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Chapter 1

Val was in an epic stare-down with her blank computer screen. She tapped her lilac-colored fingernails on the edge of her desk and waited for her muse to feed her the next great love story.

A knock sounded on her front door and Val flinched as the small but loud Pomeranian in the next room went berserk. The stare-down was lost. So was Val’s concentration.

With a growl—she’d learned that from Sweet Cheeks since she’d been caring for the little yapper while her neighbor Alma Edwards recuperated from hip surgery—Val stood up from her desk. It was the end of her first week of summer vacation from her school secretary job. She’d been hoping that by now Sophie Evans, her much smarter, way cooler alter ego, would have finished writing the first few chapters of her next book. Instead, Val had typed one sentence, deleted it, and repeated for five days running.

She walked to the front door and picked up Sweet Cheeks, rubbing her softly between her ears. “Good girl,” she lied, then went to see what the UPS man had delivered. She hoped it was the Train Your Dog in a Week book she’d ordered last night, when she’d been desperate and grieving over the lost glass of wine she’d planned to enjoy while enduring yet another stare-down with her computer. Except Sweet Cheeks, aka Devil Pup, had promptly gotten under her feet as she’d carried the glass to her desk and had sent her flying forward and spilling the red wine all over her tan-colored rug. At least she hadn’t ended up with a broken hip like Alma.

Val picked up the box on her doorstep and smiled to herself. She would be reading this book just as soon as she got back from her book club at Seaside Harbor nursing home this morning. The last thing Alma needed when she returned home was another puppy-induced fall. Collecting the little dog and the purse that she rode in, Val grabbed her keys and headed to her old Volvo in the driveway. Book club with a group of elderly women wasn’t exactly going to get her creative juices flowing so that she could meet her August deadline, but it would take her mind off things like bills and devil pups, and that first gray eyebrow hair she’d discovered while tweezing this morning. She was only thirty. Thirty-year-olds did not have graying hair. Not without undue stress, which her latest deadline was causing.

As she drove, Val tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, singing along to the music. Then she squealed as Sweet Cheeks jumped onto her lap and slid her grainy wet tongue across Val’s cheek. Disgusting. Slobber was one reason she didn’t have a dog of her own. Sweet Cheeks licked her again. “Stop that,” Val said, shooing the puppy away. Maybe it was the vanilla ChapStick she’d applied that had Sweet Cheeks all but French-kissing her as she drove. The puppy wasn’t giving up. Hopping over the center console, Sweet Cheeks landed back in Val’s lap and dug her little nails into the bare skin of her thighs. Then the little dog started licking her again.

“Get off me!” Val turned her face side to side, trying to see past the puppy to the road. She screeched as she realized her Volvo had crossed the center line. Jerking the steering wheel to the right, Val jumped at a loud honk from an oncoming motorcycle. She overcorrected her car and went off onto the bordering stretch of grass on her right. 

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” she said, pushing the determined puppy back into the passenger seat. Her heart was pounding from what couldn’t have taken longer than five seconds. She slowed to a stop on the side of the country road to catch her breath, because in those mere five seconds her life had flashed before her eyes. Okay, that was a bit of an exaggeration, but that’s what authors did. They exaggerated both the good and the bad.

Sweet Cheeks barked at her side.

“You are in so much trouble,” Val growled, glancing in her rearview mirror. Her spine withered as she saw the motorcycle she’d nearly plowed into turn around and pull over as well. She was in so much trouble, too. She watched as the driver removed his helmet and came walking toward her.

Tall.

Lean.

He had black hair and wore dark jeans and a leather jacket. Everything about him screamed trouble. And sex appeal. In any other circumstance she’d be considering how to get this guy to notice her. Instead, she’d cut him off with her car and nearly killed him. He’d definitely noticed her, and judging by the grim set of his mouth—a very nice mouth—he was about to toss some choice words in her direction.

Val opened her car door and got out, deciding to face this challenge head-on like she did everything else in her life. Wit was one of her God-given gifts. In an argument, she’d always excelled at having a quick reply. Her mouth was dry right now, though, and she was willing to bet that her “gift” had crawled into a corner to hide. Sweet Cheeks’s claws tapped at the inside of her car window behind her. The puppy barked, then growled low in her belly at the man walking toward them—like she could save Val from impending doom. If this was a Sophie Evans book, the stranger would look directly into Val’s eyes, forget words, and start peeling her clothes off like a man possessed.

Fiction is so much better than reality.

“You okay?” he asked, bringing her back to the here and now.

“I should be asking you that. I’m so sorry,” Val said, leaning against her car door and mentally willing Sweet Cheeks to shut up. “The puppy jumped on me as I was driving and I jerked the wheel.” She was talking fast, her wit nowhere in sight. “I think she likes my ChapStick.”

He hesitated, which made her squirm just a little. He was wearing dark sunglasses, but she got the distinct impression that he was now staring at her dog-slobbered lips.

“You’re Valerie Hunt,” he finally said.

She knitted her brow and realized he did look familiar. She usually saw him under the local bar’s dim lighting, but she’d never actually exchanged words with him. “Hi,” she said for lack of anything better to say. “You’re Lawson’s friend,” she added.

“I’m Griffin Black.” He held out his hand for her to shake, as if she hadn’t nearly maimed him for life two minutes earlier.

His skin was rough as he took her hand in his, holding on to it for a second longer than necessary. She’d spent way too much time alone in her apartment lately because this was all it took to completely turn her on. A little buzz zipped from her hand down through her stomach, lighting up those dormant places she’d ignored over the last year.

“You need to keep your dog in a crate when you drive,” he said. “It’s not safe to have her on your lap.”

Val nodded. She’d never been a dog owner so it hadn’t occurred to her to do that. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

He smiled, slow and deliberate, then pushed his sunglasses up on the top of his head, revealing rich brown eyes that she could stare into forever.

Stare into forever? Val mentally chastised herself. She was still in writer’s mode and her overactive imagination was continuing to navigate all the creative avenues that brought a man and woman together, which wasn’t happening here. In this situation, she had said her apologies and was now going to continue on her way to the nursing home.

“I’ll definitely put her in a crate next time. I promise. Thank you, and I’m sorry again.” She turned to reach for her car door. But if she did that, Sweet Cheeks was going to launch herself at Griffin or, worse, into the road. She couldn’t allow Alma’s precious puppy to become roadkill.

She’d paused, contemplating what to do, when Griffin headed around the car toward the passenger side door.

“I wouldn’t do that. I’m not sure if she bites,” Val started, holding up a hand.

Not listening, he opened the door anyway. Sweet Cheeks hopped over the center console, barking all the way to the passenger seat, and stopped at his outstretched hand. Sniffing every square inch, her ears perked to his gentle speech. “Sit,” he ordered.

The devil pup hesitated and then, magically, sat. Griffin pulled a treat out of his coat pocket and slipped it to her.

He has dog treats in his pocket?

Val stood dumbfounded for a second and then opened her driver side door and got in. Sweet Cheeks turned and hopped back into her lap.

“You can’t drive like that. You’ll get yourself killed,” Griffin said, dipping his head in the passenger side of her car. “Do you have a leash for her?” he asked.

“Um. Yeah.” She reached for the jeweled leash in the middle console and handed it to him, watching as he pulled a MacGyver-style maneuver with the lap belt. Sweet Cheeks moved an inch in each direction, then relented and lay down on the seat, lowering her head between her paws. “Wow.”

Griffin nodded. “You should be safe now. And so should everyone else in your path.” He winked, which did silly things to her stomach, and closed the door. She wondered if he’d just walk away and leave it at that. That’s what she needed him to do because the morning and this incident had her all out of sorts.

No such luck. He reappeared at her window and knocked. She rolled it down, pulling her lower lip into her mouth as she met his dark eyes again.

“It was nice to finally meet you, Val,” he said. “Maybe next time we see each other at Heroes, you won’t be stuck-up and you’ll say hello.”

Her mouth fell open. WTH? Before she could reply—and how did you reply to such a rude statement?—he turned and headed back to his motorcycle. She watched as he straddled the bike—which also did all kinds of silly things to her stomach—and steered it back onto the road. Then he drove away in a blaze of dust.

She continued to sit there for a long moment. He’d been joking, right? She wasn’t stuck-up. She just hadn’t wanted Griffin to ever catch her staring at him at the bar—all for research, of course, because she was the preacher’s daughter and he looked like sex on a skewer. He was what she could fantasize about when she was writing under her pen name, Sophie Evans, but not what she could bring home to Daddy for dinner.

Stuck-up?

Val looked at Sweet Cheeks, who looked equally offended at the comment. Pulling new air into her lungs, she checked her rearview mirror and pulled back onto the road to go in search of chocolate before reaching her destination. After that incident, chocolate was in order. If she ever saw Griffin Black again, she would indeed be exchanging words with him.

—

Griffin pulled his Harley back on the two-lane road, heading east this time. Before his near collision, he’d been taking a drive to clear his mind, a thing he often did before going to the nursing home where he’d recently had his mother transferred from California. He shook his head, his thoughts more convoluted than ever, thanks to the beautiful woman and frisky ball of fury at her side. Trooper, his retired military K-9, could’ve eaten Val’s puppy—if you could call it that—for a snack. Not that Trooper would’ve. He was a gentle German shepherd who’d seen too much during their tours together in Iraq and Afghanistan, and who now deserved “the spoiled life,” as Griffin called it. He was happy for Trooper’s freedom. He, on the other hand, had at least another ten years to serve before he was eligible for early retirement, which was fine by him. He loved his job as a military K-9 officer.

Griffin pulled into the parking lot of Seaside Harbor nursing home and cut the engine, leaving an empty space on either side of him because, while Trooper was his closest friend, his motorcycle came in at a close second. Yeah, he had human friends here, Lawson and Micah to name a couple, but his dog and bike were…hell, with his mom in her current condition and the rest of his family in California, they were as close to family as he had these days.

He laid his helmet in the metal compartment off the back of his bike and headed inside the large brick ranch-style facility. His mother hadn’t called him by name or even recognized his face in over a year. That’s why he’d moved her here from the facility she’d been in before. He would be stationed at Camp Leon for at least another two years. That was time he could spend helping his mother remember, if possible.

“Hey there, Griffin,” Louise, the head nurse who often manned the front desk, called.

“Hey. How’s Mom?” he asked.

“She only ate a few bites of her lunch, but she declared it the best food she’s ever had. Now she’s watching TV in the community area.”

Best food she’s ever had? As a prestigious professor who’d lectured around the globe, his mother had eaten at some of the finest dining establishments in the world. Now Seaside Harbor evidently had the best grub. Things had changed a hell of a lot over the years.

“Thanks.” He kept walking toward the end of the long center hall where the community area was. Inside there was a large flat screen TV, several chairs, and a sofa. There was also a table in the corner for playing card games, which his mother no longer understood.

Several residents looked up as he entered the room.

“Griffin!” Alma Edwards cheered. She was in a housedress like she wore every day and her hair made perfect rolls that added two inches to her head’s diameter in each direction. She clapped her hands in front of her chest, smiling at the sight of him. Whereas his own mother stared right through him, like he was a stranger who was here to visit someone else.

“Hey, Alma. How are you?”

“Ready to go home and see my precious,” she said, folding her lower lip down.

“No, you aren’t. You like it here. Admit it,” another elderly woman said. “Now come join us to look at Marge’s new magazine.”

Alma nodded, holding tightly to her walker. “Her family brings the best magazines,” she explained, waving at Griffin and following the other lady across the room.

Griffin turned to look at his mother. “Hey, Mom,” he said, walking over to where she sat in a rocking chair. A small smile stamped her thin lips as her gaze fluttered up to meet his.

“Hello there,” she said, confusion lacing her expression. She was just as polite as ever, not saying what her eyes clearly read: Who the hell are you?

“I’m Griffin. Your son,” he said, reaching for her hand.

She quickly drew hers away. Strangers at best.

“How’re you doing, Mom?”

His mother’s forehead bounced softly as she seemed to be figuring out what to say. The doctor he’d spoken to about his mother’s condition said her early onset Alzheimer’s could affect more than memories. She might “lose her words,” he’d said. Or forget basic things like what to do with a cup. She might remember those things again, temporarily, but for the most part, this disease was progressive. It only got worse.

Not responding to his question, his mother returned to watching the TV, where The Golden Girls was playing. Griffin watched, too. They sat together quietly for a long moment until a commotion arose among a few of the women sitting on the other side of the room. Griffin watched the spunky woman who’d nearly killed him ten minutes earlier walk in. She had a long bag draped on one shoulder and a little purse with a puppy head peeking out on the other side. The puppy inside spotted him first and started yapping loudly, poking a leg through the hole and doing its best to wiggle out of confinement.

Why didn’t she use the purse in the car? he wondered, thinking for the millionth time that people should have to get a license to own a dog.

Oblivious to his presence, Val headed toward Alma. She wore a fitted knit top and a short skirt that made her legs look as long as the night would be trying to erase this image from his mind. The image didn’t fit with his knowledge that she was the daughter of a well-respected preacher in town.

She started to pull the zipper chain on the puppy purse and Griffin’s heart went full-throttle. Was she on a mission to kill everyone she came in contact with today? Her puppy needed training before she brought it to a place like this.

Griffin left his mother sitting in her rocking chair and walked swiftly across the room, placing a firm hand over Val’s as she was about to open the purse.

Her eyes widened and her mouth made a little O that he could imagine her doing in other, more favorable circumstances.

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked, a bit more forcefully than he’d intended.

She looked down at his hand on hers and back up at him. “I’m, um…”

“Now, that’s no way to speak to a lady,” said one of the women sitting in a chair off to the side.

Alma nodded in agreement from her nearby perch. “Apologize now,” she demanded.

Griffin took a breath and lowered his voice to talk to Val. “You can’t release this puppy here. It’s not safe.”

As if on cue, the pup growled low in its little belly.

Val looked at his hand again. “Take your hand off me, please.”

He did as she asked. Then she proceeded to pull out the puppy. Griffin watched on high-alert as Val handed it to Alma.

“Aw, baby,” the elderly woman said, nuzzling the dog, who lapped her tongue over the woman’s wrinkled cheek. “I’ve missed you so much. Have you been a good girl for Ms. Valerie? You have?” She laughed joyfully.

“It’s her puppy?” Griffin asked.

“I’m taking care of Sweet Cheeks while Alma recovers from hip surgery.”

“I see.” That fact made him feel slightly better about the dog. It was spoiled and undisciplined because its owner had a bad hip and couldn’t exactly keep up.

“Sweet Cheeks got under Alma’s feet last week and caused her to fall.”

“The puppy broke her hip?” Griffin asked, lifting a brow.

“But she didn’t mean to,” Alma chirped, listening to their conversation.

Griffin massaged a hand over his face. His job was working with dogs. An untrained one always sat wrong with him. He felt like taking it outside and doing rounds with it until it sat, rolled over, and begged on command.

“Are you okay?” Val asked once more. “I’m sorry again about nearly running you over on the road.”

“You didn’t,” he said. “More like nudged me into the grass.”

She tugged her pouty lower lip between her teeth. His gaze lingered there for a moment—better than letting it drop back to those long legs of hers. This wasn’t Heroes, though. This was a nursing home.

“And you called me stuck-up,” she reminded him. “Your turn to apologize.”

“Why would I say I’m sorry for that? It’s true.”

She shoved her hands on her hips. “It’s not true. I’m very social. Ask anyone here.”

This made him grin. She was gesturing to a group of people who were triple her age. “Maybe so. But you never talk to me.”

“I’m talking to you now,” she pointed out.

Only because he’d just marched up and ordered her not to let the monster pup out of its purse, which she’d done anyway.

“I’m sorry,” he said, halfheartedly. “I was only teasing.” Flirting really, which he had no business doing. He had his hands full with work and his mother right now. He didn’t need anyone else to worry about, placing demands on him.

Val looked past him toward his mother. “Do you have family here?” she asked.

“My mother, who I should probably return to.” Not that his mother would care. The formidable Helen Black, who’d stood before packed auditoriums and appeared to know everything about psychology and the human condition, didn’t even know who he was anymore.

“I’ll make sure I say hi to you next time I see you, to avoid being called stuck-up,” Val said.

She was smiling at him when he met her blue eyes. They were a soft blue, the color of the ocean in Carmel. “Good. I hope you do. I’ll talk to you later then, Val.” He turned and walked back to his mother—needing to distance himself from the sexy brunette. Kneeling, he whispered, “Sorry about that, Mom.”

Helen startled as if she’d been drifting off to sleep. “You?” she said, running her gaze over him.

For a moment, hope sprung from the depths of his heart, where he’d pushed it down for safekeeping. Hope had a nasty hangover, he’d learned.

“Me,” he confirmed, wondering who exactly his mother thought he was. Maybe just this once she would remember that he was Griffin, her only son. He’d give anything for her to tell him that a man needed a belt, whether his pants fit or not. That T-shirts were meant to be worn under his clothing; they weren’t real clothing. He’d give anything for her to call him son.

He waited, breaths shallow, as he willed her to say his name.

Griffin. Your only child. Please remember me, Mom.

“What’s for dinner?” she asked.

Hope splintered, cracked, left a dull ache in his heart. Sucking in a breath, he tried to remember. “The menu says meatloaf. You love meatloaf,” he lied, because she never had. Apparently her tastes had changed since being here, though. A lot of things had changed in the years he’d been away.

She nodded, folding her hands in her lap. “Oh.” Then she returned her gaze to The Golden Girls. She’d never liked that show, either. He sat quietly beside her and pretended to watch, too. And pretended not to watch Val across the room in that short skirt that crept up her thigh every time she picked up the monster puppy.

—

After a long afternoon at Seaside Harbor, Val collapsed on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Better than staring blankly at her computer screen. Her deadline hung over her like a dark cloud. She’d heard of writer’s block, but had never believed in it. Words had always come easily to her. Making up imaginary worlds and friends was her favorite pastime. Except now she was at a standstill, and had been for the last six months.

Val blinked and continued staring at the ceiling, letting her eyes blur and refocus.

One of the current blocks to her creativity was Griffin. Although actually, her mind was being very creative at the moment, mentally undressing him and exploring the many tattoos he had peeking out of his T-shirt.

Sigh. The trouble with being a romance writer was that men in real life never lived up to the ones she created in her mind. “Created” being the keyword. Her heroes were fictitious down to their extra-large endowment, as was her alter ego, Sophie Evans. Val could only imagine what her father would say if he found out what she was doing in her spare time, other than reading to the residents of Seaside Harbor nursing home. And the congregation of his church would be all aflutter if they knew she wrote about love and sex, sex and love. Some things were better left untold. It wasn’t like she was harming anyone, just the opposite. Romance made people happy; it made the loneliness a little less lonely. She should know.

Rolling onto her stomach, Val came face-to-face with Sweet Cheeks. “Real-life men are much smellier, cruder, and nowhere near as charming. They don’t call when they say they will,” she informed the puppy.

Sweet Cheeks cocked her head to one side.

“They spit and scratch. Watch too much football.” She rubbed behind the puppy’s ear, smiling as its tail thumped happily on her bed. “And treats? Forget it. They never bring you treats.”

Her doorbell rang and Sweet Cheeks launched herself off the bed and down the hallway. Another package? She didn’t remember ordering anything else.

Opening the front door, Val’s mouth fell open. “What…? How…?”

Griffin smiled at her, slow and easy, exactly like a romance hero would in one of her books. “I come bearing treats,” he said.


Chapter 2

Griffin held up a box of dog treats and shook it for effect.

“You brought me dog treats?” Val asked slowly, her brows softly knitting together above angelic blue eyes.

“Actually, I brought them for Alma’s dog. I figured you could use these to teach her some obedience skills. Can’t have Alma returning home to the Tasmanian devil on steroids and breaking her other hip,” he said as his gaze lifted past her to scope out the front room of her small apartment.

Sweet Cheeks propped her feet on his leg, and gave him a hey-you bark. Dogs were smart. He wouldn’t doubt if this one knew exactly what was inside the box. He looked down at the little monster, glad that she wasn’t baring teeth anymore. Lowering his hand, he ordered her to sit. She wagged her tail. “Sit,” he said again, a little more forcefully.

The puppy’s eyes went to the box and she offered up another bark.

“Sit,” he ordered.

Finally, the puppy went down on her hind legs. Griffin quickly ripped open the cardboard box and gave her a treat. “Good girl.” He returned his gaze to Val. “I know Alma from the nursing home. Just wanted to help out.”

Val crossed her arms and leaned against the doorframe. “I’ve never had a dog before. Someone needs to train me.” She laughed.

And damn if his mind didn’t start reeling with ideas of exactly how he’d train the woman standing in front of him. “It’s my job,” he said. “I’m a K-9 police officer at Camp Leon.”

“You work with dogs?” she asked.

“I just handle one at work.” And Jaws was more of a partner than a dog.

Griffin held out the box of treats to Val. “Carry these with you everywhere you go with Cousin It. They’ll be your lifesaver.”

Taking them, she looked up. “Thanks. How did you find me?”

“I have friends,” he said. And being a police officer on base, he knew how to utilize all of his resources to find out most anything he wanted to know.

“Micah told you?” she asked, talking about her best friend Kat’s husband.

“I never reveal my sources,” he said. But she was right. He’d seen Val out with Kat Peterson and Julie Chandler several times over the last year. Several times in which he’d tried to catch her eye and she’d looked away. He’d known she wasn’t stuck-up. He’d just been teasing her earlier when he’d said that. He suspected she’d been checking him out, actually, and he’d been doing the same to her. He’d resisted going up to talk to her, though. He didn’t need romantic involvement right now. Not with his mother in her current condition. An untrained dog, however, was hard for him to resist.

“I can give you a few tips on training Alma’s dog if you want.” Of course, she could just as easily look up a few methods on YouTube.

He leaned in just a little, finding her harder to resist than he thought. She smelled like vanilla cookies.

“Thanks, but I think we’ll be fine,” she said, even as he watched the dog squat a few feet behind her and piss on her laminate floor.

Not his problem, he thought.

“Okay. Just keep her secured when you’re driving. I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“I will.” Val nodded and started to take a step back, right into the dog’s mess.

“Watch out,” he said, grabbing hold of her arm and pulling her toward him. Her hands went up, bracing her body against his.

“What are you doing?” she asked, looking perplexed, but not struggling to pull away from him, either, he noticed.

“Dog piss,” he said, his face only inches from hers. “I’m saving you from dog piss.”

She met his gaze and oh, damn if he didn’t want to kiss her right now. Those lips of hers looked delicious, and combined with the vanilla cookie scent, he could eat this woman up.

“My hero.” She shoved herself away from him, and then glared down at Sweet Cheeks.

“Bad dog. Very, very bad dog,” she said in a voice just as sweet as the one he’d heard her give the canine earlier.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Disciplining her.”

Griffin laughed. “Dogs listen to your tone of voice. For all she knows, you’re calling her a fairy princess. You need to use your stern voice.”

“Stern voice?” she repeated.

“Yeah. The one you’d use on a student who was about to do something dangerous.”

“You know where I work, too?” Alarm built in her eyes.

“Relax. I’m a military law enforcement officer. It’s my job to know the details. I’m not stalking you.”

She nodded slowly, accepting his word too easily. She didn’t know him from Adam. Why should she believe anything he said? But she did. Too trusting. Too sinfully sweet. Which was why he needed to step back and put an end to his X-rated thoughts about her.

“You need to put her in her crate while she’s here, at least for a while. As soon as you take her out of the crate, she needs to go outside to use the bathroom. That’ll help house-train her.”

Val nodded. “Thanks for the advice. So…what else do you know about me?”

He had to smile because she wasn’t paying attention. “That you’re the daughter of a preacher here in town.”

Val grimaced.

“Is that a bad thing?” he asked.

She shrugged. “When it comes to guys, it is. I only ever get asked out by guys wearing khaki stain-resistant pants and penny loafers.”

Griffin laughed. “Not your type?”

“I like a guy who lives more on the adventurous side. You know, with non-stain-resistant pants.” She glanced back at the puddle on the floor again. “Speaking of stains. I better get that cleaned up. And put Sweet Cheeks in her crate. See? I was listening.”

Her easy banter was making his head and chest feel light. Lighter than he’d felt since hearing the news about his mother’s condition: untreatable. “Try the dog treats and a stern voice.” He stepped backward, toward the steps.

“I will. Thank you.” She locked eyes with him a moment, the sweetness gone, replaced by something fiery and full of mischief. That grabbed his interest. He may have known more about Val Hunt than he did most strangers, but suddenly that wasn’t enough. He wanted to know more.

—

Later that night, Val slipped on a pair of strappy sandals to go with her newest pair of brightly colored skinny jeans and checked her reflection in the mirror. She frowned. She didn’t look horrible, so why the hell hadn’t she had a good date in the last six months?

Thoughts of Griffin immediately crossed her mind, like they’d been doing all day. She wouldn’t mind having a date with him, or at the very least taking a motorcycle ride through the country with her legs straddling his waist.

The doorbell rang and Val shook the fantasy away. Then she scooted down the hall, grabbing her purse on the way out.

“I have three hours before I’m dead on my feet,” her best friend, Kat, said as soon as Val opened the front door. “Pregnancy makes me a slobbering mess by ten o’clock.”

Val grinned. “Sexy.”

Kat shook her head. “I know. I know. I’m turning into one of those friends.”

“What friends?” Julie asked, stepping up beside her.

Val shut the door and followed her two favorite women down the driveway to Kat’s car.

“The only married friend in the group who starts talking about pregnancy and babies, and all those things that single women have no interest in,” Kat said, dipping into the driver’s seat.

Val took the front passenger seat and Julie climbed in the back.

“I’m your sister,” Julie told Kat. “So I’m stuck with you no matter what.”

Both Julie and Kat paused to stare at Val, who shrugged.

“We’re as good as sisters,” Val told Kat, patting her shoulder. “Plus you’re my boss so I’m stuck with you, too. And I don’t mind.”

Kat exhaled and smiled. “Great. So I’m the friend that the other friends are stuck with.” She nodded. “Perfect.” Cranking the engine, she directed her car toward Heroes, the local bar in town that catered to the military community.

“I do have to say that I’m unbelievably jealous of your cleavage,” Val pointed out, glancing down at her own low-cut blouse as they rode.

“Pregnancy has its advantages,” Kat said. “But Micah knows that once the baby comes, they’re look but no touch.”

“TMI,” Julie shouted from the backseat. “We’re stuck with you, but we don’t need those images in our minds.”

Kat ruefully flicked her gaze up to the rearview mirror. “Sorry.”

A few minutes later they pulled into the parking lot of Heroes and stepped out. Val momentarily wondered if Griffin would be inside. In the past, every time they’d seen each other here, they’d politely ignored one another. Or more accurately, on Val’s part at least, resisted each other. When Val had gotten dressed tonight, though, she’d considered him. Maybe even daydreamed a bit about seeing him here and him asking her to dance. She’d fantasized about rubbing up against his body and running her hands down the braided muscle of his arms.

Blinking, Val suddenly felt the weight of people staring at her.

“What are you doing?” Julie asked, watching her from just outside the bar’s entrance. Val, on the other hand, was still standing beside the car, staring out into the parking lot…and looking for a black and silver Harley.

Damn it.

Val quickly shook her head. “N-nothing. Just dazed, that’s all. Long day.” She caught up to the girls and headed inside.

“Long day of what?” Kat asked. “Summer vacation is supposed to be relaxing for those of you who aren’t pregnant and don’t have a ten-year-old boy in the house. Is your father putting you to work again?”

Val groaned as the music inside the bar hit her, along with the smell of peanuts and beer and wood. She loved this place. Holding up a finger, she looked at her best friend. “You just broke commandment number one for girls’ night out, which has officially started. Thou shalt not speak of my father.”

Kat nodded. “Right. Or husbands or babies,” she added. “Even though I happen to love talking about those things.”

“Or boyfriends,” Julie said. “Or work.”

They took a couple of empty seats around a back corner table, ordered their drinks, and grinned at each other.

Saying absolutely nothing.

“So,” Val said, tapping her fingers. “What does that leave for us to talk about? The weather?”

Val took a long pull from her beer, scanning the room for Griffin again. He wasn’t here, which was just as well. She didn’t have a love life and she didn’t have time for love. Not with her end-of-summer deadline. “I’m going to miss you two this summer,” she said. Her shoulders slumped as she looked between her friends. Kat and her family were on their way to Disney World next week and from there they’d be going to visit her stepson’s mother in Georgia. Ben’s mom was home from deployment and a visit was long overdue. Julie and Lawson were taking off first thing Monday morning for a three-week yoga retreat in Hawaii. “What am I going to do without you?” Val lamented, peeling the label from her beer bottle.

Julie set her drink down and leaned forward. “How about finding a guy? I can ask Lawson to set you up before we go.”

Val shook her head quickly. “Please, no. The ladies in Dad’s congregation already do their fair share of trying to set me up. I hate setups. Besides, I’m not looking.”

“Which is exactly the time you’ll find Mr. Right.” Kat nodded, knowingly.

From the corner of her eye, Val caught the dark leather jacket on a tall, lean Mr. All Wrong. Her gaze hung for a moment. Then she blinked and turned back to Kat and Julie, oblivious and lost in their conversation, which had crossed back over into topics they were supposed to be avoiding.

“I’ll be right back,” Val said, standing and slipping away before they could question her. A smile quirked her lips as she stepped up beside Griffin at the bar and cleared her throat. “Hi,” she said, feeling a flash of heat burn her chest and work its way up her neck.

He turned and stared at her for a moment, his gaze revealing nothing. “Hey,” he finally answered back.

She nodded. “I, uh, just didn’t want you to call me a snob again,” she said.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. How’s that puppy you’re babysitting?”

Val lifted a shoulder, aware of the show of skin across her shoulders and chest tonight. “The treats are helping. Thanks again.”

“Anytime.” He tipped his chin at the empty seat beside him. “Want to sit?” he asked.

And, yeah, she really did. “I can’t.” She gestured back at the girls. “It’s girls’ night out. And we’re on a time schedule. Don’t ask.” She laughed nervously. “I better get back to them.”

Griffin nodded. “All right. I’ll see you around then.”

“Yep. See you around.” She fidgeted. Why am I so nervous around this guy? “Bye.” Then she turned and walked away, knowing how well her jeans fit her from behind. Hoping he was watching.

What am I doing?

She plopped back down in her chair at the table and reached for her beer.

“What’re you doing?” Kat asked, sitting straighter.

“What do you mean?” Val avoided their gazes, knowing exactly what her friend meant.

“We just saw you talking to Griffin Black,” Kat continued.

“Yeah, so?” Val squirmed as she pulled on her beer.

“Griffin is not the type of guy to take you to the altar.”

Val laughed. “I literally just said hi to him. Relax, Pollyanna.” Her best friend and boss fit the title of the do-gooder little girl with a large heart down to the way she always kept five one-dollar bills in her purse, in case she ran into a homeless person on the street. “It was just hello,” Val said again. “Really. Now, let’s go dance.”

She stood and motioned for the other women to get up and follow her. “I need to get my fill of you two before you abandon me for the summer.” And she needed to stay away from the bad boy at the bar because standing close and saying hi to him gave her a buzz that no beer ever could. Her head was spinning and all she wanted to do was head back over to where he was and drink Griffin in some more.

—

Griffin sped to the address of one of the small, single-story houses on base and parked out front. Jaws got a little carsick sometimes. And after the ride they’d just taken, Griffin was sure Jaws was panting heavily in the back. Hopping out, he went to check.

Jaws stood at attention, ready to work.

“You okay, buddy?” Griffin asked. Jaws was a new K-9 to him, but they’d trained together a lot in the last few weeks. In training, Jaws followed every command to a T.

Jaws jumped from the back of the SUV and trotted beside Griffin toward the front door of the house. The call had said there was a domestic dispute. Griffin always took those kinds of calls seriously. A few years ago one domestic dispute had turned into homicide. It was rare, but it happened, even in the safety of military housing communities. Griffin didn’t enjoy taking America’s heroes away in handcuffs, but sometimes he had to.

He hoped today wouldn’t be one of those times.

Standing behind the front door with Jaws at his side, he knocked three times. He could hear shouting from inside the thin walls.

“You called the MPs?” a man’s voice screamed at someone else inside, the rage evident in his voice.

Jaws grew rigid next to Griffin.

Griffin knocked again. “Military police! Open the door!” he ordered, ready to knock it down if he had to. He glanced back briefly to see if backup had arrived. He was first on the scene, but there would be other officers coming. That was a good thing because the guy behind this door didn’t sound like someone who would surrender without a fight.

“Open up!” he shouted again, pounding harder. He could hear a woman crying inside, which meant she was still breathing. Griffin wanted to keep it that way.

Another military police car sped up behind his and parked on the roadside.

Then, surprising Griffin, the front door opened. “What are you doing here?” a balding man with wild gray eyes asked. His face was flushed with anger.

“We got a call about a domestic disturbance.” From the corner of his eye, Griffin saw Jaws stiffen. He wouldn’t react without proper cause, though. Griffin had trained with him enough to know Jaws could be trusted.

“You got a call from who?” the man wanted to know.

Griffin shook his head. A jogger had made the call, telling the operator that shouting could be heard from the sidewalk. Calls were anonymous, though. He didn’t want any future joggers being harassed because this one had been a good neighbor. “Doesn’t matter. We check out all calls.”

Troy Matthews, another guy in the K-9 unit, stepped up behind him. He was sans dog right now. He’d probably left Bear in his vehicle, which was good because Jaws was intimidating enough. Griffin turned back to the escalating sound of crying coming from inside the house. “We would like to talk to your wife, sir.”

The guy folded his arms under his chest. He had huge arms, probably worked out twice a day. Still, he was no match for Jaws’s flesh-tearing teeth—if it came to that. “No. Now go help someone who actually needs it.”

Griffin wondered if the guy had been drinking. Events like these were usually exacerbated by alcohol. There was no evidence of drinking that Griffin could see. The guy wasn’t slurring or unsteady on his feet. “Bring your wife out now or we’ll be forced to cuff you for resisting, and we’ll talk to her anyway.”

The guy stepped forward. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking t—?”

Jaws leapt up and latched onto the guy’s arm.

“What the fuck? Get your fucking dog off me, asshole!” The guy flailed in the doorway, trying to get Jaws to release.

“Release!” Griffin ordered Jaws.

Jaws didn’t budge.

“Release!” Griffin ordered again, relieved when Jaws finally removed his teeth from the guy’s arm.

Jaws never should’ve attacked, though. There wasn’t cause. Griffin was handling the jerk, who’d only run his mouth at him to that point. Griffin glanced down at Jaws, who was rigid and still primed for action. He returned his gaze to the jerk.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Hell, no, I’m not okay. Your fucking dog attacked me,” the jerk whined, rubbing the spot on his arm where Jaws had sunk his teeth in.

“I’ll take you to the hospital to get it checked out,” Troy offered behind them.

This made the guy straighten. “I don’t need to go to a hospital. I’m fine.”

“You just said my dog attacked you,” Griffin said. “We take that seriously.”

“He didn’t break the skin. I’m good.” The jerk raised his sleeve to reveal teeth impressions in his forearm, but no broken skin.

“I still need to talk to your wife, sir,” Griffin said.

The guy swiped his arm across his forehead. “Whatever I need to do to get you and that meat grinder of yours to leave me the hell alone.” Cursing under his breath, he hollered back at the woman inside. “Get out here, Lisa!…She’s not my wife,” he said, meeting Griffin’s and Troy’s gazes again, daring them with his eyes to say something.

“Not your wife?” Troy repeated, seemingly not taking the hint. Griffin suspected it was more that Troy just didn’t give a shit.

“My wife is visiting her family in Colorado,” the jerk told them. “And if you tell her, I swear, I will get that dog of yours put down for attacking me.”

Griffin shook his head. “Threatening law enforcement officers is a crime, sir,” he said pointedly. “And it’s none of my business who you take to bed behind your wife’s back. Your command might be interested, though.”

The jerk sneered.

A woman came to the door. Her dark hair was disheveled and her eyes were red and swollen. Not from being hit, but from crying. A lot.

“We got a report of loud shouting,” Griffin told her, as if she hadn’t heard him talking already.

She kept her gaze down, nodding at the information.

“Is everything all right, ma’am?” he asked, lowering his voice an octave.

“Yes. Yes, everything is fine,” she lied, her gaze flitting to Jaws.

“This is a trained K-9. He won’t hurt you, ma’am.” That was Griffin’s blanket statement to everyone, but his faith in the truth behind those words was now shaken. Jaws shouldn’t have attacked just now.

“Everything is fine. It was just an argument,” she said again robotically, like she’d done this before.

Griffin ran his gaze over her. There were no bruises or evidence of harm. Just fear.

“I suggest you go home now. Let things calm down.” He looked at the guy, whose arms were still folded tightly. His features were tight, rigid, angry. Another few minutes between him and the woman and maybe things would’ve turned violent. Griffin was glad that hadn’t been the case today.

The only violence had come from Jaws.

The jerk nodded. “You heard the officers. Get your shit and go home,” he told the woman.

Griffin had to bite his tongue to keep from lecturing the dickhead on how to talk to a woman. It didn’t matter if you were angry, you treated women with respect. His mother had taught him that, among so many other lessons. She hadn’t been perfect, but she’d raised him the best way she knew how.

There was that sour feeling in his stomach again.

They followed the woman to her car and watched her buckle up. Then the woman offered a small wave, but no thanks, and drove off.

“What’re you gonna do?” Troy asked, walking back to their police vehicles together. “Just a heated argument between two people who shouldn’t even be together.”

Griffin shook his head. “Cheating and arguing at the top of their lungs isn’t a crime.”

Troy stopped beside Griffin’s unmarked SUV. “What’re you going to do about Jaws?”

Griffin shook his head. “I don’t know what happened. He’s never done that during training.”

“Is this his first scene?” Troy asked.

“One of ’em.” Griffin placed Jaws in the back of his Explorer and shut the door. Then he headed to the front seat to crank the engine.

“Trainings and the real thing are very different. Looks like Jaws is still a little overeager.”

“I’m just glad he didn’t seriously hurt that guy.” Because that would’ve been a problem.

“I don’t know. The guy would’ve deserved it.” Troy grinned. “I’ll see you later, man.”

“Yeah.” Griffin watched Troy head back to his own vehicle and pull away as he considered the situation. When he was a rookie officer, he’d been overeager on scenes, too. It took training and experience to settle him down. Hopefully the same would be true for Jaws.

Because K-9s who were considered a liability didn’t last long in the department.

He drove back to his office and led Jaws to the back building on the K-9 lot. Inside was a room full of single cells for the dogs. It was similar to a jail with its concrete-block walls and gated front. The dogs didn’t seem to mind, though. They had their own spaces, were fed well, and got lots of exercise through the day. They all watched Griffin walk past with Jaws, who seemed almost eager to get back to his cell. The comforts of home. Griffin could understand that. Tomorrow Griffin would take him out to the training grounds and work with him some more. If they were going to be partners, he needed to trust that Jaws wouldn’t attack unless absolutely necessary.

After settling Jaws in, he grabbed a cup of coffee and returned to his desk to write a report on this afternoon’s domestic dispute, wondering if the guy’s wife knew about the affair, and if she’d run home to her extended family to escape the drama here. It wasn’t any of his business. His only concern was whether or not everyone was safe. And at least for today he could say that they were—despite Jaws’s attack. Today was a good day. What would make it a great day was if he could end it seeing Val.

The thought escaped before he’d had a chance to censure it. Damn unruly thoughts. All he needed tonight was a beer, his dog, and maybe a game on TV.


Chapter 3

Two days after her girls’ night out, Val pulled her Volvo into the parking lot of Seaside Harbor nursing home. The sun was high in the sky, unobstructed by clouds. It was the perfect beach day, which was one of the reasons she worked at the local elementary school—to have summers off and spend time lying on the beach, soaking up the sun and contemplating her next book. That was her idea of living the good life. Instead, she felt compelled to do a book club here with women fifty years her senior. It was something her mother had done when she was alive. In a way, Val felt closer to her mother when she volunteered here.

“There she is.” Louise grinned behind the front desk as Val walked in. “Whiter than a snowflake. You need to go back outside and spend some time in that sunshine, dear.”

Val laughed. “I thought you guys liked having me here.”

“We do. The women look forward to your visits,” Louise said.

“I look forward to them, too.” Val pulled the group’s latest book out of her bag and held it up. “We’re going to finish this sucker today. I’m just as anxious as they are to find out who killed Ann Marie.”

Louise shook her head. “Let me know when you find out.”

“But that would spoil it for you. How about I just pass the book to you when I leave?”

Louise raised a brow. “I don’t have time to read.”

Val shoved the book back inside her bag. “That’s like saying you don’t have time to breathe. You’ll love it. I promise.” She waved and continued down the long hallway toward the community area. The women would already be waiting for her. Last week Catherine Dale had refused her physical therapy session because she didn’t want to miss a chapter. Val was tempted to feel bad about that, but reading was exercise, too. It was good for the brain, for the imagination, and for the heart.

“Ladies,” Val said, walking into the room and doing a mental head count. “Where’s Ellie?”

“Her grandkids are here,” Marge Patterson said. “You can miss a lot of things, but you can’t deny grandkids.”

“True.” Val laughed, taking a seat at the center of the group. “I’ll just have to go to her room later and do a private reading session with her.” She reached inside her bag and pulled out the cozy mystery they were reading and a bag of mini chocolate bars. “Is anyone diabetic?” she asked, watching their heads shake.

One silver-haired woman raised her hand.

Val reached down again and pulled out a sugar-free chocolate bar. “For you,” she said, handing it over.

The group of women gathered around her as she passed out the treats. Some of the women sat in wheelchairs, some were still able to sit in the hard plastic chairs that even Val found uncomfortable. She ripped open her own candy bar and ate, making small talk with the women before opening the book. A hushed silence fell in their corner of the room as she began to read. In Val’s experience, it was a rare occasion when a group of women came together and didn’t talk over each other, squabble, or turn to gossip. At least that’s how it usually worked at the school.

“Speak up, dearie,” Marge said as Val read.

Val looked up and raised her volume a notch.

“I still can’t hear you. What are you saying?” Marge asked, her face straining as she talked.

“Is your hearing aid on?” Val asked, stepping over to check. “Well, no wonder.” Val helped the elderly woman with her hearing aid and sat back down.

“I’m on pins and needles. Keep reading,” Alma begged.

Val loved the enthusiasm. That’s how she felt about books, too. They excited her, drove her to turn one adventure-filled page after another. As a teenager she used to put her mother’s old romance novels inside her Bible at church and read during her father’s sermons. That was one of the few things she’d ever gotten away with under his watch. She was proud of that, although God had seen her. He saw everything, right? That’s probably why she was a thirty-year-old spinster, spending her summer vacation in a nursing home instead of with some hot, ripped man on the back of a motorcycle.

Griffin came to mind and Val blinked, stuttering on the sentence she was reading. She read it again.

Alma leaned forward. “Who did it?” she asked.

Val smiled to herself, ignoring the question. They’d all find out soon enough. The plot was pretty see-through in Val’s opinion. She could already guess who the gun-toting villain was. She liked mysteries. Not as much as romance, but that was hardly something she wanted to read out loud to a group of senior citizens.

The door to the community room opened and a man walked in as she approached the tell-all scene. The scene that all of the women had been waiting for. Val glanced up just briefly to see that it was Griffin. His mother, Helen, was also in the book club.

He headed over and Val politely stopped reading.

“Awwhhhh,” the ladies whined. “Don’t stop now,” one insisted.

“I have to. We have a visitor.” Val pointed at Griffin and all the women looked up at him.

“Is he going to act out the last scene for us?” Alma wanted to know.

He shook his head. “Afraid not. I’m just here to see my mother, if you ladies don’t mind.”

Helen didn’t even look at him. Instead, she sat, patiently waiting for Val to continue.

“He’s here to see you, Helen,” Val said softly, leaning forward and placing a hand on Helen’s knee. “Your son is here.”

Helen’s eyes grew wide and she turned to look at Griffin. “No. That man is not my son. I don’t know that man.” Her volume started to climb. “I’m not going with him!…I’m not!”

Val patted Helen’s knee softly. “I can give you a private reading session later. Along with Ellie.”

“My mother doesn’t read fiction,” Griffin said, stepping closer. “She prefers nonfiction. Autobiographies mostly.”

Val met Griffin’s gaze. “Oh. Well, I can…”

“I want to finish this book now!” Helen said adamantly. Val had only known her a short while, but usually Helen was soft-spoken. She didn’t talk much. “He’s lying. He’s not my son, and I’m not going anywhere with him!”

“Mom.” Griffin crouched in front of Helen’s chair now and looked up into her frightened eyes. “Mom. It’s me. Griffin. I came to see you, and I brought you a treat.” He reached inside his pocket and pulled out a health food bar.

Helen’s face soured. “That woman already gave me a candy bar!” She pointed at Val, then turned back to Griffin. “Now leave me alone!”

—

Griffin looked around at all the women in the quote-unquote book club and blew out a breath. Rising to his feet, he glanced at Val. How did his mother prefer Val over her own son? That was more painful than the fact that his mother preferred Val’s candy bar over the five dollar protein bar he’d gone to two different stores to find. It was his mother’s favorite. Or it used to be.

“You’re not my son,” his mother said again, turning back to Val and laying her hands in her lap in a dignified way that reminded Griffin of how his mother used to sit during the long meetings he’d been forced to accompany her to as a child. He’d always carried a comic book with him to keep busy, which his mother hadn’t liked, but had agreed to in order to keep him quiet. “Please continue,” she told Val.

The rest of the women agreed.

Val offered a sympathetic look in Griffin’s direction, which rubbed him wrong. He didn’t need her sympathy. He needed her to stop treating his mother like all the rest of the women. His mother wasn’t like them. She wasn’t elderly; she was only fifty-five years old. Helen Black didn’t belong in a nursing home for the rest of her life.

Except she did now.

“You can sit and read with us if you like,” Val suggested. “Pull up a chair. We’re just getting to the good part.”

“We’re going to find out whodunit,” Alma said. Her cheeks blushed a little as she looked at him. He’d been smacked in the ass by her one of the last times he was here.

“No. I’m good.” He looked at his mother one more time, but she was done with him. Fine. So much for helping her remember her life tonight. He’d try again tomorrow, and hopefully—despite how much he enjoyed looking at the brunette—Val Hunt wouldn’t be here.

He walked back to his motorcycle in the parking lot and got on. A nice, long ride would relax him. Griffin reached into his pocket and pulled out the protein bar first. He’d missed lunch. Ripping the wrapper open, he took a bite. He stared down at the bar in his hands as he chewed. Yuck. Who would willingly eat these things? The MREs they provided on deployments were better than these. Griffin peeled off the rest of the wrapper, shoved it into his pocket for trashing later, and tossed the bar to the grassy area in front of him. Maybe the birds would like it, but he doubted it.

Placing his helmet on his head, he glanced in the rearview mirror, prepared to zip out of here and down all the back roads in the little town of Seaside. Instead, he watched Val walk toward him with those long, tempting legs.

Objects in mirror are closer than they appear. That was a warning he’d never fully realized until now.

“Hey,” Val said, stepping up beside him.

Her voice was muffled by his helmet. Removing it, he looked at her, noticing the varying shades of blue and gray in her eyes. She folded her arms under her chest.

“She didn’t mean it. All the ladies are just so excited about hearing the end of the book,” she said.

“So why are you out here with me instead of giving them what they want?”

Val shrugged. “I needed a break. And I wanted to make sure you were okay. Are you?”

Griffin sucked in a long breath, unsure of how to answer that question. What was okay? He wasn’t sure anymore. He was living, breathing, and had food to eat that tasted better than that protein bar he’d just tossed to the ground. “I’m okay,” he finally said. “I’ll see her later, when I’m not interfering with her social activities.” He had to laugh at that.

“Why are you laughing?” Val asked, her dark brows slanting.

“Because that’s one thing that hasn’t changed about my mom over the years. She’s always loved her social life.” Good to know he didn’t have to start from scratch in getting his mother back.

Val was watching him, her eyes softening as she continued to stand there with her arms folded across her chest as if she were cold. It was ninety fucking degrees outside. “I’m sorry if I intruded on your time with her,” she said.

“Don’t be.” He gestured back to the nursing home. “Better get back inside. They’re waiting for you in there.”

Val shifted back and forth on her feet. “Your mother is pretty receptive to the people who work here. Maybe, I don’t know, you could take a job—”

“I have a job,” he snapped.

“Not a paying job. But maybe you could do a few odd jobs here at the nursing home. Volunteer your time instead of just coming in and singling her out. Helen doesn’t know you.”

Griffin’s jaw tightened. “You don’t need to tell me about my mother. Just because you read her a book and slip her candy bars doesn’t mean you know her.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“My mother doesn’t like fiction. She doesn’t eat junk food. She likes stimulating conversation and fancy wine. She likes to watch the news and be up-to-date with current events, not watch The Golden Girls reruns on TV.” His chest was tightening as he spoke. He’d left his mother alone for too long, and now, as hard as he tried, he couldn’t find her—not the woman he’d known, anyway.

“Maybe your mother has changed,” Val said quietly. She’d taken a tiny step backward as he’d talked. Scared of him? Because of how he was suddenly acting? Because of the way he looked? He encountered that sometimes, living in a small town. His mother had hated his tattoos. It was “senseless graffiti on the body,” she used to say. She’d hated his bike, too, so he’d gotten rid of his car and used the Harley as his sole transportation his first and only year of college, just to ruffle her feathers.

Now he ruffled her feathers just by walking in the room.

“Then I’ll just have to change her back,” he said, putting his helmet on again. End of story. There was nothing more to say. He reversed his bike slowly as Val took a few more steps off to the side, then he zipped away, glancing in the rearview as she grew smaller and smaller.

—

Val returned to the book club, surprised that everyone was still seated and waiting for her.

“We need to know whodunit already,” Alma said for the fifth time that day.

Val crossed her legs and smiled, opening the book back to where she’d left off. “Fine. I’ll continue.” Her mind wasn’t on whodunit anymore, though. It was on Griffin. She gave a sideward glance to Helen, who was as attentive as everyone else.

Val read, using inflection to make her voice more dramatic. Val’s own mother had enjoyed being read to before she’d died. Val had only been nine; she’d been limited in what books she could read, but her mother hadn’t minded. She’d lain in her bed and smiled as Val read slowly, sounding out the big words. During the weeks when her mother had received chemotherapy, her mother had closed her eyes and listened. Sometimes Val had even wondered if her mother was awake, if she was still alive. But then she’d struggle with sounding out a word and her mother would whisper it to her.

“Reading can take you anywhere, Valerie,” her mother used to say. “If you have imagination, you can do all the things you want to do. You can be all the things you want to be.”

Val remembered how her mother’s eyes filled with tears one day as she’d squeezed Val’s hand. “And we can always be together. Just close your eyes and imagine me there with you.”

Val’s throat tightened as she continued reading to the group. “Cristoff raised his gun, the very one that had shot Ann Marie.”

All of the women in the group sucked in an audible breath.

Really? They hadn’t figured that out already?

Val smiled and finished reading the scene. “The end,” she said with a sigh. There was no happily-ever-after in this book. Those were her favorites. If you were going to use your imagination to take you somewhere, you might as well go somewhere happy, she thought.

“What’s next?” one of the ladies asked, leaning forward.

“Next?” Val hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Well, I don’t know yet.” She closed the cozy mystery and opened her bag to drop it inside. As she did, another book fell out. It was one of her Sophie Evans books. She quickly bent to toss it back inside her tote.

“Whoa, there. What’s that one?” Alma asked.

“N-nothing. Just, you know…um…” Val felt her temperature rising. Sometimes she liked to read her older books, just to remind herself that she had done it before and could do it again.

“It’s a romance novel,” Marge said.

Val laughed nervously. “Yes. I read romance novels on my own. Nothing you ladies would be interested in.” She looked up, ready to change the subject. “So back to our next book club pick. What are you ladies in the mood for? Adventure? Another mystery? Nonfiction?” She glanced at Helen, who obviously had no interest in hearing an autobiography right now, regardless of what Griffin had suggested.

“I want to read that romance,” Alma said, looking around at the others. “I haven’t had romance in ages. That’s what I want to read.”

The other women nodded their agreement.

“Well…” Val laughed softly. “I don’t think the administration here would like me reading”—she lowered her voice—“sex scenes to you guys.”

Louise from the front desk stood behind her now. Where did she come from? “Oh, don’t worry, Val. We don’t care. We’d rather these ladies get their needs met by hearing it in a book. That beats some of the other ways they get their needs met.” Louise’s laugh bellowed as she walked away.

Ew!

“Well, okay then.” Val looked around the circle of women. “Are you sure? Maybe a different romance, though? I have a lot of books at home. I can bring a stack next time and we can choose.” And she’d keep her Sophie Evans books out of the running.

“That one.” Helen pointed. “That’s the one.”

Val frowned. “This one, huh? Really?”

“I like the guy on the cover,” someone else confirmed. “He looks like my dead husband.”

Yeah, Val had liked that guy, too. Too bad real guys didn’t look like that. Except for Griffin. “Okay,” she said, nodding and forcing a smile. What did it matter if they read the book she’d written? It didn’t. None of them knew she was the author.

As she got into her car ten minutes later, she looked at the bright side of things. Maybe seeing one of her books provide entertainment for someone would inspire her to write more. As if on cue, Val’s phone buzzed in the seat beside her. Her heart sunk as she glanced at the caller ID and read her literary agent’s name on the phone. She loved her agent. Dearly. But she hated to disappoint her.

“How’s it coming, Val?” Nikki asked, getting straight to the point. Val liked that about her. She was direct and pulled no punches.

Val cringed. “Oh, you know,” she said as she drove, looking for the bright side of this conversation, too.

“You’ve got nothing,” Nikki responded. “I can hear it in your voice. What’s wrong, sunshine?”

Val shook her head. She wished she knew. The words just weren’t coming anymore. Or they were, but they were all crap. She wasn’t feeling romantic.

“I know what you need,” Nikki continued. “You need inspiration.”

“I’ve watched all the romantic comedies on Netflix. My radio is set to Love Songs of the ’80s.”

“No, no, no.” Nikki laughed. “That’s all well and good, but it doesn’t beat the real thing. Or the fake real thing. You need a summer romance. Something to get you in the mood.”

Val was nodding as she listened. “Because those are so easy to find.”

“You could always do one of those dating services,” Nikki suggested.

Val shook her head, passing the spot where she’d run Griffin off the road the week before. He could be very inspiring if he wanted to be, she suspected. “I’ll do my best,” Val promised.

“No more extensions. A writing author means a happy publisher.” Nikki recapped the same advice she always gave, followed by her usual pep talk. Val didn’t need a pep talk, though. Apparently, what she needed was a man, and quick if she expected to have this book written by August.


Chapter 4

Griffin glanced at the clock on his office wall and blew out a breath. He had thirty minutes left on shift. He’d filled out the incident report for Jaws’s biting of the jerk-off with an Everest-sized attitude yesterday. And all day he’d been waiting for the kennel master to find him, wanting to talk about what happened. Charlie Myer hadn’t said a word, though.

Maybe it wasn’t as big a deal as Griffin thought. Jaws was still new on the unit. There had to be leeway for newbies.

A knock on his door shot those hopes down. Griffin hesitated, sucking in a breath, before turning to meet Charlie’s gaze.

“Hey.” Griffin leaned back in his chair and drew his clicker pen toward his shoulder. Click. Click. Click. “What’s up, Charlie?”

Charlie crossed his arms in the doorway. “I think you know. What happened? I’ve seen Jaws on the courses. Has he ever attacked without cause before?”

Click. Click. “I wouldn’t really say he attacked without cause, sir. The suspect was getting loud. He approached me.”

“Threatened you?” Charlie asked, his brow dipping as he tried to understand the situation.

Griffin shook his head and continued to click his pen. “Not exactly.”

“I see.”

Silence drifted between them. Griffin could only imagine what Charlie was thinking. Jaws was a loose cannon. A risk. And Marines eliminated risk.

“He’s a good dog. You’ve seen him. He just needs a little extra training,” Griffin said, forcing what he hoped was a convincing smile. He clicked his pen. Click. Click. “I can train him, sir. Jaws won’t be a problem.”

Charlie nodded, although he didn’t look convinced. “I’m just glad the suspect didn’t press charges. We can’t have a live wire in this setting. It won’t work.”

“He’s not a live wire.” Griffin held Charlie’s gaze. Man to man. “I promise this won’t happen again.”

Charlie laughed. “So you’re the fool who thinks you actually do control your dog, huh?” He pointed at the incident report in his hand. “This is what we get for taking a dog named Jaws…Okay, Officer Black. I don’t want to have this conversation again.”

“Yes, sir.” Griffin exhaled as Charlie’s heavy boots retreated down the hall. With one more click of his pen, Griffin put it down and grabbed his keys. His shift was over and a ride on his motorcycle would clear his head and put things in perspective. It always did.

An hour later, he pulled into his driveway as the sun began to sink below the tree line behind his townhome. He got Trooper and walked to the mailbox while Trooper pissed in the neighbor’s flowers. For some reason his dog loved to mark the flowers and, after all Trooper had sacrificed in his life, if he wanted to piss on flowers, Griffin wasn’t going to stop him.

Griffin thumbed through the various-sized envelopes in his box. There were the usual bills and an official-looking envelope that made him smile. Glancing down at Trooper, who was back at his side, he said, “Looks like you got a new honor today. You’re approved to be a therapy dog.”

Unlocking the front door, Griffin walked inside and grabbed his remote, flipping the TV on for background noise. His thoughts drifted back to Val as he dipped inside the refrigerator and grabbed a beer. Maybe she was right. Maybe his mother would be more receptive to him if he worked at the nursing home. He could bring his newly certified therapy dog with him. He’d mainly gotten the certification so that Trooper could come with him in hotels, restaurants, and planes. A war hero didn’t deserve to be left behind or caged in the luggage area. But now he was realizing that the certification might have some other benefits to it.

He plopped down on his sofa and stared at the TV, patting the seat beside him for Trooper to jump up, too. “What do you think, boy? Want to come out of retirement for a good cause?”

Trooper wagged his tail.

Griffin took that as a yes.

—

Val returned from a day at the beach with sand in places she didn’t know you could get sand. She pulled the strap of her tank top down to examine the red skin of her shoulder underneath. She’d always had fair skin that contrasted sharply with her dark hair and blue eyes. Fair skin that required slathering and re-slathering of sunscreen during the summer.

Sweet Cheeks barked and Val directed her attention to the little dog who’d nipped at every heel that passed by on the beach today. Then, to cap off the “perfect” day, Sweet Cheeks had lunged after a five-year-old boy. Lunged so hard that the leash had come untied from Val’s beach umbrella. The boy went running with Sweet Cheeks following, and Val had chased them both. Thus the sand all over her body, including inside her mouth from when she’d fallen and eaten someone’s sandcastle. To Sweet Cheeks’s credit, she’d come running when Val had tripped, and she’d licked Val’s face despite its thick coating of sunblock and sand.

“A shower for me and a can of Alpo for you.” Then Val would solve the problems of the world. The first problem being that Alma got out of rehab in two weeks and there was no way Sweet Cheeks could return home to live with her as she was. The second problem was that Val had watched every hot, muscled guy on the beach today, begging her muse to get busy and…nothing.

With a sigh, Val retreated down the hall and took a long, hot shower, then dressed in her oversized pajamas. Grabbing a pint of ice cream to soothe herself, she scooted over to the couch where Sweet Cheeks was licking herself. “That’s impolite, lady.”

Val reached for the remote control, then turned to the knock on her door. It was early yet. Most normal people were not already dressed for bed. But most normal people didn’t have alter egos they kept hidden from the world, either. Val set her ice cream on the table beside the couch and went to open the door.

“Delivery,” the tall guy dressed in dark khaki pants said, politely pretending not to notice her polka dot, elastic-waisted pants and matching tank top.

“I didn’t order anything,” Val said.

He shrugged and handed her a box that was nearly as tall as she was. It was surprisingly light, though.

“Thanks.” Val started to pull it inside when another vehicle pulled into her driveway. “Oh, geez.” Her father parked and headed toward her.

“I see you’re spending your time off wisely,” he said, bending to kiss her cheek when he was close enough.

“Dad. What are you doing here?” she asked, still holding on to the box.

“Can I come in?” he asked.

“Of course.” Val gestured for him to enter, then wondered why the watch-dog-extraordinaire wasn’t yapping at her guest. Closing the door behind her, she faced her father, her stomach clenching at the look of worry in his eyes. “Dad, what’s wrong?”

“I’m worried about you.”

Val drew back. “Me? Why?”

“You missed church last Sunday. You haven’t returned my calls.”

Oh, yeah. She’d been “sick” on Sunday, the kind of sickness that demanded staying in bed and eating Pop-Tarts while catching up on late-night TV on her DVR. Sometimes life required mornings like that. And she’d intended to call her father back eventually.

“I’m fine,” she said, offering up a smile instead of an excuse, and hoping it was enough.

He nodded. “Good. So you’ll be able to help the Martins?”

Val sucked in a breath. She was always being volunteered to help someone somewhere without her consent. “The Martins? What’s going on with the Martins?”

“I left you a voicemail. They got orders to move to Virginia. Ellen needs help with the baby while she packs up. It’d be nice if the church provided some meals to them, too. You know it’s hard to cook when you’re packing,” he said.

No, she didn’t know that. She’d never moved from her hometown of Seaside, which was maybe part of the problem.

“And since you have time on your hands,” he continued, giving her a pointed look.

He almost made it sound like having the summer off was a sin. And no, she didn’t have time on her hands. She had a looming deadline that, if she didn’t meet it, might have her looking for a new publisher. She couldn’t tell him that, though. If he knew about her other job, he would really be concerned. According to him, the only book worth reading was the Good Book. Val liked that book, too, but she wasn’t going to apologize for the love stories she wrote. Not to anyone. Better to hide it altogether, she thought, nodding along at whatever her father was saying.

“Valerie? Are you listening?”

“Yes, of course,” she lied, looking up. But she had no clue what he’d said over the last few minutes.

“Great. I’ll tell Ellen you’ll be over tomorrow night then.”

Val frowned. “Wait. What?”

“To bring them dinner and watch the baby while they pack. The church always pitches in when our military families move. You know that.”

“Why am I always the church?” Val placed her hands on her hips. “I can’t go over tomorrow night. I have plans.”

“What plans?”

“Well, book club at the nursing home for one,” she said, starting to panic. She needed to be writing. She didn’t have time to cook meals and coo over babies, as much as she liked them.

“This takes priority.”

“Says who?” Val’s voice was rising. “The ladies in the club expect me to be there. It’s important.”

By the look on his face, he didn’t think so. “Have you considered doing a Bible study instead with the group? Reading is a good thing, but read something worthwhile, Val. You have an opportunity to preach.”

Val shook her head. “You’re the preacher, Daddy. Not me.”

He held up his hands. “Another discussion, another time. Right now the church needs you to help the Martins. After the book club?”

Val sighed, resigned to donate her time if her father would leave her alone. “Fine.”

“Good.” He smiled finally, the first since he’d stopped by. “What’s in the box?” he asked.

Good question.

“I don’t know. I haven’t ordered anything.”

He reached in his pocket and handed her his set of keys. There was a pocketknife keychain attached.

Without thinking, she slid the blade along the taped edges of the box, eager to see what was inside, too. Her birthday had just passed and her aunt Jessie always sent things late. Last year her gift had been in a similar-sized box and had held a nice floor lamp inside.

Val handed the set of keys back to her dad and pushed back the box’s flaps. A blow-up man-doll smiled back at her. Oh, God. This was definitely not from Aunt Jessie. The blow-up man was tall, tan-skinned, and only wearing a painted-on pair of blue bikini briefs.

Her father looked like he might implode as he peeked inside the box. “Valerie?” he said, his voice strained, reminding her of the time he’d caught her making out with a boy from youth group in the back of the church.

That had been a bad night.

“It’s a joke,” she said, her cheeks burning. And whoever the joker was would be getting an earful from her later. Kat? Julie? There was no card attached, so she’d have to wait for one of them to ’fess up.

“With friends like that, who needs enemies?” her father said, his cheeks red and his lips pinched.

“Right.” She tried not to laugh. She’d agreed to his request. Now she just needed him to leave. “So I’ll bring the Martins dinner tomorrow after book club.” Which meant she’d be spending the next day at the grocery store and then at the stove before going to the nursing home and ending up at the Martins’ house. Which meant tonight she’d be pulling long hours trying to coax a story from her head that just wouldn’t come. Her agent’s words earlier returned to haunt her. She needed a man for inspiration. Val glanced at the blow-up doll again and knew exactly who’d sent it. She laughed out loud, unable to help herself. Coming from her sassy literary agent, it was hilarious.

Her father’s left eyebrow hooked upward. “Good. Thank you, Valerie.” He turned to head out the door, causing a pang of regret to stab inside her chest. If her mother were still alive, maybe her relationship with her father would be different. There was no time for that kind of thinking, though. And no use for it. It was what it was and there was no changing history.

She went up on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Goodbye, Dad. Drive safe.”

“Good night. Make sure you lock this door.”

“I love you, too,” she said, reading between the lines.

When the door was closed and she was alone, she grinned at the blow-up doll and pulled out her phone to type a quick text to Nikki.

Point taken.

Then Val’s heart took a sudden dive as she remembered Sweet Cheeks, who should’ve been barking and harassing her father just now. Sweet Cheeks hadn’t even made an appearance. Val ran back into the living room and stopped cold at the sight of the little puppy licking the last remaining bits of her chocolate chip ice cream that she’d put down when she’d gone to answer the door.

“No. No, no, no.” Val moved to the couch and sat beside the dog, rubbing her full little belly. “Why did you do that? I wouldn’t even have eaten the whole carton.” Or she’d have tried not to.

The puppy licked her lips.

Wasn’t chocolate deadly to dogs? Val had heard that somewhere. She couldn’t be responsible for killing Alma’s dog. Whipping out her phone, Val started searching for local vet offices. It was after hours, though. All of them would be closed except the emergency vet, which would cost a small fortune that she didn’t have right now.

As she freaked, Griffin came to mind. He worked with dogs. He’d know exactly what to do. And he’d offered to help her. She just didn’t know how to get ahold of him. She chewed her lip as she stared at Sweet Cheeks nuzzled up to her thigh, resting her sweet little head.

She could call the nursing home. They’d have a phone number for him and he’d help her. Sending up a prayer, she started dialing.


Chapter 5

Griffin stacked three different types of meat between his bread. Then he spread a thin layer of avocado inside, making sandwich perfection. Heading to the table in the corner of his dining room, his stomach rumbled. As uneventful as the day had been, he’d still missed lunch.

His phone buzzed at his side. Ignoring it, he sunk his teeth into the lightly toasted bread. So good. These were a family specialty. All of his aunts, uncles, and cousins made their sandwiches the same way. Griffin had parted ways with them, too, after learning about his adoption. He’d made a clean break with his life up to that point. He’d always felt like the black sheep of the Black family, getting in trouble all the time, never making straight A’s no matter how hard he studied. Suddenly it all made sense. All of these things were because he didn’t belong. So Griffin had done himself and everyone else a favor—or so he’d thought at the time—and left.

Griffin chewed, pushing down the thoughts of his family. Maybe it was his aunt Becky calling to check on his mother, he thought, glancing over at the phone. It stopped buzzing. He needed to call his aunt back. He’d been able to reconnect with her when he’d gone down to get his mother. Like the prodigal son, everyone in his extended family had welcomed him back into their lives, as if he’d never left.

Everyone except his mother, who could no longer remember who he was.

The phone started ringing again.

Setting his sandwich down, he reached for it. He didn’t recognize the number displayed on the screen. Whoever the caller was, they were determined to talk to him tonight, though. “Hello,” he said.

“Griffin?” The female voice on the other line shook a little as she said his name.

“Yeah?”

“It’s Val Hunt.”

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s Sweet Cheeks,” she said, her voice turning squeaky on the edges. “She ate a carton of chocolate ice cream and I know chocolate can be dangerous for dogs. She’s just lying on the couch and I’m not sure what to do. The veterinary office is closed until morning, and—” She was talking a mile a minute.

“Slow down. You fed the dog ice cream?” he asked, trying to understand.

“No. Yes. Not intentionally. Griffin, I’m scared she’s going to die. I didn’t know who else to call. What do I do?”

“Wait for me. I’ll be right over.” He scooted back from the table and carried his sandwich to the refrigerator. This trumped a sandwich. Trooper followed under Griffin’s command. Griffin grabbed a T-shirt from a pile of clean laundry in a basket and pulled it over his white tank top. Grabbing the keys to his Ford Explorer, he gave Trooper the command to follow and they headed out into the night.

It only took him ten minutes to get to Val’s apartment. “Stay,” he told Trooper, climbing out of his SUV. When he rang the doorbell, he didn’t hear the little dog yapping behind it. That would’ve been a welcome sound tonight. The door opened a second later, and Val breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of him. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot. Dried tears shimmered on her cheeks in the light.

“It’s going to be fine,” he said, trying to soothe her fears. “Where’s the puppy?” he asked, refusing to utter the words “Sweet Cheeks.” Who in their right mind named their dog Sweet Cheeks?

“On the couch.” She led him over to the living room, her breaths shuddering through her. “Is she going to be okay? I don’t want to kill Alma’s dog. It’s her baby.”

He crouched beside the sofa and smiled at the pup, whose eyes were tilted in discomfort. “You got a little greedy, didn’t you, girl?” he asked, softening his voice. “It’s all right. Let me take a look at you.” He gently rubbed the puppy’s belly. It was firm and protruding. His gaze moved to the empty ice cream container, half the size of the little dog. “Was it full?”

Val shook her head. “No. Maybe a quarter of the way full.”

The label said CHOCOLATE CHIP. That was good. It meant there’d been a minimal amount of chocolate. People tended to think a dog’s heart would explode with the caffeine and theobromine. Some veterinarian somewhere had placed the fear of that in every pet owner’s heart. It was true, large amounts of the stimulants could be lethal to dogs, but the chocolate chip ice cream that this puppy had consumed likely didn’t have enough to cause real harm. The dairy might upset its stomach, though.

“Well?” Val said, crouching beside him. Instead of vanilla cookies, tonight she smelled like lavender, a scent that had a reputation for being calming. He didn’t feel calm right now, though. He felt like leaning closer to the woman beside him and doing things that were downright sinful in some minds. Probably in the mind of a preacher’s daughter.

“I think she’ll be fine. We should monitor her, though. Just in case.”

“We?” she asked, uncertainty lining her voice.

He turned to look at her. Big mistake, because at this close range, he wanted to do a lot more than lean into her. He wanted to kiss those pouty rose petal lips of hers. Clearing his throat, he shook his head. “Unless you want to monitor on your own.”

“No,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “I’ve never had a dog before. I don’t know what to do with a sick dog.”

He laughed. “The same thing you would do with a sick person. Take them to the doctor.” He inspected the worry on her face. Her blue eyes were huge against her pale skin. “I can stay a little while. If Sweet…” He paused, unable to utter such a ridiculous name. “Would that make you feel better?”

She paused, looking between him and the puppy.

He wanted her to say yes to him staying so much that he needed her to say no. He needed a woman complicating his life like he needed a hole in his head. His mother was already doing a good job of that anyway.

“Okay,” Val said softly. “Please stay.”

Well, damn. Things just got a little more complicated.

—

Val swallowed. Her mouth felt a little dry as she ignored the possible ramifications of allowing a man in her home in the evening. Just the two of them. The first consequence being that her father would no doubt get wind of this by tomorrow morning. This was a small town, and her father’s congregation had a habit of telling on her.

Pushing those thoughts away, she considered the bigger problem. She was attracted to Griffin. Very attracted. After their conversation outside the nursing home the other day, however, there was no possibility of romance between them. Just as well, because she needed to be focused on things like, oh, writing her next book, which was due by summer’s end. A book she hadn’t even started yet. A fresh wave of anxiety ran through her.

Sweet Cheeks whimpered at Griffin’s side. Val watched as Griffin picked the puppy up and cradled her like a baby. Something about watching a big guy like him being so gentle made butterflies flutter around inside her chest.

“Can I get you something? A beer maybe?” she asked.

Griffin met her gaze. His eyes were dark, just like his hair and his tanned skin. In the dim lighting of her living room, he looked delicious. “I have my dog, Trooper, in my Explorer. He can’t stay out there. Can I bring him inside?”

Val nodded. “Okay. Do you think Trooper will be okay with Sweet Cheeks?”

“Oh, yeah. Trooper loves other dogs. He’s an old softy.”

Val lifted her shoulders, fidgeting. She suddenly didn’t know where to put her hands. In her pockets, in front of her, one hand holding the other? All she really wanted to do with her hands was run them over Griffin’s muscled arms, so tight she could probably bounce things off them. She wanted to trace her fingers over the tattoos that could only be halfway seen under his black T-shirt. Some chains. An eagle.

“What?” Griffin was watching her with knowing eyes.

“N-nothing. Of course, you can go get your dog. I’ll watch Sweet Cheeks. Are you hungry?” she asked, hoping he hadn’t heard her blaring thoughts.

“I was just about to have a sandwich before you called, actually,” he said.

“A sandwich? I can make you a sandwich.”

He laughed as he stood to walk toward the door. “No, you can’t. I’m what people call a sandwich snob.”

Val cocked her head in question.

“I’m picky about what goes between my bread.”

And somehow that sounded strangely sexual to her. She was definitely an embarrassment to the term “preacher’s daughter.” No wonder her father’s expression always looked pinched when he was addressing her. “Okay. Well, can I get you something else? Do you like pizza? I ordered pizza yesterday.”

“Cold pizza sounds great. And I’ll take that beer you offered, too,” he said.

“Great. What good would cold pizza be without beer?” she asked.

Griffin smiled, slow and easy. “My kind of girl,” he said before slipping out into the dark night.

Her heart thumped around in her chest as she waited for his return. Get a grip, girl. He was only here to care for the dog she’d nearly just killed. That was all. And thanks to her negligence, there would be no writing tonight. Or tomorrow since she’d be cooking for the Martins and then spending the evening caring for their nine-month-old daughter while they packed for their move to Virginia. And there’d likely be no writing after getting home tomorrow because nothing killed the muse like changing dirty diapers.

She pulled the pizza out of the fridge and grabbed two paper plates. Her plan tonight had been to have ice cream for dinner—not the healthiest, but sometimes life called for it. Sweet Cheeks had nixed that plan, though. Val grabbed two beers and brought them over to the coffee table in front of the couch. Alcohol might calm her nerves, she hoped, turning as Griffin walked back in with his German shepherd. The sight of the big gray-and-black dog made her heart skip in a different way.

“Big softy,” Griffin reminded her, seeming to read her mind.

“Right.” Val stood as Griffin led Trooper toward her and Sweet Cheeks. With an excited wag of his tail, Val’s heart was won over. “Hey, there,” she said, reaching out her hand.

Trooper sniffed her for a moment, then glanced up at Griffin as if asking permission.

“Go ahead,” he said with a laugh.

Trooper’s tongue lapped over Val’s skin and she grinned.

“Lie down,” Griffin said then.

Trooper followed orders, lying on the floor beside the couch. His gaze moved to Sweet Cheeks leaning against the armrest of the sofa.

“I’m going to go wash my hands before eating,” Val said. She pointed at the coffee table. “That’s yours.”

She washed up and headed back to her plate. “Why aren’t you eating?” she asked, noticing that Griffin had sat, but still hadn’t taken a bite of his pizza.

“Waiting for you.”

Val sat beside Sweet Cheeks, careful not to disturb her. “Aww. That’s nice. I never would’ve pegged you as a gentleman.”

“Why?” he asked, picking up his slice of pizza.

“I don’t know.” She lifted a shoulder, taking note of his arms again.

“Because I have tattoos?” he asked.

Val’s mouth fell open until she caught him smiling. “This is a military community. Lots of people have tattoos. But you also drive a motorcycle, wear dark sunglasses, rarely crack a smile. Your whole look screams badass. So, yes,” she admitted. “All of those things are in direct opposition to what a gentleman looks like in my book.”

Griffin bit into his pizza. She took a bite of hers, too.

“I see. Well, you should never judge a book by its cover,” he said. “My mother was very high on manners when I was growing up. Treating a lady well was very important to her.” He set his pizza down and reached for his beer. “And she didn’t approve of tattoos or motorcycles, which is why I got them. At least at first.”

Val understood. She’d done a lot of things her father disapproved of, sometimes solely because she knew he didn’t like them. “Sounds like you love your mother very much.” Val glanced over to check on Sweet Cheeks, whose eyes were closed. Her little belly moved up and down as she breathed. “I’m sorry about what’s going on with her,” Val said, returning her attention to Griffin.

His eyes seemed to grow impossibly darker. “It’s life, right?” His tone sounded light, but his expression betrayed him.

“Right.” Val had seen a lot of people with Alzheimer’s while volunteering at the nursing home. It was a heartbreaking illness that no one should have to go through. And, in her experience, it was even harder for the family than it was for the person whose memory was fading.

They ate in silence for a few minutes, finishing off their pizza and drinking their beers.

Val glanced across the room and started giggling, softly at first and then she was clutching her side.

Griffin’s lips curved as he watched her. “What’s funny?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head. She and beer didn’t mix, that was all. It was good to melt away the tension and get her in the mood for writing, but sometimes in the presence of other people, it made her silly. Especially when there was a full-sized blow-up man-doll in the corner.

Dear God, she hoped Griffin wouldn’t notice. She had no clue how she’d explain the doll to him if he did. It’d been hard enough explaining the gift to her father.

“Doesn’t look like nothing to me. You’re laughing so hard you’re crying,” he observed.

This was true. Tears squeezed from her eyes. “I’m fine.” She blew out a breath, trying to collect herself. “Beer just gets me sometimes.”

“I see. So you’re not laughing about that blow-up doll in the corner?” he asked.

Heat smacked her upside the cheeks. “Doll?” Like she could play it off. She lived alone. It belonged to her. She had to own it. “It was a gift.”

His eyebrow hooked. “From who?”

“A friend. A friend who thinks I need a, um…”

“Man?” he asked, completing her sentence for her.

“Something like that.” This was embarrassing. Nikki would laugh hysterically about this when she recapped tomorrow. Why couldn’t she have sent a calendar of hot men instead? Something smaller and easier to hide from houseguests.

Val pulled her lower lip between her teeth. “Well,” she said, standing and collecting their empty plates and beer bottles. “What shall we do while we wait for Sweet Cheeks to feel better?”

He shrugged. “We could come up with a new name for her. No respectable dog goes by a name like that.”

Val swept an unruly lock of her hair behind her ear. “Maybe we could call her Sweetie, for short. So she doesn’t get too confused.”

“You see?” He pointed at her. “You do know a little about dogs. They get attached to their names. It’s their identity.”

Val’s body oozed with gooey, mushy feelings. Best to continue toward the kitchen, toss the trash, and put as much space between her and Griffin as possible.

—

Griffin had “the dog” in his lap, tucked into the crook of his arm, and Trooper was curled up on the floor underneath him.

Val had gone into her bedroom to change clothes and for the life of him he couldn’t stop thinking about what was going on in there. Discarding clothes. Looking for new clothes. Panties. Bras.

As he waited, he tried to force his thoughts onto something else, like how he was going to help his mother get better. Alzheimer’s was incurable, but people did improve, right? He’d read studies about it. His mother was the most overachieving person he knew. If someone would’ve told her she couldn’t, she would’ve been the first one to find the cure.

That was then, though. This was now. Now she needed his help. He’d left her alone for too many years. Alone to think he hated her for hiding his identity from him. He didn’t hate her. She’d done the best she could, and he knew that now. Now he was going to do the best he could for her.

Griffin tapped his fingers, listening to the sound of Val’s buzzing refrigerator. Then the little dog in his lap coughed and…

“Ugh!” He rolled quickly away from the dog and off the couch. “Gross, dude,” he said, looking at the large, wet puke stain on his shirt. He quickly assessed whether or not the puppy was dying. He wasn’t, so Griffin felt free to scowl. “I hope you feel better now.”

The dog’s tail thumped softly on the couch.

“Good.” He smiled despite himself. Then he began to peel off his puke-covered shirt.

Val’s bedroom door opened just as he balled up the shirt in his hands. She stared at him for a long moment, her gaze moving down the length of him. “What happened?”

“Sweet…uh, Sweetie…dog threw up. On my shirt.”

Val’s gaze fell to the wadded shirt in his hands, then moved back up to his chest and stayed there. It made his body come alive. Every part of his body.

Damn. Preacher’s daughter, my ass.

“She’s fine. Her tail wagged a little bit, so I think she’s actually feeling a little bit better.”

“That’s good.” Val nodded, finally looking at his face.

“Is it okay if I rinse my shirt in your sink?”

She stepped toward him. He noticed now that she was wearing thin pajamas. The satin fabric shimmered in the dim moonlight cascading through the window. “I’ll rinse it and throw it in the washing machine for you. Then I’ll drop it by to you tomorrow.” She reached out her hand and he placed the shirt there, trying not to notice her wandering gaze along his bare chest. He was flattered. Turned on, if he were honest.

He preferred lying to himself, though. At least when it came to women that he was attracted to. “Thanks.”

She took the shirt and walked toward the laundry room. He tried, and failed, not to check out her backside as she left. Getting to sleep tonight was going to be impossible, he suspected, thanks to Sweet Thing 1.

And Sweet Thing 2.


Chapter 6

The next morning, Val parked and started unloading the groceries she’d purchased. Cooking dinner for the Martins today wasn’t just time-consuming, it also took effort to go get the supplies and money to buy them. Balancing one bag on each hip, she headed toward the door and unlocked it. Her breath caught in her chest as she stepped inside and saw the blow-up man from the corner of her eye. Sweet Cheeks was curled in his lap. The little dog lifted her eyes to acknowledge Val’s presence, but her usual spunkiness was still at bay as she recovered from her ice cream overdose.

Val shut the door with her foot and continued toward the kitchen. After unloading her bags, she laid a small chicken in the refrigerator to cook after book club today. She’d also purchased vegetables to stir-fry with rice for the Martins. It was an easy favorite. “There.” With a glance backward at the blow-up doll again, she laughed, heading to the bathroom for a quick shower. Even though she hadn’t liked the idea of reading one of her Sophie Evans books to the ladies in book club at first, she’d warmed up to the idea. She rarely did book signings or readings, so it’d be great to see people’s real-life reactions to what she’d written.

After the shower, she coated her skin in lavender-scented lotion, pulled on a pair of soft denim jeans and a flowery cotton top with lace accentuating the scoop neckline. She pulled her dark hair into a low-hanging ponytail and swiped some pink lip gloss over her lips. Then she grabbed her bag with the Sophie Evans book inside and climbed back into her car. Her phone buzzed as she drove to the nursing home.

After checking the ID, Val pulled the phone to her ear and answered with a smile. “You’re so bad,” she told Nikki, laughing softly.

“So you got my present?” Nikki asked. “Did he help?”

“It depends on what you mean by help. My father was conveniently there when I opened the box.”

“Oops.” Nikki’s laugh was one of those low, raspy laughs. Val had never actually met her in person, but she imagined Nikki to look a lot like Jessica Rabbit with curves that made men fall at her feet. She read romance novels for a living, and had the mouth of a sailor and the voice of a sex kitten.

“And then Griffin saw it, too,” Val added, turning onto the road that led to Seaside Harbor.

“Griffin?” Nikki asked. “Who’s he? You’ve never mentioned his name before.”

“Just a guy.”

“Uh-huh. Inspiration-worthy guy?” Nikki asked.

Griffin’s toned arms and bare chest as he stood in her living room last night crossed Val’s mind. Yeah, he was inspiring all right. “Umm.”

“And he was in your house if he saw your doll,” Nikki pointed out.

No way was Val adding that he’d stayed the night, too. “He just came by to check on the dog that I’m caring for right now.”

“You’re a saint. How do you write such sinfully good romances?”

“Good question.” Because Val hadn’t experienced a sinfully good romance of her own in a long, long time. “Thanks for the present, though. Mr. Perfect will keep me company during my long nights of writing over the next few weeks.”

“Or maybe Griffin can keep you company during those long nights,” Nikki teased. “Listen, I have to go. Seriously, get writing. I don’t want to go begging for another deadline extension. Three times in six months doesn’t look good.”

“Agreed.” Even if Val had to produce a shitty first draft, she would write something just as soon as she got home from babysitting at the Martins’.

Ten minutes later, Val sat down with the eight ladies from book club and smiled, breathing easily for the first time that day.

“Did you bring chocolate?” Alma asked.

Val remembered Griffin’s reaction to his mother eating junk food the last time. He didn’t like it and claimed that his mother didn’t, either. “I brought healthy snacks this time,” Val said, pulling cheese sticks from her bag.

“I’m lactose intolerant,” one of the ladies told her.

Val had considered that when she was at the grocery store this morning. She also pulled out little boxes of raisins to pass around.

“Those stick to my dentures,” another woman said.

“Well, you can’t please everyone.” Val shrugged. Then she pulled the Sophie Evans novel into her lap. She loved the cover of this book. She also loved how her pen name was in large block letters. It was something she’d always dreamt about. Except no one recognized her real name, Valerie Hunt. That was okay. She’d decided a long time ago that was for the best.

“Everyone ready?” she asked, looking around at the expectant faces. Seeing several nods, she read the first line. She always suffered over the first line of one of her books. It was meant to draw the readers in and invite them to stay.

Val started to read. “Anything monumental that had ever happened in Alice’s life had happened in a torrential downpour. Alice held up her umbrella and bravely got out of her car, expecting the worst, but hoping for the best.”

Val glanced up quickly to see if the ladies were still interested. Surprisingly, all of the book club’s women were still watching her. None of them were tossing cheese sticks or raisins at her head.

Good. This is good.

Val continued reading. An hour later, she stopped and placed a bookmark to hold their place. “We’ll read some more next time, ladies. Right now I’ve got food to start cooking.”

“Cook?” Alma frowned. “I always hated cooking.”

“Me, too,” Val said, nodding. She looked at Helen, who’d been listening to every word she’d said for the last hour. “What about you, Helen? Did you ever like to cook?”

Helen’s brow sank over her hazel eyes. She was younger than the rest of the women. Too young to be suffering from something like Alzheimer’s. Most people her age were still working, or easing into retirement and looking forward to enjoying their golden years with their children and grandchildren.

“I don’t know,” Helen said, looking very confused. “I like chocolate.”

It wasn’t an appropriate answer and Val wondered if Helen even remembered the question. “I like chocolate, too.”

The other women concurred.

“You should bring more of that next time instead of those healthy things you brought today,” Alma said. “We get enough foods like that from the cafeteria.”

“Right. I’ll think about it.” Val stood and pulled her bag over her shoulder. Most of the women could walk or wheel themselves back to their rooms. Helen, however, sat very still, just like she had every time since she’d started coming to the group. One of the nurses had suggested that the activity would be good for her. Helen enjoyed listening to people talk, but she wasn’t great at socializing anymore.

Val walked up behind her wheelchair and started pushing her, knowing she couldn’t remember how to get back to her room on her own. Helen was perfectly capable of walking, but she preferred sitting in a wheelchair. It eased her anxiety over not knowing what to do or where to go. The padded arms hugged her body and offered her a security that her memory was robbing her of these days.

When they got to room 311, Val pushed her chair inside. “Here we are, Helen.”

Helen looked up, her eyes sparkling with moisture. Val wasn’t sure if it was because she was sad or maybe just tired. “You’re welcome,” Helen said.

Val assumed she meant to say “thank you.” “You, too.”

Val started to walk away, but Helen reached for her arm.

“Can I keep that?” Helen asked, pointing to the book in Val’s hand.

“You want to keep the book?”

Helen nodded, smiling at the cover.

Val handed it over. “Sure. You can keep it safe until we read it again in book club. Don’t let any of the other women get ahold of it and read ahead, though. We all read together.”

Helen nodded, but Val wasn’t sure she’d received the message. It was okay.

With a smile and a wave, Val headed out of the room and ran straight into a taller, stronger, darker person, walking alongside a dog. Trooper wagged his tail at the sight of her. Griffin’s expression was unreadable. He looked from Helen to Val, then his gaze fell to the book in Helen’s hand.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing at his mother’s lap.

“Book club pick,” Val said, growing nervous at just the thought of someone she knew seeing her beside the book. As if anyone would somehow figure out that she was the one who’d written it. Her back cover biography didn’t even have a picture. It only said that she lived in North Carolina and enjoyed reading and spending time with friends. She also enjoyed going to the beach and collecting shells. That description could’ve been used to describe any thirty-year-old woman in the country.

“A romance?” Griffin asked, looking at his mother again.

Something about the tone of his voice when he said it made Val’s defenses rise. “What’s wrong with romance?” she asked.

“Nothing.” His brow lowered as he looked at her. “Not in my opinion, at least. My mother used to have a different one, though.”

“People change,” Val supplied, relaxing just a little.

“You’re right.” He met her gaze and those little butterflies started stirring around inside her again, fluttering fast and furious.

“I’m surprised Louise let you bring Trooper in this place. I had to go through a million hoops for her to allow me to bring Sweet Cheeks in for a visit.”

Griffin gestured toward Trooper. “Trooper has a job here now. He’s a certified therapy dog.” He looked at her. “I’m taking your advice and working here, too.”

“Really?” The flutters turned to a full-blown hurricane inside her. “That’s great, Griffin.”

“Guess that means we’ll be running into each other a lot more often,” he said, his expression still unreadable.

She tried to keep an even expression also, and suppressed her need to touch him. Seeing him more over the summer sounded perfect to her. Just what her literary agent had ordered.

—

Griffin was trying to focus on his mother, seated in her wheelchair beside the bed with her hands in her lap. Trying, but failing because he couldn’t take his eyes off Val.

“How’s, uh, that little dog?” he asked, referring to Sweet Cheeks.

Val smiled, and if possible the blue in her eyes got bluer. “She’s fine. I even took her for a little walk before coming here. She didn’t chase anybody, but I’m sure she’ll be back to her old self by tomorrow.”

“And no more ice cream for her,” he teased.

“Or me, either. I’m sticking to yogurt so that I can fit into my favorite pair of jeans a little bit easier.” She gestured toward the dark denim she was wearing and he dutifully scanned his eyes over her lower half. Big mistake.

“I think you look just fine.” He hadn’t meant for the razor edge in his voice. Clearing his throat, he quickly changed the subject. “This is my first time doing therapy with a dog. I’ve done just about every other thing with a dog.”

Val’s mouth made that soft O.

Griffin laughed. “You know what I mean.”

“Well, if you want my advice.” She waited, probably because he’d been an ass the last time she’d tried to give him advice. But here he was, taking the first advice she’d given him and it was working so far.

“Okay,” he said.

Val searched his eyes. “You sure?”

“Yeah. Just because I’m open to advice doesn’t mean I’ll take it, though.” And that made him sound like an ass again.

She fidgeted with her hands. “Take Trooper to the community room where I do my book club. It’ll be better for”—her gaze flicked to his mother, who was staring off into space at the moment—“everyone,” she supplied. “Some people respond better by seeing other people interacting with something first. Also…” Val chewed her bottom lip.

“Go ahead,” Griffin said.

“Well, I was going to say more, but I’m sure you know what you’re doing.”

“It’s my first time, remember? Say what you were going to say,” he urged, meaning it.

Val nodded. “I was just going to add that,” she lowered her voice, giving another sideward glance to make sure Helen wasn’t paying attention to them, “your mom might just sit back and watch the first few times. She’s more of an observer with these types of things. You might not want to push her because she clams up.”

His entire body had gone rigid. He didn’t mind advice, but it was hard to be told about his mother by someone who barely knew her. He was supposed to know his mother better than anyone else in the world. She was the woman who’d raised him. Helen had adopted him when his real mother had abandoned him.

And then he’d abandoned Helen.

“I’m sorry,” Val said, watching him. “I’m known for giving advice when it’s not wanted. I butt in. It’s what I do.”

“I told you I wanted the advice, so don’t apologize. But I know my mother better than anyone.” “Anyone” meaning her. He could hear his voice hardening, turning to stone right along with his tightly clenched jaw and the muscles along his back. It wasn’t Val’s fault he’d been a dick when he first discovered the truth about his adoption. So the hell what? Helen Black wasn’t his birth mom. Big fucking deal. Except all those years of struggling to live up to what she wanted suddenly made sense. He couldn’t live up to that. The son of a drug addict couldn’t be a straight-A student at Harvard.

Val’s eyes were wide. “Okay. Well, maybe you’re right.” She pulled her bag farther up on her shoulder. “Good luck.” Glancing back, she forced a smile at his mother, softening her voice the way you would when interacting with a young child. “Bye, Helen. I’ll see you in a few days.”

His mother looked up. This was the first time he’d seen her smile since he’d moved her here. “Don’t leave me,” she said. Her gaze moved to Griffin. “Who are you? Are you Jacob?”

“Jacob?” Griffin shook his head. Who the hell is Jacob?

Val offered a sympathetic glance at him. “Jacob is the character in my book…um, the book that I’m reading to the group.”

“She thinks I’m a character in a romance novel?” he asked, more than a little concerned, because that was crazy.

“Well, you do fit the description.” Val’s cheeks flared and she looked away quickly. “This is Griffin, Helen. Remember him?”

And now she was introducing him to his own fucking mother. “Of course she remembers me,” he snapped, unable to help himself. Trooper drew closer to his side. There’d been a time when he’d suffered from acute PTSD after coming home from deployment. Trooper had been a therapy dog to him then, for sure. He sensed Griffin’s emotions.

“Oh. Okay.” Val nodded slowly, lowering her head and edging closer to the door. “Of course. Bye, Helen,” she said again, avoiding looking in his direction.

Damn it. He’d just unleashed his frustration on her.

His mother’s mouth fell open again. “Don’t leave,” she said again, reminding Griffin of the day he’d walked out of their home when he was nineteen years old. He’d tossed a duffel bag over his shoulder, carrying just the essentials. At the time he’d wanted none of his other belongings. They were all lies. Everything was lies. At least that’s how he’d felt. He’d also felt betrayed.

“Don’t leave,” his mother had begged back then. “Stay. Let’s talk about this. I love you, Griffin.”

What he wouldn’t give to hear her utter those words again.

“You’ll be fine, Helen,” Val reassured her. “I’ll see you soon.” Val turned out of the doorway and disappeared.

Griffin had the sudden urge to beg her not to leave, too. His mother didn’t know him from a fictional character in a romance novel. “Hey, Mom,” he said, quietly, stepping closer to her.

Trooper followed.

“Who are you?” she asked, her eyes growing wide. Her hands shook as she held them up. “What are you doing here?”

That was a loaded question. “I’m your son.” And all he wanted was for her to be his mother again. He wanted to take back his reaction from a decade earlier and wrap his arms around her. Thank her instead of blame her for all his weaknesses.

“You’re not my son,” she said.

—

Twenty minutes later, Griffin sat as a bunch of elderly men and women patted Trooper. A lot of retired service dogs had PTSD. They were skittish around crowds or loud noises. Trooper had always been a social dog, though. Even as a puppy in training, he’d had a hard time not acting like that little dog that Val was caring for now.

Trooper appeared to be in his natural element here, rolling over to reveal his open belly. Griffin monitored to make sure that no one fell as they leaned over him. Must be the life, getting loved on by complete strangers for no good reason.

“Attention,” he commanded and Trooper rolled back to his feet. Loyal to the core. Griffin pulled a brush out of his pocket and handed it to Alma Edwards. “Would you like to do the honors?”

Alma’s smile could’ve lit up the entire building. She took the brush and Trooper stepped closer to her. She was still recovering from hip surgery, so she sat and leaned forward just slightly to groom Trooper.

Griffin turned and looked at his mother. He’d had to get one of the nurses’ assistance to get his mother to come down. She wanted no part of the group. Watching from afar with her hands in her lap, she looked the part of the prim and proper professor she’d once been. The one who’d insisted he eat vegetables every night or he wouldn’t get to watch his favorite nighttime show. She’d been a good mother, doting and caring, always making sure his needs were met.

His throat felt like sandpaper as he swallowed, focusing on his first animal therapy session. This was as good for Trooper as it was for the residents here. Val had been right.

And he was a jerk, which wasn’t anything new. He felt like shit about the way he’d treated her earlier. An apology was in order the next time he saw her. He might be a dickwad, but he knew when he was wrong and he didn’t mind manning up to his mistakes. The problem was it might be too late to man up to his mistakes with his mother.

“Can I give him a treat?” Mr. Willy asked. He was a frail gentleman who’d been a janitor in his youth. Even though his skin was wrinkled, his eyes and personality still shone like a man in his twenties.

Griffin handed him one of Trooper’s favorite treats. “He’ll have to work for it, though,” Griffin said. “Tell him to sit.”

“Sit,” Mr. Willy supplied, grinning ear to ear as Trooper did as he commanded. “Well, look at that,” the older man said.

“Now tell him to roll over.” Griffin went through a list of easy tricks that Trooper could do in his sleep. Trooper could sniff out bombs. He’d saved countless lives, and now he worked for treats by doing amateur tricks. But Trooper didn’t seem to be insulted by this at all. His tail thumped along the floor as Mr. Willy stood, wobbling slightly against his cane. He tossed a treat down and Trooper caught it in midair.

“Good boy,” Mr. Willy said, laughing lightly.

Griffin smiled momentarily before looking back to his mother in the corner. A blank look enveloped her face. Val seemed to have all the answers. He wondered if she knew how to put a smile like Mr. Willy’s on his mother’s lips. He’d do just about anything for that information right now.

—

Val opened the oven and eyed the chicken baking inside. She grabbed her marinating brush and bent inside to swipe some more sauce on the bird to keep the meat moist. Her father had volunteered her for countless meals like this since she was a teenager. This was always her go-to menu. Everyone liked chicken. It was a safe bet and it was easy enough.

As the food cooked, she sat on a stool at her kitchen counter and forced her fingers onto the keyboard. She was determined to write something, even if it was going to be scrapped later. She was a romance writer. She knew her next book was going to be about a man and a woman who were attracted to each other but who also repelled each other.

She thought of Griffin. She was attracted to him all right, and repelled by his attitude at the same time. His attitude had lightened toward her, though. He was actually taking her advice about his mother, which surprised her. He was gorgeous and, it turned out, also attentive.

Returning her attention to her blank screen, she blinked and reached for a glass of water. Attraction aside, she and Griffin obviously weren’t meant to be together. He definitely matched the description of a hero out of one of her books, though. Her memory traced along his defined abs, chiseled perfectly along the center and sides. His chest was molded like a piece of art that she was sure he spent hours in the gym each week to achieve. When he’d had his shirt off last night, she’d seen that he didn’t just have tattoos on the swell of his biceps. No, he also had a tattoo that curved from his nonexistent love handles to the small of his back—an eagle with its wings spread wide. There were other tattoos that she hadn’t seen because that would’ve required staring at him and openly marveling at his body. She wasn’t a prude, but she’d felt the blush on her skin last night when she’d walked into the living room to find him half naked.

Val shifted on the barstool. Maybe she’d just borrow him to create the hero of her next book. He definitely had her inspired. Skipping the first sentence, she jumped straight to having her hero and heroine meet. And since she was borrowing Griffin, and she couldn’t deny her attraction to him, she gave her heroine similarities to herself. She’d just fix it later.

Her fingers began tapping along the keyboard, creating a scene where her hero, Garrett, and heroine, Cally—Cal for short—were arguing and denying their initial attraction to one another. Yes, it was very similar to the interactions she’d had with Griffin since meeting him, but desperate times called for desperate measures. She needed a story, and that’s exactly what she was writing. It was fiction with a slight basis on truth. “Slight” being the keyword.

Val was getting into her groove thirty minutes later when the oven’s timer went off. She’d gotten so engrossed in her story that she’d forgotten about cooking the Martins’ dinner. And she didn’t want to stop writing now to finish up. With a deep sigh, she saved her work and forced herself to close her computer. Her mind was reeling from the adrenaline and sudden excitement of writing something new—finally. She couldn’t wait to return home tonight and get back to the art of having her hero and heroine attract and repel one another. It was a lot more fun in fiction than it was in real life. The looks that Griffin had given her the last time they’d seen each other had pierced straight through her. And, while she was attracted to him, she was pretty sure he didn’t feel the same way about her.

Val pulled her favorite serving dish out of the cabinet and started placing the food on it. Then she dressed into her casual, I-don’t-care-if-a-baby-spits-up-on-me clothing, grabbed her purse, and headed to the Martins’ home. Three hours and a lot of spit-up later, she returned to her apartment, spent from lifting baby Leah up over her head again and again.

And again.

She took Sweet Cheeks out to the small fenced-in area behind her apartment to use the bathroom. That was one good thing about the little dog. For the most part she was house-trained. Trained in anything else, not so much. That dog-training book she’d purchased hadn’t been any help. If Griffin’s offer to whip Sweet Cheeks into shape ever came back on the table—which it wouldn’t—she’d have to take it.

“All right, Sweetie. Time to go back.” Because the sudden chill in the air as the sun started to lower was giving her goosebumps, and she was suddenly feeling inspired all over again.

Once back inside, Val made a cup of hot tea and sat on the couch with her computer. Sweet Cheeks curled up beside her. Even though the dog was a pain in the neck, the moral support as she continued writing was refreshing. Writing was such a solitary activity, especially when she kept it a secret from everyone she knew. Maybe she’d get herself a dog after Sweet Cheeks returned to live with Alma.

Val started typing, one sentence after another, waiting for her muse to slam on the brakes like it had been doing for months. Before she knew it, she had completed one chapter and was starting another.

Well, this is progress.

She’d just sit here until she physically had to stop. Tomorrow was another day, and she might not write any words.

It was midnight the next time Val looked up at the clock on her wall. She yawned, stretching her arms over her head and feeling her tired muscles pull tautly over her bones. All the characters in her book were fictional, completely based on the author’s imagination—that’s what the small print would read inside the cover. The truth was, though, that the characters sparring on the pages she’d written tonight were heavily inspired by one Griffin Black, down to the tattoo on his left side. She’d change that fact during the revision process, but for right now, it was working for her. Finally, something, or someone, was working for her. Nikki would be thrilled to hear how much progress Val had made tonight.

With a smile on her face, Val stumbled to her bed and collapsed with Griffin on her brain.


Chapter 7

It was Saturday, Griffin’s day off. He’d spent it washing his Harley, visiting his mother, and looking for an excuse to stop by Val’s. When he’d finally come up with one, however, and driven over to her apartment, she’d been gone. Which filled him with all kinds of questions he shouldn’t be wondering. Like was she on a date with someone else? Not that it mattered. She could date who she wanted.

“You want to go out, buddy?” he asked Trooper, sprawled at his feet.

Trooper wagged his tail. He wanted to go see his pal Jaws, which Griffin sometimes arranged. Jaws was younger and faster, but the two dogs loved each other. And Griffin loved them both, despite the trouble Jaws was giving him at work.

Griffin grabbed Trooper’s leash—not that he would use it—and headed out the door. He opted for his Ford Explorer in the parking lot this time, securing Trooper in the back. A short drive later, he pulled into the K-9 parking lot on base, unloaded Trooper, and went to get Jaws. He usually came to check in with Jaws on his days off, and take him for a run if time allowed. Rain, sleet, or snow, he took care of his family. And his dogs were his family. It was the same reason he’d brought his mother here to Seaside. He’d been a shitty son in the past, and he regretted that, but things were going to change now.

Jaws gave a short bark when Griffin came to his gate.

“Back at you, big guy.”

Trooper barked, too. It was sweet really, these two big tough dogs wagging their tails in excitement to be together.

“Let’s go.” Griffin walked them out of the building and down a long sidewalk toward a field the guys used for obstacle courses and trainings. It also seconded as a track when it needed to.

Trooper always had the spot closest to Griffin’s side when they’d worked K-9 together. In his old age, however, Trooper had given up that spot to Jaws. There was a new alpha dog, but that didn’t mean Jaws had taken the highest rank in Griffin’s heart. Hell, no. That spot would forever belong to Trooper, who’d been with him on three tours in the desert—one that nearly killed them both. They would’ve died together, though, because no way would Griffin ever leave his dog’s side. Never. And he was pretty damn sure Trooper felt the same way.

Griffin glanced over at Trooper’s slightly awkward gait. No longer the invincible pup, he had arthritis now. Even so, Trooper wasn’t going to let Jaws get too far ahead. He might be old, but he was tough.

“That’s right, boys,” Griffin called, pounding the stress of the day into the flattened dirt. The nursing home had called twice today to tell him that his mother was refusing to eat. First breakfast, and then lunch. If this continued, they’d have to give her a feeding tube, the nurse had told him. She’d eaten a candy bar for Val, though. He’d seen the chocolate evidence smeared on her lower lip when she’d promptly told him to go the hell away.

No way was he letting someone run a tube through his mother’s nose. If she wanted candy bars, he’d bring her a dozen of ’em.

They ran a few miles and then headed back to put Jaws in his kennel. Griffin loaded Trooper back in the Ford Explorer, rubbing his hand over the dog’s nose. They were a team. He needed Trooper just as much as Trooper needed him. Neither of them was using the other. That’s what had initially attracted him to this job in the Marine Corps. Dogs were pretty much an open book. The happy home he’d grown up in, on the other hand, had been full of secrets and lies that he’d only found out by accident on his nineteenth birthday. He was one year into college, attending his mother’s alma mater. He’d come home on break and had started looking through his mom’s bin of personal things. He was doing a project at school that required a picture of him as a baby. He’d known his mother kept them in that bin, but she was a busy professor and it was during final exams at the all-girls college where she taught. She wouldn’t mind. It was his life, after all.

It’d never occurred to him that his mother was hiding anything from him. But she’d hidden everything from him, including his own name. Which was slightly funny if he thought about it now, because now she couldn’t remember his name, the real one or the one she’d given him when she’d adopted him at six months of age.

He headed home, taking the long route so that he could drive by Val’s again.

What the hell was he doing?

He told himself it was because he wanted to talk to her about his mother, but that was only partially true.

Her driveway was still empty. None of his business. Val was a beautiful woman. He guessed she’d have men standing in line to go out with her. And despite his fierce attraction and the Marine Corps’ rigid training, he wasn’t one to stand in line.

No, he was a line cutter.

—

Val was trying not to yawn in church. Her father always, always looked at her when she yawned. And then she couldn’t contain them. Another yawn would always follow the first. They were like dominoes.

Don’t yawn. Don’t yawn. Don’t…

Her face stretched with a big yawn that felt so good, like snuggling into a warm bed at the end of a long day. Or a long night. She’d stayed up late last night. Really late. But her muse was suddenly kicking and she couldn’t afford to waste a moment of inspiration. Inspiration that Griffin had given her.

She yawned again, avoiding looking at the front of the church where her father was preaching. Today’s sermon was on honoring wedding vows. At the rate she was going, she was going to stay an old maid forever, therefore she really didn’t need to listen to her dear old dad. Instead, she was mentally plotting her next scene between a hero that fit Griffin’s description to a T and a heroine who resembled her description. It was all innocent fantasy. And all based solely on physical attraction because she and Griffin were a poor match otherwise.

She raised a hand to cover her next yawn, catching her father’s glare as she glanced upward. Crap. She pulled her Bible closer to her and blinked past the watery mass that had filled her eyes while yawning lazily in the front pew.

When church was over, she slipped out quickly, avoiding her father and a few of the elders who asked without fail every week when she was going to “settle down.” She slipped into her Volvo and cranked the engine, suddenly feeling more alert as the radio blasted music and air-conditioning blew in her face. Reversing her car out of her parking spot, she headed to a lunch date she didn’t want to be late for.

The nursing home was quiet as she entered. For a girl who’d enjoyed her fair share of wild days in her teens and early twenties, it was funny that she’d spent just as many calm, serene days here. Growing up, her father had always insisted she do at least one volunteer activity. Seaside Harbor nursing home had always been her top choice—just like her mother. She loved sitting with the residents, talking to them, reading to them, playing board games, whatever they wanted to do.

Waving at Louise seated at the front desk, Val hurried toward the community room where a bunch of the residents ate their meals together. Val had specifically asked that Helen be seated there today at lunchtime rather than staying in her tiny room. Helen was still not eating enough to sustain herself and Val hoped that she might take a few bites with a little friendly encouragement.

Helen sat at a table by the window. She was a beautiful woman with pale blond hair and smooth skin that contrasted with all the other residents’.

“Hi, Helen,” Val said, pulling up a chair beside her. She looked down at Helen’s tray of food, untouched so far. “You don’t like your lunch, huh?”

Helen blinked, seeming to realize for the first time that Val had sat down with her. “You.”

Val took that to mean Helen recognized her. “Me,” she confirmed, offering up a sincere smile. She unzipped the lunch box she’d packed earlier that morning and pulled out two sandwiches. “I brought you something.” She laid one of the sandwiches on a paper plate in front of the older woman. “Made it myself, and I’ll be very insulted if you don’t try it.”

Helen looked down, her brow line twitching softly in confusion.

“Did you make one for me, too?” a deep voice asked, coming up behind her and sending immediate heat waves through her body.

Val turned to acknowledge him, already knowing who it was. “Hey, Griffin. What are you doing here?”

He sat at the table, too. “Uh.” He glanced over at Helen.

“Right,” she said, feeling like an idiot. Helen was his mother, even if the frail bird of a woman couldn’t seem to remember that fact.

“Can I join you ladies for lunch?” he asked.

It suddenly occurred to Val that maybe she was the intruder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were coming. I can come back another day.” She started pulling the sandwiches back inside her sack.

Griffin’s warm hand stopped her. “You’re fine. Please stay. My mo—” His voice caught on the M-word. “Helen and I have shared a few lunches together recently. She doesn’t really like what I bring her.” His eyes darkened as he met Val’s gaze. Something told her that Helen also didn’t enjoy the company he offered. “Maybe she’ll like your lunch offerings better.”

“Oh.” Val nodded. “Well, I do pack a mean lunch.” She squeezed Helen’s hand before setting a cup of fruit cocktail beside the bagged sandwich. She’d packed plastic cutlery in her lunch sack, too. She took the plastic knife and sank it into the middle of her peanut butter and honey sandwich, then placed one half on one of the paper plates that she’d brought. She filled the other half of the plate with veggie crackers and slid it in front of Griffin. “Here you go. There’s enough for all of us to eat.”

His smile was warm, which surprised her. When it came to his mother, he’d been a little defensive thus far.

Val pulled out the paper cups she’d brought with her and poured each of them a cup of apple juice. Then she took Helen’s hand. “Let’s say grace before diving in, shall we?”

Helen had only said one word since she’d sat down at the table with her. “You.” A blank expression answered back now.

Val turned to Griffin. “You, too,” she said, knowing she might be pushing her luck in telling him what to do with his mother. She had rules for saying grace, though. Everyone held hands and everyone bowed their heads. Val tipped her head at Helen’s free hand, asking Griffin in a not-so-optional way to take it in his own.

Griffin didn’t hesitate. He reached out his hand to Helen, waiting for her to set her tiny hand in his. Helen had allowed Val to grab her hand, but she probably wouldn’t have been thrilled with her son, a complete stranger to her now, if he’d done the same.

Helen turned to Val in question.

“It’s okay,” Val said, encouraging her. “Take Griffin’s hand.”

Shakily, Helen complied. It made a knot of emotion swell in Val’s throat. Val reached her other hand across the table toward Griffin, needing to close the chain. A surge of attraction lit through her as his hand enveloped hers.

After a quick prayer, Val picked up her sandwich half and took a bite, glancing over at Helen and inwardly praying that she’d do the same. You couldn’t force someone to eat, not unless you ran a feeding tube down their nose. Val didn’t want that for Helen. She didn’t want that for Griffin either, who appeared to be willing his mother to take a bite with his eyes.

“Mom, why don’t you try the sandwich Val made you?”

Helen’s eyes widened. “I’m not your mom,” she said, fidgeting with her hands in front of her. She was getting agitated. The room was full of chatter and smells. And she didn’t know Griffin from the janitor at the nursing home. It must be so terrifying for her to be here, Val thought, instinctively moving her hand over Helen’s.

“Honey and peanut butter was one of my mother’s specialties. She made one for me every day for lunch.” Val laughed to herself. “Kids should really have more variety in their diet, but it was something we did together.” Her father had never stocked honey in their pantry after her mother’s death. He’d made peanut butter and jelly, which was okay, but it wasn’t the same. Nothing had been the same after her mother died.

Val’s throat tightened and she was suddenly hit with those pesky emotions she tried to keep at bay in the company of others.

“Everything okay?” Griffin asked, meeting her gaze. So observant.

She nodded quickly, summoning a yawn, which always brought tears to her eyes. It was a trick she’d learned a long time ago. When your eyes were watering, people shrugged it off in the company of a yawn. Yawns made everyone’s eyes water. “Just tired. I was up late last night,” she said, telling the truth.

“Doing what?” he asked.

Heat moved through her. She hadn’t expected that question. No way was she going to tell him the truth, that she’d been up writing a romance where the hero was suspiciously similar to him, down to the tattooed, muscled arms and military-short black hair. “Um…well, I…”

“You were reading one of those romance novels like you’ve been reading to the women here, weren’t you?” he asked, teasing her.

She relaxed a little, tilting her head. “Maybe.”

Griffin grinned. “When I can’t sleep I count backward from one hundred. It’s something that my, uh—” He hesitated.

“Something your mother taught you,” she supplied, smiling gently.

“Yeah.”

They both stopped talking as Helen lifted her sandwich to her mouth. Val held her breath. Please take a bite. Please take a bite. Please take a…

Helen’s teeth closed down on the bread and she pulled a small piece off. Val tried not to let Helen see her watching. Griffin did the same. Helen chewed and swallowed. Val felt like plowing a fist into the air. One bite was success, even a small one. From the gentle turn of his mouth, Val knew Griffin felt the same way. She swallowed, sharing a glance that said so many things. It wasn’t often that two people who barely knew each other shared glances that spoke volumes, but she and Griffin had just won a small victory together.

There was something else in his eyes. Attraction. Or maybe she was just seeing what she wanted to see. Maybe last night’s writing session made her feel things that weren’t real. She always fell for the heroes she created in her books, and this one was loosely based on Griffin. Or entirely. So was she falling for the fictional Griffin as well as the real one?

Heart pounding, she looked away, redirecting her attention to Helen, who took another small bite of her sandwich.

—

It was only seven forty-five on a Tuesday morning and the sun was already cooking the back of Griffin’s neck as he stood with a couple of the guys from the K-9 unit and watched a local high school class file in through the gate of the outer fence. They started walking toward a set of bleachers that faced another fenced-in obstacle course for the dogs. It was “Training Tuesday.” Every Tuesday there was time slotted for demonstrations like this one. It was a way to show off the dogs and shine a positive light on the K-9 unit.

Griffin planned on keeping a tight hold on Jaws today. He’d do the obstacle course with him, but that was it. “You be a good listener out there, boy,” he told the dog at his feet. Jaws looked up with large, dark eyes and wagged his tail. Griffin had a sneaking suspicion that Jaws wouldn’t be a lifer in the K-9 unit like Trooper had been.

The teens sat. They were loud with laughter and chatter. Griffin watched as the boys leaned in to the girls, flirting. The girls would laugh, run a hand through their hair, and the cycle would continue. Life was so simple for teens, he thought, turning as Troy approached with his K-9, Bear.

Jaws’s body went rigid.

“Relax,” Griffin said, using his tone of voice to command the dog. Griffin waited for Jaws to soften before turning to Troy. “Hey, man. Ready for this?”

Troy grinned. “It’s your turn to do the question-and-answer.” He rubbed his hands together excitedly in front of him. Bear went on alert at his master’s hand gesture.

“Bullshit. I did it two weeks ago.”

Troy nodded. “And Carson is out. It’s your turn again, man. I hope you get some real brain-suckers.”

Griffin’s shoulders sagged. He didn’t mind running the obstacle courses, but he hated opening the floor to questions. Not that the questions were ever hard, but they tended to be exhausting. And the naïveté of the questions always sounded like the kids thought he and the guys just sat around doing tricks with the dogs all day. “Fine.” Looking at his watch, Griffin decided he’d take the next ten minutes before the demonstration started to drain a second cup of coffee. He was going to need the extra caffeine to survive the morning.

Ten minutes later, caffeinated and resigned to his fate, he walked in front of the group of students. After a quick introduction, he told the students how the morning was going to work. First, they were going to watch the dogs run a few obstacle courses. Then they’d see how the dogs sniffed out things like drugs and bombs. Lastly, there’d be a Q&A.

A student wearing a yellow ball cap raised his hand. Maybe he’d missed the bit about doing the Q&A at the end of the hour.

Griffin took a breath before responding, coating his voice with a smile. “Yeah, buddy? What’s up?”

“So, what do you actually do with the dogs?”

Griffin kept his smile in place. “Watch and see.” He walked through the gate, entering the fenced-in obstacle course area with Jaws. Troy had taken Bear back to the kennel and was now wearing a padded suit. That was another job that Griffin despised. Role-playing the “bad guy” so that the dogs could practice ripping you to shreds wasn’t as fun as it sounded.

Griffin gave a few commands to Jaws, pretending to be on a scene. Troy stood fifty feet away doing his best to look shady in a bite suit. No matter how hard he tried, though, Troy was too boy-next-door to look the part of a criminal.

Griffin went through the regular skit. He asked Troy what he was doing and why. Troy, in character now, stumbled around, acting drunk. He shoved Griffin and a deep growl rumbled through Jaws’s muzzle.

Jaws was trained not to attack unless ordered, though. Or unless his partner was in jeopardy. Jaws waited, tense and ready for a fight.

Griffin and Troy exchanged a smile, hearing the commotion from the bleachers. The students always loved this part the best.

Troy pretended to throw a punch and, instead of sitting and waiting for the order, Jaws leapt up, grabbing the arm of the padded suit.

He’d attacked without a command. Again. Damn it. Griffin had put in extra hours lately training Jaws. The K-9 unit didn’t keep liabilities around for long.

But Griffin didn’t give up on his partners, either.

“Off!” Griffin ordered, using his most domineering voice. Jaws hesitated and then relaxed, releasing his grip on Troy’s suit and returning to Griffin’s side. The students wouldn’t know the difference. They had no idea that Jaws had done something wrong.

Charlie Myer did, though. So did the other guys on the K-9 unit.

Damn. It.

He and Troy finished up the skit and then Griffin endured fifteen minutes of questions from the kids. They wanted to know everything under the sun, including how to adopt one of the dogs.

“These are military property.” Griffin pointed out the serial number tattooed into one of the dog’s ears. It wasn’t Jaws, though, because Jaws had been transported back to his kennel for safety reasons. He couldn’t be trusted right now, and that felt like a kick to Griffin’s nuts. “When we retire the dogs, they usually go to one of the handlers. If they don’t, then we look for a good home in the civilian world. Like everything else, there’s a lot of paperwork involved to adopt one of these guys. They’re soldiers. They’ve been through a lot and deserve the best retirement available.”

When the Q&A was over, Griffin headed in the direction of the kennels, knowing that Charlie Myer would be waiting to talk to him. Jaws had attacked early, but he’d done it because he’d thought Griffin was in danger. Couldn’t fault a dog for that. Not a regular dog at least.

Charlie was standing in his office doorway, arms crossed, a grim expression on his face.

“I know,” Griffin said, walking toward him.

“I thought you said Jaws was improving.”

“He is,” Griffin answered back. “Some dogs just need more work than others.”

“We could go ahead and retire him.”

Griffin shook his head. He felt responsible for Jaws. They were a team. And going through the process of retiring Jaws out meant going through the process to determine if Jaws was safe to be someone’s pet. That thought turned Griffin’s stomach into a lead anchor because if Jaws was deemed unsafe, there would be no happy ending for him.

“No, sir. Give us one more chance.”

After meeting with Charlie, Griffin trudged through the rest of the day, using the last forty-five minutes for more training with Jaws. Then he grabbed his things to go home. His cellphone was blinking with a message as he headed to his Ford Explorer in the parking lot.

“Hey, it’s me,” a female voice said on his voicemail.

He knew exactly who the female was by the way his traitorous heart kicked into gear.

“Listen, when you get this message, can you call me back. I want to tell you something.”

Val left her phone number and the message ended.

Griffin smiled for the first time that day. He’d do better than return her call, he decided. She only lived ten minutes away and he’d been trying to dream up an excuse to go see her anyway. Now he had one.


Chapter 8

The doorbell rang. Val looked down at the gym shorts and tight white tank top she was wearing. She’d been considering working out. Exercise was supposed to be good for creativity and her friend Julie was always telling her how great she’d feel afterward. Yoga was Julie’s exercise of choice. Val didn’t think yoga was for her, but she’d always liked long walks and an occasional jog. Now that she was dog sitting, those were practical things she could do. Val frowned at her attire. If her father was the person at the door, he’d disapprove of her skimpy workout gear. But, then again, her father tended to disapprove of everything she said or did so…

Whatever.

She headed toward the door, where Sweet Cheeks was already having a conniption. Val smiled, collecting the puppy in her arms before opening the door.

Griffin stood before her, taking up all the space on her porch. He was wearing dark rinse jeans and a T-shirt, as always. He had his German shepherd, Trooper, by his side. This had Sweet Cheeks wagging excitedly. Val felt the same way.

“Griffin. What are you doing here?” she asked, hugging Sweet Cheeks tighter.

“You called,” he said.

“I left my number. You could’ve just called me back. You didn’t have to come all the way down here.”

He nodded, still standing on her porch. “Are you, uh, going to invite me in?”

“Oh. Of course.” She laughed as she stepped away from the entrance, giving him permission to come inside. She closed the door behind him, trying not to notice how her heart was suddenly galloping in her chest. Slow down, girl. “Would you like a drink? I have lemonade.”

The corners of his mouth turned up.

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s just very hospitable of you to offer a guest a glass of lemonade.”

Val placed one hand on her hip, holding Sweet Cheeks with the other. “Well, this is the South. It’s lemonade or sweet tea.” She turned and opened her refrigerator, looking over her shoulder at him. “Or beer. I always have beer.”

Griffin sat at the barstool at her kitchen island. “Lemonade would be great.”

Val nodded and set Sweet Cheeks on the floor. Sweet Cheeks scurried toward Trooper, unaware that she was a small dog and he was a gentle giant. Reaching up to grab a glass from her cabinet, Val was suddenly self-conscious of how short her workout shorts were. “I was about to go for a walk with Sweet Cheeks,” she said, taking the glass to the kitchen’s island. She grabbed the pitcher of lemonade from the fridge and started to pour. “I’m teaching her to walk on a leash. I figure Alma might need a longer leash when she gets out of rehab.”

Griffin was looking at her, an amused look on his unshaven face. She had the sudden urge to run her hand along his jawline to feel the bristle of hair on her fingertips.

“What’s funny?” she asked.

“You’re going to be holding on to that little dog long past the time Alma gets discharged from Seaside Harbor.”

Val frowned. “It’s just until she comes home.”

Griffin picked up his glass, bringing it to his mouth. Val forgot to breathe as she watched him. She was in romance-writer mode, hyperaware of Griffin’s every movement. In her manuscript, she’d turned him into a sex god and now he was sitting in front of her, a woman who hadn’t had sex since…

Val tried to remember. Her last boyfriend had been the closest thing to a bad boy that she’d ever dated. And he’d proven himself bad in the worst sense of the word by cheating on her while deployed. She’d talked to a few guys since then, but no one had sparked her interest. Until now. Griffin was definitely igniting sparks.

“How’s the lemonade?” she asked.

“The best I’ve ever had.”

Val swallowed back her smile. “It’s a special recipe.”

His eyebrow cocked. “Oh, yeah. So this is the only place I can get this particular drink?”

“That’s right.” Was she mistaken or was he flirting with her?

“So if you find me standing at your door again, you’ll know why I’m here.”

Val laughed, wrapping her fingers around the glass that she’d poured for herself. “Anytime. It’s easy enough to make.”

“So, what did you want to tell me?” Griffin asked.

“Hmm?” Is it hot in here, or is it just me?

“You left me a voicemail saying you wanted to tell me something,” he reminded her.

“Right. Yes.” She laughed, nervously. Geez, she needed to spend less time in front of her computer and more time with people, and men in particular, so she could be proficient at talking in their presence. “I had lunch with your mom again today. I wanted to tell you that she ate for me again. Half her sandwich.”

Griffin sat up straighter.

For a second she thought he might be upset with her. But then he smiled; it was a different smile from the flirty one he’d been giving her a minute ago. This one shone genuine happiness. “That’s great. Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

“It’s nothing.” She looked down at her hands. “All of my friends are busy this summer with, you know, family vacations and such.” She laughed lightly. “Having lunch at Seaside Harbor is actually a treat for me.”

“It’s a big deal for me,” he said, his voice dipping low. “It means a lot to know that someone is taking the time to care for my mom. Extra care,” he clarified. “The staff there is great, but they don’t have time to sit with her and encourage her to eat for every meal. It’d be easier for them to just order that feeding tube.”

“She still might have to get one. She only ate a couple bites, but…” Val shrugged. “I’m going back tomorrow.”

Griffin stared at her with an intensity that made her squirm. “It should be me.”

“You have to work. I have the summer off.”

Griffin looked down at his glass. “I missed a lot of time with my mom over the last few years. I didn’t even know she was sick until last year.” He glanced up, keeping his head low. “I need to make things up to her.”

Without thinking, Val reached across the kitchen island, laying her hand over his. “You never have to make things up to your parents. It’s kind of an unspoken rule. They love us unconditionally, no matter what.”

She was trying to make him feel better, but instead, his dark eyes grew even darker.

“You don’t understand.” He leaned forward and steepled his hands over his mouth. “We had a huge blowup before I joined the military. I told her she wasn’t my mother and left. That was the last time I saw her before she got sick…” he said, voice cracking.

Val wasn’t sure what Griffin was talking about, but her heart ached for him suddenly. “What did you two fight about?”

Griffin’s jaw clenched. “Helen isn’t my real mother.”

Val’s mouth fell open. “What do you mean, Helen isn’t your mom?”

—

Griffin ignored the uncomfortable ache in his chest. He’d never shared that bit of information with anyone. No one here in Seaside knew that he was adopted. No one from his past knew the truth, either. Except for his extended family, of course. They’d all known and none of them had said a word. When Griffin had found out, he’d simply dropped out of college and joined the Corps, giving himself an instant contractual family. At least when he’d joined the military, he’d known what he was getting into. There was no big lie to kick him in the nuts somewhere down the line.

“Would you and Trooper like to come along on our walk?” Val asked, looking up at him.

He nodded. “Trooper would probably love that.” The truth was, he would, too. He understood why his mother liked Val so much. He liked her, too. That was something he and Helen Black had in common, he guessed, wishing he’d stuck around when he’d first discovered his adoption to figure out if there were more things they had in common, other than the things he’d been raised to believe were part of him.

Now it was too late.

He put Trooper on a leash, not because Trooper required one. Trooper would stick to his side without fail. They were walking to a dog park nearby, though, where there’d be other dog owners. Out of respect, he always carried a leash. People were more at ease around a big dog if they knew he could be handled.

“How’s the training for Alma’s dog coming along?” he asked.

Val giggled to herself.

“What’s funny?”

“You. You can’t say her name. Ever. Is it against the Tough-Guy Rule Book to say Sweet Cheeks?”

Griffin shook his head. “That is no name for a dog. Poor thing is probably so misbehaved because it’s rebelling against that title.”

She continued to laugh. As she did, dark strands of hair fell into her face. She brushed the silky hair back with her hand the way he wanted to. He had the urge to run his fingers through her hair, pull her to him, and kiss her, long and hard.

“Something wrong?” Val asked, watching him now.

Yes. He shook his head. “Just thinking.”

“About what?” she asked.

He found this amusing. Women always wanted to know what a man was thinking. That had been the root of a lot of arguments between him and the only woman he’d dated longer than two months. Maybe that meant he needed to keep his thoughts on a tighter leash. What would she say if he told her he was thinking about kissing her just now? “I was thinking that this walk feels pretty good.”

A white lie. He’d learned from his last relationship that those were better than the truth sometimes.

“I don’t believe for a second that’s what you were thinking, but okay.” Val’s eyes were sparkling against the sunlight. Then her arm jerked forward as Sweet Cheeks spotted the dog park up ahead and launched her little body toward the place. “Whoa, Sweet Cheeks!” she called, pulling back on the leash. “Whoa!”

Griffin took the leash from her. He gave a short, quick tug and uttered a command in a tone of voice that made what he wanted clear to Sweet Cheeks. The little dog looked back, her eyes large and submissive. “It’s all about tone of voice, remember? This isn’t a baby you’re talking to. Be firm.”

Val nodded. “Firm. Right. Thanks.”

He opened the gate to the park and held it for her and “the dog” to walk through. He and Trooper followed behind. They took a bench that lined the large open space and unclipped the dogs, setting them free. Trooper still didn’t move. Griffin patted his head. Trooper was happiest at his side. He wasn’t one of those dogs that could run carefree in a park, sniffing discarded trash and other dogs’ asses. Trooper had been to war. He’d sniffed out bombs, saving countless lives. After excitement like that, a candy bar wrapper paled in comparison.

Griffin pulled a treat out of his jeans pocket and held it out to Trooper. The dog’s eyes flickered with excitement, but he didn’t snatch the treat. He was trained to wait for Griffin to give permission for everything. It wasn’t a bad thing. Trooper had been that way since he was a puppy. “Go ahead,” Griffin said, holding it out.

Trooper snapped it up and started chewing.

“You’re really great with dogs,” Val commented, watching them.

There was a foot of space between him and her on the bench. Maybe it’d been too long since he’d been with a woman, because he had the sudden urge to pull this one closer. If there was anything he’d learned in the Corps, it was willpower. He probably needed to spend less time with the sassy vixen, though, because even the toughest soldier had a weakness. Everyone did. His weakness was quickly becoming a blue-eyed brunette with long hair and longer legs.

“I’m going to take you up on your offer,” she said, catching his gaze.

“What offer is that?” He watched as her hair fluttered around her face, dancing with the soft breeze that was blowing, rustling through the pines that bordered the fence. There was a pleasant background of summer noise—barking, birdsong, laughter—competing for his attention. There was no competition when he looked at Val, though. She had his full, undivided attention at the moment.

“To help me train Sweet Cheeks. Alma will be coming home in a week and a half. I need Sweet Cheeks to be disciplined for her. Is your offer still on the table?”

Griffin thought back to his original offer. “A week and a half isn’t much time.”

“Training dogs is what you do best, though, right?”

The side of his mouth quirked up in a smile that he tried to keep at bay. The bad boy in him wanted to counter that comment by telling her there were some things he did better. He summoned his willpower again. “I’m good with dogs,” he agreed.

“So help me…please.”

“What’s in it for me?” he asked, making it clear that he was teasing by the tone of his voice. Everything was relayed by voice tone, with dogs and humans.

Her lips puckered a little as she thought. “I’ll make your mother avoid getting a feeding tube.”

He pulled his head back, suddenly serious. That was an offer he couldn’t refuse. “Really? You can’t promise that,” he said.

“I have the summer off from school. I’ll make it my job to have lunch with Helen every day. She seems to like me, so…”

“That’s a big commitment.”

“Not so big. I like Helen. What do you say? You help me train Sweet Cheeks and I’ll have daily lunches with your mom for the rest of the summer.”

He sucked in a breath. “I’m getting the better end of this deal, you know?”

“Well, you haven’t heard my condition.” Her voice lifted, drawing him to look at her again. Spending time alone with her could be dangerous.

“What’s your condition?”

“You have to call her Sweet Cheeks. That’s her name. Not Dog.”

He grinned. “Anything else?” His mind ran rampant with all the other requests she could get him to submit to right about now, looking at him through those dark lashes of hers, with those pink, kissable lips. “Training dogs is child’s play for me. You have the upper hand.”

She considered this. “Let me think on that.”

“If you’re serious, I can stop by your place any night after work to train…” he hesitated, his mouth souring at even the thought of uttering her name, “Sweet Cheeks.”

Val watched him, laughter dancing in those baby blue eyes of hers. She pretended to spit in her hand and held it out, angling her body toward his on the bench. “I think we have ourselves a deal, Mr. Black.”

He took her hand in his, the feel of it like silk. He couldn’t help himself. He ran his thumb over the top of her hand as he held on to her. She had kissable, touchable skin that begged to be caressed. “Yes, we do, Miss Hunt.”

—

Griffin’s thumb on the back of her hand was all kinds of inspiring. Val felt like she was melting under his touch, and his gaze. She needed to get off this bench before she launched herself across the distance between them and let her inner romance writer take over.

“Well, looks like it’s going to rain.” She looked up at the dark clouds gathering in the sky. Afternoon storms were the norm during Seaside’s summers. Val loved a good shower. The sound of rain bouncing off the roof had always been enough to poke her muse and get her writing, ever since she was a young girl.

Griffin stood. “These storms spring up out of nowhere, don’t they? That doesn’t happen as much in California.”

Val shrugged, exhaling a soft breath as they moved apart. “I’ve lived here all my life. I’m used to them.”

She gathered Sweet Cheeks in her arms to clip on her leash while Griffin attached Trooper’s. They started walking quickly, out of the park’s gate and back toward her apartment on Main Street. As the sun disappeared behind the ever-darkening clouds, their steps quickened. Val had never minded being caught in the rain, but she was wearing a thin, white tank top at the moment.

“Good thing I drove my SUV instead of my bike this afternoon,” Griffin said. “Otherwise, I’d be hanging out at your place a little longer.”

“That would’ve been all right. It’s Taco Tuesday,” she said, trying to keep up with Sweet Cheeks’s lead.

“You have Taco Tuesday by yourself?” he asked.

Val shook her head. “Not usually. I usually meet up with Kat and Julie for Mexican food on Tuesday nights. With them out of town this summer, though, I’m carrying on the tradition by myself.”

“Taco Tuesdays should never be carried out alone. It’s like drinking alone. It shouldn’t happen.”

Val’s heart sped up as her steps slowed. She hadn’t exactly invited him to stay, but it sounded like he was going to. “Oh, yeah?”

“It’s a rule,” he said, the smallest smile spreading over his dark features. He had the beginning of a five o’clock shadow forming that was too damn sexy for words, which in her world was saying a lot.

“You strike me as a rule breaker.”

Griffin laughed. Val’s apartment was in sight now. “It’s just an appearance. Marines, by nature, follow the rules. We’re disciplined.”

“Good to know.” The first sprinkle hit the side of Val’s cheek. Then the second. “Uh-oh. Here comes the rain.” She started running ahead of him, very aware that she was wearing short knit shorts. It was either let him watch her run from behind or give him his own private wet T-shirt viewing.

Her front door was so close. She fidgeted with the set of keys in her pocket. The rain picked up and then fell in a heavy downpour. Crap. She scooped Sweet Cheeks up in one arm and shoved her key into the door’s lock. It sprang open and she pushed her way inside. Griffin followed a moment later, drenched himself. Dripping, they stared at one another for a heated moment. Then Val squealed as Trooper shook the wetness off his furry coat.

“Sorry about that,” Griffin said. “Do you have a towel? I’ll dry him off.” His gaze lowered to her own wet body. “We all need towels, actually.”

“I’ll grab some.” Val hurried down the hall toward her en suite bathroom. She took an extra moment to grab a dry shirt for herself, quickly changing into it before returning with the towels. When she returned, she stopped cold in her tracks. Griffin was standing bare-chested in her living room for the second time that week.

And good lawd. Taco Tuesday was about to get a little bit hotter.


Chapter 9

Val couldn’t take her eyes off all the bare-chested gorgeousness.

“I thought I’d put my shirt in your dryer,” Griffin said.

She nodded. “Good idea.” Her legs didn’t move, though. She wanted to touch the black ink of his eagle tattoo, trace it with her finger. Then her tongue. Wanted to touch his defined muscle and dig her nails in.

“It’s in there, right?” Griffin asked. “Is it okay if I just throw it in?”

“I’ll do it.” She stepped closer and took his shirt, forcing her gaze off him. “I like your tattoos,” she said, hoping that explained why she’d been staring. Or more accurately, drooling. “How many do you have?” she called as she walked into the laundry room off the side of the kitchen. “Tattoos, I mean?”

“I’ve lost count.” He was seated on her kitchen barstool when she reentered the kitchen.

“I wish I had another shirt to offer you.” Her voice trailed off because she was lying. She still had the shirt she’d cleaned for him last time, folded and waiting to give back. She preferred him shirtless right now, though.

“It’ll only need ten minutes in the dryer. I just didn’t want to be a wet mess at your dinner table.”

No, bare-chested perfection was much better. “Taco Tuesday,” she said, getting back to the task at hand. “I’m a pretty simple girl when it comes to doing it on my own. Just meat, lettuce, and cheese scooped into a hard shell. Next time I’ll have more choices.” Her gaze fluttered up. “Just in case I have guests like tonight. Not necessarily you.”

“Although if I’m going to be giving you and Sweet Cheeks lessons, I should definitely try to make them fall on Taco Tuesdays.” Griffin leaned his elbows forward on the kitchen counter. “Do you need help or can I just watch? I’m horrible in the kitchen.”

Val waved a hand. She was nervous. She didn’t bring men to her kitchen often—or ever. “You can just watch.” Her body burned as she said it and her mind went ahead and rolled right in the gutter where it’d been teetering.

She pulled the hamburger meat that she’d had thawing in the refrigerator out and got to work browning it in a pan. “Actually, I changed my mind.” Grabbing a grater and a block of cheese, she turned to him. “You can grate cheese. This takes more muscle than skill.” As if her eyes had a mind of their own, and she couldn’t control the direction of their wandering, she looked at his biceps. Watching him grate cheese should have an entry fee for sex-depraved women. Or any woman with two good eyes.

“I have to earn my keep, right?” he said, grabbing the orange-colored block and running it over the sharp holes of the grater.

He’d already earned his keep and then some as far as she was concerned. “Uh-huh.” She turned back to the sizzling pan on the stovetop, moving the meat around to cook it evenly. She opened a taco seasoning packet and added it in as she browned the meat. Fifteen minutes later, the meat was cooked and placed in a glass bowl, and the cheese was grated and placed in a smaller bowl. “Here’s a head of lettuce. You chop while I go grab your shirt,” Val said.

“Teamwork. I like it.” Griffin took hold of the knife she offered and started cutting into the head of lettuce on top of her wooden cutting board.

She slowed as she went to grab his shirt, considering possibly spilling something else on it. Instead, she pulled it out and held the warm fabric to her face for a brief moment, loving the feel and smell of clean laundry. And him. “Here you go,” she said, walking back into the kitchen.

“Thanks.” Griffin set his knife down and arranged his shirt to pull overhead. “You seem to like tattoos.”

Her gaze lifted again. Yeah, I’ve been staring. “I guess I do.”

“Do you have any?” he asked, his shirt pulled over his forearms, making his chest muscle bunch in front of him as he prepared to pull it over his head.

Val laughed. “No. No tattoos for me. I used to want a butterfly on my lower back like all my friends were getting in college.” She lifted a shoulder. “I think my father would’ve had a heart attack.”

“Do you do everything your father wants you to do?”

Val shook her head. “No, I usually do everything he doesn’t want me to do. That’s kind of the relationship we have.” She grabbed two plates from her cabinet and placed the shells in the center of the counter and one dish in front of herself and him. “My father has always had a way of looking at me during his sermons. Let’s say he’s talking about stealing or lying, not that I’m a thief or a liar, but if that’s what his sermon is about, every time he says ‘Thou shalt not steal’ or lie or whatever sin we shalt not do, he’ll look directly at me. As if I’m the biggest sinner in the bunch.” She scooped a large helping of meat into her taco shell and passed the bowl to him. Sprinkling cheese over the meat, she shook her head. “It’s nerve-wracking.”

“I get it,” Griffin said, preparing his taco. When he was done, he set the taco down and held out his hand to her.

“What are you doing?” Val looked down at his outstretched hand.

“Well, I might work with dogs, but I wasn’t raised by them. I noticed that you said grace before you ate with my mother the other day.”

She usually did. And placing her hand in his was too much to resist. She’d have to thank God for this later. Her hand slipped into his like a warm glove and she closed her eyes.

The room was silent for a long moment.

Griffin’s thumb ran over the back of her hand. “Are you going to say it?” he asked.

“Hmm?”

“Grace. Would you like me to say it?”

She cracked an eye. “Do you know how?”

Griffin smiled at her and shut his eyes again. Then he proceeded to bless the food in a way that surprised her. “Amen. Let’s eat.” He reached for his taco with two hands and bit down.

She followed his lead. She’d pretty much follow him anywhere.

“Butterflies because all your friends have butterflies isn’t a good reason to get a tattoo,” Griffin said between bites. “If you’re going to get a tattoo, it should have meaning.”

She chewed, sitting beside him. “Do yours have meaning?”

“Every one of them. I have nine, by the way.”

“I thought you said you lost count.”

Griffin winked. “Nine tattoos is a lot. Little white lie. Your father can direct his sermon at me this Sunday.”

Val laughed. “That’d be nice for a change. So what does the eagle mean?” she asked.

Griffin set his taco down. “Freedom. I got it as soon as I left my mom’s house and joined the Marines.” He lifted his sleeve to show her a German shepherd’s face high on his deltoid. “Trooper.” Lowering his sleeve, he picked his taco up again. “When I found out about my mom’s condition, I went through a phase where I was adding new ink every chance I got. Just in case.” He bit into his taco again.

“In case of what?” Val asked, chills rolling over her body now.

“In case I need help remembering who I am one day.” He met her gaze for a long moment.

“You’re adopted. Even if the condition was hereditary, you aren’t blood related.”

“I know that. In my head. Makes me feel better to have my story pictographed on my body…What would a butterfly really say about you?”

Val shrugged. “Nothing, I guess. Which is why I’m glad I never got a tattoo.”

They ate for several minutes in silence, accompanied by the sound of the rain beating harder on her roof and outside her window. The summer shower was quickly becoming a full-blown storm.

Thunder cracked and Trooper nudged closer to Griffin’s leg.

“Is he afraid of thunder?” Val asked, glancing over at her small, wimpy dog in comparison, who seemed unconcerned by the noise.

“Spooked by loud, unexpected noises. Being deployed in a war zone does that to us all. I have a compression jacket for him at my place. It helps a lot during storms.” He patted Trooper’s head and whispered calming affirmations. The dog seemed to melt into his leg.

Val wanted to melt into his leg right now, too. “Anything I can do for him?” she asked.

Griffin had his arms around Trooper now, hugging him tightly. “Do you have any heavy blankets? The deep pressure is what helps him relax.”

“Sure.” She headed back through the house. She had a stack of heavy quilts in her bedroom closet. A moment later she returned to the living room holding one. “Here you go.”

Griffin took it and nudged Trooper to lie down. Keeping it folded in half, he laid it over the dog’s body. “He should be relaxed in about five minutes. No way I can take him outside until the storm is over, though.”

“Of course.” Val nodded. The only thing she’d be doing if they left was write, which she needed to be doing. After seeing Griffin with his shirt off, she was sure she could muster up some romantic scenes for her novel tonight.

She walked over to the couch and sat, letting Sweet Cheeks pounce on her thigh. Griffin’s gaze was heavy on her, watching her across the dimly lit living room. The rain pelted the roof all around them as they waited for the next boom of thunder. “Trooper’s been through a lot, huh?” she asked, not knowing what else to say.

“More than most dogs.” He nodded.

She took that to mean the same of Griffin. He’d been through a lot, too. She was sure some of those experiences were tattooed on him somewhere, which made her mind wonder where. She wanted to locate every memory that he had scribed on his body in ink.

After a moment, Griffin stood, leaving Trooper lying with his eyes closed on the floor.

“I really hope there’s no more thunder,” he whispered, sitting beside her. He had to sit close so that they could whisper and still hear one another over the symphony of rain.

Val angled her body toward him. “What should we do now?” she asked, her voice coming out huskier than she’d intended. She swallowed hard.

Griffin removed Sweet Cheeks from her lap and laid the little pup gently on the floor. “I have a few ideas.”

Val’s breath hitched in her chest, seeing the way he was looking at her. He was looking at her like a man who wanted to kiss her. His gaze dropped to her mouth, which opened for him. Traitorous mouth. Not that she didn’t want to kiss him. Kissing Griffin would feel good. Her gaze ran over the side of his cheek where he had new growth of hair. It was sexy and she wanted to feel it scraping against her own cheek. She inhaled deeply, waiting for thunder or a kiss.

He leaned closer, his hand bracing the weight of his body on the couch’s armrest behind her.

“Do you want to hear my ideas?” he asked, hovering only a couple inches from her face.

Her heart boomed louder than any thunder outside. Boom, boom, boom. “Okay,” she said. “Or you could just show me.”

A small smile lined his glorious mouth. “Talking about it increases the anticipation. It’s like when your parents take you to the fair. You’ve spent half the week talking about it, so when you finally get there it’s the most wonderful place on earth.”

With each word he seemed to lean closer until his body was touching hers. She was starting to wonder if they were talking about the same thing. Maybe her warped mind only went to kisses and touching now. Maybe he was just talking about training dogs. “The fair,” she repeated, meeting his dark, heated gaze.

“The fair,” he whispered back, finally leaning in and touching his lips to hers.

She latched onto his shirt, pulling herself into him hungrily. As she did, her mouth opened, inviting him where no one had been in a very long time. It was just a kiss, but her body had geared up to offer a full invitation.

His tongue swiped against hers, once, twice. She ran her hands down the sides of his chest, a little moan emitting from deep inside her. He leaned forward until she was laid back against the armrest and he was holding himself over her, pressing his body into hers.

It was hard to think. Her mind had slipped off somewhere into the distance and her body was in control. Except she felt out of control suddenly. He kissed the corner of her mouth, trailing his way down along her jawline, the side of her neck. Val closed her eyes, savoring the feel of him on her skin. It was wrong and very, very right all at once. She arched as his hands trailed along her ticklish sides. The movement sent her parts flush with his, and oh, love, his parts had an invitation of their own.

Her eyes flew open, meeting his. “Griffin,” she uttered, unsure of what her next word would be.

And then a crack of thunder shook her little apartment.

—

Tearing his body off Val’s was akin to scraping off his own skin. She felt good—too good. His cock was hard and pissed at the tease as he walked over to comfort Trooper. That last crack of thunder had him shaking again.

“It’s okay, buddy,” Griffin whispered, crouched uncomfortably with a huge problem between his legs. A few more minutes on the couch with Val and he’d have been inside her, his problems melting away with the heat generated between them. That would’ve been wrong, though. Wouldn’t it? He would’ve been using her, which wasn’t fair. A nice girl like Val deserved better.

He glanced back at her still on the couch. Her lips were swollen from their kiss. Her eyes were heated. Her hair mussed.

Fuck. His lower half surged with new blood, begging him to go back to that couch and finish what he’d started.

Conversation. He just needed to engage in meaningful, boring conversation. “So,” he said, his mind foggy like he was waking from a dream. “How long have you been running a book club at Seaside Harbor?”

Val pushed her hair out of her face. Even her smile was dripping in sex at the moment. “Since I was a little girl. My mother ran it back then and I’d go, too.” She shifted her legs under her on the couch. She was fortunate not to have a body part blocking her movement. “My mother and I loved doing that together. It’s one of my favorite childhood memories.”

She turned to look at him, probably wondering what the hell he was doing, kissing her like that and now talking about nursing homes.

“You’re amazing, you know that?…And you deserve better than this. Than me. I’m sorry,” he said, deciding directness was the only way to go. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

“But I kissed you back. And I’m not sorry about it.”

Well, hell. “You’re not?”

She shook her head, her hair scratching along her shoulders. He wanted to see those shoulders bare, below him, above him—hell, he didn’t care.

“I liked the kiss,” she said.

“Me, too. But we shouldn’t do this.”

“Why not?”

He studied her face. “Because I’m no good for you.”

She got off the couch and moved toward him, sitting on the floor beside him and Trooper. “And why is that?” she asked, leaning in dangerously close.

He could rattle off a dozen reasons why, but all were just excuses. “I’m not in a place where I can date right now. I just moved my mother here. She needs my attention. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”

Her gaze dropped from his eyes to his mouth. “It was just kissing.”

“It was a lot more than kissing, Val. Or it would’ve been.”

“That’s pretty presumptuous, Mr. Black,” she whispered, her voice arousing his senses.

“Am I wrong?”

She smiled up at him. “Guess you’ll never know.”

He groaned, running a hand through his short hair. “I’m trying to be good here, and you’re not helping.”

She grinned again. “Maybe I don’t want you to be good.”

He lifted his gaze. “I’m beginning to think you’re the one who’s adopted.”

Val laughed. “I’ve wondered that myself.” She directed her attention to the rain outside the window and took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling. “Fine. No more kissing—for the moment. We’ll do our first training session with Sweet Cheeks instead.” She turned to look at the dog, who was still lying on the couch with her head between her paws. “Come here, girl.” Val patted her lap. “Come here.” She glanced back at Griffin. “If I had one of those treats she’d come.”

“She needs to learn to come to you even when you don’t have treats. Use a firmer tone of voice.”

Val patted her thigh again. “Come,” she said a little more forcefully.

Griffin tried to keep his still-foggy mind out of the gutter.

“Come,” she said again. Sweet Cheeks lifted her head and stood, launching herself onto the floor.

“Now praise her heavily for following your command,” Griffin told Val.

Val patted Sweet Cheeks’s head. “Good girl! You did great. You came.”

He shifted uncomfortably. She was killing him, all sweet and sexy.

“I like it when you come,” she said in a singsong voice.

Griffin stood up abruptly, causing her to turn back, her pouty, kissable lips dropping slightly. “Water. I’m going to go get a glass of water. That was good. The dog is a quick learner.”

Val raised an eyebrow. “What’s the dog’s name?” she asked, teasing him with her eyes.

He scrubbed his hands over his face, uttering the name as he did. It came out blunted and garbled.

“Sweet what?” she asked, grinning widely.

“Sweet Cheeks, okay?”

Sweet Cheeks stood at attention, wagging her pointy tail.

“Aww. She likes it when you call her by her name,” Val said, collecting the dog in her arms.

Why was everything she said suddenly reminding him of sex? He needed to walk away and clear his head. He went to the kitchen and grabbed the glass he’d used at dinner. Holding it under the faucet, he thought about the things he had lined up for tomorrow. That was enough to dull anyone’s libido. Jaws was one aggressive act away from being pulled from the K-9 unit. If that happened, the powers-that-be would have to determine what happened to his dog after that. Adoption or a little injection that ended it all. Adoption was only a viable option if Jaws was considered safe. That option didn’t sit well in Griffin’s stomach, either. If he wasn’t safe to work in K-9 because he was too aggressive, who’s to say he wouldn’t be the same as someone’s pet?

“You okay?” Val asked, standing behind him now.

He turned to look at her. Leaning against the edge of the counter with his glass of water, he didn’t nod or say anything. Saying he was fine would be a lie and he didn’t want to lie. “I liked kissing you,” he finally said. “Something about being with you makes things better.”

“Maybe you should kiss me more often,” she suggested. Then she reached a hand up and traced a finger over one of the tattoos on his arm—a series of numbers that matched the ones tatted in Jaws’s ear, a way for the military to ID the dog as their own.

Griffin met her gaze. His mind was telling him to walk away. The storm was subsiding. He could get in his SUV and go home with Trooper now, but he didn’t want to. His opposite arm reached over and grabbed her wrist gently, stopping the tracing of her finger. Her chest stopped moving as she held her breath. He had no idea what he was going to do next. Then, he pulled her to him, holding her gaze all the way. If she didn’t want this, she’d have to stop it this time.

Kissing her, he submitted to whatever power she had to make the world a better place. Her fingers kneaded into the muscle along his back, pulling their bodies closer. The only way to get closer than they were was if they took off their clothes. He had no objections to that. He started to lift her shirt up, needed to see more of her. To feel more of her soft skin in his hands.

“Wait,” Val said, pushing him back so that she could look into his eyes. “All I want to do is kiss. No further than that.”

His cock was about to raise hell. “Kiss,” he repeated, trying to process what she was saying. He’d just given himself permission to let go and now Val was pulling out the take-it-slow card. “Just kiss.”

She looked away. “Well, we only just met. This wasn’t even a date, so doing more than kiss doesn’t make sense.” She nibbled on her sexy lower lip. “We can’t just skip ahead.”

“Is this the influence of those romance novels you read with your book group?” he asked, running a finger along her cheek. He couldn’t stop himself from touching her now. He wanted to touch all of her.

“Maybe if you read a few you’d know the order that things should happen.”

“Tell me,” he said.

Keeping her head tipped, she looked up through long black lashes. “Well, ideally the date would’ve come before the kiss. In a romance novel, at least.”

“But I like breaking the rules, remember?” He pulled her against him again. His cock needed to press into her, even if they had decided to keep their clothes on.

She gasped a little and continued. “The first kiss should be just that. Just a kiss.”

“I see. If that’s the case, I should leave now because I’m finding it excruciatingly hard to control myself. I will, though. I’d never press for anything you didn’t want.”

“The rain is letting up,” she said. Her words conflicted with her eyes. Her eyes told him she wanted to go further than they’d gone. She wanted it almost as much as he did, he suspected.

He needed words, though, and since she wasn’t asking him to stay, he decided it was time to go.

He kissed her mouth one more time and broke away from her. “Come on, Trooper. Let’s get home.” He grabbed his keys from the kitchen island and started for the door, turning to face her before opening it. “So if we were to do things the way they do them in a romance novel, what would happen next?”

She fidgeted with her hands. “Well, we’d have to go back a little and go on a first date.”

He stared at her, thinking on that. “Good to know. No more kissing until I take you on a date. Got it.” He winked and then opened the door and walked out with Trooper.

—

Val awoke with a start. To Sweet Cheeks humping her leg. “Eww!” She carefully removed the dog from her appendage, her body cracking and popping with every movement. She’d fallen asleep at her desk. Her laptop was in hibernation mode in front of her. After Griffin had left last night she’d been feeling very inspired.

Val stood and headed toward the kitchen to make a cup of coffee, a smile blooming on her face as she remembered the details of last night’s kiss. The kiss to make all other kisses she’d experienced in the past fall away. Griffin’s kisses had involved facial hair that scraped and aroused her every nerve ending, hands that had touched and teased without disappearing under any clothing. His kiss had taken her to a place she wanted to go again and again.

Except he’d walked out when she told him there’d be nothing more than kissing last night. “Good to know,” he’d said when she’d told him the proper order of things per romance novels. If he was interested in her, a date was next. Not that she wanted him to be interested in that way. She really didn’t have time in her life for a true relationship, even though he’d inspired a week’s worth of writing in one night. Imagine what he could’ve inspired if she’d let him get to second base. She couldn’t do that for the sake of writing her book, though. And that’s what having sex would’ve been about. Wouldn’t it?

The smell of hazelnut coffee awakened her senses as it poured out of her coffeepot and into her mug. She had just enough time for an hour of writing before she needed to shower and get over to Seaside Harbor to have lunch with Helen. Val drained her morning cup of caffeine and wrote at her computer, pleased to see that the inspiration hadn’t died when she’d drifted off to dreamland. Then she showered and dressed, pulling her long dark hair into a ponytail. The summer was getting hotter and just walking to her car these days had her dripping in sweat. She packed two lunches and hurried over to Seaside Harbor.

“Hey, Val,” Louise said, glancing up from a binder at the front reception desk. “You’re looking perky this morning.” She lifted her brows, fishing for information.

“Two cups of java will do it every time.”

Louise looked disappointed. “If you’d get your head out of those books you read, you’d have time for a social life. Then I could relive my single years through you.”

Val laughed, waving as she continued toward Helen’s room. Helen was sitting up in bed when she arrived. Val sat in the chair beside her bed and placed a brown paper bag on Helen’s lap. “Ham and cheese today, with a little bit of lettuce and tomato. There is a slice of banana bread, made by me, if you eat your whole sandwich.”

Helen stared blankly at her.

“It’s me. Val Hunt. Remember?” She stroked Helen’s arm nearest her.

Helen blinked and nodded. “Yes. Of course I remember you,” she said. But Val wasn’t sure she believed her.

“Good. Open your bag and we’ll eat.”

Helen obliged. She took out her sandwich and bit into it without giving any argument this time. Val did the same. They ate in comfortable silence. When they were done, Val took out a project that she’d completed after her coffee and writing earlier that morning.

“Here. I want to show you a book that I brought you,” Val said. It wasn’t the type of book she was used to writing, but she was proud of it nonetheless. “This is a picture book to help you remember a few very important things and people.” Val scooted her chair closer to Helen and draped the book on Helen’s lap. Val had used her personal laminator at home to laminate the cover and pages. On the front cover was Helen’s picture. “Helen’s Book of Memories,” Val read.

Helen smiled, looking at her. “That’s me. When did you take that?”

Val shrugged, not wanting to remind Helen that she’d posed for it the last time Val had seen her. She turned the page.

“That’s you,” Helen said.

Val nodded. “That’s me. Val. I’m your friend and I love to come have lunch with you. We also do book club together in the community room, right?”

“Right. A love story,” Helen added.

Val looked at her and nodded, pleased that Helen remembered. She turned the page and there was a picture of Griffin that she’d taken last night. Her heart lifted and did a little dance at the sight of him. “Who’s this?”

Helen’s brow lowered, her mouth setting in concentration. “He looks nice.”

“He is. This is Griffin. He’s…” Val hesitated, not wanting to upset Helen. “He’s your son, Helen. Do you remember him?”

Helen looked up, surprised. There was also shame and confusion and a thousand other emotions written in the lines of her face. “Griffin. My son,” she said. “My son.”

Val reached for her arm again. “He’s very nice and he comes here to see you a lot. Remember?”

Helen nodded. “Yes. Griffin.” A small smile turned on her lips and Val exhaled. Good. This was good. Maybe her idea would work. She continued to turn pages, showing pictures of other staff members in the home. Louise, one of the orderlies, and members of the book club. She ended the book with another picture of Griffin.

“My son,” Helen said on her own this time.

Val’s eyes burned with emotion. “I’m going to leave this book with you.” She laid it on Helen’s nightstand. “You can look at it as much as you want and we’ll read it together when I come back.”

Helen stared at her blankly.

“I’ll be back tomorrow for our book club, okay?” She headed for the door. “Bye, Helen.” She sucked in a deep breath as she walked back toward the exit of the home, feeling elated that she’d gotten Helen to eat nearly all her lunch and to remember a few people in her life. She waved at Louise on her way out and climbed back into her car in the parking lot. Glancing at her phone, she realized she’d missed a text from her agent.

CALL ME.

Val didn’t have a sense of dread this time. Instead, she couldn’t wait to call Nikki and tell her that she was over halfway through writing her book. Thanks to Griffin. At this rate, Val would make her deadline, no problem. She pressed DIAL on her phone and waited for Nikki to answer.

“Hey, doll. Tell me that blow-up doll I sent you did the trick.”

Val laughed. “It helped. The advice you offered helped a lot, too.”

“What advice?” Nikki asked. “Wait. Did you find yourself a man to inspire you?”

“Maybe.” Flashes of last night’s kiss scrolled through Val’s mind. Oh, yeah. She was definitely feeling inspired. “And you’ll be happy to know that I’m back on track to meet my delivery deadline.”

“Really? Well, this is good news. I’m not going to say I was beginning to have my doubts, but…”

Val didn’t want to admit it, but she’d had her doubts, too. “Don’t worry. The publisher will be happy and so will you.” Val turned her little car down Seaside Drive. It was a beautiful day to take a walk on the pier, look out on the water, and just think—one of her favorite pastimes other than writing.

“Perfect. Continue doing whatever it is that suddenly has your fingers flying across your keyboard.”

Val smiled. “You got it.” They said their goodbyes and Val got out of the car, grabbing her wide-brimmed straw hat to block the sun from her face. She headed toward the end of the pier, where an aged bench was calling her name. Someone else was seated on the bench this time, though, she realized as she drew closer. Someone with broad shoulders and dark, buzzed hair. He was wearing mirrored aviator glasses, but she remembered well what his eyes looked like, especially when they were heated and focused on her.

Griffin.

She considered turning back and leaving before he could see her. Then she noticed that he was reading something. A book. And not just any book: it was a Sophie Evans romance.


Chapter 10

“What are you doing?”

Griffin turned toward the female’s voice and smiled. “Reading.”

“You’re reading a romance novel?” She stepped closer. Half of her face was hidden behind large black sunglasses and a wide-brimmed hat, but if he wasn’t mistaken, she looked horrified.

“I realized last night that if I want to keep kissing you, which I decided that I do, I need to learn the rules.”

“Why that book?” she asked.

“It’s the one your book club is reading, right?” He studied her. Why did she seem upset right now? “My mother is reading it with you guys, so I thought this was the best choice. Maybe I can have an actual conversation with her about something she remembers.”

Val nodded slowly, seeming to process this.

“Is there a reason you don’t want me to read this book?” he asked.

“No,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “I’m just surprised. You don’t find many men reading romance novels. Especially in public.”

Griffin leaned back into the bench, draping his arm along the back. If Val was going to sit, his arm would already be out. He wasn’t sure yet what the romance rules were for getting his arm around a woman, but this seemed like a freebie move. “Want to sit?”

“Shouldn’t you be at work?” she asked instead of sitting.

“I’m taking a break to think.”

“To think?” she repeated, smiling softly.

“Why the smile?”

“That’s why I came here.” She sat down beside him finally, but didn’t lean back. Instead, she sighed and stared out at the water.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Work.”

“I thought you had the summer off.”

She turned and looked at him, then shook her head. “I do. No, not that work. I do a lot of work at the church for my father. And I volunteer at the nursing home, of course.”

“Right.”

“Speaking of which, I just came from having lunch with your mom.”

“Yeah? How’d it go?”

Val adjusted the hat on her head to shield her face from the beating sun. “She ate three quarters of a ham and cheese sandwich and then a piece of banana bread.” She smiled proudly. “Homemade, I might add.”

“I could kiss you right now.” He said it on purpose, enjoying the way her cheeks darkened. “For helping my mother like that. You’re a saint.”

“Hardly.”

Griffin tapped the book on his lap. “If you enjoy reading this stuff, you definitely have a sinful side, too.” Her cheeks bloomed even brighter. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m liking this romance book.”

Her mouth fell open, those pouty lips of hers rounding in surprise. “Really?”

“It’s good. Adventure. Romance. Sex.” His voice dropped and he leaned in as he said the last word. He wasn’t sure why he liked teasing her so much, but he was enjoying the hell out of it right now. “I’m shocked that the women at Seaside Harbor are into this.”

Val was staring at him. She rolled her lips into one another, pressing them together. “I can’t believe you’re actually reading that.” Her voice sounded thick with emotion.

“Hey. Is something wrong?” he asked.

“No. I’m just…” She shook her head. “My father has always hated that I read romance. He hated that I used to watch soap operas, too. It sounds silly, but it means a lot to me that you’re reading that book and actually liking it.”

He used the hand resting behind her head to run an absent finger through her dark hair. In the sunlight it carried a subtle red tone to it that he liked. “Not so silly.”

“Happily-ever-afters are my fantasy, I guess.” She wiped a finger under her eye. “But don’t tell anyone. That’s a secret.”

“They don’t have to be a fantasy. Your friend Kat seems to be living out hers. Her sister, Julie, and Lawson, too.”

“Kat had to go through tragedy first. Her fiancé died before they could get married.”

Griffin nodded. “I remember hearing about that.”

“And Julie had an abusive ex before she met Lawson.” She looked at him. “Me, I haven’t had any horrible relationships. Just a bunch of boring ones. Makes me wonder if I have to go through some horrible experience if I ever want to get to my happily-ever-after. In which case, no thanks.”

“Now you’re sounding silly,” Griffin said, still toying with her hair. She didn’t pull away.

“Do you have a tragic love story?” she asked, glancing over.

He laughed. “I’ve had a few dud relationships, too. I’m not looking for a great love story, though.”

“No?” She tilted her head.

Facing the water, he took a deep breath in. “Nah.”

“Why not?”

The waves thrashed about under the pier’s pilings as he contemplated his answer. Once upon a time, maybe he’d imagined himself finding true love. If so, it was so long ago that he couldn’t remember anymore. “I left the woman who meant the most to me—my mother. I found out she lied about me being her birth son and I turned my back and walked out on her. I don’t think I get to have another woman in my life depending on me.”

Val removed her sunglasses and used her index finger to turn his chin toward her. “Everyone deserves love, regardless of your mistakes. You came back. You’re here for her now.”

“It’s too late, though, isn’t it?” His jaw clenched. He wasn’t sure why he was spilling his soul to the woman beside him. He preferred it when he only wanted to kiss her. He’d started reading the romance novel just so he could figure out how to keep on kissing her. Now, here he was laying his feelings down for her to see, opening himself up to a lot more than kissing. “I choose to have relationships with my dogs. They don’t lie to me and I would never turn my back on them.” He thought of Jaws. He wasn’t going to turn his back on Jaws no matter what happened.

Ready to change the subject, he sucked in a breath. “Let’s talk about these romance rules you mentioned the other night. So, if I’m reading this book right, I need to invite you on a date, which you’ll resist initially. Then you’ll give in when you see how charming I am.” He waggled his eyebrows.

Val laughed, her head falling back against his outstretched arm. “You have to make me an offer I can’t resist. That’s how it works.”

“Hmm. I’m not sure I can do that. I’m not from Seaside. I don’t know all the irresistible attractions.”

“Try me,” she said, the tone of her voice challenging him.

And he was always up for a challenge. “Okay.” He tapped the book in his hand. “The first date in this book involves an afternoon picnic and then a ferry ride. This author could’ve set the book here in Seaside with all the similiarities. Care to re-create this book’s first date?”

Val’s mouth dropped open.

He was impressing his own self right now, taking a page from a book that was written to make women swoon. Why hadn’t he discovered this secret “in” to women’s minds when he was a teenage boy?

“You want to re-create the first date in that book?” she asked, smiling softly.

“Is that a yes?”

Val nodded. “You just made me an offer I can’t resist,” she said. “Yes.”

—

After leaving the pier, Griffin returned to finish his shift at work. It was an uneventful afternoon, which he was thankful for. Jaws couldn’t afford any more marks against him. And Griffin couldn’t afford to lose his partner right now. He’d lost too much already.

Parking, he got out and released Jaws from the backseat crate. A walk would clear both their heads.

“Stay.” He slipped Jaws a treat even though Jaws was past needing constant reinforcement. Jaws’s eyes seemed to smile as he stared at him. He was a good dog. A good partner, too. He just needed a little extra TLC to make sure he followed commands and didn’t act with excessive aggression anymore.

Griffin led the way, pleased to see that Jaws remained by his side without a leash, looking up intermittently to make sure he was pleasing his master. When Griffin had first gotten Trooper, there’d been some rough patches, too. They’d worked past them.

Griffin stopped walking and waited to see what Jaws would do. Jaws stopped, too. With a nod, Griffin started to reach into his pocket for another treat, but static sounded through his radio and a call was dispatched.

Disorderly conduct.

Griffin gave the command and Jaws hurried beside him back to his vehicle. He opened the back door and Jaws hopped in, settling into the cage without protest. Griffin guessed the same adrenaline that pumped through his veins when he got a call zipped through Jaws, as well.

They raced to the scene and Griffin pulled his SUV behind another K-9 marked vehicle. He got out, his heart thumping with excitement. “What do we have?” he asked another Marine walking toward him. Jaws was in the vehicle. No need to let him out until Griffin knew what the story was.

“Indecent exposure,” the other officer said.

Griffin’s heart jumped just a little. He never wished for trouble, but if there was going to be trouble, couldn’t it be the fun kind? “Male or female?” he asked.

Because female nakedness was usually fun. Especially if it involved Val Hunt. Indecent exposure with her would be his fantasy come to life.

“Male,” the other officer said.

Griffin nodded. “Right.” Of course.

“It’s under control,” the other officer informed him.

“Great.” Griffin ran a hand over the top of his head. At least that was good news. He hung around for a few more minutes, then returned to his vehicle and started driving, unable to get the fantasy of a naked Val out of his mind now. Indecent exposure with her would mean he’d have to use his handcuffs. Knowing her, she’d resist being arrested and he’d have to manhandle her just a little to get her into his backseat. And on the way to the station, being the firecracker she was, she’d give him an earful. He might even have to pull over once or twice and get back there with her. Which would mean kissing her senseless. Which would lead to pulling her on top of him.

Griffin shook his head. Damn it. That fantasy was enough to make him lose sleep for weeks.

He redirected his attention to his job for the next few hours, then returned Jaws to his crate. “Good job today, buddy,” he said, patting Jaws’s head. “See you tomorrow.”

Griffin walked back to the parking lot and traded his K-9 vehicle for his motorcycle. He pulled on his helmet, then took to the back roads that led off the military base and into Seaside. He had a few errands to run before heading home to Trooper.

—

The next afternoon, Val finished up her hour with the ladies in her book club at Seaside Harbor and hugged several of them as they left. Helen remained parked in her wheelchair.

“Did you enjoy the novel today?” Val asked.

Helen looked up. She had the book of memories that Val had created for her in her lap. It was open to Val’s page, with a picture of Val standing in front of the nursing home waving. Val had even used glitter glue to draw hearts around the picture’s border, to cue Helen in that she liked Val. They were friends. “Yes. It’s a very good book,” Helen said. “I didn’t read very many love stories when I was younger.”

Val’s brow lowered. She took a seat beside the older woman, angling her body toward hers. From Val’s years of volunteering here, she knew that Alzheimer’s patients could have moments of clarity. Since Helen had become a resident here she hadn’t known her to remember anything from her past until now. “You didn’t?”

“No. I think I read…” Helen hummed, ironing her hand over the soft cotton fabric of her pants. “What’s the word for books that are real?”

“Nonfiction?” Val supplied.

Helen looked at her. “Yes. I believe I read more of that.”

“Do you like fiction like what we’re reading here?” Val asked.

“I think so. It’s very romantic, isn’t it? I was in love once.”

Val reached for her hand. It was still smooth, unlike the hands of most of the other inhabitants at Seaside Harbor.

“Have you ever been in love?” Helen asked.

Val shook her head. “Not yet.” And part of her didn’t think she’d ever be in love. Which was fine. She fell in love every time one of her characters fell in love in one of her books. That was enough for her. And lately, the two characters she was writing, suspiciously similar to herself and Griffin, were falling fast and hard for one another. “I do have a date tomorrow night, though,” she told Helen.

“Oh.”

Val could see that the brief moment of clarity was fading. She wondered if Helen even remembered what they were talking about now. She turned the book in Helen’s lap to Griffin’s picture, her chest fluttering at just the sight of him. No, she’d never been in love, but she was in solid “like” with Griffin. “I have a date with this guy. Do you remember him?” she asked.

Helen looked down at the picture. It was one that Val had taken at her apartment the other night. “He looks nice.”

“He is. Very nice…I have to go, Helen. I’ll see you later, okay?”

“Tomorrow for lunch,” Helen said, surprising Val.

Val nodded. “You got it.”

She walked out to her car and drove home. After letting Sweet Cheeks out to run around and use the bathroom, she sat down to write. A few minutes later her phone buzzed at her side. She looked down and smiled at the text from her best friend. It was a picture of a pregnant Kat and her husband, Micah, standing with Ben at Disney World. They looked really happy. And in love. Theirs was a happily-ever-after that rivaled any romance novel’s. Val thought about Helen’s question of whether she’d ever been in love. She hadn’t, but maybe one day she wanted to be.

Griffin came to mind. He wasn’t the type of man you fell in love with. He was the type of man you acted out all your wildest fantasies with. A necessary man for a romance writer to have. She had a lot of fantasies she’d yet to act out. Maybe this summer was the perfect time to do just that. As Nikki had suggested, she could have her summer fling and finish writing her book. Then, when the summer was over, she’d return to work at Seaside Elementary, and end things with Griffin because he wasn’t really the forever kind of guy. Her father would never approve of him, and it really pissed her off that she cared so much. Her father never cared about her opinion on anything.

She finished up writing the chapter she was on in her new Sophie Evans book, then worked a little on social media stuff. Lately she’d been dreaming up an online interview she could do for her readers. She’d seen a few other authors do YouTube videos, answering personal questions about themselves. Val liked that idea. She liked the thought of forming friendships with the people who read and enjoyed her books. Logging in to her website, she decided to go for it. She posted a quick invitation to her followers, asking them to send her any and all questions they had. About her books or herself.

When she was done, she got up and headed to make herself a snack. Her mind trailed back to her happenstance meeting with Griffin, and their scheduled date this weekend. Her heart did a silly little somersault in her chest. She opened her kitchen cabinets and started rummaging, then straightened at the knock on her door. She glanced at the digital clock on her countertop. It was six o’clock in the evening. She looked down at her cozy threadbare pants and matching tank top.

Her visitor knocked again.

“Okay. All right.” She hurried over and opened the door with Sweet Cheeks hot on her heels.

“Hey.” Griffin stood on her doorstep.

Everything inside her lit up like a Christmas tree. “Hey,” she said back.

His gaze lowered, taking in her pajamas. Val squirmed, wishing she’d kept on her jeans and T-shirt a little longer. And her bra.

She looked down and saw the outlines of her nipples poking through the thin fabric of her tank top. Sucking in a sharp breath, she crossed her arms at her chest, which did nothing to hide her nipples standing at full attention. “Um. What are you doing here?” she asked, stooping to pick up Sweet Cheeks and positioning the dog in front of her breasts. “Our date isn’t until tomorrow, right?”

“Right…Can I come in?” Griffin asked.

“Sure.” Val stood back and let Griffin enter, then closed the front door behind him. “What’s up?”

“I hear Mom had a good day today,” he said, walking toward the couch and sitting. He leaned over his knees, propping himself up on his elbows.

“She did.” Val sat across from him in a recliner that she’d had since college. “Did you go visit her?”

He nodded, his gaze meeting hers. “But she was tired. She didn’t want visitors. I brought Trooper with me, which got me a couple of minutes with her, but that’s all. She was more interested in my dog than me.”

Val’s heart ached for him. She stood and moved toward him on the couch, sitting beside him. “I’m really sorry, Griffin. She’ll have another good day, and maybe you’ll be there next time.”

“Right,” he said in a barely audible voice.

There was no predicting when the good days would come. No predicting how long Helen would remember anything her brain was holding on to.

“Do you want a cup of hot tea?” Val asked.

Griffin’s mouth curved. “A cup of hot tea?”

Val lifted a shoulder. “My mother always made me hot tea when I was upset.”

“You say that in past tense.” His eyes were heavy on her as she sat only a few inches away. She’d put Sweet Cheeks back down and no longer had a cover for her pesky nipples poking through her tank top. No hiding that she was aroused at just the sight of him, even talking about a subject that tore at her soul a little every time she spoke about it.

“My mother died when I was nine. Cancer,” she told him.

His gaze darkened. “I’m sorry.”

She swallowed, trying to shrug it off. It’d been twenty years, but the loss still felt raw sometimes. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s not okay. Cancer sucks, but it happens.” She brushed her unruly hair out of her face and took a breath. “I could use some hot tea right now myself. You want some? It really does help.”

“Sure.” He followed her into the kitchen and sat on a stool at the counter.

She turned the kettle on and pulled two mugs down from her cabinet along with a box of tea bags. “I’ll be right back,” she said, unable to help herself anymore. She went into her bedroom and traded her PJs for jeans, a T-shirt, and a bra. Reentering the kitchen, she met Griffin’s gaze.

He lifted a brow. “I kind of liked the pajamas,” he said in a low voice, the kind you use in the bedroom, which was where a guy like him belonged. In her fantasies and, maybe for the summer, in her bed.

Val stepped closer. Her agent had never led her wrong. Nikki had told her to find a guy, and Val’s writing had taken off as soon as she’d met Griffin. Taking her clothes off, and getting Griffin to do the same, was seeming like a better and better idea. Locking eyes with him, Val grabbed the hem of her shirt and lifted it overhead, then tossed it to the ground, revealing a red lacy bra. This was definitely not good-girl behavior. This was the behavior that was going to help her finish that book. Behavior that was going to get her laid for the first time in over a year. There was more than that about Griffin motivating her to strip down right now, but she didn’t want to think too much. Otherwise her mind might find a reason for why she needed to pull her shirt right back on.

“What are you doing?” Griffin asked, his dark eyes growing darker.

“Taking your mind off your day.”

“I don’t need you to—”

She reached behind her and unfastened her bra, and he stopped talking. He stopped looking into her eyes, too. Instead, he looked at her body as she stood before him, no longer hiding. She suddenly ached for him to touch her. Why wasn’t he touching her?

“Val,” he started, “I’ve read that romance book and what you’re suggesting does not come first.”

She reached for his hand and brought it to her, cupping it over one breast. She took a step closer to him as his fingers curved over her, squeezing. A low groan came from his throat, then he wrapped his other arm around her waist and pulled her to him, caging her between his legs as he sat on the stool. He covered her mouth with his and kissed her like his life depended on it. She melted against him as he kissed her harder, squeezed her harder. Pulling back, he lowered his mouth to her neck, running his tongue over her sensitive skin, and then dropped his mouth to one breast.

She moaned happily. Yeah, this was better. This was exactly what she needed right now. “Let’s go to the bedroom,” she suggested, feeling rushed and needy.

He pulled back and looked at her. “We have a date tomorrow night.”

Which she never should’ve insisted upon. Sex was better. More inspiring. “So?”

“So, the date comes first. That’s the order of things,” he said, still kissing her. His fingers played with her nipple now, molding it and pulling at the tip, driving her crazy.

“Whoever wrote that book was wrong,” Val breathed. “This is the order of things.”

He grinned wickedly and shook his head. “We keep things in here tonight. I’m following the rules. You started this, remember?”

She tried to look at him, but oh, the things he was doing to her made it difficult to open her eyes. Then he started unbuttoning her jeans. He tugged them down just enough for his hand to disappear inside and do more magical things. He slipped his finger inside her panties, making her completely melt against him. This was what she needed. With his mouth on her breasts and a hand in her pants, he brought her to the edge as she rocked against him. Then she cried out, clutching him hard to keep from collapsing onto the ground. He held her up, smiling as she came back to earth.

“That was better than tea,” he said, watching her.

“Much better.” She ran a hand through her hair, breathlessly. “Your turn,” she said, reaching for him. He stopped her.

“That was for me, trust me. That will fuel my fantasies for a while.”

She smiled. It would fuel her writing for a while, too. But she wanted more. Needed more.

Griffin stood. “I better get home to Trooper and get some sleep. I have a date tomorrow night.” He winked at her, heading for the door.

“Oh. Okay.” She followed behind him, unsteady on her legs. Didn’t he know that a date wasn’t needed? Because if he wanted to he could totally get into her bed right now. Skip the flowers and the wine and jump straight to the main course. Why the hell had she schooled him on the proper order of things the other night?

“Bye,” she said, watching him go, feeling a little flutter of excitement about what they’d do tomorrow.


Chapter 11

Griffin’s work day had flown by. He and Jaws had gone on a couple of calls with no noteworthy events. Jaws might be able to control himself and remain a K-9 dog, after all.

Griffin stooped and petted the top of Jaws’s head, to which his partner wagged briefly. Maybe Jaws’s former behavior had just been a rebellious streak. Everyone had them. Hell, Griffin had had a rebellious streak that adults had seen coming a mile off when he was younger. He walked Jaws back to his kennel. Jaws went straight in, turned around, and lay down, meeting him with large, clear eyes.

Yeah, this relationship was going to work out just fine. Jaws was a good dog.

Whistling as he left the kennel house, he headed toward his bike.

A catcall whistle answered his upbeat one.

Griffin turned, already knowing who it was. “Hey, Troy. What’s up, man?”

“Not much. It was a boring day for me. Not even a speeding ticket.”

Griffin shook his head. “Were you asleep behind the wheel? There’s always someone laying heavy on the gas.”

Troy shrugged. “Not on my watch. Not today, at least. I’m heading over to Heroes tonight to see if I can add a little excitement to my life. You in?”

Griffin shook his head. “Can’t.” And he didn’t feel inclined to give a reason why.

“Hot date?” Troy asked.

“Nope.” Which was only a little white lie, but Griffin wasn’t into sharing the personal details of his life.

“Really? Because I hear you’ve been spending a lot of time with a certain brunette in town lately.” Troy waggled his eyebrows as Griffin glanced over.

“You stalking me? I thought the position of town stalker was already taken by Melanie Harris.” Griffin stopped beside his bike and grabbed his helmet. Troy had better talk fast if he had something to say, because Griffin had been waiting all day to leave this job behind and take Val on a real date. And yeah, sex or no sex, it would be hot.

“Not stalking you. Just being an observant friend.”

“I’m helping Valerie Hunt train a dog she’s caring for,” Griffin said. “That’s all.” Another white lie.

“Training dogs,” Troy repeated, placing his words in air quotes. “Is that what they’re calling it nowadays?”

Griffin rolled his eyes, but his lips curled and a small laugh escaped. “You’d know if you did a little more dating yourself, bro.”

Troy grinned, but didn’t retort. Which meant Griffin had won this friendly sparring session between them.

—

Griffin shook his head and pulled on his motorcycle helmet. “Go to Heroes and see if you can’t find a nice girl to train dogs with.” Griffin used air quotes the same way Troy had a minute earlier. Then he straddled his bike and cranked the engine. “Later, man.”

Troy waved an affectionate middle finger in the air and headed to his own truck as Griffin tore out of the parking lot.

Fifteen minutes later, he parked in his driveway. He pulled his cellphone from his pocket; seeing the missed call from the nursing home, it shot through him like a bullet. Seaside Harbor called from time to time for various needs. It wasn’t a huge deal. Usually. In the back of his mind, though, he knew it could be huge. His mother, the strongest woman he’d ever known, was now fragile.

He dialed his voicemail and held the phone to his ear. The call had come in at 3:20 P.M. Ten minutes ago. He held his breath as he listened to the message.

“This is Seaside Harbor nursing home,” Louise said. “Griffin, you need to come down as soon as possible. It’s important.”

The wind knocked out of him. Cranking his bike back up, he tore out of his driveway and sped toward Seaside Harbor.

—

Val took a seat in the community room at Seaside Harbor. Her heart was beating too fast. She’d only been trying to help Helen, and instead she’d hurt her.

The crack of bone still resonated in Val’s memory. Oh, God, please help her. She’d broken Griffin’s mom. Forget continuing their summer fling, Griffin was going to hate her from this point on. She’d be lucky if he didn’t run her over with his motorcycle the next time he saw her in the parking lot.

Sirens wailed in the distance and Val leaned over her knees and burst into tears. She’d never been a girl who cried easily, but seeing Helen fall out of her bed just now, watching her hit the floor and her wrist bend back at an unnatural angle, had been overwhelming. Her chest shuddered with emotion.

“She’ll be all right.”

Val turned toward Louise’s voice. She straightened, wishing she’d gone to her car before having an emotional meltdown. Louise handed her a box of Kleenex. “Residents here fall out of bed all the time. Sometimes they break bones. It’s part of the drill.”

Val shook her head, feeling another wave of tears rise up in her throat. “It’s my fault. I was pushing her to remember and she got upset.”

Louise frowned. “She has Alzheimer’s, honey. You know that’s permanent, right?”

Val shrugged a shoulder. Permanent according to man. But she’d grown up in church hearing that all things were possible. She’d been taught to have hope beyond hope. To never give up. And she believed in miracles. “She has moments of clarity,” Val said as another tear slipped down her cheek. She pulled a Kleenex from the box in her lap and swiped it under her nose, sniffling softly.

“It wasn’t your fault. I’ve been thinking Helen needs some bedrails up. She’s not safe without them anymore.”

Val leaned over her knees, feeling sick to her stomach.

“You go on home. I’ll talk to Griffin when he arrives.”

Val shook her head. “No. I was the one with her. I should tell Griffin.”

“Tell me what?” Griffin stepped into the doorway. He looked from Louise to Val and concern darkened his face. “You’re crying. What’s wrong?”

Val shook her head. “Griffin.”

“I just passed an ambulance on the road. Was that Mom?” he asked.

Louise looked at Val.

“Griffin,” Val said again. “It was an accident,” she managed, choking back her tears.

He looked between them. “What happened?”

“I had a late lunch with your mom. Then we were visiting in her room and she threw the memory book. I went to get it and she tried to get out of bed. Then—” Val sucked in a breath.

Griffin’s entire posture had grown rigid. “Is she okay?”

“She fell. I think she broke her wrist,” Val said, praying Griffin wouldn’t be angry with her. Praying for a miracle.

He nodded, his face expressionless. Then he turned and headed down the hall, taking long strides. Val walked to the window and watched him get on his motorcycle. The engine roared to life, the sound muffled through the walls. Then he was gone.

“He just needs to see that his mama is fine. And she is.”

Val turned back to Louise. “I hope you’re right.”

“I am. I’ve been working here a long time.” She smiled. “And you and your man will be back between the sheets in no time.”

Val’s mouth fell open. “We’re not…He isn’t my, um, man.”

Louise tsked. “You might be able to fool others, but you can’t fool me. You’re like a child at the candy store when he walks in the room. And I’ve known you a long time. I know when you’re crushing on someone. Not that I blame you. He’s hot.”

Val laughed. “He’s tall, dark, and gorgeous. He has tattoos, rides a motorcycle, and I doubt he goes to church. My father would flip.”

“All the more reason to date him if you ask me,” Louise said with a chuckle.

Val nodded. “That was me during my teenage years. I’m surprised Dad still has any hair. But no, Griffin is just helping me train Sweet Cheeks for Alma. And I’m helping with his mother. Or I was trying to help, but that turned out to be a disaster.”

“Some disasters are blessings in disguise. Isn’t that what your father would say?”

Val frowned. “Not this one. I’ll see you later, Louise.”

“Going to the hospital?” Louise asked.

Val shook her head. No way did she want to run into Griffin right now. “No, I’m going home.” She was supposed to have a date in three hours. Maybe that was her blessing in disguise because Louise was right about one thing. Griffin was her idea of a candy store and her father definitely wouldn’t approve. She was a grown woman and that shouldn’t matter. But it did. Her father’s elusive approval had always mattered to her.

She drove home and, even though it was still early, changed into flannel pajama pants and a tank top. She put on her fuzzy comfort socks and pulled her hair back in a ponytail. Then she set to work writing her book. She’d made a lot of progress, but she was still far from writing “The End.” Hopefully her short stint with Griffin was enough to inspire her to that point. The things he’d done last night in this very kitchen would feed her for a good while. Too bad they hadn’t made it to the bedroom. She’d been hoping that would happen tonight after their romantic date, which would never happen now.

Val sighed as Sweet Cheeks pawed at her feet. Lifting the dog into her lap, she hugged her close. “Alma will be coming home next week and you’ll leave me, too. I’ll be lonely without you here.”

Sweet Cheeks craned her neck and lapped a sandpaper tongue across her cheek.

“Aww. I love you, too.” Surprisingly. Maybe once she’d met her deadline, she would get a dog of her own. That might be enough for her. But it certainly wouldn’t give her romantic inspiration. Maybe she’d switch to writing women’s fiction or books about dogs instead. “Let’s go.” She carried Sweet Cheeks to her bedroom, where her laptop was set up. Then she got to work, staring at the screen, and doing her best not to think about Griffin.

—

Griffin kissed his mother’s cheek. She was sedated right now. Her right arm was casted below the elbow to contain her fractured radial bone. She’d be moved back to the nursing home in the morning and he’d go see her again there. Right now he was on his way to see Val.

A light sprinkle of rain fell as he rode his bike down the streets of Seaside. He’d always enjoyed riding in the rain. Not heavy downpours, but when the rain was scant like this, the air smelled crisper. He was like a dog with his head hanging out the window, loving the feel and the smell, the taste of the air.

He pulled into Val’s driveway and parked, securing his helmet on the seat. He really needed to go check on Trooper, but this came first. Val needed to know his mother’s fall wasn’t her fault. He rang the doorbell and waited. Val had looked heartbroken when he’d seen her at the nursing home. Poor thing thought she was responsible. Falls were common for dementia patients, though. His mother’s doctor had told him that. 

He rang the doorbell again. Val’s car was home and the lights were on, so she had to be here. There was a scurry of movement behind the door.

“Hold on. Coming,” she said.

The dead bolt clicked. The door opened.

Val’s eyes widened at the sight of him and her lips parted.

He let his gaze run down the length of her, remembering how her body had responded to his touch last night. “You don’t look like you’re ready to go on our date,” he said, meeting her eyes again.

“Date? But your mom…Is she okay?” she asked.

Griffin nodded. “She’s fine. Resting comfortably. So I came to take you out, although my original plans are shot. The ferry is done for the night. And the rain nixes the picnic idea.” He glanced at the gathering clouds, then back to her. “Get dressed. Jeans and long sleeves.”

Her brow pinched. “It’s summer.”

“I want to take you for a ride.” He liked the way her eyes widened again, and imagined what kind of wicked thoughts ran rampant in her mind. “I’d rather you have clothes covering you for safety.”

“But I don’t have a helmet,” she said.

“You can wear mine. Ride with me, Val. I need to check on Trooper. Then I’ll take you to dinner.”

She hesitated. “You’re not mad at me?” she asked.

“For caring for my mom? No.”

She nodded, seeming to take this in. “Okay. Give me just a second.”

Griffin walked into her living room as she disappeared down the hall. Sweet Cheeks pounced on his leg and gave an eardrum-busting yap. He’d never been a fan of little dogs, but this one was growing on him.

So was the woman who was now coming down the hall toward him, wearing tight jeans and a long-sleeved shirt that hugged her chest just right. He’d seen that chest up close and personal last night. And if he didn’t put Val on his bike right now, he was going to pull her on his lap and get reacquainted.

“Ready to go?” he asked.

She shifted her mouth to one side. “I’ve never been on the back of a motorcycle. My father would have a heart attack if he saw me on one.”

“How old are you?” he asked.

She met his gaze and he regretted his comment, seeing the slight lift of her chin and darkening of her eyes. He’d pressed one of her buttons unintentionally. “You should never ask a woman her age,” she responded, laying a hand on her hip.

He nodded. “Noted. Sorry. Do you foresee running into your father between here and my place?”

Val shook her head. “No.”

“And I promise to take good care of you,” he said. “You just wrap your arms around me and enjoy the ride.”

“That sounds dirty,” she said with a smile.

“I know.” He winked and headed out into the rain. When he got to his bike, she was beside him. He handed her his helmet. “Put this on.”

“But what about you?”

“I’ve ridden this thing many times without a helmet in my stupid years. I’ll be fine.”

She hesitated, then placed his helmet over her head. He helped her adjust the strap and nodded. Then he straddled his bike. Her body slid behind his, spooning him. She wrapped her arms around his torso, clutching him tight, and he took off down the road. The rain beat against his skin, attempting to cleanse him, but there was no wiping away the dirty thoughts going through his mind. He took the long way back to his place to feel her against him longer, and to try to wrangle his desire so he wouldn’t be tempted to take her straight to bed when they arrived.

He slowed to a stop behind a stop sign and glanced over his shoulder to look at her. Her hand slid down from his waist and into the front of his jeans. Fuck. He’d heard preachers’ daughters were wild, but he’d thought it was a myth. With her hand snug against him he turned left and pressed the gas, heading home. Trooper was waiting. And he needed to get his mouth on this woman, to kiss her stupid and hope her hands continued exploring.

He pulled into his driveway and helped her off as the rain began to fall harder. She didn’t squeal and run toward his covered porch the way some women would. Instead, she stared at him as he lifted the helmet off her head. She didn’t flinch as her shirt began to stick to her in all the right places. He leaned toward her, cupping his hands around her face and leading her mouth to his. She melted against him, sealing her wet body to his. Damn. Her lips were soft, the kiss hungry, devouring him like he was the best thing she’d put in her mouth all day.

“I want you,” he said, pulling back from her mouth, but continuing to hold her. The words were meant to be a warning. “I want you so fucking much.” He half expected her to slap him. They barely knew each other. She had a wild streak and a smart mouth, but overall he thought she was the good-girl type. Not the type to give herself so easily. Even if he could’ve sworn she was ready the other night.

“Take me inside,” she said, going up on her toes and kissing him again, wrapping her hands around the back of his head, pressing her body tighter against him. “We’re getting wet out here.”

The rain. She was talking about the rain. A nice guy would escort her inside and help her get dried off. Which was exactly what he intended to do. But he didn’t plan on stopping there.


Chapter 12

Val had never felt sexier in drenched clothing and with her hair in wet chunks. In fact, this wouldn’t be sexy at all if not for the man pressing her against his living room wall, running his hands up and down her waist and kissing her.

Trooper barked behind them and Griffin pulled back with a groan. He didn’t take his eyes off her, though. “I need to take Trooper out before the storm gets worse and he gets too nervous. Wait for me?”

She nodded, even though she wasn’t sure what she was waiting for. He reached for a towel in a pile of folded laundry in the middle of the living room and tossed it to her. She caught it, watching him go.

She looked at the towel and then her drenched clothing, and headed down the hall to look for a bathroom. Finding one, she slipped inside and started peeling off her wet shirt and jeans. She wrapped the dry towel around her body and collected her clothes to go seek out Griffin’s dryer. When she opened the bathroom door, he was standing in front of her. His eyes traveled south. Really, a towel covered as much as any of her strapless dresses. Strapless dresses involved hooks and zippers, though. All Griffin had to do if he wanted to see her naked was pull the end of the towel tucked beneath her arm.

She took a breath, really wanting him to pull. What was the point of a summer fling if she couldn’t live out her wildest fantasies? In fact, if she were writing one of her books right now, her heroine would probably tire of waiting to see what the gorgeous bad boy was going to do and drop the towel herself.

Val slowly lifted her arm and dropped the towel to her feet. No going back now, which was completely fine with her.

“What are you doing?” Griffin asked. There was a deep edge to his voice.

“Drying off.” Her heart thudded inside her chest. Her hands were shaking. This wasn’t like her. She didn’t seduce men. She should pick her towel up off the floor right now and pretend like that was an accident.

Instead, she stood frozen.

Griffin reached for her in the dark hallway, tracing a finger from her neck down to her breast. Then he anchored a hand on her waist and pulled her toward him, kissing her again, harder this time. Deeper. A little gasp caught in her throat as his other hand reached between her legs and started to caress her, finding a rhythm that had her clutching his still wet body to keep from falling on the ground.

She reached for the hem of his shirt and started to lift his wet clothes off him. Unbuttoning his jeans, she pressed them down, working until he was as naked as she was.

“Are you sure this is what you want? We’re breaking all the rules in those romance novels you like to read,” he said, his voice gravelly.

She swallowed, burning for him. Needing to feel his hands on her. His mouth. His tongue. “I want this. I want you.”

A small smile lifted his mouth. He took her hand and started leading her down the hallway, passing Trooper as they went.

“Sorry, buddy. You have to stay behind,” Griffin called, pulling her into his bedroom and shutting the door. “If it starts to thunder we’ll have to stop,” he said between kisses.

“A woman should never come between a man and his dog,” Val agreed.

“You know me so well.” He kissed her again and then he pulled her toward his bed, turning and guiding her to lie down beneath him.

It was decided. They were going to have sex. Tonight was going to be the night that all of the sex scenes in her future books would be based on. This was research, she told herself, ignoring the niggling feeling that that wasn’t all that was happening here. That there was more at play. Feelings. She didn’t want to think about that right now, though. Didn’t want to think at all. She just wanted to feel Griffin inside her.

—

This was the first time Griffin had been with a woman since his mother had come to live in Seaside. He’d given up dating and the casual hookup. Hookups were rarely ever casual, anyway. Usually the woman wanted more from him than he had to offer. This was different, though. This time Val didn’t seem to want anything more from him, and yet he kept giving her more. He’d already told her more about himself than he had most women. She’d learned some of the most private, well-protected details of his life in a matter of weeks. How had she done that?

He opened his eyes to find Val watching him. Holding her gaze, he lowered himself and kissed her mouth, slow and gentle. How could anyone taste her and not want more? She was so much more than the casual hookup that he wanted her to be.

He continued to move down her body until his face was between her quivering thighs. He wanted to go slow with her, build both of their anticipation. His anticipation for her had been building all damn summer. He wanted to savor this moment, enjoy it.

He scraped an unshaved cheek against her thigh, making her moan and arch. Then he ran the tip of his tongue up toward the apex of her legs, slowly slipping it inside her, where he longed to be. She arched harder as he found his rhythm, bringing her to the edge so easily. Everything was so easy with her.

Crying out, she called his name, again and again. It was nearly enough to make him come before he’d had her. Griffin took a moment to slip a condom on. Then he climbed back up her body and thrust himself inside her, again and again until she clutched his back, closing her eyes and quaking in his hold a second time. The second time, he couldn’t hold back, he shook and rode his own wave of pleasure, finding it even better than he’d fantasized when he’d thought about having sex with Val.

Releasing her, he sprinkled kisses from her temple down to her cheek, following the fine curve of her jaw and neck.

“I’m sorry,” he finally said, rolling off her and onto his back.

She rolled onto one elbow, her face contorting into a frown. “Sorry?”

“You deserve flowers and candy.” Shit, he’d never brought a woman flowers before in his life. He’d never even wanted to. But he wanted to with Val.

“Candy?” Val’s eyes lit up, teasing him. “Well, I do like chocolate.”

He reached up and swiped her hair out of her face. “You deserve that ferry ride and picnic we talked about.”

“But you said it was too late.”

“For tonight. I just want you to know, I should’ve done things differently with you.” That was always his story: he should’ve done things differently.

She grinned at him, which wasn’t at all the response he’d expected.

“What?” He grinned back.

“Here you are, ruining your reputation with me.”

“Am I?”

She nodded. “You’re really a good guy in disguise. Which is too bad.” She poked her lower lip out teasingly. He wanted to snatch it between his teeth and turn her on all over again. “I’m taking a break from good guys.”

His hand followed the curve of her waist, resting it on her backside. “I’m not that good. Trust me.” His gaze lowered. “My thoughts right now definitely aren’t innocent.”

She arched toward him, pressing her body to his in all the right places. “No?”

He shook his head, then pulled her toward him, wanting her again. She took away the defeating weight of how he’d broken his mother’s heart, at least for a moment, which was as much relief as he’d gotten over the last year.

“I’ll be good tomorrow,” he said into her neck. Because right now, he hadn’t had his fill of her yet.

“I told you, I’m taking a break from good guys,” she whispered as her breaths grew shallow against his skin. “Bad is exactly what I need this summer. The badder, the better.”

—

Val closed her eyes, losing herself in the man lying next to her.

And after this summer, she thought, she’d let Griffin go. Her father already considered her a disgrace. Dating a guy who walked and talked like sex on a stick would give him a heart attack. And even Kat and Julie had agreed that a relationship with Griffin wasn’t practical. It wouldn’t lead to marriage and children, the natural order of things. Things she’d found herself wanting lately.

What this relationship would lead to, however, was heart-stopping looks and tingles that made it hard for her to breathe. It’d been a long time since someone else had made her feel so alive, so needy for someone else’s touch. She pulled back, waiting for him to enter her again.

“Go out with me again tomorrow?” he asked, hovering over her now.

She stopped writhing and looked at him. “Maybe. Depends on how well you deliver tonight on whether or not I come back for more.”

“Damn.” He tipped her chin up with his index finger, looking at her with his dark molasses eyes. “I’m serious. I want to go out on a date tomorrow. A real first date. No sex.”

“No sex?” she asked, still breathless from the workout he’d just given her.

“Just flowers and chocolates. And lots of kissing. Say yes to me,” he said, kissing her mouth again, making it impossible for her to tell him no.

“But there is more sex tonight, right?” she asked, moaning as he lowered his mouth to cover one breast.

“Say yes, Val,” he said, as the rough, unshaven edge of his jaw scraped against her sensitive skin, feeding her arousal.

“Yes,” she said through shortened breaths. “I say yes.” She’d agree to pretty much anything he asked right about now, with his tongue flicking her nipple and one of his hands cupping her bottom.

He emitted a low laugh that tickled against her. Then he moved back up her body and thrust himself inside her again, making up for the arrangement they’d just made for tomorrow. Making up for all the lonely nights she’d had until this one. And all the lonely nights she’d have after he was gone.

—

At some point in the night, Val fell asleep with her cheek resting against Griffin’s chest. The soft patter of rain, along with the exhaustion of sex upon sex, had tired them both into slumber. Now she lifted her head and blinked through the darkness to see Griffin staring up at the ceiling. Not asleep. She glanced at the digital clock on his nightstand. It was after midnight.

“Hey,” she whispered. Even though there was no one else in the house to disturb, using a regular tone of voice would feel too obtrusive.

He turned to look at her. “Hey, yourself.”

A sleepy grin stamped her face, and she kissed his chest. “I guess I dozed off.”

He rubbed his hand along her back. “It’s okay. Want me to take you home?”

“I better.” Her brow furrowed. “But I don’t have any clothes. They’re all wet.”

“You can wear something of mine.”

She frowned. “If I fit into your clothes, I will throw myself off the Seaside pier.”

He laughed. “That won’t kill you,” he offered.

“No. But it will punish me enough to cut back on my chocolate addiction from now on.”

Kissing her cheek, he shook his head. “You can wear one of my T-shirts home. I’ll drive you in the Explorer.”

“Oh.” She’d kind of liked riding behind him on the back of his motorcycle earlier, but the Explorer was more practical when she was half naked in the middle of the night. “Okay.” She sat up, fully naked and at his mercy until he got her a T-shirt. He took his time retrieving it, making no effort to hide how his gaze washed over her.

“You’re gorgeous, you know that?”

She hugged her arms around her body, not really feeling self-conscious. Being with Griffin made her feel beautiful. Even so, she wasn’t ready for him to see all of her just yet. Not physically, but as a whole. “Thank you.”

He grabbed a shirt from his chest of drawers and walked toward her. “Lift up your arms,” he said. “I’ll put it on you.”

Doing as he asked, she lifted her arms and waited for him to pull his shirt over her head. He took his time with that, too, stroking along her sides as he carried it down. Then he kissed her mouth.

“I’ll take you home before we get distracted and end up in my bed all night.” He reached for her hand and pulled her to stand. Collecting her things, she followed him to his SUV.

“Thank you for tonight,” he said.

“You don’t have to thank me for, um…” She cleared her throat and smiled.

“Not that. Although I’m thankful for that, too.” The corner of his mouth turned up. “You were there for my mother.”

And if he wasn’t such a good guy, he might be blaming her for his mother’s fall.

Reading her mind, he shook his head. “It wasn’t your fault. It was mine. She got upset because she saw a picture of me.”

Val hadn’t told him that. There was no way that he could’ve known. No one knew.

“I’m right,” he said, running a hand over the top of his hair. “She can’t even remember why she hates me so much, and she’ll never forgive me. She’s incapable. I’ve lost her.”

Val reached out to touch him as they stood beside his Explorer. “Don’t give up on her. She needs you, and she loves you. I don’t believe love is ever forgotten. It’s still there, I know it is.”

“Are you always this optimistic?”

Laughing, Val shook her head. “No. That’s usually Kat’s area. Maybe she’s rubbing off on me.”

“Yeah, well, you’re rubbing off on me.” He pressed her against the passenger side of his SUV and kissed her until her head was spinning. Then he opened the door for her and watched her get inside.

“So sweet. And sinful at the same time,” he said, shaking his head, then closing her door and walking around the vehicle.

Sweet and sinful. That was her problem. There was no residing between the two. She’d always been torn, never been able to choose which side of her should win out. The sweet side or the sinful one? But somehow Griffin seemed to see both sides of her, and he seemed to like both equally, which made him different from anyone else in her life.


Chapter 13

Griffin stirred in bed, only semiconscious, but very aware of the hard bulge in his boxers. He was on the edge of a dream about Val and all the things they’d done last night. He sighed and cracked one eye, groaning at the slant of light streaming through his window. It was Saturday morning. He didn’t have to work today, which was one motivating factor toward getting him to sit up. Another factor was that the day would end with seeing Val.

What was wrong with him? A chick hadn’t gotten to him this way since…well, ever.

Griffin shifted uncomfortably, maneuvering himself around the bulge. Val was haunting him even in his dreams. Trooper barked beside him—motivating factor number three.

“Just a minute, Trooper. I’m dealing with an issue here.” He visualized himself naked, in Alaska, cold as fuck, and on display for a group of senior citizen tourists. It was something he’d been doing since high school, when he’d rather have died than leave his room with a boner for his mom to notice. It always worked. One hundred percent of the time. Except this morning, Val kept creeping back into his brain. Her mouth. Her tongue. Her hands running all over his body.

Naked. Alaska. Senior citizens.

Trooper barked again, a little more urgently this time.

“Fine.” He opened his eyes and sat up. Then he rolled his neck and looked over at his furry friend. “If I didn’t love you so much…” he said, pointing a finger. Trooper wagged his tail, then his gaze moved down to the tent between Griffin’s legs. “Quiet, dog. It’s Val’s fault.”

He opened the back door and let Trooper run along the fence while he headed into the kitchen to start the coffee brewing. He had a full day ahead of him. First up was checking on the other woman in his life. His mother was being released from the hospital today and he had offered to drive her back to the nursing home. She was probably better off going with a complete stranger. She seemed to prefer anyone over him these days, and he couldn’t blame her.

After two cups of black coffee, he grabbed his phone and, unable to help himself, texted Val.

Still on for tonight?

Within a minute, she responded. Looking forward to it. I’m hoping you changed your mind about your rule, though.

Yeah, what had he been thinking telling her they weren’t having sex tonight? He must be crazy for this girl. He leaned against his kitchen counter and rubbed his forehead. Yeah, he was.

No sex. Just me and you on a real date.

Better bring me those chocolates then, she texted back, which made him laugh. And laughing was good because he wasn’t looking forward to heading over to the hospital to see his mother right now. Or the encounter he’d probably have with her.

His phone beeped again. Glancing at it, he shook his head.

And Sweet Cheeks wants more of those yummy dog treats, Val texted him.

I’ll see what I can do. Later, he answered back and headed to the shower to try his luck at visualizing naked, Alaska, senior citizens. Something had to work for his growing problem.

—

Griffin had never been a fan of hospitals. He was born an adrenaline junkie, which meant he’d often visited the local emergency room for stitches and casts, but he’d never had a bad experience in one per se. They just weren’t his favorite place, with the sterile smells and mind-numbing beeps from every room. He took the elevator and headed to the third floor, where his mother was resting. The plan was to sign the discharge papers and take her home, if you could call Seaside Harbor home. Home was the place where she’d raised him in California, making every holiday like one out of a Hallmark movie. Home was where she’d taught him to read, cook, and bat a ball.

And to forgive.

He remembered being a sullen adolescent after his father had left. He’d been angry at the world and had gotten in a couple of scuffles at school. The principal called his mother half a dozen times that year. The principal could never say anything to make sense of things for Griffin, though. Then his mother had come and gotten him from school one day and she’d made sense. She’d driven away from the school in complete silence. In fact, Griffin was actually scared about what she was going to do. It wasn’t like his mother to be so quiet. She usually yelled. He preferred yelling to the void expression on her face that afternoon. Then she pulled over at a park and got out, walking around to the front of the car and waiting for him to get out and stand beside her.

“Let’s go for a walk,” she’d said when he finally joined her. It wasn’t a question. It was an order at a time when he didn’t like taking orders very much.

They walked in silence for a good five minutes before she spoke again. “There will be times in your life, Griffin, when people will hurt you so badly that you want to curl up and quit. That or start throwing punches at everyone who comes your way.” She glanced over. “Neither of those options is acceptable. You can’t quit and you can’t take your anger out on the world. I know that you miss your father.”

“I don’t—” he started to say.

She held up a hand. “I know you’re angry with him, and you think you hate him.”

“I do hate hi—”

She held up her hand again. Then she stopped walking and turned to face him. “During those times when you’ve been hurt so badly you don’t know what to do, the only thing you can do is forgive. It’s not easy, Griffin. You might have to do it every hour of every day at first. But then you will start to feel better. The hurt and the anger will lessen, and they will eventually go away.”

Griffin lifted his chin. He remembered feeling like he might start crying, and he was too old for crying. Men don’t cry. “He doesn’t deserve to be forgiven,” he’d said through a tight jaw, knowing she was right. The anger inside him was palpable to the point that he was going to explode and hurt himself, or someone else. It scared him.

“No, but you deserve to forgive him.” She reached for both of his hands and held them tight.

“Is this one of your lectures? Because I’m not one of your students, you know?”

“I know that. You’re my son. The only child I have. And I love you so, so much. I hope you know that.” Tears had welled in her eyes. “You’re the greatest little boy in the world. Because you’re mine.”

It was something she used to tell him every night as she’d tucked him into bed growing up. She would sing him a lullaby and chase it with that sentence. No matter how many times she said it, it always felt sincere. At some point he’d gotten too old for lullabies, though, and she’d stopped. She’d always had a sense for what he needed, and she’d always given it to him.

Griffin shook his head at the memory as he approached room 325 of Seaside Memorial. Tears stung behind his eyes and his nose was running now. His mother had taught him to love and to forgive—the two most important lessons of his life, and he’d let her down on both.

“Hey, Mom.” He stepped inside the room and held his breath, hoping she’d smile at the sight of him.

Her eyes fluttered open and she looked at him. There was no recognition in her eyes. Her left arm was casted, which filled him with a dull ache.

“Are you here to take me home?” she asked.

For a moment he let himself believe that she knew he was her son. That she was asking him to take her back to the home he’d grown up in.

“To the nursing home,” she added weakly.

She remembered where she lived. That was something.

“I am. I just need to talk to the doctor and have him sign your discharge papers.”

His mother nodded, and then returned to staring at the wall in front of her.

“Do you need anything, Mo—?” He stopped himself from calling her Mom. She got agitated when he did that.

“No. I’m fine,” she told him.

Famous last words.

“Okay. I’ll be back.” He left and blew out a breath, looking around for the doctor. He headed toward the reception area, where several nurses were seated. “My mother is being discharged today.”

One of them nodded. “Room 325?” She pulled out a chart and opened it, pushing a stack of papers in front of him. “Read these and then sign on the highlighted line.” She smiled politely, placing a pen in front of him.

Thirty minutes later, after reading and signing a stack of papers, he wheeled his mother out of the hospital in a courtesy wheelchair. After getting her buckled into his Explorer, he cranked the engine and headed toward Seaside Harbor.

“You’re a good boy,” she said, looking out the window.

A flutter of hope scurried around in his chest. Because you’re mine. He willed her to say those words, but she didn’t. She didn’t know him anymore.

He pulled into the nursing home parking lot and got her inside uneventfully. “I’ll call later to check on her,” he told Louise at the front desk.

She nodded. “And I’ll call you if anything changes. Now go out and be young. Do something fun.”

Val came to mind, and he immediately forced himself to think about being naked in Alaska, fucking cold, with senior citizens staring at him.

“Bye, Louise,” he said, then left in a hurry, while he still had some dignity.

—

Val stared at her reflection in the long mirror on her wall. She’d tried on everything in her closet and decided on the shortest skirt along with the tightest knit top she owned. This was the sexiest outfit she’d worn in quite a while and she hoped it’d be enough to put an end to Griffin’s insistence about them not having sex tonight. To cap the look off, she was also wearing a thong. He was her summer fling, damn it, and she planned to milk that for all it was worth.

Grabbing a cardigan, she headed to the front of her apartment just as the doorbell rang. He was right on time. It was four-thirty P.M. Early in the afternoon for a date, but that’s what Griffin wanted. She opened the door and smiled.

“Hi.” Her skin burned under his gaze as he ran his eyes down the length of her.

“Wow. You look amazing.”

“Thank you.” She took in his outfit, too. Dark rinse jeans and a short-sleeved T-shirt, as usual. He was clean-shaven and polished to perfection, even though his eyes screamed jagged edges.

“It’s going to be near impossible to keep my hands off you in that outfit,” he said, dipping to kiss her cheek softly.

“That’s my plan,” she said with a wink.

He shook his head. “There’s a little bit of devil in those angel eyes, you know that?” He handed her a small bouquet of flowers that she hadn’t noticed until now. “As promised.”

“Aww. You didn’t have to get me flowers.”

“Yes, I did. And…” He handed her something else. “Chocolate, as requested.”

The breath caught in her throat. “You really know how to sweep a girl off her feet, Mr. Black.”

“And we’re just getting started.” He glanced at his watch. “But we better hurry if we want to catch that ferry.”

“Ferry?” She’d thought that idea had been eradicated after last night.

“And picnic.” He offered a smooth smile. “Don’t worry. There’s more chocolate.”

Her heart melted just a little. “Let me put these in a vase. I’ll be right back.”

“Where’s the dog?” he asked as she started to walk away.

She glanced back over her shoulder. “And what is the dog’s name?” she asked teasingly.

“SC.”

The man was stubborn as a mule.

“Sweet Cheeks,” she said, pronouncing every syllable, “is with Beth Phillips tonight.” Beth was the sister of Griffin’s friend Lawson. Her ex-husband had been stationed here three years ago, and had abandoned her and their small daughter when he’d gotten new orders. “Sabrina desperately wants a dog, so Beth is seeing how she reacts to a temporary one.”

“You trust that thing around a child?”

Val laughed, filling a crystal vase with water. She pulled the plastic wrap from around the flowers and placed them inside. “Sweet Cheeks is well on her way to reformation. And just in time. Alma is being discharged this coming week.” Val frowned. “I’m going to miss that little critter.”

Griffin shook his head. “Oh, yeah. Me, too.” Sarcasm laced his voice, and Val had to laugh. She headed back toward him. “Okay. Let’s go.”

The wind blew as Val walked beside Griffin toward his Explorer in the driveway. She was glad he hadn’t ridden his motorcycle. She’d have had to run inside and change into her skinny jeans otherwise. Her shortest skirt on the back of Griffin’s bike would not have worked. And she’d spent an insane amount of time on her hair this afternoon. On everything related to her looks. She wanted Griffin to want her, and judging by the look in his eyes, he did.

He walked around and opened his passenger door for her. Lifting her leg to step in, she caught his heated gaze as the fabric of her skirt shimmied high on her thigh. Yep, the outfit was working. She was definitely getting her way tonight.

When he got in beside her, he shook his head. “You’re not a preacher’s daughter.”

“Haven’t you ever heard that conservative parents lead to the most rebellious spawn?”

He reversed out of her driveway and headed toward the Seaside pier. “But you’re not rebellious as far as I can see. You’ve got a smart mouth, but overall you’re sweet. You work at a school and volunteer at a nursing home. Name one bad thing you’ve ever done.”

She straightened. It was true. She talked the talk, but didn’t walk the walk. Except inside her novels. Then she was as naughty as she ever wanted to be. She lifted a shoulder. “I did a few bad things last night. Or have you already forgotten?”

He groaned. “There you go again. Being bad. No sex tonight, remember?”

“We can’t even talk about it?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Definitely not. That’s trouble.”

“So, what can we talk about then?”

He glanced over. “My mother.”

—

Naked. In Alaska. Fucking cold as ice with an audience of senior citizens. And a discussion about his mother. There, Griffin’s sex drive was officially dead for the next decade.

“How is she?” Val asked, looking like an angel again. Her blue eyes tilted with concern.

“Better. I picked her up from the hospital this morning and took her back to Seaside Harbor. She still has no idea who I am. So, I guess I can say she’s back to her old self. Or new self.”

Val’s hand reached for his shoulder and squeezed, comforting him. He’d never been one to want comfort. After his angry teenage years, he’d turned to adrenaline as his comfort of choice. Rock climbing. White-water rafting. Chasing bad guys as a rookie officer.

He parked and looked at Val. Meeting her gaze, she gave just as good an adrenaline rush as any of those things. Especially in that skirt and fitted dark blue top she was dressed in.

“You can always change your mind,” she said in a singsong voice, reading him like an open book.

“I’ve got willpower of steel. I’m not changing my mind.”

Her lower lip turned just a little bit and his cock went hard. He reached behind him and pulled a picnic basket from the backseat.

She looked from him to the basket. “Wow. You really intend to re-create that scene in my…the, um, book the group at Seaside Harbor is reading.”

He nodded. “Ferry ride to Presley and a picnic in Presley Park.” His eyes narrowed. “I want you to know I haven’t gone to this much trouble for anyone since high school. And even then it was just so I could get in my date’s pants.” He lifted a brow.

“You’re not trying to get in my pants today, though,” she reminded him.

Right. He wasn’t. Despite the fact that he didn’t need a woman in his life right now, he was trying to get inside her heart. He pushed open his door and met her on the other side. They walked down the sidewalk, past the line of cars waiting to board the ferry, and entered on foot.

“I’m not sure who wrote that book. Sophie Somebody. But she really knows romance. This is smooth,” he said, reaching for Val’s hand.

Val laughed, and laid her head against his shoulder as they walked. “It is, isn’t it?”

“Secret?” he asked.

She lifted her head. “Okay.”

“I bought the rest of Sophie Somebody’s books. I plan on stealing all of her moves, like a playbook for clueless guys.”

She laughed again and he pulled the hand he was holding toward him and kissed her mouth. She tasted like strawberry lip gloss.

“Something tells me you’re not clueless.”

He continued walking, pulling her to the back of the ferry, where seagulls were already gathered, squawking excitedly. He opened the basket on his arm and pulled out some bread.

“You didn’t.”

“Oh, I did.” He tore a loaf in half and handed it to her.

“I’ve always loved feeding the birds. It reminds me so much of my childhood. Before my mom died…” She stopped talking for a moment, staring down at the bread in her hands. “Before my mother died, we’d go to the pier and feed the birds all the time. It was one of my favorite things to do. I could do it for hours. Then, afterward”—Val glanced over—“well, I didn’t do it again for a long time. My father thought good food would be better given to the homeless shelter, or to a church family in need.” She shook her head. “So silly how something like that can hurt so much.”

He tore off a piece of his loaf and tossed it to the birds, smiling as they squawked toward him. “It’s not silly. Memories are important. All of them, the good and bad. They make us who we are.” Griffin swallowed, then handed her some bread. “Go for it,” he said, enjoying how her face lit up. Enjoying every second of being with her.


Chapter 14

Val closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying the feel of the wind in her hair as she held on to the rails of the ferry. This was exactly the scene she’d envisioned when she’d written the book that the book club was reading. The cool air on her cheeks. The smell of salt air.

“Are you about to hold out your arms like the redhead in that Titanic movie?”

Val opened her eyes and turned to Griffin, her belly fluttering at the sight of his dark eyes and hair. “If it means you’ll wrap your arms around me to keep me from falling.”

“Maybe falling wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”

Her breath caught. They weren’t talking about the Titanic anymore—but something bigger than that. Or her overactive imagination was running wild again.

He reached for her and pulled her in front of him, wrapping his arms around her. Lowering his mouth to her ear he whispered, “You’re killing me in that skirt, you know that?” His hands weighed heavily on the small of her back.

She melted into his hold. “That was my intention,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at him.

“Wicked little angel,” he growled against her ear, his breath tickling and arousing her.

“I really admire that you’re being romantic and re-creating this from a romance novel, but I think we could revise that scene and make it even better.”

He hooked an eyebrow. “Not sure Sophie Whoever would agree.”

Val met his gaze, her lips so close to his that kissing him was the only thing that made sense. “I think Sophie Evans would definitely approve.”

—

Griffin directed himself toward the shadiest tree in the park. He laid the red-checked blanket he’d brought on the ground in front of them. Sitting, he patted the area beside him. “I don’t bite.”

Val motioned toward her skirt. “Problem. If I sit in this I could be charged with indecent exposure.”

“I won’t tell.” He patted the blanket again, grinning as she shimmied down to the ground, doing her best not to flash the world around them. She folded her legs off to the side of her and smiled up at him.

“There. So what else exactly do you have in that basket?” she asked.

“I thought you read the book.” The scent of her drew him in. Among all the other smells in the park, he could pick her out. She smelled like sweet vanilla and strawberries—good enough to taste. “We’re creating the first-date scene, remember?”

“Pimiento cheese sandwiches and Ruffles potato chips?” she asked, her gaze wandering to the basket.

“Odd combination in my opinion but—” He lifted the lid to the basket.

She looked at him, her eyes wide. There was a small smile curling her strawberry lips. “This was my mother’s favorite meal.” There were tears welling in her eyes.

“That’s pretty coincidental, isn’t it?” He lowered his voice, wondering at her sudden emotion. “The book had a scene with a picnic and the couple ate your mother’s favorite meal.”

She blinked. “Strange, huh? Do you, uh, like pimiento cheese?” she asked.

He ran a hand up her thigh. “I’ll tell you another secret. I like to take my chips and put them inside my sandwich.”

“Me, too!” she said excitedly.

“Something we have in common.” His hand crept higher toward the hem of her skirt.

“No sex,” she reminded him.

“No sex,” he agreed, climbing higher still. “But touching you isn’t sex.”

She closed her eyes as he stroked her softly. This rule he’d created for the night just might kill him. Then, teasing her, he pulled his hand away and reached for the paper plates. “Let’s eat.”

Val squirmed at the absence of his touch, adjusting her skirt to prevent passersby from seeing what was underneath. That was for his eyes only, but not tonight.

“This is perfect,” she said, opening her sandwich and starting to layer in the Ruffles potato chips.

“I take sandwiches very seriously. I’ve never met a girl that liked her sandwiches the same way I do. You surprise me.”

Which also scared the shit out of him. And anything that scared him also pissed him off just a little.

“Something wrong?” Val asked.

Looking at her, he shook his head. “Nope. Everything is perfect.”

After the picnic, they took a long walk through the Paradise Point Park and reboarded the ferry to go back to Seaside as the sun began to set along the western sky.

Val folded her arms along the railing of the ferryboat and stared off into the bleeding colors of sun into the horizon.

“Penny for your thoughts.” Griffin bumped his shoulder against her slightly.

She glanced over. “Dates are going to dinner and a movie. Bickering a little over which movie to watch and awkwardly discussing what to do, if anything, afterward.”

Griffin wasn’t sure where she was going with this. He was a little out of the dating game; maybe he’d made a misstep. “Okay. Noted for next time.”

Val turned away from the sunset, angling her body toward his. “You’ve just ruined every date I’ll ever go on with any other guy.”

She was paying him a compliment, but all he could hear was that she’d be going out with other guys. A trickle of jealousy ran through him. They weren’t exclusive. He didn’t even want exclusive, or hadn’t thought he did. He wrapped his arms around her waist, enclosing her. “Good,” he said. “Who needs them anyway?”

Val laughed. “You’ve given me a date I’ll never forget. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

The boat rocked and she clung to him softly.

“Don’t fall,” he whispered against her cheek, but he was talking to himself.

—

Val’s skirt was considerably longer the next morning as she stepped into church two minutes before the hour.

Her father’s gaze lifted just slightly, not meeting hers directly. His mouth was set in a subtle frown. She’d barely been awake a full hour and she’d already disappointed him—the story of her life. She walked quickly toward the front pew where her father insisted she always sit and sat down, crossing her legs. The choir began to sing as if they’d been waiting for her arrival.

She loved church. Always had. The music was the sound of her childhood. The stained glass windows were the inspiration behind her childhood imagination, where she’d disappear inside herself for her father’s hour-long sermons. It wasn’t until after her mother died that church had become a place where she felt unworthy: of speaking, of having her own ideas, of being loved.

Her gaze moved to the empty spot on the pew beside her. Church had become the loneliest place on earth after her mother died. It wasn’t supposed to feel this way. Her heart wasn’t supposed to be so heavy with regret every time she saw her father.

The music stopped and her father’s purposeful footsteps approached the pulpit. He smiled out at the congregation, avoiding looking at her. Then for the next hour she sat quietly, listened, and regretted her transgressions. All but one. She didn’t regret any of her transgressions with Griffin so far this summer. He made her feel anything but regret. For the first time in forever she felt like she could be herself with someone. It felt freeing, but she knew it would also be short-lived.

Her gaze moved sideward to the couple on the pew across from hers. Brent Williams and Penny Saurman had gotten engaged last month. She’d gone out with Brent once or twice last year, much to her father’s pleasure. Brent was a self-loving, whiny little man. And their date had been to dinner and a movie, just like she’d told Griffin last night, not memorable in any way. She’d never forget last night, however. Griffin had played the unexpected part of gentleman the entire evening, walking her to her front door at the night’s end, kissing her, and then leaving despite knowing she would’ve taken him inside. He’d had a different goal for the night, apparently.

“Let’s bow our heads and pray,” her father said.

Val tipped her head and closed her eyes.

“Amen.”

Everyone lifted their heads and began to stand. Chatter chorused through the large open room.

“Hey, Val.” Beth Phillips stepped up with her five-year-old daughter, Sabrina. Val had babysat Sabrina on several occasions as a service to the church. And the little girl had also taken care of Sweet Cheeks for her last night to get a taste of being a dog owner. Val had picked the pup up this morning and dropped her off at home before church.

“Hey, you two!” Val hugged Beth’s neck and chatted with her for several minutes. “Have you heard from Julie and Lawson?”

“They’re having a great time at their yoga retreat this summer. They should be back in Seaside soon,” Beth said.

Sabrina bounced softly on her toes. “And Uncle Lawson is bringing me back a surprise.”

Val laughed. Kids were so easily won. If only everyone were the same, the world would be a better place. “That’s great.”

“You’re off for the summer, too, right?” Beth asked. “You should come by the stables and take a ride with us.”

“Really?” Val grinned. “I would love that.” She tried to never pass up an opportunity that could serve as research for one of her books. That wouldn’t be the only reason she’d want to ride with Beth, though. She liked Beth, and now that Kat and Julie had found love, she might need more single friends to hang out with.

“Mommy, I’m hungry!” Sabrina pulled on the fabric of Beth’s dress.

Beth shook her head. “It was good seeing you, Val. I mean it. Call me and let’s go riding soon.”

“Okay.” Val was smiling as she turned to grab her purse off the pew and head out. Then she found her father standing in front of her.

“Good to see you could make it,” he said.

She’d missed Wednesday night’s service. And Sunday school this morning, where a group of twenty- and thirty-somethings had gotten together to review directed material. Val decided to take his statement at face value, even though she knew it was anything but. “Wouldn’t miss it, Dad.” She smiled brightly, willing him to do the same, to meet her gaze, to call her princess like he used to.

“The Carter family just welcomed a new baby into their family,” he said instead.

“Oh, how wonderful.” Val pulled her purse up on her shoulder.

“The church would like to do something for them. Maybe a gift basket with diapers and a few bibs, rattles, a toy or two.”

She nodded. “That sounds like a good idea.”

“This should cover it.” Her father handed her the cash.

“You want me to make this basket?” Her mouth fell open. She was on deadline. She was making good progress, but she’d never finish writing her book if she didn’t put her butt in the chair and do the work. She didn’t have time to go shopping.

Her father looked wary. “You’re still on vacation, right? So you’re free to go shopping.”

She hesitated. It wasn’t like she could tell him the truth, that she wrote romance every chance she got. And she was actually good at it. People actually read her books. “Yep, I’m free.” She sighed, taking the money.

“Good.” Finally a small smile stamped his lips. “You can drop it by here when it’s made. There’s a group going to visit Mrs. Carter in the hospital this afternoon before the afternoon service.”

“Okay.”

“The afternoon service starts at seven,” he reminded her, as if it hadn’t been at the same time since she was a child. Lately, she’d opted out of returning on Sunday nights.

“I know,” she said.

“So it’s not a faulty memory keeping you at home? Just laziness.” He nodded. Then he walked away. No “thank you,” or “I love you.” Just a judgment.

Val headed down the aisle as quickly as she could. She wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone else right now. She just wanted to go home and stuff her face with ice cream. She tried to remember what flavor she’d purchased on her last grocery run.

“Hey.” The deep voice coming from the last pew stopped her cold. Her heart tripped over itself as she met his dark eyes. He looked so out of place in church that for a moment she thought she must be hallucinating.

“Griffin. What are you doing here?”

“The same thing you are,” he said, standing and stepping out beside her.

“So you’re having your spirit crushed little by little, too?” She laughed softly, but she wasn’t joking.

“I thought church was supposed to do the opposite of that,” he said.

She glanced down at his tattooed arms. If her father saw her talking to Griffin here he’d be ready to go in for round two. She started walking again, with Griffin following beside her. “Sorry. The church itself is wonderful. It’s my father I have a problem with.”

He nodded, walking with her to her car. His motorcycle was parked in the spot next to hers. “In my experience, just get over whatever came between you two. It’s not worth it.”

Val glanced over at him. “Easier said than done.”

“Not really. He’s your father.”

Val unlocked her door, shaking her head. “You know, you really don’t know anything about the situation. You have no idea what came between my father and me. You’re just assuming it’s my fault, because I’m Val and he’s the prestigious preacher around here. That’s what everyone does.”

She was overreacting. Or, actually, she was reacting and he’d done nothing wrong.

Griffin’s brow lowered. “I didn’t say anything was your fault.”

She sucked in a deep breath and blew it out. “Well, you might as well have. It’s not the same as what happened between you and your mother. Nothing happened between my father and me to make him hate me. It just is.” Her lips trembled. She hated how things were between her and her father. And she hated that she hated it so much.

“Nothing just is, Val.” He tried to run his hands down the courses of her arms, but she pulled away.

“You know what? I’m not in the mood for another person who disapproves of my actions, Griffin. Not right now.” She opened her car door and plopped inside the driver’s seat, attempting to shut the door as she did. She and Griffin were just a fling. He didn’t need to know her backstory. So why did he care? Why had he come to church in the first place? She’d never seen him here before.

He stopped the door with his hand. “I’m just trying to help, Val. The same way you’ve been helping me.”

“Want to help? Leave me alone.” She pulled the door again and this time it shut, the sound reverberating through her. She pressed the locks and hoped Griffin stepped back, because she was reversing this car and getting the hell out of this parking lot.


Chapter 15

Griffin watched Val leave, unsure of what had just happened. He was sure, however, that it was his fault. His first mistake had been coming here unannounced. His second had been assuming that Val had wanted to see him as much as he wanted to see her. He dropped by his townhouse to get Trooper and drove to the nursing home, halfway hoping to run into Val again so that he could apologize for all his assumptions. No such luck. It was just him and his mother, who also didn’t appear happy to see him. She was, however, happy to see his canine companion.

“Hey, there,” Helen said in a small voice that made Griffin’s chest ache. “You’re a good boy.”

Griffin placed a dog treat by her hand for her to pick up and offer Trooper.

“Make him work for it. Tell him to sit,” he told her.

His mother’s gaze lifted. “Okay.” She looked at Trooper. “Sit,” she said quietly.

“You have to order him to sit. Like a Marine.”

Her brow lowered. “Are you a Marine?” she asked.

Griffin swallowed. The ache was deep and ran through his whole body. “Yeah.”

“Oh.” She studied him for a long moment. “My son was a Marine, too. I think.”

“Yeah?” He glanced down at his feet, barring up all the emotion inside him. “I bet you hated that, huh?”

Her brow hung heavily over her confused eyes. “I never liked guns. My husband had guns. Have you met him?”

Griffin shook his head. “No. I haven’t.” Not in a long time, at least.

She gave the smallest of nods and redirected her attention at Trooper. “Sit,” she said more firmly, taking his advice.

Trooper dutifully sat and snatched the dog treat she offered him in reward.

“Hey. Good job. You’re a natural at that.” Griffin smiled. Maybe there was still hope for them. If she remembered she had a son, maybe she’d one day remember him, too. Maybe she’d forgive him.

He led Trooper through a few more tricks and then continued walking down the hallway to see the other residents. Trooper enjoyed it, and so did he. When he was done at Seaside Harbor, he went to check on Jaws at the kennel and they took a short walk together with Trooper. It was four o’clock by the time he took Trooper back home. He showered and decided he’d given Val enough time to blow off steam. He pulled on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans and drove his motorcycle to her house.

He’d considered calling her, but sometimes the element of surprise worked in a guy’s favor. Her car was home when he pulled in, cursing himself. There was no element of surprise when you drove a big bike. He took his time walking to her door. She opened it before he rang the bell.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, arms folded, chin up.

Okay, so maybe she hadn’t cooled off completely yet.

“I’m here to apologize.”

“What exactly are you apologizing for?”

He anchored his hands in his pockets to keep from running them over her, pulling her in, and melting that stony posture of hers. “Anything you want me to apologize for,” he said in a low voice, leaning in closer to her.

She smiled, but her jaw was still bunched. “You’re apologizing for pretending like you know what’s best for me. You don’t even really know me.”

He reached out and touched her now. “I know enough to know I like you.” And he liked more than just what he saw with his eyes.

She lifted her chin higher, looking at him. “Fine, you’re forgiven. But only if you do me a favor.”

He grinned and wrapped his arms around her waist now. “I’ll do favors for you all night long, if that’s what you need.”

She tsked. “That’s what I wanted last night. Tonight I just want someone to come with me to look at baby clothes.”

His spine stiffened. “Something I don’t know?”

“Relax. It’s just an errand for the church. I have to make a baby gift basket for some new parents in our congregation.”

He stepped backward just a little.

“I thought you wanted to make things up to me.”

“I don’t even know what I’m making up to you,” he argued.

“Uh-huh. That’s what I thought.” Val feigned annoyance, but he could tell she was teasing him. That was good. He was glad whatever was bothering her earlier seemed to have faded into the background.

“Fine,” he said, feeling his man card shrivel and disintegrate in the wind that was blowing Val’s hair softly around her pretty face. “I’ll go baby shopping with you.”

—

On Monday morning Val awoke with the keys of her laptop computer pressing into the side of her cheek. She pulled back, worried that she’d drooled on the keyboard. She hadn’t, even though she most definitely had been dreaming about one dark, mysterious, surprisingly sweet Marine who’d gone shopping with her last night. She caught herself sighing dreamily.

“Stop that,” she said out loud, talking to herself like a crazy person. Sweet Cheeks came darting toward her, aware that she was awake now. Val pointed. “Sit,” she said in a stern voice like Griffin had taught her. Sweet Cheeks obeyed. “Good girl.” Val’s voice sweetened again and she pet the little dog’s head. “You’re a good dog. I’m going to miss you so much when you go home with Alma.” She was surprised at the sudden emotion riding through her at the thought of handing Sweet Cheeks back.

She tapped a button and her laptop came to life. She’d written almost an entire chapter after Griffin had gone home last night. He was her magic sauce. She wondered, when the summer was over, how she was going to ever let him go. Her gaze wandered to the blow-up man staring at her creepily from the corner of the room. He was about as inspiring as one of those guys at the church that her father would prefer she go out with. Okay, Blow-Up Man was slightly more inspiring, and he had more of a personality than most of the single guys there that she’d been subjected to. Not that churchgoing men couldn’t be attractive. Griffin had been very attractive when she’d found him sitting in the back pew yesterday.

Val sighed again, then turned to look at the calendar. It was the last week of July. Her book was due two weeks from today. It would mean late nights until then, but she could pull this off. And then she’d let Griffin go, the same way she was letting Sweet Cheeks go on Wednesday. She’d make it quick, like ripping off a Band-Aid.

It’d be easy.

Sweet Cheeks whined like she was reading Val’s mind.

“I know,” she said. “I love you, too.” But just because she adored the little dog didn’t mean she should open up her life to it. Some things were just meant to be fun while they lasted. They weren’t meant to last forever, though.

Slipping her feet into a pair of flip-flops, she took Sweet Cheeks for a walk. When she returned, her phone was blinking with a message from Nikki. It was no doubt a check-in call to see if Val had made any headway on her newest book.

“Call me,” Nikki’s voice said as Val listened to her voicemail.

Val redialed and waited for her agent’s cheer-filled voice to answer. “Hi, Nikki. You summoned?”

“Progress report, please,” Nikki said, cutting to the chase.

“In the homestretch.” Val laughed nervously, pacing, with Sweet Cheeks at her heel.

“Deadline is in two weeks, Val. And we really can’t ask for another push-back on the schedule.”

“I’m on track. I’ll be done,” Val promised, praying to God she was promising something she could actually deliver on.

Nikki hesitated on the other line. “Great. So I guess that means your mystery guy is worth his weight in gold.”

Griffin was worth so much more than that. He was sexy. Intense. Funny. Her body ached for him when they were apart, and they’d only had sex once. Or, three times in one night. He was a drug that she should “just say no” to. Except all she wanted to do was say, Yes, yes, oh, God, yes.

“Yes,” Val said, pressing a hand to her now racing heart—racing just at the thought of him. “He is definitely inspiring me.”

—

Griffin’s week had flown by. It was cliché, but he felt like he was walking on air. Like he could breathe a little more easily. Since Val had come darting into his lane and his life, reckless and passionate, sweet and saucy. So damn sexy…

“Uh-oh.”

Griffin turned toward the familiar Southern drawl as he stood in line for a sandwich at the community shopping center on base. It was his lunch hour, not that he ever got a full hour. His time was the Corps’, on and off base, 365 days of the year.

Griffin offered a hand for Lawson to shake, then yanked himself backward as Lawson tried to pull him into a hug. “Hey, man. We’re Marines. We don’t hug. What did those yogi people do to you this summer?”

Lawson laughed loudly. “It’s what Julie did to me, bro. It’s called love. And if the rumor mill is correct, you, my friend, reek of it.” He dug an elbow into Griffin’s side. “I may have been in Hawaii for the last few weeks, but news travels fast. I hear you’re seeing Val Hunt.”

“It’s none of your business.”

Lawson feigned being offended. “I’m one of your best friends. A fellow Marine…You two are at least screwing, right? Do I need to return the favor and help you pick out a box of condoms? The ones labeled ‘for her pleasure’ seem to work well.”

Griffin shook his head. “I see yoga and Hawaii didn’t change you a bit.” He was one person away from ordering his food, paying, and getting the hell out of there. He didn’t want to talk about his love or sex life. This was why he preferred his dogs.

“Okay, fine.” Lawson held up his hands. “Let’s talk about me then. I went to see my mama in Texas before coming home from vacation with Julie.”

“Yeah?” Griffin swallowed, wishing he had a chance to have a real visit with his mother. One where she didn’t try to order him out of her room. “How’s Mama Phillips doing?”

“Overjoyed.” 

Griffin noticed the spark in his friend’s eyes now. It wasn’t just the Hawaiian tan that had Lawson glowing. Before Griffin could ask, he was prompted to step up to the counter and order his sandwich, which would never meet his sandwich standards, but he was starving.

“I’ll have the same and I’m paying,” Lawson said, coming up beside him.

“You don’t have to do that,” Griffin argued.

“We’re celebrating. Mama Phillips gave me her ring and I’m going to ask Julie if she’ll put it on her finger.”

Griffin grinned now. “Fine. We’ll hug.” He laughed and pulled Lawson into a hug this time. “Congrats, man. That’s awesome news.”

“She hasn’t said yes yet.” Lawson drew back and pulled out his wallet, laying a twenty on the counter to cover both of their lunches.

“She will. She’s crazy about you. God help her.”

Lawson nodded. “We should all hang out. Me and Julie, you and Val.”

Griffin shrugged. “It’s not like that between us.” As he said it, though, it felt like a lie. It was like that between them. He wanted Val at his side as much as possible.

“I see.” Lawson shoved Griffin’s bagged sandwich into his stomach. “If you say so. Good seeing you. Don’t be a stranger.” He started walking toward the door.

“Let me know what she says,” Griffin yelled after him as they split up in the parking lot.

“Won’t have to. You’ll hear me whooping from a couple miles away,” Lawson yelled back.

Griffin got back in his Explorer, smiling to himself. He was happy for his friend. In the last two years, he’d watched his two closest buddies find love, the long-lasting kind that stood the test of time. He cranked his engine and took back to the roads, wishing he were on his bike instead. He liked to feel the road through his body, every bump and pebble. It vibrated through him, as did Val these days.

Lawson was right. There was something up between him and Val. Griffin just wasn’t sure exactly what it was. And until he knew, he wasn’t talking about it with anyone.

Pulling his sandwich on his lap, he ate while he drove. There was a strict no-cellphone rule while driving on base, but no rule against eating sandwiches and driving. Or mentally stripping a woman bare. Both equally or more distracting in his opinion.

From the back he heard Jaws panting loudly. He’d stop and give his partner some water in a minute. Not much else to do, anyway. It’d been a slow week. Aside from a few speeders and an almost-brawl between two Marines, things had been eerily calm.

Too calm. That was the realist in him talking, because good things never lasted. That’s why it was best to enjoy everything in the moment. Like Val. Although some part of him wanted more than just a moment with her, a lot more.

Wow. That realization surprised him and scared the sandwich in his lap to the passenger seat beside him. His appetite was gone. He chose to tread softly around love and commitment. The whole field was rigged with IEDs, ready to explode with one bad move. And he tended to make a lot of bad moves when it came to the people he loved.

A call came over the receiver. Griffin turned up the volume and listened. A white male with a gun was having a bad day at the commissary down the road. Yeah, the perp was no doubt a Marine, but there was no need for guns in a grocery store.

Griffin turned on his lights and pressed his foot into the gas pedal, heading to the location of the call. Two minutes later he got out, unloaded Jaws, and started walking. Jaws pulled against his leash just slightly, and Griffin ordered him back.

The entrance’s automatic doors opened and a blast of cold air hit him as he continued inside, assessing the scene only a hundred feet away. The perp had his gun drawn, holding it loosely in his hand. The people around him were frozen, waiting for his next move. Griffin assessed the potential victims: Marines on lunch, women and children running daily errands. Griffin spotted two other police officers standing off to his right, hands on their own guns, ready to draw.

Okay. The next move went to the perp, whose only crime so far was that he was a threat to the surrounding people’s safety. No one was hurt, not yet, and Griffin planned on keeping it that way.

“This is all a joke,” the perp yelled out.

From the corner of Griffin’s eye he saw Jaws’s ears prick. The dog’s chest was stretched over ready legs. Griffin tugged imperceptibly on Jaws’s leash. Maybe Griffin should’ve left him in the Explorer.

“What’s a joke?” Griffin asked, gaining the man’s attention. “Lunch? They didn’t make what you wanted today?”

Probably not a good idea to tease a man waving a gun, but Griffin had a sense for what people needed in a potential situation.

“Nah, man. This place is a joke. They send us where they want, and damn how it affects our shit. They want us to go fight in some desert and risk our lives, they stuff us in a plane and send us. They don’t care if we die. They’ll just hire on some fresh eighteen-year-olds to take our places.”

Griffin nodded. He’d heard this rant before. “What happened? Did you lose a brother?”

Griffin’s mind was putting together the pieces as he continued to talk the Marine down. A crew from Camp Leon had been ambushed on a secret mission last night. Two men had died.

The perp shook his head. “People are dying over there,” he said, as if Griffin didn’t know that.

Griffin heard the slur in the man’s voice now. “Put your gun on the floor and we’ll talk about it.”

The man met Griffin’s eyes. Griffin could see the fight behind them being squelched. The perp just needed to talk to someone.

“You can talk to me,” Griffin said, lowering his voice and taking a step closer to the man.

The man’s gun was hanging at his side now.

Glancing down, Griffin noted that Jaws’s body had stiffened to the point of rigor mortis now.

“I’ve lost brothers, too. Let’s go have a seat, grab some lunch, and talk,” Griffin said.

The man’s eyes softened. They were wet. His face shone with sweat.

In his peripheral vision, Griffin could see the crowd of people around him. People were slinking to safety, which was exactly what he wanted. Still, the situation was far from handled.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” the man with the gun said. “I just…I just…”

“Put the fucking gun down, you asshole!” a Marine in the crowd blared, stepping forward.

Oh, shit. Griffin’s eyes locked on those of the man with the gun. The guy’s eyes hardened again. Griffin could see he was thinking about raising his gun again, but he hadn’t yet. There was still time to de-escalate the situation.

“Take a breath,” Griffin said. Before he could say anything else, Jaws launched himself like a bullet, forcefully hitting the perp in the torso and knocking him to the floor.


Chapter 16

Val finished typing the last sentence of her scene and grabbed a sheet of paper to fan herself. She’d left off with her characters stripping down to jump into a lake, hot for one another and naked. She, on the other hand, was about to strip down and hit the shower. It was a quarter till eleven. She planned to meet Griffin’s mother for lunch and then do the book club with the ladies afterward. It wasn’t her usual time of day, but those ladies had gotten demanding about hearing more and knowing what came next in the story.

Val smiled to herself as she got up and hummed her way down the hall. Reading her own book to an audience was fun, even if they had no idea she was the author.

After a quick shower, Val dressed in a pair of skinny jeans and cropped top, slid her feet into some sparkly flip-flops, and headed toward Seaside Harbor. She’d packed lunch for herself and Helen earlier in the morning.

Louise waved from the entrance as she walked through. “She’s waiting on you.”

Val stopped in her tracks. “She remembered that I’m coming?”

“And that you were bringing her a cookie with her sandwich this time.”

“That’s incredible.”

“Don’t get too excited,” Louise said. “Moments of clarity are normal. She’s not going to make a miraculous recovery.”

Val nodded. “Right.” She knew that in her head. Her heart, however, couldn’t help but hope. Heading down the hall, she stopped in front of Helen’s room and knocked. It was a courtesy knock that Helen usually didn’t answer. Today, though, Helen looked up and waved her inside.

“Come in,” Helen said.

“Good morning.” Val lifted up their bagged lunches for Helen to see. “Hungry?”

Helen smiled. “Starving.”

“Great.” Val helped Helen stand and they walked together toward the community room. “You’re looking good today, Helen,” Val commented, really meaning it. It was amazing how her status fluctuated from one day to another. From one moment to another. Amazing and also sad because by the time Griffin arrived tonight, Helen would probably be back to her new normal. She wouldn’t remember him. She might get agitated at the sight of him, which happened often. The late afternoons weren’t her best part of the day. And, according to Louise, the nights were the worst. Helen was starting to exhibit the early stages of “sundowning,” a condition that happened to people with dementia where they screamed and cried after dark.

“How is your arm?” Val asked, walking closely to Helen to make sure she didn’t fall again.

“It hurts.”

Val nodded. “With time it’ll get better. We’re almost there.” They entered the community room and took a spot at the table next to the window. Val helped Helen sit and then laid her lunch in her front of her, happy to see that Helen didn’t waste any time pulling the foil off her sandwich and eating. The cast did little to slow her down. Val peeled off her wrappers and started to eat, too.

When they were done, Val pulled out the Sophie Evans book she was reading to the book club and flashed it at Helen. “Remember this?”

Helen smiled. “Yes,” she said softly, wiping her mouth with a napkin.

“Do you happen to remember where we left off?” Val asked, doubting that Helen would. A little recap of the story might help Helen at the book club in a few minutes, though.

“Sex,” Helen said. “I believe they were having sex.”

Val’s mouth fell open. No, they hadn’t left off on that part, but the answer still surprised her. “Actually, we left off when Ruby finds out about Daniel’s secret.”

Helen stiffened. She shook her head, her eyebrows twitching softly. “Oh, no. Secrets are never good. No, no, no.” She continued to shake her head, agitation moving over her, erasing her good mood. “Secrets and lies hurt everyone. The truth will set you free.”

Val reached across the table. “It’s okay, Helen. It’s just a story. And I promise there’s a happily-ever-after. That’s what I like about romance novels. They always end happy.”

Helen’s mood didn’t ease. She was disappearing back into herself. “Secrets and lies make you lose everything, everyone you love.” Her voice grew louder until everyone in the room stopped to stare. One of the nurses came over and crouched down beside Helen.

“Helen, baby, I think it’s time you go to your room to rest. Can I take you there?” the nurse asked, glancing briefly at Val.

Val’s gut twisted. She hadn’t meant to upset Helen. Obviously some part of Helen remembered how Griffin had left after learning the secret of his adoption.

“Yes.” Helen nodded. “The secret has to come out,” she told the nurse. “Daniel and Ruby. No secrets.” She was mumbling now.

“Bye, Helen.” Val watched the nurse grab a wheelchair and wheel Helen out of the community room.

For the next hour, Val read to the book club, entertained the women’s reflections on what the author’s intention of each scene was, which was usually way off the mark, and worried about Helen. When book club was over, she slid the Sophie Evans book back into her bag and headed down the hall to go check on her favorite patient. Her feet paused at the sight of her father coming toward her. He was wearing his church suit, the one he also wore to do church work in the community. He visited the nursing home regularly. It’d been a while since she’d run into him during the day here, though. Which was why she liked to come during the day hours if at all possible.

“Hey, Dad.” She cleared her throat, and stood a little straighter.

“Val. What are you doing here? Visiting?” he asked.

“I had lunch with one of the patients and then book club.”

His gaze lowered to her bag. “I see. What kind of book are you reading this month?”

No way was she going to pull out the romance novel and open the discussion of what was appropriate again. “Just a book the women agreed on.”

He nodded. “I still think a Bible study would be more worthwhile.”

She nodded, but it wasn’t in agreement. It was more of a way of keeping the discussion going, hopefully in a new direction. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

Her father frowned now. “Visiting a church member, I’m afraid.”

Val’s mind reviewed the list of residents and compared it to the members of her father’s church. “Everything okay?” she asked. The only resident here who was a member of her father’s church was Alma Edwards. But Alma was being discharged tomorrow. In fact, Val was meeting her at her home tomorrow afternoon to return Sweet Cheeks to her.

Her father shook his head grimly. “I’m afraid not. Mrs. Edwards seems to have taken a turn for the worse.”

Val gasped, her hands reflexively covering her mouth. Alma hadn’t been in book club that afternoon, but Val hadn’t even thought to ask why. She’d been too shaken by Helen’s sudden change in demeanor. And she’d suspected Alma’s absence was due to her packing and preparing to leave Seaside Harbor. “No.”

“Afraid so. Her family is in with her now.”

“She’s just here for a broken hip, though. And it’s healed.”

“She also has diabetes,” he said, matter-of-factly. Church pastors weren’t supposed to be matter-of-fact. They were supposed to be sympathetic, sensitive. And her father was those things to everyone but her. “And high blood pressure. And a host of other illnesses that come with old age. Looks like they’re all working against her right now.” He shook his head. “Her time might be coming to an end.”

Tears burned behind Val’s eyes. “Well, shouldn’t she be in the hospital or something?”

“She won’t go. Stubborn woman. She’s happy here. And Dr. Thomas doesn’t mind coming over.” Her father nodded as if the conversation was now over. “I have to get going. I’ll see you on Sunday morning.” His eyes narrowed behind his glasses. “Five minutes early is always best,” he said.

She didn’t have the energy to respond to that. Instead, she waved and watched him continue walking down the hallway. She felt numb. Maybe a nursing home wasn’t exactly the best place for a single woman to spend her summer vacation, but the people here were like family to her. Scratch that. Her father was her only family and every run-in with him lately left her deflated. Sick, crazy, or dying be damned, the people she knew at Seaside Harbor never left her feeling as low as Preacher Hunt did. No one left her feeling as low as he did, and yet there was no one she wanted acceptance from more.

—

Griffin put Jaws back in his kennel after a long afternoon. “Good boy,” he said, patting the dog’s head.

Jaws met his gaze solidly. His eyes were warm as his tail thumped the ground where he sat on his hind legs.

“Thanks, buddy. You did a good job out there today.”

Jaws thumped his tail again.

Griffin knew that Jaws had only acted because he’d thought Griffin was in danger. Jaws had risked his life to save Griffin’s. That made him a good dog.

Heading back to his office, Griffin dreaded the pile of paperwork that came with altercations. Really, the day would be much easier if no one ever broke the law. Griffin was also supposed to report on Jaws’s attack. Jaws was trigger-happy, and he’d leapt out of turn. Again. K-9s were a weapon of the military, as cold as that sounded. Weapons shouldn’t go off without someone giving the okay.

Griffin sat heavily behind his desk. No way was Jaws getting in trouble for attempting to save his life today. He’d avoid relaying the full truth to his higher-ups. Jaws was on his last chance, and Griffin wanted to give him just one more. 

An hour and a half later, paperwork done, he grabbed his keys and headed out into the parking lot. He waited until he had driven off base to pick up his cellphone and dial the nursing home.

“Seaside Harbor,” Louise said into the line. There was no mistaking her thick, welcoming voice.

“It’s Griffin,” he said. “How’s my mom?”

“She’s resting.”

Code for: not a good day to come by. Which was fine by him. He was exhausted.

“But she had a good day overall. Val came by to see her for lunch. She couldn’t do her book club, though, because your mom got agitated. We had to sedate her and put her to bed.”

Griffin nodded. This was routine stuff. It used to bother him, but now, if his mother didn’t hurt herself or someone else, it was in fact a good day. “Thanks.”

“You might want to check on Val, though,” Louise said.

Griffin turned his Explorer and headed down Seaside’s Main Street. “Oh, yeah? Why’s that?”

“Alma’s health has taken a bad turn. Your woman looked upset when she left here.”

“ ‘My woman’?” he repeated.

“Oh, come on, sweetie. You don’t fool me. You and Val have the grabby hands for one another.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “What happened to Alma?” He knew that Val thought a lot of the elderly patient. Enough to watch her devil dog all summer.

“It’s called old age, honey. Everyone in here is dying. We’re all dying, it’s just not as obvious for some of us.”

The events of his afternoon flashed through his mind. Yeah. Life was fragile. It needed to be handled with care. So did Val right now apparently, and he was the man for the job.

“I’ll come see my mother tomorrow,” he told Louise.

“Okay. Bye, Griffin.”

He disconnected as he pulled into his driveway. Walking inside, he smiled as Trooper bounced around like a puppy for a moment. Then Trooper’s energy spiraled and an old, retired dog was left wagging his tail mildly. He’d planned to take Trooper to the dog park nearby this afternoon, but Val needed him more. He couldn’t stand the thought of her being upset. She’d done a lot for him and his mom this summer. The least he could do was make sure she was okay tonight.

—

Val had been staring at her computer screen for the last half hour. Sweet Cheeks curled into her lap below and whined softly. She’d broken the news about Alma’s condition to her earlier, and thought maybe the little dog understood. Sweet Cheeks’s mood was as subdued as Val’s was this afternoon.

Val blinked at the questions from her readers on the screen. She was planning to leave the floor open for people to ask questions for a few more days, and then she’d record the YouTube video and put it online. A wave of excitement surged inside her, offsetting her depression just a little. She enjoyed writing, but she enjoyed this side of being an author, too. It was fun to interact with readers.

Val ran her fingers through Sweet Cheeks’s silky coat. As long as her father didn’t see the video, she was fine. She wasn’t sure if she could take more disappointed looks from him right now. She wasn’t sure he could be more disappointed in her if she actually tried to disappoint him.

The doorbell rang and Sweet Cheeks launched her little body off Val’s lap and began blazing the trail toward the front door. Val pursued, dragging her feet because there was no one she could think of that she’d be happy to see right now, other than Griffin. The niggling in her chest turned to butterflies in her stomach at the thought of him. Griffin typically stopped to see his mother after work, though.

She collected Sweet Cheeks in her arms and opened the door—to a tall, dark, and lust-igniting man.

She blinked. “What are you doing here?”

Sweet Cheeks was barely containable at Griffin’s presence. Val felt the same way.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” he said, stepping closer.

Her brow furrowed. “I am a little hungry. I haven’t eaten since I had lunch earlier with your mother.”

“It’s settled then. I’m taking you out.” He crossed the threshold and pulled her to him, closing the door behind him. “Do you like sushi?” he asked, nuzzling his face into her neck, brushing his rough, unshaven skin against hers. Every touch from him soothed her. He was exactly what she needed right now.

“I like sushi rolls.” She tipped her head back and looked at him. “Does that count?”

“It kind of counts. I know a great hole-in-the-wall place where we can get some.”

“Hole-in-the-wall places are my favorite.”

He leaned in and kissed her mouth. “All right then,” he said, pulling back. “You’re coming with me.”

Val gestured behind her. “I need to freshen up first. I didn’t know you were coming.”

Griffin’s gaze grew serious. “I heard about Alma. I’m sorry.”

Val swallowed, feeling the news of Alma’s decline hit her all over again. “It just doesn’t feel real yet. Out of everyone at Seaside Harbor, she’s the one who’s most full of life. Even more so than the twenty-something nurses there. Alma was only supposed to be at Seaside Harbor until her hip healed, which it has. She’s supposed to be going home. And taking Sweet Cheeks back.”

Griffin smoothed the hair along her face. “I wanted to make sure you were okay. Are you?”

She smiled softly, catching his hand and holding it in her own. “I am now that you’re here.”

—

The hole-in-the-wall sushi bar was a place that Griffin had discovered a few months back. It was small and dimly lit, a place you could go and not be noticed. When Heroes seemed too loud and he didn’t want to see anyone, this was where Griffin came. The food was good and it was a place where you could escape the usual crowd and just relax. Perfect for tonight because he wanted Val all to himself.

“I love it,” Val said, seated beside him at a small table in the back corner. “How did I not know about this place?”

Griffin pointed a finger at her. “You have to keep this a secret. This restaurant will lose its appeal if people discover it.”

Val sipped from her beer. “Hmm. But if no one knows about it, it’ll eventually go out of business. Catch-22.”

He grimaced. “You make a good point.”

“Uh-huh. I am your voice of reason,” she said, laughing softly. “Which is crazy because I’m no one’s voice of reason. Ever.”

“Good reason for me to keep you around.”

Her smile faded just a little.

“I was only joking. I have other reasons to keep you around, too.” He winked at her, loving how she shifted nervously. He really wished he knew what she was thinking sometimes. Her eyes seldom gave anything away.

“What other reasons?” She tilted her head, inviting him to continue.

The lighting of the room settled around her, making her look like a dream in front of him. “The list seems to grow every time I see you, so…” He trailed off.

“Smooth talker,” she accused, but she was leaning forward on the table, drawing closer to him, giving him a peek at what was under her low-hanging blouse. Nothing he hadn’t seen before but, damn, seeing her body never got old. “And you’re looking down my shirt.” She laughed as she sat back in her chair and shook her head. “You’re such a guy.”

“Did you think I was something different?” he asked, bringing his beer to his mouth and taking a long pull.

“Nope. I knew what I was getting into when I found you this summer.”

The waitress laid a plate of sushi down in front of them. “Enjoy,” she said. Then she turned and left them to their quiet corner. Alone again.

“Well, I had no idea what I was getting into,” he said, picking up a piece of sushi with his chopsticks. “You’re sweeter than I thought. And you’re pretty badass, too. You’re like one of those teaser games that takes forever to figure out.”

She popped a piece of sushi into her own mouth and chewed. “I’m really very simple,” she said when she’d finally swallowed.

“Tell me then. What’s the secret of Val Hunt?” He suddenly wanted to know all of her secrets, everything that made her who she was.

She shook her head. “I don’t have any secrets, really.”

He leaned forward. “You’re lying. We all have secrets. And I already know one big one about you.” He picked up another piece of sushi, wondering at the way she suddenly squirmed in the seat across from him.

—

“Big secret?” Val’s throat was suddenly cotton. She reached for her beer and took a huge gulp. Griffin couldn’t possibly know she wrote those Sophie Evans books he’d been reading lately. No one in her life knew. Not yet. She was warming up to the idea of telling a few trusted people, but right now her secret was still safe. Wasn’t it?

“Uh-huh.” Griffin pointed at her, his muscles bulging and rippling as he moved. “Your cover is blown.” He pretended to make an explosion with his hands.

Her heart stalled and she forgot to breathe. “Tell me what you think you know.”

“Oh, I know what I know.” He grinned. “And what I know is that you can’t wait to get me back to your place,” he said, lowering his voice.

Her mouth fell open and out came a whoosh of air that she’d sucked in a moment earlier. “What makes you think that?”

“I’m as good at reading people’s behavior as I am dogs’.”

This made her laugh. “Now you’re comparing me to a dog?”

He waggled his brow. “You do have some pretty nice tricks.”

“You’re right. I can’t wait to get you back to my place. My secret is out.”

He picked up a piece of sushi and held it out to her. “Eat up then, my dear. We have somewhere to be, and I have things to do. To you.”

A fire lit underneath her. She felt like raising her hand and signaling the waitress—check please!

“All right,” he said a moment later. “Since we’ve agreed that you want me.”

Val shook her head, laughing softly under her breath. “You’re so bad.”

“I want to hear one of your fantasies.” He lowered his voice and leaned in closer. “I’ve read some of those larger-than-life sex scenes in those romance novels you like. Tell me, what fantasy have you been dying to try?”

Val hummed on the idea. The truth was that being with him was a fantasy. She’d always loved a guy on a motorcycle. Tattooed, muscled arms. Dark hair, dark eyes. He was her fantasy guy in the looks category. And in the personality area, too. He was sweet, sensitive, all those things she longed for in a man, but doubted were realistic to expect in full.

“Come on. Everyone has fantasies. Tell me one.” His gaze was steady on hers; it’d been gradually heating all night as they’d bantered and flirted across the sushi on their table.

She lifted a shoulder as she thought. “I guess sex outdoors,” she threw out, saying the first thing that came to mind. “Kind of generic, I know.” But all of her books had an outdoor sex scene. The bedroom got old and, in fiction, you could do whatever you wanted, anywhere you wanted.

“Interesting. Where outdoors?” he asked.

“You are one for details, aren’t you?” Her skin was burning now. She moved her chopsticks around her plate, needling the leftover pieces. “I don’t know. On the back of a motorcycle,” she teased.

He tapped a finger to his chin as he considered this. “I’m not sure that’s possible.”

“Which is why they call it a fantasy.” She laughed, pushing her plate aside and crossing her arms in front of her. “Your turn. I told you mine. Now you tell me one of your fantasies.”

“You,” he said, mischief sparking in those hot chocolate eyes of his.

“Good answer. But I’m serious. I told you something, now you have to reciprocate.”

“I am all about reciprocation.” He winked at her. Then he exhaled as he thought. “I’m not into the bondage stuff. I guess my fantasy is taking my time, putting a woman first, and doing whatever she likes, again and again.”

Val swallowed. She liked the again and again part. She was practically melting in front of him. “You’re playing with me.”

“It’s true…I also like a woman who talks dirty to me,” he added. “The dirtier the better.”

Now she was a puddle. She had no bones. “Dirty talk?” she asked.

The waitress walked up as Val said it. She hesitated, looking between them, and then laid the check down.

Griffin immediately handed her cash. “Keep the change,” he told the waitress, pushing his chair back and standing. “We’re in a hurry.”

He met Val’s gaze, and yeah, she was suddenly in a hurry, too. She tried to stand but her legs felt numb; all of her blood had flowed to other places. She allowed Griffin to place his hand on the small of her back and usher her out to his Explorer. Instead of opening the front passenger door for her, however, he opened his back door.

“What are you doing?” she asked impatiently. They needed to get back to her place. As soon as possible.

“I’m inviting you to participate in another one of my fantasies.” He stepped in closer, wrapping his arms around her waist, pressing his body against hers, and making her want him as much as he obviously wanted her. The cool summer night’s air encircled them as they held each other.

“You want me to ride in the backseat?” she asked, not quite following. She was too consumed with thoughts of melting underneath him right now.

“I want you to ride in the backseat,” he agreed, nodding slowly, grinning devilishly.

“Oh. Ohhh.” She glanced between him and the open door to the leather backseat. “Your fantasy is having sex in the backseat?” she asked.

“I like parking lots,” he said, kissing her neck, following it up to her ear and whispering things to her that made her legs go weak. Dirty-talking her.

This was inspiration. A fling to satisfy all of her wildest dreams, she reminded herself. She glanced around the parking lot, which only held a few cars several parking spaces away. Then she turned and climbed into the backseat, glad that they’d picked a hole-in-the-wall restaurant to eat at and that there were few customers that might walk by and see them. A customer could walk by, though, and that was part of the appeal.

“I like your fantasy,” she whispered as he got in beside her and closed the door to the Explorer. The locks clicked loudly behind him. Then the only sound was that of their shallow breaths.

—

Griffin had been turned on since the moment Val opened her front door for him tonight. Whether it was intentional or not, Val Hunt did those little things that drove him crazy. Like chewing on her bottom lip. Or crossing her legs from the left to the right and back again. Crazy. He also liked how she’d leaned forward in that blouse that dipped too low tonight, and how her pink lace bra strap had been playing peekaboo with him for the last hour. He wanted to see more. A lot more.

He turned to her in the backseat of his Explorer, letting his hands ride up underneath her shirt, pushing her bra up over her breasts so that he could have full access.

“What if someone walks by?” she breathed, as he trailed kisses up from her navel, laying her back.

“People don’t look inside other people’s cars, Val. It’s rude. Also it’s dark outside.” He talked as he kissed, loving how she squirmed restlessly in his hold. “I also have tinted windows.” He lifted his head to look at her. “But talking about this takes the fun out of the fantasy.” He pulled himself on top of her and pressed his hips down in the soft spot between her legs, watching as her eyes closed. It was reminiscent of the way she’d responded to that first piece of sushi at dinner. So good. “Did you ever make out in the backseat of a car when you were in high school?” he asked, wanting to hear her voice as he touched her.

Her eyes opened and a soft smile lit her face as she shook her head. “Guys like you stayed far away from girls like me.”

“Like me?” His face was hovering over hers. “What kind of guy am I exactly?”

“You have hard edges. There’s danger in your eyes. Guys like you went for the girls whose skirts were too short. My father made sure my skirts always fell below my knees.”

“Not tonight.”

She shook her head. “Not tonight. So no, I never made out in the backseat of a car. It’s kind of cramped back here.” She looked at her leg, hanging down off the edge of the seat.

“That’s because we’re not doing this right. I’m supposed to be sitting. And you’re supposed to be straddling me.” A grin spread on his face.

“Oh…Your windows are tinted, you say?” she asked, looking up at the window above her.

“Yep. We can see them, but they can’t see anything but a shadow, if that. Passersby can still hear, though, so best to keep those squeals between us.”

Her lips parted. “I don’t squeal.”

He sat up and pulled her onto his lap, straddling her legs around him. He pressed his cock against her, eager to feel himself inside her. “You do. But I like those sounds you make when you’re turned on. They turn me on.” Before she could refute, he pulled her mouth to his, kissing her until she made a little moan that had him loosening the button of his jeans. Good thing he’d packed a condom in his pocket, just in case.

She shifted, watching as he unzipped and slid the rubber on. “This is more than making out, I’d say.”

“And I’d agree.” He cupped her ass and pulled her back to him. “Same rules apply as back then. Yes means yes and no means no. Please say yes to me, Val,” he growled, nipping at her neck.

She shuddered as one of his hands moved up to cup her breast under her shirt. Then he lifted her shirt and pulled her nipple between his teeth, pressing down gently, just enough to be rewarded with one of those squeals of hers. “Yes.”

That’s all he needed to hear. He grabbed ahold of her body and moved her skirt out of his way. With one finger, he pulled back the thin fabric of her underwear, giving him access to thrust inside her.

High school had never felt like this. Nothing in his life had ever felt this good. “Talk dirty to me,” he said a moment later.

Her eyes cracked open. “I…I don’t know…”

“Tell me how it feels.” His fingers traced along her spine as he kissed her bare shoulder, rocking her rhythmically against him.

“So good. You feel so good,” she said, uncomfortable at first. He could hear it in the way she hesitated with her words.

He laughed as he continued to make love to her. “I think you can do better than that.” Lifting her up, he leveled his mouth with her breasts again. “How about this?” His tongue swirled over her sensitive skin as she moaned softly in response. “How does this feel?”

“You make me so…” She paused, sucking in a shallow breath.

He waited, wanting to hear more, needing to hear more as much as he needed to feel more of her skin on his. “Do I turn you on?” he asked.

“Mmm. Yes.” It wasn’t exactly dirty talk, but he’d let her slide.

“Backseats are for quickies,” he said then. “I’ll take my time when we get back to your house.”

“I can wait,” she said, starting to pull off him. “It could take me a while so…”

He pulled her flush against him again. “Have a little faith in me,” he said. Then he proceeded to deliver on his quickie, leaving her fully and completely satisfied by the time he was done.

“What about you?” she asked, laying her head against his chest as they held each other in the backseat.

“I can wait for part two, back at your place.”

She lifted her head. “No way.” She lowered to her knees in the floor of the car and pushed between his legs, taking his length in her mouth. Griffin tipped his head back and cursed under his breath.

“Fuck,” he whispered, as her nails bit softly into his inner thighs. She swirled her tongue around his head, making him lose his mind. She made him lose his mind. He groaned and tried to move her away as he came. She didn’t budge, though. Instead, she dug her nails in deeper until he shuddered inside her mouth. “Fuck,” he groaned. “Oh, God, Val.”

She kissed her way up his chest, his neck, trailing kisses over his jaw up to his ear. “Now take me home for part two.”


Chapter 17

Val yawned as she stretched her arms overhead the next morning. A dreamy smile stamped her mouth. She’d been dreaming about Griffin and all the wicked things they’d done in this very bed last night. He’d left her at midnight to head home because he had to work today. And she might be off for the summer from her job as school secretary, but she had work to get done, too. She needed to finish her manuscript while the inspiration of a hot man in her bed was still fresh.

She sat up and petted Sweet Cheeks’s head. She’d allowed the little dog to take Griffin’s place beside her in the night. She didn’t know how she’d ever gone without the stirrings of another creature in her home. Being alone was lonely.

“You’ll be going home soon,” she told Sweet Cheeks as she stood and slipped her feet into a pair of flip-flops. Val just wasn’t sure what would constitute home for Sweet Cheeks in the future. If Alma really was on the decline, Sweet Cheeks might go live with one of Alma’s adult children, or her sister who lived in the mountains. Val opened the back door and smiled as the puppy bolted outside to take care of business. Val needed to do that, too. Then she planned on spending the entire day chained to her computer. She would finish this manuscript, come hail or high water.

After freshening up in the bathroom, she grabbed her cellphone and dialed Seaside Harbor nursing home. “How’s Alma doing?” she asked when Louise’s voice came on the other line.

“Not good. Today isn’t the day, though. I’ve come to know when someone here is ripe for the picking. Alma isn’t ripe just yet.”

Val frowned. “That was almost poetic, Louise. Who knew you had it in you?”

Louise laughed heartily. “You coming in today?”

“No.” Val started her coffeemaker, listening for Sweet Cheeks’s scratching on the back door. “I have some things to do.” Like write until there were no more words left in her brain. “I was wondering if you could check on Helen for me.”

“I always check on Helen. It’s my job,” Louise said. “Say what you mean, girl.”

Val sighed. “I was wondering if you’d have lunch with Helen.”

“You do know my half-hour lunch is the only me-time I have in my day, right? I have three kids at home and a husband who can’t find his ass without me. That thirty minutes is gold to me.”

Val cringed. “Wow. You make being married with children sound like a nightmare.”

“It is.” Louise sighed dramatically into the receiver. “But fine. You light up so many faces when you come here, and most people wouldn’t step foot in this place if you paid them. For you, Val, I will spend my lunch time with Helen.”

Val bounced lightly on her heels. “Aww, Louise, you’re the best.”

“But only if you tell me why Helen matters so much to you. There are several Alzheimer’s patients here. Why do you try so hard with this one?”

Val heard Sweet Cheeks scratching on the back door and headed to let her back in. “Kindred spirits, I guess. I like Helen.”

“I think you also like Helen’s son,” Louise teased.

Sweet Cheeks came darting into the room as Val opened the door. “I’ll admit that we’ve been spending time together. He’s a nice guy.”

“Uh-huh.” Louise tsked. “I bet he’s good in bed, too,” she said, lowering her voice.

“Louise!” Val gasped. Louise was only a decade older, but seemed much more than that thanks to her life experience.

“Don’t act like you’re so innocent. I’ve been reading that book your book club is hooked on.”

Val froze. “You’re reading the Sophie Evans book?”

“It’s good. Kind of dirty. I’m surprised you like that stuff.”

Val covered her mouth with one hand. The book club, Griffin, and now Louise. The next thing she knew her father would be reading her book. “You think it’s good?” she asked, unable to help herself.

“Let’s just say my husband was very happy with my mood last night after the kids went to bed.”

Val’s eyes widened and she started laughing. “Geez, Louise. TMI! Don’t you have a job to do?”

“Yes, and apparently I’m not taking a lunch today, either. Finish those things of yours and get your skinny ass back here tomorrow. The summer’s ticking away and then we’ll never see you anymore.”

“Right. Thanks, Louise.” Val set her phone on the kitchen counter and grabbed a coffee mug. Two hours later, she leaned back in the chair at her desk and stared at her computer screen. She was practically sweating, partly from the feverish typing and partly from the heat her scenes were packing.

All thanks to Griffin.

Her phone buzzed on the kitchen counter where she’d set it earlier in the morning. Standing, she stretched her arms toward the ceiling and headed to go check the messages. She’d heard the buzzing all morning, but she’d forced herself to stay the course. Now she glanced at her screen and saw the eight missed text messages.

Two from Kat.

Two from Kat’s sister, Julie, who had become as good as a sister to her over the last year.

And four texts were from Griffin.

Val tapped on Griffin’s name first.

Hey, beautiful. Thinking of you.

Next text: I can’t type the things I’m thinking, though. They’re illegal in some places.

Val laughed out loud.

Text three: I want to make that fantasy of yours come true.

Her heart stilled. She’d only told him about one fantasy, and there was no way that fantasy would turn into a reality.

Last text: Join me tonight to make it happen?

Her finger hovered over the keyboard on her screen. She wanted to say yes to anything he asked, but having sex outdoors was crazy. Why had she ever divulged that tidbit of information? 

I can’t tonight, she started to text back. I have plans with—

Her finger hovered over the buttons. She was about to lie her way out of enacting a fantasy. Because she was chicken. Bock. Bock.

Bark!

Sweet Cheeks barked and chased her tail.

Bark!

In some alternate reality, even Sweet Cheeks was calling her a chicken. Fine. This was her summer to live it up. She deleted what she’d just wrote and typed Yes instead. Saying yes to Griffin felt good, and this summer she wanted to feel good even if it came by doing something very bad.

—

The sun had been beating down on him all morning. Every now and then the K-9 unit put on demonstrations for neighboring schools. During the summer months, they usually got a break from this. Truth be told, entertaining wasn’t Griffin’s forte; he preferred to disappear into the crowd and people-watch. He preferred being in bed with Val.

Troy Matthews stepped up beside Griffin and crossed his arms at his chest. “You’re smiling. Why are you smiling?” he asked, keeping his gaze on the dogs in the training area now. There was a group of homeschool students on the bleachers watching and taking notes. What they were taking notes on he had no clue. “You don’t usually smile when there are students on the premises. Must be love.”

Griffin slid a glance in Troy’s direction. Troy’s gaze was shaded by dark sunglasses, but a small curve lined his lips. “I’m not smiling,” Griffin said. “You must have something in your eye.”

The students on the bleachers whooped and cheered as one of the dogs located a pretend bomb on the training course. The handler gave the dog a treat. Jaws stood erect at Griffin’s side watching every movement.

“Sure looked like love when I saw you and Val at the sushi bar last night,” Troy said then. “I was getting takeout. You two were too busy making goo-goo eyes at each other to notice me.” He shook his head. “Understandable. She is hot.”

“Hot” was an understatement. And no one else was allowed to check out his…what? Val wasn’t his girlfriend. They’d never said they were exclusive. She meant more to him than a casual hookup, though. “You saw us?” Griffin pressed his tongue in his cheek. “Inside or outside the restaurant?” Because he’d exaggerated just a little when he’d told Val that no one could see into his backseat. It was highly unlikely that people would see them unless they were looking, but it was possible.

“You were sitting at the table in the far back.” Troy nodded to himself, his gaze directed at the demonstration. “Then you left in a quite a hurry. Looked like maybe it was an emergency.”

Griffin averted his gaze. “Your point?”

“It’s just good to see you smiling, man. That’s all. We should all be so”—Troy cleared his throat—“lucky.”

Fucker.

“You taking Jaws out there?” Troy asked then, changing the subject.

Griffin gave his head a hard shake. After the other day when Jaws had attacked, Griffin was hesitant to put him in a situation where he might do the same. Especially when the kennel master, Charlie Myer, was watching. “No. We’re still training on a lot of that stuff.”

Troy nodded. “Hear your dog saved your life the other day. Good partner you have there.”

Griffin nodded. “Yep.” Which was why he intended to be an equally good partner. After the demonstration, he planned on taking Jaws through the course and doing more training on waiting for a command. Afterward, he planned to stop by and see his mom. He wouldn’t give up on her, either. One of these days he was going to walk into her room and she was going to remember him. Last but not least on his to-do list for the day, Griffin would freshen up and go get Val. She had a fantasy that he was biting at the bit to fulfill.

Griffin was an hour into private training with Jaws when Troy opened the gate and headed toward them. He was wearing the padded suit they used for the student demonstrations.

“What are you doing?” Griffin wiped the sweat from his brow.

“Hot as hell in this thing.” Troy started walking toward him and Jaws.

Griffin watched Jaws stiffen as Troy waved his arms around. What the hell was Troy doing? “You okay, man?”

Troy shook his head. “Just playing the part. If you’re going to train your dog, you need a loose cannon out here, right?”

Griffin saw the toy gun in Troy’s hand now. “He’s not ready for that.”

Troy slid his sunglasses on top of his head. “He’s out in the field. Better get him ready. You already had one run-in with an active shooter.”

“We’re working on it.” Griffin’s body tensed. “I’m not sure Jaws will—”

“Better watch your dog, man. I kind of like my face. It’s a pretty one, wouldn’t you agree?” Troy had a plastic gun in his hand, but it wasn’t aimed at Griffin yet.

“Wait,” Griffin commanded as Jaws stiffened and let out a warning bark. The K-9s were trained to attack with or without a command, but only if there was a viable threat. 

Troy took a few steps toward them. He was still a good distance from where they stood, and still not pointing his gun. Not a big enough threat.

“Wait,” Griffin said again, holding his hand down to Jaws.

Jaws didn’t wait. He did what he’d done with the gunman at the commissary. He leaped into the air, latching onto Troy’s arm with sharp teeth. Thankfully, Troy was safe in the padded suit.

Damn it! Griffin grabbed Jaws’s collar and pulled him off. “Down.”

Troy leveled his gaze at him. “All right.” He flipped the pad of his thumb under his nose. “Great. We’ll start from there. Let’s do this again.”

Griffin swallowed as Troy turned and headed back to the gate for round two. “Hey,” he called out.

Troy turned.

“Thanks. And you do have kind of a pretty face,” Griffin teased with a smile.

“Let’s keep it that way,” Troy said.

—

Val looked at her watch and reluctantly got up. Griffin would be coming over in an hour. She was one chapter from finishing the first draft of her book. She’d sworn she’d finish today, and she’d come close. The finish line was in sight.

She headed to her bedroom to shower and dress for tonight’s date. Fitting that she was living out a fantasy of hers on the night before she finished her book.

And when she was done, she and Griffin would part ways. That was the plan from the very beginning. He made sense for the summer, but not for the long haul. There was an image in her head of guys who matched the forever description. Those guys looked more like the ones who filed inside her father’s church on Sundays. They wore khakis and button-down shirts. No tattoos. No motorcycles. No dirty sex in public.

A blush rose in her cheeks and a little ache settled in her heart at the prospect of not seeing Griffin anymore. It’d been a long time since she’d had fun with someone, since someone had made her feel so alive.

After showering and blow-drying her hair, she headed to her closet. White lace panties were always the right choice for a night like tonight. She grabbed the matching bra, too. Then she picked out a pair of skinny jeans and a red no-sleeve top. She opened her jewelry box and peered inside looking for the perfect piece to accentuate her neckline. She had a million and one necklaces to choose from, but her gaze zeroed in on her mother’s pearls. She ran her fingers over the bumpy beads, holding the strand in her palm and remembering how she once sat in her mother’s lap and admired them on her. “Only to be worn on special occasions,” her mother would say.

“Today is just a normal day, Mom,” Val had answered back.

“But every day with you is a special occasion.”

Val’s eyes burned at the memory. She pulled the pearls off the hook and decided to wear them. She was celebrating, after all. She’d almost finished writing her book. It didn’t matter how many she wrote, each one was a small feat. If her mother were here, she would be proud of Val’s books, dirty sex and all. Looking in the mirror, Val clasped the chain around her neck and stood back to take in her reflection. She was going to enjoy herself tonight, wherever she went.

The doorbell rang and Sweet Cheeks went flying.

“Wait! Stay…! Sweet Cheeks!” she called. It didn’t matter how many treats she fed that dog, or how many dog-training books she read, Sweet Cheeks was never going to listen when push came to shove. Val followed her down the hall and opened the door to one badass Marine who was doing a good job of stealing her heart these days. His helmet was under his arm. She leaned forward and peeked into her driveway. “You brought your motorcycle,” she said, confused. There went the last twenty minutes of making sure her hair was perfectly straight with just the right sheen.

“Of course.” He stepped inside, closed the door, and slid his arm around her waist, lowering his mouth to hers. “It’s a crucial piece of your fantasy.”

She pulled back and studied his face. “I thought we were going to have sex…um, in nature.”

He nipped at her lower lip. “I believe you said outside, not necessarily in nature. And I believe you said on the back of a bike.”

She pulled back again. “I was just thinking out loud. We can’t, I can’t…” She shook her head.

“It’s happening, Val. Just say yes.” His hand lowered to her ass and gave a firm squeeze that sent a thrill through her body.

“Don’t they teach the kids to just say no?” Her mind was whirling. She wanted to get inspired, not step inside a porn movie.

“Do you trust me?” He reached for her hands and held them.

She met his gaze, dark and sexy, haunted. And even though her instinct was to answer no, she trusted the man in front of her one hundred percent. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

“Your wish is my command.” He pointed a playful finger at Sweet Cheeks. “Hold the fort down, dog. We’ll be home soon.”

A little sigh caught in her throat. She really was living in a fantasy right now because hearing the word “home” on Griffin’s lips did funny things to her heart. He placed a helmet on her head and tucked her arms around his waist as they straddled the motorcycle. The vibration of the bike shot through her. Who’d have thought she’d enjoy the back of a motorcycle so much?

“Hold on to me,” he commanded, glancing back over his shoulder. He meant just for the ride, but her ever-wild imagination got carried away again. Maybe she could hold on to him for just a little while longer. Maybe finishing her book and the summer didn’t mean saying goodbye. Because she wasn’t ready to let go of Griffin Black just yet.


Chapter 18

Despite the summer heat earlier in the day, the air was cool as they zipped around the winding back roads of Seaside. Val rested her cheek against Griffin’s back and closed her eyes, enjoying the feel of flying on the open roads. The feel of freedom. When she was with Griffin, she felt unleashed and free from the judgment of others who thought she needed to look and act a certain way. She’d always talked too much, spoken her mind first, and then apologized. There were no apologies when she was with Griffin, though.

Opening her eyes, she tried to determine where they were exactly. One road in Seaside led to the water. Another led to the military base nearby. This road, however, seemed to be taking them out of town. Paradise Point was nearby. It was a quaint waterfront town with cutesy stores in the downtown area. Not a good place for exhibition.

Val blinked, reading the sign that was lit up by spotlights for night travelers.

WELCOME TO PARADISE.

Suddenly her mind was racing with the possibilities. Sex in the gardens. Sex by the river, in the woods, in one of the outdoor exhibits. Paradise Point had a winery. It was romantic, with gardens, parks, and outdoor exhibits. Every year a festival was held in Paradise Point and most of the town of Seaside attended. People from out of state even attended to sample the wine, eat the food, and maybe take a hot-air balloon ride over the scenic town. It truly was a paradise in its own right.

Heaven help me. I’m going to get arrested tonight.

“You okay back there?” Griffin asked, glancing over his shoulder as they stopped at a stop sign.

“Yes. But I didn’t realize we were leaving town.”

“I thought it might be better, considering Seaside is your hometown. I thought you might feel…more comfortable.”

A car passed and he turned, speeding up again. Ten minutes later, he slowed and drove the motorcycle onto a dirt road marked with NO TRESPASSING signs. As the road grew bumpier, she tightened her viselike hold on him. The woods cleared at the mouth of a riverbank. There was no evidence of people nearby.

The loud roar of the motorcycle’s engine cut. Griffin pulled off his helmet, then got off the bike and helped her remove her helmet, too.

“My friend Troy owns this land by default. He inherited it. Claims this is the best fishing spot in the Carolinas.” Griffin smoothed her flyaway hairs from wearing the helmet. “This is private property. We’ll have all the privacy we want to, uh, fish.”

She tilted her head. “Did you bring a pole?” As soon as the words left her, she slapped a hand across her mouth and started laughing. “I totally didn’t mean the way that sounded.”

He chuckled and helped her off the back of the bike. She was suddenly nervous, but not from the idea of taking her clothing off outdoors—well, that, too. But the way Griffin was staring at her had her fidgeting and adjusting her clothing.

He reached out a hand. “Let’s take a walk. I want to show you something.”

Slipping her hand in his, she walked at his side. “You’ve been here before?” she asked.

“Oh, yeah. Troy and I are good friends. We really do fish here. And, yeah, I usually bring my pole.” He winked at her and those nervous flutters stormed her belly. “Watch your step,” he said, pointing at a root bumping up out of the ground.

“Would you catch me if I fell?” she asked, flirting with him.

“You’d have to fall first.” He squeezed her hand.

She wondered if he was talking about something other than the root on the ground. Did he want her to fall for him? Surely, he didn’t. He was the love-’em-and-leave-’em type. At least that’s what she’d pegged him to be. Griffin didn’t fit the bill of the guys who stuck around, offered a ring and a promise of happily-ever-after.

“It’s over here.” He tugged her toward a small pier on the water. It wasn’t more than six feet long. Jagged rocks of different sizes lined the banks here. There were smaller, more polished rocks, too. “See there.” He pointed.

Val squinted. “All I see are rocks.”

“Look closer.” He steadied her as she leaned forward to get a closer look at the rocky bank.

She blinked, then she saw movement on the ground. At first she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her, but then she realized some of the rocks weren’t actually rocks. “Hermit crabs,” she said, breaking into a smile.

“That’s right. There are hundreds of them out here. Trooper loves to yap and snap at ’em.”

Val laughed. “And hopefully not get pinched.”

“My dog? No. He’s survived wars. A few little hermit crabs have nothing on Trooper. My other dog, on the other hand, maybe so.”

“Still not measuring up?” she asked, feeling calmer now. This was Griffin. There was no reason to be raw nerves around him.

“He can barely get through a simple training without disregarding a command. He’s like a child who won’t listen.” He chuckled to himself. “He’s like me in junior high and high school.”

“And you turned out okay.” She bumped her body against his shoulder. Enjoying the feel of his body on hers, wanting to feel more of it.

“Just okay?” He looked at her, his eyes suddenly heating. “We came here with a purpose in mind. I believe you have a fantasy to fulfill.” He pulled her flush against him.

Reflexively, she braced her hands against his chest, feeling his heart thud against her palm. She also felt his desire, hard against her lower stomach. “You said we were going to do, um, it, on your motorcycle.”

“I changed my mind. My bike can’t hold us. At least not unless we go slow and easy. And I don’t want to go slow and easy.” He kissed her mouth, pushing his tongue gently past her lips. “Can’t lay on the rocks. Too rough,” he said between brushes of his lips on hers.

“And the crabs,” she added. “Maybe we’re not meant—”

“Oh, we’re meant to,” he said. He grabbed her hand and pulled her with him. They walked to his motorcycle, where she realized he’d packed supplies for their excursion. Pulling out a thick blanket, he tucked it under his arm and pulled her in the direction of the riverbank. “Over here.” He walked her over to a soft patch of grass. Then he let go of her hand and laid out the blanket. “The only other alternative is the water, and it might be cold riding back on the motorcycle if we get wet.”

She glanced at the river. The thought of sex in the blue water was enticing, but…“Cold. Right.” She looked at the blanket on the ground. “This looks perfect.”

“You’re perfect,” he said. Then his hands were on her, cupping the back of her neck. And he was kissing her, turning her on like she’d never been turned on before.

She moaned and released herself to the moment. Griffin unbuttoned her jeans and slowly tugged on the zipper.

She wiggled her hips out, revealing the white lace underneath as Griffin watched. When the jeans were past her knees, he pulled them off and discarded them at the end of the blanket. Then he pulled her up and lifted her shirt over her head.

“Everything comes off,” he whispered, running a hand behind her neck. He kissed the wild pulse there along the side, then moved his hands to unclasp her bra, leaving her naked a moment later.

“Your turn.” Val worked to take his shirt and jeans off, loving how his gaze studied her body. She felt beautiful in his presence; he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

Then they were naked under the stars, surrounded by nature, ready to do animalistic things to each other’s bodies.

“Lay back,” Griffin said, tracing a finger from one shoulder down her arm. She did as he asked, watching him now. Starting at her toes, he kissed and rubbed the unshaven edge of his jaw against her sensitive places, working his way higher. Her breaths grew shallow as he climbed her body, loved her body, aroused her body until she was calling Griffin’s name, over and over and over again. His tongue slid between her legs, making her writhe in his firm grasp, stroking against her until she shut her eyes tightly and shuddered.

“Oh, Griffin!”

He didn’t let go. Instead, he held her tighter, continuing with his tongue, unrelenting as she came. “So fucking gorgeous,” he said, his voice deep and raspy.

She was boneless as he sat up and grabbed a condom from his jeans pocket. Then he entered her and the aftershocks of what he’d just done rumbled through her again. She clutched his back and pulled him deeper inside her. This was where he belonged. With her. Right here. Right now.

—

Counting the stars was pointless. There were too many, and as much as Griffin wanted to fall asleep here, he had to work tomorrow. He nudged Val. “You awake?”

She stirred, moaning and burrowing more snugly into the crook of his arm. “Who knew I liked the outdoors so much?”

He laughed. “We better get you back home. I have to be at work at zero eight hundred.”

She groaned. “Why don’t police officers get the summers off, too? That’s not fair.”

He watched her sit up. Her bare back cast in the glow of the moonlight was maybe the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. He leaned forward and kissed the ridge of her spine, making her straighten. She looked over her shoulder at him, her dark hair spilling around her face sexily, and smiled.

And if he didn’t get up now, they’d be making love again.

He reached for his clothes and pulled them on, watching her do the same, memorizing every curve of her body in case he never got to see it again. He didn’t usually stay in relationships for too long. After learning about his adoption, he felt like he was always waiting for the veil to lift, to realize that everything he thought was real was fake. There was nothing fake about Val, though. She was the most honest person he’d ever known. And he admired the hell out of her.

They walked back to his bike and he secured her arms around his waist. “Maybe next time we’ll try the water out.” Revving the engine, he turned and headed out of Paradise Point. He knew Troy didn’t think so, but he was lucky to be part owner of such a place. It really was paradise here.

Half an hour later, he kissed Val and left her at her doorstep. He lay in bed and tried to sleep, but the night was too fresh in his mind. He just wanted to keep replaying it, over and over. He had to give himself props; tonight had been romantic. Maybe those romance novels he’d ordered online had been influencing him in all the right ways. He could see why the ladies at Seaside Harbor, including his mother, liked them.

He closed his eyes and waited for the image of Val’s naked body bathed in moonlight to disappear, doubting it ever would. That image would likely stay with him for the rest of his life. No need to get a tattoo to remind him; it was etched in his mind forever.

Griffin sucked in a breath, held it for a long beat, and exhaled, counting down from one hundred until he fell asleep with Val still on his mind.

—

Val walked to the coffeemaker to pour yet another cup of coffee. She blinked as one drop came from the pot. After Griffin had dropped her off last night, she’d started a pot of coffee, and she’d drank one cup after another in order to keep on writing. And it’d worked. The book was done.

Finished.

Finite.

She tipped her head back and closed her eyes, a smile pulling on her lips. After six months of writer’s block, she’d written the end of a story. She did a little dance in the kitchen, wearing an oversized T-shirt and cotton pajama shorts. She might be a zombie all day, but it was worth it. Now all she had to do was polish the book until it shone and send it to her publisher.

She opened the cabinets and reached for the ground coffee, then remembered that she’d used the last of it at two A.M. Crap.

Val chewed the inside of her cheek as she contemplated how badly she needed that next cup. As she stood there, her doorbell rang, and Sweet Cheeks darted toward the living room. Val glanced down at what she was wearing. Satisfied that all her parts were sufficiently covered, she headed to answer the door. Her hair hadn’t been slept on and thus probably still looked okay, although windblown from the motorcycle ride last night.

Val opened her door and smiled. “Speak of the devil. I was just thinking about you,” she said, trying not to breathe in Griffin’s direction. She hadn’t brushed her teeth yet this morning and probably had the coffee breath from hell.

Griffin handed her a cup of coffee from the Seaside Grind.

“And you,” she told the hot cup, sighing dreamily. One more cup would definitely serve her well this morning.

He lifted a cup of his own to his mouth, his eyes heating as he looked at her. “If you had a night anywhere near the one I had, I figured you’d need a cup of this this morning.”

“Seems to me we were together last night,” she said, smiling up at him over the rim of her Styrofoam cup.

“I remember.”

She stepped back and gestured into her living room. “Want to come inside?”

He shook his head. “Can’t. I have to get to work. Just wanted to drop this by and maybe steal another kiss.”

She went up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to Griffin’s, keeping her mouth closed and the kiss short.

His brow furrowed when she pulled away quickly.

“I, uh, haven’t brushed my teeth yet this morning,” she said truthfully.

“Gotcha. Listen, I also wanted to let you know that I’m taking Trooper to the nursing home tonight. To see Mom and do some animal therapy.”

“Oh.” She took another sip of her coffee. “That’s great.”

“We’ve seen each other a lot lately. Every night, actually,” he said, looking uncomfortable suddenly.

“You don’t have to explain yourself. We’re not…” She didn’t finish her sentence. She couldn’t. They weren’t what?

His brow lowered as he seemed to be thinking the exact same thing. What weren’t they? And what exactly were they?

“It’s fine, Griffin. You should go see your mom tonight. I’m seeing her for lunch today. We’re having chicken breast and vegetables.” Val had set the breasts to baking as she’d written her final scene this morning.

“You’re an angel, you know? Bringing you coffee is far from sufficient. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you for spending time with my mother. It means everything to me.”

Val’s heart swelled inside her chest. As a preacher’s daughter, she’d been doing volunteer work all her life. No one had ever thanked her the way Griffin just had, though. And the fact was, eating lunch with Helen wasn’t work. It was her being a friend to someone she liked a lot, even if Helen couldn’t remember who Val was half the time. “You don’t have to thank me,” Val said. “But I should thank you. The coffee is just what I needed.”

Griffin leaned forward and kissed her again, settling for her cheek as she turned her mouth away. He smiled. “You are just what I needed. And I can’t wait to kiss you in the morning before you brush your teeth one day…I’ll call you later.”

Val nodded and watched him go, as her insides melted together into a gooey mess. She closed her front door behind her and walked across the room to her couch. Plopping down, she searched her contact list for Nikki’s name and pressed the call button.

“Hey, you!” Nikki said immediately. “You were on my call list today.”

“No need to hound me,” Val said, running her hand absently over Sweet Cheeks’s back. “The first draft is done. Finished. The end.” Val laughed out loud. It felt so damn good to say those words. To be honest, she hadn’t been sure if this day would ever get here. “Now all I have left to do is edit.”

“Perfect! Go, you!” Nikki said. Her tone was lighter this morning. She was no doubt as relieved as Val was. Or almost.

“So do you want Mr. Blow-Up Man back? To inspire someone else out of writer’s block?”

“Ha! You keep him,” Nikki said. “Sounds like he provided the necessary inspiration. Or was it that guy you’ve been seeing?”

Val grinned to herself. “It definitely wasn’t the blow-up man.” Val squirmed against the back of the couch. She didn’t want to talk about Griffin right now. She preferred not to analyze that relationship with anyone at the moment. Things were too fresh, and they were just temporary, she reminded herself.

“Well, I can’t wait to read your new book,” Nikki said. “It’s going to feel good to have another Sophie Evans romance in my hands.”

“Thank you for always believing in me,” Val said, sipping from her coffee cup.

“Of course, dear. I wouldn’t have signed you if I didn’t believe in you.”

Val and Nikki spoke a few more minutes and then hung up. Eager to see if any more readers had responded to her request for questions on her website, Val headed to her computer. She smiled when she saw that she had five new messages in her inbox. This was going to be fun.

Val clicked on the first email.

Hello Ms. Evans!

I’ve read all of your books and love them. My question is: Why do you write romance?

Val didn’t need to think about that question at all. Instead, her hand went to the string of pearls still around her neck. She wrote romance because of her mother, who’d loved to read and who’d especially loved happily-ever-afters. Her mother had never gotten her own happily-ever-after in this life. The thing about fiction was that you could live out your dreams inside a book—even if they couldn’t come true in real life.

The next reader asked: Which of your books is your favorite?

Val smiled. The book she’d just finished was her favorite. But that was always the case.

Reader number three’s question made Val pause: Do you have a love story of your own?

She chewed her lower lip. The obvious answer to that question was no. She’d never been in love. The L-word was elusive to her. Her entire dating life from her first date at seventeen until now had been a bunch of duds, with the exception of Griffin. But what they had wasn’t real, she reminded herself. They were just having fun. So the answer to that question was no. There was no love story of her own, just the stories of her heart.

Val kept reading. There were now ten questions in all, which was enough to make a short video clip. More questions might even come in during the day while she was gone. Later she would compile her answers and set up a video camera to record her first online interview. Maybe only a handful of people would ever see it, but that didn’t matter.

She drained the last of the coffee that Griffin had brought her that morning and decided to take Sweet Cheeks for a long walk. The walk was more for her than the dog. She needed exercise to keep her awake if she was going to make it through the day. Especially since the next long-overdue item on her to-do list was calling her father and inviting him over for dinner. Griffin was right; family was important, and her father was the only family she had left in this world. She needed to work on mending their relationship—if that was still possible.


Chapter 19

Griffin stopped to look at Trooper as they stood outside the front entrance of Seaside Harbor nursing home. It’d been over a week since he’d done animal therapy here. His mother and the other residents really seemed to enjoy having Trooper on the premises. It made them smile, and unless Griffin was imagining things, Trooper enjoyed it equally as much. Trooper gave a longing look at the door and thumped his tail on the pavement beneath him.

“Yes, we’re going in,” Griffin confirmed. He enjoyed this, too. Although he had to admit, if given a choice, he’d rather be with Val tonight. Naked. In bed, or wherever they decided to enact their next fantasy.

Griffin pulled the entry door to the nursing home open before a tent rose in his jeans. Not the time or place to be thinking about Val and his fantasies. But maybe later, Griffin thought, even though he’d told Val he wouldn’t see her tonight.

Louise looked up from the front desk as he walked in.

“Hey, good-looking.” She lifted her brows.

“I bet you say the same to all the men around here.”

Louise laughed heartily. “I do. But for you I mean it. I like all that”—she whirled her finger toward him—“ink on your body. Makes me wonder what kind of ink you’re hiding in the spots I can’t see.”

Without responding to that, Griffin shook his head and started to walk down the hall.

“I guess I’ll have to ask Val to find out, huh?” Louise called after him.

He turned. “What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, honey. Val can do the innocent act; she’s good at it. But you aren’t innocent.” She tsked. “Just don’t hurt her, all right? She’s a good girl.”

“What makes you think I’d hurt her?”

Louise curled a finger at him. Griffin tugged Trooper’s leash and walked closer, smelling the strong perfume Louise always wore. “Because everyone hurts that girl, intentionally or unintentionally. Even her own father is guilty of it. That’s probably why she chooses to spend her summer vacation here in a nursing home. There are a lot of lonely people here. They’re happy to have visitors. The people here won’t turn their backs on you. But in a place like this, a lot of people take more than they give. Not to be mean, but by the time you’re ninety years old, you don’t have a whole lot to give…I won’t stand to see Val hurt again, that’s all I’m saying, honey.”

Griffin swallowed. “I don’t want to see her get hurt, either,” he said honestly. He wanted to see Val smiling, laughing, writhing naked under him. He wanted to see her wide eyes full of shock and excitement.

Griffin shifted, avoiding the pants tent again.

“All right.” Louise sat back in her chair and nodded, as if giving him permission for something: to keep walking, to date Val. He wasn’t sure.

“I’m going to go see my mother now,” he said.

Louise nodded. “It’s been a good day so far. She’s had a song in her head all day. Been humming up a storm this evening.”

Griffin lifted his chin. “What song?”

“Not sure. Never heard it before.” Louise shrugged. Then the phone rang and she reached to answer it, waving him on.

Griffin tugged Trooper forward and headed down the hall to see his mother first. Maybe this would be a good night. Then he’d get to sit with her a little longer than usual. He stopped and stood in her doorway. She looked small in the rectangular, bleached-white bed, and older than her fifty-five years. She still had so much life left. His mother deserved more than this.

She turned and looked at him as he stood there, her face expressionless at first. He waited for a smile, a frown, some sign that she cared he was here. Her gaze dropped to Trooper and her lips curved upward toward her gaunt cheeks. “A dog.”

He stepped inside her room and sat down.

“What’s his name?” she asked.

Griffin nodded. “His name is Trooper.” She didn’t ask what Griffin’s name was, even though it was obvious she didn’t know it. My name is Griffin, Mom. Remember me? “Want to pet him?” he asked.

His mother reached a shaky hand toward Trooper’s head. The medication she took made her shake; it did little to make her remember.

He sat with his mother for another thirty minutes while Trooper barked and wagged on cue. Trooper allowed her to brush his coat and feed him treats. It was good exercise for his mother.

“Good night,” she called as he stepped out. “Come back again soon.”

Griffin met her gaze.

“And bring your dog,” she added, which surprised him. He’d thought she’d meant for him to come back because he had the dog. But maybe she’d enjoyed his company, too. He could hope. And the reason he had hope was because of Val. She worked so hard to help his mother, and her efforts rubbed off on him. Maybe everyone in Val’s life hurt her like Louise had said, but he wouldn’t. Not if his life depended on it.

“I’ll come back,” he told his mother. Then he traveled down the hall to see a few more residents. He stopped in to see Alma on his way out, leaving Trooper with Mr. Jacobs, an elderly man who’d once served in the Marines.

“Hey, Alma.” Griffin sat beside her for a few minutes. Her family had already gone home. The word was that she was stable, but on a swift decline. Alma’s eyes cracked as he held her wrinkled hand. “How’re you doing?” he asked. Then he mentally kicked himself for asking. She was dying.

Griffin glanced over to her nightstand, where the latest Sophie Evans book lay. He reached for it and flipped to the dog-eared page. “Is this where you left off?” he asked, looking up at her. He didn’t really expect an answer, not in her condition. She didn’t budge. “Want me to read you a couple pages?” he asked anyway.

Her eyelids fluttered just a little, but remained closed. He guessed her medication made it difficult to stay awake. Probably better that way. Opening the book to page eighty-nine, he started reading. He’d heard once that people who were sleeping or in comas still had some awareness of what was going on around them. If that was true, he wanted Alma to know he was here. He only meant to read a few pages, but he found himself reading an entire chapter. The woman’s character in the book felt familiar to him. She felt like Val in some way. Everything reminded him of Val right now, though. The frisky brunette had him under a spell that he wasn’t sure he would ever break free from.

And maybe he didn’t want to.

At the chapter’s end, he folded down a new page and promised to come back and read again soon. Then he took Trooper and headed home, resisting with every ounce of willpower he possessed the need to stop by and see Val. A night off between them was good. His mind was so consumed with her lately that he could barely walk straight. He’d see her tomorrow. And for once, tomorrow couldn’t get here fast enough.

—

Val’s kitchen swirled with a dozen different, glorious aromas. She breathed it in, hoping everything tasted as good as it smelled. A glance at the clock on the wall told her that her father would be here any minute. He was a man who always arrived five minutes early. And thus, he expected her to be seated in the front pew at church a minimum of five minutes before the sermons started. Preferably ten.

The doorbell rang and Sweet Cheeks took off in their visitor’s direction. Her father had never been a dog person.

“Hold on, Dad.” Val grabbed Sweet Cheeks by the collar and started pulling her toward the back door. “Sorry, girl,” she said. “But believe me when I tell you, you’ll have more fun outside than I will in the dining room.” Even if there was steak involved, homemade scalloped potatoes, and roasted asparagus.

Val’s stomach knotted instead of rumbled. How had Griffin made this seem like the right thing to do? Now she wasn’t so sure about trying to revive her cooled relationship with her father.

She hurried to the door, sucked in a breath, and opened her home to the man who’d raised her. “Hey, Dad. Come on in.”

Her father was wearing a pale blue shirt and his signature gold tie—the one he wore to visit the sick. She wasn’t sick, though. She was his daughter. “You didn’t have to cook for me,” he said as he walked in. “There are lots of other people in the church to care for right now.” He set his jacket down on the arm of her couch.

“Maybe I just wanted to care for you.” She gestured toward the kitchen. Usually she’d offer a guest a beer or a glass of wine. Not her father. He didn’t even drink soda. “Want a glass of water?” she asked.

“Sure.” He sat at the table, getting straight to business.

She was glad for that. The food was prepared and ready to eat. She served their plates and sat down next to him. She picked up her fork, feeling like she was forgetting something.

“Let’s bless the food first,” her father reminded her, reaching for Val’s hand.

Right.

Slipping her hand in his, Val closed her eyes and listened to her father’s heartfelt words of thanks, getting lost in them momentarily. He had a way of speaking that made her heartbeat slow; a gentle peace seemed to fall over the room. Then he said “Amen,” opened his eyes, and looked at her. The peace was replaced by something else.

Val’s throat tightened.

This is a mistake.

“So…” She moved her food around on her plate. “How are things?”

“You see me all the time, Val. You know how things are,” her father said, shoveling his fork at the vegetables on his plate.

“Not really. We never get to talk. I don’t want to know about church things. What have you been doing for fun? Outside of church.”

He took his first bite and chewed. After a long moment, he swallowed. “Church is fun.”

His comment felt like a reprimand at first, but then he smiled.

Val smiled, too, and the knot in her stomach loosened just a tad.

They ate together in silence for several minutes, the only sound being the tapping of their forks against her mother’s good china.

Griffin had told her not to give up on her father—and she didn’t want to—but it took two to fix a relationship.

“Are those your mother’s pearls?” her father asked, finally breaking the silence.

Val’s hand went to the strand around her neck. “Yes. Only to be worn for special occasions,” she said. “That’s what Mom always told me.”

“This isn’t a special occasion,” he said.

“You’re my father and you’re at my house for dinner. I think that’s pretty special.” Val met his gaze, desperately wanting a sign that he thought this was special, too. That he wanted more from their relationship, too.

He hesitated and then returned to the business of eating.

Val’s heart sank along with her appetite. Maybe some relationships couldn’t be saved. Maybe she and her father were what they were, even if it wasn’t enough.

When they were done, Val collected the dishes and went to her freezer to pull out the ice cream she’d purchased for dessert. Her father had always had a sweet tooth; that was one thing they had in common—maybe the only thing.

“What have you been doing for fun?” he asked as she slid a bowl of vanilla ice cream in front of him. “It’s your summer vacation and I know your friends have been away, right?”

Val lifted a shoulder. The only thing that came to mind was Griffin. He was her fun this summer. “Do you remember how I used to write stories as a kid?” she asked, against her better judgment.

“Yes. You always had a pad of paper and a pencil.” He chuckled softly. His gaze seemed to soften for just a moment.

“Well, I’ve spent a lot of time writing this summer,” she confessed.

He scooped more ice cream into his mouth. “Some of your stories were very good, I remember. I still have a few in a box somewhere.”

Val smiled. “Really? I’d like to see them sometime.”

He nodded. “There’s so much stuff in that closet. I don’t even know where to look. Maybe when things slow down, I’ll dig around.”

Val knew exactly what was in that closet—her mother’s things. Boxes and boxes of things of hers he’d put away. Her father’s home was void of the emotion her mother had infused there when she was alive. Val missed the pictures that used to hang on every spare inch of wall space. Her mother loved photographs. She loved being surrounded by the people she loved, she used to say.

“That sounds good,” Val said, swallowing past the sudden ache for her mother. If she’d never died, maybe things would be different.

“What are you writing?” her father asked, looking up.

Val hesitated. “Love stories, actually.”

He frowned. “Like the ones you read to that book club of yours at the nursing home?”

“Yes.” No sense in sugarcoating it.

His spoon stilled against the melting mound of ice cream in his bowl. “Your mother liked those stories, too. Romance novels, soap operas, she couldn’t get enough of that stuff.”

Val smiled. “I didn’t realize she liked soap operas, too.”

“Oh, yeah. Girl meets boy. Boy sweeps girl off her feet. They ride off into the sunset.” He gave a hard shake of his head as he laughed. “The Bible has a few stories like that, too, you know? Samson and Delilah is a good one.”

She laughed a little, which surprised her. She was actually enjoying a moment with her father. Who knew? “I know, Dad.”

They finished their desserts and then Val walked her father to her front door, feeling lighter than she had when she’d opened it to him. And closer to him than she had in a long time. They hadn’t hurdled mountains tonight, but they’d connected just enough for her to think that maybe she would invite him over again, and maybe their relationship could improve over time.

“Good night, Dad.” She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his neck as he turned to face her on the threshold. “Thanks for coming.”

“Thank you for inviting me.” He straightened his tie as she pulled away. “Don’t forget to arrive early on Sunday.”

She nodded. “I will.”

A long moment hung between them before he turned and headed to his car in her dimly lit driveway. Val watched him go and then closed the door, expelling a breath. The night had gone reasonably well, surprisingly. She walked to her back door and let Sweet Cheeks inside, collecting her in her arms. She carried her to the couch and plopped down. The visit had drained her, but it’d been nice. And her father hadn’t dismissed her writing the way he had in the past. Maybe one day he’d warm up to the idea of her being a romance author. It was possible.

—

It was six o’clock at night, but Griffin downed a cup of coffee before taking Trooper for a short walk. Then he drove over to Val’s house. He’d missed seeing her last night—when he’d spent time with his mother and Val had taken his advice and had dinner with her father—which meant Griffin had thought of her more today than usual. Which also meant that today had been a damn good day. He could get used to thinking about Val all day and seeing her every night.

Before he reached her apartment door, he stopped at a little flower shop and got a dozen roses. It was all kinds of cliché, something that he didn’t normally do, but tonight he was doing it. Louise’s words yesterday had stuck with him. Val didn’t need anyone else in her life causing her pain. His first instinct at that warning was to back off because he didn’t want to hurt Val. His next instinct, though, was to come on stronger because he didn’t plan on doing anything other than making Val feel good. He liked her and wanted to see where this thing between them was going, starting tonight.

Val’s door was open as he climbed the steps. He could see straight into her home through the screen door. Sure, Seaside was relatively safe, but it was best not to take chances. To prove his point, he opened the screen and walked inside uninvited. Even the little guard dog she babysat didn’t hear him.

Val’s voice carried from her back bedroom. She was talking to someone, although he didn’t hear any other voice. Either she was on the phone or she was crazy. A smile found his lips as he anticipated scaring the hell out of her.

Alma’s puppy must be outside, he decided, as he drew closer. Val’s bedroom door was closed, so he leaned in and listened to the muffled sound of her voice. She sounded professional right now. What is she saying?

The floor creaked below his foot as he leaned in farther. Damn. He looked down, then whipped his head back up as the door opened and Val started screaming, stumbling backward on her heels.

“Whoa! Hey. Just me. Just me,” he said, holding up his hands and hoping she didn’t have a baseball bat. He’d been in combat, but he’d been armed for that and he didn’t fight women.

“Griffin?” Her dark eyebrows forked as she breathed heavily. “Wh-What are you doing here?”

“Walking in on you. Do you always leave your front door unlocked and wide open for anyone to walk through?” he asked, breaking into a wide grin.

Val was breathing heavily. “I didn’t realize I had done that.”

“Good thing it’s just me barging in on you and not some perv who wants to take advantage of a sexy woman.” His voice dropped a notch. “Oh, wait. I do want to take advantage of you.”

Her stony posture softened. He noticed now that she was dressed up, wearing a silky top and a pair of smooth slacks that made him want to touch her. Her hair was swept off her neck, and pulled back in a clip that he wanted to release. Then he wanted to push his fingers into her dark locks and make her pant his name like she had the other night at Paradise Point.

Instead, he held out the roses he’d brought her.

Her gaze dropped. “You brought me flowers?” She took them, lifting them to her nose and breathing in. “I love the scent of roses. It’s one of the best smells in the world.” She tilted her head just slightly as she looked over the flowers at him. “Why are you bringing me flowers?”

“Maybe I missed you last night.”

Her smile widened. “Maybe?”

His hands anchored on her waist. “Definitely.” He took the bouquet back and set them on the dresser lining the wall. “So I’ve come here to remedy that.”

“How do you propose to do that?” she asked. Her breaths were shallow now. He liked doing that to her. There were other things he liked doing even more.

“Ever heard of making love on a bed of roses?” he asked, his voice deepening to a hard rasp. His voice wasn’t the only thing growing hard.

Val frowned at him, which was not the reaction he was going for. “You’re not destroying my roses.” She shook her head. “It’s been years since someone has brought me roses and I’m going to enjoy them”—her eyes narrowed—“in a vase. On my kitchen table.” She walked past him into the kitchen, wearing black high heels, he noticed now.

“Were you going out?” he asked. He hoped not.

Reaching up into her cabinet, she pulled down a crystal vase and set it on her countertop. “No. Why?”

“You’re dressed like you have a job interview.” He gestured at her blouse and slacks. She also had on more jewelry than usual.

“Oh. Yeah. I, uh, had to run over to the school today for an errand. Students return in a couple weeks, you know?”

He took a seat on her barstool, watching as she busied herself filling the vase with water and cutting the plastic wrapper from the bouquet. Something wasn’t quite right about her just now. She was nervous or upset. Maybe he’d scared her more than he’d thought when he walked in on her. “I’d be a happy student if I got to see you at the front desk every day,” he said.

Val arranged the roses methodically. “I don’t know. I’m one desk away from the principal’s office, which usually means if you’re seeing me you’re probably in trouble.”

Griffin leaned over the countertop and reached for her hand. “I had my share of visits to the principal’s office when I was a kid. I would’ve gotten in trouble a lot more often if you’d been the office secretary.”

She met his gaze and held it. There she was. Whatever was bothering her was slowly slipping away.

“Do you like working at the school?” he asked.

“Most days. The principal does happen to be my very best friend. How many people get to work with their best friend?”

Griffin shrugged. “Trooper was my partner for years before the military retired him.”

“Your dog is your best friend?”

He ran his thumb over the back of her hand, caressing her softly. “We’re talking about you right now. Not me.” He was suddenly interested in every side of her. She’d been off from work all summer. The Val he knew was carefree; she came and went as she pleased. She visited the nursing home, ran errands for her father, made love to him on a riverbank.

“What happens when you go back in August?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You have to give some things up? I’m just wondering what—” His phone buzzed in his pocket. He tried to ignore it, but as soon as it stopped, it started up again. He pulled the phone to his ear and answered. “Hello.”

“Hey, Griffin. It’s Louise. Thought I’d tell you that your mother is feeling pretty good right now. I was just in her room talking to her and she’s making some kind of sense. Thought you should know in case you wanted to come sit with her.” Griffin glanced at Val. Leaving her to go back to Seaside Harbor nursing home wasn’t in his plans for tonight, but his mother was his priority. He owed her that much. “I’ll be right over.”

“Great. And tell Val hello for me,” Louise said knowingly.

“I will.” He hung up with a sigh. “My mother’s having a good night. I should go spend time with her.”

Val nodded. “Of course.”

He stood, walked around, and pulled her against him. “I was really looking forward to stripping those fancy clothes off you. And maybe getting you to give up one of those roses.”

“You’re not touching my roses,” she said playfully, tipping her head back and looking up at him.

“I’ll just have to get more then.” He dipped and kissed her, loving her mouth on his. “I’ll see you later,” he said as he pulled away. He had to get back to Seaside Harbor. If there was a chance he could talk to his mother, really talk, then he had to go. There was a conversation he’d been waiting ten years to have with her.


Chapter 20

Val had spent the last hour editing her five-minute YouTube interview for her readers. And she was pleased with the end product. Only one thing bothered her. She liked to think she was open with people—other than the fact that she had a side of herself that no one else knew about. When she’d answered one reader’s question, though, she’d lied—sort of. A reader had asked about her own love life and Val had answered what had always been the truth. She didn’t have a love life.

Is that still true?

Val glanced over at the vase of red roses on her kitchen table. Flings didn’t bring roses. Flings didn’t cause you to mend relationships with family members that you’d given up on a long time ago. Flings were just about the physical. There wasn’t supposed to be emotion attached. But she had feelings for Griffin.

Val walked over to the vase now, noticing a card. She’d been too busy kissing Griffin earlier to read it. Now she pulled the envelope open and read:

Just to see you smile.

Naturally, her lips pulled upward at the corners. And the butterflies swarmed her belly.

God, she couldn’t stop smiling when it came to him.

Her phone rang and she raced to get it, hoping it was Griffin and that he was done with his mother’s visit. Hopefully he was calling to tell her he was on his way back to her.

“Hello,” Val answered breathlessly.

“Hi!” A familiar voice floated through the receiver.

“Kat!” It felt like it’d been forever since she’d spoken to her best friend. “How are you? How was Disney? How’s Ben?”

“Disney was fantastic. Ben loved it. I, on the other hand, am exhausted.” Kat yawned into the phone. “Being pregnant sucks the energy out of you. And it gives you insomnia at the same time. Which is why I’m calling. If I’m not going to sleep anyway, I think I deserve a girls’ night out. What do you say? You, me, Julie. Heroes for drinks. Nonalcoholic for me, of course.”

“I say that sounds perfect.” Usually. Except after the excitement of having a girls’ night came disappointment, because going out with the girls meant Val wouldn’t be seeing Griffin again tonight. He hadn’t promised to come back, though. She’d just hoped he would.

“Great. I’ll pick you up around eight.”

Val said goodbye and hung up, equal parts excited and disappointed. After another hour of editing, she went to her bedroom and slipped on a red sundress and some silver strappy sandals. She pulled her hair off her neck and clipped it to the back of her head. Usually when she went out with the girls, she was hopeful to meet her very own Mr. Right. Tonight, though, she didn’t feel that way. She didn’t even want to talk to any guys tonight. Except for Griffin.

Val stepped back and looked at her reflection in the mirror, thinking of him. He’d asked her what she was going to give up when school returned to session in a couple weeks. She didn’t want to give up anything from her summer.

Or anyone.

The doorbell rang across the house. Securing Sweet Cheeks in her crate, Val went to open the door.

Kat and Julie stood on her porch.

“Hey, beautifuls,” Val said, hugging them both. “It’s so good to see you two.” She sniffled as she hugged Julie. She’d missed her friends so much.

She sniffled again.

Ah, damn it.

“Are you crying?” Kat asked, inspecting her face.

“No.” Val shook her head, but her nose was running and her eyes were suddenly burning. “I must have gotten mascara in my eyes.” A tear rolled down her cheek.

Kat reached into her purse for a Kleenex. “Liar. I’m the one who has the pregnancy hormones raging through her. It’s my job to cry all the time.”

“Sorry.” Val took the Kleenex and wiped her eyes as more tears fell.

“Wait. Are those roses on your table?” Julie asked, walking past Val into the house.

Val turned, trying to shut her emotions down, but now she was thinking of Griffin and there were more emotions. All kinds of emotions. “Um.”

Her front door slammed shut and Kat was inside now, too. “Ladies, I think we should move our girls’ night in.”

“What? No.” Val shook her head. “You deserve a night out. Tonight is about you.”

“And you have mascara clumping under your eyes. Besides, Heroes doesn’t serve ice cream and I know you have ice cream in your freezer. Right?” Kat lifted a brow.

“A full carton,” Val confirmed with a smile.

“Great. We’ll drink, eat, and talk about these roses and why you’re crying right now.”

Val plopped down in a chair at her kitchen table while her friends made themselves at home. Ten minutes later she had a lime margarita in front of her and a bowl of French vanilla ice cream. “I’m not sure why I got so upset. Maybe my emotions are high because of all the time I’ve been spending at the nursing home.”

Julie nodded, sliding her spoon into her mouth. “Those places can be sad,” she agreed.

“It’s more than that,” Kat said. She dug her spoon into her own bowl. “It’s all the time you’re spending with Griffin Black.”

Val blinked.

Pointing at the roses, Kat shook her head. “You don’t do flowers. In fact, you used to make fun of me when I first started dating Micah for all the flowers he sent me.”

“It was a little excessive,” Val said, poking her straw into her mouth. She kept her gaze averted because Kat knew her too well, and she was right. This was about Griffin. “So, if I’m crying about Griffin, please fill me in on why, because that doesn’t make sense. We’re just having fun. We didn’t get in a fight, as you can see,” Val said, gesturing back at the vase. “Why would I be upset about him?”

Kat shook her head. “I’m not sure. I don’t—Oh!…Oh, my God.” Kat pulled a hand over her mouth and looked at Julie, who was nodding.

“Yep,” Julie said. “I know what you’re thinking and you’re exactly right,” she told Kat.

Val blinked. She hated when they did their sister talk. It’d annoyed her even in high school. “Don’t talk about me like that.”

“We didn’t say anything,” Kat argued, looking at her.

“Yes, you did. What is it you’re agreeing on?”

“You’re in love with Griffin,” Julie said. “It’s written all over your face. You’re so in love with him.”

“But you don’t want to be,” Kat said. “Why not?”

Val’s lips parted, ready to argue her way out of this. She’d been arguing herself out of it for weeks. “I…I…” Her head fell in her hands. “Oh, my God. How did this happen?”

“So it’s true?” Julie asked.

Val lifted her head and looked between them. “I can’t be in love with Griffin. He’s all wrong. He’s rough around the edges. He’s a loner. I mean, his best friend is a dog. He’s not forever material.”

“Who says? Maybe he’s perfect for you.” Kat laid her spoon down.

“Does he make you happy?” Julie asked.

Val nodded. “Really happy.” Happier than she’d ever been in her life.

“And you’re in love with him?” Kat asked.

Val shrugged, but it felt like a lie. So did her response on that YouTube video she’d posted on the Web earlier. Maybe she’d edit it later and leave that question off her video altogether. It was a very personal question, after all. Not something the world needed to know, especially since she didn’t seem to know what was true about her own love life right now. “I might be. Do you think it’ll go away? This is supposed to be over at the end of the summer.”

Both Julie and Kat frowned at her.

“Why at the end of the summer? Why did you even agree to go out with him if he isn’t your type?” Julie asked.

Val poked her straw back into her mouth. She’d gone out with him because she’d needed someone to inspire her. To fuel her passion like no one had done in a very long time. And Griffin had done exactly that, and more. So, so much more. Her gaze lifted to the two women sitting beside her at the table. She hated keeping things from her friends, and her family, from everyone she knew. “I need to tell you two something.”

Kat reached for her hand. “What’s going on?”

Val took a deep breath. “Do you like romance novels?”

Kat rolled her eyes. “You and your romance novels.” She laughed lightly. “I read sometimes, but I’m not an avid reader like you.”

“Do you know who Sophie Evans is?” Val asked, doubting they would.

“Oh, I’ve read her,” Julie said. “I picked up one of her books at the supermarket a few weeks ago. I really enjoyed reading it.”

“Thank you,” Val said.

Kat and Julie stared at her.

“ ‘Thank you’ for what?” Julie’s eyebrows dove. So did Kat’s as they looked at her like maybe she’d lost her mind.

If Val regretted disclosing this in the morning, she could claim they were all drunk, which Julie definitely was. And Kat was pregnant, which meant hormones were doing all kinds of strange things to her body. Maybe the hormones had given her hallucinations. “That’s me. I’m Sophie Evans,” Val said.

Kat and Julie laughed.

“You’ve had a little too much to drink. First crying over nothing and now you’re imagining things,” Kat said.

Val took a breath and said it again. “It’s true. I’m Sophie Evans. I went out with Griffin to help break my writer’s block, and it worked like a charm. I just didn’t plan on having these”—Val sucked in a breath—“feelings, too.”

“You’re being serious?” Julie asked.

“Yep.” Val’s heart stomped around in her chest like Lucy Ricardo on grapes as she waited for their reaction. “I write at night.”

“That’s awesome, Val! Why have you never told me?” Kat asked.

Val shrugged. “I don’t know. It felt private. It’s something I do on my own to make sense of the world.”

“Who else knows about this?” Kat asked.

“Just you two. And my agent and editor.” Val ran a hand through her hair.

“What about Griffin?” Kat asked. “If you’re in love with him, then you should tell him, too.”

Val nodded. “I know. And I will. Eventually. Maybe…But for right now, let’s just keep this between us, okay?”

Kat and Julie nodded.

“This explains all those romance novels in your desk drawer at work,” Kat said, spooning more ice cream into her mouth. “And why you’re always yawning in the daytime. But no more reading romance novels on the job, all right? Some of the parents might complain.”

Val smiled, feeling like a weight had been lifted. She didn’t know why she’d kept this part of herself from her friends for so long. “You got it, boss.”

—

Griffin had been staring at his mother sleeping for over an hour. She looked so peaceful, lying there. So unlike the way she sometimes did when he came to visit without Trooper.

He smiled to himself. His mother had always shot down the idea of a dog. She wasn’t a dog person. But his dog and Val were his only “ins” with her now, which made them both indispensable in his life.

His mother stirred, and her eyelids fluttered open.

Griffin braced himself for her reaction to his presence.

“Hi,” she said. “It’s you.”

He reached for the book of memories that Val had made her and flipped to the front page, pointing to his picture. “Griffin. Your son.”

“Of course you are.” His mother smiled back at him. Her eyes were clear, the same color as his, even though they weren’t his eyes. He didn’t know his real mother, and he wasn’t the kind to go looking for someone who gave him up—he was sure his birth mother had her reasons for letting him go. He was the type, however, to come begging forgiveness from the one who took him in, fought for him, and loved him like he was never anything but her real son.

“You remember me?” he asked, leaning forward and hoping it was true. Alzheimer’s patients had moments of clarity. He knew that.

“Griffin,” she whispered. “My Griffin. You’ve come home to me.”

He reached for her hand and squeezed, noting the tremble of his own flesh. He had so much he wanted to say to this woman, but there wasn’t enough time. He was sure of that. What had the doctors told him when he’d asked? That a moment of clarity might only last a few minutes, or less. “I love you, Mom. I’ve always loved you.” He swallowed past the bubbling emotion. “I’m sorry. So, so sorry.”

He tipped his head and kissed her hand in his. She pulled it away after a moment and stroked his hair. Then she began to hum. Louise had told him his mother was humming lately—a tune that Louise couldn’t place.

But he could.

He looked up, meeting his mother’s eyes. She was humming a song she’d sung to him every night before bed when he was a child.


You are my sunshine,

You are my heart,

You are my everything,

We’ll never be apart.


After she sang the song, she would always lean in and whisper in his ear, just as he was about to fall asleep, “You’re the best little boy in the world, Griffin. Because you’re mine.”

A tear dripped from his eye. He swiped it away with the back of his hand, aware that the clock was ticking cruelly. But he’d told her he loved her and that he was sorry. That was all he needed to say.

His mother kept her focus on him, loving him with her eyes and her smile. “You’re the best little boy in the world, because you’re mine,” she whispered softly.

Her words nearly broke him in half.

“I love you, Griffin. I love you,” she said.

“Love you, too, Mom,” he said as his throat and chest constricted tightly. “I’m sorry,” he said again. He could never say it enough.

“Don’t apologize. There was never anything to forgive. Never ever.” She squeezed his hand one more time, and then turned her gaze and glanced around the room. He watched her smile fade to confusion, drip to agitation and upset. He knew when she looked at him again, she wouldn’t recognize him anymore.

“Mom?” He swallowed hard. Sometimes reality hurt like a bullet. He stood and kissed her forehead quickly. “You’re the best mother in the world, because you’re mine,” he whispered in her ear. Then he straightened and hit the nurse’s call button.

Slipping out of his mother’s room, he started down the hall to leave. After the moment they’d just had, he didn’t want to end the night by having his mother become upset about his presence.

A smile crossed his face as he walked away. His mother had remembered him tonight, and she’d forgiven him. It’d been her; he knew it had. The look in her eyes had been the same as his entire life growing up. He felt like punching a fist in the air. Like taking an endless ride on his motorcycle with the wind in his face. Like going to see Val.

Even though it was late—Louise had allowed him to stay in his mother’s room past visiting hours—he got behind the wheel and headed to do just that, because Val was the only one who would understand how much tonight had meant to him. And she was the only one he wanted to see right now.


Chapter 21

Val startled awake at a knock on her front door. She was on the couch and the girls had left an hour ago.

The knock on her door pounded again. Single women should never answer the door after nine, her father had always said. Ignoring his advice, as she usually did, she walked to the door and glanced through the peephole.

She returned from her tiptoes to flat feet and placed a hand over her heart. No. No, no, no. She couldn’t handle seeing Griffin right now. Not after figuring out that she was in love with him. She needed time to think about what she was going to do. To catch her breath. To…

The knock pounded again.

“Val, it’s me. Open up. I have to tell you something. Val?”

She shook her head and the swimming feeling that alcohol sometimes gave her made her sway on her feet.

“Val”—he lowered his voice—“I know you’re standing right behind the door. I heard the floor squeak under your feet. You should really fix that loose board.”

She looked down at her feet on the old, wood floor of her apartment and sighed. She was being silly. Nothing had changed between them. Not really, she told herself. “Hold on. Just a second.” She sucked in a breath and opened the door.

Griffin was standing there, smiling that smile that made her knees wobble. It was no wonder she’d submitted to his charms this summer. It was as if he’d walked straight off the page of one of her romance novels and into her arms.

“You’ve been drinking, haven’t you?” he asked.

“A little. But not alone. Kat and Julie were here earlier.” She was talking quickly. “They’re gone now, though.”

And I love you.

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “Good. Because I want you all to myself.” His lips brushed against hers and she melted against him. The soft stubble on his cheeks aroused her senses. So did the spot of cologne he wore on the side of his neck. She wanted to bury her head there and breathe him in.

I love you, Griffin.

She shook her head and pulled away.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, his eyes darkening.

“Nothing. It’s just, you know, I have margarita breath. I don’t want to scare you away.”

“You couldn’t if you tried.” He moved toward her and anchored his hands on her waist, pulling her to him. “Val, something wonderful happened tonight. My mother remembered me.”

Val’s mouth fell open. “What? Helen remembered you? Griffin, that’s amazing! What happened?”

“Well, her clarity was brief and then she forgot who I was again. But, Val, she said my name. She said she loved me and then she forgave me.” He locked his gaze on hers. “And you’re the only person I wanted to share this with.” He kissed her again.

“Griffin,” she breathed, loving the kiss and him. She bunched his shirt in her hands, clinging to him because after she’d promised herself she’d let go at the end of the summer, she didn’t want to anymore. She wanted to hold on tight, forever.

“I like the taste of margaritas on your mouth,” he said. His tongue tangled with hers as he deepened the kiss. Val’s hands clutched his body needily, pulling him flush against her. He was a big, strong Marine, though. If he didn’t want to move, he wouldn’t. She gasped as she felt the hard swell at the front of his jeans.

“Fine,” she breathed. “You win.” She slammed a playful hand against his chest.

A look of confusion swept over his dark features. “Win what?”

“I’ll give you half the roses in my vase to do with what you please.”

Heat scorched his brown eyes. Then he walked to the vase, grabbed six of the roses, and pulled her into the bedroom to undo her with another sexual fantasy.

—

Griffin awoke to the first scattering of morning light. He was in Val’s bed. And there were rose petals stuck to his cheek.

Val snuggled against him, warm and naked.

He smoothed a hand down her silky body, loving the way she felt beside him. “Val. Hey.”

“Hmmm?” She smiled dreamily, but her eyes were closed.

“So beautiful,” he whispered, slipping his arm out from underneath her.

“Where are you going?” Her eyes cracked open, focusing in on him.

“I need to go check on Trooper.”

“Oh. Right.” She blinked, seeming to realize where she was and what had led her to this point in time with him.

He pulled a petal from her hair. “Last night was fun. Your turn to come up with the next fantasy.”

“Eventually we’ll run out.”

Griffin kissed her cheek. “Then we’ll have to start all over.”

Her expression turned serious. “You make this sound like a long-term thing.”

He looked at her as he pulled on his jeans and T-shirt. “I like spending time with you. I don’t want things to end between us today.” Or tomorrow even. He wanted to ride this out and see what happened, but he wasn’t sure that Val felt the same way. “Is that okay with you?”

She looked down at the covers draped over her body. “I like spending time with you, too. Every moment with you is wonderful.”

“Good.” He leaned forward and kissed her.

“I’ll walk you to the door,” she said, starting to get up.

“No, you stay here and go back to sleep. Enjoy your summer vacation while you still can.”

She ran a hand through her own hair. “Right. Two weeks until I report back to my desk. Will I see you later?” she asked.

“Do you want to see me later?”

She tilted her head. “Of course I do.”

“Then you’ll see me. I need to stop by and see Mom first. Maybe when I come, I’ll bring Trooper to visit with”—he cleared his throat—“that puppy you’re taking care of.”

Val laughed. The sound stirred desire and need inside him. “Are you ever going to say Sweet Cheeks’s name?”

He shook his head. “That’s a negative.” He kissed her again. “See you later.” Then he headed out the front door and got on his bike, noticing a blue Oldsmobile parked on the roadside between Val’s and her neighbor’s mailboxes. There was an older man inside, sitting upright, and watching Val’s door.

Griffin donned his helmet, pretty sure he knew exactly who the man was even though he’d never officially met him. Preacher Hunt visited the residents of the nursing home often. He’d visited Griffin’s mother a few times, too. Right now, the good preacher was planning on visiting Val, and he’d seen Griffin exiting her front door at sunrise. Damn. His gut instinct was to stay and protect her, but Preacher Hunt was her father. Val would probably prefer to deal with this on her own.

So, against his protective nature, Griffin turned out of her driveway and sped home to take care of Trooper.

—

Val stirred under the covers and groaned as the doorbell rang. Griffin must’ve left something inside. She pulled on an oversized T-shirt and shuffled down the hall toward the door, pulling it open and expecting to see the man who’d sexed her socks off last night.

Instead, her father frowned at her. He stepped past her, entering her apartment and heading to the couch with Sweet Cheeks nipping at his heels.

“I’ll wait for you to get dressed,” her father said with a stern tone to his voice.

Val looked down at her scantily clothed body, shut the front door, and nodded. “Okay. I’ll be back in just a minute.”

Dread knotted her stomach as she headed to her bedroom. She found her jeans and knit blouse from last night and pulled it over her head. Then she ran a brush through her tousled bedhead.

Had her father seen Griffin leaving a few minutes ago? Val glanced at the clock. It was seven A.M. A man leaving at this hour meant he’d most likely spent the night. No denying that if her father asked. Besides, she was thirty years old, her own woman. Who cared what her father thought?

Who am I kidding? I care.

“Can I get you some coffee, Dad?” she asked, putting on a happy face and walking back into the kitchen.

“That would be great,” he said, sitting upright on her sofa. The relaxed composure he’d achieved at dinner the other night was gone.

Val busied herself starting the pot. “So what brings you here so early in the morning?” she asked.

“I had business in town,” he said, clasping his hands in his lap.

Val joined him in the living room as she waited for the coffee to brew. “Early business,” she said, wanting to keep the subject off her. It was none of her father’s business who was leaving her home in the morning.

Her father looked up. “I was at Seaside Harbor nursing home.”

A prickle of knowing slithered up her spine. “Oh.” Sweet Cheeks jumped in her lap as she sat, and her hand immediately went to smoothing the dog’s silky coat. She didn’t want to ask. Suddenly she preferred to talk to her father about screwing Griffin all night long. Going to the nursing home during off-hours meant something was wrong. “Who…?” She swallowed, unable to finish the question.

“Alma Edwards died early this morning,” he said matter-of-factly.

Val’s hand froze along Sweet Cheeks’s back. She swallowed and her lips pressed together tightly. “Oh, no.” Tears burned behind her eyes. Alma was dead.

“I thought you should know. I know she was in that book club of yours.”

Val nodded. Alma was more than just a member of her book club, though. Alma was her friend. “Thank you, Dad. I thought a lot of Alma.”

“I assume since you’re still on vacation that you’ll help the family with the funeral planning or whatever they need.”

“Of course I will.” A tear slipped down her cheek. Her father had always hated when she cried, so she got up to go pour their cups of coffee, working hard to press down her emotions, which were suddenly overtaking her. She hadn’t expected Alma to pass so soon. They hadn’t even finished reading the book club pick together.

“Here you go.” She handed her father a mug of coffee. “Just the way you like it. Cream and a spoonful of sugar.”

“Thank you.” He took it and sipped quietly. “I saw your visitor leave,” he said after a moment.

Val clutched her mug. Since hearing the news about Alma, she’d briefly forgotten about her visitor. “Oh.”

“If I saw you, other members of the church could have seen you as well. How do you think that projects on the church, Val?”

She shrugged. “I doubt anyone else saw, Dad.”

“That’s not the point. You have a responsibility as my daughter.”

Val narrowed her eyes. “Is that all you’re worried about? Your reputation? Not about my welfare or how I feel?” She shook her head, fighting back her tears. “I don’t know why I’m surprised.”

“Val, you know I care about you. That man who left your home this morning didn’t look like the kind of man you should be having a relationship with. The fact that he stayed over proves that.”

“You’d rather I had kicked him out of my bed after the sex but before we fell asleep?” Val snapped.

Her father’s lips pursed. “I would rather he hadn’t been in your bed at all. A respectable man doesn’t take advantage of women.”

“Well, I’m used to disappointing you, so why stop now, Dad?” Val’s eyes burned above her mug of coffee as she took another sip. She should have spiked the coffee while she had a chance.

“Val”—her father lowered his voice and set his mug down—“all I’m trying to say is—”

“No, Dad. I don’t want to hear what you’re trying to say. I haven’t been able to put a sincere smile on your face since I was nine years old and Mom died. I can’t keep trying.” She stood. “I’m tired. I’m going back to bed, which you probably also disapprove of. I am so damn tired of trying to win your approval.”

“Valerie.”

She marched to her front door and opened it.

He hesitated, then nodded. “I know when I’m being asked to leave,” he said.

Val lifted her chin. “Thank you for letting me know about Alma. I’ll go over to Seaside Harbor later and see the staff. Then I’ll call Alma’s family and pay my respects.”

“Good.” Her father walked out onto the porch and left without another word or glance in her direction.

Val sucked in a breath and blew it out. She was tired of trying to help the situation between her and her father. Tired of trying to be someone she wasn’t. She wasn’t perfect—far from it. But she was a good person. She had friends who loved her. Alma had been one of those friends.

She headed back to her bedroom, plopped down in her bed, and waited to start the day over again. Sweet Cheeks hopped into the bed beside her. Val didn’t have the heart to tell the little puppy that her owner wasn’t coming back. Sweet Cheeks was an orphan now.

Val closed her eyes as tears streamed uncontrollably. “Don’t worry, Sweet Cheeks. We’ll be okay. I promise.” Sweet Cheeks wasn’t the only orphan. Val felt like she’d lost a parent today, too. The look in her father’s eyes as he’d left her home this morning haunted her. Griffin was wrong; there was no hope of repairing that relationship.


Chapter 22

Jaws tilted his head and looked at Griffin through the closed gate of his cage. His tail thumped the ground. Today’s training had gone almost perfectly, as usual—with the exception of the one slipup that Jaws always had. One slipup was too many.

Griffin tossed Jaws a treat, then headed inside the main building to collect his things and go home. When he thought of home, however, Val was the first thing to come to mind. He couldn’t wait to see her tonight.

“Hey, Griffin?”

Griffin turned toward Charlie Myer’s office. He approached the doorway. “Hey, Charlie. What’s up?”

Charlie turned from his desk. “Not much. Just checking on how things were going with you. Anything new?”

“Quiet days since the shooting at the commissary,” Griffin said. “I must be getting old because I actually like the quiet days now.”

Charlie chuckled. “It happens to the best of us. How’s Jaws doing?”

“Good,” Griffin lied, reliving Jaws’s premature attack on Troy the other day. “Fantastic.”

Charlie studied him. “I’ve watched you training pretty hard with him. Jaws has completed his advanced training, so why are you drilling him? Something we need to talk about?”

Griffin hesitated. “He’s still a little trigger-happy.”

Charlie’s brow dipped as he leaned back in his chair. “How bad?”

Griffin shrugged a shoulder. It was the difference between reacting a few seconds too early and right on time.

“I don’t want a loose cannon on my K-9 team,” Charlie said.

“And neither do I. That’s why I’m working him.”

Charlie rocked softly in his desk chair. “Is he improving?”

Griffin wanted to say yes, but he wasn’t sure that was true. He was determined to make it the truth, though. “I’ve got this, Charlie. Trust me.”

Charlie didn’t say anything for a long moment. “I want daily updates on his behavior. I want to know everything, and I mean everything.” He narrowed his eyes. “Do you read me?”

Griffin’s jaw clenched. Not because he was angry, but because he knew what would happen if he didn’t have good news to report back to Charlie.

“You heading out to see your mother?” Charlie asked then.

“First stop on my list.” And then he planned on seeing Val.

“All right, Griffin. See you tomorrow. And don’t forget. Daily reports.”

Griffin nodded. “Yes, sir.” He collected his windbreaker from the back of his desk chair. There was a light sprinkle in the air right now and he didn’t want to get wet. He headed to his motorcycle in the parking lot and followed the strictly enforced base speed limit. When he was off the military base, he pressed the gas. He was still a rule breaker at heart; still liked to push the envelope sometimes, but not as much as he had in his younger days.

And the sooner he got off this base, the sooner he saw Val.

The rain was falling harder as he pulled into the nursing home’s parking lot and headed in.

“Hey, Griffin,” Louise said, waving a hand. “She had another good day. Val came and had lunch with her and she ate almost all of her food.”

“That’s good.” Griffin glanced down the hall toward his mother’s room.

“The book club had to postpone their meeting earlier, so Val told them she’d read with them tonight. They’re all pretty upset about Alma’s passing.”

Griffin nodded, a little ache thumping in his heart as well. “Of course.”

Louise pointed down the hallway. “Val went that way. I don’t think they’ve started in the community room just yet.”

Griffin’s heart revved like a Harley ready to tear up the highway. “Thank you. Maybe I’ll sit in with the group tonight. I’m a fan of that author myself.” He winked at Louise and kept walking, faster now. He couldn’t wait to see his two favorite women.

—

Val had been sitting in Alma’s empty room for the last fifteen minutes. Some of Alma’s things were still on the walls and the bedside dresser. Including her copy of the Sophie Evans book that the book club had been reading. They’d almost finished. There was only one more chapter to read, but Alma would never know how the story ended. The happily-ever-after was Val’s favorite part of any romance, and Alma had been robbed of that.

Val blew a breath up toward her eyes. Alma wouldn’t want her to cry. She’d want Val to go to the book club and finish reading “the damn book.” Shaking her head, Val laughed softly to herself. So that’s what she was going to do, and hopefully Alma would be listening somewhere, wherever she was.

Val stood on shaky legs and glanced around the room one last time. On the nightstand was a framed picture of Sweet Cheeks. There was a hairbrush with Alma’s silvery hair still attached. A notepad and a pen. All normal things that broke Val’s heart.

Not going to cry. Not right now.

“Bye, Alma. I hope you enjoy the ending,” she said. Then she walked out of the room and headed toward the community room. The group hadn’t been able to meet at their usual mid-day time. Some computer skills guy had been volunteering his time to teach them how to use the new computers that had been donated last week. So Val had promised to come back that night. The group had waited long enough to hear how the story ended, and after losing Alma this week, they needed to spend time together, laughing and enjoying themselves. Val had even packed some chocolates and sparkling grape juice.

She could hear the room alive with voices as she approached. There seemed to be more noise than she was used to. She stopped in the doorway and looked around. The computers had attracted quite a lot of residents to the room tonight.

“Val!” Marge from the group waved her over to their little corner. “Val! Over here!” Marge had a laptop balanced on her thighs.

Val headed over. “Hey, guys!” Her feet slowed as she noticed Griffin sitting beside his mother. “Hey,” she said, lowering her voice. Her heart fluttered a little in her chest.

In love with him. It was true. She was one hundred percent head over heels in love with him.

“Hey,” he said, winking at her.

“Hey.” She pulled her lower lip into her mouth as she sat in the empty chair left open for her. “Are you joining us tonight?” she asked Griffin.

He lifted a shoulder. “I’m interested in hearing the book’s ending, too.”

A little breath caught in her chest. Her heart beat a little more forcefully. Griffin had asked her what she would give up when school started again.

Not him.

Marge cleared her throat beside Val.

Val glanced over. “So, Marge, what are you doing with that computer?”

“Well, we all had lessons on navigating the Web today,” Marge said, beaming.

“I know. I think that’s great. Did you learn a lot?”

“Oh, my, yes.” Marge nodded. “I learned how to do a Google search. Do you know how to do a Google search? Because if you don’t, I can teach you, sweetie.”

Val laughed, sharing a look with Griffin. “I think I can do one on my own. But thank you,” she said.

Griffin grinned.

There was a steady force of attraction between them, making Val wish there was no one else in the room. A few feet of separation didn’t feel natural anymore. She wanted to be where Griffin was, all the time.

“So we all thought we’d surprise you, since you do so much for us,” Marge continued.

Val tore her gaze from Griffin’s dark chocolate eyes. “Surprise me?”

“Mm-hmm.” Marge tapped her fingers along the laptop’s keyboard. “Oh, our instructor made us do his searches. He didn’t want us doing any searches for explicit material,” she continued. “So we had to wait for him to leave to do a search on romance authors.”

Val tried not to look at Griffin again as she waited. How should I tell him I love him? Does he feel the same? Should I wait for him to say so first?

She was so consumed with her own thoughts that she barely heard a word that Marge was saying.

“Aha! Here we go. I think I just found exactly what I’m looking for.”

“What’s that?” Val asked, looking at the older woman again.

Marge turned the laptop around for everyone in the group to see. She pressed the enter key. “This.”

It took a second for Val to realize what was happening. Her face. Her voice.

Her YouTube video.

“Hi, I’m Sophie Evans,” she heard herself say on the computer screen. “I love interacting with readers, and today I thought I’d answer a few reader questions so we can get to know each other better.”

Val swallowed and glanced around at all the confused faces in the group, ending with Griffin’s. His dark eyebrows were tilted as he watched the screen.

“What is this, Val?” he asked, flicking his gaze to her and back to the computer.

“I…I…” She stumbled over her words. She’d wanted to tell everyone. She was tired of keeping this part of her life hidden. Maybe this was a good thing, she thought, looking at the computer again. This was the interview she’d done a few days ago, just before Griffin had walked in on her with a bouquet of roses.

Roses that he’d sprinkled over the bed before making love to her later that night.

She swallowed again.

Everyone was silent, letting the computer do all the talking. The video she’d made had been brief. She’d only answered a handful of questions.

“Have I ever been in love?” she read in the video. “Am I dating anyone seriously?”

Val’s heart sped up. Oh, God. She’d forgotten about that question. She looked back at Griffin, who was looking at her. There was so much to read in his expression. Confusion. Hurt. Wonder.

“No,” she said in the video. “I’ve never been in love. I am dating someone right now, but it’s just for fun. Nothing serious,” she said with a smile on her face.

Val looked at Griffin again, but he was looking down now. She hadn’t realized she was in love then, though. She’d been in denial.

Helen pointed at the computer screen. “That’s not you!” she shouted, holding her memory book in her hand. “Your name isn’t Sophie. That’s not you…! What’s going on?” She turned to Griffin, shaking her head. “What’s going on?”

“It’s okay, Mom.” Griffin reached for Helen’s hand.

She pulled back, growing more agitated. “I’m not your mom. Who are you?” she cried. “What’s going on?” she asked again. Her hands were shaking as she pulled them to her face.

Val got up and moved toward her. “Helen, you’re okay. I promise.”

“That’s not you!”

Val was shaking, too. She’d upset Helen, and apparently Griffin, too, because he wouldn’t look at her anymore.

“I’ll take her to her room,” he said, helping Helen stand.

“I’ll help you.” Val tried to grab Helen’s other arm, but Griffin stopped her.

“No. You stay. I got this.” There was a hardness in his voice.

Was he mad at her?

Val stood frozen in the middle of the group of women, watching Griffin escort his mother away, feeling like she was watching things unravel in slow motion.

Marge cleared her throat behind Val.

Turning, Val faced the rest of the group. “I’m sorry,” she said, not knowing what else to say.

“No, I’m sorry,” Marge said. “We were just trying to surprise you with something fun. We didn’t know.”

No one knew. Val had thought that was for the best, but now she wondered. Maybe she’d just been scared of opening herself up. Scared that people would judge her, or laugh.

Or leave, she thought, thinking of Griffin. He’d just left and she suspected it had more to do with her than with his mother’s condition. Otherwise, he would come back.

Her gaze flicked to the empty doorway. He wasn’t coming back. Was it because she’d said she wasn’t in love? Because there’d never been any profession of anything other than fun from him, either.

“It’s okay, Marge. You didn’t do anything wrong,” Val said, going back to her chair. And neither had she. So why did she suddenly feel like a criminal?

“So it’s true,” Gretchen Carter asked, smiling excitedly. “You’re the one who wrote this book?”

Val nodded. “Yes. Sophie Evans is my pen name.”

“So then do you mind signing our books for us?” Marge asked.

Val looked at the doorway again. No Griffin. She forced a smile despite the break in her heart. “Of course I will.”

—

Griffin grabbed a beer from his fridge and sat down on his couch. He ran a hand over his hair, taking it all in. This was great for Val; she was a celebrity in her own right. But it didn’t keep him from feeling like he’d been lied to somehow. He’d been teaching her about living out her fantasies, and she wrote fantasies for thousands of women across the world. Had she been laughing at him behind his back this whole time? Had she been using him for more material?

He suddenly felt like that kid, home on break from his freshman year of college, discovering that he’d been adopted. Reality was shifting, rearranging, and everything he thought he knew was wrong.

He’d watched the video at least a dozen times since he’d gotten home, warring with himself over why he was so upset about it. He pushed play and drank his beer.

Val, Sophie, whoever she was, read the next question: Have I ever been in love?

He watched as she stared at the index card in her hand for a long moment, then looked up into the camera and shook her head. “No. I’ve never been in love. I am dating someone right now, but it’s just for fun. Nothing serious.”

Well, damn. Because this wasn’t just fun to him. He was serious about how he felt about Val.

He swallowed back his disappointment and beer. Val made this video a few days ago. He recognized the outfit. It was the same one she’d worn when he’d walked in on her the other day. The day he’d brought her roses and they’d made love for over an hour. The day he could have sworn he was falling in love with her, and that she was falling in love with him, too.

Bullshit.

He felt like a fool, just like he had when he’d discovered he was adopted.

The doorbell rang across the room; he had a sinking feeling he knew exactly who it was. He walked over and opened the door, feeling his jaw and chest tighten.

Val studied him as she stood on the other side of the threshold. “Griffin, I want to explain.”

“Explain what? That you’re not who you said you were? That you’ve been lying to everyone around you, including me?”

The whole scene felt like déjà vu. He’d told her things about himself that he’d never opened up about to anyone. And she had kept this secret.

“Or do you want to explain that you don’t have feelings for me? We were just having fun this summer, right? Nothing serious. I got all that. Loud and clear, Sophie.”

Her eyes widened as she stared back at him.

Griffin’s jaw was so hard, it was giving him a headache that pulled from the back of his neck. He wasn’t angry. He was hurt. Disappointed. He shook his head, wondering if he knew the woman in front of him at all. Maybe that was the beer distorting his perception, but that’s how he felt.

“Go home, Val.”

“Griffin.” She looked up at him with dark eyes that shimmered with tears. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

He wanted to pull her into his arms and hold her. Wipe away those tears and make amends.

He also wanted to shut the door and shut her out.

“You never said we were more than just fun. You’re the one who’s been coming up with all these fantasies for us to act out,” she said. “Is this more than just fun, Griffin?” She shook lightly as she stared at him.

God, he loved her so much that it felt like someone had taken hold of his heart, thrown it on the ground, and stomped on it. He didn’t like being this vulnerable.

“Apparently not. Go home, Val,” he said again.

He pulled the handle of his door and shut it. Then, for good measure—to keep himself from yanking it right back open and pulling her in—he bolted it.


Chapter 23

Val shook on the other side of the door. Griffin’s actions read loud and clear. She’d given him a chance to tell her if things between them were serious and he’d told her.

Swiping a hand over her cheek to smooth away her tears, she walked quickly back to her car. She couldn’t get away from Griffin’s townhouse fast enough. She pressed a hand over her heart. It hurt so much. This hurt so much. Her reader had asked her if she’d ever been in love and the answer had been no. Not before now. She would remember feeling like this.

Val drove around Seaside, past her friends’ houses. Julie and Lawson’s lights were off. The light in Kat’s kitchen was on. She was awake, but Val didn’t want to intrude. Everyone had their own lives. She wanted to share a life with someone, too. She’d wanted to have that with Griffin.

Sniffling, she headed back to her apartment. Some part of her hoped Griffin would be sitting in her driveway as she pulled up, wanting to apologize for acting like a jerk. He wasn’t. Val slid her key in the door and went inside. She left her lights off and walked straight down the hall to her bed to cry herself to sleep.

The next morning Val lay in bed, unable to force her body to get up. She felt like she had a hangover, except she hadn’t drunk a drop of alcohol last night. No, this was what it felt like after a breakup.

Sweet Cheeks was in bed beside her, nuzzled close.

“You really do have an awful name,” she told the puppy, laughing softly. A tear squeezed from her eye. “This is what I wanted anyway, you know,” she told Sweet Cheeks, who licked her hand. “I wanted to end things with Griffin when the summer was over. He wasn’t supposed to be my forever guy.” Her breaths bumped through her chest. “He’s all wrong for me. Right?”

Except he wasn’t at all what she’d assumed him to be. He was everything she ever wanted rolled into one badass Marine with tattoos that told his life story on his body. She wanted to be immortalized on his skin, too. This couldn’t be the end for them.

Val forced herself to sit up. Then, after a little coaxing from Sweet Cheeks, she walked to the back door to let her outside. The next stop was the coffeemaker. She had a mile-long list of things to do today—sad and depressed or not—but none of it was happening until she put her butt in the chair and finished editing her book. At least that would serve as a distraction from what had happened between her and Griffin last night.

Six hours, five cups of coffee, and a mild amount of hair-pulling later, she sucked in a breath and hit send on her computer. Her manuscript was done and delivered. A huge part of that was thanks to Griffin. A little ache rumbled through her heart, like aftershocks from an earthquake. He’d ripped her heart to shreds last night. He wouldn’t even allow her to explain things to him. He’d been cold and distant after all they’d been through. A man like that didn’t deserve her attention.

Glancing at the clock on her kitchen wall, she got up and headed toward the bathroom to shower and get dressed for the rest of the day. She was meeting Alma’s family at the church later to help with whatever they needed. She also wanted to talk to them about who would take ownership of Sweet Cheeks now that Alma was gone. The puppy wasn’t fully trained, but she’d made a lot of improvement in her behavior over the last few weeks. She’d become a great pet.

Val glanced down at the fur ball at her feet. “Don’t worry. You’re going to find a good home. I promise.”

—

The day so far had been uneventful, which Griffin regretted. He’d gone to work that morning hoping for some kind of action to take his mind off Val. Instead, he’d spent the last eight hours driving around and thinking of nothing but the sassy brunette with a heart of gold.

Griffin stopped his vehicle and took Jaws for a walk to relieve himself. A few minutes later he tossed his partner a treat as he loaded him in the back of his Explorer to head back to the office. As he was pulling back onto the road, his receiver went off.

All officers needed.

There was a fight between some grunts in the barracks.

Griffin turned on his lights and pressed the gas. Adrenaline coursed through him as he made an illegal U-turn in the road—but he was the one who handed out the tickets here—and raced toward the scene.

He was the first car to arrive. He unloaded Jaws and took a steadying breath. “Just be cool,” he told Jaws, who was already pulling on his leash. “Down!” he commanded in a sharp tone. Then he led the way toward a three-story building that housed a couple dozen Marines. He could hear the commotion as he entered the first floor. He glanced behind him to see if any other police cars had arrived yet. Not yet, but he could hear sirens in the distance.

“Military police! What’s going on?” Griffin shouted as he broke through a small crowd toward the aggressors.

There were two men who looked like they wanted to kill each other. Not on his watch.

“Go away! We don’t need help!” one of them shouted, pointing a gun at the other guy.

Sirens were getting closer. That was a good thing, because most barracks fights didn’t involve guns.

Griffin pulled his own gun and shouted behind him for the crowd to get the fuck out. The less people standing around, the less potential for victims to get caught in the cross fire, the better.

“No, you get the fuck out of here, man!” the gunman barked at Griffin, heavy sweat lining his brow. Griffin suspected he’d been drinking.

“Just calm down. Let’s talk about what’s going on,” he said.

“What’s going on?” The gunman shook his head, pointing his revolver at the unarmed grunt in front of him.

Who said the only danger in being a Marine was in war?

Griffin heard the entry doors to the barracks open. Backup was coming.

“This douchebag fucked my girlfriend. That’s what’s going on,” the gunman shouted. “What kind of brother fucks another man’s girl?”

The other Marine shook his head. “It just happened. She came on to me.”

“You’re a liar! A motherfucking liar!” The man shook his gun as he yelled.

Griffin kept his gun steady. “Just release—”

The man turned his gun toward Griffin.

“Put the gun down now!” Griffin ordered. From the corner of his eye, he could see Jaws maintaining a ready posture beside him. Ready but not trigger-happy this time. Good dog.

The gunman swayed drunkenly, then aimed his gun at the other Marine again. “I loved her and you had sex with her,” he said. He stumbled forward with his gun.

Jaws reacted like he’d been trained to do, not a moment too soon. He charged toward the gunman.

Griffin’s first instinct was to disable the gunman, but the other Marine was in the way and the hallway was too narrow.

A gunshot reverberated through the room and Jaws went down.

“You asshole!” Griffin growled, relieved to see officers swarming the back of the room. In all the commotion, they’d entered from both sides of the hallway. The gunman was surrounded.

“Drop your gun!” one of the backup officers shouted.

“Oh, God. I didn’t mean to shoot,” the gunman said, shaking his head. The slur in his voice increased.

Griffin’s gaze flicked to Jaws on the ground. The gunman hadn’t meant to, but he’d shot Jaws. “Drop your gun now!” Griffin ordered.

Slowly, the gunman lowered his gun.

“Drop it!”

The revolver fell to the ground with a loud clang of metal.

Griffin waited for another officer to cuff the Marine before he went to Jaws, whose breathing was rapid and shallow.

“What’s going on, Officer Black?” Officer Rodriguez wanted to know.

Griffin’s hands were shaking as he stroked Jaws’s fur. “I need to attend to my partner.”

Jaws whimpered on the ground, blood pooling from his abdomen.

“Do you have this, Rodriguez?” Griffin asked. There were at least half a dozen other officers in the room. Where were they five minutes ago?

“I got it. You go. Take care of your partner.”

Griffin scooped Jaws up in his arms and carried him to the vehicle. Jaws had to live. Griffin couldn’t stand to lose something, or someone else, who was important to him this week.

—

Val hesitated before walking into Seaside Harbor. She had her bag of books draped across her shoulder for the book club to pick their next book, hoping they’d still want to do the club with her. They’d been great last night, but maybe, like Griffin, they’d decided she’d lied to them. Or used them, or whatever Griffin was thinking. She didn’t know what he was thinking because he wasn’t talking to her.

“Hey, Louise,” Val said, suddenly worried about the head nurse’s reaction, too. She didn’t worry long. Louise would never judge her.

Louise smiled from behind the reception desk. “Hey, Ms. Evans.”

Val grinned. “You heard?”

“Oh, yes, indeed. You are quite the popular topic among the women around here. They’re all so excited to know a local celebrity.”

“I don’t know about being a celebrity.” Val clung to the bag of books on her shoulder, feeling better already.

“The only person you don’t seem to be popular with is Griffin. What happened between you two?”

Good question. “What do you mean?”

“He called to check on Helen and didn’t even laugh at my flirting. He always laughs at my flirting. Did you two get in a fight or something?”

Val shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

Louise wagged a finger. “Well, you need to make up with that man. He’s one of the good ones.”

“He is good,” Val agreed. Or she’d thought so.

“Let’s keep your sex life out of this, all right?” Louise said.

Val’s mouth dropped. “I meant he’s a good guy, not a—” She pointed a finger. “You need to pull your mind out of the gutter, Louise.”

“Look who’s talking.” The head nurse raised a brow. “Now you’ve even got me reading romance.” She pulled a book from under her desk. “This was Alma’s.”

Val swallowed. “I wish she could’ve finished reading it.”

Louise tilted her head. “Didn’t he tell you?”

Val stepped closer. “Tell me what?”

“He read the rest of the book to her.”

Chills spread over Val’s body. “Griffin?” she asked.

Louise chuckled softly. “No, honey. Your father. He came to read Bible passages, and when he was done Alma asked him to finish reading the romance novel.”

Val’s hand was over her heart now. “I can’t believe that.”

“Believe it. And if you want to know the truth, I think your father liked it.”

Val laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks. “I have to go see my ladies in the book club. You should join us. Seeing that you read the book, too.”

“Maybe I will.”

—

Griffin signed his name to the report on that day’s shooting and took a breath. He’d left Jaws at the veterinarian’s office and come back to his office. His cellphone was beside him, though, so he’d be privy to any more news about Jaws.

Hopefully good news. He needed good news this week.

Troy patted his back as he walked up and sat down beside him. “How’s Jaws doing?”

Griffin swallowed. “He’s in surgery. The veterinarian thinks he’ll live, but no promises.”

“Fuck, yeah, he’ll live. He’s a fighter.”

Griffin nodded as he recapped his pen. “Yeah. The irony is, he reacted just the way he was supposed to on that scene. He didn’t budge until the gunman came at us. He was ready.”

“You spent a lot of time training him. It sunk in, like we knew it would.”

Griffin sighed. “Well, if he lives, he won’t be eligible to stay on the K-9 unit. He’ll never be one hundred percent again.”

Troy shook his head. “I’m sorry, man. I really am.”

“Thanks.”

“So how’s the girl? The one you got naked with on my property?”

Troy was trying to lift Griffin’s spirits, but that was the wrong topic of conversation.

Griffin turned and looked at him again. “How did you know that?”

“I didn’t.” Troy laughed. “I just assumed. The kids in Paradise Point don’t call that place Make-Out Point for nothing. That’s why I posted all the NO TRESPASSING signs.”

Griffin smiled for the first time all day. “Val actually isn’t a good subject right now.”

Troy frowned. “What happened? Did you break her heart?”

“Not exactly.”

Troy’s gaze narrowed. “Don’t tell me she broke your heart, Mr. Badass Himself.”

Griffin sent his pen rolling on the desktop. “I’m not sure we were ever for the long haul.” As much as he’d started to think they were. Not if Val was willing to keep things from him. Not if she thought everything between them this summer had just been for fun.

Griffin turned and looked at Troy. “I’m meeting Micah and Lawson at Heroes for drinks later if you want to come. They think it’ll help to keep my mind off Jaws.”

Troy nodded. “Sounds good. Maybe I’ll meet you there.”

“Great, man. Hope to see you.” Griffin watched Troy walk out. Then he collected his signed report of what had happened and dropped it in Charlie Myer’s office mailbox.

He made the short drive home and took Trooper for a walk, glancing at his cellphone every few minutes to check for messages from Dr. Rogers. Still no news.

Waiting was the worst. He wished he could call Val. She had become a beacon of hope to him over the last couple of months. She made impossible things seem possible. Val would tell him that Jaws would be okay. That it wasn’t his fault. And somehow she’d make him believe her.

Griffin stuffed his cellphone back in his jeans pocket. He wasn’t calling Val. What could they say to each other to change things? The fun was over now and it was time to move on.

His phone buzzed and for a moment he wondered, halfway hoped, it was her. He pulled it to his ear. “Hello.”

“Mr. Black?”

Griffin straightened. “Dr. Rogers. How’s Jaws?”

“He’s doing well. We’re giving him pain medicine, but he’s stable now. And I have every reason to believe he’s going to stay that way.”

Griffin blew out a breath. “That’s great news. Thank you, Dr. Rogers. When can I come get him?”

“I want to watch him for a few nights. Maybe early next week,” Dr. Rogers said.

Griffin thanked him again and then hung up. At least that was one worry dissolved. All the others would melt away at Heroes with the guys tonight. One beer at a time.


Chapter 24

On Saturday morning Val turned from side to side in the mirror. She’d never looked good in black. She preferred to wear shades of color. Today, though, was about honoring Alma, and paying her respects.

Sweet Cheeks whined at her feet. None of Alma’s family had stepped up to take the little pup, so Val was Sweet Cheeks’s new owner. Just as well. A dog would never leave her, no matter what she did. A dog was faithful, unlike her bad boy muse this summer. Griffin had proved to be exactly what she’d thought he was from the start—fading.

Val stepped into her two-inch heels and walked into the kitchen, getting the feel for the height so she wouldn’t kill herself in the church in an hour. She grabbed her keys and left her home. Val was almost always late for her father’s sermons, but she wouldn’t be late for his service for Alma.

The church was nearly empty when she arrived. Val walked to the front pew where she always sat alone and took her seat, taking a few deep breaths to prepare herself. She was saying goodbye to a friend today, which would be hard. She was also quite sure she’d be running into Griffin here, which would also be hard. She’d tried like hell to get the memory of him out of her mind over the last few days—to rid her body of its yearnings for him—but it was useless.

Val saw her father approaching her from the corner of her eye. They hadn’t spoken since he’d seen Griffin leaving her home the other morning. A cringe-worthy moment for her that she’d also tried to get out of her mind. And for all she knew her father had also now heard about her career as a romance writer.

“Good morning, Valerie,” he said, standing in front of her in his best black suit. He was wearing his emerald-colored tie, which she was glad for. Alma had always complimented him when he’d worn that tie.

Val forced herself to lift her gaze to meet her father’s. She was done hiding who she was. “Hey, Dad.”

“How are you holding up?” he asked, true concern shining in his blue eyes.

A lump rode up in Val’s throat. Today might be even harder than she suspected. “I’m okay. Alma will be missed. I hear you, uh, read her our book club selection.”

His lips curved a touch. “I’ve never been one to deny someone a dying wish. It was good.” He held her gaze. “Very good.”

Val swallowed, still unsure of what her father knew.

“I was wondering if you could do something for the church later,” he said, clearing his throat.

Right. She couldn’t have a conversation with her father without being assigned an errand. “Cooking for a family? Cleaning up after the service? What did you have in mind, Dad?” Didn’t he understand that she was grieving this morning, too? She’d loved Alma.

His eyes warmed. “Well, news travels fast in Seaside. A few of the ladies have asked me if I can get you to sign their books.”

Val looked up. “And you’re condoning that?”

He shrugged. “I’m your father. It’s my job to support you, whatever you do.” He sat down in the empty space beside her, filling it for the first time since she was nine. “You are more and more like your mother every day. When I see you…” His eyes welled. It’d been a long time since Val had seen her father cry. “Sometimes it hurts when I see you, Val, because you look and act so much like her. I’m sorry if you felt like you couldn’t share this part of yourself with me.”

She touched his arm. It wasn’t a pass for all the cold years when she’d felt like her father’s servant, but she loved him. She’d forgive him anything.

“Your mother would be so proud of you, sweetheart,” he said, turning to her. His gaze lowered to the pearls around her neck. “I am so proud of you.”

Her heart squeezed. She’d known she was going to cry this morning, but not before the funeral had even started. Leaning over, she wrapped her arms around her father’s neck and held on tight. “Thank you, Dad. Hearing you say that means so much to me.”

After a long moment they pulled back. The church was beginning to fill with people there to pay their respects. Val watched her father retreat to the bench behind the podium. She dug through her purse and found some Kleenex and started dabbing under her eyes.

As much as she wanted to, she didn’t turn to look back at who had come. To see if Griffin had come. They were over, she reminded herself.

It was a beautiful service, celebrating Alma’s life. She’d lived a long, full eighty-eight years and had done so much for the people around her. After her father’s closing words, the crowd departed to meet back at the cemetery. Val, on the other hand, stayed to help put together the buffet-style meal that the church always served the family after the burial. Her father hadn’t asked her to this time—she’d offered freely. She needed to do something to help the family.

“Val?” a man’s voice said behind her as she stood from the pew. There was no denying who the voice belonged to. She turned, hoping there wasn’t mascara gooped under her eyes.

“Griffin.” Just saying his name lit up every cell in her body.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

It was all she could do not to step forward and bury herself in his arms. “I miss Alma already.”

He was wearing a nice blue button-down shirt with a tie. Not a look she’d seen on Griffin before. The last time she’d seen him here he’d stuck out like a sore thumb, wearing jeans and a T-shirt. This look suited him, too. It surprised her that he fit so well here.

But he didn’t fit with her. Not anymore.

“How is your mom?” she asked.

He braced his hands on the back of the pew in front of him. “She’s okay. I tried to tell her about Alma, but she doesn’t remember her. Or me most days…She asked about you.”

“She did?” Val fidgeted with her hands, struggling to keep them from touching Griffin the way she wanted to. “I haven’t gone to see her in a few days. I need to get over there.”

He nodded. “My mother adores you. You’ve been great with her this summer.”

“The feeling is mutual. I’ll, uh, stop by and see her tomorrow afternoon,” Val promised, moving her gaze around the room, anywhere but on him. Because he didn’t love her back. He’d made that loud and clear the other night.

“She’d like that…Val?”

She looked at him, hoping her feelings wouldn’t show. If he’d fallen in love with her, too, he wouldn’t have turned his back on her so easily. Yeah, maybe she’d been wrong to keep parts of herself hidden from him. She’d been scared, though. Of rejection, of being laughed at, of not being taken seriously. She wasn’t sure of her exact reasons. They didn’t matter now, though, because things were over between them.

She shook her head, already overwhelmed by the day. “It was great seeing you, Griffin. I have to go. I’m helping prepare the food for the family to have after the burial.”

His gaze held hers and for a moment she prayed he’d say the things she longed to hear. If he had something to say, he could say it right now. He looked down at his hands instead. “Right. It was good to see you, too…Goodbye, Val.”

She pressed her lips together and held back her tears. For Alma. For Griffin.

His goodbye said everything.

“Goodbye, Griffin,” she said. Then she turned and walked away.

—

Louise was at the front desk of Seaside Harbor as Griffin walked in after the funeral. “Don’t you ever go home?” he asked.

The head nurse shook her head. “I came right back here after the service. This place is my home away from home. You’ll be happy to know your mother is having a good morning. The nurse assigned to her room today said she’s been humming again.”

“Oh, yeah? Maybe she’ll be up for a visit.”

“I hear she’s been asking for Val, but I’m sure you’ll do,” Louise teased.

Just the mention of Val’s name put him at unease. He hadn’t liked the awkwardness between them at the church earlier. He’d wanted to wrap his arms around her. It was obvious she was hurting over Alma’s passing, which killed him. Not being with Val killed him. What they had was more than just fun. Sure, maybe it’d started that way, but somewhere in their time together things had evolved to something deeper. Somewhere along the way he’d fallen in love with her. Maybe that was the real reason he’d jumped at the first opportunity to push her away. He didn’t like to think of himself as a coward, but falling in love was terrifying. It felt like a loaded gun pointed directly at him. Ever since he’d found out he was adopted, he’d looked at every relationship as something that was going to turn his life upside down. He liked to be in control of his feelings, but Val had shot that to pieces. He felt out of control when he was with her. And as much as he wanted to walk away from her now, he didn’t think he could.

“Griffin.” His mother looked up as he stood in the doorway to her room.

She knew his name again. He could get used to this. “Hi, Mom. How are you?”

She was seated at a chair beside her bedroom window. “I’m thinking it’s a beautiful day outside,” she said.

He stepped closer. “I’ll take you for a walk. Would you like that?”

She smiled, looking every bit like the mother he’d grown up with. She was different now, but pieces of her shone through sometimes, like sunlight breaking through the storm clouds.

“Let’s go.”

They circled around the nursing home’s courtyard, where his landscaper friend, Micah, had placed beautiful flowering trees and bushes. It was a serene place to be.

“I’m glad you’re here with me, Mom,” Griffin said, knowing his mother’s clarity would be short-lived. “Can I ask you something?”

They sat on a bench along the tall, white picket fence. “Why did you adopt me? I mean, there are millions of kids in the world who need homes. Why me?” He’d never asked her that question before. He’d barely given her time to explain before he’d joined the military and left home for good.

“Because when I saw you I knew that you were made for me. We belonged together.” She placed a warm hand on his. “I used to imagine telling you about your adoption story. I always wanted you to know that it was never a choice. When I saw you, I just knew.”

He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close, understanding exactly what she meant. Loving Val wasn’t a choice, either. It just was, and he was never walking away from someone he loved again, no matter what. There was no time to leave things unsaid. Whether she loved him or not, Val needed to know how he felt.

He loved her, didn’t want to live another day denying that, didn’t want to live another day without her in his life. This summer she had inspired hope inside him when he’d had very little. She’d ignited a flame that he suspected would always burn. She’d written herself on his memory; he didn’t need a tattoo to remind him of her. She was always on his mind, with every breath he took, and he wouldn’t be able to shake her, no matter how hard he tried.

So it was time to stop trying and go find her.

“Thank you, Mom,” he said, sitting with her for a little longer. Her memory slowly began to retreat, but she didn’t become agitated. She let him sit and hold her hand. Then he led her back to her room and kissed her forehead. “Thanks for choosing me,” he whispered, hitting the nurse’s call bell.

Then he headed to go find Val.

—

Val removed the cucumbers from her eyes and sat up from the couch. She hoped they’d helped with the swelling from today’s multiple crying sessions, like the beauty column in Cosmo had claimed they would.

She slipped on a fitted blue dress and strappy high heels, then headed to the mirror to work on hair and makeup. When Julie had called earlier, she’d hesitated, but decided her friend was right. A girls’ night out was exactly what she needed. Kat was staying home with her stepson, Ben, so it was just Val and Julie tonight, two girls ready for a fun-filled night of drinking and dancing.

And forgetting, because Val did not plan on thinking about he-who-should-not-be-named. Nope. She wasn’t going to mope over Griffin.

Heading to her door, she grabbed her purse and walked out into the clear, warm night. A short drive later she pulled up to Julie’s house. There were two other cars in the driveway that she thought she recognized. When she rang the doorbell she realized who they belonged to.

“Look who’s joining us!” Julie said, gesturing at Lawson’s sister, Beth, and the director of the local Veterans’ Center, Allison Carmichael.

“Great!” Val’s less-than-sincere smile stretched her face uncomfortably. Not that she wasn’t thrilled to be hanging out with Beth and Allison, but she really was in no mood for any of this. Maybe agreeing to come out tonight had been a mistake. Maybe continuing to cry about Alma, and Griffin, and over sappy Hallmark movies on TV was a better idea.

“No backing out now,” Julie said, pointing a finger. “I can see it all over your face. You need this tonight. Breakups mandate at least one night of drinking with the girls.”

Beth and Allison turned to Val with a gasp.

“You and Griffin broke up?” they asked in unison.

Val shook her head. “We were never really together.” She swiped a lock of hair behind her ear.

“Could’ve fooled me,” Beth said.

“And me.” Allison raised her hand. “I’ve seen you two out and about over the last few weeks. You looked like the real thing.”

Could’ve fooled Val, too. “Well, we’re not.” She forced another uncomfortable smile. “So let’s go have some fun, shall we?” Because the quicker she got this night started, the quicker it would be over with.

—

Heroes was packed as they walked in. The music and the smell of wood and spirits hit Val as soon as she entered the room. The atmosphere always seemed to make her feel better. She hoped the same was true tonight.

“Beth and I will grab drinks and you two go find a table,” Julie told Val and Allison.

Val gestured toward Allison. “Follow me. I know this place by heart.”

Allison shook her head. “I don’t come out much. I feel your pain being dragged here against your will tonight.”

Val sat at her favorite corner table and frowned at Allison. “What makes you so sure that I don’t want to be here?”

“You’ve been crying all day,” Allison said matter-of-factly. “I know the look. Did you try cucumbers?”

Val slumped. “I did. They helped a little. So why did you have to be dragged here tonight?”

Allison looked around the room. “I’m not a fan of crowds, I guess.”

Val nodded, unable to help herself from scanning the room, too. And damn it. She was looking for Griffin.

Stop that!

Julie placed a margarita down in front of Val and sat. Beth did the same for Allison. “Bad news,” Julie said, placing her cellphone down on the table.

Val looked at it, then back up at Julie. “Already? The night just started.” And she couldn’t take any more bad news today.

“Lawson just called me looking for you,” Julie continued, lifting her Sex on the Beach to her mouth.

“Okayyy. Why is Lawson looking for me?” Val asked, straightening.

Julie averted her gaze. “Because Griffin called him wanting to know where you are.”

Val sucked in a breath. She wasn’t supposed to be thinking about Griffin tonight, much less talking about him. “Please tell me you told Lawson to tell Griffin to leave me alone.” Because Griffin had had every chance to do the opposite for the last few days.

Julie chewed her lower lip.

“Julieeee,” Val groaned.

“What? Lawson has ways of getting what he wants from me,” Julie said, glancing at the other girls.

Val let her forehead fall in her hands. “Maybe I should just go home. I can’t go rounds with Griffin tonight.”

“Maybe he doesn’t want to fight with you,” Allison said on the other side of her.

It didn’t matter what he wanted, though, because she knew what he didn’t want, and that was a relationship with her.

Val stood. “I’ve got to go. I’ll, uh, see you all later.”

“Val!” the girls called, but Val kept walking. Otherwise she was going to start crying all over again. She pushed past people in her way, breathing deeply. She’d just go home, put on her pajamas, and eat ice cream.

She bumped into someone and dropped her purse as she beelined for the door.

“I’m so sorry,” a guy said above her as she knelt down. Looking up, she noted he was tall with glasses. “Let me help you.” He started to bend down, then spilled his drink on the front of her dress.

She shrieked, on the verge of anger and tears. It wasn’t even one of those yummy-smelling drinks. Nope. This one smelled like pure alcohol. “You’re drunk. Just go sit down. I’ve got this. Really.”

“Sorry,” he said again, then stumbled off.

Val reached for her lipstick, which had rolled out of her purse. Collecting it, she stood and came face-to-face with the tall, dark, amazing man whom she’d fallen in love with this summer.

But who didn’t seem to love her back.

Fresh tears collected in the back of her throat.

“Hey,” he said, making the crowd disappear with one word.

She took a shuddery breath. “Why were you looking for me, Griffin?”

“Because I need to know something.” He took a step closer and her heart pounded in her chest. How did he have such a strong effect on her? He had since the moment they’d come together in the street at the start of the summer.

“Okay.” She blew out a breath. “What is it?” she asked, lifting her chin just slightly, very aware that she reeked of the drunk who’d spilled his drink on her a few minutes earlier.

Seemingly unaware, Griffin stepped closer. He didn’t smell like a drunk. He smelled like a ride through the country, like a cool summer’s night, like the man she loved.

She swallowed, waiting for his question.

“When are you going to stop being such a snob and talk to me again? Really talk to me.”

She lifted her gaze to meet his, narrowing her eyes. “What?”

“You heard me.” A grin stretched his sexy face. He was teasing her about the first time they’d met.

She started to push past him—he was just having fun with her and she was done having fun—but he grabbed her arm gently and waited for her to turn back.

“What I meant to say is that I’m sorry, Val. I don’t like being without you.”

She shrugged him off and continued walking out the front door. She didn’t care what he liked or what he wanted. At least she really didn’t want to care right now.

When she was outside, she stopped and waited, knowing he was following her. She heard the entry door to Heroes open and close, felt Griffin’s presence behind her. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she stood there with her back to him. “When I said we were just having fun in the video, it was because that’s all this was supposed to be. I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with you.”

But she had. And crap, she’d just confessed as much.

She closed her eyes as he stepped up behind her and laid his hands on her shoulders. Then he slowly turned her to face him and waited for her to open her eyes.

“Val,” he whispered. “I love you, too. So, so much. I look at you and there’s no question in my mind that I was put on this earth to love you.” He wiped one of her tears away with his finger. “I fell for you hard and fast this summer, and there’s no going back now. I don’t want to go back. Do you?”

She cried as she shook her head. She wanted to hold on to her anger, but not as much as she wanted to wrap herself in Griffin’s arms in this moment. She’d been such a fool to ever think she could let go of him at summer’s end. “No.”

“Good. So, if it’s okay with you, I’m going to kiss you now. What do they call that in romance novels? Kiss and make up?”

She laughed and nodded. Then he slowly dipped, cupping his hands behind her head and kissing her softly then with more intensity.

“I love you, too,” she whispered between kisses, clutching his shirt and pulling him to her. She’d missed the feel of him in her arms.

“Then we shouldn’t waste any more time.” He pulled back to look at her. “If there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that you tell the people you love how you feel. I love you, Val,” he said. “And now that I’ve told you, I want to bring you back to my place and show you.” He reached for her hand. “I have to warn you, though. This isn’t just for tonight or the summer.”

Her heart skipped in her chest. “No?”

“No. This is for a lot longer than that. What we have is for forever, if that’s okay with you.”

She smiled, crying happy tears for the first time that day. “I like the sound of forever.”


Epilogue

Val looked out on the crowd of people collecting in the bookstore—all here to see her. Or rather Sophie Evans.

She sucked in a shaky breath, then another, trying and failing to remain calm. How was she going to read a few pages out of her new book to an audience without having a complete freak-out? People from her father’s church and the nursing home were here, as well as people from the school where Val had been a secretary until last week when she’d handed in her resignation. Against the wall stood Kat, Julie, and Allison Carmichael. The place was a full house.

Val glanced at the far exit. She could make a run for it if she wanted to. It was December and freezing cold outside. No one would follow her.

“You’re not running,” Griffin said, stepping up beside her and kissing her cheek.

She looked over. “Oh, yeah? Give me one good reason why not.”

He narrowed his gaze. “Because the Val I know is confident and headstrong. You don’t run from the things that scare you, you charge toward them.”

“I’m not scared,” she argued, even as her hands shook just a little. From the cold, she’d been telling herself. Lying to herself.

His eyebrow hooked upward.

“Okay. Maybe I’m a little terrified. But what if I start talking nonsense or throw up all over everyone?” She was laughing now, though. Those things were highly unlikely to happen. “I feel better now that you’re here. Thank you for coming.”

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss watching the woman I love read from one of her books to an audience for the first time.”

“Well, technically I did my first book reading with the book club. They just didn’t know I was the author.” Val’s gaze went to the group of women dominating the first two rows of chairs. The group was short one person now that Alma was gone. Val’s heart ached at the memory of her lost friend. She smiled, though, as Helen waved at her from her front-row seat. Today was a good day for Helen.

And for Val.

“I can do this,” Val said.

“Yes, you can.” Griffin grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “And then we’ll go celebrate. Just you and me.”

Her heart fluttered around excitedly. “What kind of celebration do you have in mind?” she asked.

A wicked grin spread on his unshaven face. She had the urge to run her hand over the new growth of hair, over him. But first things first. Val looked out on the crowd as the clock ticked toward four P.M. Griffin gave her hand one more squeeze and then he went to sit in the empty seat beside his mother.

I can do this. I’m strong.

She’d had to be strong to make it this far. She’d thought she made it here alone, but she’d never been alone, she realized now, seeing the faces of so many of the people she loved dearly.

The door to the bookstore opened as Val started to read, and she nearly stumbled over her words. Her father walked in and stood for a long second, holding her gaze. A proud smile swept through his lips up into his cheeks and he offered a slight nod before continuing to walk into the room and sitting down. Maybe there was such a thing as Christmas miracles, because she never thought she’d see the day where her father approved of anything she did, much less writing romance. Or dating a tattooed, badass Marine.

Her heart slowed as she turned the page and kept reading. Her voice lost its initial shakiness as she settled in to the life she’d always dreamt about, which now included Griffin. When she was done reading, she set the book down and smiled at the applause filling the room. Then she sat behind a small table and signed books for the next hour, until her line disappeared, ending with Griffin.

He set one of her books on the table in front of her.

“You want me to sign it for you?” she asked.

“I want you to answer the question,” he said, leaning forward and bracing his body between his extended arms on the table.

“What question?” Val noticed the crowd of people trickling out into the cold winter afternoon. The bookstore was emptying, and it was just her and Griffin in the front room now.

“I have another fantasy I want to fulfill with you,” he said, voice low so that only she could hear.

Her skin heated. They’d enacted a lot of fantasies since the summer. “Oh. What exactly do you have in mind?”

Griffin leaned farther forward until his face was so close to hers that all she could think about was kissing him. “You, me, a white dress and a tux in a little Seaside church.” He tapped the book in her hands, which were shaking again but not because of fear or the cold. “All you have to do is answer the question, Val.”

Val looked down as tears blurred her eyes. She opened the book to the title page where Griffin had scrawled a message.

Val, I was made to love you.

After that message, he’d added one simple question.

Forever?

A tear slipped down her cheek as she looked up again.

“All you have to say is yes. I love you, Val, and I want to spend the rest of my life showing you exactly how much. Will you marry me?”

Val hurried around the table and buried herself in his arms. Going up on tiptoes, she kissed his mouth, long and deep, until her knees went weak. When they finally pulled away from the kiss, she smiled at him, loving him more than she ever knew was possible. “I can’t imagine you in a tux.”

He smoothed her hair back as he continued to hold her, laughing softly. “Is that a yes?”

She nodded, laughing and crying at the same time. “Yes. I was made to love you, too, Griffin.”


To Rachel. I’m so glad we’re on this writing adventure together!
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Chapter 1

Troy Matthews’s morning had started off with a bang when a few grunts had decided to road race down the thirty-five-mile-per-hour back roads on base. Then a rebellious teen had issued a blanket threat against the military high school, an action warranting all of the MPs raiding the building. The kid had a big mouth, but that’s all he’d had, contrary to his claims of having more. He definitely wouldn’t be making Santa’s good list this year.

Then again, Troy thought, neither will I.

It was lunchtime now, and Troy could only imagine what the rest of the day might hold. He walked back into his office, thirsty for a Coke to accompany the stack of paperwork he was going to have to complete regarding the morning’s festivities, and stopped cold. He shared an office with fellow military police officer Griffin Black, who was already seated behind his desk and pretending not to notice that Troy had entered.

“What’s this?” Troy asked, frowning at the small Charlie Brown Christmas tree perching in a Styrofoam cup on his desk. A single string of tinsel was wrapped around it.

Griffin glanced toward him. “It’s a Christmas tree. I’m not giving up on you, buddy.”

Troy lifted the cup of tree and carried it to the opposite side of the room. His friend’s persistence was almost amusing. Almost.

“Busy morning,” Griffin commented. He’d been at the high school scene, too.

Troy sat behind his desk and nodded as he grabbed his Coke and popped the tab. “You can say that again.”

“Guess it’s true that Christmas brings out the crazy in people.”

Troy chuckled. “What’s January through November’s excuse?”

Griffin joined in his laughter. Troy expected Griffin to return to his work, but Griffin continued to stare across the distance between them.

“Am I just beautiful, or are you staring for a reason?” Troy asked, waggling his eyebrows.

“I need a favor.”

“More help training Jaws?” Jaws was Griffin’s K-9 partner.

“No. This isn’t about work.”

“Well, what then?”

“First, you have to say yes,” Griffin told him.

Troy turned his chair to face his friend. “To a favor that I don’t know about? Do you think I’m one of the Christmas crazies?”

Griffin shrugged. “My favor involves helping orphans, man. You wouldn’t turn that down, would you?”

Troy shook his head, setting his Coke down. “Of course not.” He’d been lucky enough to grow up in a family with two parents and three siblings, and he knew Griffin had been adopted. He didn’t like to think of kids who didn’t have anyone in the world. That had to be scary. And lonely.

Griffin nodded. “I can see it on your face. You’re going to say yes.”

“To helping orphans? Hell, yeah.” Troy nodded. Everyone might think he was being a scrooge this year because he didn’t want to celebrate Christmas, but he wasn’t heartless. He just didn’t want to do rounds with his older brother, David, at the Christmas dinner table again, or see his mother in tears over their feuding, like last year. Troy had chosen the military over running the family’s many businesses in Paradise Point, and he was proud of his service. His father, now passed, had also been proud of him. If David wasn’t, well, Troy couldn’t care less.

Griffin punched a triumphant fist into the air, a little too happy about Troy’s agreeing.

Charlie Myer, the K-9 team’s kennel master, knocked on their office door. “Did he get you, too?” he asked Troy.

“I guess so,” Troy admitted. He just wasn’t sure what he’d gotten into yet.

“Well, you’re in good company. We’re all doing it.”

Troy nodded, narrowing his eyes at Griffin. “Doing what?” he asked. “What exactly is the favor?”

Griffin shrugged. “There’s going to be an auction at the Veterans’ Center in Seaside this Friday to raise money for presents for the children at Mercy’s Place. They were robbed last week, you know.”

“Yeah.” Troy had heard. What kind of asshole steals presents from orphans at Christmas? “What do you need me to donate?”

“Nothing too much. Just yourself,” Griffin said, one side of his mouth kicking up.

“Me?”

“A few hours of your time. That’s all, buddy. The idea is, with Seaside being a military town, spouses are gone more often than not. There’s a lot of honey-dos that aren’t getting done. So Allison Carmichael, the director at the Vet Center, is auctioning off volunteer Marines who are willing to do things like yard work, house repairs, washing the car.”

Troy didn’t see what the big deal was. “All right. Count me in.”

Griffin and Charlie exchanged a look that didn’t get past Troy. There was more that they weren’t saying. His officer’s gut was ringing like a security alarm. He was about to begin the interrogation when a call came over the radio.

MPs needed at the commissary.

“Lunch is over, guys,” Troy said, grabbing his keys. “The Christmas crazies are at it again.”

—

Allison stared at the list of men on her desk, all of them willing to donate their time for a good cause. She wanted to kiss each and every one of them. In a matter of days, everything had come together seamlessly. The Veterans’ Center had already been planning the holiday function for military spouses. It was a ready-made event for the fundraiser auction for the kids at Mercy’s Place. She had only one thing left to do for tomorrow’s party.

She needed wine to prime the pump.

Grabbing her purse, she headed for her car in the parking lot. There was a sandwich place next door to Seaside’s local wine shop. She could kill two birds with one stone and grab lunch while she was out.

A text came in from her mother as she plopped herself into her little car: You’re coming to the family’s Christmas Eve party next Friday, right?

Allison sighed. She was excited about tomorrow’s function for military spouses, but not so much about her family’s annual Christmas Eve party next Friday. She hated attending those gatherings. Her extended family, whom she loved dearly, were like well-intentioned vultures picking away at her: When are you settling down? Why are you still alone? Don’t you know that ripe-for-the-picking passed many moons ago?

Yes, Allison typed back, her index finger twitching with resistance.

Her phone dinged with another incoming message.

Bringing a guest? her mother wanted to know.

Allison could almost hear the tone of the typed words. Her mother was a psychologist at the Naval Hospital at Camp Leon. If Allison responded with a no, the psychobabble of why she wasn’t dating would commence. A yes would be a lie, of course, because her mother’s psychobabble was partially true. Allison was avoiding dating. Scared, tired, uninterested. Those were all among her reasons.

Not sure yet, she answered instead, taking the middle road. Sorry, Mom. Really busy. I’ll call you later.

Allison blew out a breath, promising herself she would indeed call her mother back later. After she’d primed her own pump. She was tired of defending herself. She was happily single right now, and could satisfy pretty much every need she had without a guy in her life.

Speaking of satisfying needs…

Allison spoke into the dictation app on her cellphone: “Buy more double-A batteries.” Then she flung her phone onto the passenger seat beside her and began her drive to Seaside’s finest wine store, Wine from the Vine. She’d grown up with its owner, but an older woman usually ran the shop.

The bell on the door rang behind Allison as she entered, and she headed straight for the blue-haired woman behind the register.

“Hi, I’m Allison Carmichael, the director at the Veterans’ Center. I left a message earlier in the week for Mr. Mason about the annual party for military spouses.”

The woman nodded sweetly. “Yes, of course. Mr. Mason told me you could pick out any wines you like, as much as you need, free of charge.”

Allison’s mouth dropped open. She’d been hoping to get a discount since she knew the owner, but she hadn’t expected this. “That’s very generous!”

The older woman nodded. “Mr. Mason is a very generous man, I’m sure you know.” She pointed to the store’s shopping baskets. “Go ahead, dear.”

Allison grabbed a basket and began to peruse the wines, some from the Mason family vineyards and others from vineyards across the country. She had picked out several bottles when the bell on the door rang again as someone walked in. Allison was in an inside aisle and couldn’t see the customer’s face, but she heard his deep voice. She paused to listen as he charmed the older woman into giggles. Allison smiled to herself. She was probably going to turn into one of those unmarried old maids who get giggly around an attractive man, too. Nothing wrong with that, even though everyone and their neighbor thought singlehood was a disease to be cured only with shaming and matchmaking.

Allison picked up another bottle and read the label, trying to focus on the task at hand. A few minutes later, she’d picked out a few white wines and some red. The one in her hand was a sweet holiday variety.

“That one looks delicious,” offered a deep voice behind her.

Allison startled, gripping the bottle so tightly she was surprised the glass didn’t shatter in her hand. She turned and saw that the voice was attached to a man with dark hair, dark eyes, and a smile that made her belly quiver with awareness. “Oh, hi,” she said for lack of anything better to say.

“Hi.” His gaze hung on hers for a long moment, then moved to her heavy basket.

“I, uh…This isn’t all for me. I’m having a party.”

He nodded.

“Not that I’m a partier. I’m not. It’s more of a function.” And she really didn’t need to explain herself to a stranger. She shifted the basket, which was digging into her forearm. Maybe eight bottles of wine was enough. She didn’t want to take more than she could carry.

“Need help with that?” he asked.

“No.” She shook her head and giggled. Giggled? Just like the older woman, she was moved to giggles over a handsome man. “I’m fine,” she told him, placing the last bottle in her basket and attempting to pass him.

The dark-haired, sexy man and his broad shoulders took up most of the aisle, though, and he didn’t move aside for her. Instead, he stared at her with mahogany eyes that seemed to twinkle in the dim lighting. He was wearing a military police uniform, she noticed now. Damn. She’d always had a thing for a man in uniform, and this one was especially delicious.

“Excuse me,” she said, tearing her eyes off him and focusing forward. She had her wine and it was time to get out of here before she made a bigger fool of herself.

The man hesitated before stepping aside. “Don’t party too hard. You don’t strike me as the type who would, but if there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that people are never what they seem.”

Allison turned back, unable to resist asking, “And how do I seem?”

He was still doing that twinkly-eye thing at her. How does he do that?

“Well, I don’t know you, but my gut says you’re a nice woman. And my gut is usually spot-on.”

She cringed inwardly. “Nice” was boring. A milquetoast, she thought, remembering an ex’s description of her. “You’re on duty buying alcohol,” she noted, trying to find Sexy Policeman’s fatal flaw, the one that, if she’d found herself in a relationship with him, would end it all. Surely a man who bought alcohol on the job was no good.

“It’s a gift. Nothing says love like expensive red wine.” He held up a bottle.

Love? A little ache settled in her chest. “Girlfriend?” she asked, unable to believe she’d actually uttered those words. He was likely to think she was interested in him with that question.

He shook his head. “It’s for my mother. Just a gift, not a Christmas present,” he clarified.

“I see. Well, good luck with that.” She continued toward the register, where the cashier was smiling at them.

Sexy Policeman stepped up beside her. Allison’s gaze flicked sideways.

“Nice choices,” the cashier said, glancing between them. “You made a nice selection in beaus, too,” she told Allison with a wink.

Allison’s mouth fell open. “No…We’re not…” Her cheeks burned. “I’m not with him,” she said, hearing the man laugh under his breath.

“Come on, baby. Don’t be like that,” he teased in a low voice that did something to her pulse. “You told me you loved me.”

The older woman’s lips rounded into a subtle O.

“I’m not your, uh…baby,” she told him, avoiding his gaze. “He’s joking,” she told the cashier, scooting away from the man.

“Too bad,” the woman said. “If I were forty years younger…”

“Or I forty years older,” he said, being the charming devil.

Allison didn’t like charming devils. Charming devils were also heartbreakers. So there it was—his flaw. “Please tell Mr. Mason that I appreciate his generosity.”

“I will.” The woman pushed a box containing the wine across the counter. “Be careful, dear. It’s heavy.”

The man laid down exact cash for the bottle he’d selected. “I’ll help you get that to your car,” he told Allison as he followed her.

“Not necessary,” she protested, even as she nearly dropped the box.

He heaved it out of her arms easily, his biceps bunching at his sides. Then he opened the store’s door for her and gestured for her to exit first. “Not a problem,” he said.

—

Troy could smell the floral scent of the woman in front of him. It wasn’t excessive, like some women’s perfume. No, Red’s scent was so subtle that he wanted to lean in and get a stronger whiff. And yeah, it wasn’t just the way she smelled that had him wishing he was closer than the arm’s length she seemed to be keeping him at.

Settling the box of wine on her car’s backseat, he straightened and looked at her. He would’ve carried the box for her even if she was old and haggard—which she definitely wasn’t.

“Thank you.” She swept a lock of her rose-colored hair away from her face.

He tensed his hand at his side, wishing he could help her do that, too. “You’re welcome.” A soft smile bloomed on her face, making him feel like he’d just gotten a promotion. Too bad he would probably never see her again. Not unless he got her name and number right here, right now.

His heart bucked against the badge on his chest.

He’d meant it when he said she looked like a nice woman, though. Too nice to get caught up with the likes of him. He had a history of dating and then moving on. That’s just what he did. And in the process of that, he unintentionally hurt people. Nice people.

“All right, then. I’ll see you around,” he said, forcing his lead-heavy feet to move away from Red’s floral scent and goddess-like beauty. He got into his truck and started the engine, then looked over at the parking space where her little car had been a moment earlier. Already gone. Well, good. He had other things to worry about right now, like work, repairs on the fixer-upper house he’d purchased a few months back, and his mother’s guilt trips about not going home for Christmas. Then there was the auction he’d offered himself up for tomorrow night. It was a strange idea, selling men for the good of children. He supposed he’d make a great deal for some overburdened Marine’s wife whose husband was deployed right now. He could conquer a yard like no one else. Troy had grown up doing yard work for extra cash. He was also pretty handy with home repairs. A jack-of-all-trades. He just hoped no one crazy would bid on him. Spending time with crazy wasn’t his idea of fun.

Spending time with Red, however, might’ve been a whole lot of fun.

And a whole lot of trouble, too.
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