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      IT’S MONDAY, AND you know what that means,” Mike said as he cut off Big Bertha’s engine and looked over at me expectantly.

      I patted my pants pocket to make sure I’d shoved my wallet inside before we’d headed out this morning, and when I felt the outline of the trifold, I nodded. “Yep. Extra-bold coffee comin’ up.” As I popped open the passenger-side door, Mike’s hand landed firmly on my arm, halting me before I could get out of the ambulance, and I looked back at him over my shoulder.

      “It means don’t be a chickenshit, Ollie, that’s what it means.”

      Lifting my eyebrows, I glanced around, searching for whoever it was Mike thought he was talking to, and when he read my quizzical expression, he snorted.

      “Yeah, that means you,” he said.

      “You callin’ me out?”

      “Damn right I am.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not a chickenshit, and you know it.”

      Mike shrugged and let go of my arm. “Fine. Prove it.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “You can. You just won’t.”

      Yeah, whatever, he had me there. Something always held me back from saying much more than hello to the guy in the fitted chinos and starched collared shirt and tie that I saw most mornings in the coffee aisle at Joe’s Grab ’N Go, and Mike never could resist an opportunity to rib me for it. I never should’ve told him about my crush in the first damn place, but being my best friend as well as my work partner meant we tended to overshare in the time between calls.

      “He’s straight, Mike. Leave it alone, huh?”

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      I picked up a container of mints and shook a couple into my mouth before tossing it back in the console. “Trust me. I know.”

      “You ask him since the last time I saw you?”

      Rolling my eyes, I ignored his question and pushed open my door. “You want that coffee or not?”

      “Mhmm. The date for you, too.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered, slamming the door before he could make any other requests. I could hear him chuckling behind me as he got out to pump the gas. And out of the corner of my eye, a flash of red pulling into a parking spot had my heart beating a bit faster. It was ridiculous that I’d even wonder for a second if I’d see him, since hardly a weekday had gone by in four months when I hadn’t. But that flutter of anticipation still sent a thrill through me, the handful of minutes seeing him every morning the highlight of my day.

      That’s it. I need to get my damn life back. Working all these overtime shifts to pick up some extra cash over the holidays—and giving the guys with families some time off—had sent my extracurricular activities into a tailspin. If I didn’t get laid soon, I’d crash and burn. Or, worse, hit on the straight guy.

      “Hey, Ollie,” Mike called out, and I paused with my hand on the door to the Grab ’N Go before moving aside to let the woman behind me pass through. When I turned around, a mischievous grin played on his lips as he inserted the gas pump into Big Bertha’s tank and began to hip-thrust.

      Oh for the love of—

      “And while you’re at it, maybe grab me one of those apple fritters, would ya? And a soda for later?”

      So much for New Year’s resolutions, I thought. That had lasted less than a week. Not that I could blame him when it came to the tempting basket of freshly baked goods that sat by Joe’s register every morning—even I had a hard time passing on those. Still, Mike had wanted to lose the twenty pounds that had crept up since Halloween and made me swear I’d keep him in check.

      “You sure you wanna do that?” I asked.

      Mike looked pointedly over at the red Mazda3 and his smile grew. “Life’s too short to pass on the good stuff, wouldn’t you say?”

      That fucker. I shook my head and shot a glare his way, and then I went inside, determined now to buy out the apple fritters and personally stuff ’em down his meddling throat.

      “Morning, Oliver,” Joe greeted me from behind the counter where he was ringing up a customer, and I smiled his way before grabbing a handheld basket and heading down the aisle for Mike’s Sprite. I took the third bottle from the front—yeah, I never took the first one of anything—and laid it in the basket as the freezer door slapped shut behind me.

      I kept a tight grip on the handle as I took my time walking toward the far aisle, the anticipation building in my gut. Finally, I rounded the corner, and just as he was every day, Bluebird stood in front of the coffee station, refillable mug in hand and somehow looking more gorgeous than I remembered. My memory never did him justice.

      I didn’t move as he placed his mug beneath the machine’s spout and hit a button, and I knew exactly what he’d get, the same as every morning: a latte with light foam and three sugars, two creamers.

      Today he was dressed in a pair of black slacks, with a white button-down shirt and a midnight-blue tie—always so well put together, from his stylishly tousled dark brown hair, so dark it was almost black, down to his black loafers. A couple of days of stubble covered his usual freshly shaven jaw, and I imagined how it’d feel under my hands as I took either side of his face and pulled him toward mine—

      “Dammit!”

      Bluebird’s curse shook me out of my stupor as my feet managed to move again, and as I got closer, I saw that the usual brown liquid coming out of the machine was a cloudy white instead.

      He let out a frustrated sigh. “Hey, Joe,” he called out to the owner. “Latte machine’s down.”

      “Again?” Joe scratched his jaw and then said, “Sorry about that, Reid. I’ll get someone out to fix it today.”

      “No problem,” Reid replied, dumping out the hot water from his mug into the tray, and hello, I finally had a name to go with the face: Reid. How was it I’d gone so long without knowing?

      I pulled out a couple of large disposable cups from the rack and reached for the coffee pot at the same time as Reid, our fingers brushing each other ever so slightly before we both jerked back. His touch shot through me like an electric jolt to my heart, and the surprise that lit his eyes told me I wasn’t the only one affected.

      “Sorry,” he said, and then cleared his throat. “Damn static.”

      That wasn’t static, I thought, but I wasn’t about to enlighten him, so instead I gestured to the almost empty coffee pot. “No problem. Go for it.”

      “Oh…uh…” He glanced at how little was left and shook his head. “That’s okay. You were first.”

      “Nah, go ahead. Something tells me you need it more than I do.”

      “You sure?” Reid asked, his forehead creased like he didn’t want to impose, but I wouldn’t have minded him taking the last of the coffee every day, so long as those dark chocolate eyes of his stayed on me.

      “I insist,” I said, and then leaned in to whisper conspiratorially, “Besides, I know where Joe keeps the spares. I’ll just make another pot.”

      A grateful smile lifted his lips. “Thanks.” Then he poured himself a full mug of coffee and scratched his jaw as he said, “Ever have one of those mornings?”

      “All the time.”

      Reid looked up at me, and then his eyes shifted down to my name and title patched in on my uniform. Oliver McFadden. Paramedic. “Yeah, of course you do. Paramedic, huh? I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Helps that we can filter caffeine through IVs for a quicker hit on bad days.”

      He laughed as he ripped open three sugar packets and dumped them into his drink. “I think I’m in the wrong field.”

      “What is it you do?”

      “I teach music education at Castle Hill.”

      “Middle schoolers?” I whistled. “I think I’ll stick with my job.”

      “I wouldn’t blame you some days. They’re mostly a good group, but man, there’s a few whose mission is to run off the new teachers.”

      “And you’re one of the new ones?”

      “Four months running.” He tossed the empty packets into the trash and then held his hand out to me. “I’m Reid, by the way.”

      I stared at his hand for a couple of heartbeats before taking it in mine. His long fingers were cool to the touch, unlike my perpetually hot ones. It could be negative fifty outside, and my hands would still be warm. “Ollie,” I said, and then shook my head slightly. “Well, Oliver, but everyone calls me Ollie.”

      “Ollie,” Reid repeated, still shaking my hand. “I’ve never met an Ollie before.”

      “Mom was a big fan of Laurel and Hardy. I’m just glad she didn’t go with Stan.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I realized that was an unnecessary reference because he probably had no idea who the hell Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy were, but Reid surprised the hell out of me by laughing.

      “Your mom has good taste. I used to watch their stuff at my nan’s,” he said, and then let go of my hand.

      I missed the contact immediately.

      Before I could respond, Joe’s gnarled fingers clamped down on my arm as he hobbled in between us and hit the side of the latte machine with his cane.

      “I don’t think it’ll respond to a beat-down, Joe,” Reid said, as he stirred two creamers into his coffee.

      “Worked once before. By George, I’ll do it again.”

      As Joe whacked at the machine, Reid shook his head at the stubborn man. Then he capped his mug and smiled at me. “Thanks again, Ollie. I owe you one.”

      “Anytime,” I said, and meant it. “Hope your morning improves.”

      “I’m counting on it. Bye, Joe. I’ll leave the money on the counter.”

      Joe grumbled what sounded like a goodbye and kept fiddling with the latte machine as I rinsed out the coffee pot and started up a fresh brew.

      Two steaming mugs and a bag full of apple fritters later and I was climbing back into Big Bertha, still reeling from my run-in with Reid. It was so unlike me to moon over a guy, for fuck’s sake, but there was something about him that had caught my attention from day one and never let go. Today’s encounter had only served to pique my curiosity. I’d always thought him older, maybe mid- to late twenties, but he said he’d only been at Castle Hill for four months. Maybe that meant he was fresh out of college? Or could be he’d relocated from somewhere. Definitely somewhere still in the South, since he seemed to have the manner of someone who’d grown up with parents who drilled in the Yes, sirs and No, thank you, ma’ams so telling of this part of the country, though his accent didn’t betray much of a twang.

      “That has got to be the biggest, dumbest grin I’ve ever seen on your ugly mug,” Mike said, staring at me like I’d grown two heads. “Did you finally do it? Did you ask him out?”

      I tossed the bag of fritters and soda into Mike’s lap. “Feel free to choke on those.”

      “Ahh, I’m gonna take that as a yes, then. He shoot you down?”

      After setting the coffees in the console, I fastened my seatbelt and waited for Mike to get the hint we needed to get moving.

      “The hell, man?” he said. “You gonna leave me hangin’?”

      I arched my brow in his direction, and when I didn’t say anything, he gave a grunt and started up the rig.

      “One of these days, Ollie,” he grumbled, pulling out of the gas station. “You know all my personal shit. See if I spill my guts anymore.”

      “You wouldn’t know what to do if you couldn’t talk about Deb twenty-four seven.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault I scored a good one. Just letting everyone know what they’re missing out on.” As Mike slowed down behind traffic, he glanced over at me and waggled his black eyebrows.

      “Make sure to do us a favor and hand out barf bags the next time you get started.” I nodded at the bag of pastries in his lap. “And don’t tell Deb I’m doin’ a horrible job of keeping you accountable.”

      “Nah, she likes my love handles.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He laughed and tore into the bag of fritters with one hand, while keeping his other on the wheel. When he’d made me swear last week that I’d keep him on track while he “cut the crap,” I’d thought he was nuts. Even with an extra twenty pounds on his strong six-foot build, Mike was as attractive as ever. Black, close-cropped curls, a permanent tan, and dimples that only seemed to have deepened the past few months.

      The hot ones are always straight. At least they are in Floyd Hills, Georgia, I thought, my mind drifting back to the man I always made sure to run into during the workweek. And yeah, I got that straight vibe from Reid too, though even he couldn’t deny the spark that had ignited when our hands had brushed against each other. That wasn’t enough to hang any hope on, though, much as I wanted to.

      “His name’s Reid,” I said, breaking up the quiet in the cab, and when Mike’s head jerked in my direction, a fritter half shoved in his mouth, I was unable to keep the smirk off my face anymore. “Teaches music at the middle school.”

      As I casually sipped my coffee, Mike’s jaw practically hit the ground. “No shit.” A horn sounded from behind us, and Mike stepped on the gas, shaking his head. “About damn time. What else did you talk about?”

      “Nothing. Joe came over to give the coffee machine a concussion, and that was the end of that.”

      “Dammit, Joe. Way to cock-block.”

      “Nah, he didn’t know.”

      “Well, you have an opening now,” Mike said, winking at me. “And that was only a pun if you want it to be.”

      “Oh, Jesus. I’ve done it now.”

      “What?”

      “Created a monster who uses puns against me.”

      Mike laughed as I flipped on the radio to drown out any other comments his sugar high wanted to lob out, but when Bing Crosby began to croon about a winter wonderland, Mike groaned and jabbed at the buttons to change the channel.

      “I can’t believe they’re still blasting Christmas music in January. Didn’t they get the memo that Santa Claus already came to town, and all he brought me was a damn snow blower? When the hell am I gonna use a snow blower around here? I think my in-laws called in a favor.”

      Chuckling, I brought my coffee up to my lips and blew softly, while Mike continued to flip through the stations until a country song began to play. He started to sing along, something about naming babies and dogs, which would normally have me eye-rolling him to death. But since his mouth was now otherwise occupied and he wasn’t digging for more information out of me, I didn’t bother putting up a fight to change the channel. Let him belt out “Boot Scootin’ Boogie” for all I cared. Until a call came in, my mind would be preoccupied by…other things.

      A quick tone alert came through the radio, and I punched the music off as a call came through from dispatch.

      “Unit 110, please respond Code 3 to the intersection of Mercer and Thomas on a multi-vehicle accident with injuries. Fire responding for possible extrication.”

      I picked up the receiver. “Ten-four, Unit 110 en route. ETA less than two minutes,” I said, as Mike dropped the plastic bag on the ground at my feet and flipped on the lights and siren.

      “Not how I’d want my day starting out,” he said, cutting through an intersection to make a left on Mercer.

      “Saddle up,” I said. “I have a feeling it’s gonna be a long one.”

      Traffic going east was already beginning to back up, the roads congested at the height of morning rush hour. Now with the accident up ahead and the cars unable to move to the side, Mike had to pull us into the suicide lane to get by. From the opposite direction, a backup unit, along with two police cars and a fire truck, veered toward the intersection, though it looked like we’d get there first.

      I could see the smoke rising up ahead, and as we got closer, it seemed to be coming from beneath the hood of a black four-by-four truck that had smashed into a—

      “Oh shit… Ollie…” Mike’s voice trailed off as we both caught sight of the crushed passenger side of the car that had been T-boned. The crumpled car had been no match for the bigger vehicle; it looked like they’d skidded into the middle of the intersection during impact. The car’s hood punched up at an awkward angle with the truck half inside, and broken glass littered the road.

      I’d seen the sight so many times before, but never had the breath left my lungs in a rush, never had a faint ringing sound filled my ears, and never had a wild sense of panic seized my chest like it did right then.

      Because the mangled car, the one I was responding to, was none other than Reid’s bright red Mazda3.
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      IT’S STRANGE WHAT you remember in those seconds of pure horror. When the world goes into slow motion and everything as you know it has changed.

      I remember Mike pulling us up close to the accident, my hand on the door before we had even rolled to a stop. I remember seeing the lights of the other responders out of the corner of my eye, almost there but not quite. We were the first, and in a situation where seconds could mean the difference between life or death, I knew I had to act—fast.

      “Listen, why don’t you take over backup while I assist—” Mike started, but before he could finish that thought—and before we’d even fully stopped—I was jumping out of the rig and running toward the wreckage, the pounding of blood in my head all I could hear.

      Smoke billowed out from beneath the truck’s hood, but I didn’t see a fire, and there were no gas leaks. Because of where the cars had landed, traffic had stopped in all directions, and barring a rogue asshole trying to maneuver around the accident, the scene would be safe from any more potential incidents, at least until the other emergency personnel arrived.

      As I got closer, I could see just how bad of a shape his car was in, but it was the outline of Reid slumped over the wheel’s airbag that had my heart stuttering and the prayers starting. Oh God, please let him be alive. Please don’t let him die. Please help me.

      The driver’s-side window was cracked with a smear of blood, but still intact, and I tried not to look at it as I lifted the door handle and found it locked. I wasn’t about to take the chance of breaking a window near him, and I needed to get to him fast, so I ripped out the blood pressure cuff from the bag I’d grabbed before exiting the ambulance. With my fingers, I jerked the top of the doorframe open enough to stick the cuff inside and then began to pump.

      “Come on, come on,” I said, feeling the clock ticking down as Reid lay motionless inches away. As the cuff expanded, the door began to spread away from the car, giving me enough access to unlock the door with a thin rod and then wrench it open.

      My heart beat faster than it had my whole life, but somehow my hands were steady as I drew on my gloves and then took a hold of Reid’s wrist, all the training and years spent in emergency situations keeping me grounded.

      He had a pulse, thank God, though it wasn’t as strong as I would’ve liked and his breathing was shallow. But he was alive. For now.

      “Reid?” I said, needing him to answer me, but there was no response. Fuck. “Reid, if you can hear me, I’m gonna get you out of here. I just need you to stay with me, okay? And don’t try to move.”

      A groan emerged from his throat, as I quickly sliced his seatbelt apart and then began to take a visual assessment of his injuries. He had blood oozing from the gash on the left side of his skull, where it looked like the force of impact had thrown his head into the driver’s-side window, so there was definite head trauma, and possible neck and spine injury. There seemed to be no other major bleeding, though the damage I couldn’t see was always what worried me the most. Not to mention the smoke escaping from the hood of the truck made it hard to see or even breathe.

      “What have we got?” Mike said from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see he had the stretcher and cervical collar ready to go. One of the fire and rescue squad teams came to a stop behind us for backup, while the others went to the four-by-four to extricate the driver of the truck, who I could see was alert and trying to exit the vehicle by himself.

      I rattled off Reid’s vitals as I unlocked the back door for Mike and then returned my focus to Reid. Mike climbed into the back seat, and together with the others, we began the complicated dance of getting Reid out of the car while keeping his spine stable.

      “Slow…slowly,” I said to my team as Reid began to mumble incoherently. “I’ve got you, Reid. We’ve all got you.” And then to further soothe him, I began to explain what was happening. “You’ll feel several pairs of hands on different parts of your body right now, and that’s because we need to make sure we’ve got your spine immobilized while we get you out of the car.”

      He managed a small groan of acknowledgment and closed his eyes as we continued to move him, and it didn’t escape my notice that he sucked in a breath whenever someone touched his right arm and side. The others noticed as well, and I mentally catalogued those injuries as we worked to get him on the stretcher.

      I stood at the head as we neutralized his neck and spine in a cervical collar, and that was when I finally got a good look at Reid.

      There were cuts along the right side of his handsome face from the shards of glass that had shot through the air when the truck slammed into him, and several slivers remained embedded in his cheek. His dark hair was matted with blood that trickled down to his eyebrow.

      “Reid? Can you look at me?” I said, as I pulled out a penlight and clicked it on. When he opened his eyes, I felt a small bit of relief that his pupils hadn’t dilated—which would’ve been a very bad sign in a head trauma case—and held up a finger for him to follow. Then I switched out my finger for the light to see how he’d respond, but at that moment, Reid made a horrible gasping sound, like he was unable to breathe, and we flew into action.

      The whole time we worked, getting him intubated and starting the IVs, I kept talking, letting Reid know what was happening at all times, though if I were honest, it was also to keep me sane.

      Once we were loaded up, I climbed in the back of the ambulance next to Reid and looked back at Mike.

      “You good?” he asked, and I knew he meant me as well as Reid. Blowing out a breath, I gave him a quick nod.

      “Let’s go.”

      Mike slammed the doors of the rig shut, leaving me in the small space alone with Reid and his labored breathing.

      I couldn’t take that sound. Not from him.

      Needing to break up the unsteady silence as I worked to get him medicated and stable, I said, “And you thought the latte machine breaking down was the low point of the day.”

      Ugh. Yeah, bad timing on that joke, but it was horrible jokes or nothing at all, and I felt the need to keep talking, to let him hear me and know someone was with him.

      “Can you believe we never learned each other’s names before today? That’s kinda dumb, right? Always passing each other in the mornings but never saying anything. As a matter of fact, I always thought of you as Bluebird in my head, not that I’d ever say that to your face.” I glanced down at his still-shut eyes. “Well, not to your waking face, anyway.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Mike booking it down the road and knew he was listening to every word I said, though he was trying not to react in any way. I shrugged. Not like he didn’t know more than Reid did.

      “You’re probably thinking, why Bluebird, right?” I continued. “The first time I ever saw you, you had on this light blue shirt under your jacket, and there was some kind of silver pin on your lapel that looked like wings. I suppose it stood out to me, and…well, you stood out to me, really. So, I guess… I guess for some reason, Bluebird popped into my head, so that’s what you were from then on.”

      I glanced at his vitals display and swallowed. “I don’t know why I said all that, but there you go. Sometimes things don’t make sense, but you gotta go with it. Kinda like what’s happening now.” I took a deep breath as I studied his face. That beautiful, cut-up face, and the man it belonged to who didn’t deserve what was happening to him now. It felt surreal, to go from our conversation not even a half an hour ago to rushing him to the hospital. It reminded me what I knew to be true on a daily basis—life wasn’t fair, and it didn’t skip someone just because they were a good person. I didn’t know this man, but I knew in my gut he was good. And I’d do everything in my power to keep him breathing, to keep him safe.

      His brows contorted, and I found myself saying, “You’re okay. You hear me? I’m not gonna let anything happen to you, but you’ve got to promise me you’ll keep fighting.”

      Reid’s eyes opened then, those dark brown orbs staring right at me, and I knew he’d heard me, because I could see the understanding mixed with fear.

      I gently touched his arm in reassurance. I’ve got you, I thought, wishing there weren’t glistening unshed tears in his eyes.

      But then his lids fluttered shut and his pulse slowed even more, and my stomach fucking dropped.

      “Mike, you need to punch it,” I called out. “Now.”

      “Almost there, Ollie. Make him hold tight.”

      Don’t you dare go anywhere, I thought, keeping my hand on Reid’s wrist, as if I could force him to stay. In those tense seconds before we reached Floyd Hospital—truly, it had taken no more than a minute—it felt like hours passed.

      The trauma team was ready when we arrived, Mike having called in the code on the way over, and it was a relatively smooth transition getting Reid into an ER room and switched over to the hospital’s equipment. My eyes never left him as I briefed the doctor on the accident and our en route treatment, and after giving her the report on his vitals and possible injuries, she took over.

      I knew better than to hover while they did their job, but the urge to stay was so strong that I almost couldn’t force my feet to move. But they did, slowly but surely, and as I backed out of the room, I sent up silent prayers that this wouldn’t be the last time I saw him. That he’d come through with as little lasting damage as possible.

      And then the door shut and he was gone, out of view from me or any other passersby, and I could only stand there, feeling numb and helpless now that he was out of my hands. But that’s what the job was. It was what I’d signed up for. I was the first on the scene in what was the most crucial time for a victim, but it wasn’t in my job description to know how a patient fared once we left. It never failed that I’d wonder about them when I left the hospital and on the drive home at the end of the day. Were they all right? Had they run into any other complications? Sometimes I’d call up to the ER, and if a nurse I was friendly with answered, I’d get a rundown, HIPAA privacy violations be damned, but more often than not, I left the job within the walls of the hospital.

      This one, though? There was no way I could just leave Reid here without knowing he’d come through this. It would probably seem crazy to anyone else, but though we didn’t really know each other, he was a part of my daily life, even for those few minutes at Joe’s. I couldn’t even think about the possibility I’d never get those moments every morning back. That he wouldn’t be there tomorrow, refillable mug under the latte spout, filling up and then pouring in three sugars, two creamers.

      No, I wasn’t gonna think about that. It was too morbid when my gut told me he’d come out of this.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been standing there, lost in my thoughts, when a hand clamped down on my shoulder. I didn’t have to look to know it was Mike, and the squeeze of his hand was all the support I needed.

      “Bertha’s clean,” he said in a low voice. “I figured you needed a little while…you know.”

      “Thank you.” I looked over at him, suddenly feeling more tired than I had in years. “Did that really just happen?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, buddy, it did.”

      A tone sounded from the radios we wore, and then a call came through. Animal bite on the other side of town, not serious.

      “Gotta go,” Mike said, and I nodded absently as I continued staring at the door Reid had disappeared behind.

      I’ll be back, I thought, swallowing hard as I let Mike lead me out of the emergency entrance. You better still be here and awake next time I see you.
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      IT HAD BEEN seventy-two hours.

      Seventy-two hours since I’d left Reid in the hospital, where he now lay on the fourth floor in a medically induced coma to heal the swelling in his brain. And this was in addition to the broken ribs, punctured lung, sprained wrist and ankle, and the many cuts and bruises all over his body.

      But it could’ve been worse. So much worse.

      The day of Reid’s accident, I’d come back up to the hospital after my shift, hoping to glean some information about how he was doing, and learned he was in ICU, so ICU was where I went.

      I’d gotten off the elevator just in time to see a doctor pulling aside a family that could only have been Reid’s, judging by the empty waiting room and the way they all shared his features, and I wasn’t ashamed to listen in. Had heard the doctor giving updates about Reid’s condition and what had happened, had seen his mom softly crying into her husband’s shirt. I wanted to go over to them, offer some words of comfort, but who was I? No one but a stranger, and I didn’t want to interfere in their suffering in any way, so I’d waited. Waited and watched, same as I did now, an hour after my shift had ended.

      I looked down the row of chairs to where Reid’s parents were talking with the doctor who’d just come out to brief them. I’d suspected when I first saw him that the man currently standing a few feet away was Reid’s father. He had the same espresso-colored eyes, the same tall build and strong shoulders. The woman wrapped tightly in one of his arms was where Reid’s ivory skin tone had come from. I’d passed his mother once, and she’d offered up the same polite smile Reid had given me all those mornings at Joe’s. And next to her, sitting cross-legged in one of the uncomfortable hospital chairs and clutching a worn paperback, though her attention was focused on what the doctor was saying, sat a younger female, maybe in her mid- to late teens.

      Without coming off like a creeper, I listened in as much as I could to what the doctor was telling them regarding Reid’s progress.

      Prognosis good…healing…breathing on his own…already started the process of bringing him out of the coma…

      It was amazing how fast the heaviness that’d sat on my shoulders the past three days lifted with those words, and I dropped my head in my hands. It was senseless to blame myself in any way for his condition, I knew that, but I’d be hard-pressed to find any of my coworkers who wouldn’t have thought the same thing in my position. Self-blame was just something that came with the job. You always wondered what you could’ve done differently, what would’ve changed the outcome if only you’d done x, y, and z instead.

      But to hear Reid was going to pull through this? That was the best news I’d heard, maybe ever.

      His mother hugged the doctor, and as she pulled away and went back into her husband’s embrace, she wiped at her eyes.

      “He’s gonna make it,” she said, her voice cracking. “Our baby’s gonna be okay.”

      Averting my eyes to give them their private moment, I told myself that this was enough. Reid would come through this, and I could and should move on, whether I wanted to or not.

      Well, at least that was what I told myself until Reid’s father spoke up.

      “Why don’t we all go grab some dinner in the cafeteria?” he said to his wife, and before she could protest, he held up his hand. “You haven’t eaten much of anything in days.”

      “But—” she started, but her husband shook his head.

      “No buts. You can go back in there with him after you take a break.” He lifted her chin. “Can’t have anything happening to you.”

      Conflict warred on her elegant face, but she finally nodded. “Fine, but let’s make it quick. I want to be there when he wakes up.”

      “Deal,” he said, and kissed her nose.

      Along with their daughter, they walked down to the bank of elevators, and my heart started to beat at a rapid pace at the thought forming. Reid had had at least one member of his family in his room the whole time he’d been in ICU, but now they’d all be downstairs for at least a good half hour…

      I glanced down the hall to see them step onto the elevator, and as the doors slid shut behind them, I debated for all of a minute before jumping up out of my chair.

      I had to see him. Just to see for myself that what the doctor had said was true, and then I’d leave him be and let him heal in peace.

      Lucky for me, it just so happened to be shift change at the nurses’ station, and they were all too busy checking in with each other to notice it wasn’t an immediate family member of Reid’s slipping down the hall to see him…

      Room four-twenty-four was dark and quiet as I entered soundlessly, the lights dimmed and the sun having long set. As I rounded the corner and Reid came into view, I could almost imagine he was merely sleeping peacefully. His hair had been shaved off to stitch the wound on his head, and he still wore the battle scars from the accident, but in my eyes, he’d never looked more beautiful.

      He’s alive. He’s going to be fine.

      Taking a deep breath, I slowly walked over to his bedside. Now that I was here, I wasn’t sure what to say or do, so I did what I always did when I was on edge: I rambled.

      “You’re in much better shape than the last time I saw you. I’m glad you listened. You know, when I told you to hold on. And now look at you. Doc says you’ll wake up soon, and hopefully you won’t be in too much pain or remember the accident. I’ve heard some people say they don’t remember anything and others that say they relive it again in their dreams.”

      I shoved my hands in the pockets of my faded jeans and rocked back on my heels. My eyes caught on the pictures and cards displayed along the wall, and a smile tipped my lips.

      “It looks like your students miss you. I know I would.” My mouth snapped shut at that admission, but then I thought, Screw it. Not like he’d remember any of this anyway.

      “So, I guess I won’t be seeing you for a while. I won’t complain too much about that, since at least you’ll be around to have a coffee. I’ll make sure to tell Joe to have the latte machine in perfect shape for when you come back. I have a feeling after the beat-down he gave it the other day that he’ll have to order a new one anyway.”

      A noise outside his room had me freezing and listening for whoever might be about to come in and catch me, but after several seconds, it went quiet again, and I let out a relieved exhale.

      Looking down at Reid’s face, I memorized his features in case it was the last time I ever saw him. There was no guarantee he’d be back at Castle Hill or stopping for coffee at Joe’s. Hell, there wasn’t even any guarantee that he’d be completely himself when he did emerge from the coma. Personality changes, memory loss… You name it, I’d seen and heard it. I hoped that wouldn’t happen to Reid, but just in case…

      “Take care of yourself, Bluebird,” I told him, and then on an impulse, I reached down and gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “I’ll be seeing you.”

      I turned to leave, glancing over my shoulder one last time at Reid’s peaceful expression, when suddenly the door to Reid’s room opened, and I heard his mom say, “I’ll just be a second, I forgot my—”

      As soon as she caught sight of me standing by the bed, she came to a standstill, surprise and confusion crossing her face. But when her gaze drifted behind me, whatever she’d been about to say was forgotten as her mouth parted in a gasp.

      “Oh my God.” She brought her fingers to her lips as she started forward, and I quickly moved out of the way, willing myself to blend into the wall already.

      What a stupid idea it was to sneak up here. A truly stupid—

      “You’re awake,” she said.

      What?

      I spun around so fast I almost lost my balance, and even more so when I saw that Reid’s brown eyes were open—and they were looking right at me.

      Part of me thrilled at seeing him awake. The other part panicked.

      I have to get out of here, I thought, backing away, ready to make my exit without any more notice, when Reid’s father and sister rounded the corner.

      His father’s eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

      Oh, shit. I really hadn’t thought this through, and now I’d violated about ten different privacy laws, had a run-in with Reid’s family—oh, and Reid was now awake and watching the whole thing go down. Way to go, Ollie. Really.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, my hands going up. “I really shouldn’t be in here. Forgive me—”

      As I went to move around him, I had every intention of leaving before they could call security to come up here and remove my ass, but at that moment, one word had that plan flying out the window.

      “Ollie.”

      I froze.

      There was a wheezing sound, and Reid coughed a little, but then he croaked out my name again, and this time I knew it hadn’t been a figment of my imagination.

      I spun around slowly, to where Reid’s family looked every bit as shocked as I was. Though I had Reid’s attention, theirs was fully focused on their son and brother.

      “Reid… Oh my God.” His mother broke down into tears as she reached for his face, and then seemed to remember his wounds and kissed his forehead instead. They huddled around him, tears flowing as they hugged one another. “You have no idea how worried we were.”

      “Mom?” Reid’s brow furrowed as he looked between his parents. “Dad? You look…different.” He squeezed his eyes shut before opening them again. “Am I dreaming?”

      “No, baby. You’re awake now. You’re gonna be just fine.”

      “I don’t understand.” Reid’s gaze shifted to his sister and he frowned. “Do I know you?”

      His mom put her arm around the girl’s shoulders and pulled her closer. “You don’t know who this is?” she asked gently, as the teen’s eyes filled with tears.

      Reid squinted at her. “I don’t think so.”

      “It’s Anna,” she said. “Your sister.”

      “No,” Reid said, shaking his head. “Anna’s only seven.”

      It’s probably just the sedation, I wanted to say, but I didn’t want to attract any more notice than I already had.

      “Seven?” His mom looked taken aback, but recovered quickly. “Go get the doctor or nurse,” she said in a low voice to her husband, who nodded, but when he turned around, he realized there was still a stranger in their midst—me.

      “Ollie, was it?” he asked, eyeing me up and down as if what I wore would give me away. At least I wasn’t in my uniform.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How do you know my son?”

      “I…” How to answer that question without losing my job or giving up the goods that I had a big gay crush on their son?

      Oh fuck it. I was no coward.

      But it turned out I didn’t have to answer at all, because Reid spoke up again.

      “He helped me.” Our eyes all shot to Reid, who stared at me with an expression that looked something like curiosity. And appreciation. “You told me…to fight.”

      I stopped breathing then. How on earth did he remember that, but he didn’t remember his sister was now a teenager?

      “Is that true?” Reid’s father asked. “Are you one of the doctors here?”

      I shook my head, and my voice caught in my throat. “No, I’m just a paramedic.”

      “Just a paramedic?” his mother said, walking over to me. “Just a paramedic that saved our son’s life?”

      “I…” My eyes flew back to Reid, who was still watching me, and I swallowed hard. “It’s…it’s my job.”

      Reid’s father surprised me then by drawing me in for a fierce hug.

      “Thank you. Thank you,” he whispered, again and again, squeezing me tight before pulling away. Then he wiped his face and said, “I’d better go see about that nurse.”

      As he left the room, I stood there awkwardly as Reid’s mom watched me.

      “How bad was it?” she said, and I knew exactly what she was asking.

      I gripped the back of my neck and looked down, not wanting to relive the accident so that she could watch it play out on my face. “Bad.”

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice wavering, and I looked up to see her twisting her fingers together. “Thank you for what you did for Reid and for checking on him. He might not be here if it weren’t for you.”

      God, I didn’t even want to think about that. The what-might’ve-beens. Things had happened for a reason, exactly like they were supposed to. I had to believe that, though I wished he hadn’t had to go through any pain.

      “I should leave you all to…catch up,” I said, and then I looked over at Reid. He would no doubt be overwhelmed by everything that had happened to him the last few days, and he’d need time to heal, to be with family, to remember. “I’m really glad to see you awake.”

      “I’ll see you again, right?” he said, and the endearing way he looked up at me then made me want to give him whatever he asked.

      And so I did. “You can count on it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Six weeks later

        

      

    

    
      THE SECOND HALF of February was proving to be miserably cold. We’d had a dusting of snow last week, but now it was nothing but below-normal temps and wind gusts.

      That hadn’t stopped me from taking my daily five-mile runs. As I locked my front door, I thought again about stopping by the hardware store this week for paint. The door was chipped and faded, no longer the bright red it had been when I bought the house. Come to think of it, the hunter-green shutters could also use a fresh coat of paint, and shriveled leaves still littered the lawn from fall’s purge months ago. Unfortunately, my two-bedroom was in need of more love and care than I’d had time for lately, having again taken on more shifts than usual, since we were down a paramedic. I could’ve used several more hours in a day…or a clone.

      It’s fine. I’ll fix it up when spring hits, I thought, heading down the front porch steps, and as I did, one of the bricks came loose, wobbling beneath my foot.

      Great. Another thing to add to the list. Not that I had any reason to complain. All in all, it was a cozy home, a nicer one than I should’ve expected on my meager budget.

      After shoving the house key inside my sweatshirt pocket, I began a slow jog across the street toward the lake that served as the central point of the neighborhood. A wide sidewalk lined the entire circumference of the lake, and since it measured almost exactly half a mile around, it made it easy to keep track of my laps.

      I started out with an easy pace, letting my muscles warm up to the cold. Running was a way to clear my mind from everything work-related that threatened to drive me crazy. Pushing myself was the only way I’d found to let go of what I couldn’t control and put it behind me, so I guess it was a therapy of sorts.

      The past week had been unusually rough, the icy conditions in the mornings causing a slew of car accidents, and with every call we responded to, my mind went back to Reid.

      I hadn’t seen him since the day he woke up, but… I thought of him often. My guess was that he was still recovering and hadn’t yet gone back to work, but I didn’t know for sure. We didn’t have any mutual friends in common, that I knew of, to ask how he was doing, and I wouldn’t even dream of tracking down his address to find out for myself. Okay, that was a lie. Maybe I’d thought about it, but I’d never actually do it.

      At the halfway mark directly across from my house, I upped my pace, enjoying the burn in my muscles as they stretched. My breath came out in white clouds as I took in the clear, crisp day, and it hadn’t escaped my notice that I’d only passed a small handful of joggers and walkers out this morning. Usually, it wasn’t surprising to see families feeding the ducks that hung around the lake, or nearly bump into kids on their bikes, but freezing weather in North Georgia didn’t entice people to leave their comfy beds.

      Bunch of slackers, I thought with a chuckle.

      “Ollie?”

      I was so thrown off guard by the voice that had come from behind me that I nearly ate pavement when my knees threatened to go out. I slowed to a stop and then turned around, lifting a hand up as I squinted in the bright sun. When I got a good look at who it was, my jaw dropped.

      “Reid?” I said, completely dumbstruck that he could be standing a few feet away, in my neighborhood of all places. It was like thinking about him just then made him materialize.

      In a pair of black athletic pants and matching jacket, and wearing a beanie cap, Reid crossed the patch of grass that separated the walking path from the houses that backed up to the lake. His smile was friendly as he walked toward me. “I thought that was you.”

      “Wow. You look…” Unbelievably handsome? Surreal? Alive?

      “Better?” He chuckled and shoved his hands in his jacket pockets. “Yeah, not hard to be.”

      “Definitely better than the last time I saw you.” I tried not to give him a once-over, but it was proving impossible. I’d almost forgotten how gorgeous the man was. “Are, you, uh…doing okay?”

      “I am, yeah.” He looked down at himself and then smiled back up at me. “My body’s all healed—just waiting for my mind to catch up.”

      Oh no… “What do you mean?” Even though I knew exactly what he meant.

      “The doctors told me I might have some short-term memory loss due to the amount of drugs they used to keep me in a coma for a few days. Seems to be a bit more permanent, though.”

      Jesus. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s okay. Frustrating, but…” He shrugged and kicked a small rock on the path into the lake. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to stop your run, it’s just…well, I don’t recognize many people nowadays, so I guess I got excited to see a familiar face.”

      Familiar…me? I was familiar? Definitely surreal.

      “I also wanted to say thank you,” he went on. “It’s strange that I can’t remember much from before my accident, but I remember what you did for me.” His voice dropped low. “I don’t think I could ever forget.”

      Despite the cold, heat crept up my neck. My first instinct was always to downplay my role, but with Reid, I found myself saying, “I’m just glad to see you’re doing better.”

      We stood there awkwardly, neither of us really seeming to know what to say, but then again, we didn’t actually know each other, did we?

      “Did you… Were you going for a walk?” I asked finally.

      “Oh, yeah, I’ve been trying to get some fresh air. Slowly get myself back up to speed, you know?”

      Screw my run. I wasn’t about to pass up the chance smacking me in the face. “Would you like to join me? I don’t really feel much like running this morning anyway.”

      Reid’s face lit up. “Sure.”

      I moved to the outside of the path so he could take the shorter inside and then let him set the pace, not wanting him to overdo it.

      “Is this too slow?” he asked as we settled into a casual stride. Not speed-walking, but not a leisurely stroll either.

      “Not at all. This is great.”

      “I’ve been trying to work up to sprints. I’m just not quite there yet.”

      “Oh yeah? Do you run?” Shit, how would he remember that? “I mean, uh…”

      Reid laughed. “I know what you mean. And I don’t think so. From what I’ve been told, I wasn’t really into sports all that much. Or any cardiovascular activity, for that matter. I just saw people out here jogging and figured it seemed like a healthy thing to do.”

      I chuckled at that. I didn’t need to look him up and down again to see that he was probably wrong about not breaking a sweat. He was much leaner than he’d been before the accident, but prior to that, Reid had had an athletic build that I’d taken notice of—and thought about often—so he had to be spending some time in a gym.

      As we passed by my house, I said, “Do you mind if I ask you a personal question?”

      “I might not know the answer,” he joked.

      “Maybe not,” I said, my lips quirking up. “But… What exactly do you remember?”

      He fell silent beside me and looked out at the ducks passing by in the water. “It’s weird. I remember pieces from the day of the accident. Like stopping at a gas station for a drink, but they didn’t have what I wanted.” His cheeks tinged the slightest shade of pink as he said, “I remember your face. I know we spoke, but I have no clue what was said. I know I was dressed up to go somewhere, to work, I think, but I can’t tell you where that is or what I did. And before that? I guess that’s where it gets tricky.” He pulled his beanie down and blew out a puff of air. “When I woke up in the hospital and saw my parents, I thought I was dreaming. They look so much older than the last time I saw them. And Anna, my sister? She’s not even in middle school yet, but they tell me she’s getting ready to graduate high school. And, sure, she looks it. But my brain doesn’t really comprehend that I seem to be missing a ten-year chunk of my life.”

      I let out a low whistle. “Damn. Ten years? So that’d make you, what?”

      “Seventeen,” he said. “Almost eighteen. But my driver’s license says twenty-seven.”

      Oh my God. Seventeen? He thought he was still seventeen? I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do with that information besides stroke out.

      “It’s not all cut and dry,” he continued. “I have flashes of things that seem to have come after high school, but nothing makes sense.”

      “Like watching a movie of your life, only you don’t recognize the characters.”

      He squinted at me, the sun in his eyes. “Exactly.”

      We were coming back up to the house he’d come down from, and I inclined my head toward it. “Is that your house?”

      “What?” He followed my gaze. “Oh. No, it’s my parents’ place. I’ve been staying with them since…” He shrugged. “The house they say is mine doesn’t feel like mine.”

      “I can’t imagine.” What would it be like to lose all that time, all those memories? The people you knew, the places you went. Your job. Your whole life as you knew it, bam, gone in a flash. And would he ever get them back, or would he have to basically start over from scratch? How did you push a reset button on your life?

      “Enough about all that,” Reid said, breaking through my thoughts. “Tell me about you.”

      “What about me?”

      “Well, considering the only thing I know about you is that your job is to keep people from dying, I’d say tell me everything.”

      I laughed. “You don’t want to know everything.”

      “Sure I do. We’ll start easy. How old are you?”

      “Thirty-two.”

      “And are you married? Have a girlfriend?”

      I almost choked out a laugh. “No. And no.” And then, to state what would become obvious soon enough, I said, “No boyfriend, either.”

      Reid did a double take. “Oh,” he said, not seeming too bothered by it, but rather like he hadn’t thought about it. “Why not?”

      “I guess you could say I’m married to my job.” Oh, and I seem to have it bad for a seventeen-going-on-twenty-seven-year-old guy who can’t remember anything about his life.

      “So you live alone?”

      “Just me, myself, and I.”

      “Any animals?”

      “Nope.”

      “Is your real name Ollie?”

      I nodded. “Short for Oliver.”

      “Oliver…?”

      “McFadden,” I said, and when I stopped walking, he looked back at me and then backtracked over.

      “What? Did I ask too many questions?”

      “No. It’s just that you never told me your name, Reid…?”

      “Oh. Valentine. Reid Valentine.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Reid Valentine.” Freakin’ Valentine? I’ll be damned if that’s not the most perfect name for this man. I held out my hand, and he stared at it for a moment before a lopsided smile crossed his face.

      “Nice to meet you too, Oliver McFadden. Or do you prefer Ollie?”

      “Either’s fine, but my friends call me Ollie.” I let go of his hand, not because I wanted to, but because he might start to question why I wanted to link fingers so soon after introducing ourselves.

      As we began to walk again, Reid said, “I’m really glad I ran into you today, Ollie.”

      Oh yeah. My stomach fucking flipped.

      “Me too,” I said, trying to keep my voice nonchalant. “Glad to see you on your feet.”

      “I wasn’t sure how to reach you. You know. To tell you how grateful I am for what you did.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Reid shook his head. “You go around saving lives like some kind of superhero and don’t even want to accept a ‘thank you’?”

      I snorted. “A superhero?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been called that before.” I rubbed my stubbled jaw. “Which one?”

      “Which superhero?”

      “If I’m gonna be one, I better at least be one of the good ones.”

      When Reid’s brow furrowed, I realized too late that, shit, maybe he didn’t remember any of the character’s names. But then he said, “Superman.”

      “Whew. I’m so glad you didn’t say Ant-Man.”

      “Who?”

      “Uh, never mind.”

      I was surprised how easy the conversation flowed as one mile turned into two. Reid had a never-ending set of questions for me, and I was only too happy to answer every one. For someone who’d gone through what he had in the past few weeks, he was, remarkably, not bitter. Instead, he was curious, friendly, and open. As open as he could be, anyway.

      As we closed in on our fifth lap around the lake, I could see that he was starting to get a bit winded. From the little I knew about him, he seemed to be the type who would power on even if he wasn’t feeling up to it, so I decided to give him an easy out.

      “I should head back home, get ready for work,” I said as we reached the stretch his parents’ house sat on.

      “Oh,” Reid said, the expression crossing his face equal parts relieved and disappointed. “You work on weekends too?”

      “Not usually, but I’ve been covering more shifts lately.”

      “Does that leave any time for fun?”

      Fun? What was that? I’d always been the guy my friends called to hang out, but I’d turned them down so much working crazy overtime that they’d stopped asking. Damn, when had I become such a sad story? “Not much,” I admitted. Though that needed to change, and soon. Although I’d said that after Christmas too…

      “That’s too bad. I think you work too hard.”

      As we slowed to a stop, I gripped the back of my neck and stretched it from side to side. “You might be right.”

      “I am right.”

      “And you look way too smug about that.”

      “I’ll be smug when you tell me you took a day off to go bowling.”

      “Bowling?”

      “Or barhopping or hiking or whatever it is you do for fun.”

      “Bowling,” I said again, laughing. “Well, I’ll keep you posted on how it goes.”

      “You do that. And Ollie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for the walk.”

      “Anytime.” Really. Feel free to join me anytime.

      “Are you out here every day?”

      “About five days out of the week, usually. I’ve been working a lot lately, so sometimes it’s still dark out.”

      “Okay. Maybe I’ll catch you out again soon,” he said, and it sounded like a question to my ears.

      “Well, it looks like we’re neighbors, so I don’t think you can get rid of me.”

      I hadn’t meant it the way it came out, and I hoped he wouldn’t get the wrong impression. Well, it was the right impression, but I hadn’t meant to give it to him or anything, so— Ah, shit. Screw it.

      “It’d be nice to have a friend nearby,” he said, pushing his hands in his pockets. “One I remember, anyway.”

      Friend. Yeah, I’d always had a lot more than friendly feelings for Reid, but I could handle this friendship thing. There was something endearing about his straightforwardness, and the inquisitive, open way he approached the world after the trauma he’d gone through. I’d always thought of him as just a touch reserved, maybe hesitant, when I’d seen him at Joe’s, but this version of Reid seemed to be anything but shy.

      “See you later, Ollie,” he said as he headed across the patch of grass that led to the gate of his parents’ backyard. As he went to pull the gate shut behind himself, I stopped staring long enough to wave goodbye.

      But who was I kidding? This was so far from goodbye that it was practically a new beginning.
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      ABOUT DAMN TIME you answered your phone,” Mike said when I picked up my cell the next afternoon. “Deb’s asked me to call about fifty times today.”

      “It’s my day off, what do you want?” I yawned as I shoved my feet into a pair of slippers to go check the mail, since I’d forgotten to yesterday. As soon as I stepped outside, I regretted it. Fuck, it was cold.

      “Deb’s making lasagna. Wanted to know if you’d come over later.”

      “Lasagna, huh? I dunno. Sounds suspiciously like a pity invitation to me.”

      “Come on, you’ve gotta eat. Besides, she’s got a friend she’s been wanting you to meet—”

      “And there it is.” I tsked. “Never thought you’d set me up, man. That’s cold.”

      “What’s cold is your bed. I’m just tryin’ to help out my friend here.”

      “I don’t need any help.”

      “If I have to watch you wait at Joe’s one more time for that guy to walk in—”

      “I don’t wait,” I said, rolling my eyes and pulling a thick stack of envelopes out of the mailbox. Okay, scratch that. Maybe I hadn’t checked it all week. “Tell you what, call the guys up and we’ll do Bar on Broad one night this week.”

      “Yeah? I’m down for that. Oh, and I meant to ask you…”

      Whatever he’d started to say went in one ear and out the other when I looked up and saw Reid walking the lake path and coming up my street. He had evidently already seen me, because there was a smile on his face as he waved in my direction.

      “Ollie?” Mike said. “Did you hear what I said?”

      Mail in hand, I waved at Reid to come over, and as he crossed the street, I said, “Uh, Mike, I’ll call you back.”

      “Wait, are you coming tonight?”

      “Later,” I said, and hit the end call button as Reid stepped up onto the curb. Without a hat on, I could see that his normally thick, dark hair was starting to grow back. “Hey. You found me.”

      “I was in the neighborhood and all,” he joked. “Just getting some fresh air.”

      “Oh yeah?” I raised an eyebrow. Dressed in dark jeans that sat a little loose on his hips and a collared shirt and light jacket, Reid didn’t look like someone going out for a walk. But with the way his nose and cheeks were tinged pink from the cold, it looked like he’d been outside for a while.

      “Yeah.” His eyes dropped to my clothes. “Did you just wake up?”

      I looked down at the faded blue t-shirt and sweatpants I’d fallen asleep in when I got home late last night. I probably looked like a rumpled mess, and there was no telling what my hair was up to. Running my free hand over the slept-in strands, I said, “Busted.”

      “Late night, huh? Work or pleasure?”

      “Pretty sure you know the answer to that,” I said.

      “I thought maybe you’d taken up my suggestion of bowling.”

      “Wouldn’t think of going without you.” The words came out without any forethought, but once they were out there, it didn’t seem like such a crazy idea.

      “That would be cool. I mean, as long as you don’t think I’m some kind of charity case.”

      He said it like a joke, but there seemed to be truth behind the lighthearted tone. The thought was laughable to me, and I realized then that maybe he was as lonely as I was, for different reasons. “Not at all. We should do it.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Definitely.”

      Reid’s relieved expression turned apprehensive. “Look, I’m sorry if this is weird, it’s just…everyone feels like a stranger right now. And I know you said we don’t really know each other, but…” He bit down on his lip. “You’re the only person who feels familiar to me.”

      It was ridiculous how much my heart thrilled at his words, even as my head tried to remind me that I was dealing with someone with a traumatic brain injury who’d had his whole world turned upside down. Not exactly the time to be swooning, Ollie.

      Reid pulled his jacket tighter, and it was then that I realized how damn cold it was, and like an asshole, I’d left him outside to freeze. Not to mention I was still in a thin t-shirt.

      Remembering my manners, I inclined my head toward the house. “Do you, uh, want to come in?”

      Reid’s lips tilted up into a grateful smile, and when he nodded, I shut the mailbox, my stomach flipping, and headed up the walkway to the front door.

      “Be careful on this step,” I said, kicking at the unsteady brick on the third stair. Reid sidestepped it as I opened the door and moved aside for him to go in first.

      He entered tentatively, like any stranger walking into someone else’s house would. Seeing him there, heading down the hall, was utterly surreal. How had life dealt a hand that had Reid walking through my house right now?

      He came to a stop as the hallway opened up into the living area, and I was grateful at that moment that I wasn’t a slob of a bachelor. Not much of a decorator, either: a couple of comfy grey couches, an oversized recliner chair, glass coffee table, TV, and entertainment center. Nothing on the walls except a massive framed abstract that hung over the couch. Clean. Simple.

      “You’ve got a great place,” he said.

      “It’s nothin’ fancy, but it’s home.”

      “I like it.” His hands disappeared into his jacket pockets. “I think I must’ve had a decorator work on mine or something, because none of it seems like anything I’d like. I mean, it’s nice, but…not homey, if that makes sense.”

      “Perfect sense. Can I get you some coffee or anything?”

      “Oh, I don’t drink coffee, but water would be great.”

      Doesn’t drink coffee…? Guess no one had clued him in to his latte habit. “One water comin’ right up.”

      “Thanks,” he said, as he perused my collection of movies stacked full on one of the entertainment center shelves. “By the way, I searched online for Ant-Man yesterday. Ended up watching the movie.”

      “Oh yeah? And?”

      “Not bad. But I still say if you’re gonna be a superhero, Superman’s the way to go.”

      “I don’t think anyone would disagree with you about that,” I said, handing him an iced water and then heading back to the kitchen to fill up a mug with fresh brew for me. When I came back, Reid was still standing in the same spot and sipping on his drink. I gestured toward the seating area. “The couches don’t bite, you know.”

      “Oh… Right. Of course,” he said, rounding the coffee table and taking a seat in the middle of the couch, while I took the recliner.

      Lifting the mug to my lips, I took a sip and then said, “So.”

      “So.” He picked up one of the picture frames on the coffee table. “Is this you and your family?”

      “It is.”

      “Only child?”

      “Just me.”

      “Do your folks live around here?”

      I shook my head. “Just me.”

      “You’re not very forthcoming, are you?” he teased. “Where do they live now?”

      “They don’t. They passed away when I was seventeen.”

      Reid’s mouth snapped shut and he looked back at the photo. “Don’t I feel like an ass. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It was a long time ago.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, how did they…”

      “Die? Car accident.”

      Reid’s head shot up.

      “A truck driver had been on the road too long. Fell asleep at the wheel. He veered into our lane before my dad could move, and hit us head-on.”

      “Shit, Ollie.” Reid set the picture back down.

      “So I know what it’s like to wake up and not know who you are. I didn’t for a few days, and even when my memories came back, I wished to God they hadn’t.”

      He was quiet for a long time. “I’m so sorry that you had to go through all that.”

      “It’s okay. Makes you grow up fast.”

      “Is that why you decided to go into the medical field?”

      “Good guess.”

      “If I’m asking too many questions, you can tell me to shut up.”

      I chuckled. “I imagine you have a lot of questions in general right now.”

      “That I do.”

      “Then fire away.”

      “Yeah? You asked for it,” he said, then took a sip of his water and leaned back on the couch, one arm spread along the back. “Why’d you decide to become a paramedic? Why not a nurse or doctor?”

      “I think the decision was made for me the night of my accident. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for the woman who got to me first. She was able to get me out of the car before it caught fire. She saved me. Stayed with me. Gave me a fighting chance. I want to be the first one on the scene to try to give someone else that chance.”

      “Like me?” Reid said, a small smile curving his lips.

      “Like you.”

      “That’s pretty brave. Do you ever get scared?”

      “All the time.” Especially when I saw a certain someone’s crushed red Mazda3…

      “I don’t think I could ever be in the medical field. I’d probably pass out at the first sight of blood.”

      “You wouldn’t believe how common that is,” I said as I ran a hand over my hair. It occurred to me then that I was still in my pajamas with my hair doin’ what-the-hell-ever, while Reid sat on my couch in perfectly starched jeans. Oh well. Too late now. I coughed to clear my throat and took another drink of coffee before saying, “My buddy, Mike…his first day on the job, and we got called out for a fall. So we get there and the guy had cut his cheek pretty good when he fell. Had blood running down his chin and neck. But the thing about facial lacerations is that they bleed like crazy, so it looked worse than it was. I sent Mike out to get some supplies and later found out he’d puked his guts everywhere. All over the bushes, the sidewalk. He will never, ever live that down.”

      Reid let out a loud belly laugh. “That would be me. Needle prick and I’m out.”

      “Yeah, maybe stick to teaching those middle schoolers.” Oh. Wait. Open mouth, insert foot. Again. “I mean…if you ever go back to it. Shit, sorry.”

      Confusion filled his face. “How did you know I did that? Taught middle schoolers?”

      “You told me. The day of…” I gestured in his general area and realization dawned in his eyes.

      “Oh. So that’s what we talked about? My job?”

      “Mhmm. You said you’d been teaching for a few months and they could be a handful.”

      “Huh.” He scooted forward on the couch, his elbows on his knees. “So let me get this straight. We’d never spoken before, but I complained to you about my job?”

      “To be fair, you were having kind of a shit morning.” I shrugged. “The latte machine was down.”

      Reid looked at me like I’d lost my mind, and then he began to chuckle, softly at first, and then louder until he dissolved into a fit of hysterics. I didn’t know what he found so funny, but his laughter was contagious and had me grinning. No matter what the cause, it was good to see him laugh like that.

      “I don’t know why I’m laughing,” he said, coughing as he tried to get a hold of himself. “I know this isn’t funny at all. I just find it weird that my day was horrible because of supposedly scary middle schoolers and a broken machine. What’d it do, spew all over me when I walked past it or something?”

      “I almost wish it had. Then what happened after could’ve been avoided.” I clamped my mouth shut and scrubbed my face. Obviously I hadn’t meant for that to come out the way it probably sounded to Reid’s ears, and I attempted to clarify. “I only mean so you wouldn’t have been in the accident—”

      “I know what you mean, Ollie,” Reid said, sweet understanding in his smile. “But I guess that leads me to something else I’ve been curious about. Something personal.”

      Personal, huh? Five bucks said the word gay came out of his mouth next, but since I’d been prepared for that, I said, “You can ask me anything.”

      He dropped his eyes down to where he was rolling the glass between his hands. “Why did you come visit me in the hospital?”

      Okaay, so not the word gay. Instead, he’d asked the one question I didn’t want to answer.

      “Is that something you do with all the people you help?” he said.

      I thought about lying, telling him I always snuck into patients’ rooms to check up on them, but when I saw the sincerity in his eyes, I couldn’t fudge the truth.

      “Honest answer?” I said, and he nodded. “No. No, I never visit patients after we transition them over to the hospital.” Before he could ask the question I knew was on the tip of his tongue, I added, “Sometimes I check on them in other ways. Call up to the ER, and if a friend picks up the phone, they’ll give me a brief rundown. But I shouldn’t even be doing that, because it’s a patient privacy violation.”

      Reid’s brows lifted. “It is?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the day of the accident was the first time we ever spoke?”

      “Yes.”

      He rubbed his forehead, as if he was deep in thought as he took in what I’d said. “Then I don’t understand. Don’t take this the wrong way, but…why were you in my room when I woke up?”

      “Because…” I was at a loss for words. “You have to understand, I saw you every day. You always came into the same place I did, Joe’s, and you got your daily latte—yes, you drink coffee. And I don’t know, Reid. No, we didn’t know each other, but it felt like I knew you. You were familiar to me. And when I took the call and saw it was you in that accident? I had to know that you were okay once I left, whether it was wrong or not.”

      Reid didn’t move, didn’t blink. Just stared at me as he seemed to process what I said. Or maybe he was seeing through what I said to the other why, which didn’t need to be mentioned. But then he nodded and looked down at the drink in his hands.

      “I appreciate that, Ollie. I hope I would’ve done the same for you, had our positions been reversed.” He went to lift his glass to his lips and stopped. “Wait. Did you say I drink coffee?”

      I couldn’t help the chuckle that left me as I lifted my mug. “Only a latte every day. Have you even tried coffee lately?”

      “No. I just assumed I hated it.”

      “Care to try some?”

      “Uh…I’ll take a raincheck,” he said, then finished off his water. “So… Did you have any plans today besides answering all my questions? I’m guessing you probably have to work, huh?”

      “No, I’m off today. Several things I could be doing, I guess, but I don’t usually get to relax and do a whole lot of nothing.”

      “And here I am, bugging the hell out of you.” Reid got to his feet.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I think I’ve probably taken up enough of your time.”

      “What? No, stay.” Then before I knew it was going to come out, I said, “How do you feel about pizza? And maybe a movie? I promise I have something better than Ant-Man in my stash.”

      The line between Reid’s brows creased. “You want me to stay?”

      Hell yes, I do. But now wasn’t the time for that much enthusiasm. “Sure. No pressure, but you look like you could use a chill day yourself.”

      Reid chewed on his lip as he seemed to debate with himself, and I wondered what it was that made him want to leave. Did he feel like he was stepping on my toes? Or, worse, did he think I’d hit on him or something? “If you’re sure…”

      “I’m sure. But there is something important we need to discuss if you stay.”

      Reid sat back down on the couch. “And what’s that?”

      “Pepperoni or sausage?”
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      OH NO,” MIKE said, coming up to where I was seated in the back of the rig checking inventory the next day.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He scrunched up his nose. “You’ve got that butt-ugly grin on your face again.”

      “Screw off.” I rolled my eyes and went back to my checklist.

      “This have something to do with why you stood me and Deb up last night? You get a better offer?” he teased.

      “Look, no offense, because you know I love you guys, but I can think of about a million different things I’d rather be doing instead of getting set up.”

      “You’re avoiding my question.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Dude. You are. Who’s the cause of you lookin’ way too happy this morning?”

      “Why does it have to be a who? Maybe I finally got some damn sleep. It was my day off.”

      Mike snorted. “I guaran-fucking-tee sleep is one thing you did not get.”

      “You’re a perv.”

      “And you’re holding out on me.”

      I knew Mike well enough to know he wouldn’t stop poking until the truth came out. Served me right, because when the shoe was on the other foot, I’d do the same.

      Lowering the clipboard, I said, “If I tell you, you have to promise not to go all big deal about it.”

      “Sooo, it’s a big deal but you don’t want me to act like it is? Got it.”

      “That’s not—” Sighing, I shook my head and then proceeded to give him the condensed version of how Reid and I had run into each other and become friendly over the last couple of days. I hadn’t even gotten through the part about dinner tonight when he interrupted me.

      “Whoa, whoa, hold on a sec. You’re seeing him again? Tonight?”

      Oh, here we go. “We’re just gonna go down to Fisherman’s Grill—”

      “Shut the hell up,” Mike said, then whooped loud enough that one of our coworkers stuck her head inside to see what the commotion was about. Mike was oblivious as he pointed at me. “Yo, that’s a date.”

      “It’s not a date.”

      “It is a date.”

      “It’s dinner.”

      “Yeah, a dinner date.”

      I threw the clipboard at him, and he caught it, laughing. “You got the rest of this?” I asked.

      “Why? Do you need to get ready for your date?”

      Shaking my head, I jumped down out of the rig and ignored Mike’s simulated sex noises behind me. Jesus. Couldn’t take that guy anywhere.

      Before I could get out of the garage, Mike decided it would be a good idea to wake up the whole building, because his voice boomed off the walls as he shouted, “Hey, Ollie! Make sure you put out on a first date.” When I turned to look at him in horror, he winked at me. “Guys like that.”

      I really needed someone to remind me why I was friends with that guy.

      With my middle fingers aimed his way, I left the room with the sound of his laughter following me down the hall.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “OKAY, I DON’T know if I’ve ever been there to say this before, but that was hands down the best food I’ve ever eaten in my life.” Reid rubbed his stomach appreciatively as I held the door that led out of Fisherman’s Grill open.

      As the door shut behind us, I chuckled and wrapped my scarf around my neck to ward off the chill in the air. “I don’t think I’ve seen anyone eat that many crab legs before. I’m glad you liked it.”

      “Like is not a strong enough word,” he said, stopping halfway down the pier to look down at something in the dark lake. “You think they get their fish out of here?”

      “Probably some of it.”

      “Ugh, I can’t think about more food,” he said, pushing off the rail. “You don’t mind rolling me down the street, do you? I may not make it to the car.”

      “I’d carry you, but the fifty pounds of crab meat in your stomach may slow us down.”

      Reid glanced back at me, his eyes gleaming under the streetlamp. “That’s a pretty nice offer.”

      “It would be if I meant it.” I pushed my hands into my jacket pockets so I wouldn’t be tempted to do something stupid, like grab his hand, and then nudged him as I passed. “Come on, slowpoke.”

      “I’m not slow. I’m full.”

      I chuckled as he pretended to shuffle along behind me, and I slowed down enough for him to catch up.

      “Have you been down here lately?” I asked, nodding toward Broad Street. Translation: Do you remember downtown Floyd Hills at all? When he shook his head, I looked out at all the tiny white lights strung around the trees lining the streets, giving downtown a festive glow for what was sometimes a dreary February. “Care to take a look around?”

      Reid smiled. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      We walked along the sidewalk, and I pointed out each of the stops, restaurants, and bars we passed, many of which would be closing soon. Reid listened avidly, asking questions or cracking jokes while we peered inside the storefront windows.

      When we came up to Newton’s Music, Reid stopped and squinted up at the signage before looking at the store window and back again.

      “I know this place,” he murmured, stepping up to the window to peer inside.

      “You’ve been here before?”

      “I-I think so.” He scanned over the various instruments, guitars, and a drum set, but when his eyes landed on the baby grand piano, his hand came up to the glass.

      “What is it?” When he continued to stare, I checked the shop hours. Still open. “Do you want to go inside?”

      “I think I do.” Pushing off the doorframe, he entered the small shop like he was in a trance, and I could only imagine what was going through his mind right now. Was something coming back to him? Would this be the beginning, the incident that triggered his memories flooding the dark spaces in his mind?

      The door shut behind us, and a woman who looked to be in her mid- to late sixties came out from the back of the shop and greeted us warmly before getting a good look at Reid.

      “Oh heavens, I didn’t know you’d be stopping by! It’s so good to see you. You better come here.” She took a hold of Reid’s shoulders and pulled him in for a big hug while he looked over at me as if to ask who the hell the woman was.

      When she pulled back, Reid gave her a hesitant smile and said, “Do you know who I am?”

      “Why, how could I ever forget such a gifted performer as you, Reid Valentine,” the woman said. “Besides, you know very well you’ve always been my favorite. It’s been so long since you’ve come by, though. What can I do for you?”

      Reid stared at the woman as if trying to place exactly how he knew her, and when he didn’t respond after a few beats, I gave him a subtle nudge. He blinked, shaking his head. “Oh, uh… I don’t suppose you’d mind if I…” Reid looked toward the baby grand piano, and the woman gasped.

      “Reid, I’d be delighted. Yes, please,” she said, gesturing for him to go ahead.

      I followed behind him as he ran a hand reverently over the top of the piano.

      “You play?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he whispered, and then he sat down on the bench, his back straight and his fingers hovering over the keys. He certainly looked the part of a pianist, but it wasn’t until his hands moved smoothly across the keys, as if getting familiar with them, that I realized he didn’t just look the part—he was the part.

      A soft, mournful melody filled the shop, and out of the corner of my eye I saw the woman leaning against the back counter, her hands clasped over her chest, beaming.

      I rounded the piano and sat next to Reid on the bench as he continued to play, his movements no longer tentative, but masterful. “That’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” he said, without missing a note. The way his hands glided so gracefully over the keys was mesmerizing, and I knew without a doubt that I could watch him play for hours. I wanted to ask him where he’d learned to play. I wanted to ask him so many things, but for now, I was content to listen.

      “Someone came to visit me today,” he said quietly.

      “Oh?”

      “She said we dated for several years.”

      I ignored the sting in my chest. “You don’t remember her?”

      “Not really. Natasha was her name. She was nice, though. Beautiful. I can see why I’d be attracted to her.”

      The way he spoke so nonchalantly about his past love—a woman—only served as a reminder that Reid wouldn’t ever be an option for me. It slapped me dead in the face, as if to say, Wake up, stupid, and I couldn’t help but flinch. It wasn’t as though I’d forgotten Reid was straight. No, it was more like the thought hadn’t occurred to me to even matter. We were just getting to know each other, but faced with the knowledge of a woman in his past… Well, shit. That was painful, even though it shouldn’t be.

      “She helped me piece together a few things,” Reid said, as his long, elegant fingers danced across the keys. “I had wondered why I’d gone into teaching when all I ever wanted to do when I was younger was tour the world playing music. Turns out”—his hand drifted down to the end of the keys, and a twinkling flutter of notes rang out—“I did.”

      My brows lifted. “You toured? Playing the piano?”

      “Mhmm. Natasha had a scrapbook of photos she’d kept of me at different venues all over the country. Small venues, of course, nothing major, but still. I was doing it.”

      “Did she”—I swallowed—“mention your relationship at all? Why you broke up?”

      “This is gonna sound strange, but…I didn’t know what to say to her. I’ve asked you, someone I barely knew in my other life, a hundred questions, yet this person I supposedly spent two years of my life with, nothing.” The melody changed then, swirling to a heated rumble of low notes. “She showed me the photos of us together, traveling, spending holidays with my family. It felt like I was looking at someone else’s life. I don’t understand it. I just get so…angry. There’s all these blank spaces, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing, or who I am, or how to get my life back.” He battered the keys as his emotions poured out. “Or even if I want that life back. From what I’ve seen, I can’t say that I do. Like… I want to start over. Fresh slate, new start, but I don’t even know how to do that—” He choked on his words and jerked his hands back.

      In the silence that filled the room without the music, the only sound that could be heard was his breath coming out in ragged pants. Without thinking it through, I put my hand on his back, wanting somehow to relieve him of the panic and frustration that warred inside him. He didn’t move away, letting me rub slow circles along his spine as he wiped his eyes with his sleeve.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m trying so hard.”

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to be brave all the time.”

      Reid let out a strangled laugh. “Says Superman.”

      “I’ll tell you a secret,” I said, and waited until his eyes were on mine. Sadness swirled in their brown depths, and I wished to God I could wipe it away. Give him the fresh start he needed. There was something so trusting about the man sitting beside me, and it was why I didn’t hesitate in what I said next. “I’ve never been as scared as I was the day I saw you facedown in your car. I think I prayed more that day than I ever have in my life.”

      “Really?” he said. “Why?”

      “Because you were somebody to me, whether we knew each other or not. I knew your life could depend on how fast I could get you out of that car. How quickly we could get you stabilized and to the hospital. I guarantee you I wasn’t feeling very brave then.”

      Reid’s eyes welled as I held his gaze, so he could feel the truth of my words. I didn’t care if he saw through me then; I only wanted him to feel the human-to-human connection he so desperately needed.

      He swallowed hard before dropping his eyes, his lids falling shut. “Thank you, Ollie.”

      “You’re welcome, Reid.”

      Straightening again, he took a deep breath, and I dropped my hand from his back. My arm brushed alongside his, sending goosebumps down my spine and a visible tremor through Reid. Then he began to play, his fingers gliding across the keys once more.

      The melancholy from earlier shifted into something more peaceful, almost like a lullaby I could fall asleep to.

      “I like this one. Do you know what it is?”

      “I’m not playing this from memory,” he said softly, and as he continued to make up the song as he went along, I let my eyes drift shut. All too soon, though, it was over, and Reid chuckled as he pushed into me.

      “I made you fall asleep. That’s not good,” he mused, though his lips curved up.

      “I don’t think I’ve been so relaxed in weeks. I could listen to that song every night.”

      “I’ll take that compliment.”

      “You should. It was beautiful.” I glanced over to see if the woman was still around, but after Reid’s emotional display, she must’ve slipped off to the back to give us some privacy. “You know, I think the woman who works here was your teacher.”

      Reid’s mouth tilted up on one side. “She’s not the one I grew up with, but…maybe later? I don’t know. I’d feel strange asking, though.”

      “Nah, just say, ‘Hey, I’ve had a massive brain injury and I have no idea who the hell you are, so can you enlighten me, please?’”

      He laughed. “Just like that, huh?”

      “Yep. Easy.” I looked down at where his fingers were still on the keys. “And speaking of easy… Care to play me another?”

      “Yeah?” he asked, his grin growing wider. “Okay, let’s see.” After a moment, he began to play an upbeat, happy tune that I recognized but couldn’t place, and he danced along a little in his seat, causing us both to chuckle.

      “Reid, this is obviously something you’re amazing at, and if you were making a living doing what you loved, then why would you give it up? Did…Natasha…know?”

      “Apparently, my parents weren’t very keen on my career choice. Which is funny when you consider that they forced me to take piano lessons three times a week growing up. To be cultured,” he said with a smile. “I think they meant the lessons to be more of a ‘keeping me out of trouble’ thing than a career.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “They have something against the arts?”

      “It’s just not a ‘real’ job. My parents… The thing is, they didn’t come from money. My dad worked his way up through the bank, and it was practically drilled into my head growing up that I needed college and a steady job.”

      “It’s your life.”

      “Yeah. But what happens when you can’t pay the bills and your family offers you some sort of stability? A new car, an apartment, a way to get on my feet financially instead of traveling like a gypsy and hoping for a gig.”

      “You took it.”

      “I took it.” Reid sighed. “They’re good people. They mean the best, I know they do. But it’s hard not to be resentful after everything that’s happened—”

      “Because you wouldn’t have been back here with a new car, and there wouldn’t have been an accident,” I finished. “That’s a good reason to be pissed off to me, but I’d be willing to bet their guilt is just as bad.”

      “That’s why I’m trying not to be pissed.”

      “Well, things could be worse. You could be a banker like your dad. Although middle schoolers might be worse. What’s your mom do?”

      Reid looked up at me and smiled sadly. “Mom’s a teacher.”

      Ahh. Well, there you have it. He didn’t have to say anything else. The pressures of family and a lack of money would lead anyone to choose the stable life.

      As Reid finished the last few notes, I began to clap, and then he stood and gave an exaggerated bow.

      “I think you deserve a tip after that.”

      “Twenties and fifties only, please.”

      “Damn. If that’s the going rate for a pianist tip these days, I’ll have to stay home. I was thinking of something a little sweeter?”

      “Oh yeah? I’m willing to negotiate.”

      “It all depends on if you’re still full. There’s a killer ice cream shop down the street, and—”

      “Sold,” Reid said, grabbing my arm to pull me off the bench, while I laughed at his eagerness.

      “Ice cream is his kryptonite. Good to know,” I said to myself as I got to my feet.

      “Hurry up, Ollie,” Reid said, his eyes glittering. “I’m suddenly starving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      THE LAST FEW days had flown by; I’d taken on twelve-hour shifts instead of my usual eight, and was starting to get antsy. It’d been three days since I’d seen Reid, and I found myself pacing my house like a crack addict searching for a hit.

      Pathetic.

      Unfortunately, there’d be no time for a fix, since I’d promised to go out tonight with the guys. We used to get together at least once a week downtown, whether to shoot pool or go out for beers, but lately life had gotten in the way, not only for me, but for us all.

      After a quick shower, I threw on some jeans and ripped the tags off a long-sleeved Henley I’d bought the other day. The weather couldn’t decide whether it wanted to be hot or cold this week, so I had to buy some new clothes that would serve both.

      I scooped a bit of pomade onto my fingers and then worked it through my hair. The auburn strands were naturally wavy, and since it tended to be a bit unruly, I tried to tame it as best I could. I kept the sides and back buzzed, because otherwise, things could turn messy, and fast.

      My cell rang as I was finishing up, and I wiped my hands off before answering.

      Mike. No doubt he was calling to make sure I didn’t back out.

      “Yes, I’m still coming, Mom,” I said as a greeting.

      “Actually, that’s why I was calling. I’m sorry to do this to you, man, but Ted and I got held up at the station, so it might be a late night. Mind if we raincheck for the weekend?”

      It was probably shitty of me to feel relieved, but, well, I was. I’d always enjoyed a night out, but my mind had been preoccupied with someone else for far too long to think about anything else. “Fine with me. You guys need a hand?”

      “Nah, we’ve got it. But maybe this frees you up for a little action with your guy, yeah?”

      I groaned. “He’s not my guy, and there won’t be any action. Just get that out of your head.”

      “Never say never, my man. One sec.” He must’ve pulled the phone away from his ear, because there was indistinct conversation, and then, “Sorry, Ollie, gotta run. Let the others know, would ya?”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      When I hung up, an idea began to form, and before I could talk myself out of it, I grabbed my wallet and headed out the door.
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* * *

      TWO MINUTES LATER, I was on the front porch of Reid’s parents’ house ringing the doorbell. If I couldn’t get him out of my mind, may as well do something about it.

      A few seconds later, Reid opened the door, a mixture of surprise and delight on his handsome face. Barefoot and in his black athletic pants and a t-shirt, he was the hottest picture of casual I’d ever seen, and I had to stop my jaw from dropping.

      “Ollie,” he said. “What brings you by?”

      “You up for bowling?”

      He blinked. “Bowling? Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      A massive grin broke out on his face. “Hell yeah. Now?”

      “Unless you’re busy.”

      “No, now’s good.” He paused and looked down at his outfit. “I should probably change—”

      “No, don’t,” I said quickly, and when he lifted his brows, I shrugged as if I didn’t think he looked drop-dead fucking gorgeous as he did. “What you’ve got on is fine.”

      “Yeah? Okay, let me just throw on my shoes, then.” He disappeared for a minute, and then he was back, pulling the door shut behind him and locking it. As he shrugged into a light jacket, his eyes roved over my chest, and I felt his gaze like it was a branding iron. “I like that shirt,” he said, flipping his collar up. “It’s the same color as your eyes, almost.”

      The way he said it sounded so offhand that I didn’t think he even realized he was paying another man a compliment. It just came out naturally, like he was talking about the weather.

      Of course, inside I was preening like a proud peacock that he’d even looked at me that way.

      “Thank you,” I said. “Ready?”

      “Ready,” he said.

      In a teasing mood now, I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t think you’re prepared for what’s about to go down, but I look forward to the challenge.”

      “Oh, that’s how it’s gonna be, huh?” He laughed. “I look forward to proving you wrong.”

      As we stepped off the porch, a white SUV pulled into the driveway beside my car, and his mom stepped out, as immaculately put together as the first and only time I’d seen her in Reid’s hospital room. She lifted one of those reusable grocery bags, packed to the brim, out of the back seat and then started up the walkway, and when she saw me, she startled.

      “Oliver…hello,” she said, shifting the bag to her hip as a polite smile crossed her lips. “How are you?”

      “Hi, Mrs. Valentine. I’m just fine, and yourself?”

      “Hey, Mom. We’re going bowling,” Reid informed her before she could answer. “I’ll be back in a little while.”

      “Oh. That’s nice.” She looked curiously between me and Reid. “Just be careful.”

      Reid kissed his mother’s cheek and reached for the bag she carried. “Will do. Can I take this inside for you?”

      “What? No, no, I’ve got it. You boys go have fun.”

      “Goodbye, Mrs. Valentine,” I said, pulling my keys out of my pocket. “I’ll guard him with my life.”

      “Of course.” Her brow furrowed, but she managed another small smile, but all the way down to my car, I could feel her questioning gaze on my back.
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* * *

      AFTER CHANGING INTO the ugly shoes that seemed to be required by all bowling alleys across the country, Reid and I picked out our bowling balls and, seeing as there was no one in the lane beside us, commandeered the two chairs behind the monitors.

      “I’m guessing you don’t want Ant-Man,” I teased, as I set up our user profiles. Reid had listed my name as Superman, of course, but in my mind, he didn’t need a made-up name. Valentine was as perfect as it got.

      “What about Bluebird?” he suggested.

      I whipped my head around to face him, my mouth falling open. Where did that come from? “How do you…” I said, at a loss for words. When had I even told him— Oh. In the ambulance, when I didn’t think he could hear me. Way to word-vomit, Ollie.

      “Isn’t that what you called me?” Reid said, and then frowned. “I didn’t dream that, did I?”

      “Uh, no. No, you didn’t dream that.” I could feel the hot flush of embarrassment spread through my body. Why was it that this man had that effect on me? I’d never been the kind of person who got self-conscious over anyone, but Reid? He reduced me to teenaged Ollie status; I only hoped it wouldn’t show.

      “I like Bluebird,” Reid said, a smile slowly spreading across his face. He’d healed so well on the outside, his skin smooth and not bearing a trace of the glass that had been embedded only weeks earlier. “Ollie?”

      “Hmm?” I shook myself out of my stupor. “Sorry, what’d you say?”

      “I said, why don’t you put that down?” Reid gestured to the monitor.

      “You want to be Bluebird?”

      “I thought I already was.”

      Damn. Stomach. Flip.

      “Right,” I said, typing in the nickname I’d thought up for him all those months ago.

      Reid swirled his straw in his soda, his gaze falling past me. “That guy’s watching you.”

      “Who?” I said, looking around at the lane closest to ours.

      “No, over there in lane eight, in the red shirt.”

      I turned around and immediately locked eyes with an attractive dark-haired guy, maybe mid-thirties. He smiled my way, but whereas I’d normally give him the signal to come on over, I spun back around to the monitor to finish setting up.

      “What?” Reid asked. “Is he not your type?”

      “I’m not here to meet guys. I’m here to kick your ass,” I said, getting to my feet, and then I picked up the ball I’d chosen from the rack earlier. After lining up my shot, I sent the ball speeding down the alley, the impact knocking all ten pins down in one fell swoop.

      I sauntered back to Reid with an eat my dust smirk on my face and took the seat beside him.

      “Oh, we’ve got a pro on our hands. Okay, then.” Reid stood up and stretched his body from side to side in exaggerated movements that had me grinning.

      “Go ahead,” I said. “Show me up. I dare you.”

      He took his time lining up his shot, but when he released the ball, it landed with a loud thunk and promptly went into the gutter.

      When I raised an eyebrow, he said, “I meant to do that.”

      Reid’s second roll managed to do only slightly better, knocking down two of the pins. When he sat down next to me and saw the grin on my face, he shrugged. “What? I’m the one with the brain injury. You should be going easy on me.”

      I bellowed out a laugh as I stood to take my turn. “You’re some kind of musical prodigy. You can let me have this.”

      “Hey, Superman. I don’t have to let you have shit. I’m just warming up.”

      I let out a low whistle at his teasing and said, “It’s getting serious now. Care for a wager?”

      “For how many points you’ll let me win by?”

      “I’m not letting you do a damn thing. I don’t like to lose.”

      I rolled another strike, and when I plopped back in my seat, Reid shook his head. “I’m beginning to regret all my smack talk.”

      “Giving up so soon?”

      “Never.” Then something over my shoulder caught his attention. “He’s still looking.”

      “Red shirt? Let him look.”

      “You’re really not interested?”

      “Would you really want me to up and leave you here to bowl by yourself?”

      Reid frowned. “Not really. Apparently I’m a shitty bowler. I shouldn’t be left alone. At least not without gutter bumpers.”

      Chuckling, I pushed him off his seat. “Go forth and gutter it, then. It’s your turn.”

      “Minigolf,” Reid said when he returned after two gutter balls in a row. “I bet I’m really kickass at minigolf.”

      “You want me to give you a couple of pointers on your next turn? Free of charge.”

      “And admit you’re the bowling king? Never.”

      “Suit yourself,” I said, but before I could pick up my ball, Reid ran up behind me.

      “Okay, okay. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to at least learn how to avoid the gutter.”

      “You think?” I grinned and stepped onto the platform. “Now watch what I’m doing. I’m turned just slightly to the right, and I’m far enough away to make about four steps before I let the ball go. Now, to try for a strike, the ball needs to hit the pocket between the first and third pins. That’s the one in the front and the one to its right. So that’s where I aim.” I backed up and then followed the instructions I’d just laid out for him, and a few seconds later, the ball smashed into the pins, sending them scattering.

      Reid put his hands low on his hips. “I’m pretty sure that’s how I was doing it.”

      “You let go of the ball so late there’s probably a dent in the lane. Come here.”

      He hugged the ball to his chest, and when he moved closer, I put my hands on his shoulders and guided him to where he needed to stand. “See those arrows down there? You’re right-handed too, so you want to aim for the second arrow on the right. And make sure you get low enough to let the ball slide out of your hands.”

      “Oh, so you don’t throw it like a baseball?” Reid said, his voice dripping with sarcasm, and had he been mine, I would’ve been tempted to kiss that smirk right off his face.

      “No, smart-ass.” I tried to ignore how close we were, his back brushing against my front. I tried not to breathe in the scent of the shampoo he wore or run my hands down his shoulders to his biceps. I didn’t need to think about the way his skin would feel beneath my hands, or imagine the quiver of his stomach as I reached for the button of his pants…

      “You want me to drop it where?”

      I let go of him and stepped to the side to give him room to move. “Take about four steps, keep your eye on that arrow, and then sweep it through like this once you get about here,” I said, showing him the follow-through.

      Reid switched the ball to his other hand and then mimicked my movement. “Like that?”

      “Yeah, except turn your arm a bit.” I reached for his wrist, felt the steady thrumming pulse beneath my fingertips, so much stronger than the last time I’d touched him that way, and then angled him the right way. When I looked up, Reid’s dark eyes were watching me with interest, and something in his expression made my heart skip a beat. “Try that,” I said softly, and then let go of him and backed away to watch.

      Reid focused back on the lane and took his time lining himself up, and when he let go of the ball this time, it fell from his hands and smoothly rolled down the lane before knocking out over half the pins.

      “Hell yes,” I said as Reid grinned. “So much better.”

      “You’ve given up your secrets now. Just a matter of time until I overtake the master.”

      Feel free to overtake me anytime, I thought. “Seven pins down and he turns cocky bastard.”

      He laughed and retrieved his ball. “Now what do I do about the rest of these?”

      I gasped. “You mean you don’t know?”

      “Of course I do. I’m not some amateur. I’m just curious what you would do.”

      “Mhmm, sure,” I said, enjoying the tease as I once again directed him where to stand and where to aim to knock down the remaining pins. “All right, Bluebird. Show me what you got.”

      I could’ve sworn I felt him tremble faintly beneath my hands before I let go, but I had to be imagining things.

      He took an unsteady step forward but then recovered and sent the ball sailing down the lane. When he knocked down all the pins but one, he gave a loud whoop before spinning around and pointing at me.

      “See that? I’m coming for you.”

      I certainly hope so. “I do like a challenge. Bring it on.”

      Reid laughed until his eyes shifted past me, and then his smile dimmed. I turned to see red-shirt guy standing by our chairs, his head cocked to the side as he gave me a not-subtle-at-all once-over.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” he said, slowly bringing his gaze up to my face, “but I noticed you were giving your friend pointers, and I thought…maybe you could help me as well?”

      Pointers? The only thing that guy wanted pointers on was the best way to suck me off.

      “Actually, I’m a little busy—”

      “That’s okay. I’m a quick learner,” he said, a seductive edge to his voice. “It won’t take long.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “You should go,” Reid said, and when I shot him a look, he gave me a tight smile. “It’s selfish to keep you all to myself when you could be helping someone else.”

      So? Be selfish, I wanted to say, but when I started to protest, he inclined his head toward the concessions.

      “I’m gonna grab some fries or something,” he said. “Take your time.”

      “Reid—” I went to follow him, but red-shirt guy stepped in front of me.

      “Where should we start? I think I might be using the wrong size ball. Maybe I could use yours instead?” He looked down at the zipper of my pants.

      Jesus, really? I glanced over at Reid, standing alone in the concession line. I couldn’t think about some other guy, even an in-your-face guy like red shirt. Not when I could still feel the way Reid’s arm brushed against mine every time he moved past me or sat beside me, and not while the intoxicating cologne he wore filled my nose and made my head spin.

      “Look,” I said, “I appreciate that you want my…help, but I’m not interested. Find someone else’s balls to play with.”

      And before he could say another word, I hightailed it up to the concession stand just as Reid moved to the counter.

      “I think I’m in the mood for nachos,” I said, sidling up next to him and scanning the menu.

      Reid did a double take. “Where’d your new friend go?”

      I shrugged and handed the teenager behind the counter a ten-dollar bill to cover both our orders. “Away.”

      “Why? Because of me?”

      “Because I’m busy and not interested.”

      Reid sighed. “Look, Ollie, I don’t want to interfere in your life any more than I already have—”

      “You’re not interfering—”

      “—so if you want to talk or…whatever, then you can. It won’t hurt my feelings—”

      “Reid,” I said, and waited until he looked at me. “I’m not going anywhere. I know you think I want to be anywhere but here with you, but I can assure you that’s not the case.”

      Reid’s eyes widened slightly.

      “Stop trying to get rid of me or palm me off on someone else,” I continued. “I know you’re nervous about how badly I’m gonna kick your ass in this game, but I believe in comebacks. Don’t you?”

      His mouth quirked up on one side, and when a plate full of fries was pushed his way, he picked one up and popped it into his mouth. “Guess I can’t let you off that easily,” he said, munching away.

      “Damn right. I need someone to give me a run for my money.”

      The teen handed me a plate of nachos and my change, and as we headed back to our now-empty lane, Reid said, “You’re crazy, you know that?”

      “Batshit bonkers,” I agreed, and then figured I’d pass along some Alice in Wonderland advice. “But all the best people are.”
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      AFTER SHOWING NO mercy and handily kicking Reid’s ass not just once, but twice, we piled back into my car and I turned the heat on blast. The temperature had drastically dropped while we’d been inside, and we sat there shivering together and watching the lightest of snow flurries hit the windshield until the hot air kicked in.

      Reid’s teeth chattered as we put our hands in front of the vents to warm them up. “I don’t think I’m cut out for cold weather. We should be on a beach somewhere.”

      “I hear Miami’s nice this time of year.” I went to put the car in reverse, but Reid’s hand on my arm stopped me.

      “Do you mind if we don’t go back yet?”

      “Of course. Is everything okay?”

      He nodded and let go of my arm, and I wished he didn’t have to do that. I was hyperaware of every single time he touched me, and yet I knew there was nothing behind his gestures, nothing more than a natural friendliness from being comfortable with someone. That he was comfortable with me should’ve been enough. Let it be enough, Ollie, for fuck’s sake.

      “It’s starting to feel a little suffocating at my parents’ house, is all,” he said, leaning back in his seat, looking out at the snow hitting the window. “They watch me like I’m gonna break any minute.”

      “I’m sure they just worry about you. It’s been an adjustment on their part, too.”

      “I get that.” He ran a hand over the stubble coating his cheeks, drawing my attention to his strong jaw. The Reid before the accident had seemed meticulous about keeping his face cleanly shaven, but I had to admit, the bit of growth he kept now looked hot. “I can see it in their eyes. The waiting. Wondering if I’ll ever get back to myself.”

      I stayed silent and listened, because what could I say? There was no way to know whether he’d ever be able to fill in the holes in his memory, and I wasn’t about to give him any false hope. Then again, sometimes it seemed like he’d rather not know who he’d once been, which made me even more curious about the man sitting beside me.

      “I’m thinking maybe I should go to my place,” he said. “To live, I mean.”

      “You could. If you feel you’re ready for that.”

      “Hey,” he said, shifting in his seat to face me, his eyes alight. “You wanna see it?”

      “Your place?”

      “Yeah.”

      Twist my arm, why don’t you. “Sure. Where to?” I said, putting the car in reverse and backing out.

      “Oh.” Reid lifted his hips to grab his wallet out of his back pocket, and then he pulled out a piece of paper. “Sixty-two Lyons Drive in the Garden Lakes complex. Apartment 2A.”

      “Smart of you to write it down.”

      “It’s on my license too, but I wasn’t sure I’d remember the exact directions,” he admitted, as I steered us out onto the main road. “I’ve only been there a couple of times.”

      My job meant I knew the town like the back of my hand, and I’d had to answer calls in Garden Lakes before, so I knew exactly where we were headed, but when Reid began to recall the directions—correctly, I was surprised to hear—I was content to let him take the lead. After a few minutes, he pointed to a neighborhood entrance up ahead and told me to take a left, and I flipped on my blinker, pulled into the turning lane, and waited for the steady stream of cars to pass.

      Garden Lakes was the upper tier of apartment living in Floyd Hills, gated and with several private lakes, hence the name. After we dialed in the code at the gate—also noted on the paper—I drove around the complex until Reid told me to stop.

      “That’s it,” he said, nodding up at the second-floor balcony of a well-maintained building, blue with wood accents and white trim that reminded me of a cozy cabin I’d stayed in during a winter trip to Pigeon Forge one year.

      “This is nice,” I said, cutting the engine.

      “I thought so too.”

      “Why do I hear a ‘but’ in there?”

      Reid smiled, his face half in the shadows from where I’d parked under a street lamp. “You’ll see.”

      I followed Reid up the stairs and took the opportunity to enjoy the view of his ass while no one else was around. The bowling alley had been a test of self-restraint with all the bending over he did, and the athletic pants he wore hugged his behind in a way that made me want to reach out and touch him.

      As we reached the second floor, Reid produced a key from his wallet, and as he turned toward me, I forced my eyes up.

      “This is it,” he said, and then went about unlocking the deadbolt. “Home sweet home.” He pushed open the door and waved me through first, and as I went inside, the sleeve of my jacket brushed against him, and the warmth of his breath stroked my neck, sending goosebumps in its wake.

      It was dark as I entered, and when Reid followed me in, he flipped a light switch, throwing the front-facing corner apartment into full view.

      Reid ran his hand over his head, getting rid of the snow flurries that had landed in his hair and on his jacket. “See what I mean? The decorating is… I don’t even have words.”

      I thought he meant the lack of decorating. Even though the apartment was large, open, and fully furnished, and there were paintings that hung on the walls, it was all so…bland.

      “Well,” I said, strolling through the kitchen and into the living room. “You can always take it all down and get rid of it. Start from scratch.” I moved one of the heavy beige drapes aside, revealing a nighttime glimpse of the lake below. “What’s your favorite color?”

      “Um…” Reid looked around at the beige walls, beige carpet, and beige furniture. “Not beige?”

      I chuckled and let go of the curtain. “‘Not beige’ should be easy enough to find.”

      “I guess, but I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “Tell you what. I’ve got a friend at work who likes to do this kind of thing on the side. I can see if she can come help you flesh out some ideas.”

      “Really?”

      Shrugging, I said, “If you want to. No pressure or promises, but I can talk to her.”

      “That’d be great,” he said, his shoulders sagging. “I think I’d go crazy if I had to live here as it stands now.”

      “Oh, it’s not that bad.”

      “You’re just saying that to be nice.”

      “I’m not. I swear.”

      “You’ve got a great place, like the kind you’d actually want to go home to.”

      “Well, you can come over anytime you want.” Reid raised his eyebrows, and I said, “I mean, I’ve got an extra room if you needed to…get away…or something.”

      He gave me a lopsided grin. “You shouldn’t go around making an offer like that to strangers. They may take you up on it.”

      Trust me when I say I wouldn’t mind that at all. Really.

      “I’d offer you a drink, but I don’t think I have anything— Wait. Maybe I do.” He took off for the kitchen and began opening cabinets. “I’ve never actually checked before, but twenty-seven-year-olds usually have a liquor stash, right?”

      Oh God, I forgot. He probably never remembered having a drink before in his life, did he?

      “Ta-da.” Reid held up a half-empty bottle of Crown Royal. “Found something.”

      “Uh, you sure you wanna start with that?”

      “Why not?”

      “No reason.”

      He found a couple of glasses in one of the cupboards and set them on the kitchen bar beside me, then proceeded to pour a healthy amount into both.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, laughing. “Maybe try it out first. See what you think.”

      Reid lifted the bottle again, and the remaining amber liquid swished inside. “I’m gonna assume I’m a fan.”

      I had to press my lips together to keep from grinning. This is gonna be interesting…

      “To your first drink,” I said, touching my glass to his. “Round two.”

      “Round two,” he agreed. Then he brought the glass to his mouth, and just before he took a sip, he frowned and brought the glass to his nose. Then he jerked back and his eyes began to water. “Oh shit. That smells horrible.”

      “It smells like whisky.”

      “Whisky smells horrible. Hell. I bet it tastes awful too.” When he took the tiniest sip and his face scrunched up, I laughed. “Ugh. I don’t think I like that.”

      “You might like it with Coke.”

      Reid sniffed the glass again and made a face, but took another small draw of the liquid.

      With a tsk, I said, “First you dis coffee and now whisky. Might have to revoke your adult card.”

      “Surely I like beer. I think I’ve had that and liked it. Maybe.”

      “At least I won’t have to worry about you drinking yourself to death when you move back in.” I went to take his glass and pour it back in the bottle, but Reid pulled it back.

      “No, I’m gonna do it, and so are you.” Then he pointed at me. “Drink.”

      My eyes widened as he forced back a big swallow, and I tried not to laugh as he shuddered.

      “You really don’t have to drink that.”

      “Yes, I do. I don’t need my adult card revoked.” Reid winked at me as he sipped again.

      “All right, that’s enough, you lush,” I said, chuckling as I managed to take the glass from him before he finished it off. “If I take you back drunk and puking, you may never be allowed out of the house again.”

      “Isn’t that supposed to be some sort of rite of passage?”

      “Not when you’re twenty-seven, it’s not.”

      He waved me off as he wandered into the living room and flopped onto the stiff-looking couch. “I think you were right. Maybe with Coke next time.”

      I left my own glass on the counter, needing to keep a clear head around him, and chose the recliner closest to Reid.

      “This is nice. I feel warm. Like the alcohol just spreads through your body, you know?” Scooting down the couch until he was lying flat on his back, he rubbed his hands over his stomach. “Like a blanket for your insides.”

      Oh God. He was feeling it already.

      “If whisky was a song,” he continued, “I think it would start with a punch and then simmer into something slow and easy.” His fingers danced in the air as if he were playing the song, and it was then that I noticed what was glaringly missing in the room.

      “Where’s your piano?”

      “Don’t have one.”

      “Why not? Isn’t that kinda important for you to have?”

      “Something about noise complaints.”

      Perks of living in an apartment right there. “Gotcha. So you practice at your parents’ house?”

      “Nah, they got rid of theirs years ago.”

      “Huh.”

      Reid stopped “playing” and tilted his head back to look at me. “What?”

      “Well, where do you play?”

      “I… I don’t know. I guess I haven’t.”

      Since the accident or even before, I didn’t know, but what kind of shit was this? He’d stopped following his dream for a stable life and now he didn’t even have an instrument to play in his downtime? It seemed strange that he wouldn’t have access to what was obviously his passion, unless he stole a few moments at the school.

      “I bet you could always go to that music store on Broad. The woman there seemed so excited to have you there, she’d probably pay you to play.”

      “Hey,” he said, sitting up. “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “You should do it.”

      “I guess that means I’ll have to suck it up and ask for her name, though.”

      “I’m telling you, use the brain injury excuse. You’ve got the perfect get-out-of-jail-free card right there.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He sank back down as I traced the swirling pattern of the chair arm. “Would you come see me if I played?”

      “If you paid me.”

      He shot back up. “Seriously?”

      “No,” I said, laughing at his shocked expression.

      “Oh. Good.” He moved onto his stomach, stretching out on the couch like a cat, and rested his chin on his arms. “I’d like it if you came.”

      I’d like it if you came, too—not that we’re thinking about anything even remotely the same. “What would you play?”

      “Hmm. Maybe Air on the G String by Bach…something from Chopin’s nocturnes, maybe nine. Then I’d throw in a little Beethoven, maybe Moonlight Sonata, so you wouldn’t get bored.”

      I let out an inelegant snort. “I’d never get bored.”

      “You might.”

      “I wouldn’t. Trust me.”

      Reid’s brow furrowed. “I do trust you. Which should be weird, right? But it’s like…I’m safe with you.”

      There was no way he couldn’t hear the rapid staccato my heart made then, and I could only try to calm that shit down by taking in a breath before saying, “You are.”

      “I believe you.”

      A long moment passed where he just looked up at me, those big brown eyes open and searching mine, like he was trying to come up with an answer to a question only he could hear.

      “I don’t know why I’m saying these things,” he whispered, finally breaking the silence. “They’re supposed to stay in my head.” He reiterated his statement by tapping on his temple and letting out a self-deprecating chuckle.

      Christ, he was too fucking cute for his own good.

      “S’okay. I like hearing your thoughts.”

      “Yeah? Well… Tell me something.”

      “Okay.”

      He toyed with his bottom lip between his teeth again, as if gearing up to ask a loaded question and he wasn’t sure what my response would be. “Do you ever get lonely? In that big house of yours, all by yourself?”

      “Big house?” I laughed. “Hardly.”

      “You’re deflecting the question.”

      “Such a serious question. You feeling the Crown?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. You still haven’t answered.”

      “Do I get lonely?” Pushing off the floor with my feet, I rocked the chair back and forth as I thought over his query. Did I get lonely? Usually I was too busy to think about it, and I had great friendships at work and outside it. But did I get lonely? Sure, I did, especially when Reid walked out my door. “I guess I do.”

      “When?”

      “At night, mostly. Sometimes I can’t sleep, and…” I sighed before admitting, “It’d be nice to have someone…” It’d be nice to have you there.

      Reid laid his cheek on his arms. “I can’t sleep either. I wake up from nightmares. Ones I remember and others I don’t.”

      It was an honest confession, and one that hit me hard. He always seemed so calm with what had happened to him, that it was hard to reconcile the easygoing man with the one who’d gone through such a terrible ordeal. But of course he was terrified, even if his fears only manifested in his dreams. Reid had never showed himself fully to me that way, but then again, why would he lay all his worries and sadness at the feet of someone he was getting to know? I was the person helping him to, for lack of a better word, forget.

      “Can I call you?” he said. “If we’re both awake in the middle of the night? Maybe we can help each other sleep.”

      There was such a sweet innocence in his words that I wanted to lean over, capture his face between my hands, and meld our lips together until the outside world disappeared. With him, maybe I wouldn’t be so restless, and maybe with me, he wouldn’t be so frightened.

      “Anytime,” I said. “You can call me, day or night, anytime.”

      He smiled at me then, seemingly satisfied with that answer. But then his forehead wrinkled, and he said, “It’s a shame, you know.”

      “What is?”

      “I know you said you’re busy and don’t have time for a relationship, but…you’re this really great guy, and it seems like a shame that you don’t have anyone to share yourself with.”

      My heart constricted, and I had to look down at my lap so he didn’t see the tears threatening to spill out of my eyes.

      But my shuddering breath must’ve given me away, because he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. But I just think…you deserve to be happy. And I get the feeling maybe you’re not?”

      God, where was that coming from? Could he see right through me?

      “Thank you for saying…all of that. But I’m okay.” I just didn’t realize how empty my life was until you filled it.

      “You can always call me,” he said, just as he let out a big yawn. His eyes began to shutter, but I knew I needed to get him home before he was too far gone to wake up. I let him rest a bit while I poured the liquor back into the bottle of Crown, stowed it away, and then rinsed out the glasses. He wasn’t easy to rouse, and once he was up, he was content to walk down the stairs half-asleep, and I had to keep a hold on him so he didn’t fall over. Apparently, once Reid was out, he was out.

      I unlocked my car and helped him inside, and when I got behind the wheel, I heard him say my name softly.

      “Thank you for today.” Reid’s words slurred a little, betraying his exhaustion as he closed his eyes again and rested his head against the doorjamb. I’d kept him out too late, but it was never easy to leave him, and I felt the growing urge to soak in as much time as I could while I could. Who knew how long I had him for, when he’d decide to move on?

      Reaching across Reid’s chest, I pulled the seatbelt down and buckled him in. With the moonlight streaming across his face, he looked peaceful, and I let myself watch him as his breathing slowed to a steady in-and-out. With him tucked into my passenger seat, I could almost pretend for a moment that he was mine. That we’d been out on the town and were headed home, together. The thought didn’t seem so far out of reach while he was still within touching distance.

      My fingertips ached to reach out, and though I didn’t want to wake him, I found myself unable to stop from leaning over and running the back of my hand lightly down the length of his jaw. The stubble there felt surprisingly soft, and only when I moved my hand the opposite way did it prickle at all. When Reid didn’t so much as stir, I repeated the move again, pressing my luck.

      He was beautiful. So, so beautiful. And now I knew it wasn’t just the way he looked or the persona he’d put on every day; he was beautiful.

      The words were on the tip of my tongue when Reid arched, and before I could pull away, he leaned into my hand so that I was cupping his cheek. I held my breath, waiting for his eyes to open, for him to catch me touching him when I shouldn’t be. But he didn’t wake, falling right back into his deep slumber. I gave him one last look, memorized the way he looked with his perfect face cradled in my hand, and then pulled my arm back slowly. When he stayed asleep where he was, I let out an exhale and sat back in my seat.

      That had been too close. But the quick jolt to my system had given me an idea, and it was with that thought that I drove sleeping Prince Charming home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      CAN YOU MOVE it a little to the right? Yeah, in front of the window. Perfect.”

      As the movers positioned Reid’s present where I indicated, I leaned against the wall and imagined the reaction Reid would have when he saw what I’d found earlier that morning. It wasn’t fancy by any stretch of the imagination, but I had a feeling he’d appreciate the gesture, and with it being my day off, I didn’t want to waste another moment in showing him. After I gave the movers a tip, they left and I sent a quick text to Reid.

      Not even five minutes later, the doorbell rang, and it didn’t stop until I opened the door, chuckling at Reid’s impatience. He stood on the doorstep, out of breath and with his hands on his hips. “Did you run all the way over here?” I asked.

      “You said come quick.” He looked me up and down. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong. I just thought maybe you’d want to see your surprise.”

      Reid’s eyebrows went up to his hairline. “A surprise? For me?”

      “Yep. Close your eyes.”

      “Wait—is it a good surprise or a bad surprise?”

      “Just close ’em.”

      “You’re being awfully cryptic today.”

      “I believe the proper Southern term is ‘clear as mud.’ Are they closed?” I waved my hand in front of Reid’s face, and when I was satisfied he wasn’t peeking, I took his wrist and led him down the hall. There hadn’t been space in the living room for what I’d found at a secondhand shop a town over from Floyd Hills, so his surprise was currently taking up the spot where my small kitchen table used to be—since I never used it anyway.

      “Can I open them yet?” Reid said.

      “You’re so impatient.”

      “I think you enjoy driving me crazy.”

      I coughed as I thought, You have no idea. “Keep ’em closed.” As we came to a stop at the opening between the kitchen and living room, my nerves got the better of me and I almost turned him back around. Maybe I’d overdone it. Or maybe it wasn’t such a great idea after all—

      “Ollie, you’re killin’ me here.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, and let go of his wrist. “You can open them.”

      “Finally.” When Reid’s eyes opened, the grin on his lips fell as his jaw went slack, and he froze.

      “Surprise,” I said, gesturing toward the piano all Vanna White, but the longer he went without speaking, the more my smile wavered. He was so still and quiet, I wasn’t sure if he was breathing.

      “Uh, I thought”—I cleared my throat—“since you can’t have one at your place, you could…you know. Maybe have one here. To use anytime you want.”

      “I… I don’t…” He blinked a couple of times. “I don’t know what to say. Ollie…”

      My stomach plummeted. “If you don’t like it, I can take it back,” I said quickly. “I know it’s probably not the kind you’re used to…were used to. But it plays, and I have someone coming out later today to tune it up for you so it sounds good.”

      “You bought me a piano,” Reid whispered, as he stepped toward it and ran a hand lightly over the top. Then he looked back at me, the expression on his face still one of shock but also…appreciation?

      Relief swept through me as he rubbed his lips, his head shaking as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      “Why would you do this for me?”

      Why wouldn’t I do this for him was more the question. “Do you like it?”

      “Do I like it? Ollie, it’s…too much.”

      “It’s not.” I gestured to the bench. “Well, go ahead. Try it out.”

      Reid’s smile grew as he sat down and looked over the keys. A few seconds later, he positioned his fingers and began to play, and it sounded like the same sweet lullaby he’d made up in the music store the other day.

      I relaxed against the side of the fridge as I watched him sink into the melody, and he didn’t have to tell me what he thought of his gift; I could see the elation written all across his face. When he finished playing, he closed the top over the keys and kept his head lowered. “Ollie, this is the most incredible gift you could’ve given me.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      “I love it, I do. But…” His eyes met mine. “I can’t accept this.”

      “Of course you can.”

      “No, it’s too much. You shouldn’t have spent your money on me.”

      “Reid.” I moved over to the piano and looked down at him. “I can’t imagine buying anything that would give me half the pleasure I get from listening to you play. It’s also my choice how I spend my money, and if you decide you don’t want to accept it, then that’s fine. It’ll stay here as decoration.”

      “Ollie—”

      “I’m not taking no for an answer. You love it. I know you love it. Just say thank you and enjoy it. Please.”

      He shook his head, and I thought he was about to put up another fight, but then he broke out into a beaming smile. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      With a laugh, he said, “I guess not. And I do love it. It’s beautiful.”

      More beautiful with you behind it.

      “Are you hungry? I can make some lunch if you play me another.”

      “That’s a pretty kickass trade.”

      “I thought so too. Are burgers okay? I can fire up the grill.”

      “Actually”—Reid stood up and rocked on his heels—“before you do that, there’s something I’ve been wanting to give you, but I’m not sure if it’s something you want.”

      “Reid, you don’t have to give me anything.”

      “Neither did you, but you did anyway.”

      “Point taken.”

      “But… Well, the thing is, you knew I’d love the piano. I’m not sure how you’d feel about my gift.”

      “Don’t be silly. If it’s from you, I’ll love it.”

      “You may think you do until you know what it is. It’s sort of a selfish gift, really.”

      “Oh yeah? You’ve got me curious now,” I said.

      “Close your eyes and I’ll go get it.”

      “You brought it with you?”

      “In a manner of speaking. Close them.”

      I narrowed my eyes before doing as he said. “Who’s being cryptic now?”

      “Don’t move, and no peeking. Promise?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I promise.” Whatever he had up his sleeve had me intrigued, but I couldn’t begin to guess what it could be. I didn’t hear his footsteps on the tile, or any sound at all.

      It was what happened five seconds later that I never could’ve dreamed up, not in a million years.

      A pair of warm, soft lips pressed softly against mine at the same time Reid’s hand gripped the back of my neck. Had he not been holding me in place when my eyes flew open, I would’ve jerked back in surprise.

      “Is this okay?” he murmured against my lips, and my mouth automatically parted for him before my brain could process what was happening.

      This couldn’t be real. There was no way Reid was standing in my kitchen kissing me. No way he’d been the one to initiate things. This had to be a dream, because the reality was too mind-blowing to fully comprehend.

      For a moment, I focused on Reid’s lips moving against mine, and the way the tentativeness he’d shown had begun to turn into something more intense.

      God, how I wanted to run my hands up under his shirt to feel his body as I pulled him tighter against me. I wanted his arousal pressing against mine, driving me crazy until I couldn’t take it anymore. Then I’d push him up against the counter, unbutton his pants, and drop to my fucking knees.

      A moan escaped my lips at the thought, and Reid took that as a green light, because then his other hand came up and I felt the velvet smoothness of his tongue dipping inside to rub against mine.

      Fuck, this had gone too far. I never wanted to stop, and that was the problem. It took everything I had, every ounce of control, to break apart and push him an arm’s length away.

      Reid’s lips were flushed pink, and as he stood there breathing heavily, his eyes glazed over with desire, it didn’t seem to click at first that I was no longer reciprocating. It wasn’t until he blinked me into focus that he realized what was happening. That I was pushing him away. That this couldn’t happen.

      A blush crept into his cheeks as he stammered. “I-I’m sorry, I thought you… I must’ve misunderstood.”

      “It’s not that—”

      “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize—”

      He ran his hand over his hair and then scrubbed it over his face. “It’s just I’ve just been having all these thoughts, and I could’ve sworn you felt it too, but… I was wrong. Please just forget it.”

      “Thoughts? What kind of thoughts?”

      He stopped pacing and looked at me. “About you,” he said, like it was the most natural thing in the world to be thinking about me.

      Oh God. Never mind. I didn’t need to hear this. I didn’t need him to tempt me any more than he already was, because I could barely hold myself back as it was. But I had to know… “What kind of thoughts?”

      “I like you, Ollie. I like being around you. Spending time with you. And lately I’ve been thinking about what it’d be like to kiss you.”

      Holy shit. I found myself shaking my head. How was it that he held nothing back? That it didn’t even occur to him to hide himself from me? I couldn’t even bring myself to admit my feelings for him went way beyond the surface, but here he was, laying it all out there.

      Bracing myself on the counter, my voice came out rough as sandpaper as I asked, “And now that you have?”

      He took a step toward me. “I want to kiss you again.”

      The shock and adrenaline flowing through my system had me backing up, knocking into the counter so hard that I knew I’d have a bruise later. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “I think you’ve forgotten how hard you hit your head.”

      “What? You think a bump on the head made me want to kiss you? Be around you?” He sputtered out a laugh. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “You’re just not thinking straight right now, okay?” Hah, no pun intended there, not that the subject matter was remotely funny. I didn’t even understand why I suddenly felt so upset, other than I knew he’d realize he was making a mistake sooner or later, and I didn’t want to be toyed with. Maybe Reid didn’t have bad intentions, but a disaster was all that would happen here if I kissed him again. And fuck. That.

      “I’m no expert, but I don’t think it works that way, Ollie.”

      “Jesus Christ, Reid.” I rubbed my temples. “You’re not gay. You’ve never been into guys in your life. I get that you may be curious, but I’m not willing to be your experiment, okay?” My heart couldn’t fucking handle that. It was better not to know what I was missing when he realized having feelings for a man, sexual or otherwise, wasn’t for him.

      “I’m not asking you to,” he said, looking taken aback. “Why are you so mad?”

      “Mad isn’t the right word.”

      “Then what is? Obviously, I’ve upset you, and that wasn’t my intention.”

      “You surprised me, is all.”

      “Not a good surprise,” he mumbled, and then let out a heavy sigh. “Can I ask you something?” Without waiting for me to respond, he said, “How do you explain the fact that I remember you? Everything else surrounding the day of my accident is hazy, but for some reason, you’re crystal clear. You think that’s some sort of coincidence?”

      No. I crossed my arms. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Well, I don’t. And I don’t believe you do either.”

      His dark stare penetrated right through me, and half of me wanted to take back everything I’d just said and start over. Go back to when his lips were on mine, better than it had been in my dreams. But the other half, the logical, realistic half, told me to hold on to whatever self-preservation I could. It was harder said than done with the way my heart physically ached with every violent beat.

      I saw the moment his persistence wavered. His jaw clenched as if he had to force it shut or more words would come tumbling out. And with the way I was giving him nothing back but hard shoves, it seemed his self-preservation side was winning out as well.

      “This was a bad idea,” he said, his voice low and uneven. “I’m sorry, Ollie. I wish I could take it back.” He gave me one last look and then shook his head before brushing past me. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Wait, what are you doing?”

      “I’m gonna go.”

      “No, Reid, you don’t have to leave—”

      “And I have no reason to stay. You’ve made your point.” His eyes flickered to the corner of the kitchen. “Thanks for the piano.” Then he took off down the hall without giving me another glance.

      “Reid, wait,” I finally called out after him, but the only answer I got was the sound of the door slamming shut behind him.
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      CARE TO TELL me why you look like someone pissed in your coffee, or do I have to try to guess?” Mike said a couple days later as we strolled through a department store at the town mall while in between calls. He’d wanted to pick up a few things for his wife’s birthday, and it was either go with him or sulk in the rig like I had the past forty-eight hours.

      “I’m not in a mood.” Yeah, even to my ears I sounded like a sullen teenager who’d lost his iPad privileges. Pathetic.

      “No? You about scared the pants off the interns this morning, for one.”

      “Good. They almost hosed me down while they were supposed to be cleaning Big Bertha.”

      “Oh. Well, for two, I just shoveled down an apple fritter and you didn’t even try to swipe it outta my hand.”

      “You did?”

      “No, but it proves you’re not paying attention for shit.”

      I sighed. “Did you already get what you needed?”

      “See, if you’d been paying attention, you’d know I haven’t bought the first damn thing. You’re no help.”

      “You don’t need help. Just get her something nice.”

      “Nice?” Mike scoffed. “A new microwave is nice. Getting her oil changed and her car tuned up is nice. None of those things will get me laid.”

      “You’re married; you don’t need to buy things to get laid.”

      “Spoken like someone who’s never been married.” When I didn’t crack so much as a smile, Mike gave me a hard nudge. “What’s with you? You finally make a move on Bluebird and he turn you down?”

      “Not quite.” I tossed my empty coffee cup into a nearby recycling bin. “He kissed me.”

      Mike’s jaw dropped, and a whole lotta nothin’ came out.

      “Yeah. That was my reaction too.”

      “Holy shit, Ollie. We should be poppin’ some champagne or getting chocolate wasted.” Mike began to break it down, throwing off some shoulder rolls while he snapped along to whatever beat was in that thick head of his. “Come on, don’t make me celebrate by myself.” When I didn’t join in, he stopped dancing and rolled his eyes. “Dude, what’s the problem?”

      “What’s the problem? That should be obvious.”

      “Uh…” He waved his hand for me to elaborate.

      “He’s not gay. He’s confused. And he shouldn’t be kissing me.”

      Mike stood there blinking at me. “You’re joking. Tell me you’re about to psych me out and that you didn’t push him away or something stupid.”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” I said, walking off.

      “Oh my God. Oh my Goood.” Mike groaned. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      “I told you that you wouldn’t understand.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m gonna need you to come back here and repeat all that in my good ear. ’Cause I thought I heard you say the guy you’ve been crushing on forever kissed you and you pushed him away, but that can’t be right, because you’re not a dumbass.”

      “I did say that.”

      “I changed my mind, then. You are a dumbass.”

      “Mike, gimme a break here—”

      “Give you a break? What the fuck, man? What’s wrong with you?”

      “I don’t know.” Too restless to stand there arguing, I began to pace. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

      “The fuck he doesn’t.”

      “Reid’s still trying to figure out who he is, and all I’m doing is making things more confusing for him.”

      “Oh, right. You want him. He wants you. It can never happen.” Mike slapped his forehead. “Wait, no, that’s not how it goes.”

      “You’re supposed to be seeing my side.”

      “The ‘I’m a fucking moron’ side?”

      “The ‘I’m somehow taking advantage of him’ side.”

      “Please remind me how it’s taking advantage when he’s the one who kissed you.”

      “Have you forgotten he suffered a major brain trauma?”

      “Uh, no. I was there.”

      “Then you’d know how something like that can change a person.”

      “And what if this is who he is now?” When my mouth opened and shut without a comeback, Mike nodded. “Yeah. What then?”

      I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of being even a little bit right, so I ignored him and kept right on walking.

      “You know what I think your problem is?” he said.

      “No, but I have a feeling you’re gonna tell me.”

      “Damn right I am. You’re scared.” His brows lifted. “Yeah, you heard me. You’re scared that any day now he’s gonna wake up—I mean that figuratively—and remember he’s supposed to be wrist-deep in pussy.”

      “Mike…Jesus.”

      “Maybe that’s crass, but I’m just sayin’ what you won’t. You know I’m right.”

      “Can you please fuck off?” Leave me to my self-destruction in peace.

      “I’m on a roll now, so no, and I’ll tell you why.” The humor faded from his eyes as he grabbed my shoulders to make me face him. “You, my friend, are too hard on yourself.” I rolled my eyes and tried to pull away, but his grip was strong. “No, no, listen. It’s true. You seem to think everyone in the world deserves happiness except you. But I know how you feel about this guy. I’ve seen what you’ve been doin’ for him. There ain’t an ounce of bad intention there. Probably nothin’ he wouldn’t do for you, either.”

      I closed my eyes. God, I hated when he was right. I hated that I was so cautious about everything with Reid that I was unintentionally mucking it all up.

      “Stop fightin’ it, my man,” Mike said, his tone gentler than I’d ever heard. “You care about the guy. Fucking go for it. I don’t want to have to tell you twice.”

      When I nodded, a smile slowly spread across his face. “Yeah? We good?” he said.

      “We’re good.”

      “Fan-fucking-tastic.” He clapped me on the shoulder, and as we headed off again, we passed a section full of women’s lingerie, and Mike stopped abruptly and let out a low whistle. “Hel-lo, now we’re talkin’.”

      And just like that, the time for serious talk was over.

      “What are you doing?” I said.

      “Now that I’ve solved your problems for you—you’re welcome—I need to shop for my wife.” He flipped through the rack, and after grabbing a couple of barely-there lace sets, he held them up for me. “What do you think? Would Deb like the white or the pink?”

      “That’s not what she wants.”

      “How do you know? She might.” He looked down at them again. “She likes pink.”

      “That’s a gift for you, not her,” I said, snatching the hangers out of his hands and putting them back on the rack. “Get her a day at the spa. She’ll thank you for that.”

      Mike pursed his lips but then nodded. “Yeah, fine. These wouldn’t last long anyway.” Then he let out a growl to insinuate he’d be ripping them to shreds.

      “I’m not trying to hear this,” I said, walking off toward the exit, as he followed on my heels. At least he’d let our previous conversation drop, and for that, I was grateful.

      “Hey, you don’t think those massage places give happy endings to females too, do you?”

      I screeched to a stop. “Where’ve you been going that you get a damn happy ending?”

      “What? I’m not saying me, I’m saying in general.” Then he gave me a nudge. “Why, you know of one?”

      “Jesus,” I muttered. “No.”

      “Hah, I was joking. I’d never do that.”

      “Sure, you wouldn’t.”

      “I wouldn’t. But seriously, I’m not gonna get my wife some happy-ending shit either, so you better give me a heads-up if they’re sketch like that.”

      “Way to stereotype.”

      “It’s not stereotyping; it’s a legitimate question.”

      “Well, sorry to break it to you, but wouldn’t know of any place like that.”

      “Oh, right. You prefer your happy endings to stay in your head, and I don’t mean the one below your belt.”

      “Mike?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Hey, I’m being serious here.”

      “I’ll be in the truck.”

      “Aw, come on, I was just givin’ you shit.” As I pushed open the exit door, I heard him laugh and call out, “Ollie! Yo, Ollie, come back. I swear I won’t tell anyone about the rash.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      SURPRISINGLY, I LET Mike go home in one piece. After stopping by one of the day spas downtown for Deb’s gift card—and the assurance that they were professional and didn’t employ any attractive men to piss Mike off—it’d been time to call it a day and head home for a long, hot shower.

      But I was still restless, my mind warring against itself. Talking with Mike earlier had only shown me how stupid I was being. ’Cause when it came down to it, what was I really worried about? That Reid wasn’t in a position to think clearly for himself?

      Or was it that I was too fucking scared he’d end up hurting me?

      Ding, ding, ding. Winner, winner, chicken dinner.

      That was what it all boiled down to, wasn’t it? I was scared shitless. And that fear had me pushing away the one thing I really wanted.

      Reid.

      Christ, I was some kinda dumb.

      After shutting off the water, I grabbed a towel and wondered what to do about it. Did I reach out to Reid and apologize? Did he want me to? Or did I need to give him space?

      Still unsure after toweling off, and too anxious to sit around, I decided to do the one thing that always helped clear my head even though it’d require another shower later—I went for a run.

      Orange and pink streaked the partly cloudy sky as the sun began its descent, and the temperature was mild enough that I got away with skipping a jacket.

      The longer I ran, the clearer it became that I’d made a massive error with Reid the other night. I should’ve been down on my knees, thanking God or my lucky stars that they’d been listening in on my dreams, but instead, I’d believed it was too good to be true.

      I only hoped it wouldn’t be too late to set things right.

      As it turned out, I wouldn’t have to bang down his parents’ door, because as I drew near, I could see Reid standing by the edge of the lake, breaking off pieces of bread from the bag he held and throwing them out to the squawking ducks, who practically shoved each other out of the way to dive for the food.

      I slowed down to a light jog and let my breath catch up, and when I was only a few feet away, Reid finally looked up, an inscrutable expression on his face.

      “Hey,” I said, stepping forward cautiously, as if I were approaching a skittish animal that might run away.

      “Come all this way for me, or just out for a run?”

      Ah, so I hadn’t been the only one sulking today. “I wasn’t sure if you’d wanna see me.”

      Reid’s eyes narrowed. “Why wouldn’t I want to see you? I think I made it clear how much I do want to see you.”

      I put my hands up. “I know you did. And I’m sorry I freaked out—”

      “Why did you freak out?” he said, walking toward me, his brown eyes searing into mine. “I’ve seen the way you look at me, Ollie. I may have a few holes I can’t seem to reconcile, but I’m not stupid.”

      “I know you’re not.”

      “You know, ever since I left the hospital, I’ve been walking on eggshells with everyone. My parents, my sister, the people I called friends. You were the only person who made me feel normal. The only person I didn’t feel stupid around.”

      “Reid—”

      “No, I’m not finished. I’ve had two days to stew about this, so you’re just gonna have to listen.” He stopped and put his hands on his hips. “Where was I?”

      I suppressed a smile. “I’m the only person you feel normal around.”

      “Yeah, and damn you for that if you’re gonna freak out over a kiss.”

      “You’re right.” I straightened my shoulders and let out a breath. “I got scared.”

      “You got scared? Why?”

      “I think you know why.”

      “There you go assuming again. So let’s say I don’t know why. What do you have to be scared of?”

      “You.”

      Reid reared back as if I’d slapped him. “Why?”

      Before I could answer, the swarm of ducks he’d been feeding padded onto the grassy bank and swarmed around Reid, pecking at the bag of leftover bread he held. He reached inside and tossed a couple of handfuls into the lake, sending most of the ducks paddling back into the water while the other stragglers stayed around his feet, searching for bits on the ground.

      “That’s all I got, guys,” he said, throwing the rest of the loaf out into the lake. “Go on. Shoo. Go eat some fish. That’s right, protein’s better for you than carbs.”

      As they all filed back into the cold water and swam off in search of another meal, he wiped the crumbs off his hands and faced me again.

      “I feed bread to ducks in my spare time, for God’s sake. I’m not that scary.”

      A smile simmered on the edge of my lips. “That’s just one of your many endearing qualities.”

      Reid stared at me and slowly shook his head. “You’re confusing the hell out of me, you know that?”

      “I don’t mean to. The thing is…” Just say it. He already knows, so say it. “I’m fucking crazy about you.”

      Reid inhaled sharply, his eyes going wide, and I kept going before he had the chance to say anything.

      “I only held back the other night because I didn’t want to be a mistake you wish you could take back. I don’t want to be a mistake for you.”

      “Ollie,” he said, his voice so tight it sounded like a strangled whisper. “You’re not. I wouldn’t.”

      “You say that now, but—”

      “But nothing. You’re nobody’s mistake, especially mine.”

      A warmth I hadn’t felt in years spread through my chest, and as much as I tried to bite back a smile, it broke free anyway.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Reid said, taking a step toward me. “What if I suddenly remember my life before you and somehow look at you differently?” He took another step, this time bringing himself within touching distance. “But all I can say is you need to trust that I can make my own decisions. I don’t understand what’s happening any more than you do, but at least I’m willing to try. Are you?”

      I reached out for his arm and pulled him toward me, and he went willingly. His front brushed against mine, and since I had him by a few inches, he had to crane his neck a little to look up at me. No one else existed with him staring at me like that—the lake, the people walking by, all of it faded until all I could see and feel was Reid.

      “Can we try this again?” I asked, giving him the chance to change his mind and move away if he wanted to, but when Reid’s tongue came out to wet his lips, that was the only cue I needed.

      I cradled Reid’s head with my forefingers and swept his jaw with my thumbs. He took an unsteady breath as I searched his eyes, looking for any sign of hesitation.

      “Kiss me, Ollie,” he whispered, and that was the final push I needed. Angling my head toward his, I made the first move this time, grazing my lips against his before taking his mouth for my own. His lips parted as he welcomed me inside, and his hands moved to my waist, holding on to me tightly. I couldn’t stop the shudder that rolled through me as I let myself relish the taste and feel of him. He tasted like the most delicious forbidden fruit, but one I’d convinced myself was mine for the taking.

      As our tongues tangled, Reid moaned and his hands moved from my waist to my lower back, pressing me against him, letting me feel the arousal straining against my own. On a reflex, I thrust my hips toward his, and he gasped before hungrily chasing my lips for more.

      I lost myself in him, right there in the middle of the lake as the sun faded into night, and it was better than anything I could’ve dreamed up. I would’ve kissed him there forever if it hadn’t been for a wayward bouncing ball bumping into the back of my calves.

      We broke apart, just as a little boy about five or so came running down the bank after the ball, with his mother flying after him.

      “Jack,” she called out, as the boy grabbed the ball where it had landed at my feet. “I told you not to throw it until we got home.” She sighed and rubbed her forehead and then gave us a polite, tired smile. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s no problem,” I said, keeping myself glued to Reid’s front, because, well, I was hard as a fucking rock.

      The boy dashed back up the hill, ball in hand, and I turned back to Reid, who had a smile on his face and was watching me, not the passing family.

      “So.” He grabbed the waist of my pants. “You’re really crazy about me, huh?”

      I threw my head back in a burst of laughter and let my hands trail down his arms. Goosebumps covered his skin where I touched. I liked that. I liked that a hell of a lot.

      “Don’t let that go to your head, Bluebird.”

      Reid grinned at me and then lifted up on the balls of his feet to kiss me again, but before he did, he whispered, “Too late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      WE SPENT EVERY evening together that week. One night we went back to Fisherman’s Grill and stopped by the music store again. Reid had finally gotten up the courage to ask the woman how he knew her, and she told him she’d mentored him through college.

      There were a couple of nights I worked late, and we ended up ordering in and lounging on the couch, spending more time talking than paying attention to anything on the TV. I was surprised to learn that once Reid made up his mind about something, he wasn’t shy about the follow-through, and it was especially true since we’d cleared the air between us. If he wanted to kiss me, he did. If he wanted to hold my hand, he reached for it. I loved the way he always wanted to be close or touching, his hand always making contact, whether it was on my waist, my arm, my thigh. And though things hadn’t progressed any further than our nightly make-outs, I was content to keep it that way for as long as he needed.

      Strike content; I was happier than I could remember being—ever.

      That weekend, when I asked Reid if he was up for an adventure, and he responded with a resounding “Hell yes,” I’d decided to drive us an hour east to one of my favorite hidden places. As we wound up the mountain, I thought back to the conversation that had sparked the idea in the first place.

      

      “I’m learning all these things about me, but I still don’t know enough about you,” Reid said, as he lay in my lap and I absently stroked his hair.

      “‘Enough,’” I said. “And when will you know ‘enough’?”

      “When I know everything.”

      “Hmm. That could take a while.”

      With a shrug and a lazy grin, he said, “I’ve got a while.”

      

      It had occurred to me then that instead of telling him the things I enjoyed, it would be a lot more interesting if I could show him. And halfway up one of the North Georgia mountains lay a hidden treasure, one that began in a long-deserted parking lot.

      As we pulled in, Reid lowered his sunglasses and peered around the neglected space. Weeds grew through cracks in the gravel, and the only signage indicating there was anything beyond the wildly overgrown bushes was a rickety wooden sign spray-painted with the words Keep Out.

      Reid leaned over me to look at the dashboard as I turned off the car. “Uh, did we run out of gas?”

      “Nope. We’re here.”

      “Define ‘here.’”

      “You said you were up for an adventure, right?” I opened my door. “Let’s go have one.”

      Reid stayed put. “I feel like a demented clown is gonna pop out of those bushes and chop me into bite-size pieces.”

      “Don’t be silly,” I said, taking out the backpack of food and drinks from the back seat and putting it on. “Clowns don’t chop. They slice and dice.”

      “What?”

      “I’m kidding. But don’t worry; I’ll protect you.”

      With a raised eyebrow, Reid opened his door, and I rounded the back of my car to take his hand. I led him through a small opening in the shrubs, and when we squeezed past them, his eyes widened.

      A couple hundred feet away stood the old brick entrance to the park, with a faded green and yellow sign hanging over the entrance proclaiming, We’re off to see the Wizard…

      And beyond that, a glimpse of what had once been a brightly colored yellow brick road leading through the dense forest.

      “What is this place?” Reid said as we headed toward the entrance.

      “It was an amusement park built back in the seventies, but it never really took off. It’s been abandoned for decades, and I think most people have forgotten it ever existed.”

      “A Wizard of Oz amusement park? Why wouldn’t that be huge? Especially if they had flying monkeys.”

      “Maybe that was the problem. They didn’t.” I winked as we came up to the open brick archway, where a ticket booth sat dormant to the left, and a boarded-up gift shop took up the right. There were no gates, no locks to keep us out, and as we walked inside, Reid tugged on my hand.

      “Is it considered trespassing if it’s abandoned?”

      “Probably. You don’t mind breaking a few rules with me, do you?”

      Reid pursed his lips, but didn’t resist as I led us toward the uneven path of bricks that had faded to a dull yellow. “You seem to be quite the rule breaker. Sneaking into old parks, sneaking into hospital rooms…”

      I let out a loud belly laugh. “You’re not complaining, are you?”

      “Not about the last one.”

      “Well, you wanted to know more about me.” I stopped and gestured around.

      “You’re trying to tell me you’re obsessed with The Wizard of Oz?”

      “No,” I said with a snort.

      “Yeah, right. It was the ruby-red slippers that did it, right? That’s what sucked you in? Or maybe you just like the creepy vibe of abandoned places.”

      “Bingo. But I don’t think of it as creepy. It’s more…”

      “Spooky?”

      “I was gonna say charming.”

      “Charmingly spooky?”

      I shook my head. “I think it’s kind of romantic.” I motioned up at the trees that rose tall on either side of us, their branches stark and severe, unlike the last time I’d been up this way, surrounded by the lush greenery of summer. Or the time before that, near Halloween, when the leaves had been changing and littered the ground. “Oh. Well…it’s nice any other time of the year, I suppose. I guess winter makes it take on a different feel. I didn’t think about that.”

      Reid came to stand in front of me and grabbed a hold of my jacket lapels. “I think it’s awesome. Do I get a private tour?”

      “Mhmm,” I said, as I zeroed in on his lips, and I couldn’t resist leaning forward for a taste. He leaned into me, deepening the kiss, but before my cock could sit up and take notice, Reid pulled away and let go of my jacket. Then he took a hold of my hand again.

      “Off to see the Wizard, are we?” he said with a grin, as we set out on the yellow brick road, careful to bypass the bricks that protruded up at an angle. The last thing we needed was another ER visit but for a sprained ankle. “Maybe he can help me relocate my brain…”

      “Why do you think we’re here?”

      He knocked into me, pushing me off the path into the grass as he shook his head. “Smart-ass.”

      As we strolled through, I pointed out the sights, which I’d looked up online after my first visit. The shack with a rusted bicycle lying against the front had been Dorothy’s family home, and the field in the back had served as a petting zoo for park guests when it was open. Farther down, there was a costume shop for kids and adults to dress up as their favorite characters from the movie. And then up in the distance on a hill, a towering castle with spires that represented the Emerald City.

      “This is amazing,” Reid said. “How did you ever find this place?”

      “One of the guys at work dated a girl once who was obsessed with The Wizard of Oz and knew about this place. He’d mentioned it in passing one time, so I made the drive up.”

      As we neared the Emerald City, the forest opened up to a large area that had been cleared out for families to picnic, and I led us over to a patch that hadn’t been overrun with weeds. The fence that had run along the perimeter was long gone, giving us a magnificent view of the hills below.

      After spreading out the blanket I’d brought for us to sit on, I set out the lunch containers and drinks I’d packed that morning, and we ate our sandwiches while taking in the view.

      When he was finished, Reid wiped off his hands and gave me a sly smile. “First date with Ollie: a creepy old park.”

      “Hey, rude. And how do you consider this our first date?”

      “First away date.”

      “Mhmm. First creepy away date,” I muttered, pretending to pout.

      “Actually”—he slid closer to me and kissed my jaw—“this is pretty damn cool. I like that you brought me somewhere unexpected.”

      “I like the unexpected.”

      Reid leaned back on one hand and twined his fingers with mine.

      “Sometimes on my days off, I like to just get in my car and go,” I said. “Drive somewhere I’ve never been or get lost and try to find my way out. Discover cool abandoned parks like this, or spots I’ve never been to. There’s so much beauty and interesting places people will never see because they’re too afraid to go off the beaten path.” I rubbed my thumb across his. “Plus it gets me away from the majority of the human race.”

      “You don’t seem too antisocial,” he teased.

      “Nah, but it’s nice to unwind sometimes. My job is stressful, and when it gets to be too much, I like being able to escape and clear my head.”

      Reid nodded as he looked out over the hills. “I think I like that too. A brain break.”

      “A brain break?” I chuckled. “I think you’ve had enough of those, wouldn’t you say?”

      His jaw dropped and then he began to laugh. “Oh, touché, touché. I’ll have to get you back for that one.”

      “Promise?”

      Reid’s head whipped in my direction, and two seconds later he pushed me back onto the blanket and put his hand on my chest to hold me in place.

      “What the—” I started, but Reid moved on top of me, straddling my waist, and then he bent down and kissed me, effectively shutting me up.

      “Please tell me this is your way of getting me back,” I murmured against his lips, and as I leaned up for more, he sat back.

      “Actually, yes.” His weight on my stomach disappeared as he moved off me and took a swig of his water like he hadn’t just attacked me.

      “Wow.” I sat up and shook my head, in a daze. “You’re a fucking evil tease.”

      “How was that for a brain break?”

      “You’ve proven your point. And cut off my circulation,” I said, shifting my growing erection so I could actually sit.

      Reid’s nostrils flared as he looked down, and he started toward me again, but I held a hand up.

      “Whoa, boy. Give me a few minutes to calm down.”

      “Maybe I can help,” he suggested, but then I saw the devilish twinkle in his eyes. “I could give you a hand…?”

      “Fuuuck, that’s not helping. Talk about something else,” I said, as I lay back on the blanket to stretch out.

      “Something other than the massive python in your pants?”

      I let out a strangled laugh. “Yes, other than that.”

      “I’m assuming you don’t want to talk about mine, either?”

      “Reid.”

      “Okay, okay.” He laughed again before growing quiet. “There is something I’ve been meaning to ask you, but you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

      “Now that doesn’t sound like the man who demanded to know ‘everything’ about me.”

      “I was trying to give you an out, but you’re right. You have to tell me.”

      I chuckled as I moved to my side and propped myself up on my elbow to prepare for whatever he had coming my way. “Go ahead. Shoot.”

      “Okay.” He clasped his hands in his lap. “When did you know you were gay?”

      “That’s it?”

      “What? That’s a pretty personal question.”

      “The way you made it sound, I thought you were asking for vault-type stuff.”

      “Oh, that sounds juicy. Can I have the vault stuff too?”

      “Maybe one day if you ask nicely,” I said, winking. “And to answer your question, I think I’ve always known. I don’t remember a moment where it was ever a flashbulb moment for me. It just always was.”

      “And your family knew?”

      “They knew. They sat me down for ‘the talk,’ you know the one, and man. My dad handled it like a champ.” I ran my hand along the stubble on my cheek as I thought back. “I don’t think he’d ever known a gay man in his life, but he never got embarrassed or held back from telling me exactly what to expect and how to stay safe. I don’t think I ever respected him more than I did then. Sometimes it can be hard in a conservative town to be someone outside the majority box, but I never felt anything other than pride when he looked at me. That goes for my mom, too.”

      “They sound like good people to me.”

      “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “The best.”

      Reid looked down at his fidgeting hands. “I haven’t told my family about you yet.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “Does that upset you?”

      “No,” I answered. “That’s your call. I’ll never pressure you to do anything you aren’t ready to do. I mean, you may wake up tomorrow and decide you don’t want to do this. And that would be okay.” Wrong. It would hurt like a motherfucker. “You’ve had a shit-ton’s worth happen over the last few months, and you’re allowed to take things at whatever pace you’re comfortable with.”

      Reid lay down on his side and mimicked my pose, propped up on his elbow. “Ollie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I don’t ever see changing my mind about you.”

      His words melted my heart, but I wasn’t foolish enough to believe them—not yet.

      “Can I ask you another question?”

      “No. Yes.”

      “How do you… Um. I mean, how does it work when you…” A blush hit his cheeks as he struggled to say whatever he was curious about. “Like do you…or does someone… Ah, shit. I don’t know what I’m trying to say—”

      “Are you asking me if I’m a top or a bottom?”

      “Uh… I don’t know what that means.”

      No shit, Ollie, of course he doesn’t. “It basically means do I like to fuck or do I like to be fucked.”

      “Oh.” His blush deepened. “Then, yes, that’s what I meant.”

      “I thought so. And you don’t have to feel shy about asking. That’s a normal question and pretty important when you’re getting to know someone you may want to be with that way. Truthfully, my preference is that I like to bottom—that’s being fucked—but I would switch and top someone I cared about.”

      Reid nodded and stayed quiet for a long time, but after a minute passed and he still didn’t say anything, I said, “Is that too much to take in?”

      “Huh? Oh, no, no. I was…filing that away for later.”

      “Okay. And just so you know, there’s no rush here, okay? I want to spend time with you, in whatever form that takes.”

      He reached out for me and ran his hand up my arm. “Thank you for bringing me here. For showing me this part of you.”

      “Better to know what you’re getting yourself into now.”

      “Trust me, I’m not complaining. Not even close.” Reid bit down on the inside of his cheek and seemed to debate with himself. “What if…I wanted more? Would that be okay?”

      Fuck yes, I wanted to say, but I forced myself to temper my reaction. “I think I could handle that.”

      “Yeah?” He moved his hand over my shoulder, up my neck, and then back down, but this time he trailed his fingers down my chest. I took in a shaky breath as my stomach tightened beneath his touch, and when he reached the edge of my shirt, his eyes flicked up to mine.

      “May I?” he asked.

      When I nodded, his hand disappeared beneath the fabric, and my skin tingled where his fingers skimmed over my abs and the space between my pecs. Then his thumb brushed across my hardened nipple, and I sucked in a breath and had to bite down on my lip to keep from moaning.

      He scooted closer, until our bodies were aligned, and then pushed his knee between my thighs, opening them so our legs tangled and he could wrap his arm around my waist. As I sealed our lips together, his hips began to rock against mine, and the friction of our pants rubbing against our erections, the feel of his moving with mine, and the knowledge that it was me and my body that had caused this reaction in Reid… I wanted to fucking explode. I couldn’t get enough, and I knew I wouldn’t last long if we kept going.

      Reid was the first to break away, breathing hard, and though I didn’t want to stop, I also didn’t want his first experience with me to be on a patch of dirt. I wanted us to be able to take our time, and I wanted to lick and suck and kiss every inch of his lean body—

      “Ollie.” Reid’s voice was husky and filled with need. “Can we…”

      “Yes?”

      “Can we go back to your place?” I didn’t miss the way his hips shifted as he laid out his request, or the way my heart rate went up another notch. “I want to…”

      Oh fuck. As his hand squeezed my ass, pressing us closer, Reid didn’t even have to finish his sentence. I could feel his pulse beneath my fingers, racing as fast as mine. I knew exactly what he wanted. What I wanted, too. How the hell I was supposed to drive us home with the raging erection I was now sporting, I didn’t know, because I was harder than I’d ever been, and it was all for him.

      “Yes,” I whispered, then kissed him again, deep and eager, letting him know I was up—in more ways than one—for whatever he wanted to do.

      After we untwined ourselves from each other and got to our feet, Reid helped me throw everything in the backpack, and when I saw the evidence of his arousal pressed firmly against his pants, I had to tell myself to stop and think of something, anything else before I blew my load in my jeans without him even touching me.

      And…shit. He wanted to touch me. The same way I wanted to touch him. I could see it in his stare and feel it in the vibration between us.

      I only prayed I could get us home before combusting.
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      I WHITE-KNUCKLED the wheel the entire drive home, and the silence between us nearly drove me crazy. Reid was quiet, and he was never quiet, which would’ve worried me if I hadn’t seen his fists clenched in his lap as he tried not to look at me.

      I barely remembered getting out of the car or unlocking the front door, but everything became clear as glass as soon as the door slammed shut behind us.

      Reid dove for my mouth at the same time I reached for him, and we devoured each other as we tried to kick off our shoes. We stumbled together down the hall, our lips not leaving each other for longer than it took to remove our shirts. Bursting into my bedroom, we fell into the door, Reid’s hands in my hair and mine holding him against me.

      I heard his pants fall to the floor, and then he reached for mine. When he unbuttoned my jeans, my eyes flew open, and I realized what I’d been about to let happen.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, grabbing his wrists and pushing him back a little. “I don’t want”—deep breath—“to rush this.”

      “If you’re worried I’m gonna change my mind—”

      “No.” I struggled for more air, trying to calm my fucking libido down. “It’s not that.”

      Reid’s forehead puckered. “Wait, have you changed your mind?”

      “God, no.” I lowered his hand to the front of my jeans, where my cock twitched as soon as he came into contact. “Trust me. Fuck no, I haven’t. But I want you too much for this to be over in the next five minutes.”

      When I let go of him, he backed up, his calves bumping into the bedframe. He turned to look at what he’d run into, and at the sight of my king-size bed, he said, “Oh God.” He looked back at me, then back at the bed, then me again. “You’re right. You are. Shit.”

      He rubbed his stomach like he was going to be sick, and I hoped like hell he wasn’t thinking this was all a mistake now that reality was setting in.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Why do I feel nervous all of a sudden?”

      “Are you upset?”

      “No. Not upset.”

      “Scared?”

      “Um… I don’t think so.”

      “Anxious?”

      He swallowed. “Y-yes, I think maybe that.”

      I took a step toward him. “How do you feel now?”

      “Like…I want you to come closer.”

      Another step. “And now?”

      I was near enough that Reid reached out and placed his hand against my stomach. “I don’t think it’s nerves I’m feeling anymore.”

      I covered his hand with mine. “Reid?”

      “Yes?”

      “Get on the bed.”

      His eyes widened slightly, but then he did as he was told and scooted back onto the mattress, clad in only a pair of dark grey boxer briefs. I kept my jeans on for the moment, because I needed that barrier if I was gonna even attempt to take things slowly. Climbing onto the mattress, I reveled in how Reid tracked me, with lust swirling behind those brown eyes. He lifted up on his knees when I did, and I took his face between my hands.

      “You can stop this at any time,” I said, because a tiny sliver still held me back until I heard the words I needed to hear coming out of his mouth.

      “I don’t want to stop.”

      Bringing his face to mine, I sucked on his bottom lip, and when he moaned, I pushed my tongue inside the hot, wet heat of his mouth.

      If this was all I’d ever have, our mouths fused together and nothing else, I knew I’d still die a happy man. But Reid’s appetite seemed to fully match mine, because he lowered himself to his back, and pulled me down with him.

      Stretching out beside him, I trailed my fingertips down between his pecs, then over his stomach, and I could see the way his body trembled under my touch. “Are you still nervous?”

      “Not because of you.”

      I smiled. “You’ll tell me if it’s too much?” Farther down I went, my fingers sneaking beneath the band of his boxer briefs to sweep over the smooth skin there that led to soft curls that I knew would be as dark as the hair on his head.

      Reid’s breath hitched. “It won’t be. Trust me.” His erection strained, thick and hard against the thin material, and I captured his lips in a kiss before moving my hand to cup him.

      He gasped against my mouth as I stroked him through the fabric, his kisses turning hungry, and then he broke away just enough to say, “That feels…so good.” When he arched his back, it sent his hips bucking up into my hand, greedy and eager. This was where I wanted him, desperate for more.

      But he wasn’t the only one needing more.

      I lifted up, settling on my knees, and then took a hold of his waistband with both hands. As I peeled the boxer briefs down his body slowly, I savored the sight of seeing him naked and beneath me for the first time.

      He was fucking perfect.

      Rich brown, close-cropped curls surrounded his flushed cock, the engorged length pointing toward its owner, who watched me with ravenous eyes.

      Throwing his briefs aside, I settled in between his thighs, salivating already at getting a taste of what I’d desired for so long—

      “Wait.”

      I froze.

      He took a shaky breath. “Don’t I get to see you?”

      I looked down to where I still wore my jeans, though they hung open from where he’d unbuttoned them. “Is that…what you want?” God knew I didn’t want to push him in any way, but fuck…the thought of being naked against him almost sent me straight into an orgasm.

      When Reid nodded, licking his lips, there was no way I would deny him of anything he asked for.

      I got to my feet as he sat up on his elbows, and then I hooked my thumbs under the waist of my own boxer briefs and pushed them down, along with my jeans, over my hips, letting them both drop to the ground before kicking them away.

      Then I went to move back onto the bed, but Reid held his hand up.

      “Just stay right there for a minute,” he murmured as his eyes trailed over me. My heart hammered under his perusal; I’d never been so open and vulnerable under someone’s gaze before, had never had anyone ask to just look at me, not the way Reid was looking at me. Like he wanted to memorize every inch, like my body held secrets he wanted to slowly uncover.

      When his eyes met mine again, the affection I saw there had mixed with his yearning. “You’re beautiful.”

      Beautiful. Me. This body of mine, imperfect and scarred, was somehow beautiful to this man, and it was then that I knew there’d be no holding back tonight, not for either of us.

      With unsteady hands, I opened the drawer beside my bed and took out a bottle of lube and a condom and set them on top of the dresser. To his credit, Reid didn’t seem fazed by my assumption. In fact, as I climbed back onto the bed, he reached for the lube and condom and put them beside him on the mattress.

      Oh fuck. He was ready, and we’d only just gotten started. I had to pinch the head of my cock to keep from coming right there on the spot, and when Reid noticed what I was doing, his nostrils flared.

      “If you don’t want to come, you should’ve kept your jeans on,” he said, sitting up and moving my hand away so he could take a hold of my erection. Pre-cum beaded at the tip, and as he swirled his thumb over the head, my eyes practically rolled back in their sockets.

      “Reid… Ah, shit,” I said, as he wrapped his hand around my length and began to jerk me off. My hips thrust forward of their own accord as I grabbed the back of Reid’s neck to hold on tight.

      His hand was a fucking master; he knew exactly how hard, how long, and how to switch it up to bring me—and keep me—at the brink.

      With a curse, I said, “Not yet,” and forced him onto his back before he could wring an orgasm out of me. My cock physically ached from the lack of his touch, but tonight wasn’t about me. No way. It was about the man beneath me, the one I’d fantasized about having in my bed for more months than I could remember at that moment. He was there, legs spread, and looking up at me the way I’d always imagined. And then he said two words that had me moving into action.

      “Ollie…please.”

      I positioned myself between Reid’s thighs, my mouth watering at the sight of him spread out before me. Then I hooked my arms beneath his legs and brought his hips up to my mouth like a feast I was dying to devour.

      Which I was.

      As my mouth sank down over Reid’s cock, his hips jerked up, and the tip of his cock hit the back of my throat.

      “Oh God, Ollie,” he said, clutching the bedspread. “Oh God.”

      Oh God was right, because His. Fucking. Taste. There was nothing like it, decadent and spicy, my new favorite meal. As I pulled back, I made circles around the head of his cock with my tongue, teasing before I sucked him back between my lips. The satisfaction I got from feeling his erection swelling inside my mouth was like nothing I’d ever felt before. I made this man crazy. That was evident by the groans I pulled out of him and the way his fingers in my hair tightened to the point of pain. I knew he was getting close, but I couldn’t decide whether I wanted him to come down my throat or in my ass.

      Luckily, Reid made that decision for me.

      “Ollie,” he said, breathless. “I want…” He couldn’t get out the words, so he lifted the condom packet lying next to him, and when my eyes caught on that, I slid back up his length with a pop.

      I sat back on my heels. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m very sure. I want to do this. I want to know what it feels like to be inside you.”

      My eyes closed briefly, and when they opened, I knew he had to see the blazing inferno roaring inside them. “Then Reid?”

      “Yes?”

      “Put on the goddamn condom.”

      With fumbling fingers, it took him a couple of tries to rip open the packet, but he managed to slide on the rubber on the first go. My ass clenched in anticipation of having him inside me, and I picked up the lube and flipped open the cap.

      “Come here,” I said, and when he joined me, I poured the liquid into my palm and coated his dick. “You’re gonna need to use this. On me too.”

      Reid shivered as I handed him the lube, and I took his chin between my thumb and forefinger. I kissed him slowly, thoroughly, passionately, telling him in that kiss exactly how much I wanted him, and as I did, the trembling subsided. This time, he was the one to push me onto my back, and the wicked grin curving his lips told me he was looking forward to this just as much as I was.

      Scooting down the bed toward him, I bent my knees and spread my legs. With his cock jutting out in front of him, ready to take me, Reid looked at me—all of me—for the first time, and then he did something that had a smile curling my mouth. He licked his lips.

      “Christ, you’re sexy,” he said, as he settled in between my thighs and poured more lube onto his sheathed dick. He angled his erection down as he poured, and I felt the liquid where I needed it.

      “Get inside me, Reid.” The guttural sound coming out of my mouth didn’t sound like me, but it had Reid biting down hard on his lip as he lined his cock up against my hot hole.

      I was ready, oh so fucking ready, and I was about to tell him so, when he slowly pushed the head of his erection inside me. On a gasp, he pulled back out, but I reached up for his hips and held him there.

      “Just do it. Slowly. You won’t hurt me.” I guided him back to my entrance, and as the tip nudged against me, I took a deep breath, letting it out as Reid pushed inside and kept going this time.

      “Oh wow,” he said under his breath when he paused, and I grabbed his hips again and forced him to keep going. I welcomed the burn that came with not being stretched beforehand—and from not having had a partner in months. The pleasure bordered on the edge of pain, but I welcomed it. I not only wanted it, but I needed it. Had it not been for the sting, I would’ve thought I was hallucinating Reid’s gorgeous, leanly muscular body above me, his lightly tanned skin a contrast to my pale white.

      “Oh God, I can’t,” Reid said, his brow beading with sweat. “You feel too good…too tight. I’m gonna come.”

      “Look at me,” I said, and waited until he did. “You’re not coming until I feel you inside me. All of you.”

      With his eyes still on mine, he followed my command, grunting and pushing inside to the hilt. Once we were completely joined, I ran my hands down to the smooth curve of his ass and gave him one last instruction: “Now take me.”

      If I’d thought Reid would hold back with me just because it was his first time, I was dead wrong. He knew exactly what to do, exactly how to take me and make my toes curl with every thrust of his hips.

      Leaning down over me as he continued to move, he seized my lips, plunging his tongue deep inside so there was no part of him that wasn’t joined to every part of me. It wasn’t enough for him, the sex. He wanted to be connected completely, the physical, the emotional, intertwined. I’d wanted him inside me for so long, and now that he was, it was so much…more. More intense, more emotional, and more consuming than I ever could’ve imagined.

      The rise of an impending wave threatened to crest over me just as Reid cried out, “I’m gonna come… I can’t hold back—”

      “Come with me,” I growled, the cords in my neck pulled tight as the most powerful orgasm of my life overwhelmed and threatened to consume me. Faintly, I heard Reid call out my name, felt his hips jerk erratically, but I was too far gone into the ecstasy of my climax to urge him on. A few seconds later, Reid collapsed on top of me, the evidence of my orgasm between us, and both of us slick with sweat, but neither of us could be bothered to move. My limbs felt heavy, like I’d run a marathon in sweltering desert heat. We both lay there, catching our breaths and waiting for the carnal fog to lift.

      “How are you real?” Reid’s words were muffled against my chest.

      “I’d been thinking the same damn thing about you.”

      “That was”—he lifted his head to look up at me—“un-fucking-believable.”

      I let out a weak chuckle, my body still weary, but he was right. “Intense” wouldn’t cut it to describe what had just happened between us.

      I pulled open the bedside drawer then reached inside and grabbed a towel, and Reid grudgingly moved to his back so I could wipe him down. After I cleaned myself off, I tossed the towel in the laundry bin and pulled the covers back. Reid had never stayed over before, not the whole night, and I hoped he wasn’t about to throw on his clothes and leave.

      When he tugged the sheet up over his hips and patted the empty space beside him, I let out a relieved sigh and slid in under the covers. Reid snuggled into my side, one arm over my waist, and his cheek resting on my chest. From my angle, I could see the scar on his head, and I brushed my fingers ever so lightly around it. “Seems to be healing well.”

      “Mmm,” he said.

      “I’ve got some wicked scars as a keepsake, too.”

      That got his attention. “Oh yeah? Where?”

      “You mean you didn’t notice? Guess you’ll have to find them.”

      “Next time. I’ll make sure to do a thorough body check.”

      I smiled at the thought of there being a next time. “You do that.”

      “I will,” he said, and then he yawned. He was silent for a long time, and I thought he’d gone to sleep, but then he said, “Ollie? Is it always like this?”

      My arm tightened around him. “No, Bluebird. No, it’s never like this.”

      He placed a kiss on my chest, and within seconds, his body rose and fell in the deep, peaceful breaths of sleep.

      It had been a long time since I prayed, but as I lay there with Reid in my arms, I sent up a quick thank you to whoever was listening. Nothing and no one had ever fit me as perfectly as Reid Valentine, and I made a vow then to do whatever it took to keep him in my life.

      Happy.

      Healthy.

      Together.
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      IT WAS TWO weeks later when I woke up in the middle of the night to an empty bed and the caressing sounds of a piano lullaby playing. For a few minutes, I lay there, content to listen as sleep hovered at the edges, but soon my desire to see Reid and make sure he was okay overpowered any need to close my eyes again. I pushed off the covers and put on a pair of sweatpants before padding down the hall.

      The house was dark, the world outside still sleeping, and when I passed the clock, the time read 3:00 a.m. Since Reid had been staying over more often than not now—all the while telling his parents he’d gone back to his apartment—he said he hadn’t suffered any of the nightmares that plagued him on a regular basis, waking him up out of a dead sleep. I hoped tonight hadn’t been any different, but he’d also never gotten up to play before. That was the main reason I’d left the warmth of the bed: I needed to check on my man.

      Staying in the shadows, I leaned against the door that led into the kitchen, not wanting to disturb him, but close enough to see him. Illuminated only by the moonlight filtering in through the slats in the blinds, Reid sat at the piano with his eyes closed, his body softly swaying along as he played.

      The minutes passed, and every now and again he’d stop, pick up the pen lying on top of the piano, and jot something down before continuing or starting over to play it through, and all the while I stayed silent, taking the moment to just look at him. He hadn’t dressed before coming out here; his chest was bare and he wore only a pair of boxer briefs. From where I stood, I could see the strong muscles in his shoulders and arms tensing and flexing beneath the smooth ivory expanse of his skin as he played. I knew what it was like to run my tongue along the ridges and curves there, how firm his body felt under my lips. How firm his cock felt as he pushed past my lips, too—a grin tipped my lips at the thought.

      Reid’s hair had grown back fast, and it was now the same length it had been back when we were strangers. But where he used to brush it into a meticulous, perfectly styled do, now he mussed it with his fingers in a wake-up-and-go style that suited him—and I didn’t have to tell him I preferred the mussed, just-fucked look best. Considering that whenever he was around, I could never stop myself from threading my fingers through the strands and drawing him toward me, I had a feeling he could tell, and that was why he continued to wear it that way.

      When he saw me standing in the doorway, the music stopped.

      “Did I wake you?” he asked.

      “Not at all.” I shook my head and stepped into the room. “I want you to play whenever you feel like it.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t mean at three a.m.,” he said with a smile, as his fingers moved over the keys again.

      “I meant anytime.” Crossing over to him, I smiled and then leaned over the piano to give him a kiss. He hummed in the back of his throat.

      “It wasn’t a nightmare tonight, was it?”

      “Not tonight. I woke up with an idea of how to end a song I’ve been working on, and I didn’t want to forget.”

      “The one you were playing just now?”

      “Yeah. Do you like it?”

      “It’s my favorite. You played it the night we found the music store downtown.”

      He smiled. “It reminds me of you. The way you feel. The way you make me feel.” He started the slow melody again from the top. “Safe…treasured…home.”

      “I’m glad I make you feel that way.” I settled my upper body on top of the piano with my chin on my arms and let my eyes fall closed as he played. I couldn’t fathom a more beautiful sound in the world. If he wanted to play every night, there would be nothing more that I’d want to wake up to.

      Nothing more than the man himself, that was.

      Abruptly, the music stopped, and when I opened my eyes, I saw Reid’s head down, and his forehead screwed up tightly.

      “Are you okay?”

      When Reid’s head shot up, he smoothed his face and then gave me a small smile. “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said, getting to his feet.

      “You don’t have to stop.”

      “No, I think I’ve got it now.” He scribbled something in the notebook and then tossed the pen on top of it. “Sometimes I have to get it out. But I’m tired now. Ready to go back to bed with you,” he said, taking my outstretched hands. I drew him in close, nuzzling my face into the warmth of his neck.

      “It’s one of my favorite things in the world, listening to you play.”

      “You’re biased.”

      “I’m not.” I brushed a kiss below his ear. “Just lucky.”

      “I’m lucky too.”

      “You may not say that after this week,” I said. After nonstop hassling from Mike about when he was gonna get to officially meet Reid, I’d finally relented, and to my surprise, Reid had jumped at the idea. Mike was bringing Deb, and I had no doubt those two would get on with him like a house on fire. But still, Mike was enough to run anyone off if they weren’t planted firmly enough.

      “Have I mentioned I can’t wait to meet your friends?”

      “They’re excited to meet you too. But I’m still apologizing in advance for Mike’s mouth.”

      “He doesn’t scare me.”

      “He should. Hell, he scares me.”

      Reid laughed as we climbed back into bed, the conversation fading into languid kisses as we draped ourselves over each other and settled into a peaceful quiet, the kind that came before sleep. But as the minutes passed, and despite Reid’s comment about being tired, he seemed unable to rest. I could practically hear his mind going a mile a minute beside me, and I untangled myself from him and faced him on my side.

      “What usually wakes you?” I said. “When it’s bad?”

      He was quiet for a long time, and that alone told me I’d hit the nail on the head. “The doctor said they’re panic attacks. Sometimes they hit so hard I think I’m gonna die.”

      “What does it feel like?”

      “It feels like someone is sitting on my chest, crushing my lungs, and I have this feeling of… It’s hard to explain.” I waited as he searched for the words. “Doom, maybe? Emptiness? Fear? With dreams, I can’t tell what’s real and what’s not. Am I remembering things that happened, or are they made up? I think maybe that’s the scariest part. Feeling like I have no sense of reality. I’m pretty sure that’s what triggers the attacks.”

      My heart clenched for the struggle he went through, even after all this time. He put on a brave face, but inside he was terrified. There was no telling if or when the panic would ever go away, if he’d ever remember, but none of it was within my control. All I could do was be there. Be the anchor he needed to the real world.

      As if he was reading my mind, he said, “But I don’t feel that way when I’m with you. It all goes away. You seem to…ground me…somehow.” Then he lifted up onto his elbows. “I can’t imagine that what I had before could’ve been anywhere as amazing as what I have now. Even with the holes, the panic attacks, the frustration…it almost feels like I have a clean slate. Does that make sense? Like it doesn’t matter what happened before, and now I can figure out what I like, what I don’t like…what I love.”

      A surge of heat flooded my belly, but I wasn’t about to let myself read into his words. Instead, I said, “I’d help you remember. If that’s what you wanted.”

      “I don’t know. Part of me wants to know who I am…who I was before my accident. But what if I don’t like who I was?”

      I shook my head. “That’s impossible.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I was drawn to you.” A smile crept across his face, and I kissed him. “So, see? You couldn’t have been that bad.”

      “Maybe.” He laid his head on my shoulder. “Can we just stay like this instead?”

      “In bed? Naked?”

      “Mmm. Those things too.”

      I curled my arm protectively around him, wanting to shield him from the nightmares, the emptiness he felt. Wishing I could give him back the missing pieces. How would that change him? Change us? And would I do it if it meant I could lose him? He’d become such an integral part of my life in such a short amount of time that the thought of being without him was unbearable. Unthinkable.

      I tried not to dwell on those thoughts, distracting myself by kissing the top of his head and trailing my fingers along his spine. His body began to relax, and soon, sleep overtook him again.

      But I stayed awake, the silence I’d once enjoyed now deafening in his absence.
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      IT’S JUST ME,” Reid called out as he shut my front door the next day after I’d gotten home from work.

      I put a pan of lean ground beef on the stove to brown and then began to separate the chunks with a wooden spoon. “Hey, I’m in the kitchen.”

      Reid rounded the corner, and it never failed that as soon as he came into any room I was in, his face lit up and a wide smile crossed his lips. And it wasn’t a friendly hey, how are ya smile, at least not anymore. It was an expression saved solely for me, and with the way my stomach unleashed wild butterflies every time I saw him, I knew that feeling wouldn’t be going away anytime soon.

      Mine, I thought, as Reid strolled over and planted a lingering kiss on my lips. All mine.

      “You look handsome in an apron,” he said, fingering the strap around my neck. I never wore one, but when I’d been out picking up the food for tonight, I’d seen the stack of Kiss the Chef aprons and hadn’t been able to resist. Any reason to get Reid’s lips on mine.

      Then Reid leaned in close to my ear and wrapped his arms around my waist from behind. “I bet you’d look good in just the apron too.”

      Fuuck. If he was trying to make me hard, he was succeeding. My dick punched against my zipper, and I groaned. “If you’re here to torture me, it’s working.”

      “Just giving you something to look forward to,” he said, and the promise of what would happen later had me ready to say fuck the dinner. I always did prefer my dessert first.

      “It’s not nice to tease,” I said, pushing my ass back against him. His hands slid down the front of my pants, rubbing against my growing erection, and I let out a curse.

      “Reid,” I said. If he didn’t stop, I was about to have him for dinner instead. But then he let out a chuckle and his hands disappeared from where they’d been driving me crazy.

      “I’ll behave. For now.”

      “I don’t think you know how. And I wasn’t complaining.”

      “I’d hope not.” He rested his head on my shoulder and watched as I measured out the chili, garlic, and onion powders, and mixed them together. “Smells good. Whatcha making?”

      “How do you feel about taco Tuesday?”

      “Mmm. I’d say I feel pretty damn good about it. And you make your own taco seasoning? Damn. I scored.”

      I laughed and kissed his nose, still blown away that I could do such a simple thing as that.

      “How can I help?” he asked, as he went over to the sink and washed his hands.

      “You can provide the entertainment.”

      Reid shut off the faucet and narrowed his eyes. “Is that your way of keeping me out of the kitchen and away from your pants?”

      I feigned shock. “I would never want to keep you away from my pants.”

      “Suure,” he said, laughing as he sat at the piano. There was a pause, and then he started an up-tempo song that perfectly matched the mood.

      “I like that one. What is it?”

      “‘Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.’”

      “Oh. I knew that.”

      Reid laughed again. “I love that you’re so easily impressed.”

      “Hard not to be when it’s you.”

      “What about this one?” He played a little ditty that I recognized straight away.

      “‘Old MacDonald Had a Farm’? Now you’re making fun.”

      He switched up the song again as I took the pan off the stove and poured the meat into a colander to drain out the fat. Then I rinsed off the pan, put the meat back in, and sprinkled in my homemade seasoning.

      It all felt so normal, making dinner while Reid played in the background. Easy. Homey. As it should be.

      The music stopped suddenly, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Reid shaking his head before moving his neck from side to side.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. Just stretching out a bit.”

      “Is that a hint that I should strip you down later for a massage?”

      Reid licked his lips and nodded. “Oh hell yes.”

      I winked before going back to getting dinner ready, but a few minutes later, the music stopped again, and this time, Reid was bent over the keys, clutching his head.

      “Are you okay? Reid?” Dropping the lettuce I’d been shredding, I rushed over to him and crouched down.

      “I’m fine,” he said, holding his head.

      “What’s happening? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. It’ll pass.” But with his eyes still closed and his face scrunched up, whatever was causing him pain evidently wasn’t stopping.

      “What’ll pass? Excruciating pain?”

      He grunted. “It’s just a headache.”

      “Where does it hurt?”

      “On the side. Right here,” he said, covering the scarred left side.

      “Just a headache where your skull smashed against the glass and cracked it? Anywhere else?”

      “No. And it’s not a big deal.”

      My mind went back to last night, when he’d been in this very spot and had paused and shaken his head like he’d had to ward off something. Something like a fucking headache, maybe?

      “How long have you been having this kind of pain?”

      “Ollie—”

      “How long, Reid?”

      “A couple of days—” He inhaled sharply and doubled over with his head in his hands, and that was it. My adrenaline kicked in.

      With a curse, I squeezed his knee and ran over to turn the stove off. Then I grabbed my keys off the counter.

      “Where are you…ah…going?”

      I spun back to face him. “Correction: where are we going. And you know the answer to that.” I reached down to feel for my wallet in my pockets, but when it wasn’t there, I raced through the house to check my bedroom. Finding what I was looking for on the dresser, I shoved the wallet into my pants pocket and went to get Reid.

      “Ollie, this is crazy. It’s easing up now.”

      “Crazy?” I shook my head. He may not understand the implications of what could be happening, but I’d be damned if I let something go down on my watch. I wasn’t taking my chances, not with Reid. “No, what’s crazy is not telling anyone you’re in pain. Crazy is not doing anything about it.” I held out my hand for him to take, and as he got to his feet, I said, “We need to get you looked at, and I’d feel better if we did that now. Okay?”

      Something in my face must’ve told him not to argue, because he nodded. “Okay.”

      As we went out to my car, my heart beat like a thousand galloping horses stomping across my chest.

      It’s just a precaution, I told myself as I got him inside and shut his door. He’s fine. No need to freak out. He’s allowed to have headaches.

      When I’d buckled myself in and started the car, Reid’s quiet voice filled the space between us. “Are you mad at me?”

      “No, I’m not mad. I’m just”—I rubbed my eyes with my forefinger and thumb—“worried. I’m sorry, I don’t mean to take that out on you. But if something’s wrong…”

      Reid pulled my hand away from my face and held it in his lap. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m fine. But if it’ll make you feel better, I’ll go get checked out and then you can spend the night making it up to me for being wrong.”

      God, how I hoped he was right. But I had a sinking feeling in my gut. Call it intuition, but something told me I needed to get him checked out, and it needed to happen now. I knew the signs, I knew the symptoms, but I wouldn’t know anything for sure until we got him to the hospital for a scan.

      “Deal?” he asked.

      I hesitated and then nodded. “Deal.”

      “Good,” he said, letting go of my hand so he could strap his seatbelt on. As he went to buckle himself in, I saw the flinch on his face—another shot of pain; I’d bet my paycheck on it. But when he looked up at me and saw my concern, he schooled his features into a small smile.

      He wasn’t fooling me, but I didn’t say anything as I started up the car and shot out of the driveway. Thank fuck the hospital was only a short drive from my place. I felt desperate to get there, at the very least for us to have some peace of mind.

      Reid laid his head on my shoulder, and the fact that he was quiet during the ride to the hospital had my stomach feeling all kinds of unsettled. I thought about calling his parents, but if it turned out to be nothing, there was no use riling them up.

      Maybe I’d been in this business too long. Maybe I was turning paranoid.

      Or maybe not…

      The ten-minute drive took less than eight, and when I parked in the emergency room lot and shut off the engine, Reid frowned.

      “The ER? Wait, I thought we were just going to a doctor?”

      “We are. An ER doctor.”

      “But—” He closed his eyes, sighing. “Fine. Okay.”

      I was out of the car in a flash and rounding the hood just as he opened his door. He let me take his hand, something we’d never done in public, and that small act wasn’t lost on me. My stomach flipped over on itself, nerves and butterflies warring in my belly as I led him through the automatic double doors of the entrance and down the hall to the ER waiting room.

      “Ollie, hey,” Connie, the office manager, said when we approached the window. She looked between the two of us and must’ve caught on to the grim look on my face, because her smile fell. “What brings you in?”

      I inclined my head toward Reid. “He was involved in a car accident in early January. Currently experiencing excruciating pain at the point of injury.” I barely managed the next words. “I’d like to get him checked as quickly as you can for a…possible complication.”

      She pushed back her chair and stood. “I’ll go see who’s free. Preference?”

      I shook my head. “Farruggia saw him last time.”

      “Okay,” she said. “Have him fill out the sign-in screen over there, and I’ll be back in just a sec.”

      “Thanks, Connie.”

      When I turned around, Reid was already over at the kiosk, putting in his information and symptoms via the touchscreen, and I tried not to hover behind him. As he finished, the doors leading to the back opened, and Connie motioned for us to follow her.

      This time, Reid was the one to take my hand, lacing his fingers through mine as we walked past the nurses’ station, filled with the people I knew and worked with on a daily basis. With my lips pulled tight, I nodded at them as we passed, and though there were questioning looks about what was happening, they all seemed to understand now was not the time to chat.

      Connie led us into one of the exam rooms, where Reid’s weight and vitals were taken before we were left in the room alone. I took a seat in the chair beside the table while Reid changed into the requisite johnny gown, and when he settled back on the table, he reached for my hand and rested it under his on his thigh.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “How sexy you look in that gown.”

      Reid chuckled and pulled at the pea-green fabric. “Not my best color.”

      “But somehow you pull it off.”

      “Hah. I bet you’d like to pull it off.” He winked, and I managed a smile, because fuck, if he was going to try to crack jokes instead of worrying in tense silence, then I needed to go along with it.

      The door opened then, and a tall woman with a brunette bun piled on top of her head walked in. She held her hand out to Reid. “Hello, I’m Dr. Rebecca Farruggia.” Then she caught sight of me sitting on the other side of him. “Ollie, hi.”

      “Is it okay if he stays?” Reid asked, his grip on my hand tightening.

      She smiled at him. “Of course.” I pulled my hand back as she began her examination, all the while asking him questions, and I couldn’t help but think how strange it was to be on the other side of the patient/medic relationship, especially in the background like I was now. It took everything I had to sit quietly, to not answer the questions for him, to not offer my own opinion.

      Let her do her job. That’s why you’re here.

      After she finished her examination, Dr. Farruggia sat back on the stool. “How does your head feel now?” she asked. “Is it more of an ache or a shooting pain?”

      “It’s a shooting pain that comes and goes. Right now it’s not hurting much, though.”

      “Well, Reid, I’d like to do a CAT scan first to make sure there’s nothing going on that we need to be concerned about.” Dr. Farruggia glanced up at me briefly, and I was able to read her correct assessment between the lines: the scan needed to make sure there was no bleeding in his brain. “Then, depending on what that tells us, we’ll take it from there.”

      Reid looked over at me, and I nodded, agreeing with her plan.

      “Okay,” he said. “When will you do the scan?”

      “I’ll put in the order now and someone should be here to take you back soon.”

      “Oh. Okay then.”

      She stood up and shook his hand again. “I’ll be back when we have your results. If you have any pain, let us know by hitting the call button on the remote, okay?”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      Dr. Farruggia smiled at me before exiting the room, plunging the room into silence again.

      “See?” I said, feigning cheerfulness. “Just a quick scan and they’ll send you home with some Tylenol.”

      I didn’t know why I said that. I knew that wasn’t going to happen, and the look in Reid’s eyes as his gaze met mine told me he knew that too.

      “Ollie…”

      I scooted to the edge of my seat and took his hand in mine again. “I know, Reid,” I said, and then pressed a kiss to his palm. “I know.”
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      THEY WHEELED REID back for the CAT scan not too long after Dr. Farruggia had left, and I waited alone in the empty room, looking down at Reid’s phone in my hands. He’d handed it to me to keep a hold of while he was there, and I debated whether to make the call to his parents. I’d intended to wait until we got the results back to let them know whether it was necessary or not to come down, but if I were in their shoes, I’d want to know what was going on.

      I scrolled through his contacts, looking for either of his parents’ numbers, and when I saw the listing for “Mom,” I hit the call button. His mother answered on the second ring.

      “Reid, you’re missing out on the most extraordinary salmon,” she said by way of greeting. There was the sound of people chattering in the background and glasses clinking. “You should’ve come with us.”

      “Hello, Mrs. Valentine. This is Ollie, Reid’s”—I hesitated, unsure of how much she knew—“friend.”

      “Oh, yes, Ollie, hello. Is everything all right?”

      “Actually…” How to put this so they didn’t freak out? “Reid has been suffering from some headaches this week. He assured me it was nothing serious, but he had another one tonight, and I thought we should get it checked out, just to be on the safe side. He’s getting a scan at Floyd right now, and we should know something soon.”

      “At Floyd? Floyd Hospital?” The connection muffled like she’d pulled the phone away, and I could hear her repeating what I’d said to someone. When she got back on the line, she said, “Ollie? We’ll be up there soon.”

      “Okay. There may not be any need, but I know he’d like to have you here just in case.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate you letting us know.”

      “Anytime.” I hung up just as Reid was wheeled back in the room, and I stood up to greet him. “Easy enough, huh?”

      “Mhmm.” He winced as another shot of pain seemed to lance through him, and he covered his eyes with his hand.

      “Does the light make it worse?” I looked up at the nurse who’d wheeled him in. “Sue, can we dim the lights at all?”

      “Of course.” She flipped them off so that only a faint glow over the counter filtered through the room, and soon after, Reid eased back onto the bed.

      I leaned down and cupped his face, pressing a kiss to his forehead and wishing I could ease the pain by doing so.

      “I’m so pissed off,” he said, his face downturned. “I really wanted taco Tuesday.”

      That made me laugh, and he managed a smile too. “You’ll get an even more amazing taco Tuesday when you feel better.”

      “I like the sound of that. But for now,” he said, tapping his finger against his lips, “kiss?”

      “As many as you want.”

      With one hand on the side of the bed to hold me steady, I ran my tongue along his bottom lip, teasing for entry, and he grinned and granted me access, lifting his head to meet my mouth. Our tongues made slow, languid strokes against each other, each of us trying to memorize the feel of the other. Nothing else existed when we came together like this. There was no hospital. No headaches. No worry about what might happen. Just the two of us, devouring each other like we’d never gotten the chance before and not thinking about what would happen if we never got the chance again.

      Minutes must’ve passed when Reid tensed and groaned against my lips. I pulled back and lowered his head gently to the bed, and then waited for the pain to pass.

      Reid’s eyes opened as he panted, and a lone tear escaped down his temple. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I said, wiping the wetness away. “I’ll make up tacos for you, you’ll make up kisses for me. It’s only fair.”

      His eyes shone up at me. “I got pretty lucky to know you, Oliver McFadden. How did that happen?”

      “Well,” I said, pulling the chair up closer to the bed, “it all started with a coffee machine…”

      “Oh God. I guess I’m gonna have to give it a go and see what all the fuss is about after all.”

      “Hey, it was life-changing the first time around,” I said, indicating myself.

      “Huh. I never asked…”

      “Yeah?”

      “How did I take it? My coffee?”

      “Why would you think I’d know?” I teased.

      “Don’t you?”

      I cracked a smile. “You’d get the regular latte, I think maybe because you liked the bit of foam or maybe you liked the milk. Then you’d add three sugars and two extra creamers.”

      “Uh, that’s specific. I got it that way every time?”

      “Every single time, though the flavor of the creamers changed occasionally. Oh, and except when you were busy cursing at the machine for breaking down, and then you’d settle for the regular stuff like me.”

      Reid’s lips curved. “I think you might’ve been paying attention to me, Ollie McFadden.”

      “I’m only surprised it took you this long to notice.” I’d said it as a joke, but a troubled expression crossed his face.

      “I couldn’t have just noticed. If I was a smart guy at all, there’s no way I wouldn’t have noticed you.”

      I opened my mouth, a teasing comment on the tip of my tongue, but there was a quick knock on the door, and then Dr. Farruggia entered the room, followed by—

      Fuck. Oh fuck.

      My heart dropped to my feet, and any hope I’d been holding that I’d panicked, that I’d been overly cautious in bringing Reid here, vanished in an instant when the woman behind Dr. Farruggia came into view and shut the door behind her. There was no reason a neurosurgeon should be paying Reid a visit unless it was for a reason.

      A really bad fucking reason.

      My body went hot, like someone had submerged me into a vat of boiling water, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe. I pulled at the collar of my shirt and put my elbows on my knees.

      Oh God, I was gonna pass out before they even said anything.

      “Reid, this is Dr. Boswell, a neurosurgeon here at Floyd,” Dr. Farruggia said. “We’ve both gone over your CAT scan, and there’s something we need to discuss.”

      Fuck fuck fuck.

      Dr. Boswell took over then, but it was like the teacher in the Peanuts cartoons, where you heard her talking but couldn’t make out a goddamn thing she was saying. My head went fuzzy as blood roared in my ears. I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand and tried to focus, but I knew all too well what they were telling him. Every now and then a word would make it through the thundering in my brain, and it only confirmed what I already knew.

      “Bleeding…temporal lobe…operate…today…”

      I snapped back into focus then, just as Reid said, “I’m sorry, can you repeat that last part again?”

      “We’ve got to operate,” Dr. Boswell said. “Today, with your permission, Reid.”

      Somehow, I’d known those words were coming, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear them said out loud. And by the lack of shock on Reid’s face, I’d guess he’d known all along that his symptoms were more serious than merely a headache.

      “I assume there’s no other way to…fix it?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid not,” Dr. Boswell said. “Bleeding in the brain is a serious condition that can be fatal if left untreated. We can’t take the risk of waiting.”

      Reid blinked as his eyes found mine, and I nodded to indicate she was telling the truth and I agreed. “I-I’ll need to call my family—”

      “Your parents are on their way,” I said. “I called while you were getting the CAT scan. They should be here soon.”

      “Oh…okay…okay.” He looked down at his hands, his teeth worrying his lip. “I guess you…have my permission. If there’s no other option.”

      “I’m afraid not, Reid. But don’t worry, we’ll take good care of you. Do you have any questions for me?”

      “I…don’t know.”

      She gave him an understanding smile. “I know this is probably a bit of a shock for you. But if there’s anything you think of that you’d like to know, just ask. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I’ll be back with my team in a little while to get things going. Just sit tight.”

      Reid nodded, and as she left the room, I could feel his stunned silence like a tangible thing in the air.

      “How did this happen?” he whispered. “I was supposed to be getting better, not—” He broke off on a sob, but then he bit down on his fist and pulled it back together.

      “Just breathe,” I said. “And if you want to cry, you can do that too.”

      Reid took in a deep breath and let it out slowly before repeating the move again. When he opened his eyes again, the fear that had been there was no longer the most dominant emotion, though it still lingered. In its place was acceptance, and as he exhaled again slowly, he reached out for my hand.

      “Thank you for looking out for me. For caring enough about me to bring me here.” I leaned over to kiss him lightly on the lips, and when I sat back down, he said, “This won’t be like the last time, will it? I’m not gonna wake up and forget everything again. Right?”

      “I don’t know,” I answered. “I hope not. But anytime there’s a brain injury, it opens itself up to possibilities.”

      “So I could forget you?” His gaze was so direct, so penetrating, that I swore he could see the answer I feared in my head like it was written on a billboard. “That’s a possibility, however remote?”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat and tried for a smile. “Now, why would you do a thing like that?”

      “Ollie. Could I?”

      “I don’t know,” I said again, wishing I could give him a definitive answer. “I hope not. I’m sure the likelihood is slim, but I don’t know. And I won’t make you a promise I’m not a hundred percent positive I can keep.”

      Reid looked away, his gaze drifting to the medical equipment set up in the corner. “When I wake up, I might not be me. I might not know you anymore.” His eyes glassed over. “And I like knowing you.”

      Stutter. Stutter. Stutter. My heart wasn’t ready for that possibility. “I like knowing you too.” Breathe. Just breathe. “But don’t think about the what-ifs. Think about waking up to me.”

      “I’ll remember,” he said, his jaw set as his eyes met mine. “I swear I won’t forget you. I won’t forget any of it.” His hand squeezed mine so tight that my circulation was cut off. “I promise I’ll wake up to you.”

      I knew better than for him to make promises he couldn’t keep, the same as I couldn’t, but I nodded anyway, hoping it was the truth.

      The door swung open, and as Reid’s parents came rushing inside, dressed up in elegant evening attire that told me I’d definitely interrupted date night, I let go of Reid’s hand and got to my feet.

      “Baby, we came as fast as we could,” his mom said, rounding the bed to plant a kiss on his forehead, and then she moved to the side for Reid’s father to greet him as well.

      I stood there like an elephant in the room until they both looked my way.

      “Have you heard anything yet?” his mom asked, and I proceeded to give them a rundown of what they’d found and what would be happening next. His mom’s hand went over her mouth, and she looked down at Reid. “Oh my God. How… Did we do something wrong? I didn’t know about the headaches, and—”

      “It was nothing you did, I can assure you,” I said. “Nothing he did either. Sometimes it happens, and you can’t predict it; you can only try to catch it early before—” Realizing what I was about to say, and not wanting to utter that morbid possibility, I tried again. “It’s just best to catch it early, and that’s what they’re doing now.”

      Someone in the doorway cleared their throat, and when we turned in her direction, Sue, one of the nurses, stood there with an apologetic look on her face. “I’m so sorry, but we can’t allow more than two visitors in the room at a time.”

      Damn that fucking rule.

      I indicated the door with my thumb. “I’ll just be outside grabbing a coffee.” To Reid, I said, “I’ll see you before you go back.”

      The look on his face told me he didn’t want me to leave, but he needed to spend this time with his family.

      “Ollie, thank you. Once again you’ve been there for Reid, and I don’t know how we can—” His mother cut off as she broke into tears, and her husband put his arm around her.

      “Thank you,” he said over her head, and the gratitude in his eyes said enough.

      The stares from my colleagues as I exited Reid’s room were full of nothing but sympathy, and I could feel the support they were sending my way without any words needing to be spoken.

      As the double doors opened and I headed out into the waiting room, I felt as though I was moving in slow motion. I took the nearest chair and sank into it, putting my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands.

      And then I waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      A hand on my shoulder shocked me upright, but it was only Sue, coming to check on me. She didn’t ask how I was—that much could be read on my face.

      “Can I get you anything, Ollie? Some coffee? Something to eat?”

      “No,” I said, rubbing my face. “But thank you, Sue.”

      She squeezed my shoulder. “Holler if you need anything.”

      When the doors opened again, Reid’s parents came through, and I got to my feet.

      “They’re about to take him back, but he wanted to see you first,” his mom said. “We’re supposed to go to the waiting room on the fourth floor.”

      “Thanks,” I said, as I watched them go, and then I waited until the doors buzzed open again and hurried through.

      There was a notepad in Reid’s lap when I entered, and he quickly tore off the top page and folded it up.

      “Ollie,” he said. “Before I go, I wanted to—”

      “We’re ready for you, Reid,” Dr. Boswell said, entering the room with a team wheeling in a gurney.

      “But…” Reid gestured toward me. “Can I just have a minute with him. Please?”

      “I’m sorry, but we’ve got to get you ready in pre-op.”

      This was happening too fast. We hadn’t even had a chance to say what we needed to, and God knew I wasn’t ready for the possibility of losing him, no matter how irrational that fear could turn out to be. But the medic in me knew his life was on the line, and every second I held things up was a second that things could take a dramatic turn. I wouldn’t be able to live with that if anything happened to Reid.

      “You’ve got this,” I told him, fighting back the emotions that threatened to overwhelm me if I let them out. I needed to be strong for him, even if I didn’t feel it.

      Reid reached out for my hand, and when I grasped it, he said, “I promise. I promise I’ll wake up to you.” Then he brought our joined hands up to his mouth and brushed a kiss on my palm, and before he let go, he transferred the piece of paper he’d been holding to me. “I’ll see you soon, Ollie.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      He smiled at me, a smile full of hope and maybe something more—love. Love, in the way you’d love your friend or a loved one. He couldn’t possibly mean it in any other way, but the sentiment was there all the same. You’re someone I love and care about. I’ll come back to you.

      I squeezed his hand and stepped away from the bed as they transferred him to the gurney, and as they loaded him up and wheeled him out of the room, Reid’s eyes stayed on mine. I followed along with him as far as I was allowed, but then we came up to a set of doors, and it was time. I brought my fingers up to my lips and he did the same.

      And then he was gone.

      No, not gone. Temporarily out of sight. He’d come through this better than ever.

      He had to.

      I was in a daze as I walked out of the emergency room. Had it only been a matter of hours since we’d woken up this morning, Reid lying peacefully next to me? I’d never taken any time with him for granted, wanting to savor every moment in case it was fleeting, but fuck… I’d never actually thought this would happen.

      The elevator was empty as I got in. I’d wait with Reid’s parents on the fourth floor. He’d be in and out of surgery—successfully—soon. And then life would get back to the bliss it had been these last few weeks.

      There just couldn’t be any other way.

      I wouldn’t think of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I DIDN’T MAKE it to the fourth floor. Instead, I found myself walking out of the elevator, down through the lobby, and out the front doors of the hospital.

      I didn’t want to sit in uncomfortable silence with Reid’s parents while they may or may not ask questions that I couldn’t answer. I didn’t want to have to put on a brave face for them so they wouldn’t worry even more that I was a medic and I was panicking. And I didn’t want to read the note Reid had given me with anyone else around.

      Rain pounded the pavement, forcing me to stay under the awning of the entryway. Leaning against the wall of windows, I let my head fall back as I gulped in humid air. Part of me wanted to read the note immediately, but the other half knew whatever was inside would probably break me.

      Right now, the anesthesiologist was up there giving him the drugs that would put him into a deep sleep. I didn’t know how long the surgery would last or when I’d be able to see him after. I didn’t know if he’d wake up and smile at me, if there would be any complications. I didn’t know anything.

      I’d never felt more useless in my life.

      The folded note burned a hole in my palm. Read it, you chickenshit. Wasn’t that what Mike had always called me when he teased me about Reid? And now, here I was, with him, but too terrified to open a fucking note.

      He’d slap me if he saw me.

      Carefully, I unfolded the paper, and written in his neat scrawl on the page he’d torn off was a letter.

      

      Ollie,

      I know you’re worried. And maybe I am too.

      Strike that. I’m a lot worried. There. I admitted it. I’m fucking terrified, but I was trying not to show you.

      It doesn’t seem fair that I’m back here, but we haven’t gone through these last few weeks to give up now.

      I just found you. I’m not losing you, and I won’t forget you, no matter what happens.

      But if, somehow, the worst-case scenario comes true, I need you to promise me you won’t give up on me.

      Help me remember.

      Help me find my way back to you.

      Love,

      Your Bluebird

      

      Misty-eyed, I reread the letter once, twice, a dozen more times. I read it again and again until I had it memorized, and then I leaned against the windows again and closed my eyes. Even then I saw his words, and once again I felt the sinking dread of an oncoming disaster that I couldn’t stop.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to clear my mind and focus on the positive. That was the only thing I could control right now.

      Everything would be fine.

      As the rain let up and eased into a light sprinkle, I pushed off the glass. I walked down past the parking lot to the sidewalk that ran the perimeter of the huge complex and followed the path. I needed to walk off my nerves, and I needed the fresh air, neither of which would be found by sitting or pacing in the stuffy, confined waiting room, though I’d head up there soon enough. I kept an eye on the time, as well as Reid’s phone, in case there was an update and his parents called.

      But there wouldn’t be. Not yet. It was too early for that.

      An hour passed and darkness fell as I made another loop around the hospital, and I started to get antsy. I couldn’t imagine brain surgery would last only an hour, but what did I know? I wanted to be there when he got out.

      A little over two hours in and I finally made my way up to the fourth floor. As I walked out of the elevator and into the waiting room, Reid’s father looked up from where he sat looking at something on his phone and inclined his head at me before going back to it. His wife had her eyes closed where she lay on his shoulder, but I had the feeling she wasn’t asleep. I thought they knew I wanted to be left alone. Or maybe it was them who wanted to be left alone. Either way, I was grateful for the silence.

      There were several other chairs filled, so I drifted to a corner by the window, where I’d still have a view of the doors whenever the surgeon came out to give us an update. Well, to give his parents an update. I’d be eavesdropping.

      Time passed. I stopped checking the time on my phone. Actually, since the battery was near dead, I turned the thing off completely. I’d messaged my boss earlier to let him know what was happening, and he’d filled my spot at work for the next day.

      It was some time later when the doors opened and Dr. Boswell walked out. I jumped to my feet as she headed in the direction of Reid’s parents and ran over behind them just in time to see her smile.

      “He did well,” Dr. Boswell said. “He did really well.”

      The relief I felt almost knocked me to my knees, as she explained in layman’s terms the details of the surgery and what would happen next in terms of recovery. But all I heard was that he was okay.

      No, better than okay. He’d done “really well.”

      The first smile in hours lifted my lips, and it wasn’t until Reid’s mom laid her hand on my arm that I realized I’d zoned out.

      “Go home, Ollie,” she said kindly. “Get some sleep. You can come back and see him first thing in the morning.”

      “But—”

      “None of us can see him for a while, and these chairs aren’t very comfortable for a nap. I promise I’ll call you if anything changes.”

      Dr. Boswell nodded. “A good night’s sleep will do you good. He’ll be fine tonight. Resting, as should all of you.”

      I hated that they were right. I couldn’t do anything whether I was here or at home, so with some reluctance, I said, “Okay. I’ve got Reid’s phone, but can I give you my number?”

      His mom handed me her phone, and after I’d typed in my digits, she took me by surprise by wrapping her arms tightly around me.

      “Thank you,” she said. “For being here now and for looking out for my son. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      I wondered if she’d feel the same way if she knew how I really felt about Reid, but I hugged her back and savored the comfort a mother’s touch could provide. It’d been so long since I’d been hugged like that, and I hadn’t realized how desperately I’d been deprived of it.

      “Please get some rest,” she said, giving me one last squeeze before letting go.

      How I was supposed to sleep, I didn’t know, but somehow my body knew better than to put up a fight, because as soon as I got home, I collapsed in exhaustion and was out as soon as my head hit the pillow.

      [image: ]
* * *

      MY PHONE RANG as the sun came up the next morning, and I answered on the first ring.

      “He’s awake,” Reid’s mother said. “I thought you’d like to know.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      After the quickest shower known to man, I threw on some clothes and was out the door. But as I drove to the hospital, I realized I’d forgotten one important thing, so I turned into the nearest grocery store to remedy that fast. I couldn’t show up to see my man empty-handed, after all.

      The ride up the elevator seemed to take longer than the drive had, and I impatiently tapped my foot until the doors slid open. In the hall I passed Reid’s mother, who let me know she was heading downstairs to grab a bite of breakfast, and I was secretly glad she’d wandered off so Reid and I could have our reunion without watching eyes. I didn’t know why I was so nervous, but the jittery feeling I’d had all morning wouldn’t leave me as I made my way toward Reid’s room with a vase full of blue hydrangeas and white lilies in my hands.

      The door to his room was cracked open, but I gave a quick rap on it anyway before entering. The lights were off as I walked inside, but the blinds covering the windows were open, letting in the early morning sunlight. Rounding the corner, I came to a stop when I saw Reid’s eyes closed. The last thing I wanted to do was wake him, but God, it was so good to see him, even asleep.

      I looked around for a place to put the vase, and as I went over to the window, Reid’s eyes flickered open.

      “Reid… Oh my God. You have no idea how fucking good it is to see you awake,” I said, and I knew my smile had to be splitting my face, it was so big. I set the vase down on the table and came over to his bedside. His hair was shaved back again, and a bandage covered the left side of his head, but he could’ve been stitched up from head to toe and I still would’ve thought he was the most gorgeous human ever to walk the planet. “Dr. Boswell said you’re doing so well,” I said, reaching for his hand.

      I should’ve seen the signs when he opened his eyes and saw me standing there. I should’ve paid attention, but I was too caught up in my joy over seeing Reid awake and breathing to notice. It wasn’t until I made the mistake of reaching for his hand and he pulled it back that the ball dropped, along with my stomach.

      And it was what he said next that I knew would be burned in my memory for all time. Every time I’d think of it, I’d feel the pain of it again, searing my flesh and taunting me. An open, gaping wound that would never heal.

      Life as I knew it ended with three little words, nine letters, three syllables, all coming from the mouth of the man I’d fallen in love with. The one staring up at me with those beautiful brown eyes, marred only by the vacant expression behind them and the slight frown etched between his brows.

      “Who are you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading Forget Me Not! I know, I know. I killed you with that ending. You love me, though, right?

      

        

      
        Well, not to worry, because you don’t have to wait long for the finale of Ollie & Reid’s story.

      

        

      
        REMEMBER ME WHEN

        will release February 26th.

      

      

      In the mean time, if you enjoyed Forget Me Not, please consider leaving a review on the site you purchased the book from. It just might help Reid to remember… <3

      
        
        Want more Brooke Blaine stories to Kindle & Chill with? Check ‘em out at www.BrookeBlaine.com.
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      Thank you all again for reading Forget Me Not. I hope you’ll continue Ollie & Reid’s story with Remember Me When…because you need that happy ending, right? RIGHT?
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            Excerpt: A Little Bit Like Love

          

          By Brooke Blaine

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Before

        Eight Years Earlier…

      

      

      

      
        
        Jackson

      

      

      WITH THE NOTE from Principal Stewart crumpled in my fist, I stalked away from his office, away from the words I knew would haunt me forever.

      “I’m sorry, Jackson. Your father is quite…insistent you return to Connecticut immediately.”

      Immediately…immediately… With every echo of that word through my mind, my heart battered my chest, the ache to rip itself free of my body a plea I was helpless to honor.

      There was only one reason he would’ve demanded I leave South Haven before the end of classes next week. My father had been adamant I receive the best education his money afforded, choosing to ship me down to south Georgia to attend the most prestigious all-boys academy in the country. I’d done him proud, rising to the top of my class, and I’d been practicing my salutatorian speech for days. Skipping out on graduation and the pomp and circumstance and recognition that came with it? Out of the question. Which could only mean one thing.

      He knew. Somehow he knew.

      That was the only explanation for the letter in my hand, for the abrupt dismissal this late in the evening and this close to the end of the school year. My father hadn’t gotten to where he was by being stupid or blind, and I’d seriously underestimated how many eyes and ears had been watching me during my four years. Although it would’ve only been the whispers over the last few months that piqued his interest, only the last eight that he would’ve had any reason to give me a second thought.

      And that reason wasn’t a what—it was a who.

      The halls of the St. John’s dormitory were silent when I entered, all the students down at the mess hall for dinner, followed by the final bonfire of the year. So there wouldn’t be anyone around to see me sneak down the hall to where I knew I shouldn’t be going but couldn’t help myself. My feet seemed to move of their own accord, the countdown to my utter devastation causing me to pick up the pace. The private plane would arrive in a handful of hours, giving me just enough time to pack my things, but there was no way I could leave without a goodbye. Not going to happen.

      I wasn’t ready. I was supposed to have more time. As a cold sweat of panic seized me, I balled the letter tighter in my fist and chucked it into one of the trash bins as I passed.

      Screw my father. Screw the life he’d set out for me, the one I was destined to live and hate with every fiber of my being. I wanted to bottle up every one of his expectations and throw the blasted thing out at an angry sea to swallow up and tear apart instead.

      I wished it could be as easy as that. I’d been able to fool myself into a sense of freedom, but the cell door was about to smash shut on every dream I’d let myself have these past few months.

      His private dorm was at the end of the long hall, last one on the right, and I rapped on it twice fast, waited a moment, and then repeated the pattern that we used for each other. A few seconds later, the door swung open, and seeing the sole object of my daily and nightly thoughts standing there in front of me with a mixture of surprise and delight in his eyes made me think that coming here had been a mistake. It was only going to sink the dagger in further.

      “Hey…I thought we were meeting la—” Lucas’s words cut off and the smile curling his lips fell as he got a good look at my face. “What’s wrong?”

      You should tell him. Tell him what’s going on and that it isn’t your fault. Look him in the eye when you tell him you can never see him again.

      A shooting pain tore through my chest as I realized what this goodbye actually meant. I wasn’t saying I wouldn’t be seeing him for the next couple of days or weeks. When I left South Haven’s campus in the early hours of the morning, I wouldn’t be seeing him again…ever.

      God, can I do this? Break his heart as well as mine?

      No…no, I couldn’t tell him. He’d look for me, find me, and there was no telling what my father would do if that happened. The letter had been my old man’s warning. Disobeying his orders would mean consequences neither of us were prepared for.

      “Jackson?” Lucas’s voice dropped low, and then he looked past me out into the deserted hall. When he didn’t see anyone to blame for my current state, he frowned and waited for an answer.

      The words didn’t come, though, so I stood there staring at him, taking a mental snapshot that I’d store away in a place no one could find and destroy. His black hair was casually tousled, and I knew him well enough to know he’d worried his hands through it, maybe wondering if I wouldn’t follow through on our plans tonight. He wore a simple grey t-shirt and low-slung jeans on his long and lean frame, and the swirl of black tattoos he’d recently inked on his tanned skin could be seen peeking around his right bicep before disappearing from view behind the thin material of his shirt. He was striking, both in looks and personality, and to say I hadn’t been expecting the force that was Lucas Sullivan when he’d transferred to the academy eight months ago was an understatement.

      Quite simply, I’d been lost to him the first time I laid eyes on him.

      Forcing myself to shake off my dread, I said, “I’m okay,” and tried to believe it for his sake.

      “Well, you look like hell.” He leaned against the doorway, one of those charming half-grins cocking up one side of his lips. “Hell on wheels, anyway. What’d you do, run all the way here?”

      Not too far off there. I didn’t even remember crossing campus to get to his dorm until I was in front of the building.

      When I didn’t laugh at his teasing, Lucas’s expression fell again and his brows pulled down, a crease forming between them as his eyes, the color of a stormy sky, gave me a thorough once-over, looking for the source of my pain. He was silent for a long moment, but he must’ve seen something he didn’t like, because he stiffened and his jaw clenched. Then he took a deep breath and let it out in a rush.

      “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what?” I asked.

      Lucas shook his head, his arms going over his chest. “I’m not helping you out here. If you came here for a reason, get out with it.”

      Did he know? He couldn’t. I’d only just found out myself, and… No. There was no way. “It’s…complicated.”

      “Complicated?”

      “Yes.”

      Lucas gave a humorless chuckle. “Jackson Davenport, I knew you were scared, but I never took you for a coward. If you don’t want to do this, you can man the hell up and tell me to my face.”

      “What are you… I’m not…” I ran my hand over my face, struggling to understand the conclusion he’d come to for why I was standing at his door. My lack of a poker face had put him on the defensive. He thought I was here to reject him. An idea so completely unfathomable to me that it made my stomach turn thinking about it. “Lucas…you’ve got this all wrong.”

      “Do I?”

      “Yes. I’m not here to—“ I almost said “end things with you,” but I didn’t want to lie to him. I never had and I never would. Instead, I said, “Fight with you. I don’t want to fight.”

      “Then why are you here, Jackson?” he asked, and my gaze fell to his lips. I’d tasted those lips only a few times, not nearly enough to quench a starving man’s hunger. All these months I’d wasted, warring with myself in my head, never letting myself have the thing I wanted most. And now I was down to a matter of hours. It wasn’t enough, not nearly enough. But it was all I had, and I wasn’t wasting another second.

      If I couldn’t tell Lucas how I felt about him, then I’d show him.

      Finally.

      Irrevocably.

      And starting now.

      

      
        
        When you’re finished with Ollie & Reid’s story, make sure to check out Jackson & Lucas in A Little Bit Like Love. Available Now!
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