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CARLY

 

“SO YOU DON’T know exactly what you’re walking into?” my friend Christina asked.

A deer wandered through the trees in the distance. You’re definitely not in L.A. anymore, Carly. It hit me for the first time that there could be bears here. New Hampshire was rural. I shivered.

“I’ve only met Scottie a few times,” I said, shifting the phone to my other ear. “He seemed really sweet. I’m certain taking care of him will be a challenge, though. I won’t know what the heck I’m doing. I’ve never taken care of anyone in my life, let alone a grown man.”

My fiancé, Brad, would’ve been the one looking after his younger brother himself if he could have. But because he was no longer here, I felt it was my responsibility. Scottie was twenty-three and had severe autism. He was nonverbal and, in many ways, childlike. Brad’s father, Wayne, had been Scottie’s sole caretaker until he’d passed away after a heart attack last month. And my beloved Brad had died two years ago in a car accident. For the past few weeks, Scottie had been in the temporary care of Wayne’s sister, Lorraine, who’d made it clear she wanted nothing to do with looking after Scottie long term.

Christina sighed. “Are you sure about this? It’s a huge responsibility.”

“It’s what Brad would’ve wanted. There’s no way he would’ve approved of his crazy aunt Lorraine taking care of Scottie. His dad was Scottie’s guardian. Since Lorraine is Wayne’s next of kin, everyone assumed she’d take on the responsibility. But she’s not the right person, and she isn’t interested. Wayne probably wasn’t too worried—he wasn’t even sixty. So there was no plan B besides Lorraine. The first thing she did when I called to check on things was ask if I could come help. She’s planning to sleep back at her own house starting tonight, which means I’ll be alone with Scottie.” I looked over at the house. “Anyway, I have to go. I’ve been parked in front of the house for two minutes already and need to get inside.”

“Okay, well, if you need anything, let me know. I can order stuff and have it shipped to you.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that, Christina. But I didn’t go to Mars, just New Hampshire.” I laughed. “It’s only temporary, right? Until I can get him into a group home.” Staring off into the adjacent woods, I muttered, “I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Good luck, Carly.”

From the limited research I’d done thus far, I knew the waiting list to get into a supervised adult home could be long, so temporary might actually mean years, for all I knew; though I certainly hoped it would be sooner than that.

Exiting my car, I walked over to the front of the small house. I took a deep breath as I readied myself to knock. The wooden log cabin was modest, to say the least. Brad had grown up here in Woodsboro, New Hampshire, a rural New England town. I’d been here with him a few times to visit his dad and brother, but I’d never imagined I’d be living here.

After I knocked, Lorraine opened the door almost immediately and let out an exasperated breath. “Oh, thank God!” She moved aside for me to enter. “Do you happen to have one of those hot spots?”

No hello? No how are you?

“Nice to see you, too, Lorraine.” I parked my suitcase in a corner and dropped my bag, which made a big thud when it hit the ground.

Scottie was pacing and shaking his tablet around, pointing to the screen.

Lorraine went right on complaining.

“He’s been bouncing off the walls because we don’t have Internet.”

Oh, this is not good. I knew Scottie was totally reliant on his devices. “What’s wrong with the Internet?”

“They think it’s one of the lines outside. They’re not sure how long it will take to fix.”

Scottie continued to walk back and forth nervously. With his blond hair and fine features, he reminded me so much of my Brad—the resemblance took my breath away. It was like seeing Brad again, but in the form of an adult child. Brad had been seven years older than Scottie. Their mom had died of cancer when Brad was eighteen and Scottie was eleven. So life hadn’t been easy for this family for a long while. And Scottie’s profound autism meant that while he could communicate simply with the aid of devices, he didn’t converse or express his feelings verbally. Most of the time, he was in his own world and needed one-on-one care.

I lifted my hand awkwardly to try to get his attention. “Hey, Scottie.”

He practically shoved an iPad into my face and pointed to it as if to say, I don’t care who you are, just get this damn thing working.

“I do have a hot spot,” I said. “I’ll get it running for you.”

Taking out my phone, I scrambled to hook that up. The moment I did, Scottie’s screen came alive, and he logged on to whatever site he’d been dying to access. He quickly settled into a spot on the couch.

I turned to Lorraine. “Doesn’t take much to please him, huh?”

Rather than respond, she grabbed her coat. “Do you have any questions before I leave, hon?”

She’s leaving already? I blinked. “Well, you haven’t given me any instructions. I thought we would sit down so you could tell me what he needs, what he likes to eat…stuff like that.”

“I made a hair appointment thinking you’d be here a half hour ago, so I do need to rush out for now,” she said. “I’m already late, and I don’t want to lose my spot. But there’s not too much to talk about in terms of what to feed him. Wayne used to make him this one kind of chicken. It was our mother’s recipe. It’s the only thing Scottie will eat, but it has to be made very specifically. I’ve written down the instructions for you over there on the counter, and I left you with enough for tonight in a Tupperware in the fridge. Made those cutlets a couple days ago. You’ll have to make more for tomorrow, though.”

I swallowed. I wasn’t the greatest cook to begin with, let alone making chicken from scratch for a picky eater. Lord, help me. This was going to be a disaster. I’d been counting on the idea of being able to order takeout, at least for the first few days until I got my crap together. Guess that won’t be happening. “He doesn’t eat anything else?”

“Only eats that chicken for dinner. And his dessert needs to be lined up just so.” She lifted a photo. “I printed this so you can see how it’s done and also wrote it down on this sticky.”

She handed me the image of a napkin with cookies and other treats arranged in a linear pattern.

“What happens if things aren’t lined up correctly?”

“He gets upset, tosses everything on the floor.”

“Okay.” I gulped. “Well...if the chicken is his dinner, what does he eat during the day?”

“Either more of the same chicken or just crackers and pretzels. His main meal is dinner.”

“That doesn’t sound very healthy.” I frowned. “No vegetables?”

“You could try, but I’ve never had any luck. He spits them out.”

I sighed, turning to where Scottie was sitting on the couch, rocking back and forth as he blasted something on YouTube. At least he was content for the time being.

“Anyway, like I said, I’m late for my appointment. First time I’ve had a chance to go since I’ve been staying with Scottie. I’m sure you noticed my roots. You good?”

This woman could not flee the premises fast enough.

“I think so, but can I call you if I have any questions?”

“Of course, sweetheart. Don’t hesitate. I’ll always be around. I live just a few miles down the road.”

I blew out a breath. “Okay.”

Before I could say another thing, Lorraine was gone. It felt like a boulder had been placed on my chest.

Feeling lost, I stood in the middle of the house and looked around as jumbled sounds rang out from Scottie’s electronics. He must have had three different things playing on as many devices.

The décor in here was dark, from the paneling on the walls to the wrinkled, brown leather furniture. There were only two bedrooms in the one-level, log-cabin-style home. I peeked into one of them and immediately recognized it as Scottie’s. There were picture schedules hung up and tons of stickers of cartoon characters I didn’t recognize littering the walls, along with one framed picture of Elton John. Odd.

I smiled at a photo up on the bureau of Scottie with his brother, Brad. My Brad. Looking up at the ceiling, I spoke to my dead fiancé. “I know you would do the same for me. I love you, and I promise to keep him safe until I can find him a good home.”

As if someone up above wanted to challenge me on that, I looked through the doorway into the living room and saw Scottie standing on top of the end table by the couch. The table was dainty, and I doubted it could sustain his weight for very long.

I ran out into the living room. “Whoa! You might want to get down from there, buddy!”

He ignored me. Because he didn’t talk, I couldn’t ask him why he’d decided to do that.

About a minute later, he finally jumped down onto the floor, which caused the entire house to shake. Thankfully, he appeared unscathed. If he’d broken his ankle or something, that would have absolutely sucked. I wiped the sweat off my forehead.

Once Scottie had settled into his seat on the couch again, I went to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. There wasn’t much inside: the Tupperware that contained the chicken and a few large jugs of cranberry juice. I had to assume that was Scottie’s favorite drink.

I still had so many questions. Would I take him with me to the grocery store, or was it easier to have groceries delivered? What time did he go to bed? Does he need anything to get to sleep at night? Lorraine was going to be getting a ton of questions from me later, whether she liked it or not.

Somehow, I managed to get through the rest of that afternoon. I mainly sat next to Scottie while he watched his videos or while he played with an app that featured a talking cat that spoke back to you. Since Scottie mainly grunted and hummed into the screen, the cat did the same. I tried to interact with it, but Scottie frowned whenever I joined in—he didn’t seem to appreciate my efforts. Pretty sure if he could talk, he’d ask why this dumb bitch had suddenly come to invade his space.

When it was finally time to sit him down to dinner, I tried a few different things to encourage him to leave the couch. Nothing worked until I held up one of the dessert items: an Oreo cookie. He seemed to get the idea and got up to sit at the table in the kitchen.

Scottie immediately picked up one of the pieces of chicken and took a bite. The dessert was lined up just as Lorraine had instructed me to in her note.

Put down one square napkin. At the bottom place two gummy vitamins. Above that, add a cheddar cheese stick. Above that, place four Junior Mints. Then at the very top of the napkin, place two Oreos. His favorite are the double-stuffed.

Thankfully, she’d also left me a shopping list of must-have items.

As Scottie continued to chomp away at the chicken, the doorbell rang.

Hope bloomed in me at the prospect of Lorraine returning. But why would she ring the bell? When I opened, though, my heart skipped a beat as my body filled with dread. Suddenly, this difficult day had gotten a whole lot worse.

What is he doing here?
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CARLY

 

JOSH MATHERS TOWERED over me, smelling like leather, spice, and a hint of cigarettes mixed with the cold, fall air outside.

“What’s going on?” I blinked. “Why are you here?”

He walked past me into the living room, rolling a black suitcase behind him. “I came to relieve you.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’ll be staying with Scottie,” he said, without making eye contact. “I was already planning on it. But then I heard you were here and put a rush on things.” The jerk finally looked at me with his piercing hazel eyes. “You can go back to La La Land.”

I’d only met Brad’s best friend a few times. And I sort of despised him, even though I didn’t know him very well. But I had a good reason for my disdain. Josh was a player and had been a bad influence on Brad growing up. He was the “wild one” and was always getting the two of them into trouble. I never liked it when Brad went without me to visit Josh in Chicago, either. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Brad. I just never knew what his friend might pull while the two of them were inebriated. Josh Mathers was bad news. The idea of entrusting him to take care of Scottie, therefore, seemed ludicrous.

“Relieve me? I just got here today,” I said. “But either way, I think it’s best for him if I stay.”

“I’m sure they taught you a lot in beauty school about how to take care of grown men?”

Placing my hands on my hips, I huffed. “I’m surprised you even remembered what I do for a living. You certainly never made an effort to get to know me when Brad was alive.”

“Seriously, Carly?” he snapped back. “You think you’re gonna be able to handle him?”

“It’s been fine so far.” I shrugged.

“You’ve been here all of what, a couple of hours? It’s fine until he has a tantrum and you can’t control him.” He gave me a onceover. “He’s three times your size.”

Crossing my arms, I lifted my head high. “Lorraine didn’t say she had any issues handling him, and she’s no bigger than me.”

“She wouldn’t have admitted shit to you if it might have discouraged you from coming. She’s his guardian on paper, but she’s been looking for her ticket out of this responsibility from the moment Wayne died. Did she tell you she had to solicit the neighbor’s help last week to get Scottie off the floor?”

I shook my head.

He nodded. “Abe is a friend of my dad’s and told him he helped out. Lorraine must’ve neglected to mention that to you.”

“Did she ask you to come here?”

“No. Like I said, I’ve been planning to come back out here to take care of things ever since Wayne’s funeral. I just had to tie up some loose ends first.”

“Well, you don’t need to stay. You obviously have a job and a life back in Chicago.”

His eyes narrowed. “And you don’t have a life?”

“I decided to put it on hold. My career is a bit more flexible. I work freelance and only take jobs when I want to.”

As a contract makeup artist, I often worked on television and movie sets back in California. It was on one such set that I’d met Brad, who’d been a writer on a popular sitcom at the time.

“Well, I primarily work remotely anyway,” Josh said. “So it’s not a problem for me to be here.” He glared at me. “It’s what Brad would’ve wanted.”

Moving my shoulders back, I challenged him. “How do you know what Brad would’ve wanted? Did you discuss this scenario with him? Because last I checked, no one expected Wayne to drop dead at sixty years old.”

“We never specifically discussed it, but I mean, come on. You’d only known Brad like what…two years? And maybe met Scottie a few times? Scottie grew up with me around. I’m practically his brother.”

“This is not a competition, but since you seem to be making it into one, don’t you think if Brad was going to marry me, he would have also entrusted me with his brother?”

Josh glared. “Actually, no. He probably knew he could depend on me and didn’t need to specify anything were something to happen. He knew I’d step in.”

I lifted my hands into the air. “Well, I’ve just uprooted my entire life to move here. Drove all the way across the country. I’m not going anywhere.”

Josh glanced at my fingernails. “How exactly do you plan to wipe Scottie’s ass with those claws, by the way?”

I looked down at my lavender-colored stiletto nails. In all honesty, I’d never once thought about having to assist Scottie in the bathroom. I suppose it should’ve dawned on me. But I’d yet to learn everything about what this responsibility entailed. Lorraine had neglected to mention that Scottie wasn’t able to fully take care of himself in that area.

Despite inwardly freaking out, I continued to hold my head high. “I’ll figure it out.” Fake it till you make it.

“You likely weren’t thinking about that when you asked them to glue those little rhinestones on your nails,” he chided. Before I could respond, Josh looked around. “Where is Scottie anyway?”

I pointed behind me. “He’s eating dinner at the kitchen table.”

He looked beyond my shoulders and raised a brow. “You sure about that?”

I turned to find that Scottie had vacated his spot. Of course! I was supposed to be keeping a damn eye on him, wasn’t I? I hadn’t accounted for the unwelcome distraction of Josh Mathers, dickhead extraordinaire.

I ran over to the table.

Half of Scottie’s chicken was uneaten, and all of his dessert was gone. But the worst part was that he’d tried to pour himself some cranberry juice—because I’d apparently forgotten to serve it. Now there was juice all over the floor, and the refrigerator door was wide open. First major lesson learned: you can’t take your eyes off Scottie for even a few minutes.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“You know what? You’re right.” Josh grinned smugly. “Looks like you have everything under control.”

I rolled my eyes. This man had been here a matter of minutes, and he’d managed to get so far under my skin, it felt like it was crawling.

There was a humming sound coming from Wayne’s bedroom, which was just off the kitchen. Josh followed me in there, and we found Scottie lying calmly on the bed, watching something on his iPad as if he hadn’t just destroyed the kitchen.

“Come on, Scottie,” I said, reaching out. “You need to wash your hands. I’m sure they’re greasy.”

He didn’t budge.

Josh moved past me and crawled onto the bed. “Let’s go, dude,” he said sternly. “Time to wash your hands.”

When Scottie got a look at Josh, he started to laugh and bounced on the mattress. He was beaming, actually. I couldn’t help but smile, even if this meant Josh clearly had one advantage over me: Scottie immediately took to him.

Josh’s face lit up. “You missed me, huh?”

Scottie wrapped his arm around Josh’s neck, putting him in a chokehold before sniffing the man’s lustrous hair.

“Okay, buddy,” Josh said. “You got a good sniff of me. That’s enough.”

“Does he always sniff you like that?”

“He likes my hair. Always has.”

I had to admit, it was a nice head of hair—for an asshole. Shiny, thick, and chestnut brown. It was a bit longer than I remembered from the last time I’d seen Josh—at Brad’s burial.

Scottie suddenly grabbed Josh by the balls.

My jaw dropped. Good. I could kiss you right now for that, Scottie.

“Nope. I need those,” Josh coughed out. “Let ’em go.”

Covering my mouth, I laughed into my hand. This was definitely the highlight of a long day.

While Scottie did eventually let go of Josh’s sack, he re-wrapped his arm around his neck and proceeded to wrestle him until he had Josh pinned. Josh was a big guy, but Scottie was even bigger.

After Josh finally managed to break free, he stood up from the bed, his hair all messed up.

“So much for being a big, strong man who can handle him, huh?” I cracked.

Josh shot me a death stare.

Carly: One.

Josh: Zero.
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CARLY

 

WITH NO HEAT currently on, the house was growing more frigid than the vibe between me and my apparent new roommate. So, Josh ventured out to the store to get wooden pellets for the pellet stove.

While he was handling that, I struggled to give Scottie a bath, which left me looking like I’d won a wet-T-shirt contest. Scottie seemed to think the bathtub was a waterslide. He kept gliding his body from the back of the tub to the front, and each time he did it, a deluge of water hit me and the floor. We won’t mention the stiffy he got while I was washing his nether regions, either.

It took a while to get Scottie to calm down enough to go to bed, too. It now made sense why he had a mattress on the floor rather than on a bedframe. He would’ve broken the bed, considering all the jumping he liked to do.

I exited Scottie’s bedroom after getting him settled and plopped down on the couch, exhausted already and feeling overwhelmed. Not only was my first night an epic failure, but it seemed Josh would be here to witness this disaster moving forward. Is he really staying? Even though it might be helpful to have a second set of hands, the idea of him being here made me uneasy. Although, maybe he wasn’t planning on sleeping here? I decided to corner him to clarify his plans. I could see he’d gotten the pellet stove going, but he was nowhere to be found. Had he left the premises again? Could I be that lucky?

A minute later, though, Josh came in from outside, smelling like cigarettes.

I stood and got straight to the point. “So…” I rubbed my hands together. “What’s the deal? There’s only one bedroom besides Scottie’s. So…”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “I’ll take the couch—until you decide to go back home. Which I still think would be wise, since you’re out of your element.”

“I told you, I’m not going anywhere.”

“Come on, Carly. You’re a virtual stranger to him. You don’t belong here.”

“A virtual stranger is better than a bad influence,” I spat.

“You think I’m a bad influence on Scottie? What…am I gonna bring women over and get him drunk? Get your head out of your ass, Miss Righteous. I wouldn’t do anything to put him in harm’s way.” He looked down at my shirt. “You take a bath with him or something? Why are you all wet?”

“If you knew as much about him as you claim to, you’d know the answer to that. He thinks the bathtub is a Slip ’N Slide.” I sniffed the air. “You reek of cigarettes. I hope you don’t think you’re gonna be smoking around him.”

Josh squinted. “You do know Wayne smoked, right?”

“Well, I don’t care. No one should be breathing that stuff in.”

“I’m trying to quit,” he muttered. “I was doing great until coming home. The second I landed in New Hampshire, I just…” He sighed rather than finish his sentence.

“Well, try to quit outside—not in this house or around Scottie.”

“Did you not see that I was just outside?”

“Keep it that way,” I scolded.

Josh feigned a smile. “You know where you won’t have to worry about my smoking?”

“Where?”

He gritted his teeth. “Back in California.”

“You think you’re funny?”

“I’m not trying to be.” He cocked his head. “Are you saying I am?”

“How do you think Brad would feel about you making a mockery of this situation?”

“I’m making a mockery? You look like you escaped the Titanic. And as for Brad, he was too polite to have told you that you’re out of your league. He would be secretly thanking me for attempting to give you a ticket out.”

The sound of Scottie screeching from his bedroom interrupted our bickering.

We ran in there to find he’d taken the stuffing out of one of his pillows. Feathers were flying everywhere. Scottie laughed hysterically, as if it was the best thing in the world.

What a mess that’s going to be to clean up. “He probably heard us arguing and got upset,” I said.

“That shows how much you know about him,” Josh retorted. “He does shit like this all the time for no damn reason.”

This man was getting on my last nerve. The more he annoyed me, the more I was determined to prove him wrong about me being the better caretaker.

“Nothing happens without a trigger,” I muttered, disappointed in myself for letting this guy get to me so badly.

Josh and I began silently picking up the feathers. I found a small garbage bag from the kitchen so we’d have somewhere to dump them. Every minute, I swore under my breath at the turn this situation had taken. What bothered me more than anything? Deep down, I really didn’t think I was capable of handling Scottie alone. I didn’t want to admit that. Having another set of hands here was probably a good thing. I just wished they were any hands but Josh’s.

By the time we were done, it looked like we’d plucked a chicken and tried to hide the evidence. Scottie had calmed down at least and looked like he was about to fall asleep.

Josh drew one of the shades that I’d inadvertently left open. The last thing I wanted was Scottie waking up earlier than necessary because of the sun. I also noticed a static sound machine and turned it on.

After we left the bedroom, Josh and I stood in the living area in front of the flames of the pellet stove. We just looked at each other. As much as I disliked this guy, beggars couldn’t be choosers. No one else was going to volunteer to help.

“I hate to admit it,” I said, swallowing some humble pie. “But this might be more of a two-person job anyway. I think it would be helpful for us to work together, so we can relieve each other from time to time.”

Josh stayed silent. Since he didn’t refute my suggestion, I chose to assume that meant he agreed with me.

“Don’t you have family in town?” I asked. “You don’t have to sleep here. You could come and go.”

He raised his forehead. “How’s that gonna help you at night if he wakes up and pulls some shit?”

Scratching my temple, I had nothing to say to that.

“I have two brothers and my dad in town,” he added. “But I do think it’s better if I stay here overnight.”

“Okay,” I conceded. “Where are you gonna do your work during the day? There’s obviously no office space.”

“That doesn’t matter. I can work anywhere. And if there’s a meeting, I’ll just move my laptop to wherever Scottie isn’t. I do have to make a lot of calls, but at least I’ll be here if you need me or if you have to go to the store or something.”

I knew very little about Josh’s career, just that he worked in the corporate world.

“What do you do again?” I asked.

“I’m a recruiter.”

“What does that entail?”

“I screen qualified candidates for open positions.”

“Ah, so that’s why you were so quick to shoot me down for this one.”

He shrugged. “You’re right. You’re not qualified to take care of him alone. But more than anything, I was just trying to give you a break for your own good, Carly.”

“I’m up for the challenge.” I sighed. “Besides, honestly, everything back in California reminds me of Brad…our life before he died. I need a change of scenery. This is his childhood home, but none of our memories were here.” I looked up at him. “I suppose it’s the opposite for you, though.”

Nodding somberly, he walked away. Clearly Josh had no plans to open up to me.

He walked over and opened the refrigerator. He rubbed the scruff on his chin and soon closed the door. There was nothing to see in there.

“It’s empty,” I said. “I didn’t have a chance to go shopping or order groceries.”

He looked over at the clock and scratched his chest. “It’s kind of late anyway. I don’t have to eat anything tonight. I’ll just suck it up until tomorrow.”

Tension lingered in the air as we stared at each other. The recessed lighting over him caused a glow in his hazel eyes. Josh was strikingly handsome. There was no way to argue that. His hair alone deserved its own modeling agent. His nose was straight, his lips full, and his chin perfectly angular. Despite his looks, I’d always thought him to be ugly on the inside.

As I took him in, I noticed Josh’s eyes had fallen below my neck—and stayed there.

What’s happening?

Is he checking me out?

Can’t be.

The guy can’t stand me.

Before I could ponder that any further, he charged toward me, his hand smacking the top of my chest without warning. Then, I felt the pinch of his fingers against my skin.

“What the fuck?” I screamed, my heart beating out of control.

“Got it.” His shoulders rose and fell as he unraveled his fist and opened his long fingers to reveal something unidentifiable in the palm of his hand. “You had a nasty spider crawling on you.”

I looked closer, and indeed it was a crushed spider that looked like a daddy long legs.

“Jesus…” I panted. “I didn’t know what the hell happened. For a second there, I thought you smacked me for no reason.”

He frowned. “Well, that’s pretty fucked up.”

I looked down at his red handprint on my skin. My traitorous nipples went hard at the sight, which was so twisted I wouldn’t even try to analyze it.

I cleared my throat. “I hate spiders. I would’ve freaked out if I’d known it was crawling on me. So thank you.” Brushing my fingertips along the spot, which still burned a little, I added, “Although, I’m surprised you didn’t just leave it there for your own pleasure.”

He arched a brow, seeming less than amused. “Why would I get pleasure out of that?”

First and foremost, because I had proof he didn’t like me. And I’d never understood why. I hadn’t done anything to deserve it. I’d also never had the opportunity to ask him why he felt that way. This had been a long day for both of us, so maybe I should’ve stopped myself, but I didn’t.

“Why do I think you’d derive pleasure from seeing a spider on me?” I asked, still rubbing the spot he’d smacked. “Because we both know you don’t like me. And based on that, I have to say…I’m surprised you’re okay with this living arrangement.”

His eyes narrowed. “Who said I don’t like you?”

“Actually…you did.” I swallowed, my heartbeat accelerating.

His jaw tightened. “I never said that.”

“Not to my face.”

“Explain.”

I’d held it inside for so long. Never even told Brad that I knew—because I was too ashamed and didn’t want to start a war between him and his oldest friend. I loved Brad that much.

I decided to just spit it out. “I accidentally saw a text you sent Brad when he and I first started dating.”

Josh’s Adam’s apple moved. “Okay…”

“His phone was on the counter while he was in the shower. He’d sent you a photo of us. You responded and said…” I paused, cringing at the memory. “That there was something about my face that bothered you.”

He blinked and looked away for a moment. “Well, obviously you weren’t meant to see that.”

“Obviously,” I muttered, feeling bitterness at the back of my throat.

“Look…” He sighed. “I didn’t know anything about you. If I’d known you and he would end up getting engaged, I might not have—”

“Shared your true feelings?” I crossed my arms, although I really wanted to punch him.

“It was a dumb thing to say.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I didn’t mean it literally.”

“You didn’t mean it literally?” I lowered my voice, realizing I’d just shouted and didn’t want to wake up Scottie. “How else can you not like a face…if not literally?”

Josh remained silent as he looked down at the floor.

I’d really caught him off guard. Good. He deserved it.

“I never told Brad I saw it,” I admitted. “As much as I hated you for that text, I didn’t want to cause a rift. I knew how much you meant to him—for some godforsaken reason.”

Josh finally looked me straight in the eyes. “I should’ve never said that, and I apologize. Truly. And as much as you don’t seem to believe me, that text really meant nothing.” He blew out a long breath and softened a bit. “I guess this explains why you were never my biggest fan. Brad told me you didn’t like it when he came to visit because you didn’t trust me. I figured it was because you thought I was a bad influence. Now I know there was more to it.”

“I did worry when he was with you.”

“You shouldn’t have. Brad’s a grown man with a mind of his own.” He paused. “Was a grown man.” He shook his head. “I still have a hard time thinking about him in the past tense.”

My throat felt heavy. “Well, that’s one thing we have in common.”

Josh looked down at his shoes and slipped his hands into his pockets. Then he turned toward the living room. “I guess I should find a blanket or something to sleep with.”

“Let me see if there’s something in Wayne’s closet,” I said, still feeling a little bitter.

Josh followed me to the room where I’d be sleeping, just off the kitchen.

When I opened the closet, it was filled from floor to ceiling. All of Wayne’s clothes were still hanging there. It smelled a bit musty, so I made a mental note to clean it out as soon as I had a second to breathe.

“I guess this was Wayne’s solution to the lack of storage space in this house,” I said as I rummaged through. “Just pack everything in here?”

Josh turned on a lamp in the corner of the room. “Brad kept offering to buy him a bigger place, but Wayne never wanted to leave this cabin. This is where he had all his memories with Yvonne, where they started their family.”

“I can understand that.” I turned to face him. “They lost her so young.”

“Yeah.” He shook his head. “That was a terrible fucking time.”

“You and Brad were in high school when she died?”

He nodded somberly.

I knew Josh was the same age as Brad, who would’ve been thirty now if he were alive. At twenty-eight, I was two years younger.

I resumed searching for a blanket and managed to find a small plaid one amidst all the junk in the closet.

“Will this be enough?” I asked as I handed it to him. It seemed like it might only cover half his body.

“It’ll work,” he said.

I grabbed one of the two pillows on the bed. It was heavier than expected, filled with down.

“Take this, too. I don’t need both.” I threw it toward him with unintentional force.

He caught it. “You enjoyed throwing that at me, didn’t you?”

I winked. “Maybe a little.”
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CARLY

 

A KNOCK WOKE me the following morning. When I emerged from the bedroom, I spotted a shirtless Josh already at the front door. His perfectly carved back, inked with the image of a serpent, blocked my view of whomever was there.

A snake. Appropriate.

I didn’t like the man, but there was no denying how damn hot he was.

His deep, morning voice was raspy as he spoke. “Can I help you?”

“I’m Scottie’s behavior therapist,” I heard a woman say. “I work with him here once or twice a week.”

Josh scratched his head of unruly hair. “Oh.” He moved aside. “Come in.”

I caught the attractive brunette’s eyes falling briefly to his chest.

He held his hand out. “I’m Josh. Good to meet you.”

“Lauren.” She smiled as they shook.

I could have sworn she resisted letting go.

“I didn’t realize Scottie had someone coming to the house.” I interrupted her ogling.

She turned toward me, seeming to notice me standing there for the first time. “Yeah.” She cleared her throat. “It’s a home-based service we provide, funded by the state. I’ve only been working with him for about six months, but he’s been in our adult program for a while.”

“Lorraine neglected to mention that,” I said. “What do you do with him?”

“We read together, do puzzles, sort items, and work on self-care—things like brushing his teeth, dressing, and tying his shoes,” she said. “You must be Carly?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“His aunt did mention you would be coming to stay with him in place of her. I didn’t realize you were married.”

“Oh.” I looked over at Josh. “He’s not my husband. This is Scottie’s brother Brad’s friend. I was engaged to Brad before he passed away.”

She smiled over at Josh, her eyes lighting up. “I see.”

I bet you do.

The last thing I needed was to be in the middle of a flirt fest—or worse—between Josh and this college student.

She turned back to me. “I’m so sorry about your fiancé. Before Wayne passed, he used to tell me all about him. He was a movie producer, right?”

“He worked in television as a writer, but he’d been promoted to producer before he died, yeah.”

“I’m sorry.” She frowned. “So, you’re both here to take care of Scottie…together?”

“We’re sharing the responsibility right now,” Josh said. “Until we can find him a good fit for a permanent home.”

Lauren nodded. “That’s really cool of you.”

“Scottie is still sleeping,” I said. “If I’d known you were coming, I would’ve woken him.”

“That’s okay. Wayne used to get him up before I arrived, but I don’t mind waking him.” She looked over at Josh. “If you need anything, let me know. We have a lot of resources at the agency that may be able to help with your search for placement.”

It was interesting that she offered to help him and not us. It was sickening how much of a chick magnet this guy was, given his questionable personality. But then again, Lauren wouldn’t know about that yet. Too bad Josh Mathers didn’t come with a warning label covering his perfect face.

After she went into Scottie’s room, I lowered my voice. “You might want to put on a shirt before I have to clean that girl’s drool off the floor.”

“I wasn’t expecting a guest this morning any more than you were, sunshine.” He looked down at my chest. “Clearly.”

I closed my eyes. I hadn’t put on a bra. Perhaps that would’ve been a good thing to note before chastising him. Clearing my throat, I covered my chest with my arms. “What time do you start work?”

“At nine.”

“Do you drink coffee?” I asked.

“I pretty much guzzle it all day, yeah.”

“I checked last night and didn’t see any coffee pods. I can go to the store and get some, along with stuff for breakfast, take advantage of her being here with Scottie.”

He ran a hand through his thick hair. “Cool. Yeah. I’ll jump in the shower while you’re out.”

I nodded and rushed to my room to put on a bra and some clothes. Brushing my hair, I noted how long it had gotten. I wondered if I’d have an opportunity to get it trimmed while here, or if I’d end up looking like Rapunzel by the time I left Woodsboro.

Before I left, I entered Josh’s number into my phone and sent him a quick message so he could add me as a contact in case we needed to text while I was at the market.

The cold air outside hit my face, and it felt so good to get out of the house for a bit. Relief washed over me as I hopped in my car. Ah, the quiet. It felt like I’d momentarily returned to my life—the one I’d had before it was turned upside down. It had been less than twenty-four hours, but it felt like years since I’d last sat in this vehicle.

As I took off down the rural road, I called Christina to fill her in on the latest developments.

“Hey! You’re still alive,” she said as she picked up. “I’ve been waiting to hear from you.”

“I finally have a free moment to breathe.”

“How are things over there?”

I broke out in hysterical laughter. I couldn’t help it. It felt so good to let it all out. But Christina must have thought I was nuts.

“What the hell is up with you?”

“Oh, Christina.” I tapped on my steering wheel. “What a clusterfuck.”

“Oh no. Why? What happened?”

“For one… I’m not alone with Scottie. I have an unexpected roommate.”

“What? Who?”

“Josh Mathers.”

“Josh…” It took her a moment. “Brad’s hot-as-hell best friend? That guy? The one who lives in Chicago? The one you can’t stand?”

“Yes. One and the same. Apparently, he and I both had the same idea to drop everything and move here temporarily to take care of Scottie.”

“Well, if he’s there, does that mean you can come home?”

“No.” I sighed. “I’m still doing this. But it’s also not as simple as I thought. I realized soon after arriving here that this is more than a one-person job. No wonder Lorraine shot out of here like a bat out of hell when I arrived yesterday.”

“So, wait… Josh is going to be staying there permanently with you and Scottie?”

“For the foreseeable future, yeah.”

“Didn’t you say the house was small? Where is he sleeping?”
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