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  CRISTIN HARBER


  CHAPTER ONE


  


  Emma


  


  There's a very good chance that, standing here in the knee-high grass surrounding Randall Ford's rusted trailer, I'm going to be sick. It looks the same as it did the night I ran from Grayson’s bed, the same as when I showed up after beach week three years ago, worried sick and looking for him. Both of those times, Randall made my life hell. I keep waiting for that demented, drunk bastard to die, but he just keeps living.


  Ragtag curtains are pulled over the windows. Burnt-orange rust stains streak down from the roof line. I steel myself. According to Summerland County gossip, Grayson died. But that doesn’t mean much. The county grapevine also said he left town because he knocked me up. I almost wish that was true—how awful had that morning been, waking up without him. Gray was gone—but not because he knew I was pregnant.


  The front door snaps open. Randall steps out, only to stop and lean against the door frame. He looks ancient compared to the last time I saw him, when I nerved up and asked where Grayson was. His cackling response and door slam is still burned into my memory.


  “You again?” Randall coughs.


  I nod. This jerk holds the answer. He’s sadistic. It’s written all over his haggard face. His glassy eyes narrow, his mouth purses into some kind of smile, and he looks as if he stinks of a bar.


  I straighten my back and square my shoulders. I have one question—might as well get to it. “Is Grayson dead?”


  Inwardly, I cringe. Saying the words makes them seem all the more real. Tears spring into my eyes. I need to know, need to mourn. I’m drowning without the truth. All I know is what people have whispered and that there’s been no word of a funeral.


  Randall pulls a smoke from behind his ear and lights it. He takes a few long drags and steps down the rickety porch. “You come all the way o’er here jussfer that? Shit.” He spits then draws on the cigarette again. “Gotta be better ways than to bother me wit that sonobitch’s problems.”


  I might want to puke with nerves, but I’ve toughened up in the last few years since he’s seen me. “That sonobitch is your son, Randall. I know exactly how you treated him.”


  “My son. Ha.” He tilts his head. “Little Emma Kingsley grew a set, did she?”


  “What do you know about Grayson?”


  “What do you know?” He snarls as he coughs. “Come here to see if that bastard of his can get whatever’s left of his benefits?”


  My stomach drops, and I stagger back, recoiling at the mention of my daughter and the all-but-certain confirmation of Gray’s passing. “Something’s wrong with you.”


  “Blame the boy. I do.” He flicks his cigarette at me and turns for the door but looks back. “Stop coming by. There’s nothing here for you.”


  The wind blows, and even though it’s a warm June day, I’m shivering. So much hatred. So much disgust. Part of me can’t blame Grayson for leaving. The trailer door snaps shut, and I’m left standing in weeds, wondering how I’ll move past the death of a man I haven’t seen in years but think about every day.


  


  Grayson


  


  Trapped in the dark. I’m exhausted and struggling, reaching for escape. I keep surfacing, almost waking. I know it. Can feel it. My body hurts. My mind’s tortured.


  Screams echo. Shots blast. I feel the heat, the burn, the terror. The ground shakes. Walls and rocks crumble down. Dirt in my eyes, grit in my mouth. Sulfur burns in my nose. I can’t see anyone, and they can’t see me.


  But I feel it. Feel them. Everyone I’ve let down. My unit. Their blood hangs in the air. Death coats my senses. Their faces flash, one after the other. I can’t close my eyes, can’t break away.


  There’s a break in the noise. A woman… in the middle of my hell, I hear a voice. Hope flourishes only to freeze and tear away. She’s not my savior. Not my Emma.


  Just… my mother?


  Just another one, Gray-baby. Find me another one.


  One more time, sweetie. Such a good boy. Bring it to me.


  I’m going to be sick. War is better than the living room of my childhood. Desperate fear chokes me. I’m torn. Confused. I want her to stop, to go away, to get help. To stop guilting me. I want to help Mom as much as I wanted to save my unit.


  I blink in the dark, fight to get away. Her sweet voice calls me, and I can’t say no.


  Bring me one more, Gray-baby.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid. Tears clog my throat. I always did what she said, and I killed her. Dead. Eyes wide open. Lipsticked mouth hung slack. Dead.


  “Mom!” I scream but know my mouth isn’t moving. I’m trapped in the dark, fighting a body that won’t wake up. “Mom!”


  Then, with sudden clarity, I see her face. “Gray-baby.”


  “No!” A cold shudder runs through me, and I can’t break free.


  Extraction team voices mix with my Pops’s. Their words are a blur, indistinguishable, but I know their meaning. Everything is my fault.


  My head hurts. Pain radiates. If I can’t wake up, I want to die.


  Pops’s voice spins in my head, his words a tumble of nonsense mixed with his drunk cackle.


  “Help her!” Her lifeless face stares at me. It morphs to the desert night where I was the last man standing. “Help them…”


  Nothing changes. I fall away from the edge of waking into the hell that I deserve. The only thing that could ever save me was Emma’s voice, and I’ve lost that forever.


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  Emma


  


  Business Statistics is going to kill me. The formulas in my textbook make even less sense now that they’re scrawled across a whiteboard at the front of the classroom. The professor hasn’t bothered to show up to class all semester, and I’m ninety-nine percent sure that his assistant is as well versed in this crap as me. My brain will explode soon if I can’t figure this out.


  “If you have questions, follow up with Professor Baker during office hours. Thanks.” The assistant tosses down the dry erase marker and heads out the door before a single question can be answered.


  Ugh. I’m going to fail this class, which means I’ll lose my internship. I might only do assistant shit, but pouring coffee and taking notes will pay off one day, semesters from now, with a creative job at the only decent marketing firm within a twenty-five mile radius. I need this internship because I need that job. One day.


  And I’m never going to make it to office hours. Ever.


  Shit, shoot, shit. I bite my lip and slam my book shut.


  “Makes as much sense to you as me.”


  I look over my shoulder. Two guys. One’s cute, my age. Seems popular enough. He always sits near me and more than occasionally catches my eye and smiles. The other is super-hot and an asshole. I don’t have time to chat with either of them, but unlucky for me, the guy trying for conversation is the hot asshole.


  “Something like that,” I say. No need to be rude, but I’ve seen him in action in the halls. I shove my stuff in my bag and check my phone. I have seventeen minutes to make it across campus, get Cally, and load us into the car. Then, if there’s no traffic, we can do a quick dinner and bath before she goes to bed and my mom comes over so I can go to work.


  When I walk out the classroom door, the hottie’s feet follow.


  “Hey, wait up.”


  I don’t. Can’t. I’m on a schedule.


  He’s by my side, his arm wrapping around my back. “Gorgeous, wait—”


  “Hands off.” If there’s one thing that stripping at Emerald’s has taught me, it’s not to take shit from hot guys who put their hands on me. I might look and act like a wallflower at school, but that’s a façade.


  “Sorry.” He easily keeps pace with my power walk.


  I glance at him and his confident smile. “You normally get away with pet names and touching people you don’t know?”


  His smile broadens. “Usually.”


  My eyes roll. “Right. I’m late. So… I can’t help with stats.”


  “Actually, this class is a piece of cake for me. I was just trying to get your attention.”


  Ha. “I really have to go.”


  “What’s your name? Emma, right?”


  “Oh my god. Seriously, you… don’t want this conversation. I’ll make it easy for you. Walk away. You’ll be thankful.”


  His eyes twinkle, and a challenge sparkles in his eyes. “Let me be the judge of that. Bunch of us are getting some beers tonight down at Seven’s. It’d be cool to hang out.”


  I try to walk faster, making me slightly out of breath, but it doesn’t seem to faze him. “Not twenty-one yet.”


  “They don’t care.”


  This I already know about Seven’s but not from experience. “I can’t.”


  “Gorgeous, you can.”


  The second gorgeous pisses me off, then his hand touches my back and curls around my shoulder to slow me down. I stop abruptly and turn toward his mega-watt smile. He thinks he knows the next move. A mixture of cocky and sexy radiates off him and makes me think he doesn’t have to try too hard. Hell, he looks so self-assured that I bet he wouldn’t be surprised if I dropped to my knees in public to get a taste of him. Jerk.


  My molars gnash, and I take a breath. Adding the same bit of sex to my voice that I use at Emerald’s, I ask, “What’s your name?”


  “Sam—”


  “Look, Sam. I was polite, but then you pushed. I said don’t touch, and you did. So now you get the full explanation that I tried to warn you about.” His mouth opens to say something, but I shake my head. “I work three jobs. Three. And only two pay. I’m busting my behind across campus to get to day care. To pick up my daughter. Whose daddy just died. I’m mourning him even though I haven’t seen him in years. I’m the walking, talking, breathing definition of baggage.”


  Sam’s jaw continues to hang. “Uh…”


  “Thanks for the invite. But when a chick tells you to back off, it might be that she’s not playing coy. It’s that she wants you to back the hell off. Get me?”


  “Shit. Sorry,” he mumbles.


  Yeah, I bet.


  “If you want…” But he trails off, and I’m walking away anyhow.


  I don’t want anything from anyone. I can and do support myself and my baby, though it’s almost killing me. Taking help is hard. I have my pride, but I’m also mired in my own version of punishment. Carelessness isn’t an excuse to take from others. I flat-out refuse cash from my family, though I do accept their time and help. They watch Cally a few times a week, but only so I can earn a living. Not so I can go have drinks with hot guys who want to sneak me into bars.


  My phone buzzes, caller ID reading Delightful Diner.


  I hit the green circle to take the call. “Hello?”


  “Hey, honey.” Jan, the lady who owns the place, only calls about shift changes. “Don’t need you in tonight. Things are too slow.”


  Shoot… “You sure? I can work whatever hours you need.”


  “I know, Emma. Sorry, honey. Don’t need any hours tonight.”


  I chew the inside of my cheek. “No problem. Call me if that changes. I’ll be there.”


  “Know you will, honey.”


  My stomach sinks. I really needed that shift. My phone buzzes again, and I check the screen, hoping it’s Jan again. Nope. Just my brother.


  “Hey, Ryan.”


  “You’re moving.”


  “Ha. No. I’m planning on moving soon.” But not when diner shifts keep getting canceled. “I just have to—”


  “Look, Emma, I had another call out to your complex today. Dad and I were talking—”


  I love Ryan, but that brand-new, shiny rookie badge is going to drive me insane. “My apartment is safe. You know that.”


  “It’s your neighbors who are sketch. A couple years ago, it was fine. Now? Shit changes.”


  “Not telling me anything I don’t already know,” I mumble and push open the door for day care, waving at the girl at the desk. “I have to go. Cally and I are running behind.”


  “Dad put first and last month’s down for you. You can afford everything in between. Sign the paperwork. You can move in immediately.”


  “What!” I spin away from the receptionist, ready to tear into him then call my dad to do the same. But I can’t. God, I’m grateful. I hate needing them, but I’m drowning. I pull in a breath and drop my head.


  “Emma, you need a break. Take it, okay?”


  “Ryan, I don’t…”


  “You’re month-to-month now, right? Almost the same rent, so you have no reason not to.”


  It would be so nice to leave that apartment, and I’ve been saving so one day I could. “I want to do it myself.”


  “Emma, look… I owe you.”


  He’s been even more protective since we all heard about Grayson. It’s weird. When Ryan found out I was pregnant, I thought he would be sick, then I was scared he would kill Gray and his chances at the police academy. But eventually Ryan calmed down, in a very protective kind of way. Grayson was a name not to be mentioned around Ryan, but now that it’s back in circulation, thanks to county gossip, the protective claws are back.


  “No, sweetie. It’s me who owes everyone,” I say.


  He huffs, sounding frustrated in my ear. “Please sign the lease. We’ll take care of the move.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Dammit, Emma. Just say yes.”


  Whoa. “Easy there.”


  “You’re my baby sister. This is… just something I have to help you do.”


  I hate the baby sister argument. “We’re almost the same age.”


  “I’m responsible for you.”


  This again. God love him. “No. You’re not. But I’ll talk to Dad, okay? See what I can do. Deal?”


  “One day we’ll all be on the same page.” He sighs. “Kiss Cally for me.”


  “Mommy!”


  I turn toward Cally’s voice. “Gotta go. Love ya. Bye.”


  My little girl’s running toward me, arms outstretched. I scoop her into a hug, sign her out, and hit the door.


  “You have a good time with your friends?” I ask.


  “No! My hair got pwulled and I cwolored on da wall.” Cally took a breath. “Timeout for me.”


  Rolling my lips to hide my smile, I can’t stand how stinking cute she is. Even if it’s her explaining why she was in time out. “Probably shouldn’t have drawn on the wall.”


  “Mommy.” She buries her head into my shoulder as we head toward the parking lot. “I wanna go to sleep. Story?”


  Oh… I sigh. “Sure thing, snugglebug.”


  A story makes her bad day go away. My heart squeezes. Like daddy, like daughter.


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  Grayson


  


  Aches and pains. It’s the only thing I can register. That, and my tongue feels like sandpaper. Slowly, I blink my eyes open. Everything is white. Searing light streams through a window. I look down and around. I’m in bed. In a hospital? Equipment is on both sides of me, monitors hooked to my arms and chest. Taking a deep breath, I turn and—oh, damn. Pain slices through my side. I moan, fight to catch my breath, and drop back.


  My mind struggles to find the missing pieces, and a headache throbs. Dark flashes of action and memories of the insurgent attack—the voices, the screams. Everyone’s dead. Everyone… except me? Empty clips and useless weapons. By the time the extraction team arrived, I was the last man standing.


  Constant pain consumes me. Gunshot wound? The memory of exploding pain surfaces. What else… broken ribs? Cracked bones? Have to be, because I can’t breathe. But still, I’m alive. Out of everyone, why me?


  Emma.


  I shake my head. A cold sweat drenches me. I had begged God to let me make it right. To stay alive and see my girl. A desperate shudder runs through me. It’s too late. It has to be. It’s been three fuckin’ years since I last saw her. They’ve been hell. I bitched out on a shot at love, at happiness. She’s not my girl. Not anymore.


  All alone, I come apart.


  Emma would’ve waited for me after basic, would’ve waited through these goddamn deployments. I’m a self-fulfilling fuckin’ prophecy. I’m everything Pops expected: a piece of shit, not good enough to do anything but ruin lives, ruin myself. I’ve been out fightin’ and doing my damnedest to forget that I love her. That I was too pussy, too jacked in the head to mumble the word “good-bye” and hope that she’d wait.


  Nausea hits me. Regret shreds me. Emma’s moved on. Why wait for a man who never came back to bed? A girl like her probably has a boyfriend. Or a husband? Bile burns my throat. My hands tear into my hair, and my pain spikes again. How had I never thought about her moving on?


  “You’re up!” A nurse walks in, heading for a bottle on the wall, and snaps me from a nervous breakdown. She squirts sanitizer on her hands, rubs them together, then snaps on gloves. “Time to take a look at your side, honey.”


  I groan, hands still in my hair.


  “You okay? Remembering again?” She sits on a rolling chair and scoots over.


  “What?”


  “Memory still foggy? That’s the painkillers. Give it a few minutes. The cobwebs will disappear.”


  I don’t know what to say. I don’t remember this woman. Flashbacks hit me… cracked ribs. Discharge papers. Maybe? I can’t remember what’s real, what’s a dream.


  With a few well-practiced moves, the nurse lifts the covers, moves my gown, re-bandages me, and smiles. “Looks great. Probably still feels awful. I’ll let the doctors know you’re up, okay? And your girl.”


  My girl? “She’s here?”


  The nurse smiles again and snaps off her gloves. “Arrived a bit ago. She’s a wild one, that’s for sure.”


  Wild one? Oh… no. Shit. “Um—”


  “Grayson!” Behind the nurse, in walks crazy Mazie. That’s a face I could never forget. “You’re awake.”


  “Maze—”


  “I’ve been waiting forever for you to wake up.”


  The nurse heads for the door. “Well, I’ll let you two be.”


  “Wait, no.” But my words are muffled by Mazie’s smothering hug. “Ow, shit, Maze. That hurts.”


  She finally pops up. “Hey, you.”


  This can’t be happening. My head’s pounding. When I left Emma and ended up at basic training at Fort Benning, then stationed in the same place, I spent enough time with Mazie that we became close friends. She was one of the boys and always knew what was in my head. I told her, probably too many times, that I was in love with Emma.


  Sitting up, I ignore the sense of loss that I woke up to her, not Emma. “You have to stop telling people we’re getting married.”


  “That lines always works.” She shrugs. “Gets me in the door. I was worried about you.”


  I nod.


  “Word travels fast. I’m really sorry, Gray. Just—” She rolls her lips together. The bubbly, near-manic girl I know is speechless. Don’t blame her though. “I thought you were dead. Everyone did. The reports that filtered back were wrong. No one knew anything.”


  I should’ve been. Better men than me died. Guys with wives, with children. I take a deep, painful breath, needing a subject change. “I’m back in Georgia?”


  She shakes her head. “No. Walter Reed.”


  “Maryland?”


  She nods. “Yeah, sweetie.”


  Not far from Virginia—not far from Summerland County. Not that Emma’s there anymore. She had college and… life. “Why’d you come up?”


  “When I heard you survived, I figured no one would come check on you.”


  That’s what happens when you walk away from everyone. My head’s spinning. I want her to leave so I can be alone in my misery. “Don’t worry about me.”


  “Someone has to check on you. Besides, I needed a change of scenery. You know how I am.”


  For as much I want one girl, she wants any guy, so long as he has a tag around his neck and loves just her. Our backgrounds have eerily similar histories, and while I’ve run from Emma, Mazie’s run to any soldier with half an interest, always getting hurt. She’s a tag chaser at heart. Really, she’s not one hundred percent right in the head, and that’s why she’s my crazy Mazie.


  The guys would get a kick out of her being up here.


  The guys… are all dead.


  Flashes and explosions rock in my head. I smell fear, taste death. It’s revolting. Their screams. The blood. As though I’m living a nightmare, it hits hard and fast. Bile rushes up my throat. My stomach churns; I can’t breathe. “I’m gonna be sick.”


  “Oh! Eek. Um.” She grabs a trash can and shoves it under my face just in time.


  Shit. God. My wound kills.


  I try to block out the sounds from the room around me. My memory explodes with pain. Mazie’s talking fast, and rough hands switch the trash can for a bag. My pain radiates as I heave. My gut roils. Everything sucks in a way I can’t handle.


  Finally, it subsides, whatever it was. My heart beat slows. Cold sweats stop rushing over my body. I take a breath as my stomach calms, and I drop back. I won’t open my eyes, won’t talk to anyone. The nurse and a doctor are talking. I hear their murmurs, their questions as they mumble words like trigger, stress, and attack. I don’t care. All I want is Emma. I need her, and I fight for her memory. A story. A smile. Anything. But it’s all blank.


  “This will help you,” the nurse says by my IV.


  A slight hit of warmth bleeds into me through the drip in my arm. My muscles relax, but not my mind.


  Until… finally, it’s quiet around me. Sleep pulls me toward its dark, heavy hold. Struggling, I open my eyes to see Mazie sit in a chair near me.


  “I’m…” I work my numb jaw, running my tongue over my teeth. My body has odd sensations, all pin prickles and fuzzy feels. “Tired.”


  “Should be. They gave you a knock-out shot.” Her eyes are red, her cheeks tear-stained. “I’m sorry.” She tucks her knees up and wraps her arms around them. “I shouldn’t have been so… cavalier. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned the guys. Or stupid gossip.”


  I shake my head, dizzy with exhaustion but not in nearly as much pain. Crazy Mazie is more messed up than me. “It’s just a thing.”


  “Panic attack or something.”


  “Maybe.” My fists feel heavy. So does my soul. I rub my knuckles into my eyes. My skin feels fuzzy and funny. I want to say something, figure out how to make the hurt lessen. “I was the last guy. No one else made it home.”


  “I know,” she whispers.


  “I can’t see Emma’s face anymore. You know, that’s always been my fix. It’s not working.” I drop my hands and tears burn. “It’s been too long.”


  When I focus on Mazie, she’s watching me and hugs her legs tighter to her chest. “Maybe it’s time you fix it?”


  My tongue is thick, dry. I chew on my bottom lip, but it’s numb like the rest of me. Everything except my mind. “Maybe.”


  But first, I have to fix me. Not just my side but what’s in my head. Then I can find Emma and fix… everything.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  Two weeks later


  


  Emma


  


  “Cally, Cally, Cally, honey.” I’ve been home for three hours of power sleep. “Please, baby, get up.”


  If I don’t make it to class on time, Professor Dickhead will call me out as he’s done the past two times. The jerk swears by a three-strikes rule, and today is not the day I’m losing my place in Business Management 201.


  But if I don’t get my precious baby out of bed, dressed, and into the car, we’ll never make it to the community college’s child care.


  “Mama, don’t wanna.”


  Oh, baby. Me neither. I’m exhausted. Funneling coffee. I overslept by three minutes, which shouldn’t be that big of a deal, but I have life planned to a T. I drop to my knees and cuddle her head. “I know that, snugglebug. But up, up, and”—I scoop her out of bed—“out.”


  Droopy-eyed with bedhead, she rubs her face and looks around. “Sleepy.”


  I nod. “Yuppers, me too.”


  She looks around, acknowledging her new bedroom. The excitement on her face makes this fast move worth it.


  “C’mon. Super-fast breakfast, then we gotta roll.”


  Cally buries her head into my neck. “Want a muffin.”


  “Good thing that’s what we have.”


  I hustle her down to the kitchen, and she devours a banana muffin, finishing faster than I would’ve bet. Thank goodness. That shaves minutes off the schedule. We can totally do this. It’s my mantra. Cally and I are a team. We can survive anything, do anything, manage it on our own with just a few helping hands.


  Like Cherry, who babysits at my place on Wednesday nights while I’m at Emerald’s, and my parents, who watch Cally for any shift I can pick up at the Delightful Diner, where I sling pancakes. Who knew it was possible to hate the smell of butter and batter.


  I groan for so many reasons. But this morning, there’s no time to lament barely getting by. Because if I do that, we fail, and right now, we’re so close to making it with more than just a couple of dollars a paycheck.


  Cally’s in her clothes, trying to brush her teeth, and batting away my help. She’s like me—a little stubborn but going to do it on her own if it kills her—and I love that about her.


  “Clean!” Teeth bared and lips smiling, she nods for approval to hop off the stool.


  “Super clean, cuddlebug.” I hook her around the waist, grab my bag, granola bar, and coffee, and we’re out the door.


  I check my phone after she’s in her car seat and I’m stuck at a red light. “We’re totally going to make it on time.”


  Cally beams from the backseat. “’Cause we’re magical!”


  “You know it.”


  The kid steals my heart every day. And maybe she’s right. Magic might let me make it into class before Professor Dickhead does his daily dickheaded duties.


  Seventeen minutes later, I screech into class after dropping off Cally a few buildings over.


  “Very close, Miss Kingsley.” Professor Dickhead shuts the door behind me and launches into a verbatim recounting of exactly what the textbook read.


  My lungs pound because I ran across campus, but I made it. I tumble into my seat. All I have to do is keep this up another semester or two, combined with a couple of online classes, and my godforsaken no-pay internship will turn into a real dollars-in-the-bank-account job that pays more than school credits and gift card bonuses.


  I’m in this for the future, for Cally. So I can raise my baby girl and eventually have a college degree and job security. But until then, I’m completely exhausted, doing the best I know how.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  Emma


  


  TGIF.


  Thursdays are always the worst, because I’ve been on the clock at Emerald’s, then classes, then the Delightful Diner, and then my internship. I’m sitting in a client meeting and taking notes for Jeremy Rossdale, my boss, the managing partner of Creative Dynamic Worldwide. With the exception of a couple of hours’ sleep, I’ve been on the job for twenty-four hours in a row. Somewhere in there, I played a solid game of hide-n-seek and dried Cally’s tears when we couldn’t find anything that was packed.


  Moving with a two-year-old? Not easy.


  But it’s Friday—no classes and my only job that doesn’t require physical labor, even if it’s also the only job that doesn’t pay. The internship’s lack of a steady paycheck might blow, but I have a promise from Jeremy: if I get my college degree while doing mundane intern work, I will be hired as an entry-level marketing executive and have a foot in the door for if and when the art department hires. Meaning I’ll be paid to do something with a camera, even if it’s just brainstorm shoots.


  Still, the potential for a paycheck and benefits? Yeah, that I’ll bust my butt to get. It’ll be a dream-come-true job, mostly because my clothes will stay on and my paycheck will be direct deposited. No writhing and crawling on the floor for bills, no carrying trays of coffee and half-eaten pancakes for coins.


  The internship is my long-tail approach to success. Eat that, Professor Dickhead.


  I try to stifle a yawn and fiddle with the yarn-and-bead bracelet Cally made me last night. It’s pink and purple. When she showed it to me, she did a dance and sang a nonsensical song that still makes my eyes burn with tears. Such a cute kid.


  My mom came over after Cally went to sleep so I could pick up a shift at the diner. I wore the bracelet, and all three of the truckers who came in for coffee and hash browns remarked about it.


  Staying busy has served a secondary purpose recently. The last few weeks have been a roller coaster. Summerland County gossip has buzzed for days about Grayson dying overseas, and my trip to see Pops went about as well as a disaster.


  But on the upside, my twenty-first birthday is almost here, and I’ve finally been able to scrape together enough money, with a little assistance from my folks, to move Cally and me from our one-bedroom teeny-tiny, should-be-called-a-studio apartment to a real, albeit still teeny-tiny, house. I picked up the keys earlier this week.


  God, I need some coffee if I’m going to make through moving. My phone flashes with a text from Sarah, my best friend and fellow marketing intern.


  


  Sarah: Meant to tell you, I drove by! Super cute house. Way to go you. You don’t even touch your neighbors, it’s really something. Proud of you.


  


  I roll my lips to keep from smiling. The new house rocks. I’m bursting to get everything out of the apartment and into the house so it will finally feel real. Dad and Ryan moved the beds, a lot of boxes, and our necessities this week. Cherry will take Cally tonight for an auntie slumber party so I can unpack boxes.


  My phone rings, and I silence it. The caller ID shows an unfamiliar number. Jeremy looks over, his nose pinched.


  I mouth, “Sorry.”


  Again, I fiddle with the bracelet and take all the notes he’ll need. My handwriting is perfect, but I’ll have them typed and in his inbox before he leaves for the weekend.


  My phone rings again, same number. Two calls in a row make me think of emergency situations. Cally fell. Got sick. Got lost. My stomach twists.


  “I think that about wraps this up.” Jeremy stands. “Emma, need clarification on anything before we break?”


  “No, sir. Got it all.” I tap my notepad, which is covered in details. He asks to be polite, but never in my time with him have I missed something he needs.


  “Better get that.” Jeremy nods at my phone.


  “Right. Thanks.” I slip out of the conference room and head toward the privacy of the hallway to answer. “Hello?”


  “Hey, Ems.” The nervous scratch of a faraway voice reaches into my soul, wrapping its brutal tentacles around me.


  No one calls me Ems. No one but Grayson Ford. The boy I dream of, the man I dance for, the reason I’m still living, and the source of all my desperation. My throat tightens to the point that I think I’m going to choke, and an intense pounding in my chest finds its way to my ears. There is no way I just heard what I did.


  “Grayson?”


  It’s him. The him who ruined my life. Who made my life. Who confused my mind to the point that I can’t figure out if I’ve been destroyed or set free. The him who… is… dead.


  I tremble and press against the wall, feeling a wave of weakness. I’m unsure if I’ll crumble to the floor, praise God, or just melt.


  “You’re—alive?” My voice breaks. Tears spill. I want to throw my phone and run. But I can’t.


  “Yeah… maybe not the guy you knew, but it’s me.”


  There’s a gravity to his voice that rolls through me. Three years have passed since he broke my heart. Three weeks since Randall confirmed Grayson had died.


  Gray was supposed to be my best friend. He was supposed to be the one I loved forever. But he never saw the tears stream down my face. Never knew the hurt and humiliation and anguish. He just disappeared into the night, and I had to hear from the county gossip machine that he was in boot camp at Fort Benning. I didn’t even know if it was true. I even thought about just showing up there one day.


  I cried myself to sleep for what seemed like an eternity, waiting for him to call, to explain. To do something that would show I hadn’t been in love with a soulless liar. But I was.


  And still, I am.


  Pathetic.


  “You there?” His voice is deeper. Darker, as if he’s damaged. There’s something to it, almost as if I can touch the coarseness running through him.


  “I’m here.” I can’t hang up. An overwhelming hope bleeds through me, wishing that somehow, errors of the past will magically mend.


  “Been a while.”


  I’m wordless.


  He mumbles something, and it sounds as though his hand runs over his mouth. I can picture him threading his fingers into his hair.


  “You’re mad. I get it. I deserve it, that’s the goddamn truth.”


  Mad? Is he kidding me? I survived my freshman year at community college while pregnant, a newborn’s constant waking while pushing myself to work three jobs, then I mourned him. Mourned!


  “I’m not mad. I’m—” I take a deep breath, trying to fend off a screwed-up mixture of vicious anger and nervous breakdown. “I’m at work.”


  “We gotta talk.”


  What? My shirt is strangling me. My stockings are too tight. Coming unglued seems too easy, and I hurt, so deeply and so raw, that I’m shaking. Crumbling.


  “Emma?”


  Two options: talk or hang up. But I do neither. I’m in shock. Like clinical what-the-fuck-do-I-do-now shock. I swallow the knot in my throat and force my mind-mouth connection to forge something. Anything. “I’m here.”


  I want to sound mature. Maybe even unaffected. At the very least, I want to sound as if the tornado that is my life didn’t start the night he walked away. The love of my life—whom I hate—has come back from the dead? All I want to do is kill him! Or maybe hug him. I don’t know.


  “Hell, Ems,” he growls. “I’m sorry.”


  My lips pull between my teeth as I fail to ignore the shivers skimming across my shoulders. He sounds like a man. Like sex and heat. His words coat me, holding me, and I hate my visceral response to just his voice.


  But it’s been years… “You don’t get to call me Ems. Never. Not again. No one calls me that.” Even though it’s one of the sweetest sounds I’ve ever heard. If a word could hug and forgive, Ems could do that.


  Grayson’s breath drifts into the phone and whisks over me, stirring me to the point that I can’t stand. I head to the intern office space, and my chair catches me as I fall, wondering the whys and the nows of this call. No matter what I think, I can’t muster enough of a regret to hang up.


  “Emma…”


  As it turns out, my drawn-out first name has the same sinful effect as “Ems.” I hate it—and really don’t. “What?”


  “I need a minute.” As fast as my heart rate picks up—I’m nervous and protective of my world—he tacks on a growly, “please.”


  The word has just enough sweet Grayson Ford attached to it. Memories tumble through my mind, all ignited by his rough, graveled timbre. I pinch the bridge of my nose, knowing I should be angry. I should be a woman scorned. But I’m not. I’ve always had the hope that this call might happen. And God, when I thought he’d died, I fell apart.


  “The guy you knew… he’s gone. But some things don’t change, Emma, and you saving me is one of them.”


  My heart can’t decide whether to pound or clench. It’s hurting. I’m reliving the million pieces of my shattered heart that I’ve hidden. Despite his haunting memories and living paycheck to paycheck, my life is good right now. Maybe it’ll be better if he stays the unrequited dream-come-true that I dance for every Wednesday. At least that way, I’ll never know what it’s like to be devastated twice in a lifetime.


  “Okay. I’ll lay it out for you,” Grayson says. “I have… regrets.”


  That pulls me out of my head. “Regrets?” Regrets! “Are you kidding me?” My blood pressure rises, and I can’t even fathom a response. I just… he has no idea. Holy shit, I can’t breathe. “Shut up, Gray. Don’t say anything else.”


  Anger pounds in my head. I’ve had a life to live, complete with major what-the-fuck-should-I-do-now moments. Soul searching and delayed regret has never been on the agenda. Only two mouths to feed and responsibilities. “Take your regret and—”


  “You never deserved me leaving. I never wanted to go. It’s—you deserve an apology.”


  “Yeah, I do.” My lungs want to explode, and I swear to Jesus, the room starts to spin. This is what I’ve waited to hear for so long.


  “I’m sorry, Ems. Leaving you killed me. Ruined me. I’m fucked for having done it, and I’m asking for your forgiveness.”


  Dropping my head back, I stare at the ceiling and take inventory of my feelings after his big confession. Nothing’s changed. They’re just words. What did I think would happen?


  Am I any happier? No.


  Angrier? Nope.


  Euphoric? In love? Relieved? No, no, and no one more damn time.


  Well, that isn’t true. I’ll always love him. But still, we aren’t the same high school kids. What a realization. I’m different now. I bite my lip, thankful I don’t have the monumental task of trying to explain to Cally that she actually had a dad but he died. “I have to get back to work.”


  He clears his throat. “Work?”


  I nod as if he can see me. “My boss is gonna have a fit if I don’t get back.”


  What more am I supposed to say? All’s forgiven? My inner subconscious is a demented, two-faced traitor. I love you. Leave me alone.


  “Then I’ll call you later.”


  “What? Why?” He doesn’t get to show up when he feels like it. “I wanted to hear that from you for forever. And now I have.” I choke. “I thought you were dead!”


  Silence lingers. “Shit. I shouldn’t have called like this.”


  “No! Yes, you should have. But you should’ve done it years ago. You should have done it when I was heartbroken and alone. When I gave you everything and you walked away. Everything. Do you get that!”


  “Ems—”


  “No! Not with the Ems.”


  “Sweet Jesus, fuck me. You have no idea. I just needed to hear your voice again.”


  “God, you’re a selfish prick. You can’t be serious. I needed your voice years ago.” Holy crap, I’m sweating I’m so angry. “Your voice. Your help. You! I needed you to be here. You have no damn idea how much.”


  I slam the phone down and bury my eyes into my elbow. I refuse to cry at work over the boy who left me so long ago. So I won’t. Mind over matter. But I turn my head and stare at my phone. It stares back at me, its screen showing that Grayson’s still with me. As I always thought he’d be. Dammit! I’m so messed up in the head. I pick it up. “Gray?”


  Why couldn’t I have said his full name? Hearing Grayson’s harsh breath only serves to torture me. The sound is too long, too longing. Too perfect and everything that I remember.


  “Ems.”


  I don’t fight my nickname. Not this time. My eyelids sink shut, and I feel his voice as though I could feel his arms around me. But then my heart freezes. What does he know? What does he want? My maternal instinct flares. “I have to—”


  “Emma.” Sarah raps on the office door.


  I squeak, turning my head her way. “Hey.”


  She raises her eyebrows. “You’re needed in the copy room. Get a move on. Let’s go, go. G. O.”


  “On the phone.” I gesture toward it.


  She shakes her head, smiling. “That better be the president asking you to broker peace in the Middle East. Anything short of that, and you’re going to hear it from me.”


  What is that about?


  “It’s okay, Emma,” Grayson interrupts my thoughts. “I’ll figure out a different way to work this out.”


  “Um—” But the call ends before I can respond. Do I want him to call me later? Hell yes. But not really. My hands are trembling. Confusion will give me a migraine because… I’m also ten kinds of turned on right now. Shit, shoot, shit.


  “What is going on with this rosy-cheek thing you have happening now?” Sarah has one eyebrow raised. “Everything okay?”


  “I—” I’m stuck in my seat, my phone glued to my hand. Panic joyrides through my system, crashing and clipping every part of me that hurts along the way. “My face is rosy?”


  “Sweetheart, if you have some piece of man-candy calling you, promising you dirty things that make your cheeks pink like that, and you haven’t told me, we’re going to have to reevaluate the topics of our coffee break gossip sessions.”


  My eyes drop back to my cell. Gray’s gone. He was just in my ear, and now he’s gone. I illuminate the screen. His number is there. I don’t know what to do with it. Save it? Delete it? What do I do with the last five minutes?


  “Hey, space cadet.” Sarah leans farther into the office. “Copy room. It’s important. Post haste, move your caboose.” She tilts her head, studying me. “No joke. You okay?”


  “I… don’t know.”


  Her gaze drops pointedly to my phone. “Who was that?”


  “Grayson Ford.”


  Sarah’s mouth falls open. “Wait, Grayson-Grayson? I thought—he’s… alive?”


  I can’t explain how I feel. “Grayson-Grayson. The love of my life is alive and just called to say, three years later, he was sorry. He sounded like a dick. With a voice… and he was a bossy jerk.”


  “Bossy?”


  “Demanding, maybe.”


  “About?”


  “Forgiveness.”


  “Oh…” Sarah drops into an empty chair on the other side of my desk. “Well, holy jizzballs.”


  I nod. “How did he even get my number?”


  She scowls. “No idea. So… what did you say?”


  I ignore her question and cringe. “He called me Ems.” Even now, that makes my stomach flutter.


  “Emma,” she draws out, “what did you say?”


  “Nothing that I should have.” I shrug, unable to defend my actions. There should have been name-calling or at least a verbal jab or two. And we had a major amount of things to catch up on… “He said he’s calling me again. Later.”


  “So does he know about our girl?” Sarah has never met Grayson, but she’s wiped enough tears and heard my story a thousand times, enough to know the father of my baby doesn’t know he’s a daddy. “Emma? Shit, sweetheart, snap out of it.”


  I chew my lip. “I want him to call me later. How fucked up am I?” Totally, one hundred percent fucked up. But love makes me stupid; love hates smart decisions. It’s all about the feels. Hurts are a distant memory that I can’t admit exist. “Wait. Oh my God. Do you think he knows about Cally?”


  Sarah’s eyes dart to my framed pictures on my desk. “Well—”


  “Well?” I bounce from surprisingly, angrily aroused to ready to puke. “He deserves to know. But I’m terrified.”


  “Why?”


  “God, why not? He could want…” My head shakes. “Rights. Custody. Or worse, want nothing. I haven’t seen him in years. I know nothing about him except he’s alive.”


  She groans. “Well… wow. Alright, I don’t know what to say.”


  I stand and push my hands against the desk, letting my head hang. I can do this. Go back to work. Survive a few hours. Forget about Grayson. Go home to my new house, unpack some boxes, and relax. Cally’s spending the night with my sister. Maybe I’ll answer the phone if Grayson calls. If he calls. Which he won’t. Right?


  My phone buzzes. The screen shows a text message.


  


  Unknown number: I’ll fix what I fucked up. Prepare yourself, Ems, I’m coming for you and I want forgiveness.


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  Emma


  


  “Surprise!” A dozen faces stare at me, smiling and beaming. There’s a cake in the center of the break room table.


  I’m in a Grayson-Ford-is-alive stupor, and now I have to play happy at a surprise party.


  “Happy birthday,” comes from several co-workers.


  One of the managers elbows another. “Wow, think we got her?”


  “She’s so stinkin’ sweet. That might be the best surprise face ever.”


  Holy crap. My office threw me a surprise party? I might be a lowly intern and even a stripper, but I’m not ungrateful. I pull it together fast. “Thank you!”


  Sarah squeezes me, a public act of friendship, a private act of support. Then she nudges me toward the cake. The candles are burning low, the wax melting onto the white sheet cake. Scrolled in magenta icing is “Happy 21st Birthday!” Next to the cake are paper plates and plastic forks.


  “Birthday girl cuts the cake. And get a move on.” A marketing exec known for his sweet tooth chuckles.


  “Come on.” Sarah tugs me to the table and cuts the first slices before Eileen, our office receptionist, butts in.


  Jeremy pushes his glasses higher on his nose. “Emma, this is from the office.” He reaches under the table and pulls out a basket. “I’m not sure we’ve ever had an intern work so hard.”


  They’ve probably never had an intern so hard up and ready to make a better life.


  “Open it!”


  I step forward and eye the cellophane wrap. “It’s beautiful.”


  “Well, you can thank Sarah and Eileen for that.”


  Some of the guys eat cake and urge me to open the basket. Whatever is underneath all the plastic, it’s got everyone excited. This feels like more than the standard present our office pulls together. Tearing it open, I see bright pink shredded paper then smaller presents, individually wrapped.


  I tear open the first one. It’s a cookbook, and the title makes me giggle. 1001 Ways to Make Ramen Noodles. Holding it up, I can’t help but laugh. That’s all I eat because they’re super cheap. Less moolah spent on me, more spent on Cally.


  Eileen stops cutting cake. “If you’re going to eat that crap every day, might as well change it up a little.”


  “Thanks.” I open the next few gifts. A pink fuzzy pen holder for my desk. A framed picture from our company retreat, which I was only able to spend a few hours at, and an envelope. I pull it out, and everyone steps closer. It’s a letter, but with everyone staring at me, I’m nervous. “What’s this?”


  Jeremy nods toward the paper in my hand. “Something well earned.”


  The entire room is watching me. A nervous energy runs through me, and I unfold it.


  


  Dear Emma Kingsley,


  On behalf of Creative Dynamic Worldwide, thank you for your hard work and dedication. You are the first recipient of a new benefit for selected Creative Dynamic employees: tuition reimbursement.


  Thank you,


  Jeremy Rossdale


  


  “Oh my God.” I look up, but tears cloud my vision, then they spill. Rapidly blinking, I try to match Jeremy’s face to what I think this means. “Is the company picking up my tuition this semester?”


  He nods. “Funny how the corporate headquarters won’t cut one of our best interns a check, but they’re open to paying some of your bills.”


  “It’s a tax write-off,” one of the accountants volunteers.


  “It was Jeremy’s idea.” Eileen nods toward her boss.


  My throat’s in a knot. “I—don’t. Oh, wow. Just thank you.” Not eloquent but exactly how I feel. All choked up and scattered beyond words. “Thank you.”


  “Enough with the tears. Back to cake.” But Jeremy comes over and gives me a boss-appropriate side hug. “Sometimes good things happen out of the blue.”


  My mind jumps back to Grayson. “Sometimes they do.”


  Cake in her hand, Sarah steps toward me as Jeremy steps away. “One more surprise.”


  “Yeah, I don’t know if I can handle another surprise.”


  “You’re not going to like it anyway. At first. But Cherry and I are pretty sure it’s for your sanity, and she doesn’t even know about the Grayson phone call earlier.”


  “Okay, first off, I need to tell Cherry, not you. She’s all nice about him since she thought he was dead, but she’s like Ryan. She basically wants Gray dead anyway. And second, my sanity is fine.”


  “You have three jobs, plus school, plus a kiddo. Let’s not bullshit by saying you have a good grip on sanity.”


  “What are you two up to?”


  Sarah beams. “You’re going to say no, but don’t.”


  “Sarah…”


  “Cherry’s going to pick Cally up from day care. She was already going to spend the night at Cherry’s, so you don’t pick her up, and we do go to happy hour!”


  I snort-laugh. “Yeah, no.”


  “Seriously, we’ll go to Vevy’s and have a couple drinks, ring in the big two-one.”


  “I need to see Cally.”


  “All you were going to do is pick her up and drop her off.”


  My bottom lip sticks out. “I’m not sure I’m ready to not see her off to Cherry’s.”


  “A couple hours of very tame fun. I think you deserve it.”


  Really, I don’t feel as though I deserve much. Every single minute of my life is directed toward getting to a better place.


  “Just take a break. Take a chance.” Sarah sidesteps us into the corner. “Look, I know you grew up with the perfect family, perfect life, all that stuff. But if you don’t give yourself a breather, you’re… I don’t know. Going to explode.”


  My brow furrows. “I’m not going to explode.”


  “But you’re punishing yourself. It’s just a few hours out to celebrate you before you start unpacking.”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Cally’s cool with it, your mom swears. It was her idea actually, even though I’m going to take credit for it.”


  Gnawing on my bottom lip, I think maybe I do need a breather. Just to laugh. “I’ll call Cally. If she sounds like she doesn’t need to see me before Cherry’s then… okay.”


  “Yeah?” Sarah goes up on her toes. “Sweet.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  Emma


  


  Vevy’s is rocking. It’s a fancy steakhouse with a bar that makes colorful drinks in snazzy glasses. Creative Direct has a corporate account here to entertain clients, and they spend a serious amount of dough, which is why the bartender has turned a blind eye to my birthday not actually arriving for two more days.


  My co-workers mill around, wishing me a happy birthday. Even Jeremy dropped in for two point five seconds and another boss-appropriate side hug. I’m playing the part of the birthday girl, but I can’t stop staring at my phone.


  At first I was convinced Cherry would call with a crying Cally. So I called Cherry. Twice. Both times, Cally was absolutely fine with not having seen me since this morning. She even told me I would be okay. Maybe my snugglebug is growing up faster than I’m ready for.


  But that’s not the only reason I keep looking at my phone. For every sip I take, I stare at my cell and slowly drain its battery.


  “Thinking about Grayson or Cally?” Sarah asks.


  “Oh… um, both.”


  She nods. “So if you’re not going to tell Cherry right away, I assume Ryan will be told… never?”


  God, Sarah’s right. If my brother finds out Grayson’s alive and back in the States, Summerland’s favorite rookie cop might just kill the guy.


  The shoulder-to-shoulder crowd shifts behind me.


  “Happy birthday!”


  I turn around and see some of the girls from Emerald’s. New faces, but really, there are always new faces. The turnover there is ridiculous. Sarah knows I’m friendly with them, and most of them wouldn’t turn down a party, much less the only time I’ll probably ever go out for drinks.


  “Hey, girls!”


  My fake excitement rings true to them, and we do the necessary small talk. This isn’t exactly what they’d picture for a twenty-first birthday party, but they’re sweet to show up at Sarah’s last-minute invitation.


  “Bruno sends his love.” Dominique, who has been there the longest out of the girls here, holds a card.


  My cocktail buzz has me more giggly than I’m used to. Bruno sending a birthday card is like Sarah jumping on the bar to strip—it won’t happen unless there’s a catch. I’m unsure about opening the card in public, but Bruno has some tact. I think. “What is it?”


  “No idea,” she says, handing it over. “But we’re all dying to know.”


  I set my drink down and rip open the card. It’s on thick card stock with Emerald’s embossed along the top.


  


  Happy birthday, Ginger. I have a business proposition for you now that you’re an old lady. Forget the past, grab the future, and go get laid.


  x, Bruno


  


  His scrawl is in thick, dark ink, and I pull the card to my chest as if everyone can see it. My cheeks go hot, and the girls’ eyebrows go up. A dozen questioning eyes are on me.


  “What’d it say?” Sarah asks.


  The Emerald’s girls would never ask anything that’d invade Bruno’s privacy, but they’re dying to know too. It’s written all over their pretty, made-up faces.


  “Happy birthday and to go have fun.”


  “I bet.” Dominique’s smiling. She’s the only one senior enough to risk nosing into Bruno’s business, even if he’s not around.


  “Hey.” The bartender nods for my attention. “Birthday girl.”


  “That’s me.” I tuck the card deep into my purse, and our little stripper circle breaks up as the girls mingle, leaving me to fidget on the bar stool.


  “Guy over there sent you this.” He slides a shot of something dark with whipped cream on top to the edge of the bar.


  I catch the guy’s eye and wave. Cute but not my type. No one is ever my type, even on my birthday with a direct order from one boss to get laid and with another boss trying to ease all the responsibility in my life. “Thank you.”


  He smiles because he knows, with one look, I’m not interested. My mind drifts back to Grayson. Sipping drinks all night has made my cheeks tingly and my heart crave his call.


  “Emma,” Sarah snaps at me. “Forget Grayson. At least for tonight.”


  “Right. And what should I focus on instead?”


  “Hmm.” She scans the room.


  Between listening to Grayson growl into my ear earlier and having a few fruity-tooty drinks in my system, I’m slow to control my emotions. I check my phone again. It’s seven. Grayson said he’d call back. Will he? I mean, come on, why, after all this time, should I trust him to do anything he says? Then again, he called today.


  “Ugh.” Groaning and leaning against Sarah’s shoulder, I chew on my lip. “Why isn’t he calling me back? And why do I want him to?”


  She pats my head. “I’d be shocked if you didn’t want him to. Be mad and all, but you’re messed up over him.”


  “Messed up? That’s one way to put it.”


  “Well… Grayson’s alive. Around, maybe… have you thought about how you’re going to mention Cally?”


  “Shhh,” I hiss, as if maybe saying Cally and Grayson in the same sentence will cosmically notify him of his unknown offspring. “No, I haven’t. It’s only been a couple hours.”


  She takes a pull off her drink. “Talk about a game changer.”


  “No kidding.” I keep checking my phone. The closer I get to the bottom of another empty glass, the more my attention focuses on Grayson’s lack of a return call.


  “You could always call him, ya know.” Sarah bobs an eyebrow then stares at my phone that I’m unsuccessfully trying to covertly check. “Yeah, you’re totally busted.”


  Hmm, I should have better phone-checking skills. I’m pretty sure my happy-birthday happy hour is messing with my stealth moves. Can’t help it though; his number is waiting for me. “It’s all I can think about.”


  Sarah finishes the last of her drink. “All you have to do is hit send.”


  I nod. We shouldn’t be strategizing while drinking. “I could call him.”


  “You could,” her voice trills.


  “But I won’t. Right?”


  I’ve had one too many pink-purple-and-green things bought for me by birthday wishers. Sarah too, just because she’s cute. If I drink one more, then I totally will call him. I look at Sarah, my voice of reason, and see she’s a notch past tipsy. I gotta get out of here.


  “I think I’m done.”


  She frowns. “But it’s your birthday!”


  “It’s happy hour. And that’s probably over by now.”


  “Party pooper.”


  Story of my life. But there are cabs outside, and my house needs to be unpacked. I can’t afford a hangover or a drunk dial to Gray. Or could I?


  I lean into Sarah, squeezing my eyes shut. “I’m going to call him.”


  “I know, sweetheart.” She kisses my head. “I can’t believe you lasted this long.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  Grayson


  


  Highway lights dully glow in summer’s twilight sky as I drive down Interstate 95, heading from Maryland to Virginia. Sometimes the military network pays off. After just one phone call from my hospital room to my buddy Parker, I’m pushing down the highway in a two-ton dually pickup truck that growls when I floor it. It’s blacked out, decked out, and almost tactical in the way it’s been outfitted.


  Nothing identifies the truck other than an emblem pressed into the center of the leather steering wheel, the same emblem on the title and registration in the glove box. One word is on all three: Titan.


  Uncertainty grows in my chest. I don’t know who Parker works for, but I do know Titan Group. Everybody knows Titan exists, but that’s about it. They’re a special ops, post-military outfit. I asked Parker for Emma’s phone number and access to a set of wheels. When I’d walked out of Walter Reed, after shooing Mazie away, there sat this truck with keys in the ignition, a wad of cash in the glove box, and cell phone programmed with one number.


  It took me less than a minute to call her. That conversation, even with her hesitations, did more for me than the weeks of PTSD therapy bullshit I had to sit through to get released even after the docs gave a green light to my healing ribs and wound.


  Her voice. Damn… I still can’t shake it, replaying her words in my mind as I fly down the interstate with no idea where I’ll end up. A radio station is on, and rock pours through the speakers. My thumbs drum, my heart pounds. Cold sweat spikes on my neck and shoulders. The closer I come to passing Summerland County, the more anxiety kills me.


  I’ll call her back. But not now. Not when I’m pulled toward Summerland as if the county’s got my ass on a leash.


  My head pounds, and I rub my temples. Before anything, I need to get a hotel room and get my head on straight. I’ve got nothing. No home. No Army contract. No team to shoot the shit with. Nothing.


  The only shit I’m holding on to right now is survivor’s guilt. That’s what the nurses at Walter Reed called it. A social worker stopped by with pamphlets and a stern warning that no one could help me if I didn’t admit that I needed help. Even Mazie, queen of mental what-the-fucks, nodded.


  They warned me about triggers. They said I wouldn’t be able to handle letting people down, disappointing others. That it would freak me the fuck out, sending me into some kind of PTSD tailspin if I thought I’d left someone hanging again. Well, newsflash, fuckers—there isn’t anyone else to disappoint. I’ve hurt and abandoned, loved and left everyone there is to leave.


  What I need is Emma, which means I need a plan. I might be uncertain about where I’ll work, where I’m going to live, how I’m going to eat after I spend the money in my wallet, but I am suddenly and unquestionably confident about her and me. We just need face time.


  Step one’s complete, thanks to Parker and Titan hooking me up with a phone number.


  Step two: find out personal details and adapt. She’s got a boyfriend? Fixable. A husband? Harder to fix, but still it can be done.


  My determination surges. It all starts with a call back that I can’t make while driving, heading past my hell. A sign ahead reads Summerland County line in five miles.


  Damn, that fuckin’ place. Nothing there for me, but it’s as if I can’t stay away. Unwilling to go another mile, I jerk the wheel, hitting the shoulder. Gravel spins in the wheel wells. The smell of burnt brakes filters into the truck. My hands strangle the steering wheel, and I press my forehead onto the Titan emblem.


  Can’t get the future if I avoid the past. I grab my cell and hit redial. Forty-five seconds later, no answer. Shit. Okay. New plan. Grab a burger and a bed somewhere, wait until first light, try again. And again. And again. Until I get what I need. Her.


  


  Emma


  


  After a quick cab ride to my new home, I’m alone and harboring a serious cocktail buzz. I bypass the kitchen and living room, heading straight for my room. After checking for accidental missed calls a thousand times, my phone died sometime during the drive home. I’m going to flip out if it doesn’t charge ASAP.


  I plug the phone into the charger and watch it for a few seconds to see if it will turn back on. Nope. Shit, shoot, shit. What if he’s calling right this second?


  Ugh. I’m going nuts and need to get out of these clothes. One last look at the phone, and I head into my bedroom. It’s lonely now that I’m home with no Cally to make dinner for, no two-year-old’s stories to keep me entertained.


  I chuck my purse across the bedroom and flop onto my bed. But the combination of throwing and flopping while buzzed doesn’t sit well, and I need to change anyway. What’s a girl to wear when tipsy and home alone the night of her birthday celebration? Definitely something comfy. I change into my jammies and pace.


  I unpack a box then check my phone. Still dead. I head to Cally’s room, certain the box of her toys is in there and needs to be unpacked first. After ripping it open, I line up all her stuffed animals and dolls against the wall, making her favorite one the center. Packing that well-loved one was a mistake—grinning, I totally blame Uncle Ry-Ry—and I’m not sure how we’ve made it all week without that doll.


  Okay, that’s done. Now what? Back in my room, I take off my makeup then check my cell again. Five percent. I shrug, biting my lip. That’s gotta be enough to at least turn it back on.


  I press the button, and it lights up. I could unpack another box or just stare at my phone, willing it to ring. Damn Grayson. I can’t stay away, can’t stop thinking about if he called. Maybe it will… now.


  Nope. Not a peep.


  What if he called, and I missed it? No voicemails… but he wouldn’t leave one, would he? I unplug it and move to another outlet before it dies again. Now I can sit on my bed and stare, wishing for it to ring.


  Still doesn’t. Seriously, he could’ve called when it was dead.


  I scroll to my earlier incoming calls. His number is just sitting there, begging me to hit him back. My thumb hovers. Oh, this is such a bad idea. Nervous excitement rushes through me, and I hit SEND.


  It’s ringing!


  My stomach’s in my throat. I’m blushing, I know that, and I’m trying not to grin like a crazy woman. What the fuckballs am I doing? This is so bad. Bad. BAD in a major way. But I can’t hang up.


  “Hello?” His voice is gruff with sleep.


  Hell. It’s Friday. He went out and had a couple too. Maybe he passed out. Maybe I shouldn’t have called him. He said he’d call, but he didn’t. So that is something. This is a mistake.


  Holy shit, I’m losing my mind. “Hey, Grayson.”


  Silence. Oh. Awkward. I didn’t sign up for this. What am I doing?


  “Hey.”


  I hear rustling noises. Grayson’s in bed? What if he’s not alone? What if he is? Do I want to know this much about him this very second? God. My mind is spiraling.


  “Hey. Buzzed you earlier, went straight to voicemail.” He clears his throat. It’s sleep-soaked and rough. “What are you up to?”


  “I’ve been drinking.” Because that honest revelation is what’s needed. Ugh. Head. Slamming. Against. Wall. I groan. “I mean. It was a happy hour. For me. I guess—”


  “Happy early birthday.”


  God… Just, God. I curl into myself and hide under the covers, letting the deep rumble of his voice echo in my head. “Thanks.”


  “So… what are you doing for the real deal?”


  Nothing I’ll tell him about. Cherry’s helping Cally decorate cookies and “make” me dinner on Sunday. “Small family thing.”


  “Your family, everyone’s good?”


  I close my eyes. It’s like we’re just catching up, not like our conversation earlier at work. I always thought he’d check in after we found out he went to basic training. Maybe he’d check in with Ryan. I thought he’d talk to anybody. But Grayson fell off the planet.


  Yet somehow the memories of middle-of-the-night chats stir me. “What did you mean earlier, you’re not the guy I knew?”


  “I can’t explain it. Dead man walking.”


  My sweet golden boy? Sure, he had his dark moments, his hidden pieces. “What does that mean, Gray? Why?”


  “I’ve changed. Army changed me. War changed me. Walking away from you… ruined me.”


  My stomach swan dives. “Grayson… you can’t say things like that.”


  “Shit, don’t see why not.” He groans. “You woke me up, thinking about you in my dream. Or nightmare. Not sure which anymore.”


  “You really can’t say that!”


  He laughs quietly. “Baby, I’ve come to learn it’s best to say whatever comes to mind.”


  “I’m not sure that’s true.” I stare at the ceiling, wondering what would fall from my lips if I said whatever came to mind. I still love you. I miss you. I have someone I’d like you to meet…


  “It is.” He breathes into my ear. “I’ve learned the hard way. Lay it on the line, make up for lost time. Fix mistakes.”


  “Shut up,” I whisper, pleading as my heart pounds.


  “I was a kid. We were kids, and I was in deep. With you, Ems. And shit was going down at home. I got in my head, ended up enlisted.”


  “People don’t end up enlisted.”


  “I did.”


  “How?”


  He clears his throat. “That night at Pops’s trailer… couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see. I thought my head was gonna explode. Someone offered me a way out, I took it. That second, it seemed right.”


  “It wasn’t.”


  “I was stuck… and us, that night on the beach? I thought life couldn’t get any better that night. I took that memory and ran. Didn’t mean I was any less screwed.”


  I’m two days shy of twenty-one, and I’ve never been with another man. It’s pathetic, but it’s because of him. Hearing his voice, I’m at a loss for the longing I feel. The deep need to be held, loved… “People said you died.”


  He sucks a breath. “No. I’m the only one who made it out alive. Look, I’m sorry. But, Emma, I’m here now.”


  My tummy flips, but I don’t know how to take here now. I need to redirect. “So… how did you get my number?” Does he know about Cally? Surely if someone gave him my cell number, they mentioned his daughter. I want to be the one who shares that. When the time is right. Which is not now.


  “I called a guy.”


  “You called a guy?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Who?” What, are we in a CIA movie? Called a guy. I rub my forehead. “What kind of guy?”


  “Someone who… finds people.”


  “You found me? I wasn’t lost.”


  “From me you were.”


  My insides clench. “Gray…”


  “I couldn’t go home and ask folks I used to know for your info. Hell, I don’t want to step foot in that county ever again. So I called my guy. He gave me your number. I didn’t pry. I don’t know what dorm you’re in or if you’re off campus. Or… whatever.”


  Oh. My. God. He doesn’t know. He’s not calling about Cally. So why now? “What do you want from me?”


  Silence.


  “Gray!”


  “What?”


  “Tell me.” I know I’m pleading, that I sound as crazy as I feel. “Please.”


  He takes a long breath. “I should be dead. Every guy in my unit—” Silence. “They died. In front of me. I was shot. Rescued. Transported to the States. Weeks in rehab at Walter Reed. My time’s up and—” He clears his throat. “I can’t go back. They’re gone. And I’m done. Discharged. I’m… just… needing to make things right with you.”


  I’ve got nothing to offer. What do I say to that? Tears stream onto my pillow, and I’m not sure why. The explosion of emotion is too intense, and I can’t single out one feeling.


  “Ems, look, when we were kids, you saved me from home.”


  “Saved you?”


  “Yeah. I’d think about you, and I was golden, no matter what was happening to me. But now it’s gone. I can’t close my eyes and see your face, can’t remember your taste. You’re the only thing that saved me, until I was dying and couldn’t—couldn’t find you. In me.”


  My lungs ache. I can’t speak. My body is dying for him to hold me. I want my tears wiped. I want his mouth on mine. I’ve never stopped loving him.


  “I’ve hardened. I’m… broken. Haunted. But I never stopped needing you.”


  Shivers roll through me. “Oh.”


  “And I’m back with one mission. You.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  Emma


  


  Hardened and haunted? Even with that admission, I’m melting for Grayson.


  “Emma, are you there?”


  I nod, still burrowed in my covers. “Yeah. I’m here.”


  “Nothing to say to that?”


  “Too much to say.” I don’t know where to start. “I’m not in the dorms.”


  The tension on the phone crackles between us. I laugh quietly as if I’m nervous, not as if I’m about to lay something heavy on him.


  “Okay. No dorms. So how’s Trydan?” He clears his throat. “Are you dating anyone?”


  “Ha.” I’m going to blame the vodka for not keeping that scoff silent.


  “No dorms and no boyfriend.” Even through the richness in his voice, I hear the curl of a smile. “Not going to complain.”


  “I didn’t go to Trydan.” My stomach twists into a pretzel, and the birthday cocktails may come back up.


  “Wait, what?” he growls. “Why?”


  This isn’t a phone kind of conversation. Why did I bring it up? “Just couldn’t.”


  “You didn’t go to college because of me?”


  I strangle my pillow and press my eyes closed. “No. I mean, yes. Kinda. No. Not really.”


  “Ems… I…”


  “It’s not what you think.”


  “Then what is it?”


  He’d make a good daddy. Goose bumps roll through me. I’ve thought that a thousand times. Cally’s my world, the epicenter of my existence. I want to shout that I didn’t go to Trydan and I don’t care. I push through life, making choices I’d never have made without her, doing things most people wouldn’t approve of because I’m going to survive and be better off in the end. My daughter—our daughter—is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. But I bite my lip and simplify those thoughts. “It was just… life.”


  “Fuck me, Emma, you’re here?”


  My stomach drops, and I freeze under the safety of my comforter. “Here? Where are you?”


  “You’re in Summerland?” he asks, deeper, darker, more demanding than I’ve ever heard come from a man.


  Panic pulses in my veins. “Grayson, where are you?”


  “Five minutes from the Summerland County line.”


  “No, you’re not!” I can’t breathe. He’s close. Too close. I’m dying to see him, scared to death at the same time. I don’t know how to handle this. Shit, shoot, shit. “Ah—um, I’m around.”


  “Hang on. Give me a minute, okay? Do not hang up.”


  “Okay.” I grab my knees and hide farther under the covers.


  My proximity to him is a problem. If I had a hard time not calling him, I’m going to have a sudden urge to find him. When I’m ready. Which I’m not. My head is seriously going to explode. I need to calm down. While I’m waiting for him to come back on the line, I drop Cherry a text.


  


  Emma: Miss you guys. Take care of my girl.


  


  I stare at the screen, but she doesn’t message me back.


  “Emma, you there?”


  “Hey.”


  “Listen to me, Ems. You never left my mind. Not the day I left or the day I came back. I’ve thought of you a million times in a million ways.”


  “Same,” I admit. He overwhelms my thoughts when I dance. I move for him, sway for him. Every Wednesday, when there might be hundreds of eyes on me, I’m alone with Grayson. “But I’m already vulnerable enough to you. I’m not sure admitting anything puts me in the advantage.”


  “No games, baby. I’m past that. We’re talking. Just you and me. You want vulnerable? I’ve killed. Maimed. Mauled. I’ve destroyed and been ruined. I’m lifeless unless it’s about you. Now who the fuck is vulnerable?”


  My chest feels tight. The silence around me is overwhelming. I have no creature comforts to rely on. No TV or music for background noise. Nothing. All I have is Grayson’s deep voice in my ear, talking as if it hasn’t been years, and I like it. A lot.


  “I don’t know,” I whisper.


  “This is what I know: your sweet face, your sweet laugh, God, that smile. The way you used to stare at me like I’m the reason you were put on earth. You’re the only thing that can bring me to life.” Noise filters through the phone, sounds like he’s shaking his head. “Nothing held back anymore. You want the truth, and that’s all I have to offer.”


  My stomach somersaults. He’s direct and confident.


  “I’ve survived off your memory, Ems.”


  Swirling in memories, I swallow away my hesitations. “Same. But probably not in the way you think.”


  “The night before I was set to go… I meant to explain I’d enlisted. But when we got on the beach… ”


  I said I loved him. “Yeah.”


  “Best night of my fuckin’ life.”


  Tears leak into my pillow. “Mine too.”


  We sit in silence. Well, I’m silent. He’s moving around or something. But it’s not awkward. I think about that night together and its implications. Who knows where his head is; I can’t even figure out my own thoughts.


  “Best night ever,” he mumbles again, sounding reminiscent. “I’m sure you’ve changed as much as I have. But I lean on that night when nothing else works.”


  My heart flutters. I need to get off the phone. I’m falling for this sexy-voiced man and romanticizing him, reliving old memories. It makes my anger hard to hang on to. “Maybe we could talk later, Gray. I’m”—in love—“exhausted.”


  “Don’t hang up, Emma. Please. Stay on the line with me.”


  I don’t want to as much as I do want to. My chest squeezes, and I hug myself tighter in my covers cocoon. “Why?”


  “Said I was fixing us.” His breathy growl makes me dizzy. “It’s always been you.”


  I swoon. A shiver runs through me. It’s always been him too. Maybe one day I’ll understand why. I probably need intense therapy. I can’t admit out loud what it means to hear him say that, but I can’t sit around and torture myself. “Good night, Grayson.”


  “Don’t hang up on me, Ems.”


  Knock, knock, knock. It echoes through the phone and my house. I jump, my eyes going wide as I stare toward the wall as though I have x-ray vision. There’s no way…


  “Not”—one more knock hits. It’s as hard and strong as the man on the phone—“unless you plan on opening your front door.”


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  Grayson


  


  My muscles bunch and flex, and I have enough energy running through me to deadlift a car or tear the front door off her house. I rock to the balls of my feet on Emma’s porch. The small Craftsman house is worn but safe. She’s in a semi-decent part of town, and her place has a tiny lawn and windows that could use a security latch.


  All I can focus on is the two inches of wood separating Emma and me. I’ve never been more certain in my whole life that I’m somewhere I’m unwanted. “Open up, Ems.”


  Thump. I laugh, pretty sure she just bumped her head against the door.


  “Tell me this is a joke,” she moans.


  “No joke, baby. I want see you.”


  “Wait!” Another thump on the door, and I’m almost certain she’s replaced her forehead with her fist. “How do you even know where I live! I just moved. Like, days ago. You said you thought I was at college!”


  I like that she’s smart, that she’s thinking and questioning, because I don’t want a single doubt after tonight’s over. “Pays to know someone. You said you were close, so I pulled in a favor.”


  “What? Do you have PIs on speed dial?”


  Chuckling, I nod at the closed door. “Something like that.”


  “Spies R Us?”


  Now I’m definitely smiling. The girl’s still cute. “Titan Group.”


  “Sounds like they shouldn’t know where I live.”


  “But they do, so let me in.”


  She sighs. It’s more relenting than frustrated, and I know I’ve won. I just need to drive a last point home.


  My hand squeezes the phone. I’ll hang up soon as she opens. “Emma, you said you were miles away, not hours. I couldn’t stay away. I asked for help, and my buddy Parker pulled a solid.”


  “Ha. Thank Parker for me.”


  Cute plus a little bite. Emma’s coming back to me. I’ve got her voice, and I can picture her smile. This is ten times better than any medicine or therapy they gave me for being shot during war.


  “I can’t believe you’re outside.”


  “Good intel is good intel. Now open the door.” Nothing about this moment is planned. My heart’s in my throat. Little on earth scares me, but not knowing how she’ll react to this offensive maneuver makes me anxious. “I’m not standing out here all night.”


  “Of course you aren’t. My neighbors will call the cops if you stand out there.”


  I laugh, and my side hurts. But it’s a good kind of hurt. The wound is healing; I’m nowhere near one hundred percent, but I can feel my blood rushing, my body anticipating. It’s the best I’ve felt in years. “Come on, baby.”


  There’s a shuffling noise on the other end of the phone. “I hate that you’re forcing my hand.”


  But the door opens.


  Emma Kingsley.


  More beautiful than when I last saw her. My throat squeezes, and my pulse pounds in my neck, my temple. Fuck me… just… fuck me. Gorgeous. “Ems.”


  Her eyelashes flutter, and color rises to her cheeks. Her blond hair is wild. It’s longer and fuller than I remember, and my palms itch to run over it. I step closer. She doesn’t move, doesn’t invite me in. Just stares like a wide-eyed beauty.


  Here we are. Neither moving. I’m not breathing, and she might not be either. It’s intense. Thick tension pushes us together, but as the seconds tick by, we don’t move.


  “Are you going to let me in?”


  “I’m not sure.” She blinks slowly but then rushes forward, falling into my arms. She wraps around me, a sob escaping her lips, which are pressed against my neck. “Oh my God. I missed you.”


  We’re locked together. My skin tingles where her mouth brushed it. Her shampoo and faint perfume tease my nose. Her back, her hips, the way she hugs, it feels familiarly perfect. I breathe as I haven’t before. As if I haven’t been capable of taking in a deep enough or strong enough breath. Nothing’s felt right since the moment I left her. Three years of unsettledness gone in a hug. “I’m home.”


  “Home.” She nods against me, sweetly, innocently rubbing her body against mine.


  Sweet mother of friction, her moves do good things to me. “Yeah.”


  Home in her arms has nothing to do with where we stand. This is where I’m meant to be, holding the girl I should never have left. She sobs, and I hold her tighter. My side wound aches, and I couldn’t care less. Nothing would stop me from holding her. There was never a second that I didn’t love her. She’s my everything.


  I drop my chin. My lips touch the top of her head and press. It’s not a kiss. More of a claim. This woman is mine. I’ll beg and plead, do whatever it takes. I’ve been a dead man walking for years, hurting and hardened, looking for an outlet and suffocating on my mistakes. I’ve been wrong. Been scared. Been a motherfuckin’ fool. The answer to my problems has always been right here, with her.


  “Baby.” I stroke her hair.


  She holds me tighter. “You feel… different.”


  I’ve packed on weight, filled out. I’m definitely bigger and stronger than when she saw me last. I let go and step past her. Her eyes watch me take in the barren room. Time has passed, but there’s heat coming from her. Need. Want. Arousal. Whatever it is, it’s thick between us.


  “Wow. So. You’re—” Her gaze lingers on my shoulders then my chest. “Like G.I. Joe or something.”


  A grin tugs on my cheeks. Shit knows I haven’t smiled for a long time. “Or something.”


  Because what am I anymore? I’m not Army. My time was up after I was released from Walter Reed, and I didn’t want to go back. Maybe I can do something different. Maybe I can figure it out as I go.


  I focus on what’s in front of me. The girl I’m never leaving again, her sparse furniture, and cardboard boxes. She’s all alone, and I can’t stay away. The need to take her mouth and have her body kills me. But more than that, I’d die to know what she thinks.


  “What are you thinking?” she asks, her voice hesitant.


  “Just wondering the same about you.” I leave out the part about her rockin’ body making me think dirty things. That’s nothing that I’m going to let her in on yet. “You did just move in.”


  She fidgets. Her eyes catch mine and jump away. “Yeah, not all our, my stuff is here. It’s just boxes.”


  “You look uncertain.”


  She bites her lip. “I’m a million things. Maybe nervous.”


  “Don’t be.” I catch her hand and study her. Her obvious unease fades. “Missed you, Ems.” My heart beats faster. This feels right.


  She stares up through her eyelashes. “Maybe there’s more.” Tension envelops us, and I drag my thumb over her knuckles. “I’m just caught off guard.”


  “More?” I step closer. My boots sound heavy on her barren wood floors as I erase the inches between us. There’s a tightness in my chest and a need in my blood. I’m starved for Emma, so hungry that it makes me lose my mind. I came here to win her heart, not jump in her pants, but my mouth’s watering like a starved addict’s. Everything I’d remember is back, but a thousand times stronger than I imagine. One thing is clear: we’ve never been over.


  “I can’t explain it.” Her lips part as she retreats, backing into the wall. The quiet thud echoes around us. “It’s just you.”


  Her breasts rise and fall behind a shirt that molds to her curves. She’s sexy, sultry, and sweet. I swear to Christ she does it without even trying. My cock’s throbbing. The only girl I’ve ever wanted is this one.


  “Can’t believe you’re here, Gray.” Arousal coats her voice, urging me on.


  “Feels like I never left.”


  “I know.” She’s breathy and quiet, but an intense fever lights her perfect brown eyes.


  A scrap of space remain between us, and she presses her palms flat against my stomach. It’s soft, not to stop me but to feel me. My head falls back. I take that second to own her touch, memorize the heavy power she holds over me, and I pray that I have whatever it takes to win her back. I need more than the carnal, primitive, possessive explosion that’s happening this second. I need Emma in order to survive. I need Emma as mine.


  “Baby, say back away if you’ve got some reason to stop. I have to hear the words because what your face says… ”


  Her cheeks flush pinker. With parted lips and wild eyes, her head tilts back. “Please,” she whispers.


  The slope of her neck screams for my lips. “You can say no, Ems, if you don’t want me with you tonight. But I’m giving you everything I have inside me, making up for every second apart.”


  An audible breath heaves from her lips. I cage her with myself, against the wall, and give her a slip of space. She has two choices: duck and run or hang on tight. It’s all her call. Until I start. Then I’m never stopping.


  “Grayson.” Tiny gasps mix with my name. Her fingertips flex, her fingernails digging into my abdomen, then her hands roughly crawl up my torso and clasp around my neck. “Don’t you dare leave me like that again.” Her face is harsh, then she softens.


  “Baby.” My hands meet her waist, grasp her sides. I feel her breathing like me. Uneven in cadence and choking on our tension. I touch my lips to her temple, and she quietly gasps, writhing against me. I trail to her ear. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  Our foreheads touch. It’s partly sweet but mixed with a needy hunger.


  “But…” she whispers.


  “Don’t forgive me now.” I drag my lips down her neck. “Later, yeah. Now, no. Just let us happen.”


  She nods against my face. I hug her tight then lift her up, heading for the lone couch.


  Her eyes close. “There’s so much to… catch up on.”


  There’s fear in her voice. All I know to do is hang on. I swallow her up, and when I drop to the couch, she fits in my lap as though she’s supposed to be there. My nose is in her hair, my arms wrapped around her.


  “Look at me.”


  “No. I don’t trust myself to.” She shakes her head. Silk strands of her hair tease my cheek, but her gaze isn’t on me. “You show up, and we end up in bed. What kind of girl does that make me?”


  Easiest answer I’ve had to give all night. “It makes you mine.”


  Her eyes flit to mine.


  “Not a day went by I didn’t hate myself for what I did. Not a day I didn’t think you weren’t better off without me. I watched every man I served with bleed out. My unit was decimated. I was shot, bleeding out. Dying. And I begged God—begged—to get this moment with you.”


  Tears brim in her eyes. “I want to hate you—”


  “I’ll get us through that.”


  “I want to hate you…” The tears fall, slipping down her cheeks. “Because I still love you.”


  Fuck me, my heart squeezes. Everything in my soul hurts. “Emma.”


  I’m going to die if I can’t get closer. Her lashes are tear-dampened, her gaze unsure.


  My thumbs move over her cheeks. “I’ve always loved you, and that’s why this will work.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  Grayson


  


  Emma’s tongue runs along her pink, full lips. I remember them all over me. We had years of friendship but not nearly enough time after things heated up. We’re older. Wiser. With experience on our side. I need her and whatever she’ll give me because, eventually, it will be all of her again.


  “Before, I should have taken better care of you. I promise I will now.” I guide her mouth to mine. Our lips touch. Good God, she’s so sweet. My tongue slides to her, making me groan when she opens for me.


  Her hands wrap around my shoulders, and she repositions to straddle me on the couch. Our breaths are choppy. Her legs press against my sides, and the wound hurts where her knee digs in. I don’t care. The pain, the certainty of her riding my cock, makes my body hum.


  “Missed you.” She’s kissing and biting.


  Those damn teeth come out when I’m not expecting it. Her hips flex, rubbing the V of her legs against my erection. There’s something more sensual about how she moves now, something practiced. I’m intoxicated with her sway, her confidence, and I’m drunk on her kiss.


  Emma pulls at my T-shirt. I break us apart and tear it over my head. Anything to give her free rein, to feel her—


  “Oh my God, Grayson.”


  My bandage. Reality check. Not sexy, not even in the least. Eight-by-eight inches of gauze and tape. It’s not even needed at this point, but it keeps my shirt from rubbing the fresh scar.


  “Was I hurting you?”


  “Didn’t notice.”


  “Liar,” she whispers.


  Her face has always been her tell. She’s changing, reacting. Memories bubble inside me, and I’m reminded of the night Pops walked in. Her face had changed then too. But then, it was… fear, disgust, humiliation? Now it’s… hell, I don’t know what it is. “Emma?”


  She looks at my side then trails her eyes over my stomach, up my chest and arms, over the tattoos that weren’t there before, the bulk and definition I’ve put on over the years, and lands on my face. “Tell me the truth, you’re okay?”


  “Baby,” I growl, “I can’t think of a single thing that’d keep me from sliding into you.”


  Her mouth pops open. Three years have passed, and I guess no one’s said a dirty word to her. I’ll ease her into it, make her wet for it. Her high school crush is gone. I’ve been replaced by a broken soldier.


  Emma’s mouth closes into a slight smile, and I know she likes it. Her gaze drops again and retraces the same path—bandage, abs, chest, and tattoos—finally landing on my lips. Carefully, she leans forward, as if she’s scared to hurt me, and brushes her lips against mine. Shivers roll down my back. Her kiss is light at first. Delicate. Caring. Then it’s stronger, trailing down my chin, down my neck. I groan and roll my hips.


  Her tongue glides down to my collarbone, her teeth scratching.


  “Christ, Emma.”


  She slides off my lap, pushing between my knees. I can guess a million ways this could go, but there’s not a chance in hell that during our first time back together, she’ll end up with me in her mouth. This has to be unquestionably, unconditionally about her.


  I expect her hands to land on my belt, but they don’t. She moves toward the bandage, kissing my skin, smoothing her fingers over the ripples in my abs.


  Chastely, she places kisses on the edges of the bandage then looks up. “I mourned your death.”


  My eyes sink shut. I hurt that she hurt. “Emma…”


  “I never wanted you in pain.”


  No. Not this conversation again. “Off your knees and in my lap. Come here.”


  Half a second passes before I take her hand and tug her up. She settles against my hard-on and her arms rise above her head, locking me in a permissive gaze.


  I slip her shirt over her head. Full breasts, creamy skin. “My beautiful girl.”


  A blush hits her cheeks again. “I’ve always been yours.”


  Shit. I’m done for, and I drop us to lie on the couch. Her hair spreads on the cushions, a blond halo for my angel, my savior. How did I let this go? I hold myself against her, stomach to stomach, chest to chest. I’m falling for her all over again.


  Our tongues lash together, and I kiss her deep. Emma claws my back. My fingers trace up her side to massage her breasts, rubbing her nipples through the lace. With a slide of my hand, I remove her bra and dip my mouth. The harder I suck, the louder she gets and the more she thrashes.


  “God, Gray.” There’s a desperate need in her voice that I feel too.


  Enough permission granted to push forward, I tug down her pants. “How are you even prettier than before?”


  “That’s a good line.”


  “No, baby.” My hands tease over her hips to skim the silk of her panties. “Do you think after everything I’ve said, I’d drop some line that wasn’t true?”


  “I… don’t know.”


  My hand cups between her legs, and she groans.


  “God, I can’t think.” She’s breathy and drags out her words.


  I slip my fingers alongside the fabric. She’s wet, and I’m deliriously hard. I swear I’m going to rip the silk off and sink into her. She’s ready enough I could. My finger slides against her, and she meets my touch, rolling her hips and rubbing hard as she watches me.


  We’re side by side on her couch without much room for our tangled bodies. “Good?”


  “Like that.” Her gasps stutter as I slide a finger into her slick tightness. “Oh. More.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” I growl and give her what she wants.


  Time apart has given her confidence, hunger, knowledge of what she wants and how she’s going to get it, knocking her sexiness level to stratospheric.


  Her mouth is open, eyes closed. I give her two fingers. Her muscles clench on me. She’s moaning, building, and crying for more. “Grayson.”


  “Come, Ems. Come for me so I can fuck you, love you.”


  She nods nonstop, hair wild. Emma moans, arching her back and grinding her clit against my palm. I work her, do her, let her ride to what she needs.


  “God, Gray. God!”


  Detonation. With eyes squeezed shut, she comes hard, as if she’s needed me to really let go.


  Still spasming, her face goes lax as her orgasm lulls. My body hums while she slows.


  Beautiful brown eyes blink open. “Every inch of me belongs to you. Always has.”


  Slowly, I take my hand from between her legs. She’s perfect. Naked breasts and amazing body. I kiss her shoulder, her neck. She smells like… mine. To taste and touch and fuck and love. Emma Kingsley is all mine.


  “Grayson… there’s…” She looks at the wall. “There’s been no one… but you.”


  I freeze. “No one?” She cringes. What I said, how I said it, it came out wrong. But three years… my forehead pinches. “Emma.”


  I’ve got nothing else to say, but masculine pride fills me in a way I can’t express. I owned her virginity, but still it’s just me.


  She stares over my shoulder. “You think I’m pathetic, but… it’s not like that.”


  I cup her chin, bring her focus back to me, and shake my head. “I don’t. I’ve never been more—” I don’t have words. Territorial testosterone is about to make me punch-drunk. “It’s not a bad thing. It’s fuckin’ amazing.”


  “Promise?”


  A dark possessiveness flashes through me. I can’t stay off her. My hands cover her stomach, her breasts, her sides… I reach for her legs to spread her thighs. I want to taste her, feel her. I want my dick inside this woman who’s only ever had me. I can’t breathe for how greedy for her I am right now.


  “Grayson, wait.”


  Whatever she has to explain can be left for later. I need to feel her come on my cock, harder and stronger than she did on my hand. “You need me like I need you?”


  She pants and nods. “More than that.”


  “Bullshit.”


  I take her mouth hard. This is happening. We’re past reconnecting, past talking out forgiveness. Her hands are on my belt. She slides it loose and attacks the button and zipper. Seconds later, I’m hard in her hands. She’s pumping me, one fist on top of the other, thumb teasing my crown.


  “Fuck me.” The couch is too small for us. Restraint. I need it. Someway, somehow. Until I find a mattress. “Bedroom, Ems?”


  “Yes. Wait. Don’t stop. Please.” She’s writhing and moaning. “Please.”


  “Just a little more, baby. Then a bed.” Her panties are working their way down, and I’m dying. Our tongues tangle, but I pull back. “Let’s go.”


  “Yeah.” She adjusts her panties and sits up with me.


  I’m off the couch with my pants hanging loose on my hips. I grab her hand and let her lead me to her bedroom. She’s wearing black silk underwear, and that’s it. Her ass. What a fuckin’ ass.


  We’re halfway through the kitchen, but I can’t resist. I snag her to me. My hands thread through her hair. Her breasts press to my chest. “I can’t wait.”


  “Too close to stop here.” She pulls me down a short hall and into a room.


  There’s a bed on the floor, a dresser, and a few boxes. The lights are dim. We fall to the mattress together, arms and legs tangled. Done wasting time, I snag the sides of her panties, ready to bare her body to me. I’ve never been more primed.


  “I’ve dreamed of this…” she whispers. “Danced for this…”


  My eyes rake over her as I remove the last of her clothes. She’s naked and… I tilt my head. What the hell is…


  My chest goes tight. Panic curls into my neck, chokes my throat. My mouth goes dry. Emma sits up, heavy lidded. I can’t fuckin’ breathe, can’t believe my eyes. I don’t know what to think or do.


  “Ems?” I inch closer, praying for a truth that’s different than what I think. “What’s that?”


  Confusion then… fear crosses her face.


  “Emma?” My eyes drop, laser-focused, between her hips. She’s covering up, moving back. “Tell me what happened there.”


  “No.” Her eyes go wide. Tears fill them. “Shit. Shoot. Just once, I got caught up in the moment.”


  Oh, fuck no. Please, Christ, don’t let it be. Don’t let me have abandoned more than just her. “Ems? What is that?”


  “A C-section scar.”


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  Grayson


  


  For as far back as I can remember, my mom sucked down pills. They made her happy; they made her sad. It was circular, one feeling morphing into the next. A smile. A frown. The whacked-out emotions seesawed back and forth. I didn’t know what was wrong with her, but I knew she needed me. Until I killed her.


  Right now, kneeling on Emma’s bed, hearing the word C-section, I know the fucked-up truth. I let people down. It’s my lot in life. I don’t mean for it to happen, but my decisions are my worst enemy. Pops preached that truth from the day he walked in as I stood over my lifeless mother.


  Now tears prick my eyes and raw fear skates down my throat as I stare at Emma. She cowers against the wall, pulling the covers to her chin as though they’re a protective barrier. From me.


  “C-section?” I thought I’d failed her—failed us. Dammit, I was wrong.


  She nods. Her tears fall over her cheeks, and she doesn’t wipe them. Wet streaks stain her skin pink, reminding me that I do nothing but ruin lives. I have no response. I’m sick. My muscles tense as the urge to run wars with the weight of my abandonment. I don’t know which way to go or what to do.


  Just another pill, baby. Gray-baby, give Mama her pills. Such a good boy. Precious boy.


  A panic attack is coming. I know the signs, the feelings. That moment when I try for a breath and can’t take one.


  Calm down.


  Think.


  I concentrate, hoping to focus on Emma… but my vision skews. Black and gray. Hazy and distorted. The walls are caving in, inching closer with every heavy thud of my agitated heart.


  “Emma—” My voice shakes.


  The room tilts forward. I follow, falling, my head down, my balled fists digging into her mattress. I can’t escape the smothering grip around my neck.


  “Gray? Are you okay?”


  A cold sweat covers my body. I can't swallow, can’t function, can’t make sense of the room spinning. “Emma. Ems, God.” I’m not sure I can handle this.


  “I’m so sorry,” she whispers.


  I look up and hold her eyes, seeking the truth that I’m terrified to confirm. “You said you’ve never been with anybody but me?”


  Her head barely nods. Soft blond hair falls over her shoulder, framing her innocent face.


  “We.” The thick lump in my throat won’t budge, and I can’t look her in the eye. “Have a baby?”


  But I didn’t see any toys. A million thoughts crowd my mind. Adoption? Something happened? A protective wave of adrenaline surges through me at the thought of lost years and decisions I know nothing about.


  “You weren’t supposed to find out this way.” Emma wraps her arms around her legs, holding herself. “She’s perfect.”


  My heart explodes, and my eyes burn. “She?”


  The only girl I’ve ever loved nods again. “We… have a little girl.”


  Confirmation.


  My fists loosen, and I claw into the blanket, fighting the fall into darkness. My mind screams of everyone I’ve abandoned. But, God, now there are two girls I love, and I refuse to run from this moment. “A little girl.”


  “Yeah.”


  I don’t know what to do. I’m aching. Devastated. Curious. Scared. Angry. I’m everything, a million times more intense than I’ve ever experienced. But the guilt. It’s going to kill me. Emma and our little girl? Another person I let down, and she’s my flesh and blood. I hurt my daughter. Just like my dad. No. Just like my mom.


  “Gray?” Concern carries in her voice. “Are you okay?”


  Shit, no. I’m dying. The only thing I know to do is reach for Emma. She’s saved me my whole life, and she might be the only who can save me now. I force myself to look into her eyes, certain of the hatred and desertion I’ll see there, but I can’t get a read on her.


  “Where is she?” My voice breaks. I know it. Can’t stop it. Just… “What’s her name?”


  Emma’s face twists; her chin falls, letting her golden hair obscure her gaze.


  I don’t know what she’s going to tell me. If she’ll share. Not that I deserve anything. But I’ll beg. “You have to tell me.”


  Her chin juts up, and sudden anger radiates from her. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”


  She’s right. I left my girl and my child. My child. Fuck me, fuck me. I swallow against churning nausea and move forward, crawling toward the epitome of everything I’ve let down. “I didn’t know.”


  “How would you have?” Emma’s ice cold. The emotion is wiped from her face as if she’s morphed into a different person. Pulling a blanket around her chest, she scoots out of bed and toward a suitcase on the floor. In a mechanical, efficient way, she pulls on panties and pajamas, semi-shielding herself. Once covered in a baggy T-shirt and flannel pants, she drops the blanket. “What was I supposed to do?”


  My mouth opens, but I’ve got nothing.


  “You should go, Grayson.” She doesn’t look at me and walks out.


  I’m left cold, shaking from the news and the aftereffects of PTSD meltdown avoidance. My nerves are shot. My adrenaline’s still kicking, changing my begging to anger. “What were you supposed to do? You find me. You track me down and say ‘game changer.’ That it isn’t about you and me anymore. It’s not about you making me promise on the beach to never say good-bye, or me loving you so damn hard I knew that was the only memory I’d ever need.” I follow her into the hall. “Do you hear me, Emma? You. Find. Me.”


  She spins, arms thrown out. “God, like it's that simple.” Her hands tear into her hair, and she growls, deep and devastated. “One day you’re here, the next day you’re gone. One day you were with me…”


  The heavy thud in my heart starts again. My chest aches. “If I had known…”


  Her cold eyes hold mine, and she shakes her head. “You don’t get to say that.”


  I heave out a breath, hoping to dissipate the fight-or-flight reflex that strangles me again. I’m on a roller coaster of crazy that I’m struggling to control. Thump, thump, thump. My heartbeat pushes into my throat. A fresh panic attack is inches away. I turn, lean into the wall, and press my forehead to it so hard it hurts. My fists ball. My shoulders tingle. My skin’s needled, a terrifying, electrifying sensation ripping me apart. I need to get out of here. Just run. Pound pavement until I can’t take another stride.


  Help…


  I push past Emma, needing the front door and its sweet release.


  “She looks just like you, Gray.”


  God. My heart shreds to a million pieces. Pain I didn’t know existed… it’s unfathomable. My legs turn liquid. Agony rips through me as I hit my knees. I’m going to implode. I just need to get out the door to fresh air… but I can’t.


  “Where the hell is she?” Tears stain my words. My throat cracks, and I can’t say more.


  Emma’s steps approach me slowly. Each one takes an eternity. “With Cherry.”


  “I have to see her.” I won’t turn around—I can’t look at her, not like this—but I have to see my daughter. “Now. Please.”


  “No.”


  I’m crushed. My limbs tremble. My heartbeat pounds. Slowly, I pivot, still on the floor, and watch her drop next to me. Resolve paints her face, looking like something I can only describe as a protective mother.


  “I don’t have to do anything. You’re not something I can spring on her. ‘Hey, Cally, you have a dad and he wants to say hi.’”


  My baby girl’s name is Cally.


  My mother’s name was Calinda.


  Emma’s mouth pinches closed as the same realization hits us at the same time. This is the biggest, hardest, cruelest what-the-fuck-have-I-done-with-my-life moment, and my heart finally gives out.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  Emma


  


  On my knees and in Gray’s arms, I’m surrounded by his complete destruction. I don’t know what’s happening. One second he’s angry, the next desperate. I hadn’t thought about how to handle our situation, and when he showed up… we spiraled, as evidenced by him still being shirtless. His breaths come too quickly. I don’t even think he sees me, even though our faces are inches apart.


  “Grayson!”


  No response. Like a dead man in a warm body, he’s here with me, but something wicked is happening on the inside. I did this to him. The hurt rolling off him is palpable, and this might be shock. I don’t know what else to call it.


  My hands grip his thick shoulders and shake him. “Gray. Please. You’re scaring me.” I’ve never seen anything more vulnerable than him at this moment. “Please.”


  My cell phone starts ringing somewhere. It’s late, and part of me automatically fears it’s Cherry with bad news. But it’s probably the diner telling me someone didn’t show up. I’m the standard first call to fill any shift. But I let it keep ringing. If it’s Cherry, she’ll hit redial as soon as the voicemail picks up.


  Grayson leans into me. His head fits into the crook of my neck, and he’s nearly dead weight. A sob wracks his powerful body, and I wrap my arms around him. I’m not sure that he’s in tears, just that he’s overwhelmed, and why wouldn’t he be? His mother’s name did him over. I didn’t know much about her, just that Calinda Ford died when we were in kindergarten. I wanted Cally to have a piece of her daddy.


  I smooth a hand over the strong muscles of his bare back and up his corded neck. His blond hair is short, though I suspect it’s longer than the military would like. I coo in his ear like I do when Cally has nightmares. Hurting him was never the plan. I still love him. I want him. It’s this situation—it’s hair-trigger tense. We’re both set to fly hard in opposite directions, both needing something that can’t be had. The past can’t be rewritten, but the future… the future is always ours to change.


  “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “And I love you.”


  His arms cling to me tighter, like the night at the beach house, before we had sex, before I told him how I felt, what I wanted. If this is shock or trauma or… whatever it is, I don’t know, but he can hear me, feel me. Slowly the tension leaves his muscles until we’re tangled together on my front floor. His breathing has evened, but his green eyes are sad and downcast, not looking anywhere but at the barren floor.


  We stay there for hours maybe before he shifts, letting out a barely ragged sigh. “Bet you’re a good mama.”


  My God, does he always know what makes my heart explode? I nod through the pressure in my chest and the mist in my eyes. “I’ve killed myself for our girl. Second-guessed everything, pushed myself, lectured myself… ignored the looks, ignored the whispers. But when it comes down to being a good mama? I’ve given her everything I have.”


  “Yeah, you’re good. I just know it… my mom was, and she wasn’t.”


  I don’t remember him speaking of his mom. Whatever I knew had been instilled in my mind long ago, and I never questioned it. As just a fact of life, Grayson’s mom had died and his pops is a bastard. I bite my lip, unsure what to say. Gray still won’t look at me.


  “I was a kid, so I really didn’t know better.” His eyes well, and since we’re splayed on the floor, tears leak sideways into his hair. “She was perfect. Beautiful. Funny. We were happy.” He looks at me. “Maybe we weren’t. I guess I was too young to know. I was the center of her world, but not really. Her demons were. I just didn’t understand it. But… she was the center of mine. Mama’s boy.”


  His honesty shreds me. “You don’t have to tell me.”


  “I eventually learned that she took pills like candy. I even remember bits and pieces. Think I thought they were candy. God, she looked the mom part. I remember that. Fuckin’ Joan Cleaver lookalike. But something ate her up inside, and she would nap and snack on her candy. I was her little pill boy when she couldn’t stand up.”


  My guts twist as I see where his explanation is going.


  “I thought she was asleep. She always went to sleep, and I’d just play until Pops got home. He’d ask me about it, I think. But she always said it was our special secret.” His voice cracks. “She must’ve been dead for hours, and I was sitting at her feet, playing G.I. Joes or some shit.”


  I squeeze him in our awkward hold on the ground. “It’s not your fault, Grayson.”


  “Of course it is. She couldn’t even get up, and I fed her pills. Her heart stopped. Nothing violent, but she could’ve been saved if I’d picked up the phone and called 911.”


  “You were a baby.”


  “I was man enough to hide a secret from my father.”


  “Gray—”


  “I killed Calinda Ford, the woman you named the child I didn’t know after. And Pops—damn me, I think he was normal before that. But that night, he spanked the shit out of me for killing my mom. I deserved it, I get that. But for a man who’d never touched me like that before… I didn’t go to school for two weeks. Everyone thought I was mourning Mom, but truth was, I couldn’t sit down, couldn’t move without crying.”


  Tears pour down my cheeks, into my hair. The burden he’s been carrying all these years is that he somehow believes that guilt is deserved. I flash back to the night in his trailer after the Sadie Hawkins dance, when Grayson said he’d first stood up to Pops. We were eighteen, or almost. My heart bleeds for him. More than a decade of that drilled into him…


  Grayson pulls a long breath. “I’m not sure Pops had it in him to be a dad. Never seemed into it. Never looked me in the eye. But the day Mom died, I became the enemy. The bastard child he didn’t want and couldn’t get rid of because I was his last tangible memory of her.”


  “I didn’t know.”


  He blinks wayward tears away and locks his gaze on me. “And now you do. Won’t change anything, but maybe you understand.”


  “Understand… what?”


  “Everything about me.”


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  Grayson


  


  I’m spent. Emotionally. Physically. Mentally. I’ve tapped my reserves, and I’m depleted. But I do have Emma in my arms, lying on her hardwood floor. It’s more comfortable than living in a dug-out burrow in the desert. It’s more peaceful than my time spent alone in a hospital bed. Emma shifts, and I reposition us so that she’s not bearing the burden of lying on the hard floor.


  “You okay?” she whispers.


  “No.”


  “You’re going to be though.”


  I nod. “I know.”


  The night crawls by, and I can’t tell if she’s asleep. Her breathing pattern never changes, her muscles don’t relax. Finally, I shift to see her face. She’s out.


  “Emma?”


  Nothing. The girl doesn’t budge. Then I realize she’s fallen asleep clinging to me. Her fingers are flexed into my muscles, and her body blankets me in a way that I can’t peel away from. Not that I would. For the first time, everything is laid on the table, and I can breathe.


  I stand, and she holds onto me tightly, still sleeping. As carefully as I can, I make my way to her couch, where our night started. I’m not sure why, but I can’t head for her bedroom. I don’t have permission or some shit. I can’t explain it, but it’s hers to invite me to. Just like the rest of this house, the rest of her life… I want in, and as evidenced by earlier tonight, I can’t ram my way in.


  She stirs when I lay us down. Her cheek is glued to my bare chest, her soft hair tickling me.


  “You okay?” she asks again, voice sleep-soaked.


  “Getting there.”


  She takes a deep breath as she fully wakes. “I’ll tell you a story.”


  My heart squeezes. “Yeah. Could use one of those.”


  Silence lingers, and I’m sure it’s close to dawn. The night is still dark through the windows, but there’s the slight hint of morning.


  “Once upon a time, there was a little girl. She has blond hair and green eyes.”


  God, Emma’s stories always take me away, make me feel better. This one feels as if it’s going to kill me, but I keep quiet, trying to trust in her to save me from tonight.


  “Every day, she wakes with a smile. She puts on her princess hat and lines up her princess dollies, giving them each a good morning hug. With worldly two-year-old advice, she tells each toy to have a great day because the sun is out.” Emma sighs. “The sun will always rise, Gray. Even if we have to be saved from ourselves, there’s nothing a little princess charm and a hug can’t help.”


  I let her words coat me, sink in. I don’t need to be saved from tonight. I’ve never needed the here and now more than right this second. “True enough.”


  Her hand gingerly slides up my stomach, her palm drifting over my light smattering of chest hair. “What I said earlier… I was unhinged. Awful and angry. I’m really sorry.”


  I kiss the top of her head and inhale the sweet sunshine of her scent. “I deserved it.”


  “Oh, Gray. I think you think you deserve more than you actually do.”


  Maybe. “Another conversation for another night.”


  “I didn’t know about your mom. I wanted a piece of you with me every day.” She sucks in a heartbroken breath. “You were with me every day. Every night. I couldn’t let you go.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Nothing has to be decided tonight.” The darkness in the window is melting to a deep purple. “Go to sleep, baby.”


  Her arms tighten around me. “Be here when I wake up?”


  I hate that she has to ask, but I deserve it. “Promise.”


  Even as my eyelids hang heavy and I feel Emma relax into a slumber, I can’t help but wonder at all the things I never knew I wanted. Holding a baby, naming her. Watching her walk and talk… I hug Emma close, hoping to hell I finally have something to dream about, and I let myself drift to sleep.


  


  Emma


  


  A heavy, warm weight holds me in place, and I inhale a long-ago-familiar soapy scent that makes me melt. Then my eyes shoot open, and I realize I’ve been sleeping—drooling, oh my freakin’ god—on Grayson’s bare chest. As smoothly as I can, I fix that problem and try not to panic enough to wake him. Seriously, I’m asleep on my couch with him? The last twenty-four hours have been insane. I wipe the corner of my mouth and hope I didn’t snore.


  “Morning, baby.”


  His greeting is grated and gravelly, sexy without trying, and I can feel the deep rumble of his words in his chest since I’m plastered against him. “Morning.”


  It feels too early to be awake. The sun’s up, but it’s soft. I’m struck by how odd it feels to wake with a good morning from a half-naked man and not Cally. There’s a pang in my heart. I miss her. But this… this is nice. I can’t say it’s not enjoyable. I love my daughter, but I’m twenty years old, a day short of my birthday, and I’ve had little time to just be me, not Mommy. Though I really wish Cally was at home too.


  “What’s that look?” he asks.


  Oh, that’s a conversation I need a cup of coffee for before we dig in. I sigh and figure vagueness is best for the moment. “I’m off the charts on an emotional roller coaster.”


  His tongue darts over his bottom lip, and he nods almost imperceptibly. “Know that feeling.” But a fire hits his eyes, making them shine like emeralds on fire.


  Grayson wraps me in his thick arms, making me sigh against his chest. Our bodies entwine, and it’s so familiar. I want to melt and nuzzle.


  “We need to talk about the part where you forgive me, Emma.”


  Because that’s the only option. Now that he’s back, I’m not letting go even if I’m terrified of him walking away from Cally as he did me. “Working on it.”


  “Then we move forward one day at a time, and it’ll be fine.”


  I want that. But that’s a fairy tale, something I thought we had before. “Before… when we were in high school, my biggest fear was one day you’d find out how I felt and want nothing to do with me.”


  He nods, making some agreeing-growling sound that set my insides afire.


  I swallow the same fear I had when we danced around our feelings in high school. “Time changes people. You don’t know me anymore. You might not like this me.”


  We lie in silence. I’m not sure if he’s readying to refute my concern or agreeing as he realizes that for the first time.


  “Gray?”


  “No, you’re right. But some things don’t change, baby. You’re still you. You’ve probably got a camera close by, and I bet if we unpacked these boxes, I’d find a hundred pictures of our daughter.”


  Our daughter. My heartstrings are pulled tight.


  His chin touches the top of my head. “You’re still the same sweet girl who tries not to trust but can’t help it, and you know we have a history that we can rebuild on.”


  He’s right… “Is that enough?”


  “Has to be.” His confidence is almost enough to make me believe. “I don’t know where you work or who your friends are. I don’t know what you watch on television—”


  “Bubble Guppies and Mickey Mouse Club.” I look up to appraise his reaction. I’m not the normal twenty-something. Then I remember everything he’s said and that I’m probably smashing his gunshot wound and he’s too tough to say anything. He’s not the normal-average anything. Maybe we’re in more the same place than not.


  “Bubble Guppies and Mickey Club.” Grayson squeezes me tighter. “I’ll have to check them out.”


  “Mickey Mouse Club.”


  A heart-stalling smile breaks across his face. “Right. Mickey Mouse Club. Ten-four, pretty mama.”


  In that second, with that nickname, I’m done and in love. That’s all it took. “I want this to work.”


  He lets out a long, harsh sigh. “And thank fuck for that.”


  “I’ve never understood how we work like we do.”


  “But we do…” The rawness in his voice cuts me deep. “Forget the obvious—that you’re beautiful and sexier than the dirtiest dream of a destroyed man. Emma, you have a good heart. That’s your thing. That’s you. Some things don’t change, baby. You always believed in love. You grew up with the perfect example, the perfect family.”


  True.


  “Our path isn’t pretty, and maybe we’re still hovering near the starting point, but I’m the man you’re supposed to be with.”


  Butterflies beat in my chest. “But it’s not just me, Gray.”


  His eyes darken. “I have to live with that for the rest of my life, but you better believe I’ll spend it making it up to her. To both of you.”


  I’m in his arms, floating as if this is a dream. “That’s a lot to promise.”


  “Ever heard me say something I don’t mean?”


  I shake my head.


  “I love you, Ems.”


  He kisses my cheek, his stubble scratching against me in a way so manly, so sexy, I moan. It just slips out. I hadn’t even been appreciating the masculine beauty I’m pancaked on top of. I was too busy falling in love over and over again.


  “Besides loving you more than you can imagine,” he whispers roughly, “I’m laying claim to this dangerous body too, baby.”


  A heat wave rolls through me. I’m suddenly hyperaware of how his jeans are the last layer before he’s naked on my couch. Though my super-sexy flannel pajamas might put a damper on his interest level.


  “I look pretty hot in my jammies, huh?”


  “Wouldn’t be us if one of us weren’t downplaying.” His mouth runs from my cheek to my ear. “Let me be really clear. I stripped you near-naked in your kitchen. I’d tear this off you this second if I didn’t think there was the slightest chance you’d run.”


  “I’m not going to run.”


  Shivers run down my arms when his lips dip onto my neck, his tongue dragging down. My body hums as the mood shifts. We’ve had somber, remorseful, flirty, and now this. Arousal hangs heavy in the crackling air. Tension I can’t deny squeezes us together.


  His lips tease my neck. “Feels good?”


  “Yes.” I moan as he shifts to get a better angle.


  “Taste good too.”


  Everything is different from high school. He’s harsher, stronger, more confident. His erection strains in his jeans, and he cups my cheek, his thumb toying with my lip. Each minute passes by slowly. His green eyes darkened, an emerald fire blasting under his blond eyelashes. If I were to picture desire, it would be his face watching me now.


  He drops his hand down my chin, around my neck. The rough calluses on his hands grate over my skin, and it’s erotic. Grayson studies my reactions, my mews, the way my head tilts and my back arches. His eyes fall to my lips as my breathing stills, and when his hand smooths down my chest, caressing the swell of my breasts, longing ignites deep below my stomach.


  “Beautiful, Ems.”


  In his arms, I believe it. Unlike on the stage where I dance for dollars, this is the truth. I know it in a way that doesn’t matter anywhere else on Earth. “I’ve always been yours. Don’t hurt me again.”


  “Promise.”


  His hand heads south, and my fingers move to his neck and spear into his thick hair. A groan that I remember from years ago falls from his lips as my fingernails scratch into his scalp.


  He closes his eyes, quietly sucking in a breath. “You do good things to me.”


  His mouth hovers over mine. I feel the softness of his warm breath on my lips. I can almost feel him, almost taste him. I close my eyes. This exact feeling is how I remembered him, so close it would kill me, so close I nearly drove myself insane every Wednesday.


  His lips find mine, and he’s hungry. One second of softness morphed into a beast. He’s over me, his mouth eating at mine, his hands running harshly over me. I love it, need it. I crave him as though he’s my drug of choice.


  His tongue pushes into my mouth, forcing mine to dance with his, and I gasp into his kiss. He shifts on top of me, and my palms climb up his back. The feel of his flesh under my nails is too much. They dig into him, marking my man as he consumes me.


  I’m pinned beneath, scoring his back, groaning as he flexes his iron-hard shaft between my legs. In one quick movement, he has my shirt over my head, and I’m clawing at his jeans, dragging them over his ass.


  Grayson dominates me. His hands grab mine, pulling them above my head. I laugh and smile. I try to bite his lips as he spreads my legs wide. My pajama bottoms are still on, but I’ve dragged his boxers down enough to steal my breath, sear my soul. My heart races because from one quick glimpse and feeling his heavy weight rubbing against me, I know that Grayson Ford is freakin’ huge, bigger than I remember, and my nerves explode in my chest.


  I need him. The idea of him pushing into me, stretching me makes me shudder, dizzy with want. I’m practically a virgin again for him, and I’m dying. My teeth dig into his shoulder as his hand works under the drawstring of my pants, between my thighs, expertly rubbing my clit.


  Shit, shoot, shit. I’m gonna die from orgasm. I can’t breathe and bite him harder.


  “If you’re going to mark me like that, pretty mama, you should know I bite back.”


  A full-body shiver erupts over me, and I arch for more friction against his hand. “Swear?”


  He nods. “To God.”


  We’re pressed together, bare chests and fumbling with our pants. His head drops down, and with a hot, wet kiss, he takes my hard nipple into his mouth, sucking deep enough I wonder if I can come from that.


  “God, Gray.”


  He responds—tongue and teeth—and I’m going to climax from just his hand and tongue. He moves to the opposite breast, repeating his tease and tug, and the time lapse is almost enough to make me cry for him to never stop. But when his mouth takes my nipple, he slips his fingers into me, spearing me deep and hard and letting his thumb rub my nub. I’m seconds away from orgasm. The man’s my body’s master, and with one strong, circular sweep of his thumb, I explode.


  I throw my head back, clenching on him. His mouth leaves my breast and takes my lips and tongue, kissing me hard as his hand still pumps into me. I open my eyes, and his green ones are vibrant again. The fire’s still there, but there’s a spark and a shine that I know I’m responsible for.


  “I’m on the pill. Don’t you dare stop.”


  Everything stills. With one long, hard look at me, he takes my mouth again after mumbling, “Yes, ma’am.”


  We fight with what’s left of our clothes. He’s kicking off his jeans, and I’m tangled in my pants, but finally I’m free and wrapping my legs around his waist. He’s primed; I’m wet. Our eyes are locked, and he’s huge. Nerves hit me again.


  “Sure, pretty mama?”


  I nod, wriggling myself into position for him to take me. The head of his thick erection is there. I feel it, want it. I’m nodding into his kiss, moaning for more and flexing my hips. My wetness coats the head of him, but not until he moves, just a fraction of an inch, do I feel heaven—and it’s going to hurt.


  “Just—a little—bit.” Tension strains in his jaw.


  Sweet Jesus. But he flexes again, pushing deeper into me, stretching me, and my body accommodates him. I’m panting, gasping, breathing through the rush. I’ve had sex once in my life. With him. Years ago. But my lady parts are in virgin territory again, remembering how insane this feels, how much I love him.


  He inches in, and I’m begging for more. My teeth have his lips. My legs are wrapped around him tightly, and oh my god, he’s in me all the way and holding still.


  “You good?”


  “God, I love you.” It’s all I can say, all I can think.


  He takes that properly as permission to go, and he does. Withdrawing slowly, then pumping me full again. One more time, and I’m ready to beg.


  “Please,” I moan.


  He thrusts faster and harder.


  I’m clinging to the massive man holding me down, fucking me as if we’re starved for each other. A climax starts deep inside me, reminding me that I’m sensitive from just coming. It hits me hard, and I arch back, pulsing on his cock. “Grayson!”


  He pumps faster and harder, pinning me down. My muscles spasm and clench, riding his pace.


  “Christ,” he growls and strains into me.


  I feel him come, hotness filling me as he holds deep. A sheen of sweat covers us, and our breaths are frantic. Spent, he falls onto me, not giving me his whole weight but not holding much back. We’re connected in a way I’ve always dreamed of, but this is better than anything I could imagine.


  His mouth lands on mine. Not kissing, just touching. “I love you, Ems.”


  All is perfect.


  Somewhere in the background, a noise pulls me from Eden. Grayson moves as though he’s trained to kill the enemy. The back door slams open, hitting the wall on the other side of the house, in the kitchen. I warned everyone we needed a doorstopper.


  “Shit!” Grayson and I say at the same time.


  Rooms away, the entire house seemed to explode with preschooler-sized noise. “Mommy!”
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