would have. The breakfast. The music. I don’t think I can go to the falls, though. I tried last year but didn’t even make it into the woods. It’s just too hard without you guys. I don’t deserve to be there.” 
Right then a cardinal, bright red, landed on the headstone in front of her. Claire remembered what her mother always believed. “Cardinals are messengers from loved ones lost. So, pay attention when they are near. There is a message they want you to hear.” 
Claire had lost her faith in magical things the day her parents died, but seeing that little, beautiful guy in front of her? She felt it. It was small, but it was there. She stared at the curious bird as he cocked his head to the side looking back at her. Then he flew away and disappeared into the trees.
“Really? Okay. I saw him. I hear you mom, I do. I’ll try to go today. I can’t promise I’ll make it all the way, but I’ll try.” Claire figured it would be dishonoring her mother not to believe. And somehow, she knew. They wanted to her to go. She leaned forward and kissed the stone.
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Drew remained still while he watched Claire talk to her parents at the cemetery. He couldn’t imagine how she felt since he never had any real parents. Never knowing that kind of unconditional love, he would never know the heartache of losing a parent. Something he was sort of grateful for. 
The only loss Drew had experienced over the years was when fellow soldiers were killed in action. Of course, it wasn’t the outcome he ever wanted. But Drew knew, like all soldiers knew, there was risk involved when you signed up. It was his belief they all died with honor. Since that day long ago, when he was twelve, he hadn’t allowed himself to feel sadness or grief. It had been so long he had forgotten what those emotions felt like.
Claire returned to the car and drove home. Silence filled the air as neither spoke. Once they were back, Drew thanked her for the ride and Claire responded with a quick grin and headed straight inside with Gunther.
About an hour had passed while Drew worked on his truck. Claire finished up some work of her own and then looked at Gunther. “Want to go for a walk?” He jumped up and followed Claire to the back door.
She headed to the wood line where the path started and that’s where she stopped. Gunther stopped as well, sitting to her right, waiting for her to move. “Stop being stupid, Claire. It’s not a big deal. Just go,” she thought to herself.
The sound of the back door had caught Drew’s attention. He was finished with his truck and closed the hood. He moved towards the backyard and could see Claire, frozen, staring into the woods. He recalled her telling him there was a path to the falls behind the house, so he assumed that’s where she was headed. Normally, Drew wouldn’t have concerned himself with what she was doing, but without realizing it, he had already moved halfway towards her.
And before he could stop himself, he was yelling out to her. “Everything okay?”
Claire closed her eyes. She just wanted to be alone. Without turning around she responded, “Yeah, I’m good.”
As she remained frozen, she heard Drew’s footsteps getting closer until he was standing to her left. “Come on,” she thought to herself. “Please just leave me alone.”
Drew noticed Claire was taking deep breaths and she was rubbing her fingers together over and over again. She was definitely anxious about going in there. He had seen a lot of new marines react similarly before there first time going into action. 
Drew squinted his eyes as if he was searching for something in the woods. “I don’t see anything. Is there something out there?” 
Claire didn’t respond. 
“Oh, I get it. You’re afraid of the woods?” He kept his eyes forward but could feel her grimace.
“No. I am not afraid of the woods.”
“It’s okay if you are. Maybe you’re afraid of the dark. Or do you think it’s haunted?” 
“Like I said I’m not afraid. I’ve walked that path hundreds of times.  I’m not afraid.” She was annoyed with his teasing tone.
“Do you not like the waterfalls?”
Claire could not understand what his deal was. Why was he asking her so many questions?
She shook her head in frustration. “I always loved the waterfalls. They’re beautiful.”
“Well, doesn’t sound like you have any reason not to be moving then? I just finished up with my truck and don’t have to work at Sylvie’s for another few hours, so let’s go.” He stepped onto the path. She didn’t follow. “You’re going to let me go in alone? I could get lost in there.” 
She snickered. “Aren’t you some highly skilled and trained special ops marine? I don’t think you’re going to get lost, no offense.”
Drew didn’t have a response for that one. She was right, he wouldn’t get lost. “Okay, well if you don’t come with me, I’m going to assume you’re just too afraid.”
She was afraid. But not of the woods. She was afraid of the emotional breakdown that might await her. Also, going into the woods with a strong, tall man she barely knew didn’t seem like a great idea. But she kept that to herself.
“Why do you care anyways?” He was supposed to be mysterious and quiet, anti-social. Why was he pushing her?
“I don’t, but I think you do. Going to the waterfalls is important to you right? For your parents?” 
She didn’t say anything as she stared at the ground.
“What’s stopping you? If you want to go for them, then all you have to do is take a step forward. Just start walking. And if you are afraid of something, the only way you’re going to get past it is to face it. You just have to decide how important it is for you to go.” 
He was stern with her. Claire got irritated enough with him butting into her business that it compelled her to move, almost to prove a point. As soon as she took her first step forward, Gunther was right by her side. 
They walked the path for a while without speaking. Drew stayed a few steps behind to give her space. It was obvious she would have been happier if he wasn’t there. He had thought about turning around and heading back, to give her privacy, but a whisper inside of him told him to keep going, that she needed him there.
While he tried to quiet the voice, he couldn’t help but notice how beautiful Claire looked against the wooded backdrop. Her hair, pulled up into a long ponytail, bounced lightly as she walked. The rays of the sun coming through the trees added a shimmer. He could see hues of golden brown and red mixed in with her darker strands. The simple, plain black tank top she wore wasn’t too tight, but hugged her just enough to show off her figure. And the cut off shorts showed off her shapely legs. 
While her skin was pale it had a light glow from the sun. It appeared soft, delicate, and flawless. Every once in a while, she would glance his way and her eyes glimmered with green hues that put the forest to shame. 
His attraction to her was off putting because it wasn’t just a physical attraction he was feeling. He was intrigued by the strength that exuded from her, but also the fragility. As they walked, protective instincts started hitting him.  She may not have been afraid of the woods but they were dense, and there wasn’t a house or person in sight. Anyone could hide out there. 
“So, all these markings I’ve seen on the trees, who put those there?” He was curious and figured he’d break the silence.
“My father put them there. He made the path after he built our house. He usually cleaned it up and kept it clear, but no one has really been through here in years. It’s a bit overgrown.”
“I can come out here and clear it out if you want. I can do it over the next couple of days.” Drew jumped at the opportunity to have something to do.
“You really don’t have to do that.” 
“You’d be doing me a favor. I’m trying to find things to keep busy, but it’s hard.” 
“Oh, right. It must be a tough adjustment huh?” 
“Yeah, it is, but having things to do helps.”
“Well, I guess, if you want to. There are tools and stuff in the garage if you need them.”
“Yes. Your dad put together quite the assortment out there. A little bit of everything.” Drew was impressed with all the tools and equipment in the garage. 
“My dad loved working with his hands. I don’t even know what half that stuff is used for.” She stopped suddenly and tilted her head up. “Listen. You can hear the falls now. We’re close.”
They walked a bit more until Claire pulled some branches down, revealing a magnificent sight. It opened up to a clearing of flat rocks. A step down from the flat rocks was a pooled area of shallow water. And off to the right was the gushing waterfall. There were wild flowers sprinkled in areas around the rocks. Gunther barked with excitement. 
	“Go ahead.” He bounded into the water at Claire’s command.
As she took it all in, the memories flooded her. She could see her parents splashing each other. She could see her father walking around with her five -year- old self atop his shoulders. She could see them sitting on the flat rocks having a picnic. She heard their laughter and their stories. But she didn’t feel sadness like she anticipated. Instead, she felt joy. A warmth filled her and when she looked up, she saw the faint hues of a rainbow in the misty sprays of the waterfall. There was only happiness.
Drew took in the scenery. It really was a beautiful and serene place. But none of it compared to the way she looked smiling. It was a real one, not like the forced ones he witnessed at Sylvie’s. She was glowing and he felt privileged to witness it. He caught himself staring so he sat down, took his boots and socks off, and rolled up the bottom of his jeans. He hopped down to walk around in the water with Gunther. 
Claire stood there letting the atmosphere fill her senses. The air had always smelled cleaner here and the noise of the water falling was calming. As she looked up, she remembered the day her father carried her up the side and held her so she could feel the water rush over her hands. Before she had time to think, she started making her way up.  Drew and Gunther watched her climb until they both headed after her.
She found the rock where her father had held her. It was wet from the spray of the water, so she carefully climbed up on it and inched her way forward. With her hands stretched out in front of her, she closed her eyes and remembered her father saying, “Don’t worry baby girl, I got you.” She had never felt safer. As the memory and water washed over her, she became wobbly. She tried to move her feet backwards but she slipped. Something broke her fall.
Two hands gripped the sides of her waist and steadied her. Drew then reached one arm around her waist and swooped her up while wrapping his other arm under her legs. She instinctively wrapped her arms around his neck while he carried her down off the rocks.
In that moment they were face to face. Claire realized just how haunting his eyes were. They reminded her of swirling gray clouds after a storm with the blue sky trying to peek through. His face, with just a bit of scruff on his cheeks and chin, was even more perfect up close. 
This was the first time a man’s hands had touched her since Charlie and she felt like she couldn’t breathe. A mixture of fear and panic, but also exhilaration, filled her. He was strong enough to break her like a twig, but she strangely felt secure. Gunther barked out of concern.
“Don’t worry. I got her.” His voice was soft and deep. As he spoke, she felt his breath on her neck and it gave her goosebumps.
Drew felt locked in and couldn’t stop looking at her. That sweet scent enveloped him now. He looked into those beautiful green eyes and felt connected to her.  Something stirred inside of him he couldn’t explain, but he didn’t want to know what it was. It was hard for him to control his feelings at that moment, so he became frustrated, which came out in his tone.
“You really need to be more careful,” he firmly stated as he placed her feet on the ground. 
Claire released her grip around his neck as sheepishly replied, “I’m sorry. Thank you.”
To help guide her back down the side, Drew held out his hand, but Claire didn’t accept.  “No, I’m good. I got it from here.” She didn’t want to burden him anymore.
When she sat safely on the flat rocky area, Gunther licked her face over and over. “I’m okay buddy. Promise. You can go back and play. Go on.” And he ran back to finding sticks and pouncing in the water.
Drew sat a couple of feet away from her and just looked out at the scenery. The two were quiet for a bit, neither one not wanting to deal with what they had just felt. Then Drew noticed something on one of the trees nearby.
“What is that over there? Carved into that tree?”
Claire looked over in the direction he pointed and saw “J & S” inside a heart, carved into one of the tree trunks. 
“I had forgotten about that. Jackson and Sara. My dad did that on one of my parents first dates here. He was a bit corny, as you can tell.”
“They really did like it here huh? It is a great place, though.”
“Yeah, they did. I mean, my mom grew up in Agra Falls and this was always her favorite place. After she met my dad, they came here all the time. He even proposed to her here. My mom always believed in the magic of this place.” Claire leaned back on her hands as she looked around.
“Magic?” 
“Yeah, the locals believe there is magic here from Drystan and his beloved.” As Drew looked at her completely confused, she remembered he wasn’t from Agra Falls. 
“That’s right, you wouldn’t know about that. Well, Drystan O’Conner was the founder of Agra Falls. But before he came here, he was an Irish soldier. According to his journals, he started having dreams and visions of a woman. He couldn’t see her face but could feel her presence, and hear her voice calling to him. He was never afraid because he felt connected to her.” 
“He began to see a faint light that stretched out like a line pulling him. He described it as a tether. Of course, people thought he had gone crazy but he didn’t care. He knew this woman was his soulmate, his destiny, so he followed the light. After travelling thousands of miles across sea and land, it brought him right here. It led him to these waterfalls. Back then there was nothing here. No town, no homes, nothing. And the woman in his dreams wasn’t here either.”  
“But Drystan claimed he felt her presence and this was where the light ended. He knew this was where he was meant to be. He waited. Built himself a cottage. And over time more people came and they formed the town, Agra Falls. Drystan never married and the townspeople just felt sorry for him. He spent the rest of his life waiting for his beloved to come, but she never did. He only saw her in his dreams.”
“And then, on the night he died, he walked down here. Some of the townspeople heard him and followed him. He laid on the ground and before he took his last breath, he reached out and exclaimed ‘My beloved! There you are! I found you.’ And then he was gone.”
“According to journals from the townspeople back then, they claimed to see two glowing lights, dancing in and out of the waterfalls that night. They believed them to be the souls of Drystan and his beloved, finally united and together. That she was here all along. Her soul was here, waiting for him. Some claim to have seen the dancing lights over the years.”
“Most of the residents here believe that this place can bring people together, bring love. And then there’s the annual Agra Falls Festival. I’m sure you’ve seen the signs?” Drew nodded his head that he had.
“So, every year there is a festival held on the day Drystan passed away to celebrate the night he found his beloved. You can only attend if you’re over 18. Single people go in the hopes of finding their soul’s mate.  Couples attend to celebrate their union. My mother was a true believer, especially since she met my father at one of the festivals. He just happened to be visiting a college friend that lived here.  They met, danced, and he never left.”
“Do you believe in all of it?” Drew thought the idea of there being anything magical anywhere in the world was just crazy. Especially after all he had seen.
“I guess I used to. But I definitely don’t anymore.” Her skepticism came through in her tone.
“Why not?” 
“If there was any magic here then why didn’t it save my parents? They had a love that was rare and they were kind and giving. There is nothing magical in them being gone. It’s just sad and tragic.” Claire sat up and pulled her knees to her chest.
“That festival sounds like a corny lovefest.” Drew shook his head.
“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been. But yeah, you’re probably right.”
“Wait, you’ve never been?”
Claire chuckled. “No. I never had the opportunity.  Now, with my parents gone, it just seems silly.”
Drew noticed how she sounded bitter. “So, what? You don’t believe you have a soulmate out there somewhere?” 
“I think it’s possible for some people. Like my parents. Rob and Sheila. But for me? No. It’s just not something I’m going to find, and I’m not looking. What about you? You believe in any of it?”
Drew wasn’t keen on answering personal questions, but felt at ease with her. Comfortable.
“I do not. When I was a kid, I had to come to terms that when someone said ‘I love you’ they didn’t really mean it. It was always a lie. They used it to manipulate me, then they’d use it to excuse the pain they inflicted on me. Once I let go of hoping for it and believing in it, I was much better off. I guess it’s possible for some to find it and mean it, like your parents. But it’s not what I’m meant for.” He stared out into the water.
As Claire listened to him, she felt sorry for the little boy he once was. She knew pain, but couldn’t imagine what he had been through.
“You never had a boyfriend to go with?” 
She looked down and rubbed her fingers together. “I had one. Turned out, he wasn’t a very good guy.”
Just then Gunther ran up, wet from playing in the water, and dropped a large stick at Drew’s feet and barked. 
“I guess you want to play huh? Okay.” Drew got up on his feet, and threw the stick far into the water. He went in after him and played tug of war with the stick for a while until he got a hold of it again.
While Claire watched, amused, she tried to sort out the thoughts spinning around in her head like a tornado. All the memories that kept playing back. Feelings of joy mixed with grief. And then there was Drew. Why did she find him easy to talk to? How could she still feel his hands around her waist, like an imprint. Why couldn’t she stop thinking about his eyes staring into hers. She could feel him peering into her soul. It scared her, for many reasons.
Then she watched as Gunther charged at Drew, knocking him down into the water.  Gunther found his stick and ran off. Drew pulled himself up and out of the water. Claire watched as he made his way back up to the dry rocks, sopping wet.
Before he sat, he wrang out his t-shirt. He would have normally stripped down to his boxers, but he didn’t want to make Claire feel uncomfortable, so he remained in his soaked shirt and jeans. 
Claire bit her lip while she stared at him, noticing how the wet shirt hugged his muscles. She felt bad that he was soaked, but then all of a sudden, a roar of laughter filled the air. She couldn’t stop it. Drew continued to stare straight ahead.
“Sure, go ahead, laugh.”
In between laughs she exclaimed, “I’m sorry. It’s just. If you could have seen it from here. I mean, you’re a big guy and then he just laid you out.” And she laughed harder.
Drew looked at her now, “Keep laughing. Go ahead. I’ll pick you up and put you in the water. Then you can be soaked too.” 
She took a deep breath to control her laughing for a moment. “Gunther will definitely knock you back in the water if you do that.” She continued laughing.
He rolled his eyes, but he wasn’t mad or upset. Wet clothes were nothing compared to situations he’d found himself in before. Plus, her laughter sounded like music to him, until she snorted. It caused him to laugh out loud. Something he rarely did.
Claire was finally able to catch her breath and get it under control. She couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed that hard. But as she let up, she did feel slightly bad. 
“I am sorry. But at least the sun is out and you should be dry soon.”
“I’ll survive.”
Maybe it was magic. Maybe it was some shared connection they found through their brokenness. But something happened that afternoon. Something so small, but significant. A crack appeared in their walls. And underneath their darkness a very small, faint light started to glow. 
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Once Drew was dry enough, they headed back to the house. They didn’t talk much, but the silence wasn’t awkward. They each took turns glancing over at each other, but shyly retreating from any compulsion to speak. 
The closer they got to the house Drew noticed something on the path. It was a cigarette butt. It wasn’t old and it wasn’t Claire’s. She didn’t smoke hers, and this was a Marlboro. Claire had a Newport in her hand before.  
“So, is this path open to the public?” Drew wondered how many people could have been out there?
“Technically the public path is on the opposite side of the falls. There’s a parking area a few miles down the main road.”
“So do you own all the land back here?”
“No. Our land goes in just a couple feet from the wood line. The rest is owned by the town. My father had to get permission to clear the path.”
“Oh okay. So, anyone could come back here then?”
Claire wondered why he was asking. “I guess so, but no one ever does. Visitors always use the public path. Most of the time it’s teenagers having small parties or going on dates. They usually go on the opposite side because there are some picnic tables set up over there and it’s cleared out more. The only other house on the street is Mr. Silverman’s house down at the other end, and he doesn’t go walking in the woods. Why do you ask?”
“I was just curious. You should be careful coming out here alone. It’s pretty isolated.” Drew didn’t want to mention the cigarette butt and cause her to worry. He would scope things out more when he cleared the path in the next couple of days. “Mr. Silverman? Isn’t that the elderly guy that eats at the restaurant like every day?”
“That would be him. He is the nicest man. Lost his wife about ten years ago and they never had any kids, so he’s all alone. Waves to me every morning when I pass him on my run.”
It made sense now to Drew. Mr. Silverman’s affinity for Claire. He probably had known her since she was a little girl.
“And we are home.” Claire felt relieved to be back home. It had taken a lot of emotional energy and she was ready to relax. 
“I gotta shower and change. My shift at Sylvie’s starts in an hour. Working the bar with Joe tonight.” 
“Oh boy. Well, remember what I told you. Don’t try any of his creations. You’ll regret it. Oh, and just a heads up. Joe is super nice, but still young. He seems to think he’s a total ladies’ man. He may want to show off his ‘skills’. It can be a bit hard to watch him crash and burn.” She giggled.
“Okay. Thanks for the heads up.” He felt fascinated by how beautiful, yet adorable, she could be.
They began to go their separate ways. “Hey Drew. Thank you for pushing me today. I’m glad I went.”
“You’re welcome.”
“Oh, and I was thinking. Maybe you should teach Joe some of your tricks for getting the ladies. I’ve heard you are quite the charmer.” She winked at him before running inside the house with Gunther. 
It took Drew a minute to understand what she meant. “What the hell had Rob told her?” he thought to himself.
Drew was glad he had the distraction of working. Otherwise, the thoughts from the days’ events might have driven him crazy. He couldn’t stop thinking about Claire, her laugh, the way it felt to hold her in his arms. He also kept thinking about the cigarette he found. It bothered him and usually Drew’s gut instincts were on point.
After a couple of hours behind the bar with Joe, he started to realize he was a pretty nice guy. His drink creations were definitely not okay, though, as Claire had warned. He had taken a sip or two to be polite, but they were bad. Very bad. When Joe presented another, Drew declined. 
“Uh, no thanks man. I’m good. Not a big drinker.”
“Okay. Okay. I understand.” 
Joe was a good five inches shorter than Drew. He was a handsome guy in his own right. He had dark, thick hair on top of his head. His eyes were a dark brown. He reminded Drew of his brother Brian. They both had an optimism and positive energy that flowed through them. 
When two women in their mid-twenties walked in, Joe tapped Drew on the arm. “Watch and learn my new friend. Watch and learn.”
The two women sat down at the far end of the bar. Drew just watched as Joe leaned in and was obviously trying to be funny and charming. The looks on the women’s faces clearly said they weren’t interested. When he walked away to get their drinks, Drew looked over and noticed one of the women staring at him seductively. 
She then waved her hand to get his attention. He didn’t want to be rude so he obliged. 
“You’re new. I’m Olivia.” She smiled and held out her hand for him to shake. Her nails were long and red. 
“I’m Drew.” He politely extended his hand out and quickly shook hers. “Is there something I can get you?”
“Oh, that other bartender is getting our drinks.” She eyed Drew up and down and was obvious about it.
“If you want to order food, I can grab one of the waitresses.” 
“Oh no. We’re good. But I’d like to give you something. Can you grab me a pen and hold out your hand?” She flashed a flirty smile.
Drew handed her a pen from behind the bar and held out his hand. He figured he’d play along.
She proceeded to write her number on the palm of his hand with a heart after it. 
“So, when you’re done with work, if you’re bored or whatever, give me a call. I can definitely think of some fun things to do.” She bit the tip of the pen.
Drew just nodded and walked away to serve a gentleman who had sat down at the bar. Someone like Olivia was exactly Drew’s type. She was clearly looking for some fun. She was attractive, even though it was hard to see her real face under the makeup.  Her clothing didn’t leave much to the imagination, showing off her curvy and full figure. But, to his surprise, he wasn’t interested. Not at all.
Olivia and her friend had a few more drinks over the next couple of hours and then headed out. Before leaving she yelled to Drew, “Don’t forget, if you’re bored, I’m just a phone call away.” She winked then laughed with her friend on the way out the door.  
“Oh man. Did you get Olivia’s number? She’s a pretty hot ticket around here. Man, you’re so lucky!” Joe seemed excited for Drew and a bit disappointed that he didn’t get the phone number. “So, you’re gonna call her when you get out of here, right?”
“No. I don’t think so.”
“No way. Really? How come? She’s super-hot.”
“Yeah, I guess. I’m just not interested.” As he said the words, he was in disbelief himself. Why wasn’t he interested? 
“Well, keep the number. You may change your mind.” Joe raised his eyebrows and smirked.  “So how has it been living on the Tillie property?”
Drew was surprised he knew. “How did you know I was staying there?”
“Man, everyone knows. First of all, it’s a small town so news travels fast. Second, it’s Claire Tillie. After what happened, she’s been a total loner. Except for Rob and Sheila, she doesn’t associate with anyone.”
“Yeah, well, it’s been fine. And I think she just did it as a favor to my brother and his wife.”
“Heads up, though. Don’t bother trying to hook up with her or anything. She’s turned down every single guy in town. She even turned me down.” Joe made the statement as if it was a shocking idea that Claire would be able to resist him.
Drew stopped himself from laughing out loud.
“I wasn’t planning on trying anything, so no worries.” Drew then realized the two men sitting over in the corner were the same two men that bothered Claire before. He recognized the one wearing the camouflaged baseball hat.
“Hey, Joe. You know those two guys over there?” Drew motioned casually in their direction. “Are they from Agra Falls?”
Joe studied them for a moment. “No. They’re not from here. They started coming in like once or twice a week a couple of months ago. They fish and hunt up this way and stop here to eat. That’s all I know.”
“Have you talked to them? What’s your take on them?”
 “I haven’t really talked to them, but they are a bit obnoxious at times. And the one with the hat? He seems to have a thing for Claire. Always trying to flirt with her whenever she’s here, no matter how many times she blows him off. He’s a bit of a creep.” 
Drew didn’t like the feeling he got as he watched them get up to leave. His gut told him something was off. 
After closing up Sylvie’s with Joe, Drew headed back to his temporary home, as he liked to think of it. When he pulled into the driveway he looked over at Claire’s house and saw some of her lights still on. The urge he had to go knock on her door, just to say hi, just to see her, was unsettling. He shook it off and went up to the apartment. 
He grabbed a bite to eat while listening to the news.  The whole time he felt like he was at war with his own thoughts. He was starting to contemplate calling the number written on his hand and meeting up with Olivia. Maybe it would quiet his thoughts.  Distract him. 
As he rinsed off his dishes in the sink, he looked out the window. Claire walked out with Gunther, like she did every night around that time. Her hair wasn’t tied up in the usual ponytail. It flowed freely and, like her skin, shimmered under the glow of the moon. She was wearing a sleeveless white nightgown that hung down to her knees.  Everything about her was delicate and soft. She was seductive without even trying. And while he watched her, mesmerized, he washed the number off and went to bed.
Before going inside with Gunther, Claire felt a bit of relief to see Drew’s truck in the driveway and his lights turned off. He was going to bed. News spread fast that Olivia was seen heavily hitting on Drew at Sylvie’s. Sheila had texted Claire about it. If Olivia had her sights set on someone, she usually got what she wanted. And with Drew’s reputation being what it was, well, Claire was surprised to see his truck. Not that it was any of her business, or her concern. But why did she feel a pang of jealousy earlier? Why did it make her glad to know he wasn’t with Olivia?
When she went to bed that night, she felt scared. But not of the nightmares that might be waiting for her. It was something different and new. Something that stirred inside of her that she didn’t trust and didn’t want.
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Over the next week Claire did her best to avoid Drew. She was upset with herself for letting her guard down, even if it was just a little. It was enough that it allowed something to scratch at the surface of her darkness. But Claire was used to her darkness and felt safe behind it. It was the light that was full of risk and things she couldn’t control. She couldn’t allow for it to get through.
She may have been a creature of habit, but she forced herself to delay her run in the morning by just a half an hour. Once Drew got back from his run, she would head out without bumping into him.  If she saw him outside, or at work, she avoided conversation and just gave a polite wave and smile.
Drew noticed. It took him a couple of days to realize she had started heading out later for her runs. He knew she was avoiding him, but he couldn’t figure out why. On the one hand, it did bother him, but on the other, he welcomed the space. After their day at the falls together he was struggling with his own thoughts. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Or her smile and laugh.  If he didn’t spend time with her, or talk to her, then maybe he could forget.
He did, however, keep his word on clearing out the path to the falls. As he cut down overgrown branches, he found a few more of those cigarette butts. He couldn’t find any other signs of anyone being out there, and maybe it was nothing. But he didn’t like the feeling he got. Drew learned to trust his instincts when he was kid, and he was usually right.
That Friday night, he met up with Rob at Sylvie’s. They sat at the bar, ate some appetizers, and talked over a couple of beers. Claire was working and gave her polite smile and wave to the two of them when she passed by. Drew tried to focus on what Rob was talking about, but kept finding himself watching her in the mirror instead. 
Claire wasn’t having the best night. She kept tripping over her own feet and messing up orders. Then Olivia showed up and headed straight for Drew. She hung all over him and wrote her number on his hand, again.
Claire couldn’t help noticing Drew didn’t exactly reject Olivia. That pang of jealousy returned but she tried her best to shove it down. She shouldn’t have cared who he was talking to or who was flirting with him. 
“You never called.” Olivia gave Drew a sad, pouty face.
“Yeah. Sorry about that. I got busy.”
“Well, you have my number again. You should really use it.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and whispered in his ear. “I can guarantee you’ll have a good time.” She gave him a peck on his cheek and a wink before leaving. 
As Olivia walked out, those two guys walked in. The one with the camouflaged baseball hat and his friend. Since Claire was covering most of the tables, she had to wait on them. She rolled her eyes and took a deep breath before heading to their table. As soon as she asked for their drink order, camo hat guy looked her up and down with a sly smirk on his face.  
Drew watched in the mirror, and Rob could see as well. As if he could feel Drew’s body tense up, he said in a low voice, “Hey, leave it alone. She’s good. She can handle it.”
The camo hat guy said something to Claire that Drew couldn’t hear, but could see it made her uncomfortable. She walked away and grabbed their drink order. As she placed one of the glasses on the table, he stroked her hand. It startled her and she jerked her hand away.
“Oh, it’s okay baby. I get it. I make you nervous. I have that effect on women. I like them a bit nervous. Hahaha.” His laugh made her skin crawl. When he went to touch her arm, she moved away from him. He and his friend laughed as if making her nervous was funny and entertaining. 
Claire stepped back from the table. “You touch me again I’ll have that cop over there, yeah, the one at the bar, throw you both out. You understand?” She motioned to Rob. 
“Oooh she’s a tough one. I like ‘em tough and when they fight. Makes for a good challenge. Like hunting a wild buck. But I always get ‘em in the end.” He winked at her and licked his lips. She felt nauseous and walked away.
Drew saw the whole thing. When she disappeared in the back, he got up. 
“Drew, sit back down. Don’t get involved. I will handle it if I have to.” Rob knew what his brother was capable of and didn’t want to have to arrest him.
But Drew kept going. He slammed both hands on the table and leaned down. He directed his eyes at the camo hat guy. 
“You touch her again, you look at her inappropriately again, you do anything to make her uncomfortable, I’ll bring your ass outside and see how nervous I can make you.” He stared fiercely at the man and didn’t budge.
“You should mind your own business.” He stared down at the table and wouldn’t look Drew in the eye.
“Yeah, I’m not going to do that. So, are we clear? You stop harassing her or…” Rob came up from behind Drew. He put his hand firmly on his brother’s shoulder and pulled him back off the table. 
“Hey now boys. I think it would be a good idea if we all just took a breath and a step back. We don’t want to cause a scene.”
“You should take your watch dog home then.” Camo hat guy smirked at Drew.
Rob was struggling to hold Drew back. It was like trying to contain a rabid dog.
“Now, you listen. I am a police officer in this town. You are welcome to eat here as long as you show some respect. We don’t tolerate anything less in this town. Consider this a warning. But for tonight I think it might be best for the two of you to finish up those drinks, pay your tab and head on out.  
“Are you fucking serious?” 
“Yes. I am. Like I said, consider this a warning. Leave and let everyone cool down. If you ever come back in here, you leave that waitress alone. You place your order and that’s it. Otherwise, we will have an issue. You understand?” 
Rob knew if he didn’t get them out of there, he wouldn’t be able to hold Drew back. Plus, he was pretty pissed off too.
“So, what’s it going to be boys? Are you going to leave peacefully, or do I need to call the on-duty police officers down here?”
They both finished their drinks in a swig, threw some cash on the table, got up and left. It took everything Drew had not to follow them out and take care of it in his own way. They gave off the same vibes everyone he ever fought in his life did. And they weren’t good. 
Once they were gone, Rob and Drew sat back down at the bar. Joe brought over a couple of beers for them.
“On the house guys. Seriously. Thanks!” Joe smiled and seemed grateful.
Claire was standing by the bar. She was not smiling.
“You just couldn’t help yourself, could you?” Rob shook his head.
“They’re assholes and you know it.”
After another hour ticked by, it was almost time for Sylvie’s to close. Rob stood up and got ready to leave.
“Hey man, I gotta get home. You heading out or staying behind?” Rob had a feeling his brother would be staying.
“I’m going to stick around.” Drew was too worried about her to leave. 
Rob didn’t trust his brother. “If those guys come back, don’t do anything stupid. Please don’t throw away your military career over two jack asses. If they come back, call me.”
“Yeah. Sure.” Drew wouldn’t promise anything.
“Alright. Have a good night brother. It was good hanging with you.” He put his hand on his shoulder then said goodbye.
Drew was the last remaining customer. Joe had already gone home.  Just Claire and Sam were left to close things up. He sat in silence as Claire walked around cleaning tables and putting chairs up. She walked by him a dozen times, but acted like he wasn’t there. It bothered him. 
“Hey Claire. You can head out. Go ahead. I got the rest.” Sam didn’t need her there to close up.
“You sure?”
“Absolutely. You’ve done enough.” Sam reassured her. 
When she went out back to gather up her things, Sam approached Drew.
“Good of you to stick around for her.”
“Oh, no. I was just finishing my beer.”
Sam chuckled knowing Drew was lying. “I think we both know that’s not true.”
Before Drew could respond, Claire breezed by them and said goodbye to Sam on her way out.
Drew jumped up and ran after her. By the time he made it outside, she was already close to her car. 
“Claire. Wait up.” He yelled out.
She flipped her head around and looked at him with irritation. “What? What do you want?” 
“Woah. Wait. Are you upset?” Drew was confused. 
“What was that in there? Before. With those guys.”
“Those guys were being jerks. I was just trying to get them to leave you alone.”
“But I didn’t ask you to do that. I didn’t want you to do that.” She was definitely upset. “And what is this?” She threw her hands out. “You waited around for me? To walk me to my car?”
“Yeah. I wanted to make sure they weren’t out here waiting for you? I don’t understand why you’re so upset. I was helping.”
“Well, I don’t need your help. I had it handled.”
“No, Claire, you didn’t. If you had it handled, they wouldn’t keep coming in and bothering you.”
“What business of yours is it anyways? Is this what you do? You swoop in and act all chivalrous then charm your way into a woman’s bed? I don’t know what you’re expecting from me, but I’m not interested.”
Her insinuation that he was only helping to get her into bed hit a nerve. He shook his head and smirked. “Don’t flatter yourself, Claire. You’re not my type. I was trying to help you out, that is it. You know? Most people would just say ‘Thank you’.”
“Well stop helping me. Stay out of my business and just leave me alone. I don’t need you, or anyone. Go help Olivia. She seems to really want your attention and I’m sure she can come up with some pretty inventive ways to say ‘Thank you’.”
“Olivia? What does she have to do with any of this? You jealous?” 
Claire’s emotions were on overdrive at that point. She just wanted to go home. “No, Drew. I’m not jealous. I don’t care. I just want to be left alone. Stay out of my business from now on.” 
“You got it.” Drew threw his hands up as she jumped in her car and started the engine. 
She rolled the window down before leaving. “For the record. You’re not my type either.” And she sped away, leaving Drew dumbfounded and slightly pissed off.
“I guess it didn’t go too well?” Sam chuckled. He had walked out right before Claire left.
“No, I guess it didn’t.” Drew crossed his arms. “I just don’t understand how I’m the one she’s mad at.”
“It’s tough caring about someone that doesn’t want to be cared about, isn’t it?” Sam patted Drew’s shoulder.
“What? No, I don’t care. Not like that. That’s not why I did what I did.” 
“She wasn’t always so tough to get close to. She used to be the friendliest, happiest girl. There was a light around her that pulled everyone in. And her smile? It could light up a whole room. But she lost too much too fast. Now, all that’s left is her pain and guilt.”
Drew wondered what she could feel guilty about. 
“If someone were willing to dig, though, I think that light still lives inside her.”
Drew knew it did. He saw a flicker of it at the waterfalls that day. “Well, I’m not digging for anything. Good luck to whoever tries.”
Sam patted Drew on the back. “I better get home, kid. You should too.”
When he pulled into the driveway, he saw Claire outside with Gunther. 
“Gunther. Inside.” Claire commanded and headed inside the house. 
Drew shook his head in disbelief at how the night turned out.
Claire paced back and forth in her living room, trying to sort through her emotions. It wasn’t just about Drew handling those guys or walking her out. It was the feeling she had seeing him there all night. Wanting to speak to him but fighting against it. It was the jealousy that reared its’ ugly head when she saw Olivia kiss his cheek. It was the disappointment she felt, in herself, for letting those two guys get under her skin. It was the weakness she felt by not being able to handle them on her own.
It wasn’t Drew she was angry with. Not really. She was angry with herself. 
The more she thought about everything, the worse she felt about how she treated him. She knew what she had to do. She stormed out of the house, ran up the apartment stairs and knocked on his door.
The door swung open and Drew stood there, rubbing a towel through his wet hair. He clearly had just finished showering and she could smell the clean scent coming off of him. He had on a pair of lightweight pajama pants while his shirtless chest and ripped abdomen distracted her. “Not too hard and not too soft.” The words she said to Sheila rang back through her head. As she marveled at his perfect features, she noticed scars on his chest. They were small, but there were at least a dozen of them. 
“Claire? What do you want?” He sounded indifferent and looked at her without emotion.
His voice brought her attention back to his face, although that was just as distracting. “I wanted to see if we could talk. But if you’re busy we can do it another time.”
 Drew stepped back from the doorway, confused and surprised to see her. “Come in.”
He grabbed a shirt off his bed and quickly pulled it over his head. He could feel Claire looking at his scars and wanted to cover them up. He turned to look at her and waited for her to speak. She appeared nervous.
“So, I was thinking about everything, and I just wanted to…I guess…well, I wanted to apologize.” She avoided eye contact and just looked around. She noticed the apartment was as clean as the day he moved in. 
“I may have overreacted to what happened at Sylvie’s earlier. I realize you were just trying to help and I shouldn’t have gotten upset with you.”
Drew’s frustration with her immediately dissipated. “You don’t have to apologize. I shouldn’t have overstepped. Guys like that get under my skin and, before I know it, I’m in their face. I need to mind my own business. Rob’s been telling me that for a long time.” 
“I do need to apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong. You’re not the bad guy. It’s just hard, you know?” Claire stared down at her feet.
“What’s hard?” 
“Feeling powerless. I’m sure someone like you can’t understand. Having someone take your power away? Well, someone took mine and I’m tired of feeling helpless. Guys like them?? Yeah, they bother me but I need to figure out how to deal with them myself. If not, I worry I’ll always feel weak and afraid.”  Claire wasn’t sure why she was sharing so much. 
“Who hurt you?” A fury stirred inside of him at the thought of anyone hurting her.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Well, I do understand.” Drew understood, probably better than anyone. “When I was a kid, I felt completely powerless. But I woke up one day and decided they weren’t going to win anymore. I fought back and slowly, that feeling? Feeling weak and helpless? It was gone and I’ve never felt it again.”  
Their eyes met and their gaze lingered. Drew recognized the look in her eyes. It was as if the scared little boy he used to be was staring back at him. 
“I get that you have to fight through this on your own. I do. So, I promise I’ll try not to step in unless you ask me to.”
Claire nodded in agreement. “Well, I better get back home. Have a good night.” She started to walk out the door.
“Some advice, Claire. You have to start controlling your reactions. You can’t show your fear. It lets them know they have power over you. I know it’s hard, but if they can’t see your fear they start to lose and you start to win.”
Claire looked to the floor, embarrassed.  “Easier said than done.”
“When you’re at Sylvie’s you’re not alone. You’re surrounded by people that know you, some your whole life, right? Those guys? They’re outsiders. Do you really think anyone in this town would let them hurt you?”
Claire shook her head. She knew what he was saying was true. “Maybe Olivia.” She chuckled then flashed a big smile at Drew. 
“Ah that smile”, he thought to himself. He was having a hard time resisting the urge to kiss her. She was vulnerable, beautiful, cute, and charming. But he fought it back. “So, remember that the next time those two guys, or any other jerk wanders in and bothers you. You have a whole town to back you up. Feel that power and don’t let them get to you. Know that they would never get away with hurting you.” Drew hoped to give her some sense of confidence. 
“I will try.” Claire started to head out, but turned back. “Thank you.” She smiled and went on her way.
Later that night she sat on her front porch while she let Gunther do his business one last time before bed. Drew watched her from his window. He wanted to go to her. Be near her. But he stopped himself. He didn’t like having to battle against his own will, and it seemed to be a growing issue. He couldn’t fully explain what was happening. He ended up convincing himself it was nothing more than a desire to help her. As he helped his brothers when they were little, and other victims along the way. 
“That’s all it is.” Drew thought to himself as he stared out the window.
As Claire waited for Gunther, she could feel Drew’s eyes on her. But it didn’t bother her. She felt connected to him. A connection she didn’t exactly want to feel. But it was odd how she felt safe around him. Something she wasn’t expecting to ever feel around any man ever again.  That realization plagued her thoughts the rest of the night.
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Drew was just getting back from his morning run when he heard his phone ring.  It was Rob.
“Hello.”
“Hey Drew! You got any plans later today?” Rob sounded excited.
“Uh, no not really.”
“Great. Why don’t you head over here? I’m going to have the boys by myself for a while. Figure, between the two of us we can keep them in line. Then you can stay for dinner?”
Drew was still struggling with acclimating to “normal” daily life. He preferred to have his space, but maybe what he needed was a little space from Claire. Although he had convinced himself his desires were only to help her, he could feel something else tugging at him. Something deeper. 
“Yeah, sure. I’ll head over in a few hours.” 
“Nice. Alright, see you later brother.” Rob was certainly happy.
When Drew arrived at the house later that day, the twins ran into their uncle as he scooped them up, one in each arm. Drew was pretty impartial to kids. He didn’t hate them, but he didn’t particularly like them either. His twin nephews though? He thought they were pretty damn cute and he admittedly enjoyed being around them. 
After a couple of hours, Noah and Alex were finally worn out and captivated by a cartoon on the television. Drew stood at the kitchen island while Rob prepared food to grill for dinner.
“So where is Sheila?”
“She had some errands and then she was going to stop by Claire’s.”
Playing with the twins had distracted him from thinking about her but now, hearing her name, just brought her back to the forefront. 
“Sheila had a run in with Olivia the other day.” Rob smirked.
“Olivia?” Drew threw some peanuts in his mouth.
“Well apparently she is very disappointed you didn’t end up calling her.”
“Right. Yeah, I didn’t.”
“What gives? If there’s any girl in town that fits your bill it’s Olivia. She’s like the female version of you.” Rob was shocked his brother turned Olivia down. No single guy ever turned her down.
“I don’t know. Just not interested.” Drew shrugged his shoulders as if it was no big deal.
But it was a big deal, at least in Rob’s eyes. “Not interested? I don’t get it! Have you hooked up with anyone since you’ve been here?”
“Not that it’s any of your business, but no I haven’t.” Drew didn’t get why his brother was so shocked. “You know, despite what you may think, I’m not the male slut you think I am.”
Rob let out a hearty laugh. “Haha you’re totally the male slut I think you are.”
Drew was a bit insulted. “Actually, no I’m not. I do have some self-control. Usually, I’m only around for about a week. If I sleep with someone here, it’s pretty much a guarantee I’m going to run into them. So, I’m just staying away from it.” 
“You do realize there are towns outside of Agra Falls right. Like, if you drive to the borders of the town there are other towns, with other people?” Rob was being sarcastic as he chuckled.
“Yes, Rob. I understand how geography works. I’m just not interested. Maybe I’m just not the ‘Serial One Night Stander’ you think I am.”
Rob roared now. “Of course, you are brother. Something’s just different.” He raised his eyebrow at Drew inquisitively.
“Whatever,” Drew rolled his eyes at his brother.
“Ok. Ok. I’ll leave it alone. Hey, there’s going to be a fun festival next week. It’s an annual thing here and the whole town gets involved. Sheila and I are going. You should go.”
“You mean the Love Fest?” Drew mocked.
“Love fest? It’s not a Love Fest!”
“From what Claire told me that’s exactly what it sounds like. So, I’ll pass.”  
“Claire? Geez. Well, she has a bad attitude about it so you can’t take her word for it. Speaking of Claire. Was she pissed at you last night for interfering with those guys?”
“Yeah, she totally was. But then she came over last night and apologized. Wasn’t expecting that.”
“Really? She apologized?” Rob suddenly got curious. “So, the two of you seem to be talking more now huh?”
“Yeah. When I went to the falls with her last week. She told me the whole back story and about the yearly thing they do for that guy and his ghost lady. Oh wait. I’m sorry. His beloved,” Drew said mockingly.
Rob was more than curious now. He was a bit shocked. “Wait, what? Back up. Claire went to the waterfalls? And you went with her?”
Drew didn’t understand why his brother sounded so surprised. “Yeah. So what?”
“Umm, let me see. Only that Sheila couldn’t get Claire to go the last few years. She refused. Now all of a sudden, she just goes. And she goes with you?” Rob pointed at Drew.
“Right.” Drew nodded his head up and down. “That girl is totally stubborn but I found the right buttons to push.  I think she wanted to prove she wasn’t afraid.” He smirked thinking about it.
“Wow. I’m glad she went. I’m just surprised. I don’t even think she’s mentioned it to Sheila. It’s been a tough hurdle for her.”
“Yeah, I know. I heard what happened to her parents. Tragic.”
Rob shook his head in disbelief that, not only did Claire seem to open up to his brother, but Drew seemed to actually care. “It was a tragedy. Claire just hasn’t been the same. I didn’t know her too well before, but Sheila has told me stories about them growing up. It’s sad how the whole thing changed her so much.” 
Drew thought about her smile and her laugh that day. Maybe she hadn’t changed as much they all thought. Maybe she just buried who she used to be, scared to let that part of herself out. But he got to see a glimmer and it was truly beautiful.
“She seemed to find some happiness going there. I think I actually saw her real smile that day.” When he spoke of her he couldn’t stop the smile that appeared on his own face. 
Rob noticed and stared at Drew with furrowed brows for a moment. His brows lifted as he started to piece it all together. He shook his head and chuckled. “It all makes sense now. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before, but it’s pretty obvious.”
Drew had no clue what Rob was talking about. “What?”
“You like her.”
“Like who? Olivia? I already told you I wasn’t interested.” Drew was confused.
“No, not Olivia. Claire! You like Claire.” Rob pointed the butcher knife at Drew accusingly.
“What?? No! I do not like her. I mean, she seems like a good person but I don’t like her.” Drew knew that he felt something, but he was convinced it was only the desire to help her. Nothing more. 
Rob laughed. “Wow. So, this is what it looks like when Drew LaTroy finally finds someone he likes. Come on brother. You went with her to the waterfall, and noticed her smile. Really? Oh, and then last night at the bar, you watched her the whole time. And you haven’t been interested in hooking up with anyone since you’ve been here? I’d say it’s pretty obvious.” He was feeling pretty proud of himself with what he thought was a big discovery.
Drew rolled his eyes at his brother. “What are you, twelve? I went to the waterfall because I actually wanted to see it. Did she seem like she needed a little help getting there? Yeah, she did, so I gave her a nudge. I’ve already explained why I haven’t slept with anyone while being here. You’re just disappointed I’m not the big male slut you thought I was. And last night? I wasn’t watching her. I was watching those guys.” Drew threw some more peanuts in his mouth; confident he just won the argument against his brother.
Rob just smirked. “Those guys weren’t there the whole night.” He didn’t want to push his brother too much. If Drew wanted to deny it then he’d let him, for now. “Fine, you say don’t like her then you don’t like her. But, let me say one thing. If that changes at any point you better tread lightly. She’s been through a lot.” Rob wasn’t joking now. He was serious.
“I gathered as much. But no worries. There will be no treading through anything.” He spoke with conviction, but even he doubted his own words.
“What happened to her anyways? I mean, I know what happened to her parents. But obviously there’s more to it than that?” It had been nagging at Drew knowing someone hurt her but not knowing who, or why.
Rob’s face suddenly dropped. His eyes filled with pity and empathy. “Did she tell you how the accident happened?”
“No.”
“Claire was with a really bad guy. He was abusive, physically and mentally. I don’t know all the details, neither does Sheila. But, from what Sheila has gathered and what I know from experience, he was the lowest of the low. A real piece of shit, Drew.” He whispered the last part so the twins wouldn’t hear him swear.
The thought of someone hurting Claire was causing Drew’s whole body to tense up. The brokenness he saw behind her eyes and the fear she carried with her.  He knew some really terrible things happened to her. 
“So, the night of the accident Claire was trying to get away from him. She had called her parents to come and get her. This guy, Charlie, chased them down on the highway and he was the one that ran them off the road.”
“What happened to him?” Drew hoped he had been hurt in the accident.
“He served some time. Made a deal with the D.A. to help put away a few drug dealers, and got out not too long ago. He’s not allowed to step foot in Agra Falls and he’s not allowed anywhere near Claire.”
Rob saw the anger fill his brothers’ eyes. He wondered if he made a mistake telling him. 
“Do you know where he is?” Drew was suddenly thinking of ways to make Charlie pay.
“Yes, actually, I do. Sheila asked me to keep tabs on him. Make sure he wasn’t bothering Claire. And before you ask, no I’m not telling you where he is.” Rob knew his brother too well. “He’s not worth it brother. Trust me. I’d love to get my hands on him but Claire needs to move on. And he’d be stupid to ever come anywhere near her.
Drew crossed his arms shook his head. 
“You know. The worst part of it all. It’s not even the grief she feels or what he did to her. It’s her guilt. Sheila says she can’t get her to let go of it.”
It wasn’t the first time Drew heard of her guilt. He couldn’t fathom why she would feel guilty. “For what?”
“She blames herself for everything that happened. She feels like her parents would still be alive if they hadn’t come to get her that night. And they wouldn’t have had to go rescue her if she hadn’t been with him in the first place.”
It was all clear to Drew now. Everything he saw in her eyes from the moment he met her. That familiar feeling. He knew guilt. He blamed himself for a long time for all the bad things that happened to him as a kid. If he had been better then maybe his mother wouldn’t have abandoned him. The few times he wasn’t able to protect Rob and Brian, he blamed himself for being too weak. 
She was broken in similar ways. But she had the added pain of losing her parents. At that very moment, he felt a pull inside of him to get up and go to her. That whisper, saying she needed him, was echoing inside of his head. But he fought hard and pushed it all down and quieted the voice. 
“None of it was her fault,” he spoke quietly.
“Yeah, well try to convince her of that. Sheila’s been trying for five years without making any progress. That girl is absolutely convinced she was the cause of all of it. It’s destroying her.” 
Rob just looked at his brother who said nothing.
“Like I said brother. You find yourself going down any road with her, getting closer to her in any way, just tread lightly.”
Drew remained silent but thought to himself, he would never hurt her.
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Meanwhile, back at Claire’s, Sheila had just learned about the trip to the falls with Drew. 
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy that you went and that it went well. But why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Sheila couldn’t understand why Claire would have kept it from her.
“I didn’t mean to keep it from you. I just haven’t talked to you long enough to bring it up, and I wanted to tell you face to face.” That was half the reason. The other reason was that Claire wasn’t sure how Sheila would react knowing Drew accompanied her. 
“How in hell did that man convince you to go? I’ve been trying for the past few years and you didn’t budge. I just don’t get it.”
“I don’t know. It was like he dared me.” Claire laughed a little. “Sounds stupid, I know, but that’s what it felt like. He accused me of being scared of the woods. I don’t know.”
“Well, whatever he said, I guess I’m grateful. I’m really glad you went.  Were you ok?” Sheila knew that Claire avoided going all those years out of fear of falling apart.
“Yeah, I was. Every memory I have there is a happy one. It actually felt good being there.”
“That’s good Claire. Really. You’ve allowed some big changes in your routine these past couple of months and taken steps to move forward. Soooo, I think you’ll be ready for what I want to ask you.” Sheila hoped that Claire would respond positively.
“What do you have to ask me?” Claire was definitely curious.
“Ok, so the festival is in just one week. And before you start shutting the idea down let me finish saying what I have to say.” Claire had already started shaking her head “No”. 
“The planning committee has been wanting to pay tribute to your parents for the past five years. They held off the first couple of years because they thought it might be too soon. The last few years they decided not to, out of respect for you because you refused to go. But this year they decided to move forward with it. They figured it’s been five years and it would have been their 30th wedding anniversary this year.” Sheila looked for signs of interest from Claire’s face, but she didn’t see any.
“Now I know why they were leaving me all of those messages.” Claire had received a dozen missed calls and messages from various members of the planning committee. She never returned any of them.
Sheila continued. “Yes. They wanted your input and wanted to make sure you were okay with it all. But like I said, they decided to move forward with it after not hearing from you. It’s going to be really beautiful Claire. Everyone would love for you to be there to see it.”
Claire could see the desperation in her dear friends’ eyes. “I appreciate what they are doing for them. I really do. And I’m sure it will be absolutely beautiful. But I don’t need to be there to know that.”
“They thought you would want to be a part of it. Everyone in this town adored your parents and they want to share that with you. There are so many pictures and videos you’ve never seen. People in town shared their own since they couldn’t get ahold of you, but some of them are just amazing to see. It would mean so much to have you there.”
“I wish I could do it but I can’t.” Claire felt nauseous at the thought of going.
“Why? I understand it’s difficult. But you have to tell me why?” Sheila was definitely disappointed. 
“It’s too much Sheila. Doing this will be too much.” She felt the anxiety building inside of her.
Sheila didn’t want to upset her friend, but she felt this was important. “Look, honey, I understand and you’re right. I said it earlier. You’ve taken some big steps recently and I’m so proud of you. But think of it this way. You went to the waterfalls and what happened? You remembered all the happy moments you shared with them. You felt joy and didn’t fall apart. And Drew? From where I sit, it seems like that has turned out to be a good thing.” 
Claire gave Sheila a look for that comment. 
“I know you have this crazy idea in your head that you don’t deserve to go. You don’t have to tell me. I know your guilt still eats away at you, even though I don’t agree with it. I will say this. Your parents would want you there. And you don’t have to have fun. Heck, you can leave right after the tribute is over. I just think you’ll regret it, someday, if you don’t go.” 
“I don’t know. I don’t have anything to wear anyways.”
“Oh yes you do. I know you still have that dress your mother bought for you the year you turned 18. And I know it’ll still fit you. I hate you for it, but you literally haven’t changed at all. That dress was timeless!”
Claire just listened, absorbing it all. 
“Your mother was so excited to see you wear that dress. I know you may not admit it, but I know you believe they’re watching over you. And if that’s true? Then you could give your mom that gift. You can still wear that dress for her. Think how happy it would make her. Both of them. They’d want to see you living life Claire.” Sheila couldn’t tell if she was making progress or not, but the fact that Claire wasn’t just yelling “NO” at her, gave her hope.
Claire couldn’t dismiss what Sheila was saying. She had made some good points. But Claire wasn’t ready to say “Yes”.
“I will think about it. That’s the best I can do right now. And I promise, I will really think about it.”
Sheila looked into her friends’ eyes and knew she was being honest with her. It was the best she could hope for at this point, so she took it.
“Ok. Good. At least you’ll think about it. I won’t bother you all week. I’ll let you think and make whatever decision is best for you.”
Sheila looked down at her phone and realized what time it was. 
“Well, I have to head home for dinner. You want to come over? Your new bestie is there.” Sheila pursed her lips together and made a face at Claire to tease her.
“Drew? Oh, stop it. He’s not my new bestie.”
Claire followed Sheila to the door to say goodbye.
“Whatever you say. Oooh, if Drew goes to the festival will you agree to go then?” Sheila figured she’d end their visit taunting Claire.
“Absolutely not. I don’t care if he’s there or not.”
Sheila laughed. “Oh, you forget I’ve known you almost your whole life. I know when my dearest friend has a crush. You just don’t want to admit it.”
“A crush? Seriously? No, I don’t. You’re crazy.” Claire knew Sheila was just teasing so she smirked.
As Sheila walked outside to her car, she kept having her fun. “You want me to tell him you said hello? Maybe give him a little smooch on his cheek from you?”
“You’re horrible. Stop it. And no, please don’t! But you can give my two little guys a smooch from me!” Claire waved goodbye to her friend and shut the door.
As she stood there, against the front door, she looked up the staircase. She slowly made her way up and placed her hand on the handle to her parents’ bedroom door. She paused, then slowly pushed it open. 
Making her way to the closet she tried not to look too long at anything that was in there. If she did, she knew she’d get stuck. Inside the closet, on the top shelf, was a large dress box. She pulled it down, carried it to her bedroom, and placed it on her bed. 
She stared at it for a few minutes. The day her mother brought that box home she was gleaming. Sara couldn’t wait to see her daughter in a dress “made for a princess”, she had said. 
Claire slowly lifted the lid off of the box. It had been so long since she had laid her eyes on it. She gently ran her hands over the material. For a split second the young girl, wide-eyed and full of fantastical dreams, reared up inside of her. But Claire pushed her back. She quickly put the lid back on the box, left it there on the bed, and spent the rest of the night snuggled up with Gunther on the living room couch.
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To Claire’s disappointment, the following week went by rather quickly. Already it was the day before the festival. She hadn’t made up her mind up yet. Her anxiety was pushing her more towards not going, but she knew that everyone would be expecting her to be there. Could she really go? Wear the dress? Face the glares from everyone? 
As she pulled into Sylvie’s, she was grateful it was packed. The distraction would be good and maybe it would help to clear her mind.
Drew was headed into work himself. The entire town was transformed into a miniature light show. They were everywhere. Art work was displayed in windows and store fronts, all impressions of love, dancing lights, and Drystan with his beloved. Flowers were in the front of every store and building. The library’s entrance had the grandest display of all. 
Groups of young girls pranced down main street gathering last minute accessories for their first festival. Young men sat in the barber shop getting their hair trimmed. The park had live music coming from the center of it. Drew thought everyone in town may have lost their minds. 
“This is bigger than a Fourth of July celebration,” he thought to himself. 
He was shocked to find Sylvie’s so crowded. There were barely any parking spots left. He parked next to Claire’s car and thought about how the two of them hadn’t really seen, or spoken, to each other all week. Of course, he kept an eye on her when they had been at work, or when she “couldn’t sleep” at 3 a.m. Having a bit more insight into her past made him feel more protective of her. He kept trying to stop the way he felt and drown out those thoughts, but he was losing.
When he walked into Sylvie’s he saw a sea of people. The music was turned up louder than usual but it was still drowned out by the joyful conversations going on. Claire and the other waitress were zipping around taking orders and serving. Even Joe was too busy to say hello but threw a quick wave as Drew made his way to the kitchen.
Sam was busy, but of course, whistling a tune as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He had everything under control. Drew quickly tied his apron around his waist and put his gloves on. He jumped right in and starting cleaning dishes and then helped Sam with the food prep. Things were so hectic, a couple of times Drew had to hop behind the bar to help Joe. 
After a few hours passed, Claire went by the kitchen and headed for the back door. Drew saw her, and as if Sam was reading his mind, he told him to go take a quick break while there was a lull. Sam smirked as Drew rushed to get his apron and gloves off.
“Thanks Sam,” Drew yelled on his way out of the kitchen.
When he walked out the back door there she was, sitting on the top of the stone stairs, holding her unlit cigarette.
Drew walked down and sat one step below and turned to face her. “Hey. Busy in there tonight huh?”
She nodded, “Yes. It’s always crazy the night before the festival.”
“Yeah, the whole town seems to be a little nuts over this thing. There are decorations everywhere.” As always, he got taken in by her eyes the second she looked at him.  Luckily, she nervously looked away or else he may have lost his train of thought. “I went for a walk down the path earlier and there were tons of people on the other side of the falls. I think they were leaving flowers or something.”
“They’re paying respects to Drystan and his beloved. There will be more tomorrow.” Claire took a fake drag from her unlit cigarette.
“That is still the oddest thing to me,” Drew laughed, shaking his head.
She didn’t respond and he could tell by the look on her face there was something on her mind. He was pretty sure he knew what it was.
“So, I overheard Sheila and Rob talking last week at dinner. I guess there’s going to be a tribute for your parents at the thing tomorrow?”
“Yes. It seems so.” Claire tensed up at the mention of it. “And now I have to figure out if I should go or not.”
 “Everyone must have really liked your parents to want to have this tribute? It’s nice right?” Drew wondered what that must have been like; to have parents so great a whole town would want to honor them. 
Claire just nodded her head but didn’t say anything.  She felt like a game of tug of war was going inside of her head. Go. Don’t Go. Go. Don’t Go.  Even though Drew being so close to her was distracting, it wasn’t enough to stop the war.
“So why don’t you want to go?” He didn’t want to press, but that whisper was back telling him she needed him. He hated that whisper and he wished he could make it go away.
She was confused why he cared. But she wanted to tell him, and it all came pouring out. “I don’t know. For the last five years everyone in this town has looked at me with pity. They whisper about me. If I show up to that thing tomorrow, they’re all going to gawk at me. But if I don’t go then they’ll judge me for that.” 
 “Who cares what anyone thinks? Just do what you think is right.” 
“What I think is right? I don’t think it would be right for me to be there.” Her voice trailed off and she stared down at the ground. 
The shame and guilt she felt poured out of her. Drew struggled with the desire to comfort her. He thought about that day at the falls when he caught her, and how it had felt to hold her in his arms. It was unexpected, strange, and new. It shook him. He had tried forgetting about it but now, being near her, and seeing her in pain, he wanted to hold her again. But the fear of that unknown feeling stopped him. 
“Why wouldn’t it be right for you to be there? You’re their daughter. Do you even have any siblings or other relatives?” He waited as she continued to stare at the ground. 
She lifted her head slowly and breathed out. “It’s just me. But it’s my fault they’re gone. I’m the reason the people in this town, that adored my parents, lost them. How can I go and be a part of their tribute to them?” 
Drew remained silent. He didn’t want to let her know that Rob had filled him in on what happened. He must have had a confused look on his face, though, because she looked at him for a moment and then went on.
“It was because of me they were in the car that night. They were coming to get me. To get me away from this awful guy I was with, Charlie. I called them and they picked me up but that psycho drove us off the road.” She took another fake drag and looked back down at the ground.
Drew could feel her pain and guilt as if it were his own. It was almost unbearable for him to see her feel like that about herself. He couldn’t understand what was happening to him. 
“Claire, I’ve been face to face with a lot of really bad people throughout my life. You are not a bad person. Trust me.”
Claire looked up at him, stared into his eyes, “You don’t have to be a bad person to make really bad choices and decisions. Sometimes those mistakes get others hurt.  My mistakes got my parents killed.” 
“Sounds like the guy you were with is the one to blame, not you.” Drew was starting to understand what Rob was talking about. How her guilt was destroying her. He could see it now.
“He was partly to blame. But if I hadn’t been so stupid and blind then none of it would have happened. I should have seen who he really was but I didn’t. My father knew, and he tried to warn me, but of course I didn’t listen. If I had, all of the shit he put me through, the accident, everything. None of it would have happened.” Claire couldn’t stop herself from speaking. Whenever she was around Drew, the words just flowed out of her.  
Drew glared at her for a moment. He realized there was no way he was going to convince her it wasn’t her fault, at least not on that night. “Ok, so you want to blame yourself, fine. But here’s the thing. This isn’t really about you; it’s about them. The tribute is to honor what they meant to everyone. And your parents clearly stepped up for you. They kind of deserve for their only daughter to step up for them, don’t you think?” The Marine in Drew knew that sometimes you had to be a little harsh to get results. The whisper inside of him worried it was too much.
“Wait. So, you are trying to convince me to go to this thing? The Love Fest? Whose side are you on?” Claire almost felt betrayed. “Did Sheila put you up to this?” 
“Hey, I’m not telling you to go or not to go. I’m just telling you how I see things. And how I see things? You’re afraid of what people think. You’re afraid of putting yourself in a position to feel sad. You’re afraid you don’t have a right to be there. That’s a lot of fear and a lot of crap.” He didn’t want to hurt her, but he saw himself in her eyes and knew he had to be tough with her.  
She bit her lower lip and shook her head. What did Drew know about her fear? 
Drew spoke in a gentler tone when he continued. “You know, my brothers and I would have given anything to have parents like yours. Even if it was just for one day. It’s so easy to feel the pain and feel sad because they’re gone, but think about how lucky you were to have them for as long as you did. You were damn lucky.” 
She looked up at him with sadness in her eyes, but for him, not for her. They locked into each other recognizing the shared pain and damage. For a moment, it was as if time had frozen as neither could pull themselves away. 
Drew was the first to divert his eyes elsewhere.  “All I know is, if I had even just one day with parents like yours, nothing would stop me from showing up for them. Even if I thought it was my fault they were gone. They deserve the respect and gratitude.”
Claire couldn’t stop gazing at him. There was a shift in that moment that changed the way she looked at him. The more he opened up the more she could see. The more she could feel. 
She glanced down at her phone and suddenly realized how long she had been outside and jumped up. 
“I have to get back inside or Sally is going to kill me.” She threw her unlit cigarette into the butt can.
Drew jumped up as well. “Yeah, right. I’m sure Sam is looking for me.” Instinctively, he moved fast to grab the door for her. As she approached the open door she stopped. They looked at each other one last time and the air felt still. The only sound they could hear was the other’s breathing. 
As they stood just inches from one another they both thought about giving in to that pull, but their fears and insecurities stopped them. 
“Thank you.” Claire said softly and then she disappeared back inside.
Drew rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. Why did he feel that way around her? He took a deep breath and got back to work.
A few hours later the last customer left, everything had been cleaned, and Sylvie’s was closed. As Claire started her car, she looked over and saw Drew hop out of his truck and pop his hood. She waited a few minutes to see if he’d get it started. 
“Hey, you want a ride?” Claire leaned out of her window. 
“No, I’m good. I’ll figure it out. I don’t want to put you out or anything.”
Claire laughed. “Right, because it would be so out of my way to take you home. It’s late and everyone is gone so just get in.” She gave him a smile he couldn’t say no to.
“Ok.” He shut the hood, locked the doors on his truck and jumped in her car.
They headed out of the parking lot and towards the center of town. The streets were quiet while they glowed and twinkled with lights everywhere. 
“You know, if your truck keeps breaking you might want to think about getting a new one.”
Drew looked shocked and disgusted at the idea. “Absolutely not. No way. Just because she breaks here and there, doesn’t mean she gets thrown away. She can be fixed. She’s worth it.”
Claire definitely hit a nerve. “Attached to your truck?’
“Yes, I am actually.”
“Why?” Claire never understood the attachments some people had to their vehicles.
“Once I was out of foster care and on my own, I worked and saved my money. She was the first big thing I ever bought for myself that no one could take away. She was like the symbol of my freedom and independence.” 
Claire couldn’t argue with that. “Well, I guess you’ll have to just keep fixing her then. You’re right. She’s worth it.” She glanced over at him and gave him wink. 
He smiled back but then looked down at his hands. “Hey, I’m sorry by the way. For earlier.”
“Sorry? For what?” Claire couldn’t think of one thing he had to be sorry for.
“I may have been a little harsh before, about the thing tomorrow. And I certainly didn’t mean to make you feel bad because you had actual parents growing up and I didn’t.”
She kept her eyes on the road in front of her. “You have nothing to be sorry for. You were right. It’s easy for me to drown myself in the pain and loss, but I was lucky to have my parents for as long as I did. Sometimes I forget that. To be honest, I’m sorry. I’m always feeling bad and going on about my parents when you didn’t have that.”
“Claire, you don’t have to feel bad about talking about them. Please do not feel sorry for me.” Drew was upset with himself for even going down that road earlier. He never brought up his past. Ever. So why did he do it around her? 
“I’m just sorry that you and your brothers had to endure so much. No child should ever have to go through that.”
“I don’t really think about it anymore. That part of my life is over. Once I joined the Marines, I left that all behind and started a new chapter.”
“I think it’s pretty amazing the three of you turned out the way you did. All three of you are heroes.” 
Drew never considered himself to be a hero. He knew a lot of the good he had done all stemmed from his anger. “I wouldn’t say that we’re heroes.”
“Of course, you are! You sacrifice yourself for others. You, Rob, and Brian. You all save lives. It’s the silver lining to all the bad that happened. My mom always said that out of every bad thing something good would emerge. A silver lining.” She looked at him out of the corner of her eye and grinned.
“So, what’s your silver lining?” 
Her sadness returned as the truth hit her. “I don’t know. I’m still waiting to see.” It wasn’t too long after when they pulled into the driveway.
“Well, that was so out of my way. You really should give me some gas money for the trouble.”  Claire looked over at Drew with a sly grin.
Drew went to pull money out of his wallet.
“Stop! I was joking!” She shook her head and got out of the car.
Drew got out and headed around the front of the car and they stood face to face. There was that stillness again. Those feelings bubbling up inside of them. The longer they stood there, just looking at each other, the bigger the cracks in their walls became.
“Thanks for the ride home.” His voice was softer and pierced straight through her. 
“You’re welcome.” She bit her lower lip nervously. A habit Drew was beginning to adore.
He wanted to brush the loose strand of hair that framed her delicate cheek away but he refrained.  She seemed to get more beautiful every time he saw her. And now, under the moonlight, her eyes aglow, he wanted to kiss her. The urge was strong and almost uncontrollable. And then her voice stopped him.
“Well, I better get in. I have to let Gunther outside.”
Drew was grateful she spoke when she did. “Yeah, I have to get in too. I have to let Rob know I’ll need a ride tomorrow.”
Before Claire reached her front door, she looked back. “If you need a ride, I’m sure I’ll be around.” 
Drew walked up his stairs. “I’ll be fine. Besides, you might be primping and prepping for the big night.” 
“Not likely. Have a good night.” She smiled and waved goodbye. 

That night they each laid awake in their beds staring at the ceilings. Thoughts of each other swirling around their heads, while they tried to decipher what was happening. The small, flicker of light that had been growing since they met was getting brighter and fighting against the darkness. But the darkness was strong. The fear and doubt that plagued their souls wasn’t ready to give into what they were feeling. It was easier for both of them to pretend there was nothing going on. Pretend they felt nothing. For the time being, the darkness still had a strong hold.
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 The day of the festival had arrived. Rob showed up fairly early to pick Drew up. They headed to the auto parts store and then to Sylvie’s. Drew always felt grateful he knew how to fix his truck. It saved him a lot of money over the years. 
While Rob waited to make sure the truck would start, he asked Drew for a favor. “So, what do you have going on the rest of the day?”
“If I can get the truck going? Nothing.”
“Great! Then you can help me out. My schedule today is crazy hectic and Sheila just texted me. She needs me to help with something for the dance tonight.”
Drew owed his brother for helping him out that morning, so he agreed. “Sure, whatever you need.” Just then the truck started.
“Aah perfect! We can use the truck! Awesome! Sheila is in a panic because there was an issue with the flower delivery to the library. So, if you could come with me to pick up the flowers and then help me deliver them?”
“Yeah, no problem. The library?” Drew didn’t understand why they’d be going there. 
“Oh, the dance is at the library. Well, behind the library I should say. Out back they have a stone staircase that leads down to a cement patio area surrounded by gardens. It’s really nice.”
Drew had a hard time imagining a library being anything but old and filled with books. But what did he care? He was only going to deliver some flowers.
As they got to the library on Main Street and headed out back, Drew was actually taken aback by how nice it really was. The area was huge and there were decorations everywhere. Tons of people were running around, scrambling to get everything ready. 
Rob and Drew were directed by volunteers on where to place the flowers. Once they were finished, Rob got stopped by some of the younger boys volunteering. They were trying to put up an archway with lights, but couldn’t figure it out. 
“Hey Drew. Mind helping me out with this for a minute? Figure while we are here, we might as well lend a hand. They’re kind of behind schedule.”
Between Drew and Rob, they were able to get all of the archways built, lights strung, and the rest of the tables set up. Drew noticed a table already set with flowers and candles. A framed photo sat in the center. The table was close to where a large projector screen was hanging. A banner over the table read “Jackson and Sara Tillie”, with balloons attached to each end. 
He walked over and took a moment to look at the photo. Seeing Claire’s parents in the picture affected him. In the photo they were smiling and embracing each other. They looked like a happy, normal couple. He could see Claire had her father’s smile, and her mother’s spectacular green eyes. He saw so much of both of them in her beautiful face. But her delicate features and petite frame, she definitely got from her mother. 
“Good looking couple huh?” Rob interrupted his thoughts.
“Oh. Yeah.” 
“Sheila said the tribute for them is going to be really nice. I hope Claire decides to show up for it.” 
Drew wondered how she’d handle being there if she decided to go. Would it make her terribly sad? Would she fall apart?
“You change your mind about going tonight? Since you helped set up, you get free drinks. The food is free anyways. Look around. It’s going to be great!” 
Drew was surprised how excited his brother was. He couldn’t get over how much Rob had changed since being married and becoming a father. It wasn’t a bad thing, but he was just different.
“I don’t think so man. I’m sure you and Sheila will have a great time though.” 
“Oh, come on,” Rob pleaded. “It’s getting late in the day. You’re already down this way. And, I have your Dress Blues back at my house. Sheila had them dry cleaned this past week, just in case.” Rob gave Drew a wink.
Drew smirked and shook his head. Of course, Sheila had his uniform dry cleaned. 
“You could just go for a little bit.” Rob wasn’t going to give up on convincing Drew to go. “Here’s the thing brother. How many good memories do we have from our childhood? Like none? And you haven’t been around a lot for some of the big things, like my wedding.” 
Rob knew Drew couldn’t help not being there, but he figured a little guilt trip wouldn’t hurt. “It’s rare you’re around for things like this and I would like a chance to make some good memories with you. Even if it means you show up, have a drink with me, we laugh a little and then you leave.” 
Drew looked into his brother’s desperate eyes. Rob was a good man, but boy he knew where to hit to make a point. Drew had always felt a little bad about not making it to their wedding. And Rob had a point, they didn’t have a lot of good memories. As he struggled with what to do, he heard that whisper again. It was telling him that if Claire did show up, she may need him. He tried to ignore it but couldn’t. Between his brother and that damn whisper, he gave in.
“Fine. I’ll go. But I’m not staying long. Literally one drink then I’m gone.”
Rob’s face lit up with a huge smile. “Yes! Ok! One drink that’s fine.” Rob laughed. “Hey, you never know, maybe Claire will decide to show up. I bet that would make you happy.” 
Drew chuckled and grabbed his brother. They wrestled for a bit until Rob’s phone rang. It was Sheila telling him he needed to get back home to start getting ready. “Alright, I gotta head home. Follow me. You might as well just get ready at our house. No point in you picking up your uniform, driving back to your apartment and then all the way back here. We are much closer to the library.”
“Yeah, ok. Sounds good.” Drew couldn’t believe he agreed to go. But he didn’t want to let his brother down. And if she did show up, he didn’t want to let her down either.
~
Meanwhile, Claire sat on her bed staring at the clock. Sheila had messaged her earlier letting her know she’d be sending a limo to pick her up at 7:00 p.m. 
“The car will be there at seven, but I told the guy to wait until at least 7:30, in case you needed more time. After that he’ll leave, so no pressure. But I hope to see you,” the message read.
The whole day she went back and forth about wanting to go. Every time she convinced herself not to go, Drew and Sheila’s words rang through her head. Every time she convinced herself to go, fear and panic set in. 
She had managed to shower, blow out her hair, and put large, loose curls in. The process of styling her hair felt like it took forever since it had been so long since she had done it. It was the same with the makeup. She had applied just enough to highlight her features and add a glow to her face. Her eyes were the focus, with some eyeliner and mascara. Her lips were touched with a lightly tinted lip gloss.
Wrapped in a robe, she just sat there staring up at the dress hanging in front of her. “Maybe it won’t fit and then I won’t be able to go anyways,” she hoped. 
She looked over at Gunther, who laid on his bed in the corner of her room. “So, tell me what to do boy. Wag your tail if you think I should go and bark if you think I shouldn’t.” Gunther whined. 
“Ok, not a choice.” She sighed in frustration. A car could be heard approaching the house. Claire looked out the window and, sure enough, it was the limo. It was time to decide. 
“You can do this for them, Claire. It’s the least you can do.” She repeated over and over in her head. 
She untied the bathrobe and let it drop to the floor. She pulled the dress off from its’ hanger and slowly stepped into it, then pulled the spaghetti straps up over her shoulders. The chiffon material felt soft against her legs. She then reached behind to her back and slowly pulled the zipper up. Before turning to look in the mirror, she slid on the strappy, silver heels sitting on the floor. She turned and looked in the floor length mirror. It still fit perfectly. 
The silver, sequin top hugged her breasts and tapered into her waist. Below the sequin band around her waist, layers of champagne colored chiffon softly flowed to the floor. The chiffon was lightly embellished with glittery appliques. Just enough to make her sparkle. Around her neck she wore her mother’s necklace. It was a simple, and delicate, platinum chain with a diamond heart pendant. It was an anniversary gift from her father. She wore the teardrop diamond earrings her parents gave her on her sixteenth birthday. 
Claire tucked one side of her hair behind her ear, while pulling some strands over her other shoulder. The loose curls hung right over her chest. As she stared at herself in the mirror, she marveled at the beauty of the dress. It was elegant and everything she used to wish for. But now, all she could think was a dress that beautiful should have been worn by someone more deserving.  Never one to compliment herself, she shook her head and figured that was the best it was going to get.
She made her way slowly and carefully down the stairs. It had been quite a while since she had walked in heels. She gave her parents picture a kiss and scratched Gunther’s head. 
“Wish me luck!” She whispered to Gunther as she left.
The limo driver opened up the door for her while she glided down the walkway. It was a pretty warm night, but she was shivering. Nerves, anxiety, and utter panic was all she felt. When the limo began to pull away, she tried to take deep breaths and steady her heartbeat. She contemplated telling the driver to turn around and bring her home, but instead, took a deep breath and refused to quit.
After what seemed like an eternity, they pulled up in front of the library. The driver opened the door and held his hand down to assist her out of the vehicle. It took everything she had to move and get out. 
“Have fun miss. You look very beautiful.” The driver was a polite, young man that could see how nervous Claire was. He thought the compliment might help her along as she seemed frozen, staring at the library. 
“Thank you.” She gave him a gentle grin and slowly made her way up the stairs to the front entrance. She could hear the music coming from out back. There were others making their way in as well, but she kept her eyes down, trying not trip on her way up.
Meanwhile, Drew headed to the bar to grab a drink. So far, the night had turned out exactly as he thought. A complete, sappy love fest. He never went to his senior prom, but he figured it must have looked something close to this. Groups of singles huddled together while they scoped out other singles and the competition. Drew had caught the eye of just about every single person there.
“Hey Drew! Surprised to see you here.” Joe was serving behind the pop-up bar and greeted Drew with his big, bright smile. 
“Hey Joe! What are you doing behind the bar tonight? Figured you’d want to be out there with all the single ladies.” Drew laughed.
“No way man. This is the best place to be on a night like tonight. All the ladies come to get their drinks here so I get to meet them all.” He tapped his finger on his head as if it was the brightest of ideas.
“Oh ok. You’re the smart one for sure.” As usual, Drew found Joe’s confidence endearing. 
“You want a beer?” 
“Yes, please!” When Joe stepped away to grab the beer, Drew glanced around. Rob and Sheila were talking to another couple. Lights shimmered in the trees, archways, and bushes, while people began migrating to the dance floor. He wasn’t sure how much more of the love songs he could handle. 
He ignored the flirtatious smiles directed at him. There was only person he was looking for but couldn’t find. He began to think Claire must have decided against going. “That’s because she is smart and, clearly, I am not,” he thought to himself. 
“Here ya go! On the house since you volunteered today. I have to say, I’m pretty shocked to see you here. Doesn’t seem like your scene.” Joe chuckled.
“It’s not. My brother talked me into it, but I’m thinking I’ll probably head out after I drink this. I really don’t know what I’m doing here.” 
Just then Joe looked up and his eyes grew wide with excitement and awe. “Oh wow! I can’t believe she’s here. And she looks amazing!” Joe pointed.
Drew turned around and looked to where Joe was pointing and he saw her. Claire stood at the top of the stairs and he couldn’t move or breathe at the sight of her.  She was exquisite and elegant. Radiant. Her long, flowing locks glistened under the lights. The dress hugged her frame perfectly as she gracefully made her way down the stairs. With each step she took, he could feel his heart beat louder against his chest, as if it were calling out to her.
His whole life had been shrouded in darkness, so he never believed such beauty existed. But there, right before his eyes, was the most striking, most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 
“What are you waiting for man? Get up and go to her,” Joe nudged.
Drew wasn’t sure he could move. He had never felt anything for anyone. It was overwhelming and made him feel uneasy. But he wanted to go to her. He needed to. Before he got up, though, Sheila approached her. 
“I..I think I’ll wait. Give her a minute.” Really, he was the one that needed a minute, to steady his breathing and his thoughts.
“Sure man. I’ll go grab you another drink. I think you need it.” Joe chuckled at seeing the level headed Drew nervous over a woman. 
Sheila gave Claire a hug and squeezed her. She couldn’t contain her excitement. “I cannot believe you actually came.” Sheila stepped back and almost had tears in her eyes. “Look at you. You are perfect! Just perfect!”
“Oh stop! I thought I was going to trip and fall the whole way down those stairs. I definitely forgot how to walk in heels. You, though, look absolutely perfect.” The two of them smiled and hugged again. 
Sheila heard someone call her name. “Oh shoot. I have to go. The tribute is going to start soon. I have to run and make sure everything is all set. Are you going to be ok?” Sheila hated to leave Claire alone, but she had a speech to deliver.
“Of course. I’ll find my way around.” Claire didn’t want Sheila worrying about her. 
Before Sheila could tell her that Drew was there, she got called away. “I’ll find you after the tribute, ok?” She scurried away.
Claire gave her friend a convincing smile, but she was petrified. She felt like everyone was staring at her, which was almost true. Some stared because they were shocked to see her there. Some stared with a bit of jealousy. Some stared in admiration. 
Drew remained at the bar, watching her from a distance. 
“Dude, if you wait too long, you’re going to miss your chance.” Joe motioned for Drew to look at the men starting to approach her. 
But Drew knew they didn’t stand a chance with her. He watched, entertained, as a few of them tried. They were full of arrogance. While he couldn’t hear what was being said, he could tell by her body language and facial expression she was not interested. Claire declined their advances politely, making Drew shake his head in amusement. And then Sheila’s voice could be heard over the speakers.
“Good evening, everyone. Welcome to the annual Agra Falls Festival. I hope tonight is filled with hope, magic, and love for all of you. This year, we wanted to honor a couple that was very dear to all of us. A couple that had a love so strong, so unshakeable, so epic, it rivaled that of Drystan and his beloved. Jackson and Sara Tillie. But it wasn’t just their love for each other that made them so special. It was also the love they had for their daughter, their friends, and this community.” 	
Sheila had to hold back tears as she saw Claire make her way through the crowd and they made eye contact. “I had the pleasure of growing up around them and their love gave me hope, made me believe in magic, and inspires me still. Their absence has certainly left a hole in our community that can never be filled, but the mark they left on our hearts will forever guide us. So tonight, we not only celebrate Drystan finding his beloved, we honor two people that shared the truest of loves and brought a little magic to all of our lives. Jackson and Sara Tillie. Here’s to you.” 
It was quiet for a moment. No one made a sound. And then Claire heard his voice. Loud, as if he were right next to her and goosebumps covered her. It was her father. On a large screen she could see his face. A video played of him on the night he met her mother at an Agra Falls Festival. 
“I think I just saw the girl of my dreams. No. I know. She’s perfect.” Jackson was gushing over Sara. 
His friend, from behind the camera, could be heard laughing. “Wow. What has happened to you? Look at you. You’re all nervous.”
Jackson grabbed the front of the camera and pointed it towards Sara. “Do you see her? That’s her. I just know it. I’m going to marry her one day.”
“Man, you’ve lost your mind. You might want to start by asking her to dance.” 
“Ok. I’m going. Wish me luck.” Claire watched her father take a deep breath, fix his suit jacket and head over to her mother. Her mother looked like a princess, literally.  The video continued playing while it showed her parents first dance together and music could be heard through the speakers. The entire town watched the moment Jackson and Sara fell in love. 
Hearing her father’s voice, she remembered the comfort it always brought to her.  It had been so long. All of their home videos were packed away and she had refused to watch any of them the past five years. The video stopped and pictures started to flash across the screen.  Without realizing, Claire had wandered closer and found herself in the center of everyone.
She stood frozen, just watching their life play out in front of her.  So many photos she had never seen. Short video clips were sprinkled in, and suddenly a sound she missed more than anything. Her mother’s laugh. Claire’s emotions exploded inside of her, to the point she felt dizzy. Right when she thought she might fall, she felt a warmth around her hand. It steadied her. She looked over and Drew was standing next to her. 
“I got you.” He whispered and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
She had no idea he was even there. He took her by such surprise, standing there in his uniform. She didn’t think it was possible for him to look more handsome, but there he was, looking like a dream.
Claire turned her attention back to her parents. As photos popped up with her as a baby, her eyes filled with tears. She fought them back with everything she had. She refused to fall apart in front of everyone. 
Even Drew was affected by the images of Claire’s parents. Hearing them and seeing all the happiness they shared, it made him realize just how special they were. Skeptical as he was, he had to admit they seemed about as in love as anyone could be. And seeing the pictures of them with Claire and of their family? It made him understand more clearly the pain she felt. It also made him angry that Charlie took it all away from her. 
As the music faded away, a picture of Jack and Sara from the night they met, during their first dance, remained on the screen. Sheila came back on the microphone. “We miss you Jack and Sara. This next dance is dedicated to you.”
A song started to play as couples migrated to the dance floor. Drew pulled Claire’s free hand up onto his shoulder, then brought up the hand he was holding to his chest. He placed his other hand firmly around her waist. “May I have this dance?” 
Claire couldn’t get any words to come out, so she gently nodded her head, “Yes.”  As he started to lead her into a dance, she remembered the fairytales she had long forgotten. “How did he know to dance like this?”, she thought to herself. Her parents had taught her when she was growing up, but she was nervous about those heels. Somehow, with his grip on her, she knew he wouldn’t let her fall. 
Drew looked down into her eyes, that sparkled under all the lights, and he was completely disarmed. He felt vulnerable and a bit afraid. Feelings he hadn’t felt since he was a boy. But he couldn’t let go of her. He didn’t want to.
As they glided across the dance floor, they didn’t take their eyes off of one another. And neither could anyone else. It was hard not to be mesmerized by the two of them. For some, it was like watching Jack and Sara when they danced together for the first time. It was magical.  
The song was nearing its end, and Drew spun Claire around causing her dress to flare out from underneath her, while the light reflected off the embellishments. She was a vision. He then pulled her in close so they were pressed against each other. He leaned down to whisper in her ear. “You are so beautiful.”
His whisper sent a wave of numbness throughout her entire body. She couldn’t move. When the song ended, and they finally looked away from one another, they realized they were the center of everyone’s attention.
“What do you say? You ready to go home?” Drew figured Claire would want to get out of there since the tribute was over. 
She couldn’t understand how he knew, but was grateful he did. “Umm, absolutely!” Without letting go of her hand, Drew led her across the dance floor and they headed up the stairs to leave. 
Sheila and Rob looked on in shock. Rob could sense his wife’s concern. “Hey, honey. She’ll be ok.” 
“It’s Drew. You know, the one that is notorious for his one-night stands? How can I not worry? Did you see them together?” Sheila’s eyes widened.
“I did. And to be honest, it’s not Claire I’m worried about. It’s my brother. I’ve never seen him that way with anyone. Ever. And he danced! I didn’t even know he could dance!” 
He could tell his words weren’t helping to ease Sheila’s mind. “He’s protective of her. That I know for sure. Which means he’s not going to do anything to hurt her. Trust me.” Rob kissed his wife’s cheek and they continued dancing.
Drew and Claire were out in front of the library where the limo waited for her. “Truck or Limo? You decide.” Drew smiled and waited for her response.
“Would you go home in the Limo with me?” 
Drew thought to himself how, in that moment, he’d follow her anywhere. “Yes, I would.”
Claire smirked. “Nah, I want a ride in the truck.”
As they headed towards Drew’s truck, Claire gave a wave to the limo driver, who tipped his hat with a smile. Drew helped Claire into the passenger seat, and the urge to kiss her was overwhelming. But he stopped himself and went to the drivers’ side. 
“I hope your dress doesn’t get dirty in here.”
“Oh, I’m not worried about that. I feel honored to be getting a ride in this.” She reassured him with her grin.
And with that, they were headed home. Drew couldn’t resist catching glances of her out of the corner of his eye. Her sweet scent filled his truck. “You know, you look like your mom. But you definitely have your dad’s smile.”
“My mom always said that, too. That I had my dad’s smile. So where did you learn to dance like that?”
“A guy I was in boot camp with. His mother was a dancer so he knew all different kinds of dances. He wanted us to be ready for the Marine Corp Ball so he taught us. I never went to one. Guess I’m glad I paid attention, though.” He waited a minute. “Are you glad you went?”
Claire had been so overwhelmed with it all, and then dancing with Drew, she hadn’t had a second to process any of it. So, she thought for a moment. “I am glad. And not just because I got to be there for the tribute.” She looked up at him shyly. It was hard for her to relax, with him looking so perfect. 
They were at a red light, so Drew took a moment to look at her, really look at her. “I meant what I said before. You look absolutely beautiful tonight.”
She could feel her cheeks flush. Claire never handled compliments well. She usually responded with sarcasm or a joke. “Thank you, but it’s the dress, and I actually put makeup on.” 
“It’s not just the dress or makeup. It’s, well, you’re always…,” Drew stopped himself from saying too much. 
Claire picked up that he seemed nervous. “You look really nice too. Very handsome. But, in your case, it’s definitely the uniform. I mean without it, your meh. But with it? Wow! Just wow!” She chuckled as she looked out the window.
Her comment made Drew laugh and shake his head. And before long, they were home. He turned off the engine and they sat there, not knowing what would come next. They were both fearful of what could happen, but both wanted something to happen. 
“Just stay there. I’ll come around and help you get out.” Drew hopped out and Claire took a deep breath. He opened her door and reached out his hand for her to grab. After she swung her legs around and gathered up her dress, Drew put his hands around her waist and lifted her out of the truck.  It was all he could to do to resist kissing her. He didn’t know if she’d be ok with it, and he didn’t want to scare her. 
Drew followed beside her while she walked up the path to the front door. Once they reached the stairs he stopped. He knew if he followed her to the door he would give in to the urge. 
Claire was surprised when he stopped. While anxious and a little scared, part of her wanted him to follow her all the way inside. She wasn’t ready to be away from him. But she certainly wasn’t going to ask. “I guess this is good night then?”
Drew didn’t want it to be, but wasn’t sure what to do next. The way he felt was something brand new. He was in unchartered territory and it made him question his every move. It wasn’t like him to not make any move, but she wasn’t like any other girl. “Good night, Claire.”
“Drew? Thank you. For being there tonight and being there for me. And one more thing. It’s not just the uniform.” She gave him a wink.
He wanted to tell her he’d do anything for her. He could feel decades of walls just crumbling inside of him with every word she spoke. “You’re welcome,” was all he could say.
They turned away from one another slowly. Claire made it to her door, but hesitated. Drew started to head down the walkway, the whole time arguing with himself that he was being a coward. Then he stopped. The voice was much louder than a whisper now, almost yelling at him to face his fear and she was worth the risk. 
“Claire!” 
She turned to see Drew running up the stairs towards her. He placed both hands, ever so gently, on both sides of her face, and pulled it up towards his. He kissed her, softly but passionately. He pulled back just enough to whisper, “I wanted to say a proper good night.” 
Drew wanted to kiss her again, but he wasn’t sure what she was thinking. Until she stared into his eyes, put one hand on his chest and wrapped the other around his neck. Claire pulled him back in and this time the kiss was longer, deeper, and awakened their souls. 
The faint light that had been fighting its way up from underneath their darkness burned brighter. As the connection between them grew, so did their desire. Claire pulled on Drew’s jacket more tightly as he moved one hand to the back of her neck, underneath her hair. He pulled her in as close as he could. 
Once they stopped for air, they clung to each other, trying to make sense of what was happening. Neither expected the kiss to have such a dizzying effect. Drew wanted more of her, so much more, but he worried she wasn’t ready. He knew he needed to be careful with her and, as his brother had warned, tread lightly. Even though Drew hated to admit it, it was more than just physical attraction and desire.
 So, with all he had in him, he fought against the urge to kiss her again. He slowly backed away from her. Claire slowly released her grip on his jacket. 
Drew gently stroked the side of her cheek. “Good night, Claire Tillie.”
She looked up into those stormy eyes, barely able to speak. “Good night, Drew Latroy.” 
While they parted ways, something stirred in the woods across from Claire’s house. A figure watched from behind the trees, smoking a Marlboro cigarette. They had moved across the street after they realized Drew was finding the butts on the path behind the house, but this gave them a better vantage point anyways. They dropped the cigarette, and put it out with their black boot. They turned, making their way through the dark woods, and made a call. “Hey man, it’s me. You’re not going to be happy.”
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Claire didn’t sleep much, spending most of the night just staring up at the ceiling. So many thoughts, too many to even keep track of, whipped around inside her head. By the time the sun started to rise, her darkness, her doubts, and her fears had overshadowed what light had grown. The darkness was still strong, but Claire could certainly remember what that light felt like. 
She remembered how his touch awakened her. How there was a warmth that enveloped her when his lips touched hers. But as she headed out the door with Gunther for her morning run, she reminded herself what acting on impulse got her before. She had vowed to never lose herself again or be blind again. She was going to keep that promise.
Gunther’s tail started wagging excitedly, and then he ran over to the garage. Drew was sitting on the stairs. Claire wasn’t ready to see him yet, or talk about anything that happened. She was exhausted from lack of sleep and was going for a run to clear her head.
Drew rubbed Gunther’s head, “Hey boy! I see you! Yes, you’re a good boy!” He looked up as Claire kept her distance. He had never navigated this type of situation before and he, too, did not sleep at all. 
 Like Claire, he grappled with the feelings that stirred inside of him, not being able to make sense of them. Drew was vulnerable with Claire, and that was something he hadn’t felt since he was a 12. Dancing with her, kissing her, just looking at her. He so easily got lost and consumed by her. But Drew wasn’t ready to be vulnerable and let someone in. His scars ran deep, fueling his own darkness. He convinced himself he’d be able to control his desires. 
The one thing Drew couldn’t control was that nagging feeling, that voice, telling him to protect her. That voice was much louder now and he couldn’t ignore it.  Something didn’t feel right when he found the cigarette butts on the path. Just like those assholes that came into Sylvie’s gave him a bad feeling. His gut told him there was something off. He needed to know she was safe. 
“Hey. So, I thought maybe I’d run with you and Gunther this morning.” He looked up at her concerned face. “Don’t freak out. It’s just a run.”
Claire felt her breathing become shallower. She needed to clear her mind of Drew. Him running with her was going to make that impossible. “Why do you want to run with me? I don’t understand?”
Drew couldn’t lie to her. “Well, I want to make sure where you’re running is safe.”
Claire snickered. “Umm, I’ve been running the same route for almost four years. This is Agra Falls and I pretty much know everyone here. And, I have Gunther, so I think it’s safe.” 
Drew could tell she was irritated. “Ok. Well, that’s good but I want to make sure you know where the weak spots are on your route. Where someone could hide. You run early so there’s not a lot of people out and there’s not a lot of cars on the road. You’re alone and isolated. And yes, Gunther is great and will protect you, but he could get shot and then what?”
The thought of that happening to Gunther made Claire wince. “Oh, come on, that’s not ok to put in my head.” 
“Hey, I don’t want to think about that either, but it could happen and you need to be prepared.”
Where was all this coming from? Claire figured he was outside waiting for her to discuss what happened the night before, but instead he was acting paranoid. “Drew, why are you so concerned all of a sudden?”
“Do you remember that night you told me you didn’t want to feel powerless and weak anymore? I want to help you. I want to make you more aware of your surroundings and I’m going to teach you to fight.”  Drew could see the skepticism on her face. 
Maybe it was the exhaustion, or that he looked just as handsome with messy hair on his head, a t-shirt, and running pants, as he did in his uniform but she gave in. “Fine. Gunther, let’s go.” And she ran off. Drew jumped up and ran after her.
They ran in silence for a while, Gunther in between them. Claire noticed how Gunther had a bit more of a prance happening, as if he was showing off for Drew. “Traitor,” she thought to herself. 
Drew pointed out areas of concern to Claire. Like stretches of road where the houses were spread so far apart that she was surrounded by woods. He gave her plans on what to do and where to go if someone came after her. And if something happened where Gunther couldn’t help her, Drew advised her on what she should do. 
“You really should carry some mace with you when you’re out running.”
“Actually, your brother gave me some. I used to carry it.”
“You need to always bring it with you.” 
By the time they made it back to the house, Claire realized she didn’t totally hate Drew running with her and Gunther. But she wasn’t going to tell him that. “Well, thanks for all the tips. I appreciate it.” Claire wanted to hurry and get to her shower. Maybe then she could clear her head.
“Tomorrow, I start teaching you to defend yourself.” Drew smirked.
“I don’t really think I’m capable of learning how to fight. You really don’t have to try and teach me.”
“Anyone can learn. No excuses.” 
She gave him a wave and headed to her door.
“Claire, wait a second.” 
She slowly turned back to look at him. He tried to stop himself from speaking, but it came out so fast. “Should we talk about what happened last night?”  
She couldn’t believe he was the one to bring it up. “There’s really nothing to talk about. I mean, it was a nice night and I appreciated you being there for me. And the kiss, well, yeah, it was nice but it didn’t mean anything. Right?” 
Claire didn’t give him any time to respond. “It didn’t mean anything. And it’s not going to happen again so, there’s really nothing to talk about.” 
Drew was disappointed in himself for feeling slightly let down by her response. But he wasn’t surprised by it. 
“Yeah, ok it didn’t mean anything. But, you’re right.  It was nice. And I certainly wouldn’t be opposed to it happening again.” He took a moment to read her face. She wasn’t angry or running away. “You know, it doesn’t have to mean anything for it to happen again. It’s not like two people can’t have a little fun without it meaning something. We could take it one day at a time, just see where things go. No expectations? No pressure?”
Claire was a little taken aback by what he was saying. This was not the man Sheila and Rob described. “Wait, I don’t understand. Why would you want take anything day by day? I thought you were the one-night-stand guy. Never wanting to make it to the next day.”
Drew shook his head. “My brother really needs to stop telling people that I’m some kind of serial one-night stander. The truth is I’ve never really had the time for anything more, nor did I have the interest. I guess, you’re different. You’re like me. Neither one of us are looking for any complications or anything serious.”
Claire thought for a moment but stuck with her original decision. “I appreciate your offer but no. It’s not going to happen again. I’m sorry.”
“Ok. Ball is in your court. If you change your mind, you know where I am. Either way, I’ll see you tomorrow for training.” He gave her a wink as she turned and walked away.
While Drew went back to his apartment, he couldn’t believe what just happened. He was supposed to control his desires for her. But just being near her while they ran, it was too much. All he could think about was how much he wanted to touch her delicate skin, hold her close, and kiss her again. 
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Claire tried to go about her day the best she could. She distracted herself with cleaning, online volunteer work, watching a movie. But her thoughts always found their way back to him. 
Her phone buzzed. It was Sheila, again. Claire had been avoiding her all day. She decided to answer, finally, and just get it over with. If she didn’t, Sheila would probably show up with the entire police force.
“Hello.”
“Oh my god! Why haven’t you answered any of my messages or answered your phone?  I’ve been worried. You’re lucky you answered. I was just about to head over there.” Sheila scolded Claire because, yes, she was concerned but she was also dying to know what happened. 
“I sent you a couple of messages.”
“Umm ok. You sent me one last night just saying you got home. Then one today saying you’d call me soon. That was hours ago.”
“Sorry. I got busy cleaning and lost track of time.”
Sheila took a deep breath. “It’s ok. So. What the hell happened?”
“Nothing. I just came home. That’s it.” Claire was hoping Sheila would believe her and just drop it, but she knew there was a slim chance of that happening.
Sheila laughed. “Yeah right. Nothing? Come on Claire. I saw the two of you on that dance floor. Something happened.”
Claire thought about trying to convince her best friend that nothing did happen, but she knew Sheila would keep pressing. She was too tired for the back and forth. She figured she’d just give in. “He kissed me.” 
There was a moment of silence before the shriek pierced through the phone. It made Claire pull the phone away from her ear. “OH MY GOD! How was it? Was it amazing? Did you kiss him back?” 
It amazed Claire how Sheila could go from a sophisticated professional to a teenage girl within seconds. It made Claire chuckle a bit. “It was….nice.”
“It was nice? Oh no. I need more than that. On a scale from 1 to 10?”
“I’m not rating the kiss. That’s so juvenile. No way.”
“You will totally rate that kiss for me. Come on!” Sheila was excited for her friend. She had been worried Claire would never let another man kiss her.
Claire let out a sigh. “You’re such a pain you know that? On a scale from 1 to 10? I’d have to say….well…it was pretty much off the charts.” Thinking about it again made Claire grin and she touched her lips.
“Off the charts? Did you sleep with him?”
“ABSOLUTELY NOT!” Claire was shocked her friend would think she’d so easily hop into bed with someone.
“Sorry. I just figured an off the charts kiss would lead straight to the bedroom. So, what now?” 
“So, nothing now. It’s not going to happen again.” Claire was still convinced this was the best route.
“What do you mean it’s not going to happen again? Why the heck not? You just said it was off the charts. A man that good looking swooped in like a prince last night, and his kiss was amazing. Why wouldn’t you want that to happen again?” Sheila knew why her friend would be hesitant, but she was hoping to give her a nudge.
“I’m just not ready for any of that. It’s not a good idea.”
“And have you talked to Drew? Does he agree?”
“We talked about it this morning, briefly. He kind of agreed? He said he wouldn’t mind if it happened again. That we could just take it one day at a time.”
Sheila was surprised at Drew’s response. It was not what she expected. “Wow. Well, I don’t think that’s such a bad idea. Why not? Take it one day at a time.” 
“It didn’t mean anything. And it’s not happening again. End of story.” 
Suddenly Sheila realized what was probably holding Claire back. “Kisses always mean something Claire. Especially when it’s been five years since you’ve kissed someone. Please don’t tell me this has to do with your lack of trust in yourself?”
Sometimes Claire hated the fact that Sheila knew her so well. “Maybe. The last time I gave into my impulses it didn’t turn out too well. So yeah, this felt amazing, but maybe that’s because it’s wrong.”
“Claire, look, I was worried when you left with Drew last night. But then Rob reminded me of who Drew is. He’s not Charlie. He’s the guy that goes after guys like Charlie. And it’s been so long since you’ve felt ‘good’ about anything. I saw you on that dance floor with him last night. The two of you were mesmerizing to watch. I think you should just stay on this train moving forward. Keep taking some risks. Keep trying new things. It’s time.” Sheila wanted to see Claire happy more than anything.
Claire thought about what Sheila was saying. She was right about Drew. He wasn’t Charlie. Not even close.
“Hey hun, listen, Rob is coming in with the twins so I gotta run. But think about it ok? And you better keep me posted if anything else happens.”
“Ok. Bye. Tell Rob and the boys I said hello.”
“Will do. Bye.”
After hanging up from Sheila, Claire leaned over her desk to look out the window. She could see Drew doing something with his truck. She thought how much easier the decision would be if there was just one thing repulsive about him. But it wasn’t just the physical attraction. There was something else when he looked at her. When he touched her.  She felt connected to him in ways she couldn’t describe. But her fears nipped at her.
Claire looked down at Gunther who sat by her desk, chewing on his bone. “I wish you could talk. You like Drew. Maybe you could help me figure this out. I know I shouldn’t give in just because it felt good. But I would be in control taking it one day at a time. I could stop whenever I wanted.”
Gunther stopped chewing his bone, cocked his head to the side, and started wagging his tail. 
Claire giggled. “On second thought, you’re totally biased. I saw you out there running next to him. Showing off and trying to impress him. Yeah, I can’t trust your opinion.” 
Gunther went back to chewing on his bone. 
As she spun around in her computer chair, Claire thought about her father. She remembered how he used to use music to help him make decisions he was torn about. He’d say the next song that came on would tell him what to do. It was a silly way to make a decision, but Claire figured it was worth a try. 
“Alright Gunther. We’re going to let the music be like the magic eight ball. Whatever song comes on it’ll tell me what to do. I hope.” 
Claire turned on her speaker and then hit shuffle on her thousands of songs. She had music ranging from the 50’s to current hits. So many options. Part of her hoped a song like “Stupid Girl” by Garbage would start playing. That would make it easy. 
 She hoped for, and needed, something that would make it obvious. And what did she hear? She burst out in laughter as soon as it started. “Can’t Get Enough of Your Love” by Barry White. 
She shook her head as she continued laughing. “Really? Come on!” Barry sang out to her and she began to feel excited. The music moved her to get up and start dancing. As she moved around her living room, she grabbed her phone. 
Claire pulled up Drew’s number and typed a message. “Ok. One day at a time. I’m in.” She scrunched up her face and hit send. 
The decision made her feel exhilarated.  Suddenly, she saw Drew running up her walkway. She ran to the door to meet him. One look at him standing there with that damn smile and she jumped up into his arms. Drew picked her up and wrapped her legs around his waist. They locked lips immediately and with urgency. It felt better than it did the night before, which neither thought was possible. 
Drew kicked the door closed behind him, turned around and gently pressed Claire up against it. She clung to his neck with one hand and ran her fingers through his hair with the other. He moved his lips to her neck and the two of them were taken over by the hunger they had for one another. As Drew’s hands roamed over her body, and as Claire pulled his lips back to hers, they wanted each other more than anything. 
Wrapped up in his smell, his touch, the feeling of his lips on her skin, she didn’t expect what happened next. When she closed her eyes, out of nowhere, she saw Charlie’s face. A memory, a very bad memory, flashed through her mind. Suddenly, she could smell the alcohol and she could the feel the pain. 
“Stop.” She could only whisper at that point. Drew didn’t hear her.
“Stop.” She cried out the second time. 
Drew immediately stopped and put her down. He stepped away from her confused and worried about what he had done wrong. She was trembling and looked petrified. “Claire? Are you ok? I’m so sorry!” 
“I can’t breathe.” She ripped open the door and threw herself into the rocker on the porch. 
Drew followed her out, as did Gunther, who laid his head on her leg to comfort her. Claire scootched herself to the edge and gave Gunther a rub on the head. “I’m ok boy. I’m ok. Go on. Go play.” But she wasn’t, not really. And Drew could see that.
“Do you want a drink of water?”
“No, I’m good, thanks.” Claire was embarrassed and shaken. 
Drew wanted to comfort her but didn’t want to touch her. He was angry at himself for losing control. “Claire, I am so sorry. If I was too forceful or hurt you in any way, I….” She cut him off.
“You don’t have to be sorry. It wasn’t you. You didn’t do anything wrong.” When she looked up at him, she could tell how worried he was. “I promise, you didn’t do anything. It was me. A memory I thought I had buried just hit me.”
Since Drew still appeared to feel guilty, and now looked confused, Claire knew she needed to explain. 
“You know, people always think the worst part of being in an abusive relationship is the hitting. Don’t get me wrong the hitting is bad, really bad, but there are worse things. One night, after Charlie had beaten me, I laid on the floor unable to move. I was in so much pain and just too weak. The next thing I knew he was on top of me. I begged him to stop, but he wouldn’t.” 
She paused and it was difficult for her to speak about what happened next. “He forced himself on me and when I cried, he laughed. He covered my mouth and laughed.” 
Tears formed in her eyes as she remembered the first time Charlie raped her. Drew stood motionless while rage boiled over inside of him. The more she divulged, the more his fists tightened and he wanted to find Charlie and inflict torturous pain on him. Claire’s voice pulled him back in.
“I’ve never told anyone, not even Sheila. I guess I thought people would think I was crazy. I mean how can your own boyfriend rape you right?” She wiped away a few of the tears that escaped her eyes. “I told you so you would know. So, you would understand it wasn’t your fault.  I thought I was ready. Last night when we kissed, I didn’t see his face or any of those memories. So, I thought I was ok. But I was wrong. I’m just not ready.” Claire looked down, feeling ashamed, her hands trembling. Quietly, as if speaking to herself, “It’s been so long and he still controls me.” 
Drew knelt down in front of her and grabbed her hands. It was hard to see tears in her eyes and know the amount of pain she had suffered.  To see the amount of pain she still felt. “I understand what you mean. I know what it’s like to have someone that is supposed to love you, hurt you in such a terrible way. It’s not crazy.  I’m just so sorry you ever had to go through that. But Claire, I’m even more sorry if I did anything to trigger that memory.” 
Looking into his eyes, feeling his warm hands hold hers, calmed her. “Drew, I promise you did nothing wrong. I wanted every second of that. I’m the one that should be sorry. Thinking I was ready when, clearly, I am not. And I don’t know if or when I’ll be ready.” She searched his eyes for disappointment but all she saw was empathy.
“You have nothing to apologize for. And as far as the other thing, it’s ok.”
“Yeah, but I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.”
Drew stood up. “Did you really think that’s all I was looking for? My brother really has ruined my reputation.”
Claire shrugged her shoulders. 
“I would still like to take it day by day. And it’s ok if that doesn’t happen. Believe me, I want to be with you. Really. But this has to be on your terms and I’m ok with whatever those terms are. If you’re never ready then you’re never ready.” Drew would never push, or guilt, a woman into anything. But he was surprised how desperately he wanted to spend time with her. It was something he never thought about with anyone. He told himself it was to help her feel safe. That was it.
“I don’t get it. Why would you waste your time?” Even with the connection she felt with him, Claire knew from stories about him he wasn’t interested in anything more than just a night of physical pleasure. What he was proposing was actually getting to know each other. 
Drew shook his head. “Maybe because you’re the only person in this town I actually enjoy talking to. And I believe I can help you.”
“That’s not true. You like Sam,” she grinned.
Drew knelt back down in front of her. He gently caressed her cheek. “Yes, I do but I don’t want to kiss Sam.” He leaned forward and gently pressed his lips on her forehead. 
As he pulled away from her, he stood back up. “Alright, well look. If you want me to go I will. Just say the word. But if not, then I’ll stay and we can just hang out.” He wasn’t ready to leave her, but would honor her wishes if she wanted him to leave. 
Claire looked up at him, “I’d like you to say.” Normally, she would have wanted to be alone but he made her feel better. His presence calmed her. She knew if she was alone that awful memory would replay in her mind over and over again. 
Drew smiled with relief. “Have you eaten? I’m starving.”
“No, I haven’t and I’m pretty hungry too. We could order take out.”
“Sounds good. I’ll go get Gunther.” 

While they waited for the food to be delivered, Claire pulled out two bottles of beer. Drew couldn’t help but notice some of the pictures around Claire’s living room of her parents. Then he stopped at her desk where he noticed a picture of them with a little girl. 
	“Is this you?” He pointed to the girl in the picture.
“Yeah, it is.”
“You look very excited!” Drew chuckled.
Claire grinned at the memory. “I was excited that day. My parents were taking me to this huge amusement park about two hours away, and that year I was finally tall enough to go on the big roller coasters. I was pumped!”
“So how were the roller coasters?”
“Well, I had this plan to go on the biggest one as soon as I got there, but totally chickened out once I saw it. I ended up working my way up to it by the end of the day, though. I went on with my dad and absolutely loved it.” 
Drew stared at the photo for a moment, thinking about how simple and pleasant her memory was. A memory most had from their childhood but not him.
“So do you like roller coasters?”, Claire probed.
“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been on one.”
It made Claire feel sorry for him realizing his childhood was so vastly different from her own. “I’m sure they wouldn’t hold the same thrill for someone like you anyways. You have faced so much real danger in your life.”
“I guess.” Drew looked at Claire and wanted to change the subject. “Hey! I don’t know much music, but was that Barry White playing when I came in earlier?”
Claire closed her eyes, almost out of embarrassment, and laughed. “Yes. Yes, it was Barry White. Weird story.”
“Ok. I’m all ears.” Drew was more curious now.
She rolled her eyes and gave in. “Fine. My dad was always the one obsessed with music. I owe my love of music to him.”
“You mean your love of eighties music.” Drew accused.
“I will have you know I appreciate all good music, like my dad did. I just prefer music from that decade. Anyways, whenever my dad would struggle with making decisions, he would let the music decide his fate. The next song to play, or whatever song was playing when he turned the radio on, would help him decide. He made some pretty big decisions that way.” 
Drew had no idea what this had to do with Barry White playing in her house when he walked in.
“So, earlier I was having some trouble deciding what to do. About you and your offer. I may have let the music decide my fate. But I never imagined it would be Barry White.” Claire chuckled.
Drew looked surprised and laughed. “Oh wow. So, the only reason you sent me that message was because of the song playing? Well, I guess I have Barry White to thank then.” He shook his head in amusement.
“Yeah, I suppose you do.”
The food arrived soon after. Claire put on a movie while they ate. After realizing that movies were another thing Drew had missed out on growing up, she chose something he should have seen when he was younger. 
“I’ll give you a choice of topic. How about that?” Claire didn’t want to give the movie titles to sway him in a certain direction.
Drew nodded his head.
“Ok, so we can watch a movie about time travel, an alien befriending a boy, a group of guys that hunt ghosts, or a teenager that gets bullied but learns to fight back.”
“I guess out of those options I’ll go with the bully story.” Drew decided with hesitation.
Once they were done eating, and Gunther had received his share of French fries, Claire and Drew remained on her large sofa watching “The Karate Kid”.  Completely exhausted from hardly getting any sleep the night before, Claire dozed off. She was sitting close enough to Drew that her head fell slightly onto his shoulder. To make her more comfortable, he put his arm around her and pulled her into his into his chest. Her arm naturally draped across his abdomen, hugging him.
It wasn’t long before he, too, dozed off. Partly from being tired but also because hearing her breathe, and feeling her heart beat against his chest, lulled him to sleep. 
While the night hours ticked on by, the two of them remained wrapped in each other’s arms. Drew woke up a few times, as he always did, relieved to find Claire still sleeping peacefully. He could no longer fight against his desire to be close to her, to protect her. He let go and, for the first time, Drew spent an entire night with a woman. 
With each passing hour the light inside of them grew to much more than a glow. On that night it took a hold of their hearts and their souls, ready to fight against all of their darkness. It wasn’t as strong, yet, but it was there to stay as long as they allowed it. There were no bad dreams or urges to leave before the dawn. The comfort and contentment they felt was the first sign of their broken pieces beginning to heal.  


[bookmark: _Toc194174514]Chapter 15
The sunlight coming through the windows, and Gunther’s cold nose on their faces, woke Claire and Drew up the next morning. They had both slept passed their normal wake up time and Gunther needed to go outside. 
As Claire slowly opened her eyes, she quickly realized Drew was her pillow. She didn’t even remember falling asleep. 
“He stayed here all night,” she thought to herself. While attempting to figure out how the current situation happened, she noticed her hand resting on his stomach and could feel his abs through his shirt. Then her attention went to her cheek pressed against his firm chest. Tingles spread through her. Thankfully, a whimper from Gunther reeled her thoughts back in. 
She quickly moved herself up and away from his warm hold. Her eyes met his and his grin caught her off guard. Claire wasn’t sure what to expect from him. 
“I’m sorry if I fell asleep on you last night. I don’t even remember falling asleep.” She ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it back up into a loose, messy bun with the elastic she had around her wrist.
Drew sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the sofa to sit next to her. He couldn’t help but notice how adorable she looked first thing in the morning. “You were fine. I should apologize for falling asleep and staying here all night. If that wasn’t ok, I’m truly sorry.” 
“Don’t be sorry. Please. It’s ok.” Claire smiled reassuringly at him before hopping up. “I have to let Gunther out before he decides to have an accident just to spite me. Give me one minute.” She let Gunther out the back door. 
By the time she made it back to the living room, Drew was putting his sneakers on. “You still planning on going for a run?”
It was a couple of hours later than her normal start time, but Claire thought it might not hurt to still get her run in. “Yeah, I think I will.”
“Ok, well I’m going to go change and I’ll meet you and Gunther out front in a few.” Drew jumped up and headed towards the door.
Claire wondered how he seemed so calm about the fact he just spent the night with her. Even she was having a hard time letting the idea of it sink in. She decided not to worry for the moment. There was something else she wanted to do.
“Drew, wait!” He stopped at the door and turned to her. Claire slowly approached him. She threw her arms around his neck and embraced him in a hug. She had to stand on her tippy toes to reach him. “Thank you,” she whispered.
He wrapped his arms around her. “For what?”
“Just, thank you.” She reached up and kissed his cheek then slowly released her grip. 
“See you in a few.” He smiled then headed to the apartment. 
Drew definitely needed a moment to digest the fact that he had spent the entire night with someone. Someone he didn’t even have sex with. But more than that, holding her and being next to her, he felt he was where he was meant to be. And he didn’t want be away from her. Even just being in the apartment, he felt an invisible force pulling him back to her. Not since he was a boy had he felt so anxious, so scared of what was coming next, but those feelings flooded him now. 
“You’ve had gunfire rain down on you. You’ve had bombs go off ten feet away from you. You can handle this,” Drew convinced himself. 
After running, they went on separately with their normal morning routines. Once Claire was finished with her online work, she headed to Drew’s boxing lesson. He had a punching bag hanging in the garage. While he tied the boxing gloves onto her hands, they kept staring at each other. 
“Your hands are a bit smaller than I thought so I may have to get you the next size down, but these will work for now. Ok. So, let’s get you on your feet.”
Claire stood in front of the punching bag. Drew placed his hands on her waist to position her into the right stance. He was saying something to her about keeping her feet planted but she got distracted by his scent and his hands touching her. 
“I can tell you’re not focusing,” he whispered into her ear.
She giggled. “How can I focus when you do that. You don’t understand how distracting you are.”
Drew wanted to kiss her more than anything, but he had work to do first. He moved himself to behind the punching bag and held onto it. 
Claire was disappointed and rolled her eyes.
“Ok. Keep your feet planted and hit the bag. I want to see what you have first.”
Claire laughed. “It’s not going to be much; I can tell you that.” She threw a few punches at the bag and it didn’t move at all. “See. Pitiful right?”
Drew was all business. “That’s why you’re here. To learn. So, I want you to picture this bag is Charlie. I know you might not want to but I need you to picture something, or someone, you’d want to hit.”
Claire tried to picture Charlie in front of her but, when she did, she just felt weak and scared. She threw a couple of punches and they seemed weaker than before.
Drew realized she was going to need dig up the anger. “Alright. We have to find your anger and push down that fear. I want you to tell me the story. All of it. Starting with how you met Charlie.”
“I don’t see how that is going to help anything.” Claire didn’t want to relive it all, especially with Drew.
“You’ve already told me the worst of it, right? I really think this will help. Close your eyes and just start talking through it. Whenever you need a break, you hit the bag.” 
He could tell she was nervous. “Look at me.” He stared into her eyes. “I’m right here. I promise, you’ll be ok. You’re stronger than you think.” He gave her a wink and a minute to ready herself. “Ok. Now tell me how you met Charlie.” 
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Slowly, she allowed her mind to go back. To go back to Charlie. 
“I had gone to a bar one night with a few friends and a band was playing. Charlie was the drummer. I remember, when I looked up at the stage, he was staring at me. When the band took a break, he found me at the bar and bought me a drink. He was the total opposite of everything I was. He was literally covered in tattoos. He had them on his neck, chest, and arms. Everywhere. He had piercings. His jet-black hair was short, but spiked. When he looked at me it was intense and intimidating.”
“What got me was, as tough as he looked, he was poetic and sweet in the way he spoke to me. I was captured by his contradiction. By the end of the night, he told me he was ‘enamored’ and kissed me with a bit of force. At the time I stupidly thought it he was so passionate.” 
Claire opened her eyes and stared at the bag in front of her. She steadied herself and threw a punch into it with her right, then her left. Drew could see a slight change. “You good to keep going?”
She nodded, closed her eyes, and continued. 
“After that night we saw each other every day. Charlie kept saying he just had to see me. It wasn’t long before he told me he was in love with me. And, even though things were moving fast, I told him I loved him too.  Then I gave myself to him. He was the first guy I had ever slept with. He’s the only damn guy I ever slept with.” Her eyes popped open and she quickly threw a few punches into the bag. 
Drew realized the anger she was feeling was directed at herself and not at Charlie. But he didn’t want to break her concentration. She was getting stronger. “So, what happened after that?”
“Charlie asked me to move in with him. When I told my parents they, of course, wanted to meet him. They were not impressed, especially my dad. And it wasn’t because of the tattoos or piercings. Before meeting Charlie my dad was actually excited because he knew he was a drummer. With my dad’s love for music, he figured he’d love this guy. But he didn’t.”
“Once Charlie was gone that night, they told me I shouldn’t be with him. That he didn’t seem like a good guy. I don’t know what he saw, or how he knew, but my dad was adamant. We got into a huge fight and I left. And where did I go? Right into the monster’s den.”
“Of course, Charlie convinced me that my parents just didn’t want to let go of me. They didn’t want me to be happy. He convinced me to put some space between us. And not just my parents. I ended up cutting off Sheila and the rest of my friends. If I expressed any sadness or concern, then he claimed I didn’t love him enough. He said he deserved to have his time with me since they already had theirs.”
A few more punches at the bag. It started to move, slightly. Drew’s own anger was building but he refocused on Claire. Hearing about Charlie, all the details, was harder than he thought it would be. He could also tell it was hard for her to relive it. “Claire. If you want to stop at any point, just stop. I know it’s difficult. Do you think you can keep going?”
“I want to keep going.” Claire could feel it inside of her too. The anger and the strength she felt with every hit. 
“Ok. Good,” he was proud of her for powering through it.
She closed her eyes and went back. “After cutting me off from my family and friends, he started to control everything. He dictated when I went out and what I wore if I did go out. He became jealous of everyone. Anyone that looked at me, talked to me, just walked by me. He started fights over nothing and I didn’t want to go out anymore. 
At some point I realized he had a drinking and drug problem. How I didn’t see those things before moving in with him? I have no idea. But it was bad. When I tried to talk to him about it, he got so angry and it started huge fights. Fights that always ended with him kissing me and telling me how much he loved me and needed me.”
 “One night he came home really late. He was drunk and high. I had suspected he was cheating on me, but that night he came home with his shirt on inside out. There was a hickey on his neck. How tacky right? And he reeked of perfume that wasn’t mine. I flipped out. He had been controlling my every move and I couldn’t even say hello to another guy, but he had cheated on me? We fought and I started to pack a bag. I was going to leave.”
“That’s when he grabbed me by my hair and threw me on the floor. The next thing I knew, he was picking me up by my throat and I couldn’t breathe. He pushed me up against a wall, punched my face, and laughed. ‘You’ll never leave. You hear me. You’re mine and, if you try to leave, I will kill you. I know where your parents live. I know where your best friend lives.’ He went to bed and just left me there in so much shock I couldn’t move. I couldn’t even cry.”
Claire was breathing heavy and faster now. She opened her eyes and looked at Drew. He was boiling over with anger himself. If she didn’t punch the bag, he was going to. “Hit the bag, Claire. Channel it all into your fists.”
She brought her fists up in front of her and steadied her breathing. When the punches hit the bag, it moved.
“So, that was the first time Charlie hit me. He apologized the next morning. Blamed it on the alcohol. Begged for my forgiveness for that and the cheating. Promised he would never hurt me again. Since he had never physically hurt me before, I wanted to believe him. Plus, this was a man that seemed so in love with me. And I thought I was in love with him. I couldn’t let myself think how wrong I might have been. I didn’t want to believe that he was a terrible person. So, I convinced myself he had made a couple of mistakes but deserved another chance, and my forgiveness.”
“But I know now, all that did was open the door wide open for him to tighten his grip on me. After that, the hitting happened more frequently. It would happen even when I didn’t say or do anything. I was desperate to leave but I was truly afraid for, not just my life, but the life of my parents and Sheila. I couldn’t even call anyone because he took my phone when he wasn’t home, and I was only allowed to use it when he was next to me.”
“I suffered broken ribs. A broken jaw. I lived with bruises all over. I covered them up with long sleeve shirts and long pants. School became a distant memory along with happiness. He cheated on me all the time with different girls. Somewhere along the way I had allowed his poison to seep into my veins, and my soul. He convinced me I would never find anyone to love me, that I was lucky to have him. I felt worthless and ashamed. Just when I thought he couldn’t do anything worse to me, he….” 
Claire’s voice trailed off as she opened her eyes. As she threw punches at the bag, she continued to speak through them. “He raped me. And then, because taking my dignity, my pride, my self-respect, my body, my trust, my happiness, and my belief in love wasn’t enough, he took what little bit of hope and light I had left. He took my parents. You son-of-a bitch. You destroyed my entire world.”
Tears streamed down Claire’s face now, but she just kept throwing punches. Drew tried to call out to her to stop, but she couldn’t hear him. She just kept hitting the bag.
“But it wasn’t all your fault you bastard. I was the stupid girl thinking you loved me. I thought we had something special. Blind, stupid girl. If I had just listened to my father, I wouldn’t have lost everything. But no. I allowed you to manipulate me. I allowed you into my life. It was all my fault. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you.”
Claire punched that bag with everything she had, and it was moving all over the place. Drew knew he had to stop her. She wasn’t hitting Charlie anymore. She was hitting herself. He grabbed her from behind and just held her. 
“Let me go Drew. Let me go!” All the anger she had felt all those years had exploded out of her. Drew didn’t realize how much of it there was, especially for herself. He turned her around and pulled her into his chest. She fought against his hold and tried to pull away, but he was too strong.
“Claire, stop! You’re done. It’s okay. Just stop!” 
She sobbed into his shirt as he kept his arms wrapped around her. “Claire I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you so hard. I shouldn’t have made you relive all of that. It was too much. I’m sorry.” Drew wanted her to find her strength, not fall apart. 
When her sobs slowed, he helped her to the chair. He untied the gloves and removed them from her hands. 
Claire felt embarrassed. “You’re probably regretting ever kissing this crazy girl huh? Bet you’re ready to run now.” She laughed while wiping tears from her face.
Drew cupped her face in his hands. “I don’t regret anything. And I don’t scare that easily.” He gently kissed her head. She grabbed his hand as he went to pull away. As he stared back at her, she wrapped her hands around his neck, pulled him in and pressed her lips to his. The kiss was soft and sweet and everything she needed to calm her. Drew even felt his own anger subside. 
As they slowly pulled away from one another, Claire could finally breathe. “I’m sorry I lost it there for a minute. But you were right. It worked. I could feel it everywhere in my body and just threw it all into my fists. I’ve never felt that strong.”
Drew admired her so much for surviving all she had suffered. He gently moved the hair from her face. “You did amazing. If you’re ever in danger or someone is trying to hurt you, I want you to remember the way you just felt and put everything you have into fighting back. We are going to keep working on it but I need you to promise. Promise, you will always fight back with everything you have.”
“I promise.” 
Drew handed Claire a bottle of water. “Here, you need to drink. Your arms will probably be a bit sore tomorrow.”
After taking a few sips Claire got to her feet. “We both have to work at Sylvie’s in a couple of hours. I’m going to head home and shower.”
“Claire, you have to stop hating yourself. I think you deserve a second chance.” 
She bit her lower lip and gave him a slight nod. “Thanks for the lesson. I’ll see you at work.” 


[bookmark: _Toc194174515]Chapter 16
Over the next couple of weeks, Drew and Claire spent almost all of their time together. Claire got over her affliction to having someone run with her and even began to enjoy having Drew alongside her. Gunther sure was happy. And Drew wasn’t complaining about the breakfast Claire served up every morning. She was actually a great cook, thanks to her mother, and she had forgotten how much she enjoyed it. 
Drew continued with teaching Claire self-defense. She had learned how to throw a punch, strike back using her elbows and palms, kick, and escape from a choke hold or bear hug attack. Drew was impressed with her abilities and Claire was feeling stronger, in every sense, every day.
For the most part, they worked at Sylvie’s during the same shifts. Even though they arrived and left separately, everyone was watching them. Ever since the night of the festival they had created quite the stir. In a town as small as Agra Falls, where there’s not much to do, it was big gossip. 
Claire and Drew tried to ignore the stares and steered clear of one another until they were back home. They avoided eye contact and barely spoke to one another. They did, however, steel a few kisses outside when they were on break and alone.
Dinners were spent together, giving Claire an excuse to cook again. Drew would watch her as she turned cooking into an art. And everything she made tasted sublime. There was always music playing. At times he felt mesmerized just watching her float around the kitchen, singing along with the music with that smile on her face. Claire’s walls were slowly beginning to come down and the light within her shined bright creating a glow around her. Drew could still see the scars that Charlie left, though. 
One night at Sylvie’s, Olivia was there and her jealousy reared its ugly head at Claire. She couldn’t resist the opportunity to hurt Claire and, because of those scars, it was easy to do.
“Come on Claire. Please don’t tell me you honestly think a man like that is actually interested in you. From what I’ve heard, he’s just like me. Never looking to settle down. So why you? I’ll tell you why. The man is a soldier with a hero complex. Of course, he’s attracted to you. You’re the saddest, weakest, most pathetic person in town that’s in need of saving! Think about it Claire. Why else would he be interested in you? No offense, but he’s a bit out of your league.”
When Drew found her out back on break that night, he could tell she was upset. And it wasn’t long before she let loose and went on a panicked rant that he found both amusing, and confusing.
“Do you have a hero complex? Is it your thing? You like the glory of saving people? I don’t know a lot about you so anything is possible.” Claire hated that Olivia put those thoughts in her head, but now they were there and she needed to know. 
“I have no idea what you are talking about right now.” 
“Is it why you are attracted to me? You see me as the weak, pathetic girl that needs to be saved? Well, I’m not and I absolutely do not need anyone saving me. And if that’s the reason why you kissed me, why you have been hanging out with me…”. 
Drew grabbed her and kissed her hard. He wanted her to feel everything and she did. Once he let go, she was almost dizzy. 
“I don’t have a hero complex.” He caressed the side of her cheek. “Second. I do not think you are weak, or pathetic, or need saving. You are one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. You just let your fear get in the way.  I’ve wanted to help you push through that fear so you can realize just how strong you are. But I will stop training you if you want.” He affectionately stared into her eyes. 
“Now, for what I’m attracted to? If you could only see what I see and what others see. You’re truly remarkable, Claire Tilley.” He gave her a quick, soft kiss. “And if you want to know things about me, just ask. So, you good?”
She felt numb all over. How was it possible for him to make her feel that way every single time their lips touched? Every single time he was close to her. “Yeah, I’m good.”
While they ate dinner, Drew thought about that night at Sylvie’s. Looking at her across the table he realized how truly special she was. Why people in town, like Sam and Mr. Silverman, were so taken by her. Why they missed the glorious light that shone through her. He meant what he had said. She was truly remarkable and he felt unworthy of her. For he, too, had scars that ran deep. 
Unlike Claire, Drew didn’t have memories of affection, kindness, and happiness to help him tear down those walls. He was born into darkness and it was all he had ever known. So, while Claire was finding her way back to who she once was, Drew wasn’t sure how to navigate all that was happening. It was all new for him and he struggled to make sense of it.
As he watched her light grow, he worried his own darkness would drag her down. The vulnerability he felt around her was worrisome. He sometimes felt like he should just leave and never go back. But the connection he felt with her grew, and the pull to be with her was stronger than anything he had ever felt before.  
After dinner they headed to the front porch to let Gunther out. They stood across from each other laughing at Gunther running from one end of the yard to the other. The night air had become chillier and Claire shivered. Even though he never experienced true affection or kindness, he instinctively pulled her back towards him and wrapped his arms around her. 
Claire felt warm and safe with him. Her mother always told her she would know when a moment was special because she’d suddenly want to freeze time and hold onto it. That’s what Claire wanted to do. Freeze that moment in his arms and hold onto the peace that flowed through her. 
Suddenly, that peace was broken when Gunther froze in the front yard, his nose pointed out towards the woods across the street. He let out a low growl. Drew moved away from Claire and swiftly headed out to the yard. “Stay there,” he motioned for her to remain on the porch. 
He crouched down next to Gunther and looked out into the darkness. “What is it boy?” The two of them stood frozen as they watched and listened. But nothing. Gunther eventually relaxed and Drew headed inside with him. 
Claire laughed as they went inside. “Gunther, what did you see out there? I bet he heard another animal.” She rubbed his head.
Drew locked the door behind them and then went around checking the rest of the doors and windows. 
“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the scary raccoons? Or maybe it was a skunk?” Claire chuckled.
“You’re funny. Raccoons can be vicious and spread rabies. And skunks? You really want to get sprayed by a skunk?” He joked back not wanting to tell her about the uneasy feeling he had that it was something more than an animal.
They proceeded to get ready for another movie on Claire’s must-see movies list she made for Drew. Before she pressed play, she straddled Drew’s lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. 
“What are you doing? You’re killing me, you know that?” It was hard enough for him to fight his desires without having her sitting on top of him. She looked down at him with her hair flowing around her face. Her eyes pulled him in, disarming him, while her scent made him dizzy. 
“So tomorrow. You don’t have any plans, right?” She leaned down and kissed his neck. 
Drew closed his eyes. “No.” He felt powerless.
She pulled back to look at him. “I have a surprise for you. I want to take you somewhere. And I’ve already made plans to drop Gunther off at Rob and Sheila’s in the morning. It’ll be a long day.” She gave him a cunning smile.
“I don’t like surprises.”
Claire laughed. “Really? Well, this is a fun surprise!” She kissed his neck again and then whispered in his ear. “I promise you’ll like it.”
 “Ok, then. Can’t wait,” he submitted.  As she continued to kiss him, his hands started to roam. He knew she wasn’t ready so, to stop himself, he picked her up by the waist, placed her down on the sofa, and started to tickle her. She squealed and laughed until Gunther came running. He put his paws in between them so Drew had to stop. 
“It’s not really fair that you have your own personal guard dog.” He laughed and sat back on the sofa.
“Oh, you’re such a good boy Gunther! Good boy!” Gunther went to his chair and Claire snuggled up next to Drew, placing her head on his chest. 
They had avoided any more accidental sleepovers since the first night. Neither wanted things to move too fast or feel pressured. But as the movie ended, Drew realized he didn’t want to leave her. For one, he still felt uneasy about what Gunther saw outside earlier. But he wasn’t ready to ask to stay. He knew Claire wouldn’t ask either. So, he figured he’d prolong leaving and hope for another “accidental” sleepover.
“Hey, it’s still early enough. You got any more movies on that list of yours?”
“Do I have more movies on the list? We’ve barely scratched the surface Mr. LaTroy.” She jumped up to grab the list. “Yes! The next one is so good!”
They turned the lights off. Gunther settled in on the big overstuffed chair. Claire pulled a blanket over her and Drew while they watched the next movie. Eventually Claire drifted off to sleep with Drew keeping watch. He hoped it was just an animal earlier, but knowing she was safe in his arms relieved his worry and he was able to fall asleep.
But it wasn’t just an animal. The same shadowy figure that was there the night of the festival stood in the dark cover of the forest. They watched from afar and hid behind a tree when Gunther sensed their presence. Once the lights in Claire’s house went off, they headed out towards the road. And, like before, they made a call. 
“It’s me. I’ve got an update.”
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The next morning, Claire awoke feeling a bit embarrassed. Even in the safety of Drew’s arms, Charlie had still found his way into her dreams. Her screams, and trembling, startled Drew awake in the middle of the night. He held her close and rubbed her back until the sound of his heartbeat lulled her back to sleep. It wasn’t anything Drew hadn’t seen before. He had seen many soldiers, too many, jolted awake by their nightmares just like Claire. 
She sat herself up and looked down upon him. “I’m sorry about last night.”
“Sorry? About what?” He thought for a moment. “About your nightmare?”
She nodded in reply.
“You have nothing to be sorry for. You can’t control your nightmares. And it didn’t bother me any.”
She gave him a smile, appreciating that he had been there to help her get back to sleep.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“No. Different night, same nightmare.” She got up and stretched her arms above her head and yawned. “Besides, we have a big day ahead of us.” She ran her fingers through his messy hair, leaned down and kissed his forehead. “I’m going to take care of Gunther and then start getting ready.”
Drew got up and put his shoes on then headed to the door. “Any chance you want to tell me what’s on the agenda for today?”
She scrunched up her face. “No chance. Sorry.”
“Had to try. You know I’m not used to putting my fate in other people’s hands, right? Unless you’re a fellow marine and we’re on a mission.”
“Guess you’ll have to pretend I’m a Marine today and that we’re heading off on a dangerous mission.” She laughed as he stepped outside. “I’ll see you in a bit.”
A little while later, they loaded Gunther into Claire’s car, along with a bag holding his food and some toys. Once they arrived at Rob and Sheila’s, Claire headed to the house with Gunther. Drew grabbed the bag and walked it over to Rob, who was outside with the twins. They barreled into their uncle’s legs. He knelt down and wrapped an arm around each of them. 
“Hey you two!”
Then they ran off after Gunther.
“Hey Rob. Here is a bag of Gunther’s food and stuff. Thanks for taking him today.”
Rob gave his brother a big, warm smile as he took the bag. “Any idea where she’s taking you?”
“No clue. Do you know? Did Sheila say anything?” Drew pleaded.
“No man. Claire didn’t tell her. But hey, I’m sure she’s not taking you anywhere bad.” Rob laughed. “So how are things going with the two of you?”
Drew had hoped to avoid this line of questioning. “There’s really nothing going on. We're just hanging out. It’s nothing.” 
Rob stared at his brother in disbelief for a second then burst out laughing. “You serious right now? It’s nothing? Man, you’re thirty, and you have never, I repeat never, hung out with a girl more than a night. No phone calls the next day. No dates. Now look at you. Hanging out with Claire every day? And the way you have looked at her ever since the night of the festival? It’s nothing. Ok, big brother. Whatever you say.” Rob shook his head.
Drew knew Rob was right but he wouldn’t admit it. “Just drop it ok? It’s not a big deal.”
Rob nodded in agreement knowing better than to push.
Claire dealt with her own interrogation inside with Sheila.
“I really appreciate you and Rob taking Gunther for me like this.”
“Oh please. We love that dog! Look at him already running around having fun with the boys. So, where are you going?”
“I’m not telling you. You’ll tell Rob and then he’ll message Drew. You can hear all about it tomorrow.”
Sheila rolled her eyes. She really hated being left out of the loop. “Fine. Well at least fill me in on what has been going on with you two. You haven’t been too forthcoming the past few weeks.”
“That’s because there’s nothing to tell. We’re just….hanging out together. I told you. He’s been teaching me some self-defense. That’s it.”
“Mhmm. And what are you doing at night? Huh?” Sheila gave her friend a playful, yet accusatory, look.
Claire shook her head. “Not what you think!”
“You know what? I’m just glad to see you looking lighter and happier. Your face is brighter and I can see a bit of the old you again. Whatever that man is doing to bring that out of you, I’m all for it.” The two friends exchanged smiles. 
 “I have to get going. We have a bit of a drive.”
“Oooh, I bet you’re taking him to a swanky hotel somewhere. Or a cabin in the woods?” 
“No. That’s not even close. Stop it. I’m going now.” Claire called Gunther and the twins over to say goodbye to them. “You be a good boy now! And you two! My favorite little guys! I’m going to bring you back a surprise.”
Claire headed out the door and looked back at her friend. “Thank you, Sheila.” 
On her way back to the car, Claire waved to Rob. “Bye Rob! Thank you for taking care of Gunther.”
“No problem, Claire. Have fun today.” Rob waved back. He put his hand on Drew’s shoulder. “You have fun too, brother. Try to enjoy it. An adventure with a beautiful girl. What could be better than that?”
“Have a good one.” Drew headed back to the car.
They were finally on the road. 
					~	
It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining and Claire was grateful the weather was on her side. 
“So, it’s going to take us a little over an hour to get there. It’s a beautiful drive, though.”
“Do I get a hint at least?” Drew flashed a smile that made her go numb. 
“No hints. But I will relinquish control of the music for the whole ride.”
Drew’s eyes got big. He was shocked. “Oh wow. Are you worried I may not like where we are going and you want to lessen the blow?”
Claire chuckled. “No. I just want you to have a great day.”
He turned the radio on. He suddenly remembered a conversation they recently had. Claire had informed him there was only one kind of music she didn’t like.  He searched through the stations until he found “Modern Jazz”. 
Claire rolled her eyes after just a few seconds. “Really? You like Jazz?”
He turned the volume up really loud then yelled over the music. “I think you just need more exposure to it.” 
She shook her head and started laughing. “You’re real funny.”
He turned the volume down and then found another station that played a mix. 
They spent most of the ride talking. Claire wanted to know more about Drew and took advantage of the time they had. “Remember that night at Sylvie’s, about a week ago, you said I could ask you anything? Is that offer still on the table?”
“Yes.”
“I have some deep and very personal questions.”
He took a deep breath. “Shoot.”
“What’s your favorite color?” Keeping her eyes on the road, she smirked.
“That is personal. I’ve never really had a favorite color. But lately, I’ve been keen towards green. What’s your favorite color?”
 “Mine is definitely blue. But only a specific shade of blue. A grayish blue is my favorite.” They gave each other a quick smile. “Do you have a favorite holiday?”
Drew looked out the passenger side window. “Not really. Never celebrated holidays much when I was a kid. Now I just don’t care, I guess.”
Claire couldn’t imagine how awful his childhood must have been. Whatever bad things she had experienced, she knew it was nothing compared to what he had gone through. 
“What is your favorite holiday?” He asked, not wanting her to dwell on his sad past.
“Well, I used to enjoy them all but since losing my parents I don’t really celebrate anymore. But, I guess, if I had to choose one it would have been Christmas. And not because of the presents. My favorite Christmas’s were the ones when it would snow the night before.”
“When I was eight, I woke up in the middle of the night on Christmas Eve and looked out the window. Snow was falling and it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. There were big, soft flakes slowly falling out of the sky. The whole world was quiet and it was peaceful. Then, the next morning everything was covered in a glistening, white blanket.”
“My mother always said that the snow on Christmas Eve was magical, carrying wishes and dreams. On Christmas morning you’d awaken to all your dreams come true.”
Drew loved watching Claire talk about her past and her parents. “Your mother really believed the world was a magical place huh?” 
 “Yes, she did. I suppose I did too, before. Now, it’s like they took all the magic with them.” Her thoughts went back to them and the sadness tried to push up inside of her, but she held it down. “Ok, next question. When is your birthday?”
“Oh man. You’re going to think I’m lying.” 
Claire laughed. “Why? Were you born on April Fool’s Day or something?”
Drew threw his head back and closed his eyes. “My birthday is December 25th.”
Surprise and excitement immediately came over Claire. “Are you kidding? Wow! See? Miracles and good things do happen on that day.” She gave him a wink.
“Yeah, I think my birth mother would disagree with you. I don’t think she saw me too much as a miracle. I don’t think anyone ever did.”
Claire ached for him in that moment. Realizing how no one had ever made him feel special or loved. 
“Just because she didn’t realize how special you were, doesn’t mean you weren’t. Because you were born, you were there to put yourself between your brothers and danger. Imagine what could have happened to them if you hadn’t been there. And think of all the people you’ve saved and helped over the years! I bet each one is glad you were born.” She knew she was.
Drew looked back out the window. “You hold me in too high regard. I’m not the hero you think I am.” His voice was quiet and low. 
It was then that Claire realized she wasn’t the only one that beat herself down and felt unworthy. As strong and as confident as he appeared, he had his own demons waging war inside of him just like she did. 
“Someone once told me they wished I could see myself the way they saw me. And they said I was ‘truly remarkable’. Well, I think you are truly remarkable, Drew LaTroy.” 
She reached her hand over and grabbed his. He looked over wondering what she saw. No matter how many people he had ever helped in his life, Drew still felt empty. Nothing ever took away the anger that lived inside of him. It was always there, always ready to bubble over. Except with Claire. Every moment he spent with her he felt the anger a little less. 
“So, did you always want to be a Marine?”
Her question snapped him out of his daze. “Umm, no. I don’t think so. It was something that sort of had to happen. It was either that or end up in jail.”
“Jail? Why?” Claire wondered what he could have done.
“I was headed down a bad road of getting into fights all the time. What started out as me fighting to keep me and my brothers safe, turned into me fighting strangers that I knew were bullies or abusers. The anger I had in me was so strong, though, that the older I got the more uncontrollable it got. It got bad when I started looking for any reason to beat on someone.” 
“Sure, they weren’t great people, but still, some of them didn’t deserve the beat down I gave them. Rob and Brian were scared I was going to end up in jail, so that’s when I decided to join the Marines. Best decision I ever made. It gave me focus, a purpose, and a way to channel that anger into something good.”
Claire thought about how, at some point, he’d be leaving. “Have you missed it? Are you ready to go back?”
A month earlier Drew would have been able to answer those questions readily and with a resounding “Yes”. But he felt conflicted as he thought about going back. 
“I have missed the routine. It’s definitely been an adjustment being away for this long. I’ll be ready to go back when they need me to. But I’ve had things keeping me distracted and busy, which has been good.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. 
“What about you? Was it your dream to be a copy editor?”
Claire laughed out loud. “God no! There’s nothing wrong with the job, but it definitely wasn’t my dream job. Helping people was my passion. I spent a lot of time after high school traveling and volunteering on humanitarian projects. I was naïve and thought I could save the world. If I could have been anything, though, I think I would have liked to have become a teacher like my mom.”
“You know, you could still become a teacher if you wanted to?” Drew looked at her with seriousness. 
“Yeah, I just don’t have the motivation or drive anymore. What made my mom such a great teacher was the energy, excitement, and imagination she brought into their lives. Without the ability to bring those things to little kids, I just wouldn’t want to do it.”
Claire pulled her hand away from his grip to put it back on the steering wheel. She made a turn down a road and shortly after turned into a very large parking lot. “We are here! Mr. LaTroy, we have arrived at our destination!”
As they pulled into a parking spot, Drew looked out the window and above the trees he could see the top of a roller coaster. They got out of the car and he looked around and could see other rides. A gated entrance was up ahead with a sign that read “Canon Lake Amusement Park”.
“Is this the amusement park you went to as a kid?”
“Yes! It’s going to be a great day. This time of year, they’re winding down for the season so it won’t be too crowded.” Claire reached into her small bag and pulled out two plastic cards. She handed one to Drew. “This is your VIP pass for the day. Gets you through the gate, onto all the rides, access to every game, and unlimited food and drinks,” she said proudly.
Drew shook his head. “Wait. How did you get this? I can’t let you pay for all this.” 
“Yes, you can. You don’t have a choice in the matter.” 
“Claire it’s too much.” Drew wasn’t used to anyone doing anything for him so he wasn’t sure how to accept it.
She walked over to him, wrapped her arms around his neck and stared into his eyes. “It’s not too much. You have been helping me in ways I never thought anyone could. I’m becoming stronger and more confident. You can’t put a price tag on that. But the main reason I’m doing this? Everyone deserves to make memories at places like this. Doesn’t matter how old you are. So, come on! You’ve been teaching me to fight. Today I’m teaching you how to have fun.” She kissed him and he was defenseless.
They headed through the gate and, once inside, Drew was in awe at all the rides, games, and characters. The smell of food invaded his senses. Music filled the air. Claire watched as she could see the boy, hidden deep inside, begin to peek out. 
Drew was surprised at how much fun he had. Uncontrollable laughter and joy poured out as the roller coasters went flying down the hills and upside down. Even the bumper cars delighted him, mostly because he saw how competitive Claire could be. She meant business in those cars as she chased him down, bumped him into a corner, and then laughed when he got stuck. It took a few rematches, but he eventually caught her. 
Drew even enjoyed all the games. Anything that required pointing and shooting at a target he was a master at. Claire ended up with an armful of prizes he won for her. 
“You’re feeling pretty proud of yourself huh?” She laughed. “You know, it’s not really fair to the regular citizen. You’re a trained soldier with special skills. It’s like cheating.” She found a locker to put the prizes in for safe keeping until they were ready to leave.
“Don’t you like all the prizes I won for you?”
“Yes, I do! Thank you! I’m happy to benefit from your skills and unfair advantage.” Smiling, she hugged him and gave him a quick kiss.
“What are you going to do with all of those?” Drew wondered since he had won her at least a dozen stuffed animals of all different sizes.
“I’m going to keep my favorite and then give Gunther a few. The two big ones are going to the twins.”
They headed into an arcade. “Now I’ll be able to beat you at something.” Claire snickered and walked towards the Skee-Ball machines. 
After explaining the game to Drew, they played side by side and Claire sent every ball into the hole with the highest points. Every time. Drew had no idea how she did it.
“How did you do that?”
“I will never share my secret! I figured out the technique at around thirteen and I’ve never lost since.” When she was done beating him, she grabbed his hand and dragged him over to a Photo Booth. 
They squeezed in and Claire sat on Drew’s lap. “Ok. It’s going to take a bunch of pictures really fast so just be goofy or whatever you want to do.” The lights started flashing as it took the pictures and they made goofy faces at each other. 
When the pictures popped out, they laughed at how ridiculous they looked. Claire tore them in half and handed one set to Drew. “Here, you have to keep these. Put them somewhere safe.” She gave him a wink. “Let’s go eat some fun food!” 
Claire sat Drew down at a table and ran off. When she returned, she had a plate with fried dough on it. She put the plate in front of him. 
“What is this?” Drew had never had fried dough and it looked a little weird to him, especially with the white powdery stuff all over it.
“It’s delicious. Trust me. Rip off a piece and just eat it.” Claire demonstrated by ripping off an edge and tossing it in her mouth.
Drew followed her order. “Wow! That is so good!”, he said with his mouth full. “I mean, it’s really good!” 
A little while later Claire ran off again and brought back two sticks of cotton candy. She handed one to Drew and he looked at her like she was crazy. “It looks like fur. You want me to eat this?”
“It’s not fur,” she laughed. “It’s amazing. Put some in your mouth and just let it dissolve.”
Again, he followed her order and his taste buds were happy. His eyes grew big. “You’re right. Not fur! It is amazing!”
It was finally night and the lights were on all over the park. Claire led Drew to the Ferris Wheel. While they waited in line, she hopped out and ran up to the ride operator. Drew couldn’t hear what she was talking to the teenage boy about, but after a few minutes she returned to the line.
“Is everything okay?”
She avoided eye contact. “Yes. I just wanted to ask him if the seats swung a lot. I don’t like it when they swing a lot.”
Drew could tell something was going on but he couldn’t figure out what it was. Before he could think too much about it, they loaded into their seat. He placed his arm around her shoulders and once they reached the top they stopped. After a few minutes Drew wondered if it as normal to be stopped that long.
“I wonder if something is wrong. We’ve been stopped up here for a while it seems.”
“Don’t tell me the brave Marine is afraid of being stuck at the top of the Ferris Wheel?”, Claire teased.
“I’m not afraid. I’m wondering if it’s broken.”
“I don’t think it’s broken. While we’re up here, look.” She motioned with her head to look around. “You can see the whole park and the lake way out there.”
Drew looked around and she was right. He took in the view, which was pretty great from up there. Suddenly a scream tore through the air, a boom echoed in the sky, and then an explosion of lights and color showered over the lake. 
“Fireworks?” 
Claire smiled excitedly. “Yes. They do them every weekend. We have the best view in the park.”
The fireworks filled the sky with color and then Drew realized what Claire had been up to. “Did you ask the ride operator guy to stop us up here?”
She laughed. “I did. I wanted you to have the best view. Pretty amazing right?” 
Drew nodded “yes” as he watched in awe. Claire couldn’t stop looking at him as the wonder and joy filled his face. It was exactly what she wanted for him. 
He caught her staring and stared back. He was overwhelmed. No one had ever done anything for him like that. 
“You’re amazing.” He leaned his head closer to hers. “You know, I think everyone needs to be kissed at the top of the Ferris Wheel.” His lips pressed against hers. And, underneath the explosions of color and light, they got lost in each other. A bit of magic found its way back to Claire, and Drew felt a spark of it for the first time. 
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While Drew packed the stuffed prizes in the back of Claire’s SUV, he noticed her yawning. “Do you want me to drive back?” 
She yawned again. “If you don’t mind?” He put his hand out for the keys and she tossed them to him with a grateful smile. 
As they pulled out of the parking lot, Claire leaned back in the passenger seat. “I hope you had fun today.”
“I had a lot of fun today. I don’t know how to thank you, Claire. Seriously.”
“No thanks needed. I’m just glad you enjoyed it.” She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep. 

Before they got home, the man that lurked in the dark woods decided he had waited around long enough. He put his cigarette out but carried it out with him. He wasn’t leaving those butts behind for Drew to find anymore. Once he was out of the woods and on the road, a truck came by to pick him up. There were no houses around so no one ever saw him going in and out, and there wasn’t a lot of traffic. With hunters, fishermen, and hikers frequenting the area, no one would have thought much of it anyways. 
He made a call, as always. “Hey man. Listen. I waited out there for a few hours but there was no sign of anyone, so I left. They must have gone somewhere.”
The voice on the other end was frustrated and angry that “they” must have gone somewhere. 
“And listen. I’m getting tired of having to do this. Your obsession over this is going to put all of us in jail.”
The other end was silent for a moment which made the man in the truck slightly nervous. “You still there, man?”
“I’m here. We’re done when I say we’re done.” His voice was low and quiet.
“Fine. Whatever.”
The man on the other end hung up and placed the phone down on top of a newspaper. A picture stared back at him as he drank what was left of his beer. It was a picture of Claire and Drew from the night of the Agra Falls Festival. “Soon,” he said.

Drew pulled into the driveway and turned the ignition off. Claire was sleeping peacefully. He got out of the car quietly and headed to the passenger side. He decided he would carry her inside if she didn’t want to wake up. “Claire. We’re home.”
She woke to the sound of his voice, pleasant and soft. When she opened her eyes all she could see was his perfect face staring back at her. His scent rolled over her and was intoxicating. As she got out of the car and looked at him, she felt it and knew she was finally ready. She trusted him and felt safe with him. The desire she felt for him felt free at last. No longer bound by her past or her fear.
She leaned against the closed car door and just stared at him. He approached her slowly. “Are you alright?”
Without hesitation she grabbed ahold of his shirt and pulled him into her. She reached up and started kissing him. Her aggression and passion drew him in and he pressed up against her. She moved her hands up under his shirt and he pulled back, slightly. “What are you doing?” 
She was breathing fast and placed her hands on each side of his face. “I want to be with you. In every way.” She moved her hands down to his chest.
“Are you sure?”
Her smile was seductive and mischievous. “Oh, I’m sure. But if you’re not…” Her words were cut off. That was all Drew needed to hear. All the desire he had been suppressing and trying to control broke free. He kissed her and picked her up so she wrapped her legs around his waist. 
“Your bed is closer,” she whispered in his ear.
As if he was carrying a feather, he speedily moved up the stairs. She kissed his neck and drove him crazy while he dug for the keys in his pocket. Once inside, Claire jumped down and stood in front of him. While he shut the door behind him, she moved in close and grabbed ahold of the bottom of his shirt then pulled it up over his head. 
She gently moved her hands up his arms and over his tattoos, while her fingers maneuvered over his muscles. Then she slowly moved her hands over his chest and couldn’t get over how perfectly sculpted he was. 
The light touch of her fingers caressing his skin caused desire to pulsate throughout Drew’s entire body. He had never wanted anyone as much as her. He pulled Claire’s shirt up over her head then leaned down to kiss her shoulder. As he did, he reached his hands around her back and unhooked her bra. His hands ran down her back and around her waist, sending what felt like electricity through her body. He picked her up and gently laid her down on the bed. His lips found their way to her neck, down over her breasts, then over her stomach. He slid her pants off and then his own. 
Propping himself up on top of her with one arm, he caressed her cheek with the other. Drew was mesmerized by her softness and beauty. “You’re so beautiful. The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
Claire wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his lips to hers. There were no images of Charlie in her head, just Drew. All she could feel, see, and want was him. His hands moved along her body with gentle passion and sent sensations she had never felt before rolling through her. 
Drew wanted to kiss and memorize every inch of her. Her skin felt like silk underneath his hands and he couldn’t get enough. For the first time ever being with a woman, he was nervous. Claire was too.
But then they locked into each other’s eyes, he slowly slid inside of her, and their fears melted away. Neither had ever wanted anything more. Their bodies intertwined and moved as one, building a powerful and strong connection. All the pain and doubt got pushed aside. With every motion, touch, and kiss, the light inside of them burst and illuminated their souls, blinding them from their dark pasts. As their bodies merged so did their broken pieces, making parts of them whole again. All that was left for them to feel was ecstasy and exhilaration. 
Once they had reached the height of their pleasure, Claire laid with her head on Drew’s chest, running her fingers softly over his chest. He traced her back with his. Deep down they knew there was more to what happened than just sex. But neither were willing to speak about it. 
Drew worried Claire would realize she wasn’t ready. “Any regrets?” 
She picked up her head and ran her fingers through his hair. “No regrets. You?”
“Absolutely none.” He kissed the top of her head while she laid it back down. 
Claire’s fingers began to trace the tiny scars on his chest and abdomen. “Where did you get these scars? From missions?”
He held his hand over hers. “No. Those I got for not listening and for protecting my brothers.”
She wanted to ask what caused the scars, but figured her imagination provided a good enough explanation. There was no need to have him go back there. Claire kissed a few of them and they laid together in a silence for a few moments. 
“If you want me to go back to my place I will understand.” Claire wasn’t sure what Drew would want now.
“What? You think I got this and now I’m done?” Drew was surprised she would say such a thing.
“I wasn’t really sure. I just wanted you to know that I would understand.” Claire could tell she hit a nerve.
“Well, I don’t want you to go anywhere. Unless you want to go?”
She propped herself up to look at him and smirked. “Now that you mention it, this was all I was looking for. Now that I got it, I think maybe I’m ready to venture out and spread my wings a little.”
Drew knew from the look in her eyes she was joking. “Oh, you think you’re funny huh?” He grabbed her waist and tickled her.
They gazed into each other’s eyes and quickly became overwhelmed by desire again. They spent the rest of the night entangled in one another while the connection they formed left it’s print on their souls.
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The next morning, they were awakened by the sound of a car pulling in front of the house. It took Claire a second, but then she remembered. “Oh no. I totally forgot. I messaged Sheila last night when we left the park. She said she’d drive Gunther over this morning. Crap!” 
Claire jumped out of the bed and threw her clothes and shoes on. Drew walked over with one of his Marines sweatshirts and pulled it over her head. “It’s chilly out there.” He smirked at how big it was on her and how adorable she looked in it. 
She ran her fingers through her hair and flipped it to the side before heading out the door. By the time she made it to the driveway, Sheila was almost at the porch of the house. 
“Sheila! Hey!” She yelled to her. Gunther immediately ran to Claire and jumped up, placing his paws on her shoulders. “Hey boy! I missed you too.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. Gunther jumped down and began to run around the yard while Sheila stood in front of Claire. She looked her up and down, then over to the garage apartment, then back again. 
“Nice sweatshirt.” Sheila gave Claire an accusing look. “So, I take it you two had a good time yesterday?”
Claire could feel her cheeks turning red and could barely look her friend in the eyes. “Thank you so much for taking care of Gunther and for bringing him home.”
“Oh, it was no problem. I’m so glad I got to see this.” She motioned to the apartment and then to Claire. 
“Well, I better get him inside. Thank you again!” 
Sheila chuckled. “Ok. Listen. You better call me later or I’m coming back.”
Claire nodded and smiled and then ran towards the apartment with Gunther. Sheila got in her car and watched her friend. She felt worried, but also relieved, because she had just seen a glow around Claire she hadn’t seen in a very long time. Part of her thought it was gone forever, but seeing it now filled her heart with joy. 
Before Claire could walk through the door, Drew opened it for her. “Do you mind if Gunther comes in?”
“Are you kidding me? No! Come here boy!” Gunther ran in and jumped on Drew as they wrestled around. When he was done, he grabbed Claire and carried her back to bed. Gunther followed and laid at their feet while they drifted back to sleep.

The next day Claire found herself sitting across from Sheila in the kitchen. She had called her the night before but wasn’t too forthcoming since Drew was right next to her. So, while he was off grabbing a drink with Rob, Sheila headed to Claire’s to get answers face to face. 
“Ok. Fess up. So, what is going on with the two of you? And if you tell me nothing, I swear…”
Claire laughed. “Alright. Alright. We had a …good time together.” She watched as Sheila rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. Do I really have to say what happened? I think you know.”
“I guess you don’t have to say it. Fine. But how was it?” Sheila leaned in closer waiting for all the details. Claire was hesitant. 
“You can’t hold out on me with this one. You said the first kiss was off the charts so, come on, I need to know. Was the kiss as good as he gets or was that just a preview?” 
Claire leaned in and in a low voice, “It was just the preview.”
Sheila squealed. “Oh my god. Okay. So, it was great then?”
Trying to find the right words to describe what it felt like being with Drew, Claire couldn’t find any. “It was indescribable. Like nothing I’ve ever felt before.”
“Wow.” Sheila’s eyes got big. “Well, now what? What does this mean for the two of you?”
As she pulled herself back, Claire sighed. “I don’t know. It doesn’t mean anything. We’re still just taking it one day at a time.”
Sheila had a million comments running through her head, like what happened when Drew would get called back, but she kept them to herself. She realized all that mattered, for the moment, was that her friend was smiling and glowing again. Looking down at the counter she saw a plate of chocolate chip cookies. “Wait a minute. Did you make these? You’re mother’s recipe?”
Claire pushed the plate of cookies in front of Sheila. “Yes, I did. For you.”
Taking a bite out of one, Sheila closed her eyes and moaned. “I have so missed these damn things. It’s been so long and they are so delicious. You tell Drew to just keep on doing indescribable things to you if it means you’ll keep making your mom’s cookies.” She grabbed another cookie to eat and smiled.
After Sheila left, Claire did some work online and some chores around her house. At dusk she sat outside on her front porch playing fetch with Gunther and a stick he found. Drew pulled in and her heart started racing watching him walk towards her.
She stood up to meet him as he walked up onto the porch. “Hey.”
He flashed that smile, the one that melted her. “Hey. How was your visit with Sheila?”
“Good. I made her cookies and she left happy. How was Rob?”
He moved in closer to her now. “Rob was good. But you know? The thing is. All I could think about was getting back here to you.” He swept her up in a kiss then whispered in her ear, “I think your bed is closer this time.”
Claire could barely breath, but managed to call Gunther back into the house before Drew picked her up and carried her up to the bedroom. 
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The alarm clock went off and Claire immediately smelled bacon. As she sat up and stretched, she noticed Gunther and Drew were gone. After throwing a sweatshirt on, she rushed to the bathroom and quickly brushed her teeth as the smell of the bacon was now accompanied with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee. 
Before she hit the bottom of the stairs, Gunther was there, wagging his tail. He led her to the kitchen where she found Drew, pouring a glass of orange juice. He looked up and greeted her with a smile as she rounded the corner.
“Good morning! Now, I’m not even close to being as good a cook as you, but I learned a few things over the years.” He placed bacon strips onto a plate and then some eggs. 
Claire just watched him as she sat down at the island in front of the breakfast he had prepared. Her eyes grew big as he poured her a cup of coffee. “You have exceeded a level of attractiveness I didn’t think was possible.” She smiled at him while he simply smirked and shook his head.  “This all looks so good. How long have you been up?”
“For a while. Woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t get back to sleep. So, I took Gunther for a quick run while you were still sleeping, and then figured I’d cook for a change.”
Claire glared down at Gunther. “You went for a run without me? How could you? Such a traitor. I might not give you a piece of bacon now.” Gunther whimpered as if he knew exactly what Claire had just said.
Drew laughed. “Yeah, I might have already given him some. Sorry.” He moved around the island and turned Claire to face him. He stroked her cheek with his thumb and then kissed her forehead. “I hope you enjoy.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer, and pressed her lips against his. 
Drew had to force himself to stop kissing her. “You’re killing me. But I have to go and meet up with Rob.” One look into those green eyes and he couldn’t resist. He leaned back down and started kissing her again. Before he lost all control, he pulled himself back. “You are dangerous you know that? I really have to go.”
Claire giggled and took a sip of her coffee. “I enjoyed that very much. Thank you. And thank you for breakfast. You’re not going to eat anything before you go?”
“I sort of ate while I was cooking. And Rob is waiting for me.” He reached his hand down to pet Gunther. “When I get back would you want to go for a walk to the falls?”
In between chewing the crispy bacon, “Sure. It’s really pretty there this time of year. This is so good by the way.”
Drew headed towards the door to leave. “Ok, I’ll see you later then.”
“Definitely.” Claire watched him leave and felt her heart flutter when he smiled and gave her a wink. 
She looked down at Gunther, glaring at him, and slowly broke off a piece of bacon. His eyes followed the bacon as she held it up in front of him. “Such a traitor. But fine, here. I forgive you. This time.” Gunther caught the bacon in the air after Claire tossed it to him. 

While Drew drove to meet Rob he thought about how much things had changed since he first arrived in Agra Falls.  He and Claire hadn’t spent a night apart since they finally gave in to their desires. Over the span of a few weeks their connection grew stronger with each kiss and each touch. Physically, they couldn’t get enough of one another.  Emotionally, they were opening up to one another little by little. 
Claire was constantly coming up with new experiences for Drew. Like going for a scenic drive to the lake, or going out for ice cream. One day she bought nerf guns and they battled it out in the yard with Gunther switching teams constantly. Claire even found a drive-in movie theatre to take him too. 
As they laid in bed in each night, they shared stories from their pasts, their likes and dislikes, their secrets. All the while, revealing their true selves and finding peace in one another. 
Even so, neither expressed any feelings toward the other. Nothing was discussed regarding their “relationship”, or lack thereof. They continued taking it one day at a time. Both were afraid that if something was said, it might push the other away. But during their most intimate moments, flesh on flesh, as they’d peer into each other’s eyes, nothing needed to be said. The feelings were real, pure, and intense.
A few days before, Drew had awakened feeling anxious and almost panicked. He had stopped over at Robs for a visit, who immediately picked up on Drew’s state. 
“Brother. What has got you all wound up?”
“What? What are you talking about? I’m fine.” Drew put his hand on his leg to stop it from bouncing. 
“Yeah, ok. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this.”  Rob flipped the burgers and then closed the grill. He stared at his brother with his arms crossed. “Come on Drew. It’s me! Just spit it out!”
Drew looked up at Rob quickly and then back at the ground. “Really. I’m fine. It’s nothing.”
“That ain’t nothing.” Rob pointed at Drew’s bouncing leg. “Let me guess. Claire?”
Drew’s leg stopped. 
“Mhmm. That’s what I thought. So, what is going on with the two of you?”
“Nothing. We’re just spending time together. It’s not a big deal.” Drew was trying to convince himself of his own words, but deep down knew they were a lie. 
“You spend time together?” Rob laughed out loud. “Yeah. The two of you are pretty inseparable lately. I’d say the two of you are spending a whole lot of time together.”
Drew wondered how Rob knew. “How would you know?”
Again, Rob laughed. “Brother, everyone knows. Small town, remember?”
Drew shook his head.
“So come on. What is really going on with the two of you?”
“I told you. We’re just spending time together. That is the truth.”
Rob turned back to his grill. “Ok. What happens when you get called back?” When he looked back, Drew just stared at the ground.
Drew hadn’t wanted to think about that day, but it had been on his mind a lot since the first night he kissed her. That uncontrollable pull he had to be with her, he wondered how he would handle leaving her and being thousands of miles away. “I don’t know. I guess we’ll deal with it when it happens.”
“Claire will wait for you. I believe that.” 
“I wouldn’t want her waiting for me like that. I couldn’t ask her to do that.” 
“I don’t think you’d need to ask if she knew there was something worth waiting for. But if you don’t talk to her and tell her how you feel then how will she know.” Rob knew he was entering dangerous territory, but someone had to.
“That wouldn’t be a life for her. Just waiting around for me. No. I wouldn’t want that.” Drew believed Claire deserved more.
“Okay. That’s fair. But let me ask you this brother. The two of you never discuss the situation. You get called back and leave. Claire is left thinking it’s just over and moves one. Someday you come back and she’s with someone else. How are you going to feel about that?”
Drew knew seeing her with someone else would inflict a kind of pain he had never endured. “If she was happy, I would be happy for her.” He wanted to the words to be true, but he knew they were a lie.
“Wow. Very honorable. But deep-down Drew. How would you feel about it?” Rob glared at his brother for a moment and the answer was on his face. “If it would hurt, or upset you in any way then you need to talk to her. Before it’s too late.”
The words Rob spoke hit Drew hard, but he still couldn’t admit it. “Talk to her about what? Really. What’s going on with us isn’t a big deal.”
Rob’s eyes got big. “Woah! Not a big deal? Man, you are thirty years old and you have never, never, dated or had a girlfriend. The most amount of time you ever spent with any woman was what? A few hours? It’s a big deal when you’re spending every day and every night with Claire. It obviously means something. And, let’s not forget that Claire literally turned down guy after guy for five years. But she didn’t turn you down.”
Drew just looked at Rob knowing what he was saying was the absolute truth, but remained silent. 
Rob turned the grill off and then sat down next to Drew. “Look, I know it’s scary to think about opening yourself up to someone. Trust me. I didn’t want to with Sheila but she was worth the risk. So, I guess you have to ask yourself if Claire is worth the risk.”
That question plagued Drew the rest of that day until he got back home that night. When he got out of his truck, Claire was running around with Gunther in the front yard. She stopped and, when she saw Drew, the smile that she gave him lit up her face and his world. She ran straight into his arms. As he swept her up the answer to that question was clear. 
~
He now pulled into the parking lot for the public access to the water falls. Rob was waiting in his red Toyota pickup. After Drew realized how very much worth the risk Claire was, he wanted to do something special for her. He asked Rob to meet him to help him.
It took them the afternoon to get everything set up. Drew headed home and took a shower. He styled his hair, put on a long sleeve black shirt and his nice jeans. A bit of cologne and he was off. 
Claire opened the door before he could knock. He was speechless the second he saw her. Her long, soft hair hung over her shoulders. The cream-colored sweater hugged her frame and drew out the richness in her hair. The skinny jeans showed off her shapely legs and led down to stylish brown boots, suitable for hiking. He wasn’t sure if she had makeup on, but her face was bright, cheeks flushed with pink and, as always, those green eyes sparkled.  
“You look incredible.” He smiled at her in awe.
“Thank you. You are looking especially handsome yourself, Mr. LaTroy.” She winked at him and then grabbed her brown and cream plaid jacket. Gunther ran out into the front yard to wait for them. 
She pulled the door shut behind her and Drew leaned in close. Her scent took over his senses and his desire for her swelled. “You smell like candy,” he whispered in her ear as he kissed her neck. But he remembered his plan. “We better go before I carry you back inside.”
Claire wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a quick, soft kiss. “Yes, we better go.”
This time, when they walked the path, they walked hand in hand. And Claire wasn’t nervous or afraid. She was excited to go back to the falls and let the memories flow around her. 
“You really did a great job clearing the path. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. I think Gunther is happy about it too.” The two of them laughed watching Gunther run up ahead then stop, check to make sure they were still there, and then run up ahead some more. 
Once they reached the falls, Claire noticed that Drew cut away a lot of the brush to make an entry. As she stepped through, the site in front of her amazed her. There were lights strung up in the trees all around the flattened rock area. On the rock a large blanket was spread out with a basket. 
“This is beautiful! Did you do all of this?” She looked around in awe.
“Rob helped me. That’s what we were doing today.”
Claire couldn’t believe how magical it looked. “I love it. I absolutely love it. But why did you do all of this?”
Drew pulled her close to him and looked down into the face that melted him. “You did something special for me because you thought I deserved to make memories. And no one has ever done anything like that for me. This place was special to you and your parents. You should hold onto those moments, but I think you deserve to start making new memories.” 
Claire hugged him with all she had. She was so grateful for him.
“Go look in the basket,” he whispered in her ear.
Pulling away from him, her eyes grew big with anticipation. She knelt down and opened it. Inside was her favorite bottle of wine and a box from her favorite bakery. “Oooooh. What is in that box?”
Drew had to laugh. “I may have asked Sheila for a little help on that one.”
Her excitement grew as she opened the box. “Oh yes. All of my favorites. I cannot wait to eat them.” She squealed with joy. “Look Gunther, there are treats in here for you too.”
After they drank the wine, ate the treats and played fetch with Gunther, they sat together on the blanket. Claire sat in between Drew’s legs, with her back leaned against his chest, his arms wrapped around her. They gazed quietly up at the stars and watched the water fall under the glow of the moon. It was another moment Claire wished she could have frozen. 
Drew wanted to talk to her, but he was afraid. What if he said something and it changed everything? Would it upset her? He kept letting his doubts stop him. Until she spoke first.
“Thank you for this. It’s definitely a night I won’t forget and I’m glad I got to make a new memory. And I’m glad it was with you.” She held onto his arms tighter. “I wish my parents could have met you. They would have liked you. And my mom would have been quite impressed with your ability to create a little magic.” She stared up at all the lights hung in the trees.
He knew now was the time. “I need to tell you something.”
“Ok”. She waited but he was silent. It made her worried so she turned herself around to look at him. Just when he was about speak, Claire noticed her phone fall out of her pocket. When she picked it up, she saw there were a dozen missed calls from Sheila. 
“Oh no. Sheila has tried calling me, but I had my sound off. She would never call that many times if something wasn’t wrong.” Claire immediately tried to call Sheila back.
Drew checked his phone. “Yeah, Rob tried calling me too.”
“Dammit. There’s no signal out here. I can’t even listen to my messages.”
They both stood up. “We should head back. I’ll come back and deal with the lights tomorrow.” Drew gathered up the blankets and the basket.
Claire yelled out for Gunther and they headed back to the house. While Drew led them back, she kept trying to call Sheila but still no signal. Finally, once they hit her back yard, the phone rang. “It’s ringing.”
Drew dialed Rob’s number and put the basket on the ground. 
“Sheila. I’m so sorry. I had my ringer off and there’s no signal at the waterfalls. Is everything ok?” 
“Natalie called. It’s Brian. He was killed in action.” Her voice cracked as she started to cry.
“Oh no Sheila. I’m so sorry.” Claire looked up at Drew knowing he was just given the news by Rob. “I’m just so sorry. Are you and Rob ok?”
“It’s just so sad, Claire. Rob is in shock, I think.”
 “I should go check on Drew, but I promise I’ll call you back in a few, okay? Can you please tell Rob how sorry I am?”
“Of course. Yes. You should check on Drew. Call me back when you can.”
After she hung up from Sheila, Claire watched Drew take the phone away from his ear. Then, like witnessing the moon eclipse the sun, she watched as a darkness swept over him. And just like that, his demeanor, his face, everything, changed. 
Claire moved towards him, but he put up his hand to stop her. “I need to be alone.”
“Ok.” She stayed frozen in place as he swiftly walked away and disappeared into the apartment.
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Once she was back inside the house, Claire called Sheila back. 
“Do they know what happened?” 
“Just that his unit was attacked and he, and two others, were killed. Another was taken I guess.” Sheila’s tried not to start crying again. “My heart breaks for Natalie and that baby. It’s just not right.”
“No, it’s not right at all. I feel so bad for them. How is Rob doing?”
“Not great. How about Drew?”
Claire was worried about him but didn’t want to tell Sheila. “Like Rob, I guess. In shock.”
“So, I need to ask you for a huge favor. Plans are being made very quickly. The service will be next week and Rob wants to fly down to Pennsylvania in a few days. My parents are on a cruise and Elisabeth is out of town looking at colleges. I wasn’t sure if you’d be planning on going to Pennsylvania with Drew, but if not, would you be able to take care of the boys for us?” Claire could hear the desperation in Sheila’s voice. 
“Yes! I will take care of them.” 
“Are you sure? Did you want to go down with Drew?”
“Right now, he seems like he needs to be alone. I’m not sure he’d want me to go. Taking care of the boys so you and Rob can be there is important.” Claire did want to be there for Drew, but something told her he wasn’t going to want company.
“Thank you so much Claire. But, listen, if Drew needs you there then you go with him. We will figure something out. We can bring them if we have to. I should go and check on Rob. I’ll talk to you later?”
“Ok. Please give Rob a hug for me. I’m so sorry Sheila. I’m so sorry you all have to go through this.”
They said their goodbyes and hung up the phone. Claire stared out her window at Drew’s truck wondering if he was ok. She thought about calling him or messaging him, but felt pulled to go to him instead. He said he wanted to be alone, but that was two hours ago. She needed to see him.
Drew sat in the dark at the edge of his bed just staring at the floor. Thoughts of his brother ran through his mind over and over again. He had told Brian not to join the Marines, especially after getting married and having a baby. Brian had a romantic idea of being a hero and fighting for freedom. Drew knew the reality was much more dangerous and unromantic.  It made him angry that Brian didn’t listen to him.
And the anger swelled, little by little. The pain he felt over the loss was something Drew didn’t know how to handle, so he covered it up with his anger, like he did when he was a kid. As he felt the darkness start to encompass him, it was broken apart by her voice. 
“Drew? It’s me. I just want to make sure you’re ok.” Claire knocked once, lightly.
“It’s open,” he said in a low voice.
As she came in, he kept his head down. He couldn’t look at her. He was afraid of what she would see.
Claire knelt down in front of him. She reached up and put her hands on either side of his face. Slowly, she made him look at her and when his eyes met hers, she felt his pain. 
Knowing there were no miracle words to make it go away or make it better, she simply reached her arms around him, gently kissed his cheek, and pulled him in. Drew’s head told him to make her go so he could be alone. But the rest of him screamed to hold onto her. So, he did. He wrapped his arms around her and buried his head into her shoulder. 
Her warmth and their connection soothed him. He didn’t want to let go. But then they heard a truck pull into the driveway.
“It’s Rob. He messaged me a short while ago and said he was going to stop by.”
Claire stood up. “Ok. Well, I’ll leave the two of you then. If you want to come over after, or if you want me to come over here, just let me know. But if you want to be alone, I understand.”
“It’s probably best if just spend the night alone.”
She pulled a key out of her pocket and placed it in his hand. “If you change your mind, or need anything, just come over. I don’t care what time it is. Whatever you need.” She pressed her lips to his, gently, before leaving.
In the driveway Claire ran into Rob and gave him a hug. “I am so sorry for your loss.” 
“Thank you, Claire. How is he?” He looked up at the apartment.
“As expected. I think it’s good you came over, but if you need anything just let me know.”
Drew came down to the driveway as Claire headed back to the house. He and Rob sat on the back of his truck while drinking some beers. They reminisced about their little brother. Mainly, Rob drank and talked while Drew listened. 
Hours later, around midnight, Rob passed out in Drew’s bed. He had way too much to drink so Drew told Sheila that he would keep him there, safe. As his brother loudly snored behind him, Drew stared out his front window. He felt anxious and restless, trying to push down his pain, but he didn’t want the anger to take over either. 
Reaching in his pocket, he pulled out the key Claire gave to him. He craved the peace she brought him. So, he headed over and quietly entered the house. Gunther met Drew at the top of the stairs. 
Whispering, “Hey boy,” he headed down the hallway.
When he walked into her room, her eyes met his. 
“Did I wake you?”
“No, I couldn’t sleep.” Claire was relieved he showed up.
Drew kicked off his shoes and then stripped down to his boxers. He slid under the covers next to her. They stared at one another, not needing any words. They wrapped their bodies together and Drew felt the calmness wash over him. He could breathe again. 

When Claire awoke the next morning, she found Drew sitting on the bed next to her. He stroked her hair and smiled sweetly. “Good morning.”
“Good morning. Is everything ok?” Claire sat up.
“I think I’m going to head out for Pennsylvania today. They’re transporting my brother back home. I want to be there when he arrives tomorrow. That way I can make sure everything is all set for the service.” 
“Ok.” Claire held his hand. “Listen, Sheila asked if I would watch the boys while they went down for the service. They don’t have anyone else. I want to be there for you, though. If you need me there, I’ll work something out with Sheila. We’ll figure it out.”
Drew shook his head. “No, it’s alright. Stay here with the boys. It’ll be better for them. And, to be honest, I think I could use the time alone to clear my head. That’s why I’m driving instead of flying.”
Claire threw her arms around him and squeezed tight. He squeezed her back.
“I better go and wake Rob up. I’ll see you before I go.” He kissed her head and left.
It was only a few hours later they were back in each other’s arms, saying goodbye, in the driveway. 
“Please stay in touch when you can. I’m so sorry you have to go through this. I’ll be here for you as soon as you get back.”
Drew didn’t want to let go of her. He knew, without her in his arms, it wouldn’t be long before the anger and darkness crept back in. But he forced himself into the truck and drove away. 
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It was a long, quiet drive to Pennsylvania, allowing for Drew’s thoughts to wander. He thought of Brian and the first time he met him. He could remember knowing, the second he saw the little guy, he would need to protect him. Brian was so young, small and innocent. No matter what hell the days brought, Brian always found reasons to smile. 
Drew was more than just a foster brother to Brian. He was his hero and his role model. It was no surprise to Rob when Brian decided to join the Marines, but Drew was not happy about it. The last time he saw Brian they had an argument over him joining. 
Brian assumed Drew thought he was too weak and not brave enough. The truth was, Drew thought Brian was the bravest out of the three. It took a lot of courage to have faith in people and believe in love after the way they grew up. But Brian did. And he found love with Natalie and had a baby. She came from a large, close family that accepted him with open arms. Against all the odds, he found happiness and true joy.
For most, these thoughts, and the grief that accompanied them, would bring sadness. But Drew didn’t allow that. Sadness wasn’t something he allowed himself to feel since he was a young boy. Instead, he was angry and frustrated. He blamed himself for not fighting harder to keep Brian out of harm’s way. He blamed Brian for not listening. 
After a long drive, he finally made it to Pennsylvania and checked in to the motel off the highway. The next day he visited Natalie and met his niece for the first time. She had his brother’s eyes. And by days end, he stood tall, saluting his brother while they carried his casket off the plane. 
Sheila and Rob flew in shortly after and stayed two doors down from Drew at the same motel. Even so, Drew stuck to himself, staying in his room.  He spoke to Claire a couple of times and responded to a few messages. Hearing her voice made him long to be with her, so he kept the calls brief.
The day of the funeral arrived and the church was filled to capacity with people neither Rob or Drew knew. They weren’t surprised though. Anyone that met Brian liked him. He was full of life, and had a joyful energy that flowed through him and off of him. 
Rob spoke of this when he gave his eulogy. “To know Brian was to love him. Drew and I were blessed to have grown up with him. He brought light into our otherwise dark world.” Before he was done speaking, Rob broke down into tears, but Drew remained stoic.  When it was time to carry their brother out, Drew and Rob, head to toe in their dress uniforms, led the way. 
At the cemetery, Drew stared at the American Flag draped over the casket while the chaplain performed the service. His eyes didn’t move during the gun salute or when the bugler played Taps either. It was when they folded the flag. As they handed it to his sister-in-law, he was struck by her heartache. She was devastated and shattered. Her world would never be the same. The love she had for his brother only brought her immense pain now that he was gone.
All of a sudden, he saw Claire in her place. A vision of her sitting in that same seat completely destroyed and broken. Pain just pouring out of her in tears. He had to close his eyes and open them again to make the vision go away. But it left its mark.
After all the prayers and goodbyes, people made their way out of the cemetery. All but one. Drew stood alone, staring down at the casket. He thought about when Brian was little and he was afraid of the dark. Drew would give him a flashlight and promised he’d always be there. 
“Damn you little brother. Why couldn’t you have just listened to me?” His hand rubbed the back of his neck. “I want you to know I’m proud of you, though. You’re a hero, always were.” 
He took a pause. “Your daughter has your eyes. She’s beautiful. Rob and I will always look out for her, I promise. Between Natalie’s family and friends, I know they’ll be well cared for, but Rob and I will always be there if they need us.” He took a pause and a deep breath.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you this time. I’m so sorry.” He pulled a small flashlight from out of his pocket and placed it on top of the casket. “I’ll see you on the other side little brother.” The caretakers began to lower the casket into the ground, while Drew saluted Brian, slowly, one last time.
He headed back to the motel and avoided the knocks on the door from Rob. The two missed calls from Claire and messages were ignored. Each hour was spent awake, suppressing the pain he needed to feel, and in its place the anger festered. The guilt began to take weight. He thought of Brian and Natalie, and Claire’s parents. It was as if the universe was proving his theory. That love would only bring pain. And the vision of Claire, brokenhearted and in pain, wouldn’t leave him. 
The thought of her having to endure more loss was more than he could bear. He believed it was the inevitable outcome if he stayed with her. There was no choice he could make to prevent it. If he continued being with her, and stayed in the Marines with the risks he had to take, he’d eventually end up like Brian. And Claire would end up like Natalie. 
If he chose to retire, the anger that haunted him his whole life would be there. And when it reared its ugly head around Claire, then what? And could he really allow himself to feel, fully, for her the way she deserved? Did he deserve her at all? A tornado of pain and anger, fear, and doubt whipped around inside of him all through the night.
By mornings light the darkness had returned, burying the light he had found with Claire. He knew what he had to do. Drew convinced himself that he could no longer be with her. Being with her would only drag her down the dark hole that was his life. She deserved better, and he didn’t deserve her. He told himself he felt nothing more than a physical desire for her and it was time to end it.
He headed back to Agra Falls that morning and arrived by dusk. When he pulled in, he was relieved she wasn’t home. Even with all the convincing, he knew deep down, the pull to her was strong and undeniable, and he couldn’t allow himself to get sucked back in.
~
Rob and Sheila had flown home that afternoon ready to hug their boys.  When they returned home, they told Claire they didn’t know when Drew left because he didn’t say goodbye to them. She was worried because she hadn’t heard from him since the morning of the funeral. But she knew the kind of pain he was feeling and knew he needed time, and space. 
Relief rolled over her when she saw his truck in the driveway when she got home that night. Her first instinct was to run up the stairs, bang on the door, and just throw her arms around him. But he hadn’t called or messaged her, so she assumed he wanted to be left alone. She carried her bags in from staying at Rob and Sheila’s. Gunther followed, excited to be home. Holding her cell phone, she contemplated calling him, but decided to just send him a message. 
“I’m glad you’re home safe. I’m sorry you have to go through this. I’m here if, and when, you need me. Always.”
Drew read her message and stared out the window at her house. Compelled to go to her, a dark voice inside reminded him, “You’ll only hurt her. Damage her. Break her.” So, he turned his lights out and went to bed.
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When heading out for her run with Gunther the next morning, Claire looked for Drew to join her but he never showed. And she didn’t see him upon her return either. There was no sign of him all day. She didn’t want to pester him, so she sent one message asking him if he was ok. No response. 
She was worried, but reminded herself over and over, he was grieving. And Drew wasn’t one to show his feelings, so it made sense he would want to be alone. “He needs time,” Claire thought. 
A couple more days passed, and still nothing. She ended up reaching out to Sheila to see if Rob had heard from him at all. 
“A few quick replies to Rob’s messages, but that’s it,” Sheila had responded. “Rob said not to worry. Drew deals with things better on his own.”
But how could Claire not worry? She knew something was wrong; she could feel it. And it was more than just losing Brian. She made up her mind she would give him one more night, and then she would make him open his door. She had a shift at Sylvie’s to get to or else she would have gone up right then.
Drew watched Claire pull out of the driveway from the window. He knew he couldn’t keep avoiding her. While she was at work, he planned to pack his things and head out for good. He hadn’t made up his mind, yet, whether to say goodbye or not. It was the fear of looking in her eyes that pushed him in the direction of not telling her. 
He was almost finished when he received a message on his phone. It was from Joe. 
“Hey Drew. You told me to tell you if those two guys ever came back. They’re here and Claire is working. What do you want me to do?”
Drew’s heart raced as if it were going to fly out of his chest. Rage burned inside of him. 
“I’ll be there in fifteen.” He ran out the door and sped off in his truck.
~
It was near closing time so Claire was the only waitress on when the two men walked in. She recognized them right away, especially the one with the camouflaged hat. When she grabbed menus from behind the bar, Joe offered to take care of them, but Claire insisted. She wanted to prove to herself she could handle it. 
“Remember what he taught you. Stay strong and confident. Don’t flinch. And defend yourself,” she thought.
She approached the table. “Can I get you guys anything to drink?” She placed the menus down in front of them.
“Well, hey darlin’. It’s been a while, hasn’t it? You miss me?” The one in the camouflaged hat laughed. “Billy, I think she missed us.”
That was the first time Claire heard either of their names. Billy was the smaller, and quieter of the two. He always seemed to look at her apologetically, like he did in that moment. 
“I’ll just have a beer. Thanks.”  Billy gave Claire a nervous smile.
“Me too honey.” 
Claire walked away, took a deep breath, and headed to the bar. After Joe handed her the two beers, she brought them to the table and set them down, trying to avoid eye contact.
“So, are you guys ready to order?’ She kept her eyes on her notepad.
The camouflaged hat guy looked Claire up and down like she was a piece of meat. “Mmmm, I know what I want.” He bit his lip and Claire’s stomach turned, but she didn’t flinch or make a face. 
Billy shook his head. “I’ll just have a burger and fries. Ricky, you want the same?”
Claire now had a name to go with those menacing eyes.
“Yeah, sure. I’ll just have that.”
“Ok. Two burgers it is then.” Claire gathered up the menus but then felt Ricky’s arm reach around her waist and squeeze her side with his hand. Everything Drew had taught her kicked in. She grabbed his arm and twisted it back off from her. 
“Ow. What the fuck? You crazy bitch!” Ricky was pissed.
Claire stared down at him while she kept his arm twisted. “Don’t touch me. You understand?” She released him and started to walk away. 
But Ricky wasn’t going to let some woman embarrass him. He jumped up and got so close to her she could feel his breath on her face. It smelled of cigarettes and beer. 
“You’re a little bitch you know that? And you’re going to pay for what you just did!”
Before Claire could respond, a hand pushed her back. Drew had come out of nowhere and was in between her and Ricky. 
“Oh, look who it is Billy? It’s the wannabe hero! Get out of way asshole. I’m not done talking to her.”
Drew laughed a sinister laugh. “I’m not going anywhere. I warned you not to bother her again. You shouldn’t have come back here. It’s time you and your friend leave. Now!”
Ricky smirked and got up closer to Drew. “I’m not going anywhere. And you should tell that tease of a whore to watch herself.” He placed his hands on Drew’s chest and pushed him away. Drew came back immediately with a punch to Ricky’s face, who fell to the ground.
The two of them started throwing punches at each other and wrestled on the floor. Some patrons ran out the door, while others stood in shock just watching. Sam ran out and tried to get in between but couldn’t. 
“Call the cops Joe. Call Rob now!” He yelled out.
Claire stood back, not knowing what to do. Every time Ricky landed a hit on Drew, her stomach knotted. Then, she watched as Drew pinned Ricky down and put his hand around his throat. It didn’t seem like he was going to let go. She ran up behind him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Drew, stop! You have to stop!”
Drew was completely oblivious to Claire’s pleas. Without looking to see who was behind him, with one hand still on Ricky’s throat, Drew reached around with the other and threw Claire off of him. She went flying across the floor. When he looked back, they made eye contact and he realized what he had done.
He released his grip on Ricky’s neck but pushed down on his chest to hold hm in place. That’s when Rob came bursting in. He tackled his brother off of Ricky.
Yelling at the EMT’s, “Attend to that man,” he pointed to Ricky, who was lying still on the floor, blood all over his shirt.
Rob pushed Drew on his back in the direction of the door. “Outside! Now!”
Once they were outside, Drew was faced with the wrath of his brother. “Lean up against my car,” Rob yelled.
“Oh, come on. Are you serious?”
“You’re damn straight. Lean up against my car. If you don’t, I’ll handcuff your ass so fast.”
Drew leaned against the police cruiser and pulled the bottom of his t-shirt up to wipe the blood and sweat off his face. 
“What the hell happened in there Drew?”
“Those assholes showed up, again! When I got here, he was in her face, threatening her. I told him to leave and then he pushed me, so I hit him.”
“And if I hadn’t shown up when I did? You were ready to just keep going, weren’t you?” Rob had seen his brother in that situation more times than he cared to admit. “You better be telling the truth. I’m going in to get statements. Can I trust you to stay put and not move?  I don’t want you moving an inch, you hear me?” 
“Are you kidding me right now Rob? Yeah, I won’t move. Not even an inch.” Before Rob stormed off, Drew stopped him. “Hey, Rob? Can you check on Claire? In the middle of the chaos, she tried to stop me. I didn’t know it was her and I pushed her off of me. I need to know she’s ok.” 
Rob shook his head in disappointment at his brother’s actions. “Yeah. I’ll check on her.” As he headed back into Sylvie’s, Rob yelled out to one of the rookie cops. “You. Go watch him. Make sure he doesn’t move a muscle. If he does, handcuff him and throw him in the back of my cruiser.”
Drew heard him. “I don’t need a damn babysitter, Rob.”
Rob looked over at Ricky, who was still being treated, so he figured he’d find Claire. He saw officers taking statements from Sam and Joe. Then he found her. She was still on the floor, holding onto the legs of a barstool. She looked in shock and was paler than usual. 
He ran over and knelt by her. “Claire? Are you ok? Can you hear me?”
She nodded in response. 
“Are you hurt?”
She shook her head no.
“Ok, let’s get you off the floor.” Rob assisted her up and into the seat. “Hey Joe. Bring her a bottle of water, please?”
Joe ran over with a bottle and placed it in front of Claire. “Here. You doing alright?”
“I’m fine. Thank you.” Claire took a few sips of the water. She realized her hand was shaking.
“Do you think you can tell me what happened Claire? If you need a minute, that’s fine. Whenever you’re ready.”
“No, I can tell you. Those guys came in and that one, Ricky, started in right away. He ended up putting his hand on my waist so I removed it. Forcefully. He got pissed, got in my face and threatened me. That’s when Drew showed up. They had words and then Ricky pushed Drew. The rest, well, you saw the outcome.”
Rob wrote everything down. “So, you would say you felt threatened by that man over there?” He pointed at Ricky.
“Yes.”
“And Drew helped you?”
“Yes.”
“And you said Ricky pushed Drew first?”
“Yes. And when you talk to Ricky, let him know if he presses charges against Drew, I’ll be pressing charges against him. “
“Will do. Do you want me to call Sheila to come get you?” Rob was concerned about Claire. He could see how shaken she was.
“No. I’m alright, I promise. I’ll call her when I leave in a bit.”

Rob made his way to Ricky and asked the EMT’s to give them a moment. “So, Ricky? Or do you go by Richard?”
“It’s Ricky. I hope you put that animal in handcuffs.”
“Can you tell me what happened?”
Ricky proceeded to spin a tale of innocence, telling Rob how polite he was to Claire. Then Drew came out of nowhere and started beating on him. “Maybe he’s some kind of jealous boyfriend or something.”
“That’s a real interesting story. The weird thing is Ricky, every other person we’ve talked to has a completely different story from yours. According to, well, everyone, you were bothering the waitress again. And then Mr. LaTroy asked you to leave, then you pushed him. And don’t you remember me, Ricky? I was the one that was here last time.”
It took Ricky a second but then he remembered. Rob looked different in his uniform. “Whatever, man. She’s obviously too sensitive and can’t take a joke.”
A smirk appeared on Rob’s face. He would have loved to have thrown a punch himself. “I’ve got the make and model of your vehicle out there. Another officer is going to come over in a minute and get your information. I suggest, after that, you go get fixed up at the hospital. Then you and your friend leave this town and never come back. I warned you before, but I promise if you come back, you will be arrested the second you cross the town line. Understand?”
Ricky rolled his eyes at Rob. He couldn’t afford to have the cops running his information so he agreed. “Fine.” His eyes wandered around the room until he saw Claire. He stared at her with disdain. 
Rob headed back outside to Drew, who was still leaning against the cruiser. “Did he move at all?”, he asked the other officer. 
“I didn’t move a muscle Rob, promise.” Drew was clearly irritated. But he was mostly upset with himself. The other officer left and Rob leaned up against the car next to his brother. 
“How is Claire?” It was the only thing Drew cared about.
Rob glanced over with definite disappointment. “She’s fine, physically. Seemed shaken up though. Seriously Drew, what were you thinking? You got lucky she didn’t get hurt.”
“I didn’t realize it was her. I was just…”
“I get it brother. It’s not the first time I’ve seen you in that state of mind. I know you didn’t mean it, but you’ve got to get a handle on this. You’re not the only one who lost Brian. Don’t you think I’m angry at the world right now? I want to hit something too, but I control it.”
Drew would never forgive himself for putting his hands on her like that. And the way she looked at him in that moment? He would never forget. Any hesitations he had about leaving were gone now. Leaving was necessary.
“You’re lucky everyone vouched for you in there. Claire too. Those two guys were warned never to step foot back in this town again. So, you should head home.”
With a nod, he hopped in his truck and headed back to finish packing.
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When Claire got home a few hours later, she found Drew sitting at the bottom of the apartment steps. He appeared to have been waiting for her.  As she got out of her car he rose. 
“Hey.” His voice vibrated through her body. Having not spoken to him all week, she realized how much she missed it. 
“Hey.” She could feel something was different in the air around them, though. His energy was different and his eyes were cold. It made her nervous.
“Are you okay?” He kept a distance between them. 
The chill in the air caused her to shiver slightly. She crossed her arms to keep herself warm. “I’m fine.” She looked at him for a moment. “Are you okay?”
He thought to himself, “of course she’s concerned about me.” 
“Yes, I’m okay.” The connection was like a magnet. He was fighting with everything he had to stay put and not reach for her. 
Claire glanced over at his truck and noticed the bags in the front seat. Fear immediately swept over her. “Are you leaving?”
“Yes.”
“Did you get called back?” 
“No.” He wasn’t sure he was ready for her questions, but he knew it had to be done.
Claire didn’t understand. “Where are you going?”
“I don’t know. I’m just going to drive and stop when I need to. I’ll just keep moving until I get called back, which should be soon.”
Her head shook in confusion as a million questions flooded her mind. “But you’ll come back on your next leave, right?” She already knew the answer by looking in his eyes.
Drew bit his lower lip. This was it. He had to be strong and not give her any false hope. “No. I’m not coming back to Agra Falls. I’ll stay in touch with Rob and see him eventually. But I’m not coming back here.”
It felt like a rock had formed in her stomach as she began to digest what he said. “What about us?” It came out barely above a whisper. That was all she could manage. She was afraid of his response and immediately regretted asking.
Drew looked down into her face, that beautiful face he adored. He could see the pain beginning to take hold. “Us? Claire there can never be an ‘us.’ I’m surprised you’d even ask that after what happened tonight.”
“Is that why you’re leaving? Because you got into a stupid fight with an asshole? He deserved it, by the way. If that’s why, then no. You can’t go. I don’t care that you got into a fight.”
“It’s not just the fight, Claire. But you should care about what happened tonight. That man you saw tonight. The one that so carelessly pushed you across the floor? That’s who I am.  And the way you looked at me? You were petrified.”
“I was not scared of you. I was only scared for you.  And that is not who you are. You’re hurting and grieving right now. Trust me, I know what grief can do to a person.”
Drew chuckled. “I wish I could excuse it all by saying it was my grief. Claire, the truth is, I’ve always been the angry, violent man you saw tonight. I was pretending to be someone else and then the grief only reminded me of who I really am. And I can’t change.”
She moved in a little closer to him. “I don’t want you to change. Just let me be there for you and help you get through this, like you’ve helped me.”
He hadn’t expected her to fight so hard. He wasn’t sure how much more he could bare before giving in. “You can’t help me. And I don’t want your help. You had a lifetime of good memories to help bring you back. I don’t have that, Claire. I was born into a dark and broken world. There is no fixing that. And it’s not just the fight from tonight. I can’t be here anymore. This thing between us, it’s gone way past what it should have.”
“You just need time to grieve, Drew. I’ll give you all the time you need. Go and do whatever you need to do and I’ll be here. I’ll wait,” she pleaded.
Drew shook his head. “Please do not wait for me. I don’t want you to. You’d be waiting for nothing.” The pain grew in her eyes and he knew he had to leave. “I’m sorry, Claire. I am. But I have to go.”
She stood frozen as he moved past her towards his truck. Everything she had felt being with him couldn’t have been nothing. How could he just leave? How could she let him leave? “Wait!” She ran and put herself in between him and the drivers’ side door of his truck.
“Claire what are you doing? Please move.”
Tears formed in her eyes. “I don’t want you to go. Please, stay. There is something between us and you know that. And you’re scared of it. I know because it scares the shit out of me too. But please, don’t go.”
Drew was beginning to crumble inside. To see tears in those beautiful green eyes, knowing he put them there. He was so close to sweeping her up in his arms and holding her, until the dark voice whispered in his ear. “You want to protect her and save her? It’s you she needs protecting from. You can save her from a long road of pain by leaving now.  She deserves better than you could ever give her.” So, he remained silent and still.
Claire put her hand on his chest, over his heart, and looked up at him. “I need you to know this is not what I want. I don’t want you to leave.” 
She took in a few deep breaths to stop her tears. “But, if this is what you really want, and if you can look into my eyes and honestly say you feel nothing for me, then I’ll let you go. I won’t stand in your way. I won’t beg you to stay. And I won’t wait for you.”
He wasn’t sure he could get through it. But he truly believed he was doing what was best for her. It was better to cause her a little pain now to save her from being destroyed later.
Drew steadied his breathing. “This is what I want. I want to leave.” He forced himself to stare into her eyes. “I don’t have any feelings for you. I never did and I never will. I’m not capable of it.” It took all the strength he had to say those words to her. His stomach turned.
Claire’s eyes went blank. Slowly, she moved away from the door and backed away from his truck, and watched him get in. They stared at one another through his windshield while the truck roared to a start. He pulled out of the driveway and, as his tail lights disappeared into the dark night, Claire felt her own light fade away.
Standing alone, frozen and unable to move, she hoped it was a bad dream. A bad dream she’d awaken from and he’d be there holding her, but it was real. Gunther’s bark snapped her back to reality. 
As she robotically got through her nightly responsibilities, Sheila tried calling her multiple times. But Claire couldn’t speak, so she sent only one message. “Drew left. For good. I promise I’m okay but I don’t want to talk about it tonight.”
“You call me anytime tonight if you need to. I’ll come by tomorrow. Try to get some sleep,” Sheila responded.
Claire got into bed early that night, but never fell asleep. She stayed awake, listening and hoping to hear Drew’s truck pull back in. Hoping he would change his mind and come back to her. But all was quiet, all night long. 
~
Rob was filling out paperwork at the station, when Drew walked in. He knew from the look on his brother’s face why he was there. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”
“Yeah. I have to.”
Rob was not going to let Drew off easy this time around. “No, Drew. You don’t have to, you’re choosing to. Look, I get it. I just liked having you around. It was nice.”
“I liked being able to spend time you too brother. But I’ve been here too long and it’s time to move on. After what happened earlier, I need to clear my head.”
“And what about Claire? Does she know you’re leaving?”
Hearing her name cut into him like the jagged edge of a dagger. He still felt sick from what he said to her. “She knows it’s for the best.”
“Does she really think that?” Rob shook his head. “You know what, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter what I say or what she says. If you’ve made up your mind to leave, you’re going to leave. I know that.” And Rob did know better than anyone. He had been through Drew’s abrupt departures more times than he could count.
“I just wanted to come and say goodbye. Please tell Sheila and the boys I said goodbye.” 
They shook hands and then Rob pulled Drew in for a hug. “I’m going to miss you brother. Please try to stay in touch.” When Rob let go, he had tears in his eyes, but fought them back. “And you better let me know when you get called back for duty.”
“I promise. I put a call in today so it won’t be long, but I’ll let you know. Can you promise me something?”
“Anything.”
“Please watch out for her. Keep her safe.” Drew needed to know she’d be protected.
“If you want to keep her safe then stay. You’re the best man for the job, brother.”
Drew closed his eyes and saw the vision of her at the cemetery. He saw her petrified face staring back at him after he pushed her. “No, I can’t. It’s better if I’m out of her life. So, can you? Please? Promise to watch out for her?” 
“Sheila and I will always watch out for her. I promise.”
Letting out a sigh of relief, it was time for Drew to leave. “Ok. I’m going to hit the road. I’ll be in touch.!” He headed away from Rob.
“You too. You better stay safe!” Rob sank down into his chair and called his wife. He felt grateful to have her, especially on nights like this.
Drew drove out of Agra Falls, and the farther away he got from Claire, knowing he wouldn’t return, the pull to go back to her was the strongest it had ever been. The light scratched beneath the rubble, screaming to go back and be with her but he fought against it. He allowed his darkness to take control and left Agra Falls, his brother, and Claire behind him. 
Across town, at the local hospital, Ricky was discharged with stitches and a prescription for pain medication. He found Billy waiting out front in the truck. Ricky hopped in and immediately went for the glovebox to pull out his pack of Marlboro cigarettes. He couldn’t get one lit fast enough, cracked the window, and took a long, deep drag. 
“I called him and told him what happened. He was pissed. Pissed at you for getting into this mess. But really pissed the boyfriend got the better of you.” Billy spoke nervously.
“Oh whatever. Fuck him and this bullshit he has us doing. I told him before I was done, but no, he keeps making us come back. For what? That little bitch?” Ricky grabbed his camouflaged hat from the dashboard and put it back on.
“Yeah, I’m with ya. I know we owe him, but this shit has gotten out of hand.”
Ricky started laughing. “I bet that crazy son of a bitch is flipping out right now. Knowing the boyfriend got involved. He’s going to freak. You know what, though? If he wants to come back and get the drop on that hero wannabe, I’ll risk arrest for that. We’ll see how tough that prick is when there’s a gun pointed at his head. And her, too.” He took another drag from his cigarette and laughed again. “I actually can’t wait to see what he does to her.”
Billy didn’t laugh. He wasn’t a violent man like Ricky and didn’t like what he was hearing. But Ricky was the only friend Billy ever had since they were kids. Usually, the crap Ricky got him into was stupid and didn’t hurt anyone, but this was different. 
That waitress seemed nice and he didn’t understand why they were messing with her. They were being told what to do, but it bothered him that Ricky enjoyed it so much. He kept his mouth shut, though, knowing what would happen if he didn’t.
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The connection Drew and Claire had made, the bond they had formed, left her feeling empty now that he was gone. Even though she knew he was alive, somewhere, she grieved. 
The grief was different than that from losing her parents. Their departure was permanent and they could never come back. But Drew chose to leave her and was choosing not to return. Each day that passed over the course of a few weeks went by painfully slow for her. But she refused to drown in it and got right back into her routine with Gunther. It worked before and it would work again, she hoped.
The only tears shed were the ones that filled her eyes the last time he stood in front of her. Once he disappeared from her driveway, and her life, she shut it all off. She refused to let another tear fall over a man, especially one that made it clear he didn’t want her. 
The morning after he left, she woke up and was determined to keep moving. “Back to normal Gunther.”  She got out of bed, got dressed, and headed out for her morning run. But, to her dismay, Drew had left his mark on pretty much every part of her daily routine. While running, she remembered how she was so annoyed at first by his intrusion, but then it became normal for him to be there.  To push him out of her mind, she pushed harder and ran faster. 
Out of breath, she stopped and bent over in front of the garage once she made it home. Gunther sniffed the driveway where Drew’s truck used to be parked, and then he ran to the stairs leading to the apartment. He let out a whimper and a bark.
“Sorry buddy. He’s gone. Come on, let’s go and eat.” 
Reminders of him were in every part of her day. Breakfast. Showering. Playing with Gunther. Sitting at her desk she kept looking out the window. The one she would look out of and watch him work on his truck. She hadn’t watched a movie since he left. The must-see movies list she made still sat on the end table next to the sofa.
Working at Sylvie’s was difficult, but nothing was worse than the void she felt at night. They had spent enough nights together she instinctively left one side of her bed empty for him. She would lay and stare at the unoccupied pillow next to her. When she closed her eyes she could feel his arms around her, hear his breathing, and see his stoic face. 
The emptiness she felt now that he was gone reopened all of her doors behind which she kept her pain. It wasn’t long before her darkness of doubt and guilt filled her soul again. And with the darkness came the nightmares. They had returned, but now it wasn’t just her parents disappearing from her sight. Drew went with them and Charlie’s laugh echoed in her mind. 
She pushed through each day and kept herself as busy as possible. Baking and cooking became her new hobby. When Sheila stopped by to check in, she became immediately concerned by the dozen or so plates and dishes of cookies spread across the kitchen island. There was something in the oven and Claire was in the process of preparing another meal.
“Umm, so you’ve been busy cooking huh?” Sheila gestured to the many plates in front of her.
Claire smiled. “Yeah.  So, there’s a plate for the twins. That plate is for Rob. And this one right here is yours. I made you all of your favorites. And then there’s a plate for Mr. Silverman, Joe, Sam, and Sylvie. I even made some for Olivia.” 
Sheila’s eyes grew big. “And what is in the oven?”
“Oh, that’s lasagna. My mom made the most amazing lasagna, didn’t she? It’s for you to take home. It’ll be done in a few minutes. I know you’ll be busy getting the boys ready for trick-or-treating tonight and your parents are visiting. Thought it would save you from having to cook.” Claire bustled around the kitchen.
With a deep sigh Sheila knew she had to finally say something. “Ok. I’ve tried to give you time and space, but I think we need to finally talk about it.”
Claire furrowed her eyebrows. “Talk about what?”
“This!” Sheila motioned to all the food. “How you’re dealing with everything?”
“I’m fine.” Claire gave her friend the most convincing smile she could muster up.
“Mhmm. See I don’t think you are fine. You’re avoiding talking about it.”
“Talking about what Sheila?” 
She didn’t want to have to say his name out of fear the effect it would have on her friend, but her hand was forced. “Really? You’re avoiding talking about Drew. About him being gone. Since he left you haven’t said a word about how you feel or what’s going through that head of yours.”
Claire looked down into the bowl she was stirring batter in. “I don’t feel anything.”
Sheila just glared at her and scoffed. “Oh, come on? You don’t feel anything? Now that’s the biggest lie you’ve ever told me. You must feel something? Sad? Angry? I mean, I’m pissed off. Why aren’t you?”
Claire set the bowl down on the counter and was quiet for a moment. “How can I be angry? We never talked about our feelings, or lack of them. We never made any promises to each other. One day at a time, no pressure or expectations. That was the deal and we both stuck to it. Neither of us were ready for anything more. So how can I be angry that he decided he was done? And sad? I won’t waste my time being sad over someone that made it clear he will never feel anything for me or come back for me.” 
Sheila looked at her now with understanding and sympathy. Her heart broke for Claire and she didn’t know how to make the world better for her friend.
“I cook to keep my mind busy, yes, but also because I forgot how much I enjoyed doing it. It makes me feel close to my mom, like she’s here with me. And I guess I need to feel her right now.”
“Is that why you’ve been working more hours at Sylvie’s? To stay busy?”
“Yes. That’s exactly why.” 
As Sheila scratched the top of Gunther’s head, she looked down at her phone and realized it was time for her to get going. “Ok then. I’ll take your word for it. For now. And how can I complain about your obsessive cooking when I’m reaping the benefits.” She let out a sinister laugh.
Claire put the cookies in a bag. She removed the lasagna from the oven and placed it in a hot food bag. “Do you want me to help you carry them out?”
“No, honey, I got them. And I can’t thank you enough for all of this. The boys will be ecstatic over those cookies. And when I say the “boys” I do mean Rob as well.”
They headed towards the front door. Sheila stopped and looked back at Claire with concern. “Listen. Can you promise me something?”
“Sure.”
“Remember when you couldn’t talk about what happened with Charlie, so I told you to write it down in a journal. Just to get it out of you?”
Claire nodded in response.
“Well, if all of a sudden, you find yourself overwhelmed and you need to sort it out, write it down. You know you can always talk to me, but I know you probably won’t. So, write it down. It’s not good for you to keep it all pent up inside.”
“I won’t, but I promise you I will if the need arises.”
They said their goodbyes. Claire finished baking her last batch of cookies, which were a special batch just for Gunther. Later, she headed off for another shift at Sylvie’s.
Word spread fairly quickly through town when he left and how he left. Everyone saw the light had faded away and the dark cloud had returned. As she faked her way through smiles and quick conversations, people felt sorry for her, even Olivia. When Claire handed her the plate of cookies, she wanted to tell her what an ass she thought Drew was, but none of them dared speak his name. 
Sam had nothing but respect for Drew as a soldier, but he couldn’t help but feel disappointed in how he left Claire. Mr. Silverman wished Drew had never come into his sweet Claire’s life. It was hard for him to have seen the joy come back to her eyes, only to watch them filled with pain once again. Joe couldn’t be angry with Drew. He knew the man was grieving hard over the loss of his brother Even so, he couldn’t understand how could have walked away from someone like Claire. 
She went out back for her break, hoping for a moment of peace, but Drew had left his mark there as well. Even pretending to smoke didn’t help. As she began to rise to head back in, Rob appeared from around the corner. 
“Rob?”
“Hey Claire.” He waved.
“Is everything ok?”
“Oh yeah. Everything is ok.” He sat next to Claire on the stone steps. “I was on my way home and saw your car. Was hoping we could chat for a minute?”
Claire felt suspicious of why Rob was there. “Did Sheila send you?”
Rob laughed because he knew that was something his wife would do, but that wasn’t the case this time. “No. She didn’t send me. I’ve been meaning to talk to you, but I wanted to give you some time. Hell, I needed a little time myself.”
“Ok.” The two of them had never really had a heart to heart before.
“How are you doing? With everything?”
“I’m doing okay. How about you?” She felt sorry for him knowing the losses he had suffered.
“You know, Claire, I’m doing. Losing Brian has been rough. Some days I find myself looking for him to call me still. Other days it hits me so hard that he’s gone that I feel like I can’t move. You know what I mean?”
“I do. I’m so sorry you have to go through this Rob. I really am.”
“And Drew, well, I was getting used to him being around you know? It was nice having him here. And at first, I was so pissed he left. Like how could he leave after we just lost Brian?”
It was hard for her to hear Drew’s name and hear Rob talk about him. She wasn’t sure where the conversation was headed, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for what he had to say.
“But you know.? I can’t be pissed at him. I just can’t. That brother of mine, man he went through a lot as a kid. Too much for one, innocent kid to go through alone. And he survived it, miraculously. Did he ever tell you anything about his past?” Rob stared down at the ground.
“Very little. Enough that I could make assumptions, but that was it.” 
“Same here. But as a cop, and having a wife that’s a therapist, you see and learn things. You learn the depths of evil that lives among us and the horrors inflicted upon innocents like Drew. Remembering that about him, I can’t be pissed at him because I know the scars run so deep. And he has to deal with things in his own way.”
She wasn’t quite sure why he was telling her all of this. She thought maybe he just needed to talk, so she kept listening.
“You know, I feel like I know Drew better than just about anyone. I understand where his anger comes from and why he is the way he is. Why he could never have feelings for someone. That just wasn’t him. He had been so damaged, and so broken, the only way he could survive was to close himself off from all of it. I had come to terms with the fact that Drew would never be capable of feeling anything for anyone, until he met you.”
He looked over at Claire now and she didn’t know how to respond. She wasn’t sure she could handle this conversation.
“The night of the festival was when I saw it. I saw the change. The way he looked at you. I had never seen that look in his eyes. Ever. I saw a man I didn’t think existed, or could exist. And I knew what he was feeling because I recognized it. It was the same look I had when I realized Sheila was the one for me.”
Claire began to get uncomfortable. She didn’t want to talk about what Drew might have been feeling. All she could remember was what he said to her the last time she saw him. 
“Look Rob, I appreciate whatever it is you’re trying to do. But whatever you think you saw in your brother’s eyes that night, well it wasn’t real. What was real was him looking into my eyes before he left and telling me he didn’t feel anything for me, never did, and never would. And telling me not to wait for him because I’d be waiting for nothing.” As she repeated his words, she couldn’t hide the pain they brought to her.
Rob shook his head and chuckled. “And you believed him?”
“He’s gone, isn’t he? I haven’t heard from him. I have no idea where he is. So yeah. I believe what he said that night.”
“Well, I don’t. Not for a second. He felt things for you that scared him. He didn’t know how to deal with it, then we lost Brian. I see it clearly now. It was just all too much for him, Claire. To go from feeling nothing to feeling so much all at once? It was too much. Then, the guilt he felt? Over Brian. Over you. Just too much.”
Claire looked at Rob perplexed by what he meant by “guilt”.
“Brian was so small and innocent when he first came to live with us. Drew made it his personal mission to make sure Brian never lost that innocence. He did everything he could to protect that kid. But then we lost him and there wasn’t anything Drew could do about it. Of course, he blames himself, because that’s what he does. And then there was the incident at Sylvie’s. He pushed you and I know he will never forgive himself for that.”
Guilt was something Claire was familiar with and she knew how it could take ahold. She didn’t wish that on anyone, and it was hard for her to think of Drew carrying around that weight. “But he didn’t know it was me. And I know he would have never done that if he had known.”
The two of them just stared at the ground for a moment in silence.
“You know, I once told Drew to tread lightly with you. I should have told you the same thing about him.” Rob let out a sigh. “If I’m being honest, I think it’s good he went away. He needs the time to get his head straight and sort out all of these emotions. But once he’s dealt with the loss of Brian and he can think more clearly, I know he’ll come back for you. And when he does, I’m hoping you’ll be willing to give him another chance.” Rob looked at her, pleading.
Closing her eyes, Claire remembered what Drew said to her. “Rob, I really don’t think he’s ever coming back. You don’t understand. He meant what he said, I truly believe that.”
“I remember when I tried to push Sheila away. Before her, I was a lot like Drew. And I didn’t think I deserved someone like her, so I tried to walk away. But it didn’t take long before I found myself at her door one night.”
Claire laughed because she had heard the story from Sheila. “And she said she knew you’d figure it out, but why the hell did it take you so long.” 
A joyful laugh fell out of him. “That woman waited for me and I will be forever grateful for her patience. I know Drew will be back because I came back. He may think he can run from what he feels but he can’t. Please, when he returns, think about giving him a second chance. Out of every person in this entire world, he deserves it more than anyone. He deserves a million chances at happiness, and so don’t you.” 
Claire could feel how desperate he was to hold onto hope for his brother’s happiness. “OK. Yes. I promise if he ever comes back, I will try to give him another chance.”
He was both relieved and grateful, then Rob stood up and got ready to leave. “I better get home. I heard there’s lasagna and cookies waiting?” He flashed that warm, kind smile that everyone loved. “Thank you! And then the boys will be heading out for trick-or-treating. You heading over after work?”
“No. I’m pretty tired actually. But please make sure you and Sheila take a lot of pictures of the boys. I can’t wait to see them in their costumes.”
“Sure thing. Have a good night, Claire.” Rob headed back towards the parking lot. 
Claire stood up and yelled out to him. “Rob, wait.” She ran to catch up with him. “Have you heard from him? Is he ok?”
“Just a couple of times. He called me yesterday to let me know he got called back to duty. So, he will be radio silent for a while.”
Anxiety and fear suddenly grew inside of her. “Do you know where he was sent to?”
Shaking his head, “No. I never do. His missions are usually top secret. But hey, don’t worry. Drew’s the best. I’ll let you know as soon as I know something, though.” He could see the worry in Claire’s eyes.
“Ok. Thanks. And Rob? Thanks for the chat. I appreciate your honesty. Drew is lucky to have you for a brother.”
He placed his hands on his hips and looked up at the sky. “I owe him my life. I’ll do anything to help him find his own happiness.” Rob turned and left, leaving Claire with a lot to think about.
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The next morning, after her run, Claire stopped and stared up at the apartment. She had been avoiding going in there. With Rob’s words still banging around inside her head, she decided to just get it over with. The cold weather was coming and she needed to make sure everything was buttoned up and cleaned out. 
She ran home to grab the key and then stood in front of the door, while Gunther anxiously waited for her to open it. It took her a minute to turn the key. Once inside, Gunther ran around the apartment frantically looking for Drew. He sniffed everywhere and whimpered with disappointment when he didn’t find him. It was as if he thought Drew was up there all that time and her heart broke to see her loyal canine so sad.
Claire’s eyes scanned the apartment and she realized it looked as if no one had ever stayed there. The bed was perfectly made, not a pillow out of place. The cabinets and refrigerator emptied of food and beverages. Not even a stray fork in the sink. On the table near the window were two keys. One to the apartment and the one she had given Drew to her house. No note. Nothing. 
She slowly walked around and stared down at the bed. Memories of the first night she gave herself to him, completely, played in her mind. It had been the most perfect day and night. She remembered his touch on her bare skin and the way he was careful, gentle, and passionate. And when he looked at her, she felt the whole world disappear around her and was locked into his soul. 
The pain started to bubble up inside of her, so she pushed the memories out of her mind. She continued to inspect the apartment. The closet was empty. The bathroom sparkled and shined. Nothing left behind. It was as if he never existed in this place. And then Gunther sniffed the hamper and barked.
She pulled back the lid and inside was his favorite gray t-shirt. The one that, even though it was worn and faded, somehow made him look more incredible than he already was. It hugged his muscles in all the right places and made his eyes even more intense. As she pulled it out, his scent caught her off guard. It always reminded her of the woods after the rain. 
It made her lightheaded and the pain bubbled up again, only this time she couldn’t push it back down. She made her way to the bed and climbed atop of it. Lying on her side, she hugged the t-shirt close to her chest and the tears began to pour out uncontrollably. Gunther jumped up and laid beside her, letting out a whimper of his own. Claire placed a hand on his fur. “I know buddy. I miss him too. So much.”
She sobbed for what seemed like hours, never letting go of his shirt. It felt like being on a rollercoaster, up and down and around. One second, she felt an overwhelming sadness then immediately felt anger. And when they mixed, she missed him, immensely. Once the tears stopped flowing, exhaustion hit her and she headed home with Gunther. 
As worn out as she was, sleep didn’t last long that night. Her nightmare took on a new twist. Charlie was there, shrouded in darkness. And Drew was there, but as a young boy full of fear. He ran from Charlie and Claire tried so hard to catch up with him, but she fell. The young boy ran towards a light and her parents surrounded him until they all disappeared. Charlie stood over her, his eyes black, and smirked.
Awakened at two in the morning, her head was spinning with thoughts of her dream, her breakdown earlier, everything Rob said and Drew’s last words to her. Something inside of her was scratching and screaming to be let out. Sheila was right. It hit her hard and it was too much. So, she took her friends advise, sat down at her desk and pulled out paper and a pen. 
She began to write. “Dear Drew,” was how it began. The words flowed out of her onto the page. A letter she had no intention of sending or even giving to him. But, as if she was speaking to him, she told him everything. All of her feelings from the day they met up until that very moment. She confessed her fears and doubts. She expressed her anger and disappointment. And at the end, she revealed her true feelings. 
Tears filled her eyes and gently rolled down her cheek over her revelation. She folded the pages, stuffed them inside an envelope and wrote his name on the front. She placed it into her desk drawer alongside her half of the photo booth pictures from the amusement park. She would keep it there as a reminder. If he ever did return and time made her bitter, she wanted to remember exactly how she felt on that night. 
Needing air, she let Gunther run out front while she stood on the front porch. She looked up at the clear, cold November sky. As the stars sparkled back at her, she made a plea to her parents. 
“Please keep him safe. If you can hear me, please, just keep him safe so he can come back to me.”  Before heading back inside she wondered if Drew, wherever he was, felt tethered to her as she did to him. Was he thinking of her as she thought of him? 
~
Halfway across the world, in an undisclosed location, Drew was dressed and ready for combat. He climbed into a helicopter ready for the mission ahead. They were on route to retaliate against those responsible for the attack against his brothers’ unit. 
As the helicopter lifted into the sky, Drew opened up the front pocket of his vest. He pulled out his half of the photo booth pictures Claire had given him. Not a day had gone by that he hadn’t thought about her. He stared at her beautiful face for a moment before tucking it back into his pocket, and was filled with regret. Even with all the miles between them, he still felt tethered to her. Every moment since he left, it was as if some magnetic force was pulling him back to her.
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“Hey Rob, do you want me to make Pecan Pie again this year?” Sheila was making a list for the holiday feast. Rob was getting ready for his weekend shift at the station. 
“Yes!” he responded as he entered the kitchen. 
“Ok. If you think of anything else just let me know.”
“Honey, we have two more weeks to get all this stuff. What’s the rush?” Rob grabbed a bag out of the fridge with his lunch in it.
Sheila rolled her eyes at his ignorance. “Oh baby. You just have no idea. All the good stuff will be gone by next week. I need to get it now.” She gave him a wink.
“Well, your list looks pretty long, so why don’t you wait until I can go with you tonight or tomorrow?”
“Oh no worries. Claire said she’d go with me. She’s going to be making a few things and needs to go to the store as well.”
Rob looked at his wife with surprise. “Wait. Claire is coming to dinner this year? And she’s making food?”
Sheila smiled with pride. “Yes, she is. All of a sudden, she’s in the holiday spirit. Do you know? When I stopped over last week?  She had brought down all the holiday bins from her parents’ room. And, other than the tree, she’s got the whole house decorated already!”
“Wow! It’s only the second week of November. What got into her?”
“Umm, I think it had something to do with your little chat. You know, I think you should be the shrink in the family and maybe I should wear that uniform.” Sheila laughed.
Rob got up and wrapped his arms around his wife. “I’d actually love to see you in this uniform,” and kissed her.
“I bet you would. Seriously, though. Whatever you said to her, it did something. I’ve seen pieces of the old Claire again, even though I know she’s sad.  Still, I’m a little worried though.”
“You’re always worried. Why?”
“Well, she said she got out all the decorations because of the memories they held of her parents. But she did mention wanting to have everything ready in case Drew came back. She wants to give him a holiday and birthday like he’s never had before.”
Rob gathered up his wallet, keys and phone. “Why is that a bad thing?”
“What if he never comes back? Forget if he comes back in time for the holidays. What if he never comes back?”
“He will. I’m sure of it.”
Sheila gave her husband a doubtful eye. “How can you be so sure. This is Drew we’re talking about.”
“I know he will come back to her because I came back to you.” He flashed her his most charming smile.
“Mhmm. Well, you’re different. You’re smarter than your brother.”
He came back to her and cupped her face in his hands. “That is very true. I am a very smart man. I won’t argue with that.” Rob kissed Sheila and then kissed his boys. “Sorry, honey. I have to get going. But please stop worrying so much. I’ll see you tonight.”
Sheila went back to making her list. She sent Claire another message to let her know she’d be leaving once Elisabeth showed up to the watch the boys. Claire hadn’t responded to any of her messages all morning, but Sheila figured she was busy. Soon after Elisabeth arrived Sheila headed to Claire’s house. 
As she drove down the road to Claire’s house, a shiver ran down her spine. She parked the car in front of the house when an ominous feeling came over her. It was enough to make her pause before getting out of the car. Everything was quiet, but too quiet.
Slowly, she stepped out and headed towards the front porch. One step at a time until she reached the top stair. Her eyes widened as they took in the scene in front of her. Gunther laid on his side, bleeding from somewhere. He was still breathing, but barely. 
A hand touched his paw. It was Claire’s. She was also on her side bleeding. A lot. Sheila rushed over and knelt down beside her unconscious friend to check for a pulse. It was faint, but there. Frantically pulling her phone out of her pocket, she noticed Claire’s face. It was beaten so badly that her friend was unrecognizable. Sheila’s hands shook vigorously as she dialed 9-1-1.
Police and ambulances arrived within seven minutes, but it felt like an eternity to Sheila as she sat there keeping pressure on a gunshot wound to Claire’s abdomen. Rob was first on scene, rushed out of his cruiser and up to the porch to find his wife in visible shock. The shock hit him as well once he saw Claire and Gunther surrounded by blood. But he switched his brain from friend to cop. 
As the EMT’s rushed up behind him, he knelt down and scooped his wife up in his arms. He carried Sheila and placed her in the back seat of his car. Stroking her head, “Honey, you stay here. I’ll be back. Just stay here.”
Heading back to the scene, he ordered two officers to search inside the house and the others to search the perimeter. Whoever committed the crime may have still been nearby. Mr. Silverman hobbled his way up the road as fast as his old legs would carry him. 
“Officer LaTroy,” he yelled out. “Officer LaTroy!” Rob turned to him and could see he was out of breath. “I heard the sirens. Is Claire alright? Please tell me she’s alright?” Concern and worry filled his eyes.
Rob placed a hand on Mr. Silverman’s shoulder. “I’m not sure yet. I have to get over there and see what is going on. But I need you stay back. If you could do me a favor?”
“Yes, anything.”
“My wife found Claire and I would appreciate it if maybe you could keep her company? She’s in the back seat of my car.”
“Yes. I will do that. Go take care of our Claire.”
By the time Rob made it back to the porch they had put Claire on a stretcher. Gunther too. Now that she was laid flat on her back, the bruises and cuts were more visible and made Rob infuriated at whoever did it. 
“How is she?” 
“Multiple gun-shot wounds. She’s lost a lot of blood. Head trauma. We have to get her to the hospital now or she won’t make it.” 
Rob could feel himself breathing faster. “Ok. Go. Get her there as fast as you can. You keep her alive, you hear me?” The EMT nodded. “Where are you taking the dog?”
“We’ve already called the veterinarian and they’re waiting for him.”
Sheila watched from the back of the police cruiser. When she saw the stretcher with Claire on it being brought down, she darted out of the car and ran towards the ambulance. 
Rob ran into her and stopped her. “No, Sheila. Let them take her to the hospital.”
“I’m going with her Rob. Let me go! Please, I have to go with her.”
Knowing if she stayed behind, she’d only worry, he let go of his wife. Sheila ran up into the back with Claire. Rob watched as the two ambulances sped down the road. He kept hoping this was some kind of nightmare, but it wasn’t. It was real, and one of the most tragic things he had ever come upon as a police officer. 
“Sir. We checked the house and there was no sign of any breaking and entering. Whoever it was didn’t go into the house as far as we can tell.” The young officer McBride reported to Rob. 
“What about outside and around the house? Anything?”
“No sir.”
“Hey Mr. Silverman. Did you see or hear any vehicles on the road this morning? Did you see anyone you didn’t recognize?”
Mr. Silverman was standing over by Claire’s driveway. “No, I didn’t see or hear anything.”
“McBride. I want you and Williams patrolling the roads. I want the rest of you splitting up and searching the woods in front of and behind the house.”
“Sir. Forensics is on their way.” Officer Williams ran off to join officer McBride in a police cruiser. 
Rob stood frozen for a moment. He needed to find out what happened, why, and who. But his heart was racing and his hands were shaking a bit. Mr. Silverman approached him and gently put his hand on Rob’s shoulder. 
“Son. You should take a minute to catch your breath. Claire is like family to you and Sheila. You need to take a minute.” 
Mr. Silverman was right. Rob went and sat on the bottom step of the porch. He took a few deep breaths, and pulled his phone out of his pocket. Staring down at it, he scrolled through his contacts and found the one he was given for emergencies only. He hesitated before making the call, but knew it had to be done. A voice answered on the other end after the first ring.
“Umm, hello. This is Rob LaTroy. I need to get a message to my brother, Drew LaTroy.”


A helicopter landed and Drew jumped off. He was returning from a successful mission to rescue the marine taken from his brother’s unit. His commanding officer met him as he headed away from the landing area. 
“LaTroy. A message came through for you. From your brother, Rob.”
“A message, sir?” 
“Yes. Your brother said there’s been an incident and someone named Claire was hurt.” His commanding officer read off of a piece of paper now. “Claire was attacked and is hurt badly. If there’s any way for you to make it back you should.” Drew stared at the ground, digesting what he just heard. 
“Latroy?” 
Drew didn’t respond. 
“Latroy? Do you need to get home son?”
Barely able to speak, “Yes, sir. I need to get home.”
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Sheila and Rob sat in the waiting room. It had been four days since she found her friend beaten and shot. Her parents were staying at their house to help out with the boys, and Sheila was at the hospital as much as she could be. Claire had pulled through the surgery to remove the bullets, but it was the traumatic head injury that kept her in a coma now. 
“Honey, you should head home for a bit. Soak in a bath and see the boys. It would do you some good.” Rob was worried about his wife not getting enough sleep and not eating. 
Sheila wrung her hands together. “I’ll head back home soon. I’m just afraid to leave her.” Her eyes filled up with tears, as they did every time she spoke of Claire. 
“Drew should be here soon.” Rob had received one message from his brother a couple of days before. It said “I’m on my way.”
Rolling her eyes, Sheila was unable to hide her feelings towards Drew. The worry and lack of sleep removed any patience or understanding she might have had for him in the past. She felt angrier at him more than ever and would have preferred him not to come back.
Just then, the elevator doors opened to the waiting room. Both Sheila and Rob looked over and saw a man dressed in fatigues, a duffle bag thrown over his shoulder. 
“Drew?” Rob stood up and walked over to his brother. He threw his arms around him and patted his back. “Oh man. Glad you’re here.”
“I got here as fast as I could.” He patted Rob’s back and then pulled away. “How is Claire?” 
Rob’s eyes dropped to the floor, “I don’t want to lie to you. Not great. The surgery went well, but the head trauma was severe. There’s swelling and she’s in a coma.”
Drew had been struggling with thoughts of her being attacked. He had hoped by the time he got back to Agra Falls she’d be on her way to recovery. “I need to see her.”
“They’re limiting the visitations, but let me see what I can do. I’ll be right back.” Rob walked off to find a nurse, leaving Drew standing in Sheila’s line of sight.
She stared at him with contempt. He could feel the anger, and the sadness, emanating from her. 
“Hey Drew.” Sheila slowly walked over to him. “Glad you were able to come back.” But her tone did not sound “glad”. 
“Hey Sheila.” His usually well put together sister-in-law had her hair pulled back into a bun. Her sleek, professional clothes had been replaced with a baggy sweater and leggings. No makeup appeared on her face. There was no point. The tears would just wash it away. 
“You know what would have been better? If you had never left. If you had been here to protect her.” She spoke to him with scathing condemnation. Her eyes were unforgiving.
Sheila only spoke what Drew had been repeating in his own mind the entire trip back to Agra Falls. He said nothing because he didn’t disagree with her. But she certainly had more to say.
“My husband will always defend you. I get it. And don’t get me wrong, Drew, I’m grateful for what you did for him when you were kids. And please, do not think I am unsympathetic to the pains you suffered as a child, because I am. But guess what? You’re a grown man now. You make your own choices. And I’ve watched through the years as you chose, over and over, to spend very little time with your brothers. And then I watched as you chose to walk away from Claire. You’re supposed to be a protector. A hero. Of all the people you’ve protected why weren’t you there for her?” Tears flowed from her eyes now. “She deserved it more than anyone. If you hadn’t left this wouldn’t have happened.”
Sheila’s words cut straight through him. “I’m sorry,” he said in a low voice. 
“Sorry isn’t going to fix her. You better think before you go in and see her. If you can’t handle it? If you’re going to just run away again? Then don’t you dare bother going in there. She needs our strength right now.”
Before Drew could respond, Rob called out for him and motioned for him to head over to the nurses’ station. When he looked back at Sheila, she had turned away from him and sat back down to wipe her tears away.
He walked over to Rob and a nurse that was standing there with a clipboard. “Hi, I’m Martha. I’ve been one of the nurses treating Claire since she was brought in. I’ll take you to see her, but you can only visit for about ten minutes, okay?”
“I understand.” He removed his duffle bag from his shoulder and handed it to Rob. “Do you mind holding this for me?”
“No. But, before you go see her you should know, she was beat up pretty bad. I just don’t want you to be shocked when you go in there.” 
Drew could feel his breathing become faster along with his heartbeat. He followed Martha down a corridor until she stopped in front of Room 503. He stood frozen outside the door. 
Martha, a woman of about fifty, gently placed her hand on his arm. “You can do this.” She gave him a comforting smile. “I’ve lived in Agra Falls my whole life so I’ve known Claire since she was a little girl. When they brought her in the other night, I was on duty. We found signs that she fought back you know? And the thing is, the injuries she sustained and the amount of blood she lost? It’s a miracle she’s even breathing right now. She was strong enough to fight back and survive. Now it’s our turn. We have to give her all the strength we have to help her fight. You can do this because it’s nothing compared to what she went through.”
Nodding in agreement, Drew opened the door to Claire’s room. It was lowly lit and all he could hear were the sounds of the machines. His eyes started at the foot of the bed. Her legs were covered by a white blanket. He moved his eyes slowly up the length of her small, frail looking body until he saw her face.
Immediately, rage boiled over inside of him. Her eyes were swollen shut, surrounded by bruising. Her lips were cut and twice their normal size. There was bruising covering her cheeks, and her nose was barely visible. His first thought was he was going to kill whoever had done this to her. Then Sheila’s words echoed back in his head. This was his fault. 
He sat in the chair next to the bed and gently picked up Claire’s small, delicate hand. There were defensive wounds, telling him she threw some punches. Bending his head down, he kissed her hand and closed his eyes. “I’m so sorry. I should have been here. I’m so sorry.”
He couldn’t manage to say anything else to her. Too much guilt and regret ran throughout him. So, he sat and held her hand in silence until Martha came to get him. Before leaving, he pressed his lips as gently as he could to her forehead. “I’ll be back soon,” he whispered.
When he got back to the waiting area, Rob was there alone. 
“Sheila headed home for a little while. Are you doing ok after seeing her?”
“Who did this to her?”
Rob could hear the rage in Drew’s low voice and he could see it in his eyes.
“Listen, I have to start getting back to the station to check on things. Follow me outside and we’ll talk.”
They headed down the elevator and stood in front of the hospital. 
“So, who?” Drew was devoid of patience.
Rob shook his head. He was hesitant to fill his brother in since he knew what Drew was capable of. “I don’t think I should tell you. I can’t have you running around exacting revenge.”
Drew rolled his eyes. “Rob, if you know who did this you need to tell me.”
Rob thought for a moment. He thought if someone had hurt Sheila what that would feel like. “Charlie White.”
It took Drew a second to realize who that was. “Wait. Charlie? Claire’s psychopath ex, Charlie? I thought he wasn’t allowed back in Agra Falls, or around her? I thought he’d pretty much disappeared?”
“He did disappear. Technically. So, remember those two guys that kept showing up at Sylvie’s?” 
Drew nodded. 
“Well, I immediately had those two picked up for questioning since that one guy was always harassing Claire. Ricky, the one you beat up, lawyered up and isn’t talking. But the other one, Billy, he told us everything. The two of them grew up with Charlie and they were all in some high school band together or something.”
“Those two guys knew Charlie?” Drew rubbed the back of his neck while he shook his head in disbelief.
“Yes. I guess when Charlie was released from prison, his old band mates wanted nothing to do with him. He moved back in with his sister up in Jackson and hooked back up with these guys. Billy said they would get drunk and high and Charlie wouldn’t stop going on about Claire. How much he hated her and blamed her for his life being ruined.”
“He became obsessed with wanting to know what she was doing and hoping she was miserable. Since he couldn’t step foot in Agra Falls, he sent Ricky and Billy to spy on her. You were right about those cigarette butts. They were Ricky’s. According to Billy, they had been watching her for a while and Charlie was happy to know Claire was alone and unhappy. But then you showed up.”
“Apparently it made Charlie even crazier. Then, I guess, he saw some photo of you and Claire in a newspaper from the night of the festival. Billy said that’s when he really lost it. He started talking about how he was going to hurt her. How she didn’t deserve to be happy and still belonged to him. How he would kill you if he had to. The night before the attack, they drank a lot and Billy said Charlie took out his gun and was talking crazy. They passed out and when they woke up the next morning, Charlie was gone and so was the gun.”
Drew had never felt more hate and desire for vengeance than he did in that moment. Knowing all the pain Charlie caused Claire in the past, and now this? He made up his mind while listening to Rob that he wanted to hurt Charlie more than he had ever hurt anyone.
“So where is he?”
“We don’t know. We went to his sister’s and his car was there, but he was gone. She said he came home, grabbed a bag and ran off. He left his phone so we can’t track him.”
Rob could see the fury in his brothers’ eyes. “Drew, you can’t go after him. Do you understand? I can’t have you causing any problems. When I do catch him, I want to be able to put him away for the rest of his life. You need to be here with Claire, not out there hunting that asshole down. We have everyone looking for him. We’ll get him. So, promise me you won’t do anything stupid?”
“Fine. I won’t look for him, but you better keep me updated.” Drew hated lying to his brother, but there was no way he could promise not to go after the man that repeatedly hurt Claire. He let her down once. He wouldn’t do that again. He needed to talk about something else before his brother caught on. “How is Gunther? And where is he?”
Rob felt relieved his brother changed the subject. He didn’t fully believe Drew would leave the Charlie thing alone, but he’d just have to keep his fingers crossed. “Gunther is ok, actually. He got released from the vet yesterday and is at our house. He’s one tough dog.”
“Do you mind if I go get him and take him home?”
“No, not at all. That dog loves you anyways. I’ll drop you off so you can get your truck and pick him up.”
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On their way to Rob’s house, Drew stared out the passenger side window. He couldn’t get the image of Claire’s bruises and cuts out of his mind. As he thought of Charlie hitting her and pulling the trigger to shoot her, he thought of all the ways he could inflict the most pain on that psychopath. He would just have to get his hands on him before his brother. Rob’s voice brought him back.
“So, Sheila told me what she said to you. You know she didn’t mean it right? She’s just so worried and exhausted. It’s not your fault, Drew.”
“Isn’t it? I mean, me being there apparently made him crazier. Then I beat up his friend, so I’m sure that didn’t help things. And I left. I left her alone to defend herself. I agree with Sheila. I should have been here.” Drew continued to stare out the window. It was beginning to rain. He was reminded of when he and Claire spent an entire rainy day wrapped up in a blanket, watching movies. He could smell her hair, feel her warmth, and hear her heartbeat.
“Drew, that crazy son of a bitch knew Claire’s schedule inside and out. He knew when she woke up, went running, went to work at Sylvie’s. He was going to get to her one way or another. Even if you had never left, he would have just waited until you were gone, or he would have shot you.”
“A gun-shot wound wouldn’t have stopped me from protecting her.” His voice trailed off while he closed his eyes and absorbed the guilt he was feeling. 
Once they reached Rob and Sheila’s house, Drew hopped out, and waved goodbye to his brother. As he approached the door, he felt a bit nervous, wondering if Sheila would just slam the door back in his face. Or maybe she’d lay into him again. Before he could knock, she opened the door and looked at him with annoyance. 
“Hey Sheila.” 
Without responding she stepped back from the door and allowed him to enter.  After closing the door, she stood with her arms crossed just glaring at him. “Rob said you want to take Gunther home.”
“I’d like to, yes. Only if you’re ok with that.” Drew didn’t want to overstep with Sheila. He figured it was best to let her know he respected her position and decisions.
Suddenly, Gunther could be heard letting out the most pitiful cry as he heard Drew’s voice. Without hesitating, Drew moved quickly to the living room to find Gunther on a dog bed. He was struggling to get up, so Drew ran and sat on the floor next to him.
“Hey boy!” He rubbed Gunther’s sides with his hands and scratched his head. Gunther licked his face while he whined with excitement. “I’m so proud of you boy! I’m glad you’re ok.” Drew leaned his head down, giving Gunther a hug. “I missed you too.”
Watching Gunther react to Drew, and the bond they clearly had, made Sheila emotional. “He really did miss you,” she said while wiping away the tears that fell.
Once Gunther calmed down, Drew stood up to face his sister-in-law. “I am truly sorry Sheila, for everything.”
“No Drew. I’m sorry for what I said at the hospital. I know it’s not your fault, it’s Charlie’s.” Saying his name made her shiver. “He better pay for what he’s done, or my husband might be putting me in jail. I want that man to suffer.”
Drew understood exactly how she felt. “I need you to know, I didn’t leave her because I was trying to run away from her. I thought, I believed..”
Sheila cut him off because she knew what he was going to say. “You thought she was better off without you.”
“Part of me still does.”
“Now, I don’t agree with how you left, but what you brought to Claire’s life when you were here? You brought her smile back. Her laugh. I thought the Claire I grew up with, the one full of light and hope, the one whose energy was like a magnet pulling people in, was gone. But you helped bring her back. And I think that’s what made me so angry. When you left it was like you took it all with you, and it was hard to watch her go dark again.”
“I am sorry.” He looked to the ground in shame.
“Drew, you were good for her. Be good for her again. If anyone is going to help her heal and wake up, I think it’s you.” She gave him an encouraging smile. After a short moment of silence between the two of them, Sheila grabbed Drew’s truck keys, a set of Claire’s house keys, and gathered up Gunther’s things.
“He can’t climb stairs yet so you’ll have to carry him up the porch. And speaking of the porch, I don’t think it’s been cleaned, fully, yet.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Drew responded reassuringly. 
“Oh. And if you wouldn’t mind doing me one favor? If you could go into Claire’s desk drawer and look for any mail or bills. She usually puts things that need attending to in the drawer, so if you could grab whatever is in there and bring it to me tomorrow?”
“Yes. I can do that.”
Drew started his truck since the temperature had dropped. He wanted it to be warm for Gunther. He loaded up the toys and food, then carried Gunther out and placed him gently in the passenger seat. Before leaving he shared a quick, yet meaningful, hug with Sheila. It was the first time they had ever done such a thing. Without saying it, they realized Claire needed both of them to be strong together.
“If you think you’ll be spending a long time away from the house, just bring him back here and my parents will watch him. I don’t think he should be left alone too long until he’s able to move more freely on his own.”
“Ok. Tell the boys I’ll see them tomorrow.”

It was dark out by the time Drew pulled into the driveway of Claire’s house. As he pulled in, he felt a heaviness remembering when he was there last. Remembering when he said goodbye to her. Gunther became excited and anxious to get out of the truck, but Drew wanted to get the door open first. 
“Stay.” Gunther calmed down and obeyed.
When he stepped up onto the porch, he saw the blood stains. Flashes of what he imagined Claire went through played in his mind. He had to shake them off, and made a plan to clean the porch that night. Quickly, he opened the door, leaving it slightly ajar. 
After letting Gunther relieve himself in the yard, he carried him into the house. Like a soldier suffering from PTSD, Gunther reacted as they crossed the porch. He let out a howl and Drew could feel him trembling. Once Drew got him onto his dog bed, he rubbed his hands over Gunther’s head and kept telling him it was going to be ok. 
Once the trembling stopped, Drew had to keep him from getting up and looking for Claire. “She’s not here buddy. I’m sorry. But she will be soon. You have to rest and not move around so much.”
Finally having a minute to look around, Drew realized Claire’s house was fully decorated for the holidays. It was beautiful. As his eyes scanned the room, he noticed a bin in the corner of the living room labeled “Ornaments”. Then he saw two presents sitting on top of the fireplace mantle. 
He moved closer to get a better look. One was in a red bag, adorned with green ribbon and a holiday tag. The other was in a blue bag, with white ribbon and a birthday tag. His name was on both of them. They were like swords to his already burdened heart.
After Gunther was fed and he grabbed something for himself, Drew began to gather supplies to clean the porch. At one point he looked up and saw Claire’s desk, reminding him of the favor Sheila asked for.
“I better grab that stuff now before I forget.” He put the bucket and cleaners down and sat at the desk. He pulled one of the drawers open but didn’t find any bills or mail. What he found was Claire’s half of the photo booth pictures, and a letter. 
He pulled the pictures and the letter out of the drawer and stared at them. The envelope was sealed and there was no address on it, just his name. Trying to decide whether or not to read it, Gunther let out a whine and stared at him. 
“Well, it has my name on it so it’s obviously for me, right?” 
After staring at it for another minute, he decided to open it. He needed to know what was in it.  Gently, he pulled the letter out and unfolded the pages. He could feel Gunther’s judgmental stare on him. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. It had my name on it.” Taking a deep breath, he turned his eyes back to the words Claire had written.
“Dear Drew,
As I write this, I know I’ll never send it to you. I have no idea where you are or if I’ll ever see you again. Your brother seems convinced you’ll come back one day, but I’m not so sure.
I’m not angry with you for leaving. I tried to be, but I couldn’t get there. We never made any promises to one another so you didn’t owe me anything. And I understand, more than anyone, how grief can be so overwhelming the only thing that feels right is to be alone. 
Since I couldn’t be angry with you, I tried like hell to forget you. To get back to my routine and my life before I met you. But it’s been impossible. You left an imprint everywhere. Not being able to forget you, I’ve tried acting like it’s no big deal. That your absence has had no effect on me.
All the denying and pretending caught up with me earlier today. And it was the dumbest thing that triggered me. Your stupid gray t-shirt. You left it behind in the hamper and when I found it, I fell apart. And now I can’t sleep because there is so much I need to say. So, I’m going to tell you in this letter, even if you never read it.
After losing my parents, and everything Charlie put me through, I gave up on the world. I lost faith in the goodness in people and couldn’t see the light anymore. I allowed the pain, the grief, and the guilt to consume me. I became content with going through the motions of living, but not really living. And I preferred to do it alone.
I would often find myself staring up at the stars at night, just wondering why? Why did it all happen? What was the point? My mother wholly believed that something good always came out of something bad, but I couldn’t find it. So, I found myself begging my parents to show me a sign. To show me that this life still had some meaning. And then you showed up.
From the first day I met you, I felt the connection. And when I looked into your eyes, I could feel your pain. With every moment we shared together, every kiss and every touch it was as if our souls had been searching for each other all along. And while we couldn’t fix our own broken pieces, they somehow fit together to make us whole again. 
I understand now. I had to be broken in order to find you. The painful cries from our souls were meant to be heard by the other and that is why I feel tethered to you. You are the only person in this world whose broken pieces fit with mine. The longer we’re apart, the more I can feel things shattering inside of me all over again. 
You were meant to show me the light in this world again. But more importantly, I was meant to love you the way you have always deserved to be loved. And I do.  love you.
I love you without manipulation or deceit. I love you for who you are. You don’t need to change or be anyone else for me. I love you without expectation. Even if you never return to me. Even if you never admit to having feelings for me. I will always love you.
And you do deserve it. I know you don’t believe that, but you do. 
On the night of the festival, I was so nervous. I felt vulnerable and insecure, ready to fall apart at any moment. Then you appeared out of nowhere. You looked like you just stepped out of a fairytale I used to dream about, and you grabbed my hand. You calmed me, and saved me. I knew, as soon as I looked up into your eyes, you were the best man I could ever know. I knew my heart belonged to you in that moment, but I was too afraid to admit it until now.
And from that night on you were patient, thoughtful, comforting, and compassionate. You taught me how to trust again and made me feel safe. Being in your arms was home to me. You are my silver lining, Drew. 
No matter the distance, no matter the time, no matter the words you cannot say, I love you.
 Always,
Claire”.
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Drew sank back into the chair, and stared down at the letter. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but he wasn’t prepared for what she wrote. Part of him thought it may have been easier if she had written about how much she hated him. Having given up on love at such a young age, and having spent most of his life believing it would ever exist for him, he wasn’t able to process what Claire wrote.
So, he spent the night scrubbing the porch. It took hours, but he made sure to clean away any evidence of the violence that occurred there. And when he was done, he laid awake on the couch, waiting for the suns’ rays to peek through the windows.  
His thoughts went back and forth in his mind, between his past and Claire. Memories he had long forgotten played out as he was reminded why he gave up on love in the first place. But at the same time, Claire’s smile, her laugh, her touch. Moments they shared.  Mentally, he felt exhausted, but he couldn’t sleep.
Once the sun rose, Drew got Gunther outside and fed. When he was done showering and headed out of the bathroom, he looked down the hallway to Claire’s bedroom. The sunlight was shining all the way through the open door. 
Feeling drawn to it, he moved his way down the hall and stood in the doorway. His eyes moved around the room. The scent of her perfume lingered ever so lightly in the air. The pillow on which she laid her head. The bed in which he had held onto her so many times. 
Slowly, he walked into the room and sat down on the side of her bed. When he looked up, her closet door was open. He saw all of her parents’ old band t-shirts she loved wearing. He saw the sweater she was wearing the last time they went to the waterfalls together. The night he was going to tell her that she meant something to him, but he never got the chance. And then there were all these dresses he had never seen her wear before, but could imagine how beautiful she would look in them.
He fell back onto the bed and something caught his eye. There was something gray peeking out from underneath the pillow he used to rest his head upon. He reached over and pulled it out. It was his gray t-shirt. The one she found in his hamper. The one that made her fall apart. Claire had been sleeping with it. 
His eyes widened and a look of urgency came across his face. Something struck him hard in that moment and he had an epiphany. He rushed to get dressed and ran to his truck. As he sped to the hospital, his heart was racing. When he arrived, visiting hours hadn’t started yet, but his pacing and nagging annoyed the nurses into letting him into see Claire a little early.
Drew pulled up the chair next to her bed and sat down slowly. He grabbed her hand and held it in both of his.
“I got your letter. I don’t know if you’re going to be pissed that I read it but, in my defense, it had my name on it. And I already got the side eye from Gunther. Seriously, he kind of freaks me out with his human eyes, judging me.” Drew let out a small chuckle. “He’s doing good, by the way. Misses you. We all do.” His voice got quiet.
“I’m glad I read it, though. Everything you wrote, Claire, it was…”, he stopped for a moment. “It was more than I deserve. I’m so sorry I left the way I did. And I’m even more sorry for the things I said. I told the biggest lie that night and it was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. I was so angry after losing Brian and I didn’t want to bring more darkness into your life.”
He reached up and stroked the side of her face softly with his hand. 
“Being away, though, it brought some clarity. I thought my guilt was from not being able to save my brother. From not being able to stop him from joining the Marines. But it was never that. I felt regret for not spending enough time with him while I could. I should have called him more, visited more. Been at his wedding and been there when my niece was born.”
Drew kissed Claire’s hand again. 
“It made me think of the choices I make and the people I still have time to do better with. Rob, my nephews and niece, Sheila, Natalie, and you. Especially you. I missed you so damn much. I figured that pull, that connection, would fade away but it didn’t. Not even a little.”
He looked down and took a few minutes to compose his thoughts. 
“All night my past came back to remind me of why I gave up on love. Why I stopped believing in it. I have a thousand reasons to never believe in it again. A thousand reasons to just keep hiding from it and doing what I’ve always done. Like you said, go through the motions of living, but not really living. It’s never failed me and I’m good at being alone.”
Drew tried to steady his breathing. 
“But I found myself sitting in your room this morning. And…” his voice trailed off as he fought back tears. He reached back up and caressed her face. “I found my gray t-shirt under the pillow. You know, while I was away, I held the photos of us in my hand every night as a way to feel close to you. So, I understand.”
His voice began to shake, ever so slightly. 
“There are a thousand reasons from my past to never let love in. But you are my future, and the only reason I need to let it in and believe in it. Claire, I…”, he paused, closed his eyes and whispered, “I love you.”
As his eyes opened, they were filled with tears. A sensation he hadn’t felt since he was a boy. He clenched her hand. “I love you. And I want to spend the rest of my life trying to become the man you see. I want to spend the rest of my life doing everything I can to deserve you.”
“It’s never been about choosing to give you my heart or not. You’ve had it from the day we met. It’s been about making the choice to admit it. I know that now. My life started the minute I laid eyes on you. So, you have to wake up Claire. I can’t believe Fate would be so cruel to have me find you, only to take you away from me. You want me to believe that love doesn’t always bring pain, then you have to prove it and come back to me. I can’t lose you.”
Drew hung his head down and took a deep breath. Now that he could admit how he truly felt, he was afraid of losing her. Nothing. The bombs, gunfire, or abuse. Nothing compared to his fear of losing her. 
Just then the door to the room opened. When Drew looked up, he saw Sheila. He looked away quickly and tried to wipe the tears from his face.
“Oh, Drew, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were in here. I didn’t really check in with the nurses, I just headed in. I’ll come back when you’re done.”
“No. It’s ok. You should come spend time with her. I have some things to get to anyways.”
Sheila could tell he was upset and she felt sorry for him. With compassion and empathy, she walked towards him and put her hand on his shoulder. “She’s going to make it through this, Drew. She’s strong and, now that you’re here, I know she’ll come back to us.”
“I hope so.” Drew kissed Claire’s hand to say goodbye and stood up from the chair. “Is Rob here?”
“No, he’s at the station. He’s been working around the clock trying to find that bastard.” 
Drew nodded and then headed over to his jacket. He pulled Claire’s mail out of his pocket. “Here is the stuff you asked me to grab. That’s everything that was in her desk and the mailbox.”
“Thank you! Are you sure you don’t want to stay a little longer?”
“No, I’ll come back later today. You deserve your time with her.”
They said their goodbyes and Drew headed off to the police station.
~
Sitting across from his brother in his office, Rob could tell Drew hadn’t slept. His knee was bouncing and he looked worried. 
“Did you see Claire yet today?”
“Yes. Actually, just came from there. Ran into to Sheila. So, I was just wondering where you’re at in finding Charlie. Any news?”
Rob scratched his head then leaned forward onto his desk. “Nothing yet. But everyone is looking for him. He can’t hide forever. Gunther definitely bit him so at the very least he’s hurt from that.”
The two of them stared at each other for a moment. “Drew, you promised not to look for him. I hope you plan on keeping that promise.’
Drew’s knee stopped bouncing. “I said I wouldn’t and I won’t. I won’t go looking for Charlie.”
“Ok. Good.” Rob was surprised, and he hoped Drew meant it. “So, listen, tomorrow is Thanksgiving. We’re going to have a quiet dinner with the boys and Sheila’s parents, but nothing huge. You should come and bring Gunther.”
Drew didn’t realize it was Thanksgiving. “I will think about it. I’m not sure I’d be the best company.”
“None of us are good company right now. Sheila will probably be rushing through the meal to get back to the hospital. But it would be nice to have you there. You can see the boys and meet Sheila’s parents.”
That regret he felt over not spending time with Brian hit him. Drew realized this was one of those moments. He didn’t want to regret making the wrong choice. “I’ll plan on going. As long as Claire is ok.”
Rob smiled and nodded. “Of course! She would want us to spend the day together.”
“Well, I have to head out. Gotta run some errands and then get back to check on Gunther. Keep me posted if there are any updates on the search?” Drew stood up and got ready to leave.
“Sure. I’ll let you know as soon as anything changes. I promise.”

Drew bought some groceries and then headed back to the house. After getting the food put away and tending to Gunther, he made a phone call. A man answered.
“Hey Matt. It’s Drew. Drew LaTroy.”
“Holy shit! LaTroy? How have you been, man?”
“Ok. How about you? You still in touch with the guys?”
“Yeah. Yeah. So, what’s up man? I haven’t heard from you in a while.”
Drew was silent for a few seconds before responding. “I’m going to get straight to the point. I need a favor.”
Matt was a Marine Veteran that served with Drew and had been hurt. But he would have died if it hadn’t been for Drew. Drew saved his life, and three other marines that day. They had all retired, but still used their “special” skills if needed. They were all loyal to Drew and vowed to be there for him, if he needed them. This was the first time Drew ever called asking for a favor.
Knowing Drew wouldn’t be asking for help unless it was serious, Matt’s tone immediately changed. “What do you need? Anything.”
“I need you to find someone for me. The police can’t find him.”
“Ok. I’m texting you an email address to send the information to. After I find him, then what?”
“I need you to get the other guys. If you find him, I need you to capture him and take him somewhere isolated. And then call me.”
“I’m just curious. What did he do?”
“He hurt someone I care about. Beat her, shot her, and left her to die.”
“Say no more. As soon you send me everything you have on him, I’ll get on it.”
“Matt. If you, or the other guys don’t want part in this I would understand. I just need to have him to myself before he gets arrested. But I don’t want to involve any of you if you’re not comfortable with it.”
Matt laughed. “Are you kidding? I despise men that beat on women. And if she means something to you, she means something to all of us. Consider it done.”
“Thanks Matt. And thank the others for me.”
“Sure thing. I’ll be in touch soon.”
After hanging up the phone, Drew stared out the window. His thoughts bounced back and forth between Claire and what he was going to do to Charlie once he got his hands on him.
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Drew attended Thanksgiving, for the first time, at Rob and Sheila’s. Her parents were warm, funny, and easy to be around. Drew was glad to be there, spending time with his brother’s family. The boys insisted on taking a seat on either side of their uncle. A feast was laid before them and Sheila even made a special plate for Gunther. 
The food was delicious and the company was pleasant, but all Drew could think about was Claire. So, when dinner was over, he thanked everyone for the meal and said his goodbyes.
“I want to make sure I have time to get Gunther home and then get to the hospital before visiting hours are over.” He began to put his coat on. The temperatures had dropped, but it still hadn’t snowed.
“I’m just glad you came. And make sure you give her a kiss for me.” Sheila gave Drew a hug. 
“Yeah Drew, I’m glad you came. It was nice having you here.” Rob smiled.
“Wait. I made a plate of desserts for you to take home.” Sheila’s mom, Patti, came hurriedly towards the door. “A sampling of each. It was so nice to meet you.” Patti handed Drew the plate wrapped in saran wrap and gently grabbed his arm to say goodbye.
“It was nice meeting you, too. Thank you. The meal was outstanding.”

After Drew got Gunther home, he headed to the hospital. He stayed with Claire until they kicked him out. He told her about the dinner and how everyone missed her. 
“Noah and Alex colored you some pictures.” Drew pulled the pictures out of his jacket pocket and laid them on the table next to the bed. 
The rest of the time he told her how Gunther was and his plans to visit Sylvie’s the next day to see Sam and Joe. “I thought about asking for my job back, but I don’t think I can work there right now. Not without you. I plan to keep myself busy, though. I’ll be here every day and I know there were things you needed fixed around the house. I’m going to work on those.”
He realized his time was almost up after looking down at his phone. “I hate leaving you here all night. But I’ll be back first thing in the morning. If I can ever get to sleep maybe I’ll see you in my dreams.”
A knock on the door was his alarm that it was time to go.
Drew kissed her frail hand and then kissed her cheek. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear. 
After a few weeks passed, his visitations became routine. He was always the first one to visit in the morning. He’d visit in the afternoon and then he was always the last one there to say “goodnight”.  Not a single day was missed. At that point, the entire staff on Claire’s floor knew who he was, and he knew all of them. 
During that time, Drew had stopped in at Sylvie’s to see Joe and Sam. They were happy to see him, but even more worried about Claire. 
“I wanted to apologize for what happened in here before I left.” Drew sat at the bar in between them. Sylvie’s had just closed so it was just the three of them. 
Sam put his hand on Drew’s shoulder. “Listen. You have nothing to apologize for. I’m glad you beat the crap out of that guy.” Sam chuckled.
“Yeah, Drew. I’m just glad you’re back.” Joe smiled reassuringly.
Sam stopped laughing and took a sip of his beer. His eyes looked down at the bar while sadness filled his eyes. “I stopped by the hospital the other day to see our girl. She is looking a lot better.” He glanced over at Drew. “I ran into Sheila and she said you’re there a few times a day, every day.”
Drew nodded. “I try to be.”
“Have the doctors said anything? Do they think she’ll wake up soon?” Joe leaned back and crossed his arms.
“Physically, she’s healing and doing great. They said at this point there’s no reason for her not to wake up. We just have to wait and hope she decides to come back.”  Drew drank his beer.
“It’s Claire. She’ll come back to us. We just have to be patient, that’s all.” Sam raised his beer in the air. “A toast to Claire. Here’s to our sweet girl. You take all the time you need.”
Drew and Joe raised their beers. The three of them tapped their glasses together and drank.
“I have to head out guys. But hey, it was good catching up.” Drew stood up and put his jacket on.
“You know you can have your job back anytime, right?” Sam winked at Drew and smiled.
“Thanks Sam. I might take you up on that, but not just yet.”
“Have a good night, Drew. It’s really good to have you back in town.” Joe stood up and shook Drew’s hand.
“Thanks Joe. It’s good to be back. I appreciate the drink guys.”
Sam grabbed Drew’s hand for a shake and grabbed his shoulder with the other. “Please tell Claire we miss her. And don’t you lose hope. You hear me? She needs us to stay strong.”
“I won’t.”
As Drew headed back to the house, he drove through the center of Agra Falls. The streets were quiet and filled with lights and decorations for the holiday. It reminded him of the festival, except much colder. He thought about that night, seeing Claire walk down the stairs and how enchanting she was. The fear of losing her crept up inside of him, as it often did. In those moments he felt his hope waning.
He turned the radio on thinking the music would drown out the fearful thoughts. The song that played was one he recognized. It was the song he and Claire danced to at the festival. Drew never really believed in magic, or mystical messages and signs. But as he turned the volume up, he knew in his heart, it was a sign to never give up hope.
Hearing the song gave Drew an idea for a gift for Claire. He already had something, but had been trying to figure out what to add to it, and now he knew. Later that night he sat at the computer, searching for it, under the glow of the Christmas tree lights. 
A week earlier Drew decided to get the tree since he assumed Claire would have. She had left the bin of ornaments out and, since the rest of the house was dripping in decorations, he figured the tree was definitely on her list. Rob was enlisted for assistance since Drew had never bought, or put up, a tree before.
“I don’t understand why we are putting a live tree inside the house?”
Rob laughed and shook his head at his brother. “Because, that’s just what we do. I mean, you could go buy a fake one but it’s way more fun using a real one. I didn’t quite get it at first either, but you’ll see. Once the lights are on and it’s decorated. Sit back on the couch you’ll see.”
Drew looked at Rob like he thought he was a bit crazy. “Ok. Whatever you say.”
“I think it’s nice you’re doing it for her. Sheila said Claire and her family were big into the holidays before the accident. Claire stopped celebrating, but something got into her this year. Wonder what it was?” Rob smirked.
Ignoring Rob’s comment, “I just want it to be ready for when she comes home. If this tree dies before that happens, I’ll go chop down another one if I have to.”
Rob helped Drew put the lights on and then headed to work. That left Drew on his own to put the ornaments on. He went through the bin slowly and hung each one carefully. His favorites were the ones he could tell were handmade by Claire. Some included photos of her as a child, always beaming with a smile. 
Once it was finished, he turned all the lights off in the house, except the ones on the tree, sat on the sofa and he saw. Rob was right. It was mesmerizing and peaceful to look at. He took pictures of the tree to show Claire the next time he visited.
As he worked on his gift for Claire, he would glance over at the tree, wishing she was there to enjoy it. “She will be. She’ll be home soon,” he whispered to himself.
Just then his phone rang. It was Matt. 
“Hello.”
“Hey Drew. I found him. I put a call into the guys and they’re going to meet me tomorrow to grab him. I’m sending you the address where we’ll be taking him. I’ll text you once it’s done.”
“Okay. I’ll be ready. Thank you.”
“No thanks needed. See you soon.
The call ended and suddenly Drew was filled with all the rage he felt for Charlie and it exploded inside of him. He was finally going to get Charlie, face to face.
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Charlie opened his eyes and looked around as he realized his hands were tied behind his back. He didn’t know where he was. It was cold and dark. There was dirt underneath his feet, which were tied to the bottom of a chair. There were two lights near him but as he looked out, he could only see shadowy figures. The best he could make out, it was either a barn or some kind of large shed.
The figures stood in front of him. He assumed they were the ones that took him from the motel the night before. He had been on the run since attacking Claire and was bouncing from town to town, heading north to Canada. His head was shaved and he had kept a low profile. Charlie only went into stores when absolutely necessary, wearing hats and making sure his tattoos were covered. 
He had saved enough cash after getting out of jail to keep him going for a little while. That was the only reason he went back to his sisters after the attack. He grabbed his money, a few clothes, and first aid for the bite. The bite mark on his calf had healed pretty well. He felt lucky to have avoided infection.
At the last motel he was startled awake by four men. They injected him with something and that was all he could remember. Then he woke up in the barn, or whatever it was. 
“What do you want? Who the hell are you?”
None of the men standing around him responded. But a voice came through the darkness and a fifth man appeared. 
“Charlie White. We finally meet.”
Drew came into the light carrying a chair. He placed it a couple feet in front of Charlie then sat down. He stared at Charlie without saying another word.
“Who the hell are you man? What do you want from me?”
Drew looked back at him perplexed. “Oh, come on Charlie. You must know who I am.”
“Charlie stared at him for a moment and thought he recognized the face, but he wasn’t going to admit it. “I have no clue who you are. Now what the hell do you want from me?”
“Really? You don’t know who I am? Well, your friend Ricky knows me. The two of us got pretty well acquainted when I beat the shit out of him not too long ago.”
Charlie realized who it was and all the jealousy, and hatred, he had for him pierced through his eyes, back at Drew. But he didn’t say a word. When Drew saw the look in Charlie’s eyes, it was satisfying for him to see he was making him angry. It’s what Drew wanted.
After minutes of silence, Charlie finally spoke. “Tell me what you want.”
“What I want? I want you to pay for what you did to Claire.” 
“I didn’t do anything to that bitch. I haven’t seen her in years.”
Drew furrowed his brows and stared back at Charlie. It took everything he had not to jump on top of him and kill him. He took a deep breath. 
“Ok. So, let’s say you haven’t seen her recently. Let’s talk about what you did to her when the two of you were together.”
Charlie smirked and let out a sinister laugh. Drew imagined it was the same one Claire heard in her nightmares. Then Charlie stared back at Drew, with intense hatred, his eyes almost black. 
“That lying bitch of a whore got what she deserved. She was crazy and needed to be handled.”
Drew clenched his fists tightly. “She deserved for her boyfriend to beat her up and then rape her?”
As Charlie could see he was hitting a nerve he laughed, hysterically. 
“Look man. If you care about her or something then the joke is on you. She’s psychotic. And I hate to break it to you but she’s a total slut.”
“And that’s why you drove her parents off the road and killed them? Because she was a slut?”
“Oh man, I didn’t kill them. That bitch lied and sent me to jail for something that was her fault, not mine.”
Drew squinted his eyes and nodded his head. “And that’s why you had your friends stalk her? Then you decided to attack her, shoot her and her dog, and leave her for dead?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, man. But if you’re some jealous boyfriend or whatever, that’s not my problem. What are you going to do? Beat me up? Kill me? Your brother is a cop. You do anything to me I’ll say he put you up to it. You’ll go to jail, he’ll lose his job, and I’ll be free.”
Drew chuckled. “I thought you didn’t know who I was. How did you know my brother was a cop? Of course, you know who I am. You had your friend spying on Claire for quite a while and you knew everything about her. Your friend Ricky and the other one, Billy? They told the cops everything. And that dog you shot? He got a bite out of you, didn’t he? Well, the DNA from the blood on his mouth matched yours.”
Charlie shook his head and laughed. “Whatever. You want me to confess or something? Fine. Yes, I thought it was time Claire got what she deserved. That bitch ruined my life and it was time she paid. But if you touch me, I’ll make sure you go to jail and I’ll go free. Watch.”
Matt’s voice came out of the darkness. “You aren’t going to say a word about what happens here. You want to know why? Because if you do, and he ends up in jail and you end up free, we will find you. You don’t know who the rest of us are and you never will. We are trained at not existing. You already know we can find you, and we’ll do it again. You’ll never be truly free. And the next time we get our hands on you?” Matt cracked his knuckles. 
Charlie shrugged and pretended none of it scared him or bothered him. “Seriously, let’s just get this over with then. Obviously, you’re afraid to fight me. You just keep talking and you had to bring four of your goons to help you.”
Drew laughed. Another voice came out of the shadows. This one was much deeper. “We’re not here to help him fight you. We’re here to make sure he doesn’t kill you. To stop him from going too far. It will take all of us to pull him off of you.”
Drew leaned forward just a bit. “I’ve spent my entire life hunting down monsters and predators. But out of all the despicable people I have ever come across, I have never wanted to hurt one more than you. You picked the wrong girl in this world to lay a hand on. When I am through with you, I will turn you into the police so you can be prosecuted. But you’re going to get what you deserve first. You will never think of Claire again. You will never speak her name. You will never send anyone to spy on her. You will forget you ever knew her. I will make sure you will never hurt her again.”
Drew’s voice was even and calculated. The look in his eyes was so intense that, as he spoke, Charlie couldn’t help but feel afraid of the eyes bearing into him. Once Drew saw that fear, he knew it was time. It was what he had been waiting for. He wanted Charlie to feel the fear Claire felt every single time he hurt her.
“Go ahead boys. You can untie him.”
“Wait. What? Why are you untying me?” Charlie was confused.
“I would never beat on a defenseless person, Charlie. I want you to fight back. Please.” The grin on Drew’s face sent a chill down Charlie’s spine as he slowly stood up and prepared for the biggest fight of his life. 

A few hours later, Rob got a call from the hospital that a man, fitting Charlie White’s description, had been dropped off at the emergency room. He was being treated for broken ribs, a broken arm, a broken hand, and many other cuts and bruises. His face was covered in blood and his eyes were almost swollen shut. He had told the nurse to contact Officer LaTroy so he could turn himself in.
Meanwhile, Drew sat beside Claire’s bed and took her hand in his. 
“Hey beautiful. It’s finally over. Charlie will be arrested and I made sure he will never hurt you again. I don’t know if you’d approve of what I did, but I needed to make sure he understood.” 
After gently kissing her lips, he moved his hand along the side of her face. “You can wake up now, Claire. Charlie can’t hurt you and I promise I will protect you. If your fear was holding you back, you don’t have to worry anymore. “
He sat back in the chair and waited, hoping she’d open her eyes. But she didn’t. “It’s ok. Take your time and when you’re ready, I’ll be here.”
When Drew left the hospital that night, he found Rob waiting by his truck. 
“Hey Rob. What’s up?”
“Charlie White turned himself in tonight.”
Drew faked surprise. “Really? Wow. So, he’s in custody? It’s finally over?”
Rob nodded and looked back at his brother with skepticism. “Yeah. He’s being treated right now. Someone did a number on him. I mean, he’s in bad shape. When I asked him what happened and who did it to him, he got nervous and just said he didn’t know. He insisted on confessing to the attack on Claire.”
Without it being said, Drew knew his brother was accusing him. “That’s pretty crazy. I have a feeling Charlie had a lot of enemies, so who knows. Can’t say I feel bad for the guy and I’m glad he’s going to get punished for what he did. Sounds like a win.”
As Rob weighed the situation, he decided not to press the issue. Charlie was a bad guy that had hurt his friend. Hurt the only woman his brother ever cared for. His intuition told him Drew was the one who broke Charlies body and face, but he decided to let it go. 
“Well, I have to get to the station. I have to call Sheila and tell her the good news. She’ll be relieved. I’ll see you soon.”
Drew could tell that Rob knew the truth. He could see it in his eyes. And he appreciated that Rob was letting it go. “Have a good night brother.”


[bookmark: _Toc194174532]Chapter 33
It was the day before Christmas and Drew was out with Gunther running errands. After buying roses for Claire, and before heading back to the house, he stopped at the cemetery. The only time he had been there was the day he sat in the car while Claire visited her parents. But he was pretty sure he could find their headstones. He pulled two of the red roses from the bouquet and let Gunther out of the truck. 
“Ok boy. Let’s go.”
After walking around for a good fifteen minutes, he finally found them. 
“Jackson and Sara Tillie. Here we are Gunther.” Gunther sat down on the ground and kept watch.
Drew placed the two roses on the top of the headstone and then slowly moved back. He stood for a moment, just staring down at their names, not knowing what to say. He never really believed in an afterlife, or spirits, or anything like that. But he knew Claire would have visited them for the holiday and there were things he felt desperate to say to them.
“Hi Mr. and Mrs. Tillie. I’m not sure how this works. I feel a little stupid but I’m hoping you are up there somewhere. I really hope you can hear me. Claire told me how much you both loved the holidays. Since she couldn’t be here, I thought I would come in her place.”
Drew suddenly felt nervous. And then he felt crazy for feeling that way.
“Your daughter told me so much about both of you. I wish I had been able to meet you. The way she speaks of you, the way everyone speaks of you, it’s apparent you were both amazing people. And so is Claire. She’s the most beautiful, incredible person. She’s kind and forgiving. She’s stubborn and sarcastic. She’s strong. Her smile and her laugh cast a blinding light over my dark world. She’s everything to me and I love her.”
He took a minute to breathe. 
“I suppose I have you to thank, Mr. Tillie, for her taste in music. And her obsession over movies is all you, right Mrs. Tillie?” he grinned. “She misses both of you more than you could ever know. And right now, I’m missing her just as much.”
“I don’t know if she found me or if I found her, but I’ve often wondered if the two of you sent me to protect her. To save her. And then I failed you. I’m so sorry, to both of you. I should have been there to keep her safe and I wasn’t. But I will never let you down again. I can promise you that.”
His emotions were starting to get the better of him, so Drew took another minute to get it under control. 
“I know I don’t deserve any favors, but I’m begging you. If you are somewhere, watching and listening. If there is anything you can do. Please bring her back to me. Maybe she can see you, I don’t know. I’m afraid she’ll never come back to me if she thinks she can be with the two of you again. You have to tell her to come home. Please. And if she does, I promise both of you I will love her with all that I have every single day.”
Drew looked up at the sky and closed his eyes.
“And Brian, if you can hear me brother. You were right to hope for love. I should have listened to you. You always thought I was the hero, but it was you. You were the one with the courage to take chances and risk your heart. I miss you.” He hung his head and tried to hold back the tears building behind his eyes.
“I’m begging all of you. Please bring her back to me. I want to believe in those Christmas miracles, Mrs. Tillie. I could really use one of those right now.”
He stood in silence for a moment.  “Okay. Well, I guess that’s it. Merry Christmas Mr. and Mrs. Tillie. Brian, if you can hear me, Merry Christmas.”
He drove back to the house, scratching Gunther’s head a few times. Drew felt for the poor dog. Without Claire, Gunther lost some of his spark and his eyes had a sadness now. When he pulled into the driveway, he noticed something on the windshield. After a minute there were more. Drew jumped out of the truck and called for Gunther. He ran into the front yard, held his arms out, and looked up at the sky.
“It’s snowing, Gunther. It’s snowing!” A smile appeared across his face and Drew marveled at the sight while Gunther kept pouncing on the ground trying to catch the falling snow. The flakes were big and white and fluffy. They were just like the ones Claire described. The ones her mother said carried wishes and miracles. 
When he headed to the hospital that night, he was excited and hopeful. He carried in the large bouquet of roses and a gift bag. As he passed the nurses station, they smiled and wished him a Merry Christmas. They had made an exception and gave him permission to stay all night. They could see how much he cared for Claire and they were all desperate to see them have a happy ending. 
As soon as Drew entered her room, he placed the flowers down on a table and pulled the blinds open. “Claire, it’s snowing. It’s your perfect Christmas Eve.”
He pulled the chair up next to her bed and placed the gift bag on the floor beside him. “I have something for you.”
While he spoke, he pulled a small speaker out of the bag and turned it on. He placed the speaker and his phone on the bedside tray. “You’re never going to believe it, but I made you a playlist. I know. I know. Don’t freak out.”
 He kissed her forehead. “We’ve shared so many significant moments and these songs were either playing, or remind me of you. There are a few songs from the eighties on the list, so you’ll be happy.” He winked at her and pressed play.
Each song carried with it a memory that floated through the air. The song on the radio the day Claire took Drew to the auto parts store. The song playing the moment he saw her walking down the stairs at the festival. The song they danced to that same night. The song playing while fireworks exploded in the sky as they sat atop the Ferris Wheel. One after another, the songs told a story, their story.
When the last song was over, Drew sat up and pulled a small, unwrapped, box out of the gift bag. He held it in between Claire’s hand and his own. 
“I made you that playlist because I wanted you to know how much you’ve changed me. I never cared about music or paid any attention to it. But I could listen to those songs on repeat for the rest of my life. It’s not just the music, though. I love you. Words I never thought I’d say, or feel. Words I ran away from. Now I feel like I can’t say them enough to you.”
He looked at her delicate face, fully healed, hoping to see some sign she could hear him. But she remained in her peaceful slumber. 
“People always seem to have one moment they knew. The moment they fell in love and they knew the person looking back at them was their destiny. As I made that playlist, I realized each of those moments was a moment I fell in love with you. I want to spend the rest of my life falling in love with you over and over again.”
“I will never forgive myself for leaving you. But I promise to never leave you again. Wherever you are is where I want to be. Where I need to be. You are my life and my home now.”
Drew opened the box. Inside was a ring with a pale pink diamond in the shape of a heart. The platinum band displayed two Celtic knots on either side of the heart. Embedded in the center of each knot was a small, clear, diamond. 
He didn’t go out looking for a ring. In a way, it found him. A couple of weeks before, while running errands, he passed a small store in the center of Agra Falls. Something sparkled brightly in the window and it stopped him. The ring was on display and caught the sun’s light. 
As he stood there admiring it, Mr. Silverman appeared next to him. He was wearing his favorite black cap and was bundled up in his wool coat. Wrapped around his neck was the black and gray scarf his wife, Maribel, had made for him. 
“Mr. Silverman? How are you, sir?” 
“I’m good. How are you? How is our Claire?” 
“She’s about the same.” 
Mr. Silverman noticed the disappointment on Drew’s face and then looked at the ring in the window. “That’s quite a ring, isn’t it?”
Drew let out a sigh, “I don’t know much about rings.”
“You don’t have to know a damn thing about rings, son. If it’s calling out to you there’s a reason.” 
Drew ran his hand over the back of his neck nervously.
Mr. Silverman continued to stare at the ring while he rested both his hands on his cane. “Life is short. Don’t let fear or doubt get in the way of what precious time you have.” 
He paused and slowly turned to look at Drew. “I knew Claire’s parents very well. Wonderful people that loved their little girl more than anything. I have a feeling they would have approved of you, and of that.” He moved his eyes to the ring.
Drew turned to Mr. Silverman. “I appreciate you saying that, sir. Really. It means a lot.”
“You brought Claire’s smile back. Now, that means a lot.” He tapped Drew on his shoulder and slowly headed away.
A few minutes later, Drew got the courage to walk into the shop and inquire about the ring in the window. 
As he held it in front of Claire, he thought of how the ring represented everything he saw in her and everything they were to each other. The color and design were representations of love, devotion and an eternal bond. Like Claire, it was simple, yet exquisite. It sparkled with a beauty that was rare and incomparable. It was delicate but surprisingly strong. 
He gently placed the ring on her finger and admired how perfectly it fit. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Claire. I know it’s crazy, considering the short amount of time we spent together. But you’re the only person in this universe I will ever love like this.  It can be whatever you want it to be. If being together means we are married, then I’m in. If it means we simply spend the rest of our lives being with one another, by each other’s side, then I’m in. As long as we are together.”
Drew leaned forward and kissed her lips. “I love you.” He leaned back in the chair and held her hand. As he watched the snow peacefully fall outside the window, he felt her finger move. It startled him, so he jumped up. He grabbed ahold of her hand again. “Claire?”
He felt another small movement. “Claire? Can you hear me?” His heart began to race as her eyes were struggling to open. Then, for a moment, her green eyes were looking back at him. His heart began to beat so fast against his chest. But the exhilaration that filled him was suddenly ripped away as the heart monitor flat lined. Her green eyes closed again.
Nurses and doctors raced into the room, shoving him back out into the hallway. Drew was frozen and in shock. He couldn’t understand what happened. He stood in the doorway watching, helplessly, as they worked to revive her. With each second that passed, he could feel her fading away along with pieces of his soul. He was losing her and there was nothing he could do. He turned and slid down to the floor, burying his face in his hands. 



[bookmark: _Toc194174533]Chapter 34
Drew stood in front of the mirror in full dress uniform.  He made some adjustments so everything looked perfect. After taking a long deep breath, he looked down at Gunther who was sitting patiently by his side. “You ready boy?”
Gunther let out a bark in response.
“Ok. Let’s go.”
They headed out of Claire’s house and took off in the truck. Drew was grateful for the cooler temperature that late August afternoon. The windows were rolled all the way down, allowing Gunther to stick his head out while the wind whipped across his face. As he made his way to the center of Agra Falls, Drew admired the scenery of the town he now called his home.
The main street, like the year before, was decked out in decorations for the annual festival. Cars lined the street and filled the parking lot of the library. But there was a spot up front reserved for Drew. He pulled his truck into the spot, turned the ignition off, and sat. He thought back to the first time he met her and a smile grew on his face.
He looked at the clock, then over at Gunther. “We need to get out there or Sheila will have my head.” He rubbed the top of Gunther’s head then hopped out of the truck. They made their way into the library and through to the back doors. When he stepped out onto the back patio, the vision of flowers and lights filled his eyes. The grounds were romantically decorated like something out of a movie. 
“Sheila outdid herself this year,” Drew thought to himself. To the right of the dancing area there were two areas of chairs with an aisle in between. As Drew made his way down the aisle, he looked at the faces of the people that filled the chairs. Sylvie, Olivia, and Joe were among them. Faces of people Drew now referred to as friends and neighbors. His sister-in-law Natalie was there as well, with his niece. They all smiled as he passed by them. 
Standing in front of them was Rob, beaming. Once close enough, Rob hugged his brother. “You ready for this?”
Without hesitation Drew responded, “Yes. I’ve never felt more ready for anything.”
Rob grinned and nodded because he knew the feeling, and was proud of his brother. “Well, if you’re ready then I’m going to let Sheila know. I’ll be right back.”
Drew stood, with Gunther by his side, and looked at the front row of seats staring back at him. There was one for Jack Tilley, Sara Tilley, and Brian LaTroy. He wished they could have been there but, after all that he had been through, he knew they were somewhere, watching.
Rob returned shortly after and stood to the left of his brother with Gunther. Sam came walking down the aisle and, after shaking Drew’s hand, stood on the opposite side of him. A string quartet began playing music that quieted the chatter amongst the guests and filled the late afternoon air. 
Sheila appeared, with the two boys on either side of her. She was stunning in a light pink dress that hugged her curvy figure, her long black hair flowing down across her shoulders. The two boys were adorably dressed in tiny suits and held their mother’s hands as they escorted her down the aisle. 
Once they made it to the end, the two boys went off to sit with their grandparents. Sheila stood on the other side of Sam, across from Drew and Rob. Rob shook his head in disbelief at how beautiful his wife was. She could still take him by surprise so he gave her a wink. Sheila blew her handsome husband a kiss then gave Drew a wink.
Drew knew the time was getting closer and he felt anxious. A new song began to play and everyone turned their heads to look to the top of the stairs. Claire stood in the glow of the setting sun. Her long brunette locks flowed in loose curls down over her back and shoulders. Pieces on each side were pulled back into a twist, adorned with light pink hydrangea petals. Strands gently fell around her face framing her delicate features.
She wore her mothers’ wedding gown. A beautifully simple, and romantic, ivory chiffon dress. Voluminous long sleeves hugged her slender shoulders. The square neckline and fitted bodice clung to her petite figure and led down to a flowing A-line skirt. Around her neck she wore a silver chain and heart shaped locket that held a picture of her parents. Her ears dripped in dangling pink diamond earrings. 
As she carefully made her way down the staircase, Drew was in awe of her beauty, elegance, and grace. Once again, she took his breath away and he knew how lucky he was to have her walking towards him. He was brought back to the night of Christmas Eve when he thought he had lost her.
He had sat outside her hospital room with his face buried in his hands. The only sound he could hear was the long hum of the heart monitor. At one point, he felt her fade completely away and she was gone. But while he tried to grapple with the idea of losing her, the heart monitor began to “beep”. “Her heart is beating again,” he thought to himself. 
Drew jumped up from the cold floor and ran into the room. Martha, the nurse, met him with tears in her eyes. “We got her back.”
The doctor couldn’t explain what happened and worried that it meant she would never wake up. But Drew wasn’t ready to give up on her. After a visit from Sheila and Rob, he spent the night by her side, afraid to fall asleep. The hospital staff made an exception for him to stay with her.
When the sun began to rise, Drew got up for a stretch and walked over to the window. “The world is covered in a blanket of glistening white,” he whispered to himself, thinking back to when Claire described it with childlike wonder. Just then, he thought he heard someone whisper his name. He assumed he was hearing things.
“Drew.” 
This time it was a bit louder and he felt tingles throughout his entire body. He turned around slowly to see Claire looking at him and reaching for him. Instantaneously he was by her side. 
“Claire. You came back to me. Your mother was right. The snow carried my wish and it came true. Merry Christmas beautiful.” Drew was overwhelmed with excitement and joy. He stroked her hair and kissed her forehead. 
She grabbed ahold of his hand as her eyes filled with tears. “Are you really here?” She struggled to speak but was able to get out a low whisper.
Drew stared down into her eyes, with tears of his own beginning to fall, and kissed her hand. “Yes. I will always be here.” He gently wiped a tear from her cheek, kissed her lips softly and whispered “I love you.”
Her awakening was met with a constant flow of doctors and nurses. Many reunions happened over the days following. Sheila, Rob and the boys. Sam, Joe and Mr. Silverman. And, as a result of Claire’s insistence, Gunther. 
As soon as he caught her sent in the hallway, Gunther ran to the room and jumped up on the bed. Claire threw her arms around him and sobbed. The last time she had seen Gunther he was lying on the front porch, bleeding out, after trying to save her. He let out cries as he licked her face continuously. “Oh, my boy! I’m so glad you’re okay!”
But there was no reunion that held the same impact as the one between her and Drew. They were finally able to officially profess their love to one another. When Claire placed her hand on Drew’s chest at one point, she noticed the heart shaped diamond on her finger.
“Oh wow. This is not my ring. I think someone made a mistake.”
Drew smiled at her. “It is your ring.”
Confusion spread across Claire’s face. “No, it’s really not.”
He grabbed her hand and gazed at her lovingly. “I gave this to you on Christmas Eve. It is yours.”
Claire stared at the ring in amazement. “Really? It’s the most amazing and beautiful ring I’ve ever seen.” As she admired it, she began to realize which finger it was on. “Wait, is this? Did you propose to me while I was in a coma?”
Drew hesitated and was almost nervous to respond. “Maybe? It was more a proposal of being together for the rest of our lives. So yes, I guess I did.” 
She stared at the ring and then looked up into those blue eyes she couldn’t resist. “So, you assumed I would say yes?” 
“Hoped. Hoping you will say yes.” 
A smirk appeared as she sat up in the bed and cupped his chiseled face into her hands. Pressing her lips to his, she kissed him with so much passion and love, it was hard for him to contain his desire for her. 
“Yes. Absolutely, yes.” They threw their arms around each other and held on for a few minutes. “You’re so damn irresistible.” Claire laughed.
Drew shook his head and they kissed again.
By the time she was released from the hospital, the two of them barely made it into the house before tearing each other’s clothes off. When they made love, their uninhibited passion unleashed a pleasure they had never felt before. 
As Drew stood at the end of the aisle, waiting for his bride, he thought of those first few days when she returned home, and a devilish smile on his face. Claire recognized it, and knew what he was thinking. She chuckled to herself while she made it to the bottom of the stairs.
Mr. Silverman was there to meet her. Claire hooked her arm into his. 
“My dear, you are stunning. Your parents would be so proud of you.”
“Thank you. And thank you so much for giving me away.”
“It is truly an honor.”
Claire kissed his cheek and then turned to start walking down the aisle.
More than anything, she wished her parents were there. She imagined her mother helping her get ready, making sure every last detail was perfect. She imagined her father proudly leading her to her future. But she wasn’t sad because she could feel them all around her. In the setting rays of the sun. In the light breeze that brushed across her skin. 
When she lost them, Claire thought she was all alone with no family. But as she looked around, at all of the people there to support her, she knew she was not alone. The people of Agra Falls were her family. 
She looked up at Rob and couldn’t wait to officially call him her brother-in-law. He was loyal, honest and kind. 
Then her eyes moved over to Sheila. Once their eyes met, Sheila couldn’t stop the tears from flowing. Claire thought how blessed she had been her whole life to have someone like Sheila by her side. Her friendship and love had never wavered over the years. She was like a sister to Claire.
And then there was Drew. The closer she got to him, the faster her heart raced. Not because she was nervous or afraid. His smile just had that effect on her, still. She knew her attraction to him would never fade. He was as amazing on the inside as he was on the outside and she couldn’t wait to marry him.
Once she and Mr. Silverman reached the end of the aisle, he unhooked his arm from hers. After exchanging a respectful nod with Mr. Silverman, Drew extended his hand out for Claire’s. They stood across from one another, staring into each other’s eyes, and for a moment the rest of the world disappeared. 
“You are absolutely perfect.” Drew resisted the urge to sweep her up in his arms and kiss her.
Claire blushed a little. “You’re perfect. And it’s definitely not just the uniform.” She smiled and gave him a wink.
“Welcome everyone.” Sam’s voice brought the rest of the world back into focus. “Every year the people of this town gather on this night to celebrate love. We come hoping to find it. We come wanting to share it. And we come to witness it. I’ll never forget the night I was lucky enough to bear witness to the beginning of one of the greatest love stories this town would ever see. A love so grand we honored it at last year’s festival.”
Sam glanced at Claire. “I never thought I’d see another love story unfold like the one of Jack and Sara Tillie. It seems fitting their only daughter would be the one to prove me wrong. Claire, I’ve known you since you were born. I cherished your parents’ friendship and I’ve cherished watching you grow into the beautiful and stunning young woman that stands before me now. You have always had a light around you that was too bright for just anyone to hold. We all knew it would take someone who was strong, brave and truly special. And you found all of that, and more, in your Drew.”
“From the second I met Drew, I liked him, even though he was a bit serious. I could see the strength and honor. And as time passed, I saw his connection with Claire grow. He was intuitively protective of her, but most importantly, he made her smile. And she made him smile. I knew last year, as the two of you swept across the dance floor, I was witnessing the beginning of another great love story. We are all incredibly lucky to witness the two of you pledge your love to one another today.”
Sam looked at both Claire and Drew. “I understand the two of you have prepared your own vows. Claire?”
Before speaking, Claire grabbed Sam’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze while smiling thankfully. Then she turned to look into Drew’s eyes, grabbed his hands and took a deep breath.
“When I was a little girl, I loved all the fairytales, and believed in them. I believed in all the magic and romance. The prince riding in on his white steed to save the princess. For the longest time I only knew the light this world had to offer. But like any fairytale, there is always a darkness. The harsh realities of life destroyed my beliefs and I looked back on them as childish fantasies.”
As she looked into Drew’s eyes, she held back tears in her own. 
“You didn’t come riding in on a white steed, but you sure did rescue me from the trolls, goblins, and myself. Somehow you knew how to pull me out of the darkness and back into the light. And not all princes wear crowns. They wear uniforms and have tattoos. You are every prince, hero, and savior I dreamt of all wrapped up into one amazing, and perfect, person.”
Drew gently squeezed her hands and felt overwhelmed by her words. Sheila walked up and handed Claire a platinum wedding band. Inside the band was an engraving that said “My beloved”. She lifted up Drews hand and slid the ring onto his finger.
“This ring is a symbol of my eternal love and devotion to you. I vow to honor and cherish you. To stand by you through whatever storms may come. I vow to love you with all my heart, today and forever.”
Claire allowed just a couple of tears to fall as Drew steadied his breathing. 
He smiled nervously. “Claire. Sometimes I look at you and there are no words to describe what I see and how I feel. But I’m going to try.”  Drew held onto Claire’s hands as she smiled reassuringly at him. He looked into the green eyes he loved so much and let everyone else fade away.
“Last year, when you told me the story of Agra Falls, the festival, and about Drystan and his beloved, I just thought it was a silly story. It was hard to imagine a person travelling across the world to follow a feeling or a dream. But as I stand here now, with you, I know exactly how he felt. I would travel to the ends of the universe to find you because I’m only complete when I am with you.”
He paused for just a moment to take a breath.
 “Before, you said I rescued you. But you rescued me too. I only knew the darkness in this world and I was angry because of it. Then I met you. You calmed the storms that raged inside of me and filled my soul with peace. You surrounded me with your light and saved me. I don’t think you will ever fully understand how grateful I am for you and how much you mean to me.”
Drew looked down at Claire and felt a tear form behind his eye.
“I will love you and protect you with everything I have. I will do everything in my power to make sure you never lose your smile, laugh, or light again. You are my beloved. And I can’t wait to spend eternity by your side.”
Rob walked up and handed Drew a ring. It was a platinum band with tiny pink and alternating white diamonds all the way around it. He slid the ring onto Claire’s hand.
“This ring is a symbol of my eternal love and devotion to you. I vow to honor and cherish you. To stand by you through whatever storms may come. I vow to love you, with all my heart, today and forever.”
Sam smiled gleefully and looked at Drew.
“You may kiss your bride now.” He laughed because he knew how badly Drew wanted to hear those words.
Instantly, the two were locked in a passionate kiss. Sheila wiped tears from her eyes, trying to salvage her makeup. Rob and others applauded. 
Once they finally took a breath, Drew and Claire headed to the dancing area. The song they danced to at the festival the year before began to play. They glided across the makeshift floor, never looking away from one another. When the song was over, Drew pulled Claire close and whispered in her ear, “You ready to get out of here?”
Claire laughed. “Yes. I thought you’d never ask.”
As they walked, hand in hand, off the floor they said “Goodbye” and “Thank you” to everyone. Sheila and Rob met them at the bottom of the stairs. 
“I knew the two of you wouldn’t last long.” Sheila laughed. She then grabbed ahold of Claire’s hands and looked lovingly at her best friend.
“I’m so incredibly happy for you. For you both.”
“Sheila, thank you for everything. It was beautiful. You’re the most amazing best friend anyone could ever ask for.” Claire threw her arms around Sheila. “I love you.”
“Love you too honey.”
Rob and Drew gave each other a brotherly hug. 
“I’m happy for you brother. And proud of you.”
“Thank you, Rob. I wouldn’t have made it here without you.”
Once the farewells were done, Drew and Claire called for Gunther and headed home. 
						~
As the summer air turned cooler and fall began to move in, they visited the waterfalls. Drew stood behind Claire, holding her, while they looked up at the stars coming into view. Gunther ran around digging up sticks.
“Are you excited to start classes soon?”
Claire’s stomach got butterflies thinking about it. “Nervous and excited.”
“You’re going to make a great teacher.” Drew kissed her cheek.
“I hope so. What about you? Are you looking forward to working with Rob? I know he seems pretty excited about it.”
Drew rolled his eyes. “He’s just excited to be my boss. I am looking forward to being the first K-9 officer in Agra Falls, though.”
“Gunther is going to be so jealous.” Claire laughed.
“I would have loved to have had him with me, but he needs to stay with you.”
While they gazed quietly at the stars above them, Drew could tell that something was worrying Claire. “I can feel you thinking. What’s going on in that head?”
“Well, I was thinking there was one thing we never talked about.”
“What would that be?”
“We never talked about kids. Whether or not we would want them. So, I guess I’m curious. Would you want kids? And before you answer, just know there is no right or wrong answer.” 
Drew was surprised by the question. “I would have never wanted to bring kids into the world I once knew. I never even entertained the thought. But that was before you. Now, I think I’d be okay with having kids with you.” He thought about it a little more. “Yeah, I think I’d like it. What about you?”
Claire gently stroked his arms as they held her. “I never really thought about it. Until today.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Today I found out that I’m pregnant.”
It took Drew a minute to process what she had just said. Once the realization hit him, he slowly turned Claire around to face him. He placed his hands on her shoulders. “Did I hear you right? You’re pregnant?”
“Yes. I am. I know it’s sudden and unexpected but…,” her words were cut off by Drew’s kiss. 
He placed her face in his hands. “Claire, you have no idea how happy I am. All I ever wished for as a child was for a family. You’ve made all my wishes come true. I love you so much.” He picked her up and swung her around in a gleeful celebration. 
As he lowered her back down, something startled both of them.
Two small, glowing lights flew by them and headed to the falling water. 
They stared in shock and disbelief.
“I would have never believed they existed if I hadn’t seen them for myself. But wait, I see four. Why would there be four?”
Claire wrapped her arms around Drews waist and leaned her head on his chest. “Drystan and his beloved. The other two are my parents.” She closed her eyes for a moment and could feel their warmth all around her. When she opened her eyes, the lights danced in and out of the water until they flew away, disappearing into the stars.
					~THE END~
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