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Dropout

 

 

A high school reunion is about to get down and dirty and a whole lot more complicated in this new erotic romance from NYT Bestselling Author Carrie Ann Ryan.

Grayson Cleary left town before graduation day and never looked back. Most people back home pegged him as a dropout. Over time, he’s worked to make something of his life and leave his past behind, so when his ten-year reunion comes up, he has no intention of attending. When his best friend begs him to go, Grayson finds himself confronted with a past he’d rather forget and the one woman he’s always craved.

Kate St. Dalton had everything when she left her hometown. Not only was she Valedictorian with a full scholarship, but she was also engaged to the boy of her dreams. Then, life threw a wrench in her plans, and she had to find a way to live the new life fate handed her. The last thing she needs is the hot boy from high school returning to town as the sexy man of her dreams.

When the two take a chance and use the reunion week to burn up the sheets, they’ll have to remember that it’s only for a few nights—not for a lifetime. And decide if what they have is just a fling…or something far more than a mere reunion.


 

Chapter One

 

 

Grayson Cleary wrapped his fingers around the lead pipe below him and grunted, annoyed it was taking this long to get the job done. He let out a breath, tightened his grip, and pulled. The pipe that some idiot had jammed underneath the carriage of the truck propped above him came out with a screech and almost banged him right on the head.

He let out a curse and rolled out from under the vehicle, flipping off his friend when Brody pressed his lips together as he held back a laugh. 

“Did you hit yourself?” Brody asked, a little concern in his tone. At least the man had that. Now that he had a woman, he at least tried to act like he cared more than the others at their shop.

Grayson shook his head. “Came close, though.” He held up the pipe. “Why did this guy think this would make his truck sound like it had a bigger engine? It literally did nothing except freeze the whole damn thing when he tried to go up a hill.”

Brody shrugged, wiping his hands on one of the garage rags. “Saw it on YouTube, apparently.”

Grayson pinched the bridge of his nose, a headache coming on fast, then remembered he still had engine grease and God knew what else on his hands and let out yet another curse. Thank fuck they weren’t in the public part of the auto body and mechanic shop or Grayson probably would have been fired years ago. Cursing came naturally to him, and it had been a long time since he’d been in a position where he actually cared who heard the words coming out of his mouth.

Considering that his best friend Leah had an even dirtier mouth than he did, he figured it could always be worse.

“At least we don’t have to clean up as many keyholes or fix dents in doors these days since that viral tennis ball video seems to have died down.” Grayson went to the sink after dropping the pipe on the bench and washed his hands. He’d never fully get the grease out from under his fingernails—hazard of the job he loved—but he’d at least be cleaner than before.

“How many idiots broke their windows trying to push air into their keyhole?” Brody asked with a shake of his head. “I mean, it was good money for the shop, but still.”

Grayson let out a breath and glanced at the clock above the work area, subtracting seven minutes and adding an hour. The damn thing had been off for four years now, but the owner liked to keep everyone on their toes. Now, doing the math to figure out the time without having to take out their phones—and potentially breaking them because of the grease—had become second nature. What it said about him that he’d rather do the math than find a ladder and fix the stupid thing he didn’t know, but at least he wasn’t the only one who just went with the flow.

“They’re idiots for sure,” he said absently. “I’m done for the day.” He gestured to the truck still on the lift. “Rick wanted to do the oil change when he got in tomorrow. Once he does, I’ll give it a once over and make sure the pipe didn’t do any permanent damage.”

Brody let out a breath. “I’m done, too. And, yeah, I don’t really want to think about what damage that DIY job might have cost this guy.”

“His fault for following a dumbass video.” Grayson cleaned up his area of the bench and wrote down a few notes for the next day as Brody did the same. “You want to get a beer before you head home.”

Brody shook his head. “Can’t. Holly’s taking the night off from grading, so I’m taking her to dinner before we have sex on the new couch.”

Grayson snorted as he grabbed his stuff. “She okay with you telling the world about your sex plans? Wait, you two really have sex plans?”

Brody smiled like a man who was not only in love but one who got laid on a regular basis. “She likes lists, and I like making sure she can check things off. What can I say? Sex on the couch sounds fun, and if she can use a shiny sticker on her to-do list later after I make her come, then all the better.”

Grayson would never understand couples in committed relationships. They were truly a weird and unregulated group of people. “Whatever you say, man.”

“Maybe you can grab Leah and get a beer if you’re thirsty.” The man winked, and Grayson rolled his eyes.

“I’m not having sex with Leah. Never have. Never will.” He shuddered just thinking about it.

“What? She’s sexy. You have to admit that. And she’s smart as hell. That’s usually your type, right?” Brody slid on his light leather jacket since the man had driven his bike to work. It might be a little too warm for a coat, but Brody had promised his new girl that he’d be safe. 

Grayson froze. “I wasn’t aware I had a type.” The fact that Brody had just described not only the last woman he’d slept with but also the first woman he’d ever wanted in his bed worried him. He didn’t have a type, right? And it sure as hell wouldn’t be her.

Grayson quickly pushed that visual out of his head. He knew why she kept invading his thoughts, and there was no way he wanted to go down that road again.

Brody raised a brow and snorted. “If that’s what you want to keep telling yourself…”

“Don’t you have a couch to break in?”

“That I do, Grayson. That I do.” The man by his side practically whistled. If Grayson didn’t like him so much, he’d probably punch Brody right in the face just to keep him quiet. It wasn’t that he was jealous of the clearly well-lubed man—okay, maybe he was a little jealous, but that wasn’t all of it.

Grayson opened the door for them both as they went to the back lot where the employees were allowed to park. Their little shop had started picking up business recently, and Grayson had a feeling their employee lot would soon be no more. Not that he minded more business since that meant steady work, but he didn’t like the idea of having to park way the hell away with snow on the ground. As Denver usually snowed overnight or in the morning before melting away in the afternoon and icing over, that meant Grayson would be stuck with a shitty space, no matter what he did.

“Drive safe,” he called out to Brody as the other man swung his leg over his bike. 

“You, too. See you after the long weekend.” And with that, the other man drove off, leaving Grayson standing by the side of his old truck that he’d done his best to remodel over the years. He could probably afford a new truck now, but he’d spent countless hours on his baby and didn’t want to part with it. When he’d first bought it, he’d barely had two cents to his name, but he’d needed a vehicle to get to work. At the time, he had lived on canned green beans and whatever food Leah brought over when he couldn’t afford groceries on his own. It wasn’t easy to find jobs these days with just a high school education—and barely one at that when it came to him.

He slid into his truck and banged his head on the steering wheel a few times. He needed to get the past out of his head and start living again. Only it wasn’t that easy when he had his best friend on his back about everything they’d done before they came to Denver—or rather, what they hadn’t done.

Grayson drove home, blaring music from his high school days since that was now the classic rock station. Dear Lord, it had only been ten years, but that apparently meant a throwback in the music world. He desperately needed a beer. He pulled into his driveway, grabbed his things, and headed inside the small, two-bedroom home he’d bought with his blood and tears a year or so back. The bank might own most of the place, but he made his monthly payments so he could call something his rather than it being rented, borrowed, or stolen.

He wasn’t that man anymore. Hadn’t ever been if anyone bothered to look beneath the surface. But to those who had thought to know him back when, he’d been the dropout, the slacker, the quiet one in the back who hadn’t done much with his life. They hadn’t seen the kid who had to work two jobs to keep a roof over his head and go to school at the same time. They were blind to the kid who wanted to do more with his life but hadn’t been given a chance.

Grayson twisted the top off his beer and chugged a good half of it down, pissed off once again that his mind had gone in that direction. He might not have become a millionaire in the past ten years, but he’d made himself a better man. Why the hell did he keep kicking himself because of it?

His phone buzzed, and he picked it up off the counter, rolling his eyes as he read the screen. He didn’t want to answer, but he had a feeling she’d kick his ass if he didn’t. And since he wasn’t sure he could actually take her—at least most days—he pressed Accept.

“What do you want, Leah?” He took a sip of his beer, needing the strength. He and Leah had been best friends in high school and remained that way after they moved from Catfish Creek, Texas to Denver, Colorado. 

“I love that you answer the phone that way now,” she said dryly. “I mean, it makes me all aflutter.”

“Just get on with it since you call me at the same time every day to hassle me about the same damn thing.”

“And yet, you answer your phone. It’s as if you’re scared of me.”

He was. “I’m just being polite,” he lied.

“You love me,” she teased.

“Only on Wednesdays, and only because you saw me naked that one time and didn’t laugh.” It was their old joke, yet he knew if he actually said he loved her like his best friend and family, she wouldn’t laugh at him. But making fun of it was always easier for both of them.

“We were like fourteen, and you saw me naked, too.”

“And I didn’t laugh.”

“Of course, you didn’t laugh. I’m perfection. Anyway, I’m calling because you need to get your ass down here.”

Grayson pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m not going, Leah. You can’t make me.”

“For the love of God, just get your ass down here and come to this reunion.” There was something in her voice that worried him, and he leaned forward. 

“What is it, Leah? Do you need me to go down there with you?”

“I’m fine, Grayson Cleary. No need to make me your damsel in distress.” 

He let out a breath. God forbid, Leah Camacho ever admit that she might need help with something. “Why do you want me to go to our ten-year reunion? You hated high school as much as I did. Why go back?”

“Because, Grayson.” She didn’t elaborate, and he blew out a breath. She wanted him there for a reason, and he had a feeling it was because she wanted to go to show the others that she wasn’t the person she had been before. And if Leah needed him to go…he figured he’d have to go. She’d been his rock for most of his life, and he hoped it had been the same for her with him.

“I didn’t RSVP in time,” he said, trying one last time to get out of it, just in case.

“I did for you, months ago. So get your ass down here.” And with that, she hung up, leaving Grayson alone in his kitchen, holding his phone in one hand and a near-empty beer bottle in the other.

Apparently, he was going to his ten-year reunion. He wasn’t sure Catfish Creek was ready for their town troublemaker and dropout to return. Then again, it had never been ready for the two of them, why start now?

 

 

In some ways, Catfish Creek, Texas hadn’t changed much in the ten years Grayson had been gone; but in other ways, he couldn’t recognize it. The town was about three hours west of Dallas—yes, Texans measured distance in time rather than miles most days—and a typical small Texas town where football reigned supreme, and Friday nights were all about the game and where to make out or party afterward. 

Grayson hadn’t been part of that crew, but he’d been around enough to know what happened for most people who didn’t have to work two jobs to keep a roof over their family’s head. 

The town still had its main drag that held many of the landmarks, but it had grown considerably since he left and his family had moved closer to Dallas for his mom’s new job. The Grange—the local dance hall and watering hole—looked like it hadn’t seen a new coat of paint on the outside since he left. But, Frank Dallas, the owner and former bull rider, usually cared more about the inside than what it looked like to strangers and passersby. 

The Hamburger Shack still stood, though it looked like it had had a slight facelift in the past ten years. He’d gone there with Leah and his younger sisters a few times when he’d had the extra cash to spoil them since the Shack had the best greasy burgers and spicy fries this side of Abilene. 

There were a few new buildings and wider streets that showed off the chain restaurants and shopping centers. And there were even a few new roads that looked like they went to some new neighborhoods. The town had grown in the time he’d been gone, but he wasn’t all that surprised by that. Catfish Creek might have that small-town feel, but it had a couple of Christian Universities that brought in hordes of students, staff, and professors. And with that came other jobs and new families. Towns without something like that or a natural resource to work on slowly died while the rest of the world moved on.

So even though Grayson could see some familiar aspects of his childhood, Catfish Creek wasn’t exactly as he remembered. And, honestly, he wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Leah had booked him a room at the local hotel where some of the out-of-town alumni were staying. Most had families to come back to, but since his had moved on shortly after he sped out of town, he didn’t have anyone local to stay with. He’d be sure to keep his credit card on file though since Leah had a tendency to want to pay for things for him given that she had a better income. Grayson was just pulling up to the hotel but hit a red light before he could turn. He rolled his eyes, remembering that this particular light always ran long, and he had a feeling at least that much hadn’t changed in the past ten years.

He let out a breath when he noticed who stood in front of a tan building across the street. Of course, she would be the first person he saw as soon as he came back. He hadn’t even gotten out of his car and stepped foot in the damn town and he’d seen her.

Kate Williamson.

Valedictorian of his class, all around brilliant and talented individual. Kate with the long, flowing, chestnut hair that seemed to shine even more now than it had back when he’d been lusting after her in high school. Of course, he was pretty sure she didn’t even know his name. Their high school was big enough that they could play 5A ball, and their zoning restrictions had been restructured enough to make that happen. Hence why his below-poverty-level family could go to the same public school as the Williamsons and St. Daltons. As long as football was taken care of, everything else trailed behind.

His fingers tightened on the steering wheel as Kate walked into the building, closing the door behind her. He couldn’t believe he still reacted like this with just the barest sight of her. She’d spoken to him a few times in his life, more than likely promptly forgetting who he was afterward. They hadn’t run in the same circles, and yet he couldn’t help his unwarranted reactions.

She’d been the first girl he crushed on, the only girl in high school that had ever made him smile outside of his and Leah’s friendship. Nothing had ever come of it, of course. She’d been dating Jason St. Dalton throughout most of high school, and had been the straight-A student to his solid-C education, but his dreams had held much more possibilities.

And now, he felt like a grade-A loser and perhaps even a bit like a stalker for even thinking about her like he had back in the day…and even now.

Someone honked behind him, and he cursed, noting the now green light. He let his foot off the brake, hit the gas, and turned into the hotel parking lot. Five minutes into this event and he already wanted to turn around and drive back to Denver. He parked and turned off the engine, taking steady breaths. He’d taken the week off, though he hadn’t wanted to, but his boss hadn’t cared. Grayson never took time off since he needed all the income he could get, but between Brody and a couple of the other guys, they’d filled in for him easily. After all, he’d done the same for them countless times. He’d also decided to make the twelve-hour drive himself rather than fly down. Not only was it cheaper, but he also had time to get his head on straight and prepare for what he was about to do.

Of course, all of that planning had gone out the window as soon as he’d seen Kate. Apparently, old ghosts didn’t fade away as they should. 

Grayson Cleary was the class of 2007’s dropout, who wasn’t quite a dropout. He’d gotten his diploma a few months after everyone else did, but he had done it through the mail since he’d left town as fast as he could. 

“Enough.” He shook his head and got out of his truck. Time to deal with this because Leah needed him, and then he could get out of town as quickly as possible. If he were lucky, no one would recognize him or even care that he was back. After all, he was just the town’s degenerate, nothing important.

After he had gotten the key to his room, he threw his things inside the small king-bed single and made his way back to his truck. Leah had told him he needed to check in with the reunion committee to get his packet or some crap like that. Apparently, there were a few things going on throughout the week ahead of time, but he knew there was no way he’d be a part of those. He was supposed to meet Leah for a beer later at the Grange, but he knew that probably wouldn’t happen either. He was exhausted from his drive that had started way too freaking early in the morning and just wanted to sleep.

For now, he drove toward the school, past the football field that seemed even larger than it had been, and parked in visitor parking. Grayson narrowed his eyes as he rubbed his jaw, a sharp pang radiating through his gums before becoming a dull ache.

Well, fuck. He’d been clenching his teeth the whole way down here—despite the views of Colorado—and he was pretty sure he’d cracked a crown. 

Jesus Christ.

If he had to find a dentist in Catfish Creek on his way to a damn reunion he didn’t even want to go to, Leah would owe him more than a beer. Hell, more than a keg. 

Ignoring the pain in his jaw, he made his way into the main school building where the email Leah had forwarded him told him to go. School was out for the year, so it was at least quiet from the hustle and bustle, and free of teenage aggravation and angst. 

Thankfully, there was a sign about checking in on the right, and he bypassed the principal’s offices. Leah had visited there more than he had, but he still didn’t want to go down that particular memory lane.

He froze when he recognized the woman standing behind the table marked for the reunion. She looked a little older than she had back in high school, but her makeup hid most of that. She still had her bleach-blonde hair, teased accordingly to the current styles, and smiled wildly at him.

Of course, Karly Stocker was in charge of the Reunion Committee. Who else would want to organize so many things at once? She was like a dictator in love with control. 

“Hi there,” she said with a bright smile. Her gaze traveled over his worn jeans and faded T-shirt that showcased the fact that he worked hard with his body day in and day out. He’d bulked up some since high school and had the abs to prove it, and from the way Karly studied him like a cat in cream, he assumed she liked what she saw.

He had a feeling a single shower wouldn’t get the ick feeling off his skin, at least not anytime soon.

When her gaze went to his face, her eyes narrowed. “Grayson Cleary. I didn’t think you’d actually show up.”

He was going to kill Leah for this.

Slowly.

He cleared his throat. “I’m here.”

She snorted. “A man of few words, as usual. I’m a little surprised the rest of the committee agreed to your invitation, but here we are. I mean, most people who will show up this week actually graduated.” She giggled, and Grayson clenched his jaw. Blinding pain shocked his system, and he held back a curse. He did not want to go to a dentist, but it looked like he wasn’t going to get what he wanted anytime soon.

“Got the invitation anyway.”

She rolled back her shoulders. “Yeah, it seems you did. And Leah is registered, as well.” Her eyes narrowed once again. “Did you two finally marry? Her last name is the same, but knowing her, she kept it after she got married. She’s one of those women. Feminists.” She spat the word like it was a bad thing to think women needed equal rights.

Typical Karly.

“Just friends. Like we were before.”

She snorted sweetly, though there was nothing sweet about it. “Sure, honey. Whatever you say.” She looked through a stack of envelopes and handed one over. “Here’s the schedule of events and things you’ll need for the reunion. The Brisket BBQ is tonight if you want to make it.” Her gaze traveled over his clothing again. “And remember, the actual reunion is a masquerade.” She paused. “A gala with masks if you don’t know what that means.”

Once again, he ignored the pain as he clenched his jaw. “I saw the description in the email.”

“Sure you did, honey. Just be sure to dress appropriately, or they won’t let you in the door.” She giggled again, and he just barely refrained from rolling his eyes.

“Thanks, Karly.”

She waved him off, a giant diamond on her left hand. “Bye-bye, Grayson Cleary. I’m sure we’ll be seeing you around.”

The way she said it made him think she’d be texting everyone she knew—at least those who she thought might care—that he was back and as much of a loser as ever, just as soon as he turned his back. 

It had been ten fucking years but, apparently, he was right back in high school again.


 

Chapter Two

 

 

Kate St. Dalton, formerly Williamson, had not only missed breakfast but now that the clock was heading into four p.m., she was pretty sure she’d missed lunch, as well. If her best friends Rae or Tessa could see her, they’d probably yell at her. Okay, so Tessa would give her a stern lecture since the other woman was an RN, who also tended to skip meals, and Rae would just calmly hand over a bag of snacks. But still, she knew not eating wasn’t the smartest thing in the world.

Then again, it had been a long time since she’d done the smart thing.

“Kate, get the Walker file ready for me, can you?” Dr. Ballard asked as he strode by her desk, not even bothering to look at her. He did that often so it wasn’t a surprise, but one day, it would be nice if he actually looked at her. Or said please.

Dr. Anton Ballard was her age and had been in the same graduating class. He’d been the salutatorian to her valedictorian, and throughout the years, he’d never let her forget it. While both of them had moved away to go to college at A&M and UT Austin respectively, he had been the one to complete his degree and was now a highly sought after dentist in west Texas. 

Kate had only completed one semester before being forced to drop out thanks to the birth of her son, West. Her husband hadn’t wanted her to do too much and had promised her that she’d be able to return to school as soon as West was old enough to attend nursery school. Then, of course, she’d had Liliana less than two years later, and hadn’t had the time to return to school. There hadn’t been much time for anything when it came to Jason St. Dalton it seemed.

Including their marriage.

Anton—Dr. Ballard—had graciously let her come and work with him when her marriage had failed and she’d moved back to Catfish Creek to be near her parents. She’d only had a high school education with a semester or two of college classes under her belt thanks to night school. Nobody else would have hired her at the salary she made, but at the time, she’d figured Anton had wanted to be nice to her.

Instead, she’d discovered that he wanted to lord his success over her. He’d been second place once, and he refused to be again. While Kate always seemed to be a step behind these days because she’d followed the wrong dream.

She held back a curse at that horrible thought. Her babies were not the wrong dream. Maybe she hadn’t lived up to her potential—as her parents continuously reminded her—but having West and Lili was not a mistake she’d made along the way back to Catfish Creek.

“Kate? Did you not hear me? I need the Walker file.”

She shook her head, clearing out the thoughts that kept coming back to her in rapid succession thanks to the reunion just around the corner. “Sorry, I have it right here.” She held out the file she’d had ready for over an hour in preparation for when Anton would ask for it, but he didn’t care. He never cared. She was just a secretary to him, someone beneath him that he’d rather not pay attention to unless it was to show off his brand new car or a photo of the new baby his perfect wife had just delivered while still looking model gorgeous. 

Though Anton would never be as crass as to use the word secretary. No, Kate was his Administrative Assistant—progressive for a conservative Texas town. And that was exactly who Anton was. Just progressive enough to make the younger members admire him, and just chauvinistically in love with the patriarchy to prove to the older generation that he was one of them.

A true next generation Texan.

Anton didn’t frown, but he still gave her a look that said he was disappointed in her. Hell, she hated that look. Well, she hated most of his looks these days.

“Hmm. I have an opening at four thirty, correct?”

She turned back to her computer and double-checked. “Yes. Though we might have a few walk-ins like we usually do for emergencies.”

“Hmm.” Anton looked over the file and walked away without another word, once again leaving Kate with a slight headache. 

She was exhausted from working full-time, taking a single night class so she could maybe finish her degree in the next twenty years, and being a single mom. Yet she couldn’t share any of that with Anton, or he’d find a way to make it worse for her. She’d known the man was competitive, it was obvious when they were teenagers—hell, she’d been, as well—but he was beyond ridiculous. 

Kate went back to her scheduling as the front door opened and a man in tight, faded jeans and a light red shirt walked into the building. She blinked since the Texas sun hit her right in the eyes before the door closed behind him—then her mouth fell open.

After all these years, the so-called bad boy of Catfish Creek was back in town. Not that the man had ever done anything bad in high school, but kids and parents were mean, and anyone who didn’t look or act exactly as they did Fridays on the football field or Sundays at church were labeled one way or the other.

Grayson Cleary.

He’d been hot in high school—so hot, in fact, that the one time Jason had caught her looking, had been the one and only time he’d ever pushed her. She should have taken that as a sign and left him then, but she’d been stupid, and Jason had apologized right after.

But she still hadn’t forgotten Grayson Cleary.

She hadn’t thought he’d come back for the reunion, but for some reason, the butterflies in her stomach told her she just might be happy he had.

What the hell was she thinking? She was a single mom with no time to stare at hot strangers who happened to show up at the dentist. In fact, from the way he stared at her, she knew she should probably say something instead of staring right back and acting like a freaking idiot.

“Welcome,” she said after a moment, her voice far steadier than she thought it would be. “What can I do for you?” 

Why the hell wasn’t she saying his name or mentioning the fact that she recognized him? She truly sounded like one of the stuck-up bitches from high school, and she didn’t like it.

He cleared his throat before rubbing his jaw. “I think I cracked or loosened my crown. The hotel I’m staying at is across the street, and I figured I’d jog over here and see if you had a last-minute opening.”

She swallowed hard. “We actually have one in about twenty minutes, Grayson. We’ll fit you in. I just need you to fill out some paperwork.”

He froze in front of her, his hand outstretched. “You recognized me?”

She let out a breath before giving him a wide smile. She’d paid a lot to keep her teeth healthy; she might as well show them off. “I’m sorry I didn’t say it right away. I’m in job mode. But, yes, of course I recognize you. You’re here for the reunion?” 

He hadn’t said her name, so maybe he didn’t know who she was. And though they hadn’t spoken much in high school, it still made her a little sad that he didn’t recognize her, even after all this time. And that was enough of that.

“I am.” He cleared his throat. “You look good, Kate. I didn’t figure you’d be back in Catfish Creek working here. Is this your business, then? Are you still Williamson?” He smiled as he said it, and she tried her best not to let her own smile fall.

“Dr. Ballard will be your dentist. And it’s actually St. Dalton now,” she corrected, hating her last name. But her babies had that name, and it made it easier for everyone for her to keep it—even if every time she signed something, she was forced to remember her train wreck of a marriage.

Grayson’s eyes darkened. “Oh, yeah, I guess you married Jason, then. How is he?” It didn’t sound as if he cared one way or the other about Jason, but at least he was polite enough to ask.

Her voice cooled. “I don’t know. He doesn’t call much. We’re divorced,” she explained.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, fiddling with the pen in his hand.

“I’m not,” she replied honestly before clearing her throat. This was way too much memory lane for her. “Dr. Ballard will be able to see you shortly. Just fill out the rest of the paperwork and we’ll get you in. I’ll need to see your ID and insurance.”

He handed them over, a thoughtful look on his face. “Ballard. As in Anton? Wasn’t he second in the class or something?”

She gave him another bright smile, but he had a feeling from the look on her face he saw right through it. “Yes.”

“Imagine that, one and two owning a dental office together.” He snorted. “You’ve done good for yourself, Kate.”

Her smile went brittle. Of course, he’d think she owned the place with Anton. What top-of-her-class woman would ever end up as just the assistant?

“Kate, I said I needed the Anderson file, not the Walker file. Don’t you listen?” Anton strode out and looked up at the last minute, seeming to realize they were not alone. “Hello.” There wasn’t a single look of recognition in Anton’s face, and for that, Kate was sorry.

She handed over the Anderson file she’d also prepared without another word, even though he hadn’t asked for it. Shame crept up her neck, and she knew her cheeks were pink. There was nothing wrong with her job, with her life, but the look people gave her when they found out what she’d become after having so much potential was always too much to take.

She hated the pity, the disappointment, and even worse, she hated when people looked at her as if she deserved far worse. 

She’d married rich to her high school sweetheart, but in the end, had ended up a little jagged, a little broken because of it.

Anton went in the back again without another word. Kate forced herself to look at Grayson, not wanting to see any of those looks in his eyes, but knowing she couldn’t hide from them.

But when she looked at him, she only saw curiosity, and was that…anger? That didn’t make any sense. What did he have to be angry about? Maybe it was because Anton didn’t seem to really notice who Grayson was. It might have been ten years, but Anton was still as much of an ass as he’d been back then.

“I’ll fill this out,” he said “Thanks, Kate.”

She nodded before looking back at her computer, though she saw nothing. She just needed this reunion to be over, then she could go back to her normal and busy life. A life where she needed to find a way to make it hers, and not what others made for her. It wasn’t easy, but Kate wouldn’t give up. She hadn’t yet—despite what others might think.

 

 

By the time Kate got home and sent the babysitter on her way, she was ready for a nap and a glass of wine. Only it was six o’clock, and that meant it was time to make dinner, make sure the kids finished their camp homework if they had any, and get them into bed. They both liked showering in the mornings now, though, so that was one less thing to do at night, even if it made the mornings rush by far too quickly and they were always running a tad late.

Jason had hated when they were late, though he’d never shown up on time when they were the ones waiting on him. Kate was the one who liked to be early for things, even if it wasn’t always feasible with two kids underfoot. She quickly put those thoughts from her mind as she slipped out of her shoes and set her purse down on the side table. No use thinking about her ex or the past when she barely had enough time to live in the present.

Her babysitter, Jessica, had been by the door, shoes on and bag over her shoulder when Kate pulled up. Since Kate had been a few minutes late coming home, she didn’t blame the young woman. They were in the middle of summer, after all, and day camps for West and Lili only lasted so long, which meant that Jessica had to watch them until Kate got home. She hated not being there when her babies got off the bus or out of camp, but she also needed to pay the rent and put food in their bellies. And since West had once again hit a growth spurt, that accounted for a lot of food these days.

“Mom!” Lili squealed as she ran up to Kate and wrapped her arms around her waist. Kate hugged her baby girl hard before pulling back. At seven, Lili still liked hugs but wasn’t usually this exuberant. Either Lili had done something at camp that Kate would have to deal with later, or she wanted something. Oh, the joys of having wonderful children.

“Hey, baby girl. Do you want to help me with dinner?” 

Lili shrugged. “Okay.” 

The two of them padded off to the kitchen where West sat on a stool, playing games on his tablet. Kate leaned over and kissed the top of West’s head, and her son barely held back his grimace.

“Hello to you, too, baby boy.”

“I’m not a baby,” he mumbled.

“I’m not either,” Lili added.

Kate really wanted that glass of wine, but making tacos would have to suffice for now. “We’re not in public, so I’m not going to embarrass you if I call you my babies because, hello, you’re both my babies and always will be.” She winked as she said it, and both rolled their eyes at her even as they smiled. 

Their teenage years might be the death of her, but she’d get through it. Hopefully. The two of them looked like little replicas of her, only their eyes carried a bit of Jason in them. While Jason had been the golden boy in high school, she’d had the slightly darker looks with pale green eyes. Her babies had her dark hair and skin tone, but they had Jason’s crystal-blue eyes. Striking didn’t even begin to cover it.

“Mom?” Lili asked, her voice hesitant.

“Yes, Lili?” Kate answered, browning the meat while gesturing to the block of cheese. “Can you grate the cheese for me?”

“Sure,” Lili said, quickly hopping to it.

West set down the tablet and went to the cupboard and pulled out a can of beans. She seriously loved her kids. They helped without being asked most of the time since they only had each other to rely on. Lili would have jumped in without asking most days, but Kate knew she needed to ask for something so was a little off.

“Can we get a puppy?” Lili said, her voice so low that Kate almost missed it.

Kate pressed her lips together, trying to blink back tears. Damn it, she was going to disappoint her kids. Again. But there was no way they could get a pet right now.

“I wish we could,” she said honestly. “But our landlord has a strict policy against pets, and we aren’t home enough for a new puppy or any pet.” She let out a breath. “I’m sorry, honey.”

Lili didn’t meet her gaze, but gave her a shrug instead. “That’s what I figured. It’s okay.”

Kate set the burner to low and put down the wooden spoon so she could face her children. “I’m sorry. You know I am. I had dogs and cats growing up, and I know they’re a wonderful part of a family. But unless we move again to a place that allows pets, and if we find a way to make time for a new addition to the family, I don’t know if it’s going to happen anytime soon.”

West wrapped his little arm around Lili’s shoulders and gave her a quick squeeze. The two of them fought constantly as brothers and sisters did, but then there were times when they were truly loving and amazing. Once again, Kate had to blink back tears. 

 “It’s okay,” West said softly. “We’ve got each other, right?”

Kate stepped forward and opened her arms. Both kids immediately went to her, holding her tightly.

“Right,” she said softly. “Right.”

Damn, Jason. Damn, Anton. Damn her for not doing what she should have all those years ago by staying in school. But none of that mattered anymore. Now, she had to be a full-time mom, a full-time employee, and a part-time student. She could do all of that and sleep just enough that she didn’t keel over.

What she didn’t need was an ex-husband who hadn’t wanted custody of the kids except to taunt Kate about taking her children away. She also didn’t need another person coming into her life and changing how she’d set up her new path. She’d worked hard for what she had and she was afraid if she added another person to her life she’d ruin everything she’d made for herself.

“Mom?” West said softly.

“Yes, baby?” she answered, kissing the tops of their heads. They were getting so tall now that she didn’t need to lean forward that much. But considering she wasn’t much taller than five feet, that wasn’t saying much.

“I think the meat is burning.”

“Shit.” 

“You cursed!” Lili giggled. “That’s five bucks for the jar.”

Kate narrowed her eyes as she stirred the meat, grateful only a little bit of it had singed. “Since when is it five bucks for a swear?” she asked. “I thought we were at a quarter.”

“Inflation,” West said with a sage nod.

Kate burst into laughter. “What do you know about inflation?”

West grinned widely, wrapping an arm around Lili’s shoulder again. This time, Lili pushed him off and rolled her eyes. “TV?”

Kate laughed and began to heat up the beans. “Whatever you say. Now, set the table, will you? Let’s get some food in our bellies before they start growling like crazy.”

Of course, both kids began to make growling noises as they set the table, and Kate just smiled, the long hours of the day and the homework she had to do when her kids were asleep fading away into the bliss that was her life with her children. Life wasn’t easy, but hell, it wouldn’t have been easy regardless of the choices she made when she was younger. And thinking about the dark-eyed man who’d come into the office today and what might have been wouldn’t help a single thing.

Even if somewhere deep inside, that’s exactly what she wanted to do.

 

 

“I cannot believe you talked me into this,” Kate mumbled as she stared at her closet, phone in hand. “I have two days’ worth of classwork to finish by the end of the week, and not enough time to do it. My parents picked up the kids for dinner and a movie since it’s the summer and they get to sleep in a bit before camp, but they weren’t all that happy about me going out tonight. And I slept like crap last night, so I think the bags under my eyes have bags themselves.”

Rae, one of her best friends and possibly the most kindhearted person Kate had ever met, snorted. “You need to go out and see adults who don’t need their teeth cleaned.”

Kate held up a black dress that probably wouldn’t fit one hip, let alone both of them to her in front of the mirror. How had that gotten in her closet? Maybe it was Rae’s or Tessa’s because there was no way she’d be caught dead in something that short these days.

“Everyone needs their teeth cleaned,” Kate responded absently. “It’s a way of life.”

“You’re a dork, and I love you. But as for school, you do work every night and are probably more ahead than the rest of your classmates. You can finish all of your stuff in an hour if you focus. I’ll come over if you want and watch the kids, maybe take them to the park or something, and you can just get your work done quickly like I know you can. Then you’ll have tonight and the rest of the time to actually breathe.”

Kate held up a burgundy tunic that had looked good once, but now it made her look like a blimp. She wondered if she could add a belt to it to make it look cute. Nope, this was not the nineties, and she hadn’t dressed like that since she was five with a side ponytail and stirrup pants to match her mom. 

“That would be wonderful,” she said after a moment. “I don’t know how to thank you enough, Rae.”

“You’re my best friend. Well, you and Tessa. So, yeah, I’m going to make sure you’re okay and taken care of now that you’re finally living close enough for me to do that.” She paused. “As for your parents, if they’re going to keep treating you that way, you need to say something. Don’t let life pass you by.”

Kate pulled out her simple leather leggings and a pale green top that matched her eyes. If she added a small black shrug, she’d look ready to go out and be comfortable. She did this with such a determined focus, she knew it was because she didn’t want to think about Rae’s words.

“I’ve tried to talk with them, Rae. You know that. They don’t want to talk about anything. They want me to go back to being the star, the smart one of the family who had potential. And while they love their grandkids, they don’t love the fact that I got married far too young, had babies far too young, and dropped out of college, losing my full ride to UT in the process. They don’t like that I’m just an assistant and not doing anything on my own to make them proud. So, no matter that I moved back home to be close to them, they’ll still see me as a disappointment, their daughter who had so much potential but lost it.”

As always, Kate did her best not to let their words hurt her, but her mother had never been the kind of woman to hold back what she thought. She’d voiced her opinions plainly to Kate once, and now, every time Kate looked into her mother’s eyes, she saw the failures she’d never be able to make up for. No matter that she was going to school, working full-time and raising two wonderful children—her mother would never see her as anything but lost potential. And her father wouldn’t say a damn thing at all.

Kate dealt with it, but damned if she would let that attitude hurt her babies. So far, her parents hadn’t said or done anything for her children to see, and Kate would make sure that never happened.

“And now that I’ve slightly depressed us, let’s get going. I’ll meet you at the Grange in thirty minutes. Be cute like I know you are. Oh! And Tessa is going to try and come tonight. She’s on call, but not actually on shift. So she won’t drink, but she plans on coming to hang out with us for a few minutes, at least.”

Kate smiled. Tessa worked longer hours than any of them if you didn’t include Kate’s children and schoolwork. To have all three of them out at the same time wasn’t easy these days.

“I’ll see you soon.”

“Goody! And maybe you’ll meet the sexy man of your dreams tonight. Just saying.” Her voice, as usual, was soft, but Kate could hear the teasing in Rae’s words. “Don’t let happiness pass you by, Kate.”

Kate could probably say the same words back to her friend, but she didn’t. Instead, she said her goodbyes and ended the call. The thing was, Kate had already dreamt about a sexy man, and that delicious guy wasn’t a dream. He was a real man from her past that had walked right back into her present.

And having naughty dreams about Grayson was not what she needed to do in order to live her life the way she wanted to—the way she needed to. No, thank you. He was just passing through before leaving town once again. Kate wanted nothing to do with that—despite the sexy abs and hips.

She quickly dressed, did something mildly reasonable with her hair, and slapped on makeup. Thankfully, with Jason’s job, she’d been forced to wear makeup often for functions and could put it on in less than five minutes and make it look flawless. 

And that was, once again, enough thinking about Jason. Of course, as soon as she thought that, her phone buzzed with an incoming text. She looked at the readout, and her blood chilled.

Jason: See you soon.

And now Kate officially needed that drink. Of course, her ex would be back in town for the reunion.

By the time she made it to the Grange, parking was a nightmare, but she found a spot under a light post near the back—safety first and all that. She only planned to stay for one drink anyway since she’d driven and had to work the next morning, so it shouldn’t be too late when she left. With so many folks in town for the reunion, she should have realized that tonight would be busy since people wanted to party if they were here with nothing else to do.

When she made it inside, Tessa and Rae were already at a booth, waving her over with margaritas in their hands—one she knew was for her. She seriously loved her friends. Kate slid into the booth and sighed.

“Why did I wear heels?” she blurted, trying to stretch her toes.

“Because wearing flats with those pants would be sacrilege,” Tessa said with a wink before sipping her club soda. “And, hello, by the say.”

Kate winced. “Sorry. Hello, all. I’m here. Now can I go?”

Rae shook her head and slid over the extra large margarita. “Nope. You need to drink this first.”

Kate eyed the pink monstrosity with narrowed eyes. “If I finish that, I won’t be able to walk, let alone drive home.”

Rae sipped at her drink, rolling her eyes. “It’s only one shot of tequila since this is the Grange and they water everything down. It’s mostly sugar. And if you finish it, that means you need to stay longer than ten minutes just to make sure it’s out of your system. I also ordered nachos and wings because I figured if we’re going to be bad with the sugar, we might as well add in cheese and grease, as well.”

Kate’s stomach growled, and Rae grinned. Tessa just shook her head before looking down at her phone. “As much as I’d love to clog my arteries, I need to head out.” She waved her phone. “Apparently, they need me back in.”

“Oh the life of an RN,” Kate said. “Be careful.”

Tessa grabbed her bag and nodded. “Always am.” Kate slid back out of the booth so Tessa could leave. Tessa hugged them both before waving and heading out the door.

“Well, at least she tried,” Rae said, her eyes a bit sad.

Kate stirred her drink, a little melancholy, as well. “I guess.” The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and she looked up at the door. 

“Who’s that?” Rae asked. “Wait. Is that Grayson Cleary?”

Kate took a big gulp of her drink, trying to cool down the heat that singed her cheeks. 

Yep. That was Grayson Cleary walking into the Grange. The same Grayson Cleary that had filled her dreams the night before with heated moments so flame-worthy she’d woken sweaty with her hand down her shorts.

That Grayson Cleary.

Of course.


 

Chapter Three

 

 

Grayson was once again in a place he didn’t want to be, but since Leah had asked him to show up, and it was either this or sit alone with his dick in his hand in his hotel room, he’d picked the Grange. Leah had promised him a drink, and since he hadn’t been able to get it the night before thanks to his freaking tooth, he was more than ready for one tonight. Thankfully, he hadn’t needed a root canal, so he was able to eat and drink today as long as he didn’t go crazy.

Of course, that meant he had to find Leah in the mass of people dancing, eating, and playing pool. While the outside of the building hadn’t seen a coat of paint in years, Frank had at least updated the inside a bit with better paneling and new signs. The front of the Grange had the normal hostess station with seating to accommodate families during the daytime to eat and for adults who wanted bar food once the sun went down. Beyond the seating area to the left held a couple of pool tables and other games for people to use. Then, on the right, there was the dance floor area with a mechanical bull separating the gaming and dancing sections.

He’d never been old enough to come into the Grange when the bull was running, and now that he was old enough, he wasn’t about to hurt himself trying. Though he could still make out the sign near the bull that spoke of the owner—a former professional bull rider—and whoever had the longest time so far.

The place was a mashup of everything, but it worked.

Not seeing Leah right away, he made his way to the bar and found one of the few empty stools. Since most people had come in groups, they were either sitting at one of the tables or booths or back in one of the other areas enjoying their night. From what Grayson could tell, there weren’t that many singles tonight. He guessed that made sense, considering so many of his graduating class was here, and they’d hung out in packs back then, as well. 

He ordered water since he didn’t want to aggravate his tooth just in case and sat back to people watch. As a mechanic, he met various types of individuals daily, though most of them didn’t bother to notice him at all. He was just the guy who fixed their car—not their best friend. So, sitting on a barstool in the middle of a crowded place feeling only a little bit alone wasn’t unusual for him. 

He recognized a few people, though no one really seemed to notice him. Or if they did, they either ignored him or didn’t have a clue who he was. That wasn’t much different than high school, so it didn’t bother him. He wasn’t the same kid barely making it to school and working two part-time jobs. He was a homeowner, who was sought after at his place of business. And if he kept saving, one day soon, he might be able to open his own shop like he’d wanted to for years. Going to night school to make sure he had the business classes that he needed had set him back on his timeline regarding saving, but it would be worth it in the long run.

The bartender handed over his water, and he nodded in thanks before taking a sip. As he set down the glass, Anton Ballard came forward, a frown on his face.

Grayson had sat behind the guy in three or four classes a semester since middle school, and yet he was pretty sure Anton still didn’t recognize him. It wasn’t that big a deal since those classes hadn’t been the primary ones because Anton had been taking AP classes while Grayson had been trying to keep up with homework in the normal ones, but still. He’d seen the man yesterday, and Anton still seemed confused.

Of course, seeing the guy got Grayson’s back up not only because of his lack of memory, but his lack of sense. He’d treated Kate like dirt, and Grayson had wanted to punch the guy—even if violence wasn’t always the answer. He’d been shocked when he realized that Kate wasn’t a dentist and didn’t own part of the business with Anton. He’d thought she’d be a lawyer or a doctor or something amazing by now, but he should have remembered that time changed things, and he didn’t know the whole story. Plus, there was nothing wrong with her job, even if it wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d assumed something, and it had made an ass out of him. He felt like a heel for even saying anything about her owning the business, but he hadn’t had time to apologize, or the words to make things better—if there was anything to make better.

Now, he was mentally talking himself in circles, and Anton was still staring at him.

“Hey, Anton,” he finally said, annoyed.

Anton snapped his fingers as if he’d just had an idea. “Mr. Cleary, right? From yesterday? I knew I recognized you. Sorry, long day at the office and all that.”

This guy. Seriously.

“Yep, that’s me. Tooth’s great by the way.”

Anton grinned, his pearly whites clearly caps and not his normal teeth. “Good to hear. And I’m happy that you’re drinking water tonight. Let me know if you have any discomfort. You can call my secretary if you need another appointment.”

Grayson raised a brow. “Your administrative assistant, you mean?”

Anton waved it off. “Whatever. You’re a man’s man from what I can see. No use being politically correct here.”

Grayson gave him a bland look. “Yeah, God forbid we actually care about what words mean and how people feel, as long as it doesn’t get in the way of what derogatory things we want to say to make ourselves feel better.”

Anton’s eyes widened marginally before he stalked off without another word. Seemed like Grayson was off to a fine start with this reunion. First pissing off Karly, now Anton, and probably hurting Kate’s feelings, as well.

Damn Leah and her making him come to this thing. And where the hell was she anyway? Every time they tried to stop and get a drink these days, they never actually ended up doing it. If he weren’t so sure that they were still best friends, he’d have thought she was avoiding him. But with the way she hid something in her voice, he had a feeling she might be avoiding someone else. Hell if he knew who or what, though. She’d tell him eventually, and if she needed his help, he’d be there. Like always.

He turned to take another sip of his water and froze when he spotted the All-American Golden Boy and Ms. Runner-Up—aka, Jason and Karly. Well, hell, it looked like they were about to have a pre-reunion tonight anyway. He’d always hated Jason in high school. The man had been the president of the student council as well as the captain of the baseball and basketball teams. He hadn’t played football like most of the popular kids—since they lived in Texas and that was the thing to do—but most people didn’t seem to notice. Grayson figured Jason hadn’t played football because he wouldn’t have been the best since others were far better at it than he was, and he’d needed to shine. If Jason wasn’t the best at something, then he didn’t do it. If Grayson remembered right, Jason had graduated third in the class or something. He’d really only paid attention because Kate had been number one, and he’d always had a thing for her—even when he knew he shouldn’t. 

Jason had also been in Grayson’s classes and done his best to make Grayson feel like shit for his secondhand clothes and shitty grades. It hadn’t bothered him much until he’d brought Grayson’s sisters and mom into the picture. Then, Grayson had punched the asshole right in the nose—sending Grayson to ISS for the first and only time of his high school career. Punching the golden boy of Catfish Creek had sent him straight into bad-boy delinquent territory, even if he knew he wasn’t the only one imagining punching that smug look off Jason’s face. 

Karly was…well, Karly. Superficial and runner-up in everything she did. While being second in line shouldn’t have been a bad thing, the girl had never taken it well. Second place for Homecoming queen and Prom queen. Plus, if he remembered right, second in command of the cheerleaders. Or was it the dance team? And why the hell did he remember so much from high school when he hadn’t thought about it all that often over the past ten years?

He blew out a breath and watched Jason and Karly walk around the Grange as if they were royalty. Royalty of a small town in Texas where no one really gave a shit maybe, but Grayson didn’t really care. Jason had married Kate, giving her his name, and now, they were divorced. And from the big ass ring he’d spotted on Karly’s finger the day before, Karly was second once again in terms of affection. If he’d been a spiteful person, he would have smirked at that, but broken dreams and hearts weren’t anything to laugh about. Not when it came to Kate.

Hell, he needed to get her out of his mind. Just because he’d had a crush on her in high school didn’t mean he had to keep thinking about her now. Of course, Brody’s comment about his type filled his mind, and he held back a curse.

“Hey, sorry I’m late,” Leah said as she rushed to his side. She smiled wildly at him, but there was a bit of panic in her eyes.

He could feel a few stares on them, but he ignored them as usual. Wherever Leah went, there were stares. After all, she’d been the bad girl of Catfish Creek, the one who everyone thought was fucking the entire football team, as well as the bad boy of Catfish Creek—aka, him. Jesus, he hated high school and this town. 

“It’s fine, want me to order you something?” He frowned at her. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” She waved him off. “Actually, I can’t stay. I need to…I just need to do a rain check. Okay?”

Grayon studied her face. “You going to tell me what’s going on?” 

Leah leaned over him and chugged the rest of his water before putting the empty glass down on the bar top. “Can’t right now. But I will.”

“You know I’m always here for you, right?”

Leah’s eyes warmed. “I do, Gray, I do. Now, why don’t you stop talking to me and turn around and look at the pretty woman with those fantastic leather leggings who keeps staring at you.”

“What are leather leggings?” And why was that the question he asked? He seriously needed a drink that wasn’t water.

“They are nirvana. Stretchy and sexy.” She winked. “My new motto.”

Grayson let out a groan. “Dear Lord. Never say that again.”

“Seriously, though. Kate is looking hot tonight. And I hear she’s single.” Leah’s phone buzzed. “Anyway, gotta run. Have fun!”

She scampered off, leaving Grayson confused as ever. But the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and he turned, his gaze going straight to the woman who kept invading his thoughts.

Kate’s eyes widened as their gazes caught, and Grayson figured Leah might not have been messing with him about the whole staring at him thing. Knowing he was probably going to do something stupid, he stood up, tipped the bartender for his water since getting free drinks at a bar was kind of a shitty thing to do, and strode toward her booth. She sat with another woman, who looked vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t place her. But he only had eyes for Kate.

She looked fucking sexy. She’d worn this flowy, light green top that hugged her breasts before it flared out at her hips. From far away, he’d been able to see her legs encased in those leather leggings Leah had mentioned. He didn’t know if they were stretchy or comfortable, but they were definitely sexy. She also had on black heels that he knew would make her a little taller. That was a good thing since she was so much shorter than him. Leaning down to kiss her would probably be difficult—something he’d thought about a lot when he was sixteen.

Shit. He wasn’t going to kiss her. Not tonight. Not ever. He really needed to get those thoughts out of his head.

Kate smiled up at him hesitantly, and it only highlighted the brightness of her eyes. She’d done some smoky thing with her makeup that made the pale green stand out. She’d been beautiful when she was a teenager. As an adult, she was beyond stunning.

“Hey,” he finally said, his voice far too low.

“Hey,” she whispered back, her throat working as she swallowed hard.

“Hey,” the other woman said from Kate’s side, laughter in her voice. “I’m Rae, it’s nice to see you, Grayson.”

He blinked and looked over at the other woman, finally recognizing her. “Nice to see you again, Rae.”

“I don’t think we had any classes together, but it’s been a while anyway. I think our lunch tables were near one another, though.” Her voice had that soft, airy quality that seemed to let anyone in; as if she were truly as nice as she sounded.

Grayson stuck his hands into his pockets. “It’s weird seeing everyone again.”

“I know,” Rae said as Kate stayed quiet. “I live here, but it’s still a little weird to see so many people who moved away.” Something came and went in her eyes, and Grayson figured there was a story there.

He turned back to Kate. “Uh, thanks for yesterday.”

She blinked as if clearing her thoughts. “No problem.”

Silence. 

“I’m going to go check on our food,” Rae said, sliding out of the booth. “Be right back. Grayson, you can sit here if you want.” She waved as she flowed away, leaving Grayson standing awkwardly in front of Kate.

He had no idea what to say, so he blurted the first thing that came to his mind. “Want to dance?”

Kate blinked and looked down at the table before glancing back up at him. “Okay.”

They both seemed surprised that she had agreed, but Grayson would take it. He held out his hand, and she slid her smaller one into his, picking up her small clutch with her other hand. Rae had apparently taken her bag with her when she’d left them alone, so that meant Grayson only had to pay attention to Kate and not their table. That he could do—and, hopefully, not make a fool of himself in the process.

In her heels, the top of Kate’s head brushed his chin, and he couldn’t help but inhale the coconut scent of her shampoo. It was only a dance, and as long as he kept that thought on repeat in his head, he’d be fine.

The two of them walked in silence the few feet it took to get to the edge of the dance floor. He’d half hoped a line dance would come on the speakers, and he’d be able to make her laugh since he couldn’t actually do any of those leg moves, but to his luck—or detriment—a slow song began, and couples started to move to the center of the floor. 

Kate let out a low laugh, and he turned so she was in his arms but with a respectable distance between them. 

“What are you laughing at?” he asked, the heat of her so close that he had to tell himself that this was just for now.

Kate rolled her eyes. “It’s like one of those movies where the slow song starts right at the perfect moment.” Someone knocked into her from behind, and she tripped forward. Grayson steadied her with his hand on her hip, and once again, Kate rolled her eyes as she looked up at him. “Of course, people don’t usually bump into the girl once the couple starts dancing.”

Grayson gave her a small smile and led them away from the rowdier bunch that had decided to do a slow line dance. That had been a thing in high school and, apparently, it hadn’t died its slow death yet. 

“Sometimes, they get knocked into one another because it gives the guy a chance to get closer.” He didn’t move closer, but he watched her eyes darken just a bit at his words.

“Yeah, but if you cop a feel when we haven’t spoken more than a few sentences in ten years, I might have to deck you.”

He chuckled, aware that others were staring at them. Let them stare, he thought. He had the sexiest woman in the entire bar in his arms and he’d revel in it at least for the night. “We didn’t speak more than a few sentences to one another in high school either.”

She shook her head. “We talked way more than that.” She paused, a frown marring her face. “Didn’t we?”

“Glad to know I was so memorable.”

She lifted her hand from the top of his arm and pushed him slightly in the chest. “Oh, stop. If anything, I remember you more than I should.” Color flushed her cheeks, and he wondered what that could be about.

They swayed back and forth to the beat as others danced far more gracefully and far more Texan with their special slow dances, but he pushed all of that out of his head. He had Kate in his arms after all this time, and it seemed a little weird to have the real person next to him and not a figment of his imagination. He wasn’t that naïve to think he’d loved her at sixteen—hell, he’d only known her enough to have a serious crush on her and want to know her more. But as an adult, she had all these nuances and looks that made him want to dive in deeper and get to know the woman she’d become.

“So…” he began.

“So.” She smiled. “Why did you ask me to dance, Grayson?”

He swallowed hard. “Because I didn’t ask you to dance in high school.” It wasn’t like he was going to stay in Catfish Creek. He could be completely honest with her and walk away at the end of it without feeling like he’d bared his soul, only to have it thrown back in his face.

A puzzled look came into her eyes. “You wanted to ask me to dance in high school.”

He gave a rough chuckle. “Yeah, I did. I wanted to ask you out, too, but you were with Jason at the time, so I didn’t even try. I might have thought you were pretty as hell back then and sweet as sin, but I wouldn’t have poached and made you uncomfortable.”

Kate blinked. “I, uh…I have no idea what to say.” She gave a half-laugh. “I mean, I noticed you in high school, and I know we talked a few times. And I remember in tenth-grade English, we were supposed to be partners for a project, but you backed out.” She frowned. “Why did you back out? I don’t remember the excuse. I just remember that I ended up working with Jason and his friend instead.”

Grayson winced. “Jason threatened to kick my ass if I laid a hand on you, and since I didn’t bulk up until later in the year, and I knew I had to work most nights during that week, and you would have been forced to do most of the project yourself, I talked to the teacher and made sure you at least had partners who would be there.”

Kate scowled. “You should have told me. I was so mad at you at first because I thought you didn’t like me.”

Grayson sighed. “I think I liked you too much. But that was back in high school where everyone has crushes, you know?”

Kate shook her head even as they continued dancing from one slow song to the next. “You’re so honest about what you felt back then. I can’t quite believe that.”

Grayson shrugged. “I’m not staying in town, and lying about something from back in high school doesn’t really seem worth it. It’s not like it’s going to change anything, and you asked me why I wanted to dance with you.”

She smiled at him, and his heart did that clutching thing he hadn’t actually thought happened in real life. Hell, if he weren’t careful, he would fall for Kate all over again—if he’d ever stopped feeling something.

“You know, Jason and his friend made me do all the work anyway. I don’t even remember his friend’s name since he transferred to another school later that year. But Jason was all proud that his smart girlfriend was there, and somehow, I ended up doing it all while the guys talked about the next game.” She blew out a breath. “I’m pretty sure that’s how Jason got as many good grades as he did. Even on tests, he found a way to weasel out of bad marks through technicalities.”

“I could punch him again for you if you’d like,” he offered.

Kate’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. I forgot you punched him. He was so pissed off at you and the school for letting you stay after all that happened.”

Grayson shrugged. “He deserved it. And no amount of his daddy’s money was going to get me kicked out since the school needed to keep its quota of underprivileged kids. Plus, my mom came in during her shift, still wearing her maid’s uniform, and laid into the principal for letting Jason off without discipline. Even ten years ago, bullying wasn’t something the administration really did anything about, but Mom had heard Jason talking crap about my sisters, and the vice principal wasn’t happy.”

Kate pressed her lips together. “The VP was awesome. She was the one who made sure I followed the right path to get into the colleges I wanted, even though I ended up going to Jason’s family’s Alma Mater.”

Grayson reached out and tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear. They both froze on the dance floor a moment before forcing themselves back into their sway. “You still went to college. I didn’t even walk at graduation.”

“I didn’t finish, though,” she whispered.

He almost froze again but forced himself to keep dancing. “Why?” he asked softly.

“A story for another time.” She paused. “Why didn’t you walk with us?”

“A story for another time,” he repeated.

They finished the dance in silence, the weight of past decisions heavy in the air. As soon as the song ended, Grayson took Kate’s hand and led her back to her booth where Rae sat looking at her phone.

He hadn’t meant to go into high school memories as much as he had since he usually tried not to dredge all that up, but he couldn’t help but do so when he was with Kate. All they had were a few moments when they’d been teens, so it made sense they would talk about that. 

“I figured you’d be with the children, Kate,” a smooth voice said from their side. Kate stiffened next to Grayson, and he squeezed her hand.

“They’re with my parents, Jason,” Kate said softly, her head bowed.

Fuck. He didn’t know exactly what Jason had done to Kate in their marriage, but from the way she shrank into herself, he had the sudden urge to wipe the smug look off Jason’s too-pretty face.

The asshole must have had a nose job in the past decade since the bump Grayson had left on it was long gone, and that just made him want to make a new one. Jesus, he was going off the deep end and not even caring right then.

Jason shook his head and slid his arm around Karly’s side. Grayson watched Kate’s face as she took in the sight of the pair, but she’d schooled her features enough that he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. While he wanted to know, he was damn proud of her for not showing the other couple what they did to her.

“Are you sure that’s wise? I mean, I thought you wanted full custody of the children? That’s what our lawyers decided on, anyway. Was that a mistake?”

Grayson opened his mouth to say something, but Kate held up a hand. “Don’t make a scene, Jason. You know that wouldn’t look good for your career. What would the other lawyers say if they found out you were harassing your ex-wife in the middle of a podunk bar in a podunk town? West and Lili are safe and having a wonderful time with their grandparents tonight—something they can do now that I live here. You don’t have a say in how I raise my children. You signed away those rights.”

Jason curled his lip. “I pay child support, so I still have some rights. And as you said, I know a few more lawyers than you.” He patted Karly’s hand. “And you might be hearing from them sooner than you think. I want the children to get to know their new stepmother, and a weekend a month is hardly enough time for that, don’t you think?”

Kate leaned into Grayson as her gaze lowered to the huge rock on Karly’s finger. Grayson squeezed Kate’s hand once again and tugged her fractionally closer but not enough that the asshole would notice.

“Nice to see you, Jason.” He nodded. “Karly. But I was just walking Kate to her car, so we’d better get going.”

Jason’s brow rose. “Do I know you?” he asked.

“Oh, that’s Grayson Cleary, honey. You remember him, don’t you? The dropout?” Karly’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. And you’re with Kate now? How perfect is that? The high school dropout and the college dropout spending time together.”

“Jesus Christ, Karly. Grow the fuck up.” And with that, Kate stormed away, pulling Grayson with her. Grayson tipped his imaginary hat toward them as he picked up his pace to keep up.

Rae’s eyes widened as the two of them passed her booth, but Kate shook her head as the other woman started to slide out of her seat. As soon as they walked outside, Kate stopped, put her hands on her knees, and bent over, letting out a long breath.

“Shit, Kate? Are you okay? Do you need me to call someone?”

She stood up, rolled her shoulders back, and shook her head. “I’m fine. I’m going to go home now, though.” She turned to him and held out her hand. “Thanks for the dance.”

He looked down at her hand and frowned. “You really want me to shake your hand?”

She raised her chin but didn’t lower her arm. “Good night, Grayson.”

He reached forward and clasped her hand, noticing the grease still under his fingernails next to her clean, soft skin. There was a reason she’d picked the golden boy over him back in the day and, apparently, she wasn’t going to pick Grayson now either.

“It was good to see you, Kate,” he said softly. “I’ll see you at the reunion?”

She pressed her lips together. “I don’t know.” 

And with that, she released his hand and walked back to her car. He watched her the whole way, making sure she made it safely, his gaze following her out of the parking lot before he headed to his truck. Well, hell, it turned out he really had traveled back in time, and he’d landed straight in the depressing halls of Catfish Creek High again. For a bare instant, he’d thought maybe there was a spark of hope in her eyes when they’d been pressed together, but he’d been wrong. 

She wasn’t for him. Hadn’t been then, and surely wasn’t now. He’d crossed that bridge before he’d learn to drive. There wasn’t any going back—no matter how many more days they had until the reunion.


 

Chapter Four

 

 

Kate stared at the three open letters on her kitchen table and tried to comprehend what she was seeing. It didn’t make any sense. How could this be happening? 

Three universities wanted her.

Wanted her.

And they were going to make sure she knew how much.

She’d done it on a lark—a lark she’d meticulously planned, color-coded, organized, and weighed the pros and cons for, but a lark nonetheless. She’d applied for three major universities under a grant and scholarship proposal, knowing that her diploma with high honors was a decade old and her UT classes just as ancient in academia. But her grades had been stellar, and her online class scores were high, as well. Put it together, and she thought maybe she had a decent chance of getting into a university, but less of a chance of getting someone to pay her way.

But somehow…somehow three universities in Denver, Wyoming, and Nebraska wanted her. They were going to pay her tuition, as well as give her a stipend as long as she worked with them during the school year. With Jason paying child support and their custody agreement stipulating that Kate was allowed to move the kids out of state if she so chose, this could actually happen. It wouldn’t be easy, and she’d hate herself if her babies got hurt in the process, but maybe, just maybe, she could live her own dream.

She folded the papers again and put them in a folder she could keep away from prying eyes. There was a small chance she could move her children away again and start over, but she wasn’t sure she could do that to them. It would make it harder for everyone for Jason’s one weekend a month, but Jason made that hard anyway by never actually being home on that weekend and forcing Kate to find alternative ways to get the children around the state. She’d moved back to Catfish Creek to be near her parents, but in the end, that hadn’t quite worked out the way she’d hoped either. 

As much as she loved them—or at least loved the way they used to be—her parents were slowly draining the life from her just like her job was prone to do. She needed to be Kate. A mom with a purpose, not the girl who didn’t shine like she should.

She just wasn’t sure what the right move was.

Could she do this? 

She let out a breath and stuffed the folder in the back of a drawer in the kitchen where no one would find it. She had a month to decide since it wouldn’t start until the Spring term rather than the Fall one. She’d deal with it later. First, she had to use her rare day off and do the entertaining parts of her life like laundry and grocery shopping. 

The kids were at camp, so that meant she could at least get through things quickly after she finished paying the bills and tried not to cry at her dwindling checking account balance. The children each had accounts for college, and her savings account was starting to grow since she saved every penny she could in case this move actually happened. And if it didn’t happen, then she could buy a home here and start to settle down. Renting in Catfish Creek usually meant you would move away soon, and that’s sort of how Kate felt at the moment.

“Enough.” She blew out a breath and pulled her hair back in a ponytail. Today was errand day, so she hadn’t bothered to put on makeup beyond mascara, and wore leggings and a top that didn’t make her ass look too large. Hell, she wasn’t eighteen anymore, so hiding her ass had become a daily ritual.

She threw a load of laundry into the washer after pulling out random things from West’s pockets and slid on her shoes so she could head to the H-E-B. Her head hurt, but she knew it wasn’t from drinking four sips of her drink a couple of nights before.

Nope, it all had to do with the fact that a certain man kept invading her dreams.

 

 

Kate had just added four boxes of pasta to her cart since H-E-B had a wonderful sale going on when his voice reached her ear. She rolled her shoulders back and went to grip her cart again, but Jason moved in front of her, blocking her path.

“What do you want, Jason?”

“You can’t really think you can act that way and get away with it do you?” he asked, his voice sounding almost bored.

“What do you care? I’m a single woman, remember? And why are you in an H-E-B on a weekday, in a town you don’t even live in? Please tell me you aren’t following me around like a creeper.” She hoped to hell it was just a coincidence, but she wouldn’t put anything past him these days.

He rolled his eyes. “Jesus Christ, Kate. You’re not that important that I’m going to stalk you like some crazed loser. I’m picking up lunch for Karly since we’re planning on a date while she’s not working on reunion things. Get over yourself.”

“I can say the same to you,” she bit out. “Now get out of my way before I actually hit you with my cart.”

“I’d sue you.” He grinned. “Just because I can.”

“You done acting like the big man?” a deep voice said from behind her. Heat crept up her cheeks, and she wanted to find a hole to hide in. Of course, Grayson would be here to once again see her humiliation in her wrong choice of husband. Of course.

Jason snorted. “I see you’re still making time with this Neanderthal. I wonder what the courts would say if I explained to them what kind of men you’re bringing around my children.”

Grayson stood beside her but didn’t say anything, and for that, she was grateful.

“I don’t really care what you think, Jason. Get out of my way. You’ve made your scene and said your little diatribe, which amounts to nothing. I’m getting tired of explaining myself to you.”

Jason gave them each a once over before he shrugged. “See you at the reunion, Kate. I’m sure you won’t want to miss it, seeing how you were the valedictorian and all.” He glanced at Grayson. “I’d be surprised if they even let you in the door.” And with that, Jason sauntered off, the overhead lights beaming off his blond hair that she knew for a fact came from a bottle these days since he’d gone gray.

“I really want to punch him. Can I punch him? I promise not to do it in public and make it a scene, but I really want to hit him.”

Kate closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “If anyone is going to punch him, it’s going to be me.”

Grayson squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll hold your bag for you, so you have better balance.”

She opened her eyes and smiled up at him. “You know? That’s really sweet. In a violent sort of way.”

He smiled back, looking way too handsome for his own good. “I try.” He gestured toward her cart. “You almost done? How about I get you some coffee after you finish up.”

She looked down at her cart and sighed. “I haven’t even gotten to the perishables, and yet, I have no desire to finish grocery shopping right now.”

“Then don’t,” he said simply. “Buy what you have in your cart since none of that will go bad in the Texas sun. Get some coffee with me at the place next door so you can relax, and then finish shopping later.”

Not that she could ever relax with him near. “I don’t have time for that,” she said sadly.

“Make time.” He winced. “And that sounded like a douche thing to say. But if you can make time, come with me.” He leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “There are still people staring, and your hands are shaking, darling. Let’s get something cold to drink so they go away.”

She let out a breath and tried to calm the rapid beat of her heart—so not easy to do with him there.

“You know what? I think a drink sounds nice.” 

He grinned at her, and the two of them went up to the register. He hadn’t bought anything, and when she questioned that, he only said that he’d seen her when he walked in to get something for lunch and hadn’t bothered to continue until he knew she was okay.

And while that warmed her, she hated the fact that he’d come to the rescue. She could stand up to Jason all day, but her ex hated backing down.

Grayson helped her put what little bags she had in her SUV before walking her over to get some iced coffee. She got one with extra sugar and whipped cream while he ordered the same thing—even paying for it when she tried to stop him.

“My treat. You can get the drinks next time.”

“There’s going to be a next time?” she asked.

He smiled. “Still got a few days, so yeah, I hope there’ll be a next time.”

The barista called their names, and they picked up their drinks before heading to one of the empty tables. It was the middle of the workday, but, thankfully, it was after the normal lunch rush, so it wasn’t that busy. Less prying eyes and weird questions about who Kate was sitting with. Not that she was ashamed of Grayson—far from it—but she hated the inquisition. 

And that was just one more reason a move might be the best thing for her.

“Do you usually drink such sugary drinks?” she asked with a grin as they sipped.

Grayson shrugged. “Sometimes. I don’t like black coffee, so I usually add sugar and cream. I never go this overboard unless I’m at a café that my friends started taking me to that’s next to our favorite tattoo shop.”

Her eyes widened. “You have tattoos?”

Grayson winked. “A few. And I noticed the tiny butterfly on your ankle, so I figure my ink’s not going to bother you.”

She licked some whipped cream off her lip, trying to get the image of her licking his ink out of her mind. Of course, Grayson’s gaze went straight to her mouth, and she squirmed in her seat, suddenly very warm. How could this man do this to her so quickly? She’d never felt this rush of want so fast with Jason.

And that was enough comparing for a lifetime.

She sipped her drink and gave him a steadying look. “Why should you care what I think about your ink?”

He shrugged. “Because we keep looking at each other like we want to tear off each other’s clothes. Might as well be honest about it.”

She set down her drink so she wouldn’t drop it before looking over her shoulder. Thankfully, no one was around to hear that, but still. “Your honesty is a little loud, don’t you think.”

He leaned forward and winked. Damn man was far too sexy for his own good. “We’re alone back here, and you like my honesty. As for what it means? I don’t know. I’m enjoying myself, and as long as you are, too, then I’m going to keep enjoying myself.” He gave her a long look before his tone went serious. “I’m not staying very long, Kate. I’ll head back to Denver soon and leave everything that happened here at the reunion in the past just like everything else.” He paused. “I didn’t want to come at all, but now that I’m here and sitting across from you, I’m glad I came.”

She played with her napkin, still reeling over the fact that he’d said he lived in Denver. What a small, small world. “Why did you come if you didn’t want to?”

“I’m still friends with Leah, and she wanted me to come. So, I came.”

She met his gaze. “Are you two…” She couldn’t say the words.

Grayson shook his head and reached out to hold her hand. “I wouldn’t be sitting here with you, wanting to kiss you as much as I do, if I were with her. I’ve never been with Leah. Not even when we were in high school. We’re one of those rare couples that can actually remain friends without it getting sexual.” 

Kate blew out a breath, taking her hand back. “I shouldn’t have asked. Hell, it’s not my place to even care.”

Grayson leaned forward. “It could be. If you want. I know you’re a mom now and you have things on your plate. But…well…I’d like to get to know you a little better before I leave.”

“What good would that do, Grayson? You’re leaving.”

“Maybe it would be nice to see what might have been, just for the weekend, rather than focus on what was.” His voice was a little sad, and Kate felt the same way.

“I already live with what was every day. I married the wrong man, Grayson. You figured that out. I married him right out of high school and got pregnant soon after. If I’d been stronger, I would have found a way to at least stay in school part-time, but he convinced me to drop out and go back later. I never did. Even when the kids started full-time nursery schools where I could have tried to finish my degree, Jason somehow convinced me that he needed me to work to pay for our small house so he could finish law school. I worked my ass off for him and ended up an empty husk on his arm at office parties.” She blew out a breath. “I’m the one who finally asked for a divorce, and he can’t stand that. I got full custody and moved back to town, but I’m still not steady. So, yeah, I made those bad decisions back in high school when I was far too young to care or listen to anyone saying I was moving too fast.” She met his gaze. “I don’t know what I want to do this weekend, Grayson. I didn’t want to go to the reunion at all, but I don’t have a choice since it’ll just make things worse for me here in the long run if I don’t show my face. I plan everything I can now. Yet, I didn’t plan on you.”

He picked up her hand and pressed a soft kiss to her palm. It was the single most romantic thing she’d ever seen in her life.

“Then go out with me tonight, Kate. Let me take you to dinner, and we’ll see what else you haven’t planned for.”

She clenched her legs together, her throat going dry. The kids had sleepovers scheduled that night with their friends so she’d have a rare night alone. She’d been planning to take a long bath and raid her secret chocolate stash, and yet…

“Yes,” she whispered. “I think that sounds like a plan I can make.”

He smiled at her, and she prayed she wasn’t making a mistake. There was no future with Grayson, no matter how he’d made her feel in such a short time. Yet no matter how many plans she’d made before with Jason, things had still ended up horribly. Maybe going on impulse just this once and living in the moment would be worth it.

Maybe.


 

Chapter Five

 

 

Grayson hoped to hell he knew what he was doing, but he had a feeling he was playing things by ear at the moment. He still couldn’t quite believe that Kate had not only agreed to go out to dinner with him but that both of them had implied that there might be something more to come after dessert.

Kate sat across the booth from him, her hair in waves around her shoulders and a soft white dress covering her body. She’d worn wedges, so she was the right height for him to scent her hair like a teenager in lust, and he couldn’t help but love it. 

He’d picked her up from her place but hadn’t gone inside since she’d opened the door ready to go. He hadn’t minded at all, and was actually glad about it. He had a feeling he’d have kissed her hard against the door and done some pretty naughty things if she’d been willing if she had invited him in before dinner.

Now, he couldn’t get those images out of his mind. He adjusted himself under his napkin, aware Kate grinned at him.

“You’re thinking dirty things,” she whispered from across the table.

“Why do you think that?” he whispered right back.

She rolled her eyes. “Because you keep looking at my face, then my boobs, then my face again before pretending to play with the napkin on your lap.”

He watched her play with her own napkin and raised a brow. “And are you just cleaning off your hands, then?”

She blushed before sliding her hands over the tablecloth. “You’re too observant for your own good.”

“I could say the same about you.” He leaned forward even more. “And, yeah, my dick keeps getting hard thinking about you in that dress. I was trying to act the gentleman and not bring it up in a steakhouse, but you’re the one who brought it up.” He chuckled. “Literally.”

Laughter danced in her eyes. “Should I say sorry?”

He gripped her hand, having way more fun than he had in a long while. “Never apologize for giving me a hard-on.”

She laughed aloud, catching a few stares from the other people in the restaurant, but he didn’t care. She looked stunning when she laughed. Hell, she looked stunning all the time, but she was absolutely radiant when she held that joy. And when he told her that, her eyes widened.

“You keep saying these things…” She shook her head. “Why didn’t I know you before?”

“Because it wasn’t the right time,” he said honestly. “We aren’t who we were in high school, and while most people tend to forget that on weekends like this, we won’t. I don’t think we can. I don’t know what’s going to happen after the reunion, Kate, but I will say that I want to spend more time with you before it and during. It’s probably stupid as hell, and we’re both going to get hurt in the process, but I want to see more of you.”

She met his gaze and blew out a breath. “Let’s get the check, then,” she said quickly, her voice husky.

He sat up straighter. “You’re going to have to use clear words for me, Kate.”

She leaned forward so she could whisper, “I want to live in the moment with you. I have the house to myself tonight, and I want do something I never would have even thought of before.”

He held back a groan. “Be clearer.”

“I want to have sex with you. Tonight.”

He squeezed her hand. “That, darling, is something I can do.” He looked over and met the waiter’s gaze, signaling for the check. He and Kate were probably about to do something monumentally stupid, but at least they were doing it together.

 

 

As soon as Kate closed the door behind them, Grayson pressed her back to the solid wood. Her eyes widened, and he told himself he had to slow down.

“I haven’t even kissed you yet,” he whispered, his gaze going from her mouth to her eyes. “I’m an asshole.”

“I haven’t kissed you yet either. Does that make me an asshole, too?” Her fingers skipped up his chest, and he shuddered, needing her touch. 

He cupped her face, her skin soft under his palms. “Never.” Then he leaned forward and did the one thing he’d wanted to do since he was sixteen—he kissed her. 

She tasted of sweetness and perfection. He couldn’t quite think of another word for it. He didn’t do poetry and fancy words when it came to women, but he could at least make sure Kate knew she was not only important but also special and sexy as hell. 

She ran her hands up his chest again before wrapping her arms around him to scrape her nails down his back. When he pulled away from her lips so they could both breathe, she arched up into him, and he rested his forehead on hers.

“What are we doing?” she whispered.

“This,” he said in a low voice, almost a growl. “Just tonight. No promises. But I’m not going to hurt you, Kate. I’m going to make love to you, make you feel amazing, and when the time comes for me to leave? I’m not going to run again. I’ll make sure when it’s time to go, we’re both ready.”

Even as he said the words, he had a feeling it was a lie. There was something going on between them that he couldn’t quite name, but he knew it might not be enough. Hell, it wouldn’t be enough. She might not have the education or the job she’d thought she wanted, but she was still far classier than anything his mechanic self could accomplish. He hadn’t missed the kids’ toys and photos in the living room. Hadn’t missed the signs of a family and the fact that neither he nor Kate were the same people they were when he’d first wanted to kiss her. He figured that was okay, as long as he remembered that the woman in his arms was only his for a short while.

And while he craved her, he knew he’d have to get his fill while he could…and make sure she was the center of his everything.

Just for now.

“Kiss me,” she said suddenly, pulling him out of his thoughts. “Just kiss me. We’ll figure everything else out later.”

He cupped her face, his mouth so close to hers he’d just have to move a fraction of an inch to kiss her. “That I can do, Kate.” So he kissed her again, this time harder, deeper.

They moaned into each other’s mouths, their bodies pressing against one another as they kept the kiss going—longer, hotter. His hands slid up her dress, over her thighs, and cupped her butt. When she gasped, arching into him, he picked her up easily and rocked into her. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and the two of them panted into each other, needing more.

“Bedroom or couch?” he growled out.

She blinked up at him, her eyes just a bit glassy from lust. “Bedroom. Now.” She gestured behind him to the hallway, and he carried her back to the master bedroom, kissing up and down her neck in the process.

“I can’t believe you’re carrying me,” she said with a laugh. 

“I’m not going to drop you if that’s what you’re worried about.” He bit her bottom lip before licking the sting away.

“With all these muscles? I don’t think that will be a problem.” She winked, and he laughed with her before setting her down gently on the edge of the bed. 

“Good to know you like my muscles,” he said with a snort. “Should I be completely cheesy and ask if you want to see more of them?” He couldn’t believe he was joking during sex, but Kate made him open up more than ever before.

Leaving her might just hurt him more than he thought possible.

No, he refused to think about that right now. Live in the moment. That’s what he had to do. 

“Cheese away,” she said with a smile. “Please. I want to see all of your ink anyway.”

He licked his lips, the taste of her intoxicating, and unbuttoned his shirt, letting it fall to the floor. He quickly slid his undershirt up and over his head, his gaze on hers.

When her mouth parted, and her pupils dilated, his dick got impossibly harder. She stood up so her breasts were right against his chest and slid her fingers over his left arm where he had a full sleeve filled with flowers, dark swirls, and memories over the past ten years. Then her fingers traced his right side where a sleeping dragon lay in slumber, waiting for his next adventure. He loved his ink and had a great guy in Denver who did it at a family-run tattoo shop, but with Kate’s fingers trailing over his body, he couldn’t quite remember their names.

Then he remembered something very important he’d forgotten.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

She looked up at him, her eyes wide. “What is it? Am I hurting you?” She moved her hands away, and he quickly took them in his own, kissing her fingertips.

“You couldn’t hurt me.” Physically anyway. “I just remembered I have one condom in my wallet, but since I didn’t actually plan on this tonight…” He’d hoped, but he hadn’t wanted to set his expectations too high.

She bit her lip. “I didn’t think we’d actually make love tonight so I didn’t buy any either.”

Grayson let out a breath. “Looks like I’m just going to have to eat you out for a few hours instead. Hope that’s okay with you. I mean, I want you to come a few times before I use up that lonely condom, so you’d better prepare yourself for my mouth on your pussy.”

Kate fanned herself before reaching forward and running her hand over his length through his dress pants.

He held back a groan, his hips instinctively moving forward for more of her touch. “Jesus Christ.”

“No, I’m Kate.” She blinked up at him. “Say it with me. Kate.”

He kissed her hard before lifting her up into his arms and dropping her on the duvet. She let out a squeal, and he knelt between her legs, taking off her shoes one after the other in quick succession.  “I’m probably going to say your name a few times when I’m fucking you. But that means I’ll do my damnedest to make you scream my name a few times, too.”

Kate leaned up on her arms, her gaze on his as he slid his hands under her dress to reach for her panties. “Grayson…” she breathed.

“Yeah, Kate, just like that.” He leaned forward and kissed her mound over her dress and panties, loving the little gasps coming from her mouth. Lifting her dress up and over her waist, he kissed down her stomach and thighs before slowly taking off her panties. When she lay bare before him, he sent a prayer up to whoever was listening and spread her for him, needing to taste.

“Holy crap,” she mumbled. 

He hummed against her, licking and sucking, needing more and more. When he worked his finger into her, she bucked against him, her body shaking. Then, he gently bit down on her clit, and she came apart on his face, screaming his name so loudly he was pretty sure the neighbors could hear.

And he didn’t give a flying fuck.

When she came up for air, he kissed her again before stripping her completely out of her dress. He kissed her nipples, loving the heavy weight of her breasts in his hands. She more than overfilled his palms, and he did not have small hands.

“I want to see you, too,” she gasped as he rolled her nipples between his fingers.

“We do that, and I might come too early.”

“Please.”

“Well, since you asked so nicely.” He leaned forward and kissed her again before standing up to rid himself of his pants and boxer briefs.

She looked up at him, her eyes wide. “You, uh, didn’t mention the piercing.”

He looked down at the Prince Albert he’d had for a few years and winced. “I can take it out if you want. The condom I have is thick enough to handle it, but if you think it will hurt you, I can totally take it out.”

She bit her lip again before shaking her head. “I really want to know what that feels like. If that’s okay.”

He gripped the base of his cock, his body shaking and way too close to coming for comfort. “That I can arrange. Now, I think I mentioned something about wanting to eat you out a few times, didn’t I?”

She blushed before closing her legs. “Uh, yeah.”

He leaned forward and pressed a kiss to both of her knees. “Are you turning shy on me?”

She let out a deep breath before spreading her thighs. “Not for you,” she said softly. “I won’t be shy for you.”

He swallowed hard. “Good.” And when he lowered his head to kiss her most intimate flesh, she screamed his name two more times, her body flushed and sweaty from his attention.

By the time he had the condom on and hovered over her, they were both shaking and beyond ready for him to be inside her. He leaned on one forearm and used the other hand to guide himself into her wet heat. She was so hot and wet, but tight. Snug enough that he had to control his breathing so he wouldn’t go off too soon. 

He kept his eyes on hers as he entered her, her mouth parted and her breaths coming in pants. She had her hands all over him, petting him, pulling him closer. So when he finally began to move, they met thrust for thrust, their bodies arching into one another as they made love. Because as much as he wanted to say it was just fucking, he knew it wasn’t merely that.

It was more.

And when they came together, their bodies sweat-slick and sated, he knew that was going to be a problem.

Because soon he’d be gone, out of her life forever. And he was so damn afraid that he’d leave a part of himself behind in the process.


 

Chapter Six

 

 

“I think I’m going to freak out.” Kate tried to catch her breath, but she couldn’t quite do so. Not even coffee was helping, and coffee usually helped everything. 

“You’re already freaking out, but that’s okay. You deserve a good freakout.” Rae sat across from her at the tiny café next to the dental office. It was each of their lunch breaks. Usually, they wouldn’t meet during the day when they had so many other things to do, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

“I would have thought the whole moving back to my hometown thing would be my freakout,” Kate said before taking another sip of her iced coffee.

Rae shook her head. “No, that was a rational move due to a horrible situation that was out of your control. You were trying to take things into your own hands and make them work. That’s not a freakout.” She paused. “Sleeping with Grayson and having a panic attack the next morning because you slept with him is a freakout. But really, that’s okay. Like I said, you deserve it.”

Kate pinched the bridge of her nose. “I can’t believe I slept with him on the first date.”

“I can,” Rae said, her voice a little dreamy. “You both went into the date knowing it might happen. And it did. And you both clearly enjoyed it from what you told me. And since you each went into this whole thing knowing the outcome, it’s okay that you enjoyed it. Right?”

“Stop making sense,” Kate said softly. “My brain is not ready for logic.”

Rae reached forward and gently patted Kate’s hand. “I think what you’re really freaking out about is that you like Grayson.”

Kate’s head shot up. “What? Of course, I like him. I slept with him. I don’t sleep with people I don’t like. Jason notwithstanding.”

Rae shook her head. “Let’s not talk about Jason. Or maybe we should later since I think your past relationship with him is clearly clouding your thoughts on Grayson.”

“The two have nothing to do with one another,” she lied.

Rae gave her a knowing look. “Considering that both men are the only guys you’ve ever slept with, I’m going to have to say they do have something to do with one another. But Kate, honey, you’re freaking out because you like Grayson. As in like more than for just a single night.”

Kate shook her head. “I can’t.” Her voice broke at that, and she sniffed, annoyed with herself for getting emotional. “I mean, I just met him. The older him, that is. I don’t know enough about him to like him like that.”

Rae met her gaze. “Sometimes, a chance at happiness hits when you least expect it.”

Kate let out a breath. “I…I need to talk about something else right now.”

Her best friend squeezed her hand. “I’m here for you, for anything, Kate. You know that.”

“I know.” And she did. Without Rae this past year or so, Kate wouldn’t have been able to do anything. And once again, that scared her. “So…you know how I was planning to apply to a few schools?”

Rae’s eyes lit up. “Of course. Did you apply?”

Kate bit her lip and nodded. “Yeah.”

“And?”

“I got in.”

Rae bounced in her seat. “To which one? I know you were thinking of applying to three out of state ones that had the perfect program and grants for you. Were those the ones you tried?”

“I tried all three.” A pause. “And I got into all three. With stipends.”

Rae let out a soft squeal and hugged Kate hard. “I’m so proud of you. I knew you could do it.” 

Funny, Rae and Tessa were the only ones who thought she could do anything these days. Well, and Grayson. But she wasn’t sure it was because he saw her, or who she’d been in the past. And that was the crux of the problem. At least the root of one problem anyway.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do?” she whispered, looking down at her iced coffee once Rae sat back down in her seat. “Denver is probably the best one for me academically, and the area is large enough for me to find the perfect schools for the kids and for them to find friends. Plus, it’s so pretty, and I’ve always wanted to live there. But…”

Rae’s eyes saddened. “But Grayson lives there, and now you’re thinking about what that means for you and him.”

“Exactly. I mean, it’s hard enough thinking about a move in general when I just uprooted the kids a couple of years ago back to Catfish Creek after the divorce. Now, I’d be transplanting them once again, and for the first time, out of Texas completely. But I don’t think I can stay here, Rae. It’s killing me.” Every time she went to work, she felt like more and more of a failure. Her parents weren’t helping, and other than Rae and Tessa, she didn’t have anything holding her here.

How her hometown had become the one place she knew would slowly suck the life out of her, she didn’t know, but what she did know was that she couldn’t stay here anymore.

And that meant a move to one of the three places that wanted her. Only, the location that sounded perfect was the one place that might end up hurting her in the end. If she moved to Denver, a small part of her might always wonder if it was for him instead of for her. She’d already disrupted her life for one man; she wouldn’t do it again.

“I think you need to do what feels right to you,” Rae said after a few moments. “And while you’re thinking about that, think about this: you applied to those schools before Grayson came back to town. So there was something pulling you there without him. If he happens to be in a place you want to move to, maybe that’s for a reason.”

Kate let out a breath. “But what if it’s the wrong reason?”

“You can’t let what happened with Jason dictate how you choose to spend the rest of your life.”

Rae might have a point, but that didn’t make things any easier. 

“Kate, you liked Grayson in high school, and I think that also worries you. He’s not the same man he was, but you aren’t the same woman either. Maybe you should keep seeing what happens.”

Kate closed her eyes. “I was with Jason at the time. I didn’t like anyone else.”

“No, you did, you just didn’t do anything about it because you’re a good soul. You’re also human and can see potential with more than one person at a time.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does. Because that means whatever you’re feeling now isn’t as new as you’re trying to make it. You feel this connection you do because there was always something there.”

Once again, Kate could have said the same thing about Rae, but she didn’t want to hurt her friend. Some things were meant to stay in the past. They said their goodbyes and headed back to work. Anton was his usual surly self, and it just made Kate want to make a decision about schools sooner rather than later.

By the time she got home, the kids were packing for their night with Jason at his parents’ home, and her babysitter was out the door in a flash. Summers were truly hard on Kate’s schedule, and sometimes, she felt like she never got to see her babies at all.

“Mom, do you know where Binky is?” Lili yelled from her room. Binky was her stuffed elephant that she brought with her when she slept over at someone else’s home. She hadn’t always needed it, but after the divorce, she’d clung to it. Kate didn’t blame her, though; and while Jason thought it unseemly, Kate knew everyone needed his or her special comforts sometimes.

Instead of yelling back, Kate walked to the back of the house where the kids’ rooms were and leaned against the doorjamb. How on earth had her children gotten so big, so quickly? She could have sworn her babies had been just that, babies, a few short minutes ago.

And yet, here they were. West was about to hit the double digits, and Lili acted as if she were a teenager going on forty instead of Kate’s sweet baby. Though her life choices in the past hadn’t been what she’d expected them to be, Kate knew she wouldn’t change any of that if it meant she wouldn’t have the most precious parts of her heart with her. West and Lili meant everything to her—and that was why she needed to tell them about the things going on around them.

I might keep Grayson to myself, though, she thought quickly. She wasn’t quite ready to tell them about a man that might be a fling, even though something deep inside begged for it to be more.

“I think you might have left it at Grandma and Grandpa’s, baby. I don’t remember seeing it when you came home. Do you want me to call them?”

Lili bit her lip before nodding. “If that’s okay.”

Kate walked into her little girl’s room and hugged her close, a little clutch hitting her right in the heart when Lili hugged her back just as hard. “I’ll call right now, baby. Don’t worry.”

Lili moved back and rubbed the back of her hand over her cheeks. “I’m sorry I’m crying.”

Kate frowned and pulled Lili over so they sat side by side on her princess bed. “Why are you sorry? Crying is natural, honey. We all do it.”

“But Daddy says crying is for babies, and I’m too old to be a baby.”

Kate bit her cheek so she wouldn’t say something mean about the kids’ father. She’d done her best to keep the worst of the divorce proceedings away from her children, but Jason hadn’t been as careful. Damn him, she thought for the thousandth time. Damn him.

“Even adults cry, Lili. It doesn’t make you a baby, and there is nothing wrong with showing your feelings.” She kissed the top of her daughter’s head and held her close as Lili hugged her back.

“She cried in school today, too,” West said from the doorway. “But she wouldn’t let me hit the boy that made her cry.”

“Tattle!” Lili screamed, and Kate held her daughter in place while looking up at West.

“I’m glad you didn’t hit him, West. Violence isn’t the answer.” She looked down at Lili. “Who made you cry and why?” She’d be calling parents and teachers soon to figure it out because no one hurt her babies.

“It was just Trevor,” Lili whispered. “He said that I was a poor kid since my daddy doesn’t live with me, and that meant you liked to go to sleep with bad boys. But I don’t know what that means because you just sleep at home and sometimes on the couch if you fall asleep before you go to bed. I’ve never seen a bad boy.” She glared at her brother. “Except West.”

West narrowed his eyes, and Kate held up a hand. Dear God. What were these parents teaching their children? Because Trevor didn’t learn those words on his own, Kate was sure. She hated gossip, but it seemed that with the reunion riling everyone up, she wouldn’t be able to escape it.

When Kate gestured for him, West came and sat on the other side of her so she could hold her two children close. “I don’t want you to pay any mind to what those kids say. They’re using mean words that they shouldn’t be using and not being very nice to you.”

West kissed her cheek. “If you want a boyfriend, though, you can have one. Meggie’s mom has a boyfriend. He’s really nice and takes them for ice cream.”

Kate crossed her eyes. Meggie’s mom was on boyfriend number seven since her divorce last year and had her own issues besides, but Kate couldn’t really judge, could she? Hell, she needed to get her head on straight.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for a boyfriend, you guys.” That much was honest.

“So you’re not dating Grayson?” Lili asked, and Kate froze.

“What? Where did you hear that?”

Lili ducked her head, and West answered for her. “Dad was saying something about you and a druggie named Grayson.” Color flashed over his cheeks, and Kate felt the need to strangle her ex once again.

“First, you shouldn’t be listening in on conversations,” she bit out, trying to calm herself.

“He said it to us,” West said, tears filling his eyes.

Kate held back a curse and hugged them close again. “Well, that’s something I’m going to have to talk to your dad about. But Grayson isn’t a druggie. He’s a…he’s a friend from high school who’s back in town for the reunion.”

“Do you like him?” Lili asked, her eyes bright again.

Kate bit her lip, not sure how she was going to answer until she spoke. “Yes, I do,” she whispered. “He’s a nice man. But we’re friends, and I’m sorry that you had to hear such mean things.” 

West kissed her cheek again before bouncing to his feet. There was only so much snuggle time he’d take these days. She was surprised at how long he’d lasted.

“Well, if he is your boyfriend, I hope he’s better than Karly.” He rolled his eyes, and Lili giggled.

Kate couldn’t really disagree there, but still. “Be nice. Karly is going to be your stepmom.” Her stomach rolled at that thought.

“Yeah, like Cinderella’s stepmom,” Lili sing-songed. 

Kate rolled her eyes and stood up. “Okay, you two, be good. I’m going to call Grandma and Grandpa about Binky before your dad arrives.” She kissed the top of their heads and made her way into the living room to make the call. She’d also be having a little chat with her dear, old ex-husband because he’d stepped in it this time. He was fucking marrying another woman and had the gall to comment on Grayson?

Kate might not know what she was going to do next with her life or with Grayson, but she’d be damned if she let Jason cloud a single bit of it.

 

 

By the time Jason picked up the kids by honking in the driveway rather than daring to come to her door, Kate had a headache and really just wanted to eat ice cream and ignore the world. However, the world wouldn’t ignore her, and she had lists upon lists of things to do. That’s why when the doorbell rang, she almost hid behind something so whoever it was wouldn’t know she was home. Sadly, she wasn’t that much of a coward.

She looked through the peephole and froze, her body going numb before heating up far too quickly. Kate looked down at her worn leggings and tunic and sighed. Well, he’d seen her naked after all, he’d just have to get used to seeing her like this.

Not that he was staying in town and would have time to get used to such things. 

Damn it.

She opened the door and frowned at Grayson on the other side. “I didn’t know you were coming by,” she said awkwardly.

He stuffed his hands in his pockets and stared at her. “You said the kids would be with Jason tonight, and I figured you might not want to be alone since they aren’t here with you.” He paused. “Or I completely misread the situation, and you want to spend time by yourself.”

 She gripped the edge of the door, so many emotions warring inside her. “I had planned on doing bills, laundry, and cleaning the bathrooms.” She grinned. “I know, so glamorous.”

He reached out and brushed a piece of her hair behind her ear. Goosebumps rose along her skin, and she did her best not to shiver from his mere touch. “I think you’re pretty glamorous no matter what you do. Need help?”

She blinked. “Seriously?” She moved back and winced. “Sorry, let’s get you inside and off the front step.”

He shrugged as he walked inside her home. He was just so big that he filled up the space quickly. “I took the week off and headed down here to make sure Leah was okay, and now she’s off doing her own thing, and I have nothing better to do than sit in my hotel room and watch TV or play on my phone.”

“Are you and Leah close, then?” she asked and could have kicked herself.

Grayson gave her a soft look. “She’s my best friend. We both ended up in Denver after high school and things just stuck. We’re not sleeping together and never have. She’s like family, you know? I didn’t want to come to the reunion at all, but she signed me up and bugged me until I came.”

“I’m sorry if I sounded jealous. I’m not that woman, and hate that I sounded like it.”

Grayson lifted a brow. “No, you sounded like someone who wants to know if I’m sleeping with someone else. I get that. Not everyone gets my relationship with Leah right away, and hell, I’ve had past women in my life who wanted me to kick Leah out just because they were insecure. Leah lasted. They didn’t.”

Kate shook her head. “I’d never ask that of you, you know. It seems like you guys have been friends forever. And I hate that I even questioned it for a moment.”

Grayson reached out and slid his hand over hers. “Like I said, you can question. If you didn’t believe me, then we’d have a problem. Leah’s been with me and has helped me through most of my life. As you probably figured out, my childhood wasn’t the best in the world, and it was always nice to know I had a friend.”

Kate squeezed his hand. “Do you want to talk about it? I mean, I know you’re leaving soon, and this isn’t—”

He put his finger over her lips. “I can talk about it with you. I don’t know why I feel like I can, but you feel this connection too, right? There’s something between us even if we’re both fighting it. So how about we stop talking about how much time we have left and just work with what we have, okay?”

She nodded and pulled away slightly. “Okay. How about we have something to drink? I have a feeling we might need it.”

Grayson leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers. “Sounds good. Sorry I didn’t kiss you when I first saw you. I wanted to, but I also figured you might need space.”

She kissed him back a little harder this time. “Kissing I can do. Kissing I like.” Everything else might feel up in the air and a little crazy right then, but kissing Grayson didn’t seem wrong in the slightest.

He smiled. “Good.” So, thankfully, he kissed her again. When he pulled back this time, they were both breathless, but she still felt a tension in the air that said they needed to talk.

When they were both seated on her couch with a glass of wine near her on the table and a beer near him, she let out a breath. “You don’t have to talk about things if you don’t want to,” she said finally.

Grayson reached forward and cupped her cheek, brushing his thumb along her jawline before moving back. He seemed to settle his shoulders before beginning, “I didn’t drop out of high school like so many thought I did.”

She nodded. “I know. This town can be so mean sometimes.” Hence why she was planning on leaving.

Wait. Planning? As if she’d already made a decision? She pushed those thoughts from her brain, but she knew the conversation she’d had with her children that night had done something to her thought process.

“Not just this town, Kate, and you know that. But, yeah. Anyway, I didn’t drop out, I just finished my courses—barely—and got my diploma in the mail due to extenuating circumstances.”

Kate reached out and gripped his hand. She’d walked the stage at graduation, had done her speech in front of the full class and countless others. It had been one of her crowning achievements after years of hard work. Yet with all of that, she’d ended up here on the couch with Grayson, neither of them who they once were. 

Circumstances made the person, but how they dealt with them defined who they truly were.

“I worked two part-time jobs during high school because, without my income, we wouldn’t have been able to keep the roof over our heads. I just couldn’t keep up with schoolwork, and I was always exhausted, so the teachers thought I had an attitude problem. Only the Ball Buster ever paid much attention to me since he wanted me to play ball. I just didn’t have the time.”

Kate’s eyes widened. “I haven’t heard Coach called Ball Buster in years.”

Grayson snorted. “Apparently, some things in high school stick even after all these years.” He blew out a breath. “So, anyway, I worked my butt off and didn’t sleep much. People thought I didn’t care, but I did. I cared so much that I hurt myself in the process. I didn’t give a shit what they thought, though. I didn’t have time to. I had to support my mom and three sisters, you know?”

Kate’s heart hurt for him. “You’re a good brother and son, Grayson.” She paused, remembering gossip from around the time she’d moved away with Jason. “Did your family move?” She frowned. “I don’t know why I would know that, though.”

Grayson let out a rough laugh. “You would because it was a thing back then with all the adults. You see, my dad left us when I was about thirteen or so. Just walked out and never looked back. I was fine with that because he was a son of a bitch to my mom and worse to me. When he started to look at my sisters like they could be punching bags, I figured I needed to bulk up to fight back.”

“Jesus, Grayson.”

He shook his head. “But then he left, you know? It sucked because he refused to divorce Mom so we couldn’t get into programs we needed to, and he didn’t pay child support because, hey, not divorced, and it turned into a whole helluva lot of drama. Mom worked herself to the bone until I was old enough to get a job. Started out early enough that I wasn’t really getting paid legally, but it kept the girls fed.”

“The town should have done something for you, damn it. Someone should have done something.” She hated that Grayson had gone through any of the things he had, and it just made her want to wrap her arms around him even more and never let go. 

“Some might have but, Kate, honey, we were poor white trash living in a freaking trailer park. We were living up to our true potential, cliché and all. Every once in a while, the booster club would show up to give us food and get their names where they needed to be and in the good graces of those who mattered at church, but it never amounted to much. I learned early on that if we wanted to do something with our lives, we had to do it on our own.”

She shook her head, angry all over again. “It’s still not right.”

“And the fact that you believe that and would actually do something about it tells me those kids of yours are damn lucky they have you as a mom.”

She pressed her lips together, tears stinging behind her eyes. The man knew exactly what to say to make her fall for him, and she was pretty sure he didn’t even realize it.

“Leah was your friend throughout it all?” she asked, wanting to soothe his aches, and knowing she might not be able to do it. 

Grayson smiled then, his eyes brightening at the mention of the other woman’s name. Kate didn’t feel a tinge of jealousy for their past. How could she when Grayson hadn’t had anyone else to lean on? 

“She was always there for me. Still is. And she’s been a pain in my ass the entire time.” He let out a breath. “So, to tie it all up, she was also there the night my dad came back.”

Kate’s eyes widened. “He came back? That asshole.”

Grayson shook his head, even while a smile played on his lips. “Yeah, he’s an asshole all right. Came back drunk as fuck and in need of money. I was bigger than I had been when he left, but not big enough.” He squeezed her knee, and she leaned into him, knowing they both needed warmth. “He beat the crap out of me because I got in the way of him hitting my mom. He was back to his old habits, you see. I got Dad out of the house, and Mom had had enough. I think she was just tired and embarrassed, even though she didn’t have a thing to be ashamed about. I got her and the girls out of town and into a cheap motel before I could close down the house and get a new one for them. I was eighteen at the time, and Mom got a job right away and slowly worked her way up in the ranks, making decent money since she wasn’t the Cleary wife anymore.”

“Why didn’t you go with them, then?” she asked. “I mean, you said another town and not Denver, so I take it you didn’t end up with them.”

“I did for a bit, but I think I looked too much like Dad for Mom to take.” He wrapped his arm around Kate as she frowned. “It’s not like that anymore, but at the time, it was a lot for her to deal with. So I moved around and ended up in automotive school in Denver while working late nights at a diner. I sent back what I could to make sure the girls got through school, and I see them more now than I did back then, honestly. I wasn’t home much when I lived with them, so me being gone after they moved wasn’t as big a deal as it probably should have been. So, anyway, I didn’t drop out of high school, but I was damn close. If it wasn’t for the vice principal sticking up for me, I probably wouldn’t have gotten my diploma at all.”

Kate didn’t know what to say, so she did the only thing she could—she wiggled out of his hold and straddled his lap, pressing a soft kiss to his lips. 

Grayson’s eyes darkened, and he palmed her butt, his hands big enough to cover most of her. “You know, if I thought my sad story would have ended up with this reaction, I’d have told you earlier.”

Kate pushed at his shoulder. “Oh, stop. I’m honored you told me, Grayson. I’m so pissed off that you went through that and that I was so self-centered I didn’t know.”

He squeezed her butt. “We didn’t run in the same circles, and while others were shitty to me, you were always nice. You cared even when you had so much on your plate. I had such a damned crush on you, and you never made me feel beneath you.”

She lowered her head. “I wish I would have known about you. Or at least known more.”

He lifted her chin with his finger. “We found each other now, Kate. That’s good enough. No use looking into the past when we can’t change it.”

She blinked back tears for him, for her, for everything they would lose when the week was over. “It’s reunion weekend, Grayson, looking into the past is what we do.”

He shook his head. “Others might, but I’m looking at you right now, and that’s my present.” He kissed her softly. “Damn shame the future’s about to hit us square in the face, but I’m not letting myself worry about that when I have you in my arms. You’re my present, Kate, just like I’m yours.” He cupped her cheeks with his hands and kissed her a bit harder. “I don’t want to leave,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “Not tonight, not on Sunday night.”

A tear slid down her cheek. “I can’t think about Sunday, but you don’t have to go tonight.”

He kissed her again, and she fell against him, knowing if she thought too much about what was to come after he left, she’d break.

She’d done the worst thing she could have on reunion weekend.

She’d found the one thing she’d missed out on when it should have mattered, and now she knew if she didn’t find a way to stop time, she’d miss out on him all over again.


 

Chapter Seven

 

 

Kate knew the masquerade ball theme for the reunion dance was supposed to be romantic and sexy, but all she wanted to do was vomit. She could practically feel the gazes on her as she moved through the auditorium, doing her best to ignore the stares and murmurs. 

“God, look how far she’s fallen.”

“I thought she was supposed to do something with her life, and now look at her.”

“I wonder why Jason left her. Maybe she was bad in the sack. At least, her looks didn’t fail too badly.”

“Most likely to succeed, my ass.”

“She always thought she was better than me. Look at her now.”

She adjusted the soft black mask over her eyes and brushed her fingers along the splash of gemstones near one eye. No mask could hide who she was, not when others were looking too intently for her and in need of gossip.

She’d married the golden boy and had been a rising star herself, yet here she was, divorced with a high school diploma to her name. And the sad thing was, she’d earned everything she had. Nothing had ever truly been given to her like so many others thought. She’d done her best back in high school so she could earn scholarships to be able to go to college at all. Without those, she wouldn’t have even had a chance.

Even now, she wouldn’t have the chance to get her degree and start a new life if it weren’t for financial aid and the kindness of others.

Kate blew out a breath as she served herself some punch. She wasn’t exactly thirsty, but she needed something to do with her hands. Grayson had texted to say he was on his way, and while she had wanted to come with him; apparently, Karly had planned on a few photos for the Most Likely To section. Hence why she and Anton had to arrive early for their photo.

God, she’d hated every moment of that experience. Her boss and former friend and rival hadn’t even looked at her. He’d just smiled his perfect smile and looked as if he had truly lived up to his potential while she had not. Karly had grinned the entire time, a manic gleam in her eyes.

The whole situation made Kate’s skin crawl, and she knew that no matter what else happened tonight, she’d made a decision about her own life. She would be moving. Soon. She’d take the one offer that made sense for her more than the others and pray she wouldn’t hurt her kids in the process. She could only hope she was making this decision for her family and not for the man she currently waited for.

Because she couldn’t move to Denver because of a man she might be falling too hard for much too quickly. That wouldn’t make any sense. But she could move to Denver because Colorado had the best schools for her and her children. 

They could leave the small-town atmosphere. They could leave the memories that only served to hurt them rather than make them stronger.

She could leave her parents’ continuous glares and disappointed looks. They would always be her parents, but that didn’t mean she had to live a few miles from them. The move would be hard, and she still wasn’t sure it was the right thing, but standing in that auditorium with the past looking right at her, she knew she had to do something. Living for the sake of living hadn’t done much for her. Now, she needed to thrive.

And Denver would hopefully help her do that.

The fact that Grayson also lived there complicated things slightly, but it wasn’t everything. Denver was a large city, after all. Maybe after tonight, he’d leave and never look back. That didn’t mean she’d have to see him and deal with those memories once she moved.

Of course, all of that was a lie since she knew she’d forever think about Grayson and how he made her feel.

Cherished.

Cared for.

Everything.

How had this man come to mean so much to her in a mere week? Sure she’d known him before, so they had a foundation to form a relationship on, but still, everything was moving far too fast for her, and she needed to breathe.

Only standing near the dance floor as happy couples gossiped about their past days wasn’t making breathing any easier.

Rae walked up to her at that moment, her dress swishing around her hips as she hurried. “I saw you over here staring at your punch and thought I’d make sure you were okay.”

Kate smiled softly. “As okay as I’ll ever be. Is Tessa here yet?” She looked around the room, trying to spot people she knew, but it was hard with everyone in gowns and tuxes, masks covering their faces. It would be difficult enough recognizing some people after a decade without seeing them, but the whole masquerade thing made it pointless. Sure, people recognized her since she’d just done those damn photos, but Karly, their reunion planner and the thorn in Kate’s side, had wanted the dance to be mysterious and sexy. So masks, no nametags, and dark lighting.

What a mess.

She supposed if she’d done any of the week’s prior activities, it might have been easier, but unlike some people, she had a job that required her to be there on time every day. Add in her children—and she supposed Grayson—and, well…going to a Brisket BBQ didn’t really sound like something she’d wanted to do anyway.

“I don’t think Tessa is here,” Rae said softly. “Or if she is, she’s hiding under a disguise, and I can’t find her.” 

Kate adjusted her own mask, sighing. “While I would love the masks to at least give me some anonymity, Karly made sure that wouldn’t happen. Now, people know who I am, and I can’t for the life of me tell who anyone else is.”

Rae patted her arm. “It’ll all be over soon.” She looked around Kate. “I thought Grayson was going to come with you.”

Kate bit her lip. “He was supposed to, but then Karly changed up the timing of things.”

“Darn that woman,” Rae said with a mock scowl. Kate wasn’t sure Rae could actually scowl she was just too nice.

“I have harsher words for her, but, yeah, pretty much.” The two of them talked a bit more, both having come without dates and not in the mood to deal with other people. She honestly didn’t know what she’d do without her best friend when she moved to Denver, but Kate had a feeling that somehow they’d all make it work.

Rae was saying something else when the hairs on the back of Kate’s neck stood on end, and she turned, knowing whom she would see behind her. Grayson stood a few feet away, his hair tussled perfectly and his beard sexy as all get out with the plain black mask he wore. He had on a suit, not a tux, and it made him look that much sexier because he stood out and yet looked right at home. His broad shoulders filled out his jacket nicely, and he had on a thin black tie that melded seamlessly with the rest of the suit. Kate wanted to run and jump into his arms before kissing him until they were both breathless.

And if it weren’t for the fact that she’d worn thin heels under her long, pale green dress, she might have done just that and given the rest of the room something to talk about other than her past.

“I’ll be right back,” Kate mumbled to Rae, but she knew Rae wasn’t listening. The man on stage singing a song that spoke to only one person in the room beckoned Rae, and Kate had a feeling she wouldn’t be seeing her best friend for a long while.

And for now, she was okay with that.

Because she only had eyes for Grayson.

Only him.

She moved to him without thought as he moved toward her, as well. Soon they were standing face-to-face, masks over their eyes, but their gazes locked on each other. Somehow, they’d ended up in the middle of the dance floor, and people began to murmur around them, but Kate didn’t care. She was done living in the past, done paying for so-called mistakes. 

“You came,” she whispered.

Grayson tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “Of course, I did. I’d have come earlier, but I needed to buy a damn mask.”

She smiled as she reached up and stroked the side of the soft black velvet. “They were selling a few at the door for people who didn’t know Karly had made it mandatory.”

Grayson rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t sure, but I have a feeling even if I had known they were selling them, they wouldn’t have given one to me. Karly’s fiancé kind of hates me.”

He slid his arm around her waist, and she put one hand in his, the other on his shoulder. “Karly’s fiancé kind of hates me, too,” she said, her eyes on the man in front of her and nowhere else.

Grayson led them into a dance, no words needed between them as to why they were dancing. She didn’t want this to be their last night, didn’t want this to end. But it would. There was no other option. She would tell him about her decision to go to Denver, of course, but not when there was magic in the air that she couldn’t quite place. She wanted tonight to be about her and him and not what could have been and what was.

She’d deal with reality tomorrow. Tonight, she would be in the arms of the one man who made her feel like she could do anything. The one man who truly believed in her and looked at her as if she were the only woman in the world. 

God, she would hate it when he left.

“Karly’s fiancé is a douche,” Grayson said simply. “I’m glad I punched him when I did.”

Kate shook her head, a small smile playing on her lips. “I just told West that violence isn’t the answer to things, Grayson.”

He shrugged before he twirled her around, making her truly smile. “Sometimes, yeah, that’s the truth. But other times, fists are the only answer. I’m not sorry I did it because of what he said. I am sorry if you got hurt in the process.”

She shook her head. “Jason never hit me.” Other than that one push, but she wasn’t going to mention it to Grayson right then. “He used his words to hurt.”

Grayson narrowed his eyes. “Words hurt just as much as fists do, Kate. You know that as much as I do. I’m not sorry I punched him,” he repeated. “And I’d like to say I’ve grown up enough that I wouldn’t hit him again if he hurt you, but I don’t know if I have that kind of willpower.”

She let out a sigh. “He’s my ex, Grayson.” Are you my future? “There’s no reason he has to be part of…this.”

Grayson danced her off to the side of the dance floor before cupping her face. “He’s the father of your babies, Kate. Of course, he’s going to be part of this.”

“What is this, Grayson?” she whispered. “You’re leaving tomorrow.” And I might be moving right behind you, but I’m not ready to say anything yet. She was a coward, but she needed to make sure her children were prepared before she put any ideas into his head. Hell, she needed to ensure that her children were happy with the theory itself before she got too close to Grayson period.

Only it was far too late for that, wasn’t it?

Grayson’s jaw tightened. “Maybe I don’t have to leave,” he bit out. “Maybe I can stay here for a bit longer.”

Her heart lurched. “We’re so new Grayson…” she whispered. “You can’t change your life so suddenly for something that just came about.”

“Can’t I?” he asked angrily. “It’s my decision, Kate. If I want to take a chance on something I know I’ll regret walking away from, then I just might.”

“But this town holds so many bad memories for you.” For me, as well.

He kissed her hard, right in front of everyone. They’d been whispering, but they were still attracting attention. “This town has you, Kate. That’s more than enough for me to think about staying for longer than a weekend.”

She looked around and winced. “Can we go somewhere more private?” she whispered.

He kissed her temple and nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t mean to start this here. Sorry.” He pulled her away from prying eyes. They ended up outside the main hall near the front entrance, the bright overhead lights harsh after the darkened auditorium. He let out a breath and ran a hand through his hair, ripping off his mask in the process. “Shit, I hate this thing.”

Kate took hers off, as well, thankful she could feel her face again. “You looked sexy with it on, though,” she said softly.

His eyes darkened, and he brushed his finger along her jawline. “I don’t want this to end, Kate. I didn’t come here to find you. Hell, I didn’t come here to find anything at all. And yet…yet you’re here, and I don’t want to go. How are we going to make this work, Kate? Because there’s something between us, and I don’t want to let go.”

She pressed her lips together, her mind going in a thousand different directions. She didn’t know what she could say to make this better, so she said the only thing she could. “I don’t want this to end either, but I don’t know how it can work. It’s all moving so fast, Grayson.” 

He cupped her face and leaned forward, his body warm against hers. “If it means something, then how fast it happens doesn’t matter. I don’t want to lose you, Kate. I just found you.”

Tears filled her eyes, and she knew she needed to tell him about the offer from Denver. She took a deep breath and opened her mouth to fill him in, only to be interrupted by the last four people she wanted to see. 

“Slumming again, Kate?” Jason sneered from her side. “I suppose I can’t be too surprised since you’re just the same whore you were in high school, sleeping with me to get into places, yet not good enough to do anything about it.”

Heat singed her cheeks, and she turned toward the man she’d thought she loved. She knew better now, though. She’d never loved him, and he’d never loved her. She’d loved the idea of being cared for, of being truly loved. But it had all been for show in the end. Grayson had cherished her more in these few short days than Jason had done in all of his time with her. God, she’d been so stupid.

No, not stupid.

Just far too young to make the right decisions.

But she wasn’t eighteen anymore, and this man wasn’t her husband.

“I’m not in the mood to deal with you, Jason,” she said as she turned fully toward the group. Karly stood at Jason’s side while Anton was on his other side, his so-perfect wife on his arm, as well, silent and vacant-eyed as usual.

“You weren’t in the mood for much, were you?” her ex-husband retorted. “I know why you lay on your back like a cold bitch for me, but why are you doing it for Cleary over here? He’s not going to get you anything but an STD.”

“Jesus Christ,” Grayson growled from her side. “You’re a pathetic loser who can’t stand anyone not doing what you want, so you’re going to say those things to your ex-wife? For fuck’s sake, man, grow the fuck up.”

Jason narrowed his eyes, and Kate instinctively went to grip Grayson’s hand, afraid of what would come next. Jason’s eyes caught the movement, and he glowered.

“I should have had you expelled when I had the chance, Cleary. But it’s not like you mean anything to me now. You’re still a fucking loser who couldn’t finish a damn thing before and has nothing now. Nothing but a whore for a mother, a drunk of a father, and now, a slut for the weekend. I bet Kate couldn’t wait to spread her legs for you. Hell, I bet her panties dropped long before now.” He turned to Kate. “Were you fucking Cleary when you were with me? Hell, no wonder West looks more like you than me and the little shit isn’t as talented as the rest of my family. I bet the kid is Cleary’s and not mine.” His eyes brightened. “And if I whisper in the right ear, I know I’ll find a way out of the obscene amount of child support I have to pay for the two brats that do nothing but waste my time.”

Kate hadn’t known she was going to do it until she felt the pain shoot through her arm and down her spine. Her fist had connected with Jason’s nose perfectly, the crunch beneath her knuckles sickening. She had to thank her high heels since, without them, she wouldn’t have been able to reach his perfectly plastic nose at the right angle.

“Bitch!” Jason gurgled as the others surrounded him to take care of him. Grayson gripped her free hand and held her close, protecting her in case anyone retaliated.

“Maybe I am, Jason, but I’m still a goddamn mother.” Tears stung, but she was far too angry to care if they fell down her cheeks. Fuck those who thought emotions were a weakness. Fuck them all. “Those are our babies you’re talking about. Jesus Christ. How much of an idiot was I to marry you, let alone have two children with you? I knew you hated me and never loved me, but I thought you had some semblance of decent paternal thought for your babies.” She rolled her shoulders back. “I have full custody of my children, Jason, and I’ll be damned if I let you hurt them.”

“You don’t have enough money to pay for lawyers to fight us in court,” Karly spat.

“Watch your weave, little girl,” Kate growled right back. “The bleach job is damaging your brain. Those are my kids. You come near them, I’ll gut you.” Grayson stood by her side, ready to fight with his fists—and she bet his words, as well—if she needed him. The fact that he’d not only stood up for her but also stood by and let her fight for herself spoke volumes.

But it was too much all at once, and she couldn’t breathe. 

“I can’t do this,” she whispered. “We aren’t in high school anymore for Christ’s sake. We’re fucking adults, and I just punched a man. I just…I can’t do this.” 

And with that, she turned on her heels and ran out of the building, letting her mask fall at her feet as she did. The others might have watched her go, but she didn’t know. She just knew she couldn’t stand there anymore and listen to Jason spout his hurtful words, and Karly be her usual bitchy self. She couldn’t let Anton judge her anymore, and she couldn’t let herself get hurt over and over again by people who shouldn’t mean more to her than a past memory.

But she’d also left Grayson behind with them, not knowing what else to do. He’d seen her at her worst, heard the accusations thrown at them by her ex, and she wasn’t sure she could face him.

Why would he want her when she was such a screwup? She had more baggage than she thought possible for her age, and she knew the only thing she could do to protect her children and the man she cared about was to get away and make sure her babies were safe.

She was too much for Grayson Cleary.

Too much for herself.

And maybe, one day, the pain of having had something so precious for such a short amount of time wouldn’t hurt as much as it did in that moment.

Maybe, one day…but tonight, tonight she would let the pain in. Because if she had the agony flowing through her veins, she could at least feel something.

And that was more than she’d had for ten years.

Torture and all.


 

Chapter Eight

 

 

The others left quickly to tend to Jason’s nose, and all Grayson could do was stand there like an idiot, trying to get a handle on what had just happened. He knew Jason was an asshole, but hell, he hadn’t known the man could be that cruel to Kate.

Grayson had wanted to step up and punch the man himself, and he’d never been more proud—and, honestly, surprised—that Kate had been the one to hit the guy. He wasn’t surprised that she’d stood up for herself since he knew she was far stronger than others gave her credit for, but he’d been damned surprised she’d used violence, especially after their talk a few moments ago.

Their dance seemed like it had been ages ago, not just ten minutes. No wonder the two of them felt like they were on a rollercoaster holding on for dear life as they went through the curves at high speed.

Hell, he’d let her walk away just then; only not because he wanted her to go, but because he’d wanted to make sure the others wouldn’t follow. If he didn’t hurry now, however, he’d miss her. And he’d be damned if he let what they had slip through his fingers.

He threw his mask in the trash, picking up hers along the way, and met Leah’s gaze across the hall. He’d known she’d shown up at the dance, but in typical best friend fashion, they hadn’t needed words to know what the other was thinking.

A nod from Leah. Go get your girl.

A tightened jaw from Grayson. I hope I’m not too late.

An eye roll from her. Then go outside already, dumbass.

A sigh from him. On it. Don’t fuck up either.

He knew she was going through her own problems, and yet she hadn’t leaned on him for help yet. He’d be there for her when she needed him—he’d come to the damn reunion, after all—but now, he needed to see Kate.

For once, he would do what was best for him—for them—and try not to let everything fall away before he could fix it.

He opened the double doors that led out into the parking lot and looked for the pale green dress Kate had been wearing. She’d looked so fucking sexy when he’d first seen her—like something out of a damn movie. He’d literally had to catch his breath before he could move closer to her and wrap his arms around her.

He couldn’t let her leave him. Not yet. And, hopefully, not ever. 

“You’re just going to walk away and let your woman fight for you?” Jason shouted from behind him. At least, that’s what he thought the other man said as Grayson turned around to face him and Anton. Since he had blood pooling out of a paper towel from under his nose, the words had come out all garbled.

Grayson shook his head. “You’re not serious.”

Anton narrowed his eyes. “You were trash then, and you’re trash now. Just go back to where you came from, Cleary.”

“We’re not in fucking high school anymore, guys. There aren’t any teachers that are going to put me in detention for beating the shit out of you two.” Their eyes widened. “And, yeah, I could probably take both of you. I work with my hands every damn day, and that might make me some blue-collar, white trash punk to you, but that means I can lift way more than you and fight dirty if I have to. You’ve both been sitting on your asses for so long, looking down at people like Kate and me, when we’re the ones that you need so you can go about your pampered lives. So fuck you both.” Grayson slid his hands into his pockets like he didn’t have a care in the world, even though he was ready to pounce if necessary. “You mean absolutely nothing to me, and I won’t mind hitting you if I have to, but I’m pretty sure Kate already took care of that for the both of us.”

Jason’s eyes narrowed, but Anton put his hand on the other man, stopping him. Grayson wasn’t sure what the dentist said, but the group turned away, and Grayson let out a breath. Shit, that had taken far too long, and he hoped he could still catch up to Kate…whereever she was.

A flash of green caught his attention, and he turned slightly to see her standing by his truck of all places, her gaze on him. He ran to her, not knowing what he would say, but knowing he needed to say something.

“Hell of a jab,” he blurted when he stopped right in front of her. Instead of putting his hands into his pockets again like he probably should do, he reached out and slid his hands over her arms. It wasn’t that cold since it was the middle of summer in Texas, but once the sun went down, there was enough of a chill on non-humid days to feel the bite.

“I can’t believe I hit him,” she whispered, her body shaking, and he let out a curse. He quickly took off his jacket and wrapped it around her bare shoulders, annoyed with himself for letting her get this cold.

“He deserved it, baby. You know that. I would have hit him for you, but I figured you had it handled.”

She looked up at him all big-eyed and wrapped up in his coat. “What kind of message does that send to my kids that I’d hit their father like that.”

He narrowed his eyes, his jaw clenched. “Jason’s not going to tell anyone you hit him. It’ll hurt his pride to say a woman bested him. And neither of us is ever going to mention it to West and Lili. Nor will we ever utter a word about what Jason said tonight. They don’t deserve that pain, and neither do you.” He didn’t find it odd that he was talking like he’d be in the kids’ lives beyond this night, and that, in itself, was odd.

She shook her head. “We’re moving so fast, Grayson. I’m scared.”

He let out a breath and met her gaze. “We keep saying things are moving too fast and yet they keep moving. Maybe there is a reason for that.”

She gave him a small smile, but he saw the worry in her gaze. “What are we doing, Grayson? I keep asking that, and yet we keep running away from the fact that we don’t know.”

He shook his head. “We’re something. Deep down, I know that. I’ve never been in love before, Kate, but I know I could fall in love with you. Hell, I’m halfway there already.”

Her eyes widened. “That’s a huge step, Grayson.”

He cupped her face. “Yeah? And what do you feel for me? If there weren’t any other issues surrounding us, if we didn’t have to worry about your babies or geography, what do you feel for me? What could you feel for me?” He knew he had to push it just then, even if it might break him to hear the answer. He’d been through so much hell in his life, but in that moment, he just knew it had all been because he needed her.

“I existed, Kate. I just was before I came back and saw you. Now, I want more. I don’t want to just be, I want to grow, I want to find out who I am when I’m with you. I want to feel more than just the day-to-day of breathing and living. I want to love you, Kate. I want that chance.” He paused, his heart racing. “Now, tell me. What could you feel for me?”

“I could fall for you,” she whispered. “And just like you, I’m already falling in love with you. But I thought I fell in love once, and I almost ruined everything because I was wrong. I don’t want to do that again.”

He lowered his head to press his forehead against hers. “I can stay.” He’d said the words before, and he’d meant them, but it hurt to say them. He hated Catfish Creek and everything that went with it, but for Kate, for a future with her, he’d stay. 

“You’d hate it.” She kissed him softly before pulling back. “I’d hate it, too.”

His eyes widened. “You don’t want me to stay?” Pain slapped at him, and he did his best not to show it, but he knew he’d failed.

She reached up and put her hand on his chest over his heart. “That’s not what I meant. I’d hate that you would hurt if you stayed.” She looked away from him, a frown marring her face. “I’d started to hate it here, too. Even before you came back. Only Rae and Tessa actually liked me for me until you. Everyone else saw what I didn’t do, instead of what I did. It was killing me slowly every day, and frankly, I knew I wanted something more.”

She took a deep breath and met his gaze. He reached out and took her hands, just needing to touch her even if this was the end—but damn if he wanted it to be the last of it.

“I don’t know who I am anymore sometimes, but I know staying here isn’t an option.”

He froze. “What does that mean, Kate? You’re going to have to explain that statement.”

She sighed. “I was going to tell you before Jason and the others showed up, but here goes.” She met his gaze, a determination showing on her face that he liked. “Before this…before everything, I applied to three universities out of state that had the programs and stipends I wanted. I received notice that I got into all three this week—each of them offering to pay for everything and pay for me to go so I can take care of the kids, as well.” She let out a breath. “Nebraska, Wyoming, and…Denver.”

He blinked. “Denver? Holy hell, no wonder you were confused.” Everything clicked into place, and it was all he could do not to hold her close. “You are so fucking amazing, baby. You got into three schools that not only want you, but want you so much that they’re going to help you out? I’m so proud of you. No wonder you’ve been freaking out. I know you said it was tough with your parents and the way the others treated you, but now you have a chance to start over, but if one of the schools is Denver, I can see how that made it hard for you.” He shook his head, squeezing her hands. “Because you thought if you took that offer, you might be taking it for me rather than yourself. Like you did with Jason.” 

He tried not to get his hopes up, tried not to think too hard about what it could mean if she moved to Denver because he couldn’t be part of that decision. He couldn’t. But he’d damn well make sure she knew he would be there for her no matter what.

Kate looked up at him, her mouth open. “How…how on earth do you know me so well?”

He slid his thumb over her jaw. “You know me, too, Kate. And, yeah, I guess that’s kinda scary, isn’t it?”

“You aren’t going to ask what school I chose?”

He lowered his head, brushing his lips against hers softly. “I know which one I want you to choose, but I also know that it’s your decision and you’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

She kissed him hard then, their bodies pressed so close together he knew he could lean her against his truck and have his way with her in an instant.

“I chose Denver, Grayson.”

His heart thudded in his ears. “Yeah?” he croaked.

She ran her hands over his face and through his beard. He might have cleaned up enough for the dance, but he hadn’t been about to shave. Plus, he knew Kate liked it.

“It’s the best place for my kids, the best school and money for me. And, Grayson? It has you. I know, I know I’m not making my decision just because of you, but I can’t lie and say you’re not part of it. Because you’re part of everything, and I’ll never deny that.”

He kissed her hard, his pulse racing. “You’re going to fucking love Denver.”

She grinned up at him. “Yeah? You’ll show me all the best places to eat and help me decide on things if I get confused?”

He nodded. “Of course, but knowing you, you’ll have a color-coordinated list of everything and will probably show me a few things.”

She laughed. “I can’t believe I’m doing this, but the kids are ready to leave. We’ve already talked about it a little. I had wanted to wait to talk to you until I spoke to them, specifically about Denver, but they hate it here. I know moving them again after only a couple of years of being here is going to suck, but I’m going to do my best to make sure they have everything they need.”

“I know you will. That’s why you’re a great mom. And, Kate? While you’re doing that, I’ll make sure you have what you need.”

She smiled widely, her eyes huge. “We’re really doing this.”

He kissed her again. “We are.”

“And…it’s not just for me, but it is for me. And you. It’s for my kids. For myself. And for us…for what we could be.”

He wrapped his arms around her, kissing her hard. They were so far away from anything solid, but he knew this step meant something. He had the woman he’d fallen for too young in his arms, the same one he had started falling for again in all the right ways too fast. Even if she was moving up to Denver, he knew she wouldn’t be moving in with him and, honestly, he didn’t want that. They needed time to be together, and that was what they had been worrying about anyway. As long as there wasn’t the horrible distance, they could deal with time.

He’d show her exactly the man he’d become, and he’d find out every single little thing about her. He couldn’t wait to unveil it all.

He might have left Catfish Creek a dropout and a loser, but he’d be leaving again with the one thing he hadn’t thought to find here.

Hope.

He ran a hand over Kate’s side. “Want to do something we never did in high school?”

She raised a brow. “Why does that sound ominous?”

“All you have to do is trust me, Kate.”

She slid her hand into his. “Trust? That I can do for you, Grayson. Always.”

And if that didn’t make him fall for her, he didn’t know what would.

 

 

“That’s it, Kate, ride me.” He gripped her hips, thrusting up into her wet heat as she clung to him.

“I’m going to hit my head on the ceiling again,” she teased, even as she clenched her inner muscles.

Grayson groaned, tightening his grip on her even as he leaned forward to capture her nipple in his mouth. He sucked hard, and she bucked on him, coming around his cock as she screamed his name.

He thrust a few more times, his balls tightening before he came with her, not even close to sated when it came to this woman. 

“We fogged up the windows,” she panted, leaning on him.

He kissed and licked up her neck, needing more of her taste. “I’m pretty sure we did that when you ate my cock before you rode me like the Texan cowgirl you are.”

She laughed into his neck, and her breathing calmed. “You were right, you know.”

He kissed her shoulder. “Yeah? What was I right about?”

“I never did this in high school.” She looked up and around the cab of his truck. “I mean, parking like some teenager and making out? I totally didn’t have time for that with all my extra classes.”

He rocked his hips, his cock still buried deep inside her. “I never had time either. And, baby, this was way more than making out.”

She winked and kissed him again. “Then I guess we’d better keep quiet before the cops come.”

“Someone is about to come, and it’s not the cops,” he joked, and she laughed with him.

“Dork,” she breathed.

“Your dork,” he answered, his gaze on hers.

“I like the sound of that,” she whispered. “I like it a lot.”

“Good,” he said softly. “Because you’re going to hear it for a long while yet.”

Forever if he had his way, but he’d take for now as long as he could. Because some things took time, and falling in love with the woman he’d known he couldn’t have in the past but had now was one of them.


 

Epilogue

 

 

Three Years Later

 

“Why did I think graduation day while pregnant was a good idea?” Kate asked while trying to work her gown over her exceedingly large stomach. “Pregnant with twins, no less.”

Grayson stood behind her so they could both see themselves in her full-length mirror and winked. When he wrapped his arms around her middle, she was honestly surprised his hands could actually touch. 

“You look gorgeous. If you keep talking down about yourself, I might have to punish you.”

Even eight months pregnant with twins, she still shivered in his hold. “West and Lili are going to walk through our bedroom door any minute now, wondering why we’re late.”

Grayson kissed her neck, and she closed her eyes, leaning in to his touch. “They’ve seen us kiss before. A lot. They got over it the day I moved in.”

She rolled her eyes as he helped her out of her graduation gown since she didn’t want to wear it in the car ride over. “I think they like you more than me.”

He shrugged, his eyes dancing. “I’m a pretty kickass stepdad, what can I say?”

She hugged his side, falling in love with him all over again. They’d moved into a home they’d bought together six months after she moved to Denver. They’d married only three months later, with her kids and best friends from Catfish Creek by her side. 

“You are a pretty kickass stepdad.” She placed her hand over his where it covered her belly. “And you’re going to be a pretty kickass dad, too.”

Grayson smiled down at her, and she held back a sigh. The man could seriously make her swoon sometimes. “We should get going.” He kissed her hard on the mouth. “My mom and sisters are probably already there since they like being earlier than early.” He cupped her face. “You sure you’re okay that your parents aren’t coming?”

Her heart hurt like hell but she breathed through it. “They’ll be here when the babies are born. Small steps.” They hadn’t been happy when she moved, and they sure as hell hadn’t been happy when she married Grayson. They might be marginally okay with her finally graduating college, but she wasn’t ready to let them fully into her life when they’d made her feel lower than low for so long. As she’d said, baby steps.

“I love you,” Grayson said after a moment. “I don’t think I said that today.”

She smiled, her heart opening even wider for the man in front of her. “You did when I woke up.”

Grayson winked. “Well, then, I guess I needed to say it again.”

“I love you, too,” she whispered. “I love you more and more every day. Thank you for going on this journey with me. For taking a chance and falling in love with a single mom who wanted to finish college. I’m not the girl I was, and I’m not even the woman you started to fall in love with, but I’m so happy you’re with the woman I am now.”

Grayson brushed his lips along hers. “We might have fallen in love when we were younger if we’d had the chance, but I have to say, I love the fact that I have you now. All of you.”

West’s and Lili’s voices filled the hallway outside her door, and Kate grinned. She truly was the luckiest woman in the world. She had her husband, her children, a degree she’d worked her butt off for, a new job on the way, and a future where the sky was the limit.

Kate had never been one for high school reunions in the past, but she had a feeling when their twentieth came up, she and Grayson just might have to make an appearance.

It would be their anniversary, after all, and there was nothing like skipping down memory lane…as long as she had her bearded, inked, sexy husband by her side.
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It was the boobs. It was always the boobs.

They weren't like the-plane's-going-down-emergency-flotation-device big, but they were large enough that Leah Camacho was used to idiots who never looked her in the eyes trying to buy the girls drinks—or, in this case, upgrade her compact rental to a luxury Aston Martin DB9. 

"You're the one hundredth customer today," the guy behind the car rental counter said. "It's totally legit."

Leah looked around. The place was empty. It was ten in the morning. There was no signage saying anything about a luxury upgrade contest. Sarah—according to the guy's name tag—was the only one working. He had a thick mustache, shaggy blonde hair, and the company shirt he wore was about three sizes too small, barely making the stretch across his broad chest. Her bullshit meter was off the charts. She glanced out the front door, ready to walk back out into the July Fort Worth heat—it wasn't a dry heat or a humid heat it was just an oppressive, thank-God-someone-invented-air-conditioning face-of-the-sun kind of heat—and Uber her way to another car rental place when the black sports car parked outside snagged her attention. 

It was all sleek lines and badass beauty. She'd make the three-hour trip from Fort Worth to Catfish Creek in half the time. Of course, that may not be a plus. It's not like she was all that excited to return to her small hometown for her tenth high school reunion. If it wasn't for the opportunity to see the cute cheerleaders who'd made her life hell back then now looking like life had bitch slapped them around, she probably would have ignored the invite. Petty? Absolutely. However, anyone who said that wasn't part of their reasoning for attending a high school reunion when high school had been one of Dante's lower levels of hell was a big, fat liar. Anyway, there was no denying that this car would make a helluva better impression than a silver compact with zero pickup and a tinny horn. Plus, her best friend Gray would go ape shit. A mechanic and total gear head, he'd probably pet the damn thing and whisper sweet nothings into its intake manifold. 

Decision made, Leah turned back to the man behind the counter who had developed a slick sheen of sweat on his forehead. Boyfriend here was nervous. 

"And what do you want from me?" She dropped her gaze to his name tag. "Sarah?"

He shoved the printed contract across the counter to her along with a pen. "Just your signature."

"Same price?"

He nodded and pushed the paperwork another two inches toward her. 

What the hell? If her boobs were gonna give her a backache and ruin her for strapless dresses unless she wore the mother-of-all-industrial-strength bras, she might as well get something out of them besides catcalls and unsubtle leering. She picked up the pen and signed.

Three minutes later her suitcase was in the tiny trunk, her purse on the passenger seat and she was behind the wheel, the rental contract still in her hand. Reaching across the dashboard, she popped open the glove box and pushed the paperwork inside. One corner didn't slide in easily. She patted her hand around inside and pulled out a small, hot pink satin bag with a cartoon unicorn stitched onto it. Something hard was in the bag. She tugged open the strings holding it closed and spilled out the contents into her palm. It was a diamond-shaped paperweight or kid’s toy, she couldn't tell. Obviously, the last people who rented the Aston Martin before her had forgotten it. No doubt, some poor kid was seriously bummed out.

She turned the key in the ignition. Then, she pictured a little kid with her eyes all puffy from crying because her parents had forgotten the kid's prized possession. Damn. It sucked being let down by the people around you—no one knew that better than Leah. There was no way she could hit the road with some kid's fake diamond. She cut the engine.

Sighing, she got out of the car to turn in the bag so the rental people could contact the previous renters, but the building had gone dark. The open for business sign had been changed to Out For Lunch Back At with the little clock on the sign reading eleven thirty. 

Great. 

She got back in the car and tossed the bag back in the glove compartment and closed it. She'd remember to turn it in on Monday when she returned the car. Unable to delay the inevitable any longer, she turned the key in the engine and let the car purr for a minute before pulling out onto the road and heading to the one place in the world she'd sworn she'd never go back to--funny how fate just loved to laugh at declarations like that.

###

Drew

Catfish Creek

For the fifth time that week—and hopefully the last in his quickly dwindling tenure, Sheriff Drew Jackson knocked on Beauford Lynch's front door, standing off to the side just far enough that if the old goat let loose with his shotgun the blast would miss its target but not so far to the side that Beauford's wife, Betty Sue, would think Drew was being rude. The situation pretty much described life in Catfish Creek: smile and protect your balls. 

The door opened, revealing Beauford in a pair of pressed jeans and a God Bless Texas T-shirt. The shotgun was nowhere to be seen. Some of the tension leaked out of Drew's shoulders. 

"Morning, Mayor."

The other man crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes, taking in Drew's worn jeans and plain white T-shirt. With only a few days left as Catfish Creek's sheriff, since he lost the election, he'd become sheriff in name only--except, of course, for paying house calls on the mayor.

"Sheriff," Beauford said with a curt nod.

No shotgun, but no welcome either. Looked like it was going to be one of those mornings. "Maisy Aucoin filed a complaint this morning, she says you've been harassing her cat."

"The damn thing keeps coming in my yard," Beauford sputtered. "Am I supposed to just welcome invaders with open arms?"

Drew managed not to laugh. It wasn't easy. The town's perpetual mayor for life was acting as if he was fighting terrorists or the East Coast liberal elite. "It's a tabby cat."

"It's my property," the other man shot back, an ugly red flush starting to climb its way north from his T-shirt collar.

"Does the cat destroy any of your property?"

"Not the point."

Drew sighed. This was ridiculous. God give him the patience to make it to five p.m. Friday, only four short days away. "Couldn't you just ignore the cat?"

The other man threw up his hands in frustration. "And this is why you lost the election."

"My even-handedness?" Drew asked, keeping his tone casual even as his heart rate sped up.

"Because you kowtow to people like Maisy Aucoin instead of listening to the folks who matter," the mayor said with a sneer. "We expected more of you considering your family name, which is why we appointed you to finish out Ned Finnigan's term after his heart attack."

"Mrs. Aucoin is the town librarian, she's not the criminal underbelly."

"She's a rebel rouser." Beauford's voice went up to a full shout on the last two words.

"Because she wouldn't get rid of the romance section of the library?"

"That trash doesn't need to be within sight of our young people," he huffed.

The man was delusional. "You mean the ones with full access to the Internet?"

The mayor jabbed a finger in Drew's direction. "Don't you backtalk me, boy."

In a normal place, being thirty-one would eliminate being called boy. Not in Catfish Creek, the town that sanity forgot. Not for the first time in the past two years, he wanted to kick himself for agreeing to come home in return for his mom agreeing to go to rehab. The kick wouldn't have changed anything, he'd have still come home, but it would at least have been an acknowledgement of the hell he was entering. Drew gave Beauford a tight smile and forced his right hand to unclench before he gave into the urge to punch a seventy-six-year-old man in the face. 

"Maisy has agreed to keep her cat indoors during the day and to erect a barrier to the top of the fence between your yards. However, cats being cats, Mr. Darcy is bound to figure a way around the barrier. My request is that if that happens, you not blast the tabby into next week."

The red flush went all the way up to the roots of his white hair. "I have a right to protect my property."

"Beauford calm down before you have to take one of your pills." Betty Sue appeared next to her husband in the doorway, a yellow Tupperware that was probably older than Drew but still looked new in her hand. "I cut you a slice of my pecan pie and wrapped up some biscuits for you. Think of it as a parting thank you gift for your time as sheriff, although I hear you're only sheriff in name only, what with this being your last week."

Ignoring the half-insult because his mouth was watering in a sort of Pavlov's dog response, he reached out and accepted the container. "Thank you, ma'am."

Betty Sue gave him a big smile that said you’re welcome and I'm done with you two idiots at the same time. "Now, my program is about to start so I'm gonna help you two end this conversation. Beauford, you're not shooting at that cat anymore." She turned to Drew. "And you tell Maisy Aucoin that if her cat bothers my Catfish Creek County Fair-winning prized yellow roses again, I will light up the durned feline like the Alamo on the Fourth of July."

Knowing this was about as good as it was going to get in the war of neighbors, he tipped his hat. "Yes, ma'am."

Making his way back to his truck—his patrol car had already gone to Sheriff-elect Paul Airman—he popped the Tupperware lid and inhaled the heaven that was Betty Sue Lynch's homemade butter biscuits and secret recipe pecan pie. He had a biscuit halfway to his mouth when the screech of someone taking the corner at a high rate of speed tore through the quiet street, followed by a soft pop. Then, a black sports car that looked like something James Bond would drive flew past, sparks flying from the driver's side back wheel which had lost its tire somewhere along the line. Stuffing the biscuit in his mouth, Drew rushed to his truck, yanked open the door, tossed the Tupperware onto the passenger seat, grabbed the cherry top that suction cupped to the roof, and started the engine for pursuit. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, he pulled out and slammed his foot down on the gas. It was almost like being back on the force in Fort Worth. 

But just his luck, the car jerked to a stop half a block down.

Spinning the wheel as he hit the brakes, he came to a stop behind the sports car at an angle that blocked it from reversing. Mrs. Yancy's huge Cottonwood tree cut off any forward motion. Drew got out of his truck, keeping the open door between him and the other car and unsnapped the leather strap on his hip holster that kept his sheriff's office-issued 9mm locked in place.

"Get out of the vehicle," he hollered.

The car's driver's side door opened wide. The first part of the driver to appear was one shapely leg wearing skin-tight denim punctuated with scuffed up black Doc Martens. Some sort of danger alarm sounded in Drew's head, but not the kind that warned of bullets or other bodily danger. A woman got out, facing away from him, her hands up and her dark hair a long silky curtain that led his attention straight down her back to the high curve of her ass poured into those jeans. Parts of him that had no place in police business sat up and noticed. Her ass was a testament to the reason why society required women to wear full dresses for so long--because men were weak, lust-addled idiots when it came to asses like the one that looked more than a little familiar to Drew. His gaze snapped back up as his internal alarm went from quiet buzz to all-out blare. He knew that ass, that hair, and those damn boots.

"Turn around," he ordered.

She did. Her lush mouth—one he knew far too well--was compressed into a tight line, her attention focused on something behind him. Leah Camacho was back and with her always came trouble—for him, for his sanity, and for the part of him that still thought of her at opportune moments in the shower when his soapy hand was wrapped around his hard cock.

"Drew," she said, making his name sound like a curse and a promise. "Get on the other side of the door."

Listening to Leah Camacho was the last thing he should be doing, but he did it anyway for reasons he didn't understand. Just as he rounded the door, an extended cab pickup truck turned the corner. The tires were big, the windows dark, and the speed was slow. As it puttered by, Drew looked it over and mentally confirmed it didn't belong to anyone in Catfish Creek. Of course, the high school reunion was bringing in lots of folks who hadn't been here in a while. At the corner, the truck sped up, peeling away from the stop sign and taking a hard right back toward the highway.

"Who was that?" he asked, the smell of burnt rubber drifting back toward them.

"No fucking clue but they've been on my ass for the past hour," she said, reaching up and winding her long hair into a knot on the top of her head—the move emphasizing her amazing tits and making Drew's mouth go dry. "When they pulled off the highway and followed me to Catfish Creek I listened to that little voice that said they were up to no good. I didn't realize I'd be stopping on your turf."

He bet not. After what happened last time they were together, she'd made avoiding him into an art form. The fact that even now half his brain was playing back dirty movies—the kind where she was spread out and naked before him or her red lips were wrapped around his dick or a close-up view of her slick, swollen pussy so hungry for his cock, his tongue or his fingers—showed just how much better it would be for him if she kept avoiding him. However, the fact that he was the law in town, however temporarily, meant avoiding her was an impossibility because wherever Leah Camacho went, trouble was sure to follow. He glanced down at exhibit A.

"What happened to your tire?" he asked.

"No clue," she said, her voice tight with a lie. "I must have run over something."

Drew squatted down and took a closer look at the tire. It didn't have a tear, it was just gone as if it had been a blow out. If Leah had run over something big enough to do that, she would have realized it.

"What in the hell is going on, Leah?"

###

Leah

If Leah had an answer to that question she'd be telling it to Drew as fast as she could, just so she could get the hell away from him before her panties combusted. Last she'd heard Drew was a cop in Fort Worth. What in the hell was he doing here with a sheriff's badge on a chain around his neck, a police light on his truck, and a few biscuit crumbs on the front of his white T-shirt? That little detail should have made him less hot. Sadly, it did not. 

He must have caught her staring because he glanced down and brushed away the crumbs. She inhaled a deep breath and tried to force a moment of Zen to happen so she'd stop thinking about just what he liked to do with those strong hands when they were both naked, sweaty, and desperate for release. Of course, because she was trying to do the opposite that meant all she could picture was the wicked look on his face when he wrapped a silk tie around her ankle and secured one leg to the footboard before turning his attention to her other ankle. 

And after? 

Oh God. 

After. 

Her nipples tightened to hard buds as she ground her back molars together and did mental inventory of her most demanding customers’ annoying quirks to banish the memory from her mind. It worked. Sort of. Well, at least enough for her brain to start forming words again.

"I thought you were in Fort Worth," she said, sounding almost like she wasn't about to jump his bones in the middle of Sam Houston Avenue.

"Not anymore. For the next few days I'm still the Catfish Creek Sheriff, but don't change the subject," he said in the low, rumbly thing his voice did when he was pissed. "What kind of trouble are you in now?"

Ah. Yes. She'd forgotten. She was back in Catfish Creek where nothing ever changed and people were always the same as they'd been the day they'd peaked—or plateaued—in high school. That meant that she couldn't possibly be anything other than the girl who dressed in all black and hung out with all the pot heads behind the football stadium and took advanced calc with the nerds. Never mind the fact that she owned one of the most successful marijuana shops in the state of Colorado, was on the board of her local small business association in Denver, and contributed to local charities because in Catfish Creek she'd always be Leah Camacho, bad girl with a big brain. 

Decade-old resentment started to float to the surface and she planted a hand on one of her hips. "Why would I be in trouble?"

Drew raised an eyebrow and snorted. "You pull into town like a rocket in a fancy car that you're driving into the ground like money doesn't mean a thing to you."

"I own a successful business." Not successful enough for an Aston Martin in the garage, but what did she care?

"You run a pot shop," he retorted.

"Yeah, one that's totally legal in Denver." She should have expected the judgment she heard in Mr. By the Book's tone, but like an asshole, she hadn't. That stung. "Why, do you want to search the car?" Unable to stop herself from tormenting the both of them, she took a step closer to him and looked up at him through her thick eyelashes knowing just how much he liked to feel in charge—he never took that domineering attitude off, not even when he took off the badge. "You wanna search me?"

His body stiffened. "I don't think that's necessary."

For a second, she teetered on the edge of reaching out and touching him—letting her fingers skim down the length of his broad shoulders, across the solid wall of muscle he called a chest, and over the hard plane of abs in a journey that led straight to his belt buckle and all the hard goodness that was tucked away inside his pants—but she pulled back just in time, snapped out of the coquette imitation and back to her normal self. "Good, then how about helping me change the tire?" 

He let out a half groan, half sigh and started to roll up his sleeves. "Give me the jack."

She could change the tire. It wasn't that she didn't know how, but some things were too good to miss. Seeing Drew Jackson's forearms flex as he went to work on her flat tire was one of them, especially when he'd be so focused on the job at hand that he wouldn't know she was watching. 

"So what's the deal with those guys following you?" he said in mid-tire change.

Leah had noticed the ginormous truck in her rearview mirror about thirty miles outside of Fort Worth. It hadn't gotten weird until she noticed the truck mirroring every one of her moves as she switched lanes, passed cars and did an almost stop at a gas station. By the time she'd gotten to Catfish Creek, adrenaline was slingshotting through her body hitting every nerve. 

"I really don't know." She wished like hell she was lying, but she had no frickin' clue who those assholes were.

Drew grunted in answer and finished putting on the donut tire he'd gotten out of the trunk. "This should get you to the service station. They'll probably have to order the tire you need. I doubt that Vasquez's Auto Care carries Aston Martin-approved tires."

Oh, she was so not forking over that kind of cash. "It's a rental."

"That's one way to treat yourself."

Pride pricked at his disapproving tone, she doubled down on his obvious belief that she was some sort of drug queen pin. "At least I know how to have a good time." 

He stood up, eyeballing her from head to foot and back up again as he wiped his hands on the small mechanic's towel that had been in the trunk next to the jack. The look made her flush in all the best ways as warm desire slid across her skin as tangible as a lover's touch. Judging by the knowing smirk on his face, he noticed.

"As I recall," he said, tossing the towel in the small compartment where he'd already put the jack, "you know how to do a lot of things—most of which don't exactly fit in the good category."

Not when it came to them. "Are you flirting with me, Drew Jackson?"

His jaw tightened. "Of course not."

Bam. Direct hit. The quick way he'd answered in the negative was a solid smack to her ego—and picked the Drew-sized scab on her heart.

"It just wouldn't do for the sheriff to flirt with the big bad pot store owner in combat boots, now would it?" Their time together had only lasted for the summer after graduate school and had been totally covert, but it had been hot, intense and the marker by which she judged all affairs. Obviously, it hadn't had the same effect on perfect Drew Jackson, first-born son to one of the most powerful families in town and older brother to the bitchy queen bee of Catfish Creek High School who'd been Leah's best friend and, later, total nemesis. Well, fuck him and his better-than-you attitude. 

"Still playing by the rules and doing what Mommy and Daddy tell you, Drew?"

He slammed the Aston Martin's trunk down and glowered at her—all heat and danger and dominance as he stalked toward her, his tall, muscular frame moving with a predatory grace that made her pulse spike and her core clench. She knew that look. Even more, she knew what happened after that look. It usually involved ties, orgasms, and promises that would never be kept. For most of her life, her body and her brain had battled it out over Drew Jackson and today was no different. But unlike that summer, her brain won this time and she scurried into the car, shutting the door behind her and locking it for good measure.

The cocky bastard strolled right up to her door and rapped a knuckle on the window. While there was nothing she'd like better at the moment than to drive off, that wasn't going to happen thanks to the tree blocking her in from the front and Drew's truck cutting her escape off from behind. Surrendering to the moment, she rolled down the window. 

He rested an arm on the roof of the car and leaned casually against it, his lazy grin not fooling her for a single, solitary second. "I know it'll be hard, Sweets, but try to stay out of trouble while you're in Catfish Creek."

Sweets. 

He thought he had the upper hand. 

Not today, buddy.

"Whatever you say, Sheriff." With her hands on the wheel, she squeezed her upper arms closer to her body—a move that brought her boobs closer together as it lifted them. It wasn't subtle. It wasn't meant to be. In her experience, subtle went right over most men's heads and she wanted—needed—Drew to remember that he'd been much more than a passive partner that summer. Hey, girls had egos to maintain too. "I'd hate for you to have to handcuff me...again."

Drew's eyes went dark with lust and his nostrils flared before her sanity returned and she rolled up her window, then turned the key in the ignition. He got the hint, stalking off to his truck. Her sideview mirror provided the perfect shot of his smackable ass as he did so and she wasn't woman enough to look away. Half a minute later he yanked the police light off the roof of his truck and pulled out onto the street. She made a three-point turn and headed in the opposite direction toward the service station, wondering how in the world she'd ever thought such an insufferable prick like Drew Jackson could be her one and only.
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