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Dedication

For my readers who begged me to please give them the rest of Chase’s story. This book is for you.

And for Chase, the muse who made my favorite character burst to life inside my head.

 

I miss you.

I
ache
for you.

Where did you go?

I would really like to know.

I refuse to believe that with one fateful twist,

You completely ceased to exist.

Sometimes I smell your perfume on the air.

Find myself looking to see if you’re there.

Always staring into space,

Missing the vision of your beautiful face.

I crave your kiss.

I can’t go on like this.

Nikki.

Nikki.

 

Part One

Chapter One

Just because I’d given her my vow, didn’t mean I’d stopped thinking about doing it.

I looked through the windshield at the serene view ahead—one which belied the inner turmoil boiling inside me—and slammed my foot against the gas pedal. The engine roared, and the truck shook as it vibrated.

My hand slid closer to the gearshift. All I had to do was take it out of park, and it would go sailing off the edge of the cliff in front of me.

So easy.

I glanced down, my gaze settling on the state championship football ring on my finger. If it hadn’t been for her, I would’ve never earned it.

“Stop looking at the past,”
Nikki’s voice echoed in my head for the millionth time.
“Look to the future.”

I released the gas pedal and hung my head in remorse.

“I wasn’t really going to do it,” I said with a sigh, answering as if she were sitting next to me. Sometimes I still wanted to, but I’d let her down enough. I wouldn’t break my word.

As usual, she didn’t reply, but I guessed that was to be expected since she was dead.

My mind drifted over the memories of our too short relationship. She was constantly in my thoughts, which was difficult to deal with since I’d banned myself from coping in my preferred way—with drugs and alcohol.

I’d kept that promise as well, attending group sessions and learning how to avoid falling back into those patterns and habits. While I had never truly been addicted to anything, I could see I’d definitely been headed in that direction. The things I’d learned to recognize about myself helped me have better control, but at the same time, caused added irritation. In becoming and staying clean, I found myself overwhelmed with memories of both her and my dad. Things I’d refused to dwell on for so long were always right at the surface.

Sighing, I carefully put my truck into reverse and backed away from my precarious position, turning in the direction of the ranch. I’d really grown to love the place. It had been some of the best therapy available. I kept busy with sports, then came home and threw myself into my chores and homework. Anything I could do to exhaust my mind was beneficial; otherwise, I couldn’t go to sleep at night.

My hard work paid off, though. I’d graduated from high school with almost straight A’s, and after being named State Football Player of the Year in my division, I had my pick of colleges knocking at my door.

My family and friends were excited to see my sports career continue. They couldn’t understand why I hedged on picking a school, not realizing my thoughts dwelled on Nikki. This was when she and I had planned on starting our life together. Every time I looked at the list of places offering scholarships, all I could think of was our conversations and how excited we were to see where we would end up.

I’d met with a few recruiters at the beginning of the summer and even made trips to check out some of the schools’ programs. In the end, I decided to keep things close. One of my choices was Arizona State University, which would not only allow me to stay near my family and easily make trips home on free weekends, but would also give me the opportunity of attending school with several people from my core group of friends.

I had to laugh at myself. I remembered being anxious to leave this place when I first arrived. Now I was deliberately staying close, so I could be here more often. My family was thrilled with my choice—happy they were relevant in my decision. I wondered if they realized they’d become my anchors, the people who kept me stable. I didn’t think they understood how much I needed them.

Oh, I could put on a good show of moving on when I needed to. There had come a point when I felt if I got condolences from another person, my head might explode. In fact, there were days I could have gone postal on some of those well-meaning people. I knew they were trying to help because I was sad, so I did my best to fake happy when I was out and about. It made people back off a bit.

There was only one place I could go and truly let down and be myself. That’s when I was at Nikki’s house. I often spent my free evenings with her family, cuddling on the couch with Timmy and Clara after eating a great dinner her mom, Justine, had prepared. I fit in there because they were mourning the same way I was. No one expected me to be chipper and happy all the time because they weren’t either.

Nikki’s room still remained exactly the way it was when she died. Her mom kept it closed and no one went in anymore. It hurt too badly to look at it, but I don’t think any of us were ready to let her go yet. I couldn’t count the times I’d stopped in the hall and rested my hand on the knob as I leaned against the door, wishing I could open it and find her sitting on the other side like I had all those times in the past.

I often wondered if perhaps she was still around somewhere, like a guardian angel. I couldn’t imagine her being anything other than an angel, because that’s what she’d been when she was alive.

One thing I was positively sure of, was I didn’t want to date anymore. There was no way I was willing to risk being close to someone again. It was too painful to lose them. There was also the fact I didn’t think there was another soul in the world who would ever be able to replace Nikki in my heart. I had my family and my few best friends. They were all I needed. I wasn’t letting anyone new get close.

I parked my truck in front of the big, white ranch house and grabbed the bags of groceries I’d purchased from the back seat. I found Brett sitting on the porch swing.

“Where have you been?” he asked as I approached. “I’ve been waiting for almost an hour. Not that I’m complaining. Your grandma felt the need to feed me while you were gone.” He smiled.

“I took the scenic route home.”

“I called your phone, and it went straight to message.” Brett hopped up to open the door.

“Hmm, I must’ve forgotten to turn it back on after I charged it.”

“Everything okay?” He scrutinized me for a second, always able to read my moods.

“I’ll be fine. Just thinking things over.”

He didn’t reply as we walked into the kitchen to give Grandma Caroline her purchases.

“There you are!” She smiled as if she’d missed me incredibly in the two hours I’d been gone. She brushed her hands on her apron. “What took you so long?”

“He took the scenic route,” Brett explained.

“Ah.” She didn’t press any further, and I wonder whether or not I should be irritated a simple statement like that could speak volumes to everyone.

I placed the bags on the counter, but Grandma ignored them, wrapping her arms around me instead.

“I love you, Chase.”

“Love you too,” I replied hugging her back. “Is there anything else you want me to do?”

“No.” She released me and began unloading the bags. “Brett’s here to help you with your things now. I know you have a lot to pack.”

“Yeah. Let me know if you need me for anything.” I left the room, Brett following after, and the two of us made our way up the stairs toward the living quarters for my mom and me.

We were both leaving. Mom was getting married to her fiancé, Greg Stanton, at the end of the summer, and she was moving into his huge house.

Grandpa and Grandma had offered to let me keep my room here, and I’d taken them up on it. The ranch had become my home, and I didn’t want to leave. Plus, I thought it would seem strange to come visit and stay at Greg’s when this is where I really wanted to be.

“Do you ever take a minute to sit down and relax anymore?” Brett asked.

I snorted in reply.

“Seriously. You need to take a breather once in a while. You’re working yourself to the bone. I hope you’re going to take a bit of time off to enjoy the parties and stuff at school. I doubt you even remember what a party is.”

I glanced at him. “I won’t be attending any parties.”

He laughed. “Of course you will. Everyone knows ASU is one of the biggest party schools in America.”

“I’m serious. I won’t be going to any. I need to concentrate on my classes and football practice, so I can meet the requirements for my scholarship.” I went over and tapped on the glass fishbowl beside my bed. “Hey, Turk. How ya doing?”

“That’s bull, and you know it. I have the same amount of classes, and I’m walking on to the football team. If I have time to go to a party, then so do you. Heck, the football team probably has some of the biggest partiers on it.”

I dropped a few flakes of food in Turk’s bowl. “And what’s at those parties, Brett? Alcohol? Drugs? Those are the two things I went to therapy to get control of.”

“You don’t have to drink or do drugs to have a good time. I was thinking it would be a nice way for us to meet new people.”

I could see he wasn’t going to let this go.

“I assume by people, you mean girls. Won’t
your
girlfriend, Tana, have a problem with that? Especially since she’s attending ASU, to be with you and your sister, Brittney?”

He was silent.

“Oh, I see. You don’t want to meet anyone—you want me to. Forget about it now, because it’s not going to happen.” Feeling frustrated, I walked to my closet and pulled out my luggage and some flattened boxes.

Brett huffed. “Dude, you can’t be celibate forever.”

“Yeah? Watch me.” I started folding and taping the boxes together.

“You’re seriously telling me you have no desire for any kind of a relationship with any girl for the rest of your life?”

I spun around to face him. “No, I’m telling you I only want to be with
one
girl, and
she’s
not available anymore. I’m telling you I’m not willing to risk putting myself through the trauma I’ve been through with Nikki ever again. And I’m asking you, as my best friend, to understand and respect that!”
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