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      “I don’t want that shit taco’s money,” I grit through my teeth, foot heavy on the gas pedal as I weave through the morning traffic on I-4.

      The chuckle from my attorney is thinly veiled through an exhausted sigh. “While I appreciate the creative insult, the fact still remains that—”

      “I don’t have a choice,” I finish for her, squinting through the windshield as I pass a minivan. It’s a foggy morning, like Tampa is trying to summon in October and spooky season in its own creative way. It certainly won’t be getting cold here any time soon, but the fog is a nice fall touch.

      “It won’t be forever,” Myra promises, her voice echoey through my phone speaker. My Toyota is older than her pre-teen, with a stereo that plays a CD with only a few songs skipping on a good day. It doesn’t even have an auxiliary cord hookup, so my phone sits perched on the console, her voice grainy as she says, “You’re in school now, and having a degree will make it much easier to find a job and support yourself.”

      “Right. In approximately four years.”

      “It will pass faster than you think,” she says. “And until then, alimony will make everything a lot easier.”

      I grumble my argument under my breath as the fog thickens. Everyone is slowing down, putting on flashers, acting like they’ve never driven in anything other than sunshine.

      I had dreams for what my life would look like at forty-seven years old. When I was younger, I imagined a doting husband and a big house with a wraparound porch. I envisioned kids and grandkids and hosting holidays and wine nights with my girlfriends after a long week at work.

      After my life took an unexpected turn at fifteen when I found out I was pregnant, I still held onto dreams, still imagined a life full of love and laughter.

      Instead, I’m on the brink of a divorce from a man who abused me for years, suffering through my sophomore year of college after not having studied a damn thing since I was eighteen, and hopelessly flailing through my first attempt at dating ever.

      God has a ripe sense of humor.

      “I don’t want to be tied to him. I don’t want him to think he still has power over me.” My throat burns with the attempt at swallowing. “I just want it to be over with,” I confess, my chest tight with the admission. “He’s been dragging this out for almost two years now.”

      “He’s trying anything he can to change your mind, trying to make it hard on you so you’ll give up.”

      I grip the wheel tighter. “I’m not giving up.”

      “I know. And I think he does, now, too. He’s told his representation that he’s ready to sign,” she reminds me. “We’re closer to a court date than it seems. If we can just wait—”

      “We’ve been waiting,” I whine. I don’t want to whine. A mature woman should not whine. But I’m so damn frustrated with the whole situation at this point that I can’t help it.

      “We’re rounding the last corner to the finish line,” she says. “Just stay focused on school and before you know it, you’ll be free.”

      Free.

      The word knocks my breath from my chest, and I blink, slowing a bit when I see brake lights through the fog ahead.

      That word has haunted me for years, the notion that I could live a life free of the pain, the guilt, the resentment seeming too good to be true.

      “Do you really think he’ll leave me alone after this?”

      I don’t realize how weak my voice is, how much it sounds like a whisper until I hear the exhale of sympathy from my attorney.

      “I do,” she says. “And if he doesn’t, we’ll file a restraining order against the shit taco.”

      I smirk at her using my nickname for my soon-to-be ex-husband, especially because I know that petite woman with the slicked-back bun and glasses has likely cursed only a total of ten times in her adult life.

      As I approach the junction where I-4 connects to 275, I’m forced to slow down, the fog thickening until I can barely see a car’s length ahead of me. One quick glance at the clock on my car’s stereo confirms I’ll likely be late for class with all this traffic.

      Great.

      “Okay. So, for now, I just need to… wait?”

      “Wait,” Myra confirms. “Focus on school and that new grandbaby of yours. And maybe on having a little fun, if you can imagine such a ludicrous idea.”

      “Funny,” I deadpan, switching lanes so I’m in the right one to head north on 275 toward the university.

      “It’ll all be over soon.”

      “And then you and I are going out for a drink.”

      “Multiple drinks,” Myra says. “Starting with a shot of tequila.”

      I smile, marveling at how an attorney I pay to spend their time on me has somehow become my closest friend. But I guess that’s what happens when you let yourself be slowly isolated from your friends and family over a few decades.

      “Thank you, Myra,” I say softly. “I don’t know—OH, SHIT!”

      The gasp that instinctively rips from me mixes with Myra’s worried what?! as I slam on my brakes, holding the wheel as steady as I can as more and more brake lights and crunched cars come into view through the fog. But it’s too late. I’m too close. There isn’t enough time to fully register what’s happening, let alone stop.

      I slam into the side of a half-turned BMW, the impact feeling like speeding over a long line of potholes. The airbag explodes, my car filling with powder and the distinct smell of hot metal as I finally come to.

      I blink, Myra’s voice screaming through the speaker now and demanding that I answer. I don’t feel pain. I don’t feel anything really, other than confusion. I blink, head as foggy as the morning as I try to gather my bearings.

      Through Myra’s screams, I hear screeching tires and loud, thunderous thuds as more and more cars pile up.

      My heart is slow, the beat thick and heavy in my ears as my eyes flick to the rearview mirror.

      Just in time to see an old F-150 come into view through the fog.

      I close my eyes and feel afraid of death for only a split second before I’m hit.

      Then, I feel nothing at all.

      


      GREG

      “It’s a two-very-large-cups-of-coffee kind of morning,” my associate, Dr. Stacy Banks, says as she leans a hip against the frame of my office door. “I’m going to run down before I go over my cases for the day. You want anything?”

      I smile at her from where I’m already going over my own cases, holding up my Yeti water bottle. “All good, thanks.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You don’t drink coffee,” she muses with a shake of her head. “I’m not sure how you survive this profession without it.”

      I just smile wider in lieu of answering, mostly because I’ve had the whole “Why don’t you drink coffee/alcohol/anything other than water?” conversation for far too many years to want to have it again this early in the morning.

      “He also wakes up at four in the morning, goes for a run or spends at least an hour in the gym before he shows up here, and still manages to be the first one in,” Dr. Ray McLaughlin adds with a wry smile from the hallway behind Stacy. He checks his watch. “It’s six thirty and you look like you’ve been reviewing cases for at least a half hour.”

      “Guilty,” I admit, which earns me a groan.

      We’re three of the four anesthesiologists at Bayside Regional, a level one trauma center in the heart of Tampa Bay. Of the four, I’m the youngest, and the newest addition to the staff — which means I’ve become quite used to being riffed on every morning.

      “Do you schedule in your fun, too?” Stacy teases.

      “Sure do. I’ve got an exciting documentary on the history of the justice system in America penciled in for this evening, if you’re looking for a wild time.”

      “The sad thing is that I’m a thousand percent sure you are not kidding right now,” she muses.

      Dr. Banks is a woman who commands attention in every way. If the fact that she’s just shy of six feet wasn’t enough to do it, just one look at her cat-like eyes or one conversation where she not-so-subtly puts your educational training to shame would do the trick. She earned my respect the first day I met her, and I’m not naïve enough to think I’ll ever earn hers in return — not until I’ve served much more than the two years I’ve been at Bayside, anyway.

      “Did I hear you say coffee?” Ray asks her. “Because this old man isn’t going to make it to eight A.M. without it.”

      But before Stacy can answer or they can take even one step toward the elevator, there’s an announcement on the overhead.

      “Code T, four, arrival time ten minutes.”

      Those words seem to suck the air out of the room, and the three of us are silent, exchanging glances for just microsecond before we launch into action.

      “I’ll prep OR three, four, and six for trauma,” Stacy says, and then she’s gone.

      “I’ll handle the cases. Go,” Ray tells me, and without another word being needed, he heads back to his office as I jog for the elevator and push the level 1 button that will take me to the Emergency Room.

      There was a time when my hands would shake in a moment like this, when the announcement of mass trauma coming into the hospital would have me sweating and my heart galloping like a wild horse. But through my residency in Chicago, I learned to tame those nerves, to work through breathing exercises on the elevator ride down to the Emergency Department.

      In for four, hold for four, out for eight.

      In for four, hold for four, out for eight.

      I get in four rounds before the elevator drops me and the handful of other doctors who jumped on at other floors into the Emergency Department hallway.

      We’re immediately met with what a normal person would see as chaos, but what feels like just another day to most of us.

      Doctors in green, nurses in blue and pink, all of them running around and hollering out orders to one another. Rooms are being prepped, every doctor and nurse available is flooding the first floor, and when the first EMS team shows up with a bloody patient writhing on their gurney, I take one last long inhale before I lock into trauma mode.

      It’s a blur of flashing emergency lights and trauma calls and blood and groans and intake nurses frantically trying to get patient information. As I fly around checking each new one who comes in, deciding in rapid speed whether my services are needed or not, I catch little glimpses of what’s going on.

      Pile up on I-4 where it meets 275.

      Dense fog.

      Dozens of cars.

      No firm number of how many yet.

      I latch onto what details I need and let go of the rest, focusing on assessing each new patient who flies through those double doors. I work through my training like it’s second nature now, checking airways and sending those with critical injuries up to the OR with a quick page to Dr. Banks to let her know they’re en route.

      Through the chaos, I catch a quick glimpse of Dr. Munroe — better known to me as Beck. An internist with a love for scotch, Beck was one of the first to befriend me when I was hired at Bayside Regional. Right now, he’s watching our other good friend and EMT, Asher Moore, push through the chaos with a bloody patient on a gurney.

      “Open fracture, left lower leg, good pulses,” Asher says. “I’ve administered two milligrams of Dilaudid.”

      Dr. Mains quickly steps in, taking over driving the bed. “I’ve got him. Take him to trauma room two.”

      Beck and I exchange one quick glance before his name is called by Tessa, the head nurse.

      “Beck, we have a seventy-five-year-old male here.”

      Without hesitation, he hops to pace beside her. “Trauma room five is open.”

      “Dr. Weston, over here!”

      My head snaps in the direction of my name being called, and another bloody gurney rushes toward me.

      “She’s communicating pain in the upper left quadrant,” one of the resident nurses tells me. He’s new, young, and his eyes are wide as saucers as his voice shakes through the patient details. “There’s bruising. Accelerated heart rate. Dr. Simmons is calling an exploratory laparotomy after performing ultrasound and CT.”

      I nod, reaching for my Vocera. “Exploratory Laparotomy, possible internal bleeding.”

      There’s barely a pause before Dr. Banks voices back. “OR six.”

      The young nurse looks at me, waiting for me to tell him if he should take the patient or if I will, but I’m shocked silent at the realization of who it is on the gurney.

      Amanda Parks.

      A flash of a night long ago hits me like a hammer to the head, and I see those honey eyes rimmed in black, tears staining her cheeks, bruises covering her arms. I feel her soft hair cascading over my shoulder as she leans into me, feel my heart hammering out of my chest as dangerous thoughts war in my head.

      Kiss her. Comfort her. Take away her pain.

      Stay still. Don’t move. She’s your best friend’s mom.

      “Doctor?”

      The nurse’s voice snaps me back, and I suck in a breath at the sight of Amanda’s bloody hair matted to her head, at the sound of her pained groans. Her hands twist in the gurney sheet over her stomach, and she curls in on herself.

      “I’ve got her,” I tell the nurse, and then I’m off, wheeling the bed toward the elevator. “Tell Dr. Simmons it’s OR six.”

      He nods and jets off in the other direction.

      “Mrs. Parks, can you hear me?”

      Amanda groans, nodding subtly, and my heart catches in my throat. She’s bruised, bloody, and weakening by the minute.

      And it’s not the first time I’ve seen her this way.

      “My name is Dr. Weston.”

      “Weston…” she groans, her brows pinching together, but she doesn’t say anything more.

      “Do you know where you are?”

      “The hospital,” she murmurs as we wheel into the elevator. I punch the number for the seventh floor.

      “Do you know why you’re here?”

      She attempts a swallow. “Car accident.”

      “Yes. You’re okay, Mrs. Parks. I’m taking you to the operating room. We’re going to look into that pain you’re feeling, okay?”

      She nods, sweat beading on her forehead as another wave of pain takes her under. She groans, curling in on herself.

      “I’m going to administer general anesthesia for this procedure. Do you understand?”

      A weak nod.

      “It’ll put you right to sleep and you won’t feel a thing,” I tell her when we hit the operating floor. I’m met by another team of nurses who take over the bed, and I rush alongside them still talking to Amanda. “Dr. Simmons will take care of you. You’re in good hands.”

      Amanda’s eyes creak open when we fly into operating room six, and the team gets to work prepping her for the laparotomy. Through the chaos, her golden eyes lock on mine.

      And then, she bolts upright. “Greg?!”

      The nurses immediately help her lie back down as she covers what I can only imagine is a pretty nasty headache with her hand.

      Her left hand.

      Her left hand that’s missing a small gold band it used to wear.

      She grimaces as they help her down, and once she’s recovered, her eyes open into mere slits.

      “Hi, Mrs. Parks,” I say with a smile, trying not to overanalyze that missing ring. Maybe it’s getting cleaned. Maybe that piece of shit husband of hers is finally upgrading her after all these years.

      “What are you doing he—oohhh!”

      Amanda writhes on the table, her skin ashen, eyes pinched in pain.

      With the calm efficiency only years of training can provide, I prepare the Propofol for IV as one of the nurses preps the oxygen mask.

      “It’s okay, everything will be alright. Just try to relax. I’m going to help with the pain,” I tell her. A nurse covers her mouth with the mask as I administer the drug through the IV.

      Amanda slowly stops writhing, her eyes popping open wide and finding mine before her eyelids become heavier and heavier.

      “Greg…”

      Another flash of that night, of my name on her lips just like that…

      “I’m here, Mrs. Parks,” I promise through the knot in my throat.

      She smiles faintly, her hand reaching up for me but falling limp soon after.

      “Glad to see you’re still as hot as you were at eighteen,” she mutters.

      A surprised laugh bubbles out of me, and as if she realizes what she’s said, her eyes go wide. But the Propofol takes her under before she can speak, and then it’s just the soft sounds of machines whirring and nurses buzzing around the room.

      One of the nurses, Whitney, smirks at me as Dr. Simmons rushes in for surgery.

      “You better believe I’m getting that story out of you when this all settles down,” she says, one eyebrow arching up.

      I try to smile back, try to make light of the situation, but all emotion is frozen as I take in the sight of Amanda sleeping soundly now. Her lips, as plump and bowed as I remember them, are parted slightly, stained with blood, and her bruised eyes are closed, chest swelling slowly with each new breath.

      I swallow, taking her hand in mine even though I know she can’t feel it.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I whisper.

      And I don’t know if I’m trying to convince her or myself.
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      Everything comes in flashes.

      A flash of white. A flash of a ghost from my past staring over me.

      Greg Weston.

      “Mrs. Parks, we’ve just completed surgery. You’re okay. I’m bringing you off the anesthesia slowly, but I’m administering morphine to help with pain while you rest. Do you understand?”

      I think I nod. Or maybe groan.

      They make me eat ice chips.

      And then, I pass out again.

      Another flash, the room dimmer now, a machine beeping somewhere in the distance. The television is on. Evening news. They make me eat ice chips again and take small sips of water.

      And then I’m sleeping, dreaming, and in the dream, Greg Weston is eighteen again. He’s standing in my kitchen, staring at me the way he always did.

      The way that told me he saw me.

      Really saw me.

      The next flash is blinding, a rush of nurses checking vitals and encouraging me to drink water while a doctor I don’t recognize explains what happened in surgery. I only catch glimpses of what he says.

      Pretty banged up…

      Internal bleeding…

      Grade four splenic laceration…

      Tied off…

      Cauterized…

      Likely from the seatbelt…

      Going to be okay…

      More tests…

      On and on he drones, and I try to keep up through the fog of the drugs and the pain after being cut open, and in a major car accident, to boot. When he leaves, I drink as much of the protein shake as I can stand, and then I’m asleep again.

      It goes on like this, until finally, I wake with a little more mobility, a little less fog in my head. I’m able to drink a little more of a protein shake, though my stomach is upset, and I can’t ever imagine eating solid food again in my life. The pain is enough to remind me of childbirth, even with whatever is pumping through the IV to alleviate it.

      I talk to a few of the nurses, gathering more information about what happened. Apparently, I was part of a twenty-nine-car pile-up on I-4, one caused by that fog I was admiring so much.

      My stomach drops as I realize I’m likely on the lucky side of those brought in, that there’s no way everyone survived something so catastrophic.

      I’m half-watching The Price Is Right and half debating a nap when there’s a soft knock on the doorframe of my room.

      “Hey, she’s awake,” Greg muses, the corner of his lips curling up as he makes his way inside the room.

      My eyes shoot open wide, tongue as dry as sandpaper as my heart picks up its pace from a slow crawl to a steady jog.

      I thought I dreamt it…

      But here he is, Gregory Weston, the boy I once knew as my son’s best friend, now a man I don’t know at all.

      No, not just a man.

      A doctor.

      My eyes travel the length of him, taking in the pistachio green scrubs that I’m certain should not be this attractive on anyone. His biceps bulge like mountains, pecs swelling against the fabric, and the pants hang on his hips in a most delicious way.

      I should be ashamed. I should feel that same pang of guilt and warning that I did when I was younger and he was, too. But back then, the line was much more severe. I was married. He was my son’s friend. I was thirty-one and he was only eighteen — regardless of the fact that he acted much older than that.

      But now, he’s a stranger.

      A very hot, younger-than-me-but-not-the-creepy-kind-of-young stranger.

      And I feel absolutely no shame ogling him.

      I take my time bringing my gaze back up to meet his, finding a curious smirk on his face, his coffee-brown eyes sparkling with amusement. He still has the boyish features I remember, the goofy smile and thick head of hair. Only now, his chin is dusted with stubble, the edges of his jaw sharper, more defined.

      “I thought you were a dream,” I admit softly.

      Greg’s brow arches into his hairline, and he nods, pulling up one of the rolling stools and taking a seat on it next to my bed. “Heavy drugs will do that to you. Speaking of which, how are you feeling?”

      “Foggy,” I admit. “Sore. Achy. But not as bad as I should, I imagine, all things considered.”

      “Just means I’m doing my job right,” he says. “Although, I can’t promise you that will last once you leave here. Dr. Simmons and I will work together to prescribe you medication to take home with you, but it won’t be as strong as what’s flowing through our IV right now.”

      I just shake my head, eyelids a bit heavy as I relax into the pillows, propping my head up. “Look at you,” I muse. “Doctor Weston.”

      He almost blushes, grabbing the back of his neck with a shrug.

      “Don’t downplay that, Greg. It’s impressive. How long?”

      “I’ve been here for two years now. Before that, I was a resident in Chicago.”

      “And before that, seventy-two years of school.”

      “Exactly. Don’t I look good for my age?”

      He puffs his chest with the joke, spreading his arms out wide and looking off into the distance with a look akin to Dwayne Johnson’s smolder on his face.

      You look good for any age is the first thought that comes to me, but I just smile instead of answering.

      “So, did you get the rundown of everything already?”

      I sigh, looking down at all the wires and tubes hooked up to me. “Dr. Simmons told me everything, yes, but again… it’s foggy. Something about a lacerated spleen?” I touch my head. “And I guess I banged my head pretty good.”

      “You did, indeed. Had a nasty cut that took a dozen stitches to fix up. But the internal bleeding was our biggest concern.” His face is grim, lips pressing together for a moment. “I’m glad it wasn’t something worse.”

      “That makes two of us,” I say, wincing a bit as I adjust myself in the bed. “Although, I have a feeling the worst pain of all will come when I get the bill from all this.”

      Suddenly, my heart drops.

      “Shit… my car?”

      Greg shakes his head, a frown of sympathy on that too-hot-to-be-a-doctor face of his. “I’m not sure, but from what I saw on the news, I don’t think anyone’s car survived the wreckage.”

      My head falls back against the pillows again. “Great.”

      Greg watches me for a long moment, his eyes searching, questions dancing in those irises like water striders on a lake. He opens his mouth to speak, but then his cell buzzes, and he checks the screen with a frown.

      He sighs, standing immediately and rolling the stool back to the corner of the room.

      “Duty calls,” he says, attempting a smile that falls flat before it can reach his eyes. “It’s really nice to see you again, Mrs. Parks. I mean, I wish it were under different circumstances, but…”

      “What, you don’t like my gown?” I ask, holding out my arms and gesturing to the horrid bag-like thing I’m dressed in.

      He smirks.

      “It’s nice to see you, too,” I say when the joke has passed. “And just call me Amanda. Or Ms. Young. But preferably Amanda, because Ms. Young makes me think of being scolded in grade school.”

      I attempt a laugh, but it dies in my throat when I catch Greg’s frown, his eyes flicking to my left hand and latching onto the ring-less finger there.

      “I’d really like to see you again,” he almost whispers when his eyes find mine again. “To catch up.”

      A nervous laugh is all I can manage before his cell vibrates loudly again.

      “Yeah, I’m just really busy right now,” I say with a wave of my hand. “Lots going on. And it sounds like you’re busy, too. But hey, it was nice running into you.”

      That’s it, Amanda. Smash that balloon of hope before it swells up so big it shoves you out of this seventh-floor window.

      Greg can’t mask the disappointment on his face, but he smiles through it, giving me a curt nod. “I understand. Well… rest up. I imagine they’ll release you tomorrow morning, if all goes well tonight.”

      Stupidly, I salute him like he’s a drill sergeant, and then with one last curious look at me, he disappears into the hallway.

      As soon as he’s gone, I smack my hand against my forehead.

      Then, I wince, realizing I have a massive cut there and feeling doubly foolish.

      “Cool, Amanda. Real smooth,” I mutter, shaking my head.

      Suddenly, I’m exhausted again, and I let my head relax back against the pillows with a sigh.

      My eyes flutter shut, and the television lulls me to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      That Night - Sixteen Years Ago

      “Josh, please,” I beg, lips quivering, tears blurring my vision as I plead with my husband. His hands grip my arms even tighter, and I wince, crying out against the pain.

      “Why do you do this to me? You make me so goddamn angry!”

      He shakes me with the accusation, and I know there will be bruises where his hands press into my skin. I’m already thinking of what I’ll wear to cover them, how I’ll explain them away if anyone asks.

      I remember a time when those hands used to hold me, soothe me, assure me things would be okay.

      A time when they wouldn’t reach for the bottle over his wife.

      “I didn’t mean to. If you can just—”

      “You didn’t mean to,” he mocks, his greasy hair sticking to his forehead. Those beautiful blue eyes of his that I once found comfort in are red now, bulging, the veins of his neck throbbing as he screams. “You never mean to. You’re so fucking stupid. You’re a waste of fucking space!”

      I close my eyes against the next wave of pain.

      “Look at me,” he demands, and he doesn’t even give me enough time to open my eyes before he repeats, “LOOK AT ME!”

      And then, I’m tossed to the floor, my head banging against one of the kitchen cabinet handles on the way down.

      I cry out, my wrists aching as I try to catch myself and ease the blow when I hit the ground. Blood trickles into my eyelashes as David shoves his father from behind.

      “That’s enough!” he demands, chest heaving as he dares his father to strike back.

      “David,” I try, but my plea is cut off.

      “No! I’m tired of this. You’re drunk, Dad. Go cool off.”

      Josh shakes his head, his manic eyes on his son before they flick to where I’m still on the floor. “You trying to turn our son against me?”

      “No,” I cry.

      “You’re nothing but a useless bit—”

      He winds up to kick me, and I curl in on myself to prepare for the blow — but it never comes. Instead, he’s wrestled to the ground by David, and they’re a mess of grunts and fists until David pins Josh to the ground.

      “Dad, stop!”

      My heart breaks.

      My little boy. He was always supposed to stay my little boy. My happy, oblivious, safe little boy.

      But he knows now. Maybe he’s always known. Maybe I was the naïve one, thinking I could keep his father’s drunken rage focused on me, that I could spare him.

      He’s sixteen now. A young man.

      And he’s not blind.

      For a moment, Josh is silent, breathing erratically before he shoves David off him and stumbles toward the front door. He swipes his keys off the table on the way.

      “Fuck you both,” he spits, and then he slams the door.

      A sob chokes me, and in an instant, David is by my side, checking the wound on my head, the bruises already appearing on my arms as he curses.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I nod, tears streaming down my face. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      The words flow out of me automatically, guilt and shame and terror webbing together in a terrible, sticky mess.

      “It’s not your fault,” my son promises.

      I don’t believe him.

      After my sobs quiet, David helps me stand, and then he sighs, grabbing the keys to my car off the hook by the door.

      “What are you doing?” I sniff.

      “Going to get him.”

      “No!”

      “Mom, he’s drunk,” David says, his eyes that are so much like his father’s pinning me with the truth of that. He’s not angry, not emotional at all, really. He’s calm, rational. “He shouldn’t be driving right now.”

      I bite back the urge to cry again, to beg him not to go.

      “I don’t want to be alone,” I confess.

      The words must break my son as much as they break me, because he swallows and looks away from me, his jaw trembling for just a second before his eyes are steady on me once more. “Greg will stay with you.”

      He looks toward the staircase then, and I follow his gaze, realizing that Greg is perched on the bottom step. He’s been silent this whole time, but one look at him and I know he wanted to do what David did to Josh and maybe more. His elbows balance on his knees, hands clenched together between them, one foot nervously tapping as he sniffs. One glance at me and he forces a breath to calm himself, standing and running a hand back through his shaggy hair.

      Greg slipped into our lives what felt like overnight.

      He went to the same high school as David, but he was a senior when David was only a sophomore. The first week of school, David got caught up with the wrong people. He was bullied — horribly so — and Greg stepped in to protect him.

      They became fast friends after that, and they’ve been inseparable since. Either Greg is here at our house, or David is over at his. I always prefer the latter, both because I know David is safer there, and because the way Greg looks at me unnerves me.

      He sees me. He knows me.

      And even though I know it’s silly and stupid and wrong, sometimes I think he wants me, too.

      He nods to David — my son, his best friend — with a look that only best friends can have. It’s one that doesn’t need words, one that promises loyalty and love and respect with just a single glance.

      “I’ll be back soon,” David promises, pressing a kiss into my hair.

      I nearly cry at the touch.

      “Please be careful,” I beg him. I know now, even as his mom, that it’s useless to try to stop him. He’s just like me — stubborn as hell — and he’ll go whether I want him to or not. I can either give him my permission, know that he’ll call me as soon as he has Josh in the car, or I can force him up to his room only to have him sneak out later.

      “Always am,” he answers, and then he’s gone.

      I cover my mouth as the sob I’d been holding back finally breaks free, and for a long moment, I just cry, shoulders shaking and heart splitting in two. I don’t even care about the bruises or the cut still bleeding on my forehead.

      I just can’t believe this is real, that this is my life.

      How did I end up here?

      How did I bring a son up in a house as unsteady as this one?

      And will it ever stop? Will Josh ever get clean? Will he ever go back to being the man I married?

      The man… I almost laugh at that.

      He was just a boy when we married. And I was just a girl.

      Now, he’s a monster.

      And I’m his favorite toy.

      When I finally stop crying, I sniff, wiping my eyes just as a pair of dirty Converse sneakers come into view where I’m staring at the kitchen floor. I observe those shoes for a long moment before a young hand reaches out, palm up, the fingers long and tan.

      I slowly bring my gaze to his, but he doesn’t say a word.

      Greg just watches me, waiting, his brown eyes telling me without a word that he sees me, that he recognizes my struggle, that he isn’t judging me even when I deserve to be judged.

      Against all logic, I slip my hand into his, if for no other reason than to be touched by someone who understands.

      His thumb smooths over mine as he leads me upstairs.
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      One week after the accident, I finally let Asher convince me to go out after work.

      I’ve been preoccupied all week, mostly with convincing myself that I should — under no circumstances — try to contact Amanda Parks.

      Or Amanda Young, as she had so delicately pointed out.

      But also with a full week of surgeries, especially since the pile-up delayed some of our scheduled ones to make room for the amount of trauma patients we had coming in.

      It’s been a busy week, and I like busy. Busy means I can avoid the thoughts racing in my mind. Busy means I can keep my head down, lose myself in my routine, and not face the fact that I desperately want to get on social media and search out my high school best friend’s hot mom.

      “It’ll be fun,” Asher promises for the fourth time as we walk the small stretch between the hospital and Shipwrecked, our favorite local dive bar.

      Or should I say, his favorite dive bar, along with Beck and Larsen, who are waiting for us there. Being that I don’t drink, I don’t really have an affinity toward one bar or another. I do appreciate the classic rock and warm wood that always greets me when I walk through those doors, though, and the fact that I can always depend on them to have the Tampa Bay Lightning on the big screen when there’s a game.

      I slap on my happy face as we push inside.

      Just as expected, Beck and Larsen are leaning against the polished-wood bar when Asher and I join them.

      “Uh-oh,” Asher mutters under his breath, elbowing my side. “Looks serious.”

      I assess the tightness in Beck’s shoulders, the furrow of Larsen’s brows as she listens to whatever he’s rambling on about. “It does, indeed,” I agree.

      Asher and I share a shit-eating grin, and without a word, vow to change the mood.

      I toss an arm around Beck’s shoulders just as he mutters something to Larsen about not having time for a relationship. “I hate to break it to you guys, but we’re at a bar — not the hospital morgue.”

      Larsen smiles at me, her brown eyes sparking a bit with amusement as she mouths a thank you. Poor girl, she’s a psychiatrist for at least sixty hours a week if not more, since she loves literally nothing and no one as much as her job. Still, my bet is on the fact that she’d like to just relax and enjoy the vodka tonic in front of her right now.

      Beck elbows me. “Get off me, kid.”

      “I’m older than you, asshole,” I remind him with a shove of his shoulder. “And nowhere near as broody.”

      “What did the bartender say to the horse?” Asher chimes in as I signal to the bartender. It’s Harold tonight, and he knows my order without asking, sliding a soda and bitters in front of me moments later.

      “What?” Beck deadpans.

      “Why the long face?” Asher delivers his punch line with pride as he sidles up next to Larsen, who wrinkles her nose at the lame joke.

      Even I give him a look that says he could do better.

      “What?” he asks, thanking Harold as he slides Asher his drink of choice — Irish whiskey, neat. “Is this about that pile-up last week?”

      “Here we go,” Beck groans. “Asher’s dick is so big—”

      “It was an intense morning,” Larsen interrupts, giving Beck a look like she can see right through him.

      Beck has struggled with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder since I’ve known him, and though he doesn’t speak about it to me much, I know he’s opened up to Lars about it. And she can see better than any of us that a pile-up like the one we faced is harder for him than we know.

      Asher is oblivious, moving over to nudge Beck’s arm next. “You’re getting soft, Becky. That pile-up was just another Tuesday morning for me.”

      The nickname earns Asher a soft laugh from Beck, who seems to relax a bit. He’s been wound a little too tight since I met him, or perhaps closed off is a better way to describe him. I don’t know much other than he went through something young in his career that stuck with him, like a repeating nightmare that never quits. But since he’s got a permanent fuck off look on his face any time he’s not dealing with a sweet little grandma patient, I choose to wait until he comes to me before I ask any questions.

      “I know you’re not using a female name to imply Beck is weak,” Larsen challenges Asher, one of her perfectly manicured brows rising with the dare. “You’re insufferable, but you’re not ignorant.”

      “Is that a compliment from the Iron Lady?” Asher sets his whiskey down long enough to wrap his arms around Larsen and pick her up. I think he’s about to spin her around when she pins him with a death glare and he chuckles, setting her back down. “Ease up, Lars. You know I’m only messing with the boy.”

      “Bravado is often a mask hiding a deep sense of inadequacy,” she says coolly.

      “Nothing inadequate here,” Asher retorts, flexing one of his massive biceps with a grin. “You’re looking at Mr. January, remember?" He winks. “Cover guy.”

      “Oh, great.” Larsen laughs, finishing her drink.

      We all know Asher is talking about the Tampa Firefighter Calendar he got roped into modeling for last year. While the calendar was just for fun back then, it brought in a ton of unexpected funds that Asher’s station was able to donate to charity. This year, Asher decided to organize the calendar from start to finish, and he named the Burn Foundation as the primary charity.

      “You know you loved it, Lars. Tell you what — I’ll even get you a signed copy of this year’s calendar. All the guys. Gals, too.”

      “Now I have something to look forward to,” Larsen deadpans as she retrieves a twenty from her billfold and slides it across the bar. “On that note, I’m calling it a night. I’ve got an early morning tomorrow.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair!” I protest. “I just got here. I was dragged here against my will. If I have to stay, you do, too.”

      Larsen just waggles her fingers at me, and Beck chuckles, tapping the bar and nodding at me and Asher. “I’ll walk you out,” he says to her, and when he puts his own twenty down, I realize he won’t be back, either. “Don’t get too wild without me,” he tells us.

      “Lightweights,” Asher teases as they walk off.

      “Like a resident nurse,” I add.

      Beck flips us off over his shoulder, and then they’re gone.

      “You’re lucky I invited Owens, or I’d be bailing on you, too,” I warn Asher.

      “Maybe it’s you and your buddy who are the lucky ones. Hanging out with Mr. January, remember?”

      He goes to flex again but I slug him in the arm.

      For a while, we watch the sports highlights on the TV above the bar. If the Tampa Bay Lightning was playing tonight, Asher would definitely be on his own, because I’d either be at the game, or screaming at my own TV in private.

      Hockey is about the only thing in the world that can get me worked up, and with a championship team on our hands, my noise level when watching the games is somewhere around death metal concert and three-ring circus.

      “Hey, I know I joked about it, but… are you doing okay? After the accident last week.”

      I shrug. “I’m fine.”

      Asher arches a brow. “That’s convincing.”

      “I don’t know. I have the same kind of attitude you do about it.” I frown again. “Which I’m not sure is a good thing, but it’s true. It’s just another day in the hospital. I specialized in trauma when I was in Chicago for this exact reason, so that when I was called in, I could be calm and do my job.”

      “Hear, hear,” he says, clinking his glass with mine. “Still… you seem a bit off this week.”

      I scratch my neck, another shrug lifting my shoulders. “Just have some stuff on my mind.”

      Stuff being a blast from my past I was most definitely not expecting.

      Before Asher can ask for details, my best friend, Dane Owens, claps me on the shoulder and takes the seat next to me.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he says. And then, to Harold, “Jai Alai, please.”

      Harold nods and fixes Dane up with a beer, and after his first long sip, I introduce him to Asher.

      “I can’t believe it’s taken us this long to meet,” Asher says. “West here talks about you like you’re his lover.”

      “He wishes,” Dane teases, pinching my side as I sock him in the arm like I did Asher.

      Dane and I were roommates in undergrad, and I have him to thank for every ounce of fun I ever had while in college — probably every girl I had sex with, too. If it wasn’t for him dragging me away from my textbooks and out to party, I would have been perfectly content to focus on school and spend any free time I had watching conspiracy theory documentaries.

      And the same way Dane made sure I wasn’t a total bore, I made sure he didn’t fly off the hinges. The man gets bored faster than a little kid in a bank lobby, which used to mean changing his major every three months, and now means he’s hopping from one job to another.

      I think I know just how to settle him this time, though. He’s a talented security guard, he just hasn’t found the right fit. And now that Bayside Regional is hiring… I’m doing what I can to get him on with us.

      “Any update on the gig?” he asks, reading my mind.

      “Not yet. But should be soon.”

      A grunt is his only response, and then he and Asher are chatting it up. I knew they’d get along easy. They’re both annoyingly charming and too goddamn handsome for their own good. Birds of a feather.

      Before they can get into measuring dick sizes, I let my mind wander, absentmindedly stirring the straw in my drink with my eyes on the TV screen above the bar.

      Amanda Parks.

      Young, I correct myself.

      I’ll never get used to that.

      The last time I saw her, I had my car loaded up to head to college and she was standing in my best friend’s driveway, waving me off with tears in her eyes. She probably felt like I was a second son.

      I, on the other hand, had very different feelings about her.

      I met her son, David, when I was a senior in high school. He was a sophomore, and I watched him get bullied from the sidelines for a week too long before I stepped in and called an end to it. I had respect at our high school — mostly because I hadn’t learned to tame my temper yet, and when I blew up? Well, it wasn’t pretty.

      I took David under my wing after that, and the more we hung out, the more I liked the kid. He was smart, funny, and he had goals, the same way I did.

      Of course, when I stayed the night with him for the first time, I realized why.

      His father was a piece of shit alcoholic, and I watched more nights than I wanted as he got belligerent and verbally abused my best friend. David took it in stride, always saying that wasn’t his real dad, that he’d be better in the morning when he was sober. I didn’t believe him, but it wasn’t my place to judge.

      Besides, it wasn’t his father I gave a shit about.

      The first time I laid eyes on Amanda, she was bent over in the garden they had in the front yard, the knees of her jeans muddy, tank top sticking to her curves as she pruned and pulled out weeds. She’d smiled so big at me the first time we met, nearly knocking me on my ass with her beauty. I was eighteen and as horny as I’d ever been in my life, and she might as well have been my sexual awakening.

      Of course, that was just the first impression.

      The more time I spent at the Parks’ residence, the more protective I felt over Amanda and David both. I hated Josh, David’s dad, and I had to physically restrain myself at times from launching into a fight I wasn’t welcome in.

      He got ballsier as time went on, no longer caring if he left bruises on Amanda’s arms, or got sick on himself right in front of his son. He was a mess. He was a monster.

      I wanted to kill him.

      I knew that wasn’t an option, so I put effort into what I could do. I kept David busy, got him a job at the grocery store I worked at, took him out on the weekends, invited him to stay at my house when I knew he needed a break. But I also checked in on Amanda, whether she knew it or not. I’d spend nights and sometimes entire weekends there, making sure she was safe and helping around the house since I knew her husband never would.

      She was too good for him. She deserved more.

      And yet, for some reason I’d never understand, she stayed.

      My phone buzzing in my pocket wakes me from the daydream, along with a hearty laugh shared between Asher and Dane. I peel my phone out of my pocket and frown at the number on the screen.

      “Hello?” I answer cautiously.

      “Well, hello, Doctor Weston.”

      The voice is friendly, teasing, but I still can’t place it. I frown. “May I ask who I’m speaking to?”

      “May I ask who I’m speaking to,” the voice mocks, and then there’s a laugh — a laugh I’d know anywhere, no matter how many years it’s been since I’ve heard it.

      “David?!”

      “That’s Doctor Parks to you.”

      “Wait… really?”

      He scoffs. “Hell no. I look terrible in scrubs. In tech, I get to wear sweatpants and no shirt if I want.”

      I chuckle, remembering how dedicated he was to learning code when we were kids. “Sounds like I made the wrong career choice.”

      “I tried to tell you.” There’s a soft laugh and then a pause. “Hey, I’m sorry to bug you, it sounds like you’re out somewhere but… could I talk to you for just a quick minute?”

      “Of course. One sec.”

      I nod to Asher and Dane, gesturing to the phone and disappearing out the front door of the bar as they continue talking.

      “Man, I have to admit, feels a little like talking to a ghost,” I say once I’m outside. “I’ve missed you, man. How have you been?”

      “Really good, all things considered. Got married a couple years ago, and my wife and I just had our first-born last November.”

      “Damn. Daddy David.”

      “Sounds kinky.”

      I bark out a laugh.

      “But yeah, man, things are good. And I definitely want to catch up now that I know you’re back in Tampa. But there’s something I need to ask you. A favor.”

      “Anything,” I answer honestly.

      “Well, I found out from my mom you were back.”

      My heart stops in my chest, and I swallow, nerves prickling like I’m already guilty of something I haven’t even been accused of yet. “Oh?”

      “She said you were her doctor after the accident. Or, well, her anesthesiologist. Either way… I was surprised to hear it from her.”

      I sigh. “I should have tried to find you when I came back. Honestly, I wasn’t sure you still lived here.” I pause. “It’s been a while.”

      “I know. I’m not upset. I just… God, this sounds so weird.” He pauses again. “My mom is going through a tough time, Greg. I’m not sure if she told you, but she finally left my dad.”

      A zing of something akin to delight pulses through me. “She might have mentioned it in her drug-induced haze.”

      “Well, my bet is that she didn’t let on even half of how hard it’s been on her. He’s been a prick with the whole thing — which is no surprise, I guess. But he’s been dragging it out, making her life a living hell however he can, and now with the accident…” A pause. “The house is old, man. It’s falling apart. I’ve been helping where I can, but with a baby at home, I can’t always get over there. And now she’s laid up from surgery.”

      “What are you asking me, David?”

      “Can you just come over? I’m on my way there now,” he says. “I just… I think it would do her some good to see an old face. And I have to work on the hot water heater. Just… come hang out. Catch up. Maybe bring her a bottle of wine. You know she loves that shit.”

      I smirk, but it slips in a beat, because my heart is racing so fast, I think I might pass out.

      “Wine is probably not a good idea, considering she’s been prescribed some pretty intense painkillers.”

      “Flowers, then. Or just yourself. Trust me — I know my mom. She’ll be happy just to see you.”

      Again, my heart gallops like a trained stallion, imagining the way her smile would always light up her face when I came around as a teen.

      All week long I’ve been convincing myself why leaving her alone was the best plan, and now, the universe has stepped in and dressed up an opportunity to see her on a fancy gold platter for me.

      This is a bad idea, I warn myself.

      Still, I answer, “Give me twenty minutes.”

      And then, I say goodnight to Dane and Asher and speed across town.
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        * * *

      

      That Night - Sixteen Years Ago

      I hope she doesn’t notice how sweaty my palms are.

      I hope she doesn’t hear how loud my heart is thumping in my chest, how shallow every breath is as I hold her soft hand in mine and lead her up the stairs of her own house.

      I don’t look behind me, not until I guide Mrs. Parks inside her son’s room and lock the door behind us. Her brows fold together in confusion, but I just walk over to the window and slide it open, crawling out onto the roof like I’d done a million times before with David.

      “Greg! What are you doing?”

      “It’s safe,” I promise her. Then, I hold out my hand for hers.

      She stares at it just like she did downstairs, like there’s a warning there, a flashing neon light telling her she should walk away.

      Thankfully, she ignores it, slipping her hand into mine and letting me help her onto the roof.

      It’s a balmy Florida evening, humid, even as the hour approaches midnight. I angle us on the downward slope of the shingles, and once she’s steady, I release her, folding my arms over the tops of my knees and staring out over her backyard.

      We’re side by side, our thighs just barely touching as she folds her arms around her legs and balances her chin on her knees. For a while, neither of us speak. Her eyes wash over the yard, and mine wash over the bruises already appearing on her upper arms.

      I force a calming breath, jaw clenching.

      I’m glad it’s David who went after his father. I’m glad he volunteered me to stay. Because had he been the one to stay behind, I know I would have found an excuse to leave. I know I would have lied and said I was tired and going home, only to chase down that piece of shit and show him what it feels like to be thrown to the ground the way he’d tossed his wife.

      “You want to kill him.”

      Her words are soft, quiet, but they jolt me from my thoughts.

      I turn, finding Mrs. Parks staring at me, her cheek resting on her knee and a sad smile on her lips.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “I know,” she says. “But you want to.”

      I swallow, not confirming, not denying, either.

      She sighs, shaking her head as she relaxes back a little, her weight resting on her palms. She faces the yard again, the streetlights reflecting off the tear stains slowly drying on her cheeks.

      “I want to, too, sometimes,” she admits. “But he’s not always like this. There was a time he was never like this. He used to be just a boy, playful and silly and charming and sweet. He used to drink for fun with his buddies, or with me.” She bites the inside of her cheek. “But somewhere along the way, he started drinking to numb himself. And it’s not every now and then anymore. It’s every night. And it’s not just a little bit. It’s until he can’t speak or walk straight.” Her eyes gloss over. “I think he resents me. I think he resents the life I’ve trapped him in with…”

      She doesn’t have to finish that sentence for me to know the trap is her son. My best friend.

      And she doesn’t have to say another word for me to know he’s a blessing in her eyes and a curse in Josh’s.

      She shakes her head, forcing a little smile. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. You’re just a kid.”

      A kid.

      I frown, cracking my neck.

      “He’ll be better in the morning, and he’ll apologize. He’ll make it right.”

      I let out a breath of a laugh through my nose, unable to hide my disdain for that excuse. It’s the same one David gives me after a night like tonight.

      She turns to me, brows pinched together, and her eyes well with tears.

      Shit…

      I didn’t mean to upset her, but before I can offer an apology, she nods, shoulders lifting in a shrug.

      “No, you’re right,” she says. “It doesn’t make up for what he did tonight. What he’s done many nights.” She sighs, folding in on herself again. “I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”

      That last confession is just a whisper, and it seems to break her, because the sob that rips free from her next is the most gut-wrenching sound I’ve heard in my entire life.

      I can’t fight the urge to reach for her, my hands moving before my brain can think better of it. I pull her into me, wrapping my arms around her as much as I can and holding her tight to my chest.

      She’s stiff for only a moment before she’s clinging to me, her tears soaking my t-shirt, hands fisting in the fabric at my waist.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I promise her, my lips against her hair. I want so badly to kiss that same spot, but I close my eyes, instead, inhaling her scent.

      Earthy and warm, like fresh cut grass on a summer day.

      “I always tell myself that,” she whispers once her sobs have quieted. “I’m beginning to wonder if it will ever not be a lie.”

      Leave him.

      Kick him out.

      You can do better.

      You deserve better.

      Thought after thought assaults me, but I just hold her tighter, unable to speak them out loud.

      It’s so hot and muggy, we start to sweat a little where we touch, and it does nothing to cool the desire simmering under my skin. Amanda Parks is more than just the cliché hot mom or MILF, as my douchebag friends would say. She’s thirty-one with a body built like no girl I’ve ever seen, that’s for damn sure, complete with curves that I’m ashamed to admit I’ve fantasized about far too many times. But more than how she looks, she’s kind, and funny, and somehow still just a kid like she just called me. She has the same wild spirit as her son does, the same need for fun.

      Josh just sucks it all out of her on nights like this.

      “You know what I think?” I ask after a while.

      She shakes her head against my chest.

      “I think you’re strong,” I tell her. “I think you’re brave. And I think it’s admirable, what you’ve done for your son, for your family.”

      She winces, fisting my shirt again as she curls into me tighter. I hold my chin high, fighting the emotion strangling my throat at how badly just hearing those words makes her hurt.

      “But I also think it’s okay to put yourself first sometimes,” I add. “I think it’s okay to demand what you need.”

      She somewhat laughs at that, pulling back far enough so that she can look at me. Her eyelashes are thick and wet, little droplets of tears hanging onto the edges. “Why do you sound so grown up? You’re only eighteen.”

      “Eighteen isn’t that young,” I defend, chest swelling. “And I’ve been around long enough to know that you deserve a hell of a lot more than what Josh gives you.”

      Her eyes soften then, searching mine. “Sometimes, you look at me in this way…” She pauses. “Just like you’re looking at me right now, and I feel like… I don’t know. I feel like you’re older, like you’re my age. Like… like you know the part of me no one else knows.”

      My heart thumps twice as hard in my chest, and I swallow, brushing the strands of hair that have fallen from her ponytail behind one ear. “I like to think I see what no one else takes the time to,” I whisper.

      As my hand drops from tucking her hair, I run the pad of my thumb along her bottom lip.

      She sucks in a stiff breath, and I feel her heart accelerate, hear the erratic pulse as her eyes flick to mine.

      “Greg…”

      And I don’t know what it is that takes over me, that makes me do something so completely idiotic that I should punch my own self in the nose just for thinking of it. But in that moment, it feels like the only thing I can do.

      I frame her face in my hands, eyes tracing the swells of her lips before I meet her gaze.

      And then, I kiss her.

      I wish I could say it was smooth and with the grace of an expert, that I kiss her so damn good that she can’t help but want to strip all my clothes off and let me take her right there on that roof. But the truth is I’m shaking, and fumbling, and kissing her with as much earnest as I can manage without passing out at the fact that I’m kissing her at all.

      She’s stiff in my arms, against the kiss, and still, I can hear how loud and fast her heart is racing in her chest.

      But then…

      She softens.

      Her hands slowly, tentatively crawl up my chest to loop around my neck, allowing me access to her waist, which I hold onto tightly as I pull her in for more. That one little shift in her posture gives me all the confidence I was missing, and I cradle her close as I sweep my tongue against her lips, begging for access.

      She grants it with a moan that is my undoing, a moan I know I’ll hear for the rest of my life no matter what happens after tonight.

      She tastes so sweet, so perfect, and my cock strains against my jeans as I lean her back against the shingled roof.

      Then, her eyes shoot open, hands pressing into my chest and shoving hard.

      “Oh, my God.” She bolts upright, tearing away from me when I try to reach for her to soothe the shame and worry evident in her eyes now.

      “It’s okay,” I try, but she shakes her head.

      “It’s most definitely not okay, Greg.” She looks at me, pinning her bottom lip between her teeth with her gaze falling to my lips like she wants to kiss me again.

      Do it, I silently dare her.

      But she buries her face in her hands with something between a laugh and a groan.

      “I’m so sorry,” she murmurs. She peeks up at me then, guilt shading her cheeks. “God, that was really messed up. I shouldn’t have done that. You’re my son’s friend and eighteen, for Christ’s sake.”

      That makes her bury her face again, and I grind my teeth, feeling like my age is a curse for the first time in my life. Everyone around me, my parents especially, preach all the time how much I should soak up this time in my life, how thankful I should be for my youth and freedom.

      Right now, I’d give it all up just for the chance to have Amanda Parks take me seriously and let me kiss her again.

      Her head snaps up, eyes wide. “Shit,” she says, looking at me. She shakes her head, over and over. “Greg, we can’t… no one can ever know about this.”

      I frown against how that stings for me, how my chest aches with the insult, but I nod. “No one ever will.”

      She nods, gratitude in her eyes, and then she sighs, wrapping her arms around her legs again.

      And I fight the urge to pull her back into my arms, instead.
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      “Mom, please, sit down.”

      “I’m just tidying up a bit,” I tell David, cringing when I realize no amount of tidying could be done to save the catastrophe that is my house with just minutes to spare before Greg Weston gets here.

      I hastily throw the dishes in the dishwasher and start shoving anything on the kitchen counters into the nearest cabinet as my son chuckles.

      “You are the definition of a hot mess.”

      “That’s not nice to say to your mother.”

      “It is when it’s the truth.”

      I smile at that, leaning a hip against the counter and wincing a little, hand covering my upper rib cage. “You’re lucky you’re too big for me to spank you anymore.”

      “Remember the first time you spanked me and instead of crying, I laughed, because it didn’t hurt anymore?”

      I give him a look. “I do. I remember coming very close to strangling my child.”

      He laughs, and I do, too, before I’m wincing again, which makes David come to my side.

      “I wish I would have been there with you when you were in surgery,” he says, taking me by the elbow and leading me into our living room. “Why didn’t you call me sooner?”

      “I called you as soon as the drugs wore off enough for me to remember I even have a son,” I remind him. “Besides, there was nothing you could do other than waste your own time sitting there in a stuffy hospital.”

      “I could have been there when the doctor told you what to do and what not to do once you left,” he argues, helping me sit on the couch. “Because I’m pretty sure you weren’t listening at all when he gave those directions.”

      I shrug noncommittally.

      David sighs. “My mother. Acting more like my child these days.”

      “Paybacks are a bitch, my son.”

      That earns me a chuckle, and then David picks up where I left off, folding blankets and tidying up the living room space.

      I take in his features, how my little boy has grown into a man right before my eyes, all the while trying to ignore the fact that Greg Weston is on his way over. It wasn’t my choice to invite him, but I also didn’t argue very hard when David said he was coming — mostly because I didn’t know how to not make it weird by voicing my concern. Greg has been in our house hundreds of times before, why would I care if he came now?

      Oh, that’s right.

      Because he’s not an eighteen-year-old, off-limits boy anymore, and my soon-to-be ex-husband doesn’t live here anymore, and somehow those two facts make having him in near proximity a whole lot more dangerous.

      I’ve spent the better part of this week trying to rest, and heal, and forget about the fact that my son’s high school friend was my anesthesiologist, and that he’s even hotter now than he was then. I found it hard enough to see him as a kid when he was eighteen, but now?

      He’s older than I was when we first met.

      And damn, has he aged well.

      A knock at the door makes me jump. David’s eyes light up, and he all but jogs to the door, swinging it open and beaming like a little kid when Greg walks through the frame. They stare at each other with matching smiles for a long moment before David opens his arms wide, and Greg chuckles, the two of them meeting each other in a crushing embrace, hands clapping on shoulders like the two grown men they are.

      “I’ll be damned,” David says when they pull back, looking up at Greg. “Greg Weston. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.”

      “To be fair, I wasn’t sure I’d see anyone ever again when I was in med school.”

      David chuckles. “Akin to prison, eh?”

      “Pretty damn close,” Greg jokes.

      I try to laugh, but it gets caught in my throat, and I just stand there at the edge of the couch stupidly watching them and smoothing my hands over my dress.

      “You went and outgrew me, you sonofabitch,” David says.

      “Language, David.”

      He frowns at me. “You just said bitch to me! Like, two minutes ago.”

      “I’m an adult. I’m allowed to say bitch.”

      He levels a gaze at me, and Greg laughs.

      “I see nothing has changed here,” he comments, and I don’t know if he means between me and my son, or the house itself. If it’s the latter, he’s mistaken, because while the bones and most of the décor haven’t changed much over the years, the state of the foundation has. Between the plumbing, the HVAC, and the continual cycle of something breaking, me fixing it, only to have something break again… it’s nothing like the house Josh and I bought when we were kids.

      Then again, I’m nothing like the girl who bought it, either.

      “Nice to see you again, Mrs. P—” Greg stops short of finishing that last name, and he cringes, shaking his head just one quick time before he forces a smile. “Amanda.”

      “It’s okay,” I tell him. “Technically, it is still Mrs. Parks, but not for much longer.”

      Greg offers a little smile at that, and David scratches his neck before motioning to the kitchen. “Come on, I’ll fix us a drink.”

      “I don’t drink, actually, but I’ll take a water.”

      “You don’t drink,” David repeats with a laugh. “Since when?”

      Greg’s eyes flick to me then, and a flash of that hot summer night hits me like a frying pan to the head.

      But he just sniffs, shrugs, and says, “Not for a long time. I did bring wine for you, though,” he adds, holding up a brown paper bag I hadn’t realized he’d had with him. He tries to smile at me. “Malbec, if I remember right?”

      Holy shit.

      He remembers the wine I drink?

      I offer what little smile I can manage. “Thank you. That’s sweet.”

      “Well, don’t thank me yet, because along with the gift comes a doctor’s warning that you shouldn’t drink any of it until you’re off your pain meds.”

      I chuckle. “Everything lovely comes with a caveat nowadays. That’s okay, I’m already being scolded by my son for cleaning, so I can just add this to the list.”

      That makes Greg frown. “You shouldn’t be cleaning. At least, nothing too intense. No vacuuming or sweeping or mopping. Definitely no mowing. Don’t lift anything over ten pounds for a while.” His frown deepens as he looks around, as if he’s just realized a house will go to shambles when the only person living in it can’t do those things. “Didn’t Dr. Simmons go over all this with you?”

      David gives a hearty laugh, grabbing the bag-wrapped bottle out of Greg’s hand then. “Ha! That’s funny. You think my mom would listen to anything a damn doctor tells her to do?”

      He gives me a pointed look, and then disappears into the kitchen with the wine bottle.

      When I look at Greg again, he’s still frowning.

      “You can’t do those things,” he reiterates. “You don’t want to end up back in the hospital.”

      I fight the urge to say that I might, if it means I can see him in those scrubs again.

      Although, the way he’s dressed now is possibly even more distracting, his light jeans hanging off his hips the same way those scrub bottoms did. His t-shirt is navy blue and tight in all the right places, too, reminding me that his biceps are roughly the size of my head now. I try not to let my eyes trail down too far before I meet his gaze again.

      “I’m not doing anything I don’t think I can handle,” I tell him. “But someone’s got to clean around here. Not to mention the hot water heater, which—”

      “Which your amazing, handsome, doting, handyman son is taking care of,” David says with a pointed look, handing me a glass of water and two pills I’m due to take as he rejoins us.

      I roll my eyes. “I can do it myself, David. You have a baby at home. A baby who hasn’t been over to see his grandma in far too long, might I add.”

      The second the word leaves my lips, I cringe, eyes skirting to Greg before I clear my throat and gesture to one of the chairs in the living room for him to sit.

      Grandma.

      Yeah, let’s just stick that image in his mind.

      Then again, it wouldn’t be a bad thing, to remind him how much older I am — especially with the way he’s looking at me now, his brown eyes heating as they travel the length of my dress.

      My dress that does nothing to hide how expansive my curves are nowadays.

      I learned real quick that once I hit thirty-five, my already slow metabolism all but died. Josh could eat a whole cake and not gain a pound, but if I so much as looked at a slice of it, I went up a jeans size.

      I never minded it. I’ve always loved my curves, especially my ass — which is roughly the size of an overgrown pumpkin. It was Josh who had the issue, who always liked to point out that I should go to the gym more, or pick up a more active hobby, or eat less ice cream.

      Fucker.

      I eat ice cream almost every night now that he’s gone.

      And from the way Greg’s heated stare keeps finding its way back to me, I have a feeling he doesn’t mind the extra weight at all.

      It doesn’t matter what he minds or doesn’t mind, Amanda, because he is off limits in every possible way.

      I hammer that thought home with a gulp of water to chase the pills, settling back into the couch as David and Greg catch up.

      I’m content to just sit there as a silent bystander until my son tries to get Greg to gang up on me with him.

      “Greg, help me convince my mom she needs more time to rest. She’s intent on going back to school tomorrow,” he says, giving me a look. “Meanwhile, she can’t go more than an hour without wincing in discomfort from her surgery.”

      “I’m fine,” I argue. “Dr. Simmons said it’s normal to be sore, but he also said I could get back to most of my usual activities with no problem at all.”

      “Mom…”

      I hold up a finger. “If I’m cleared to have sex, I’m most definitely cleared to go sit in a classroom.”

      “Ew,” David says with a wrinkled nose, but Greg smirks, taking a sip of his water and avoiding eye contact with me.

      “I’m more concerned about riding on the bus than I am going to class,” I confess.

      That gets Greg’s attention. “Bus?”

      “Her car is totaled,” David clarifies. “I’m working on finding her a new one for the amount her insurance offered her, but…”

      “But it was a twenty-year-old Toyota,” I finish for him. “So, it’s worth roughly the amount of the used couch cushion under my ass, if even.”

      David sighs, his brows folding together, and my heart aches at the burden my son feels for me. It’s the last thing I ever want to be for him or anyone else — a burden — and yet with how badly the house is breaking down, and now my car…

      “You’re going to school?” Greg muses after a long pause of silence, and I can tell by the way he looks at me that he does it to save me from getting too lost in thought.

      Is he really this in tune with me, even after all the time that’s passed?

      “I am,” I say with a smile.

      “For?”

      “Psychology. I… I want to be a therapist.”

      Greg swallows, looking something between impressed and proud. “That’s amazing. Congratulations.”

      I laugh at that. “Well, don’t congratulate me yet. I’m only in my second year.” I shake my head. “Turns out going to college in your forties isn’t easy.”

      “You don’t have to do it,” David tries, but I pin him with a glare.

      “Don’t.”

      He snaps his mouth shut at that, a nod letting me know he won’t try to argue again. We’ve had this conversation far too many times. He thinks the answer is for him and his wife to find a bigger place, one with a mother-in-law suite, so I can live with them rent-free.

      But I’m forty-seven, not eighty-seven.

      I still have a life to live.

      And I don’t want his money, or my ex-husband’s, to live it.

      “Use my car.”

      The glare I’m giving my son softens, and I blink, looking at Greg with my brows tugging inward. “What?”

      “You can use my car,” he reiterates.

      David and I both look at him like he’s crazy.

      “I don’t need it,” he says with a shrug. “I mean, I live within biking distance of the hospital. I don’t really go anywhere that’s not downtown. I’ll be fine without it for a while until you get a new one.”

      I blink, staring at him.

      And then I burst out in laughter.

      “I’m serious,” he says. “It’s really not a problem.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t take your car, Greg. What if you need it for something?”

      “I won’t.”

      “What if you do.”

      He shakes his head, shrugging. “Then… I’ll call you. If I really need to run an errand or something that is farther than I can bike, I’ll call you and you can just take me.”

      I laugh again, but then I look at my son, who has this look on his face that tells me he’s already sold on the idea.

      “David,” I try. “I’m fine. I can take the bus for a while. We’ll find a car soon. It’ll all be okay.”

      “Maybe this would make it easier,” he argues. “Just for a little while. That way, I wouldn’t have to worry about you.”

      “You don’t need to wor—”

      “Mom,” he says, leveling his gaze.

      I gape at him, looking between him and Greg and feeling like a child.

      I huff. “Is this what it’s all about? Raise a kid only to have him treat you like one when you’re older?”

      “Just wait until I make you wear one of those Help! I’ve fallen and I can’t get up! necklaces.”

      I flick him off.

      “It’s really not a problem,” Greg insists, fishing into his pocket. He pulls out a little key fob. “Truly. I can leave it here tonight, even. That is, if you can give me a ride back to my place?” he asks David, who agrees instantly.

      I sigh. “Well, clearly, my arguments are no good with you two.”

      “Never were,” David says, and then to Greg, “Thank you, man. Really. This helps us out a lot.”

      “It’s no problem at all,” he says, and then his eyes find mine, and I swear there’s a whole lifetime of words inside those warm irises, but he doesn’t speak a single one into existence.

      Instead, he stands, crossing the living room and pressing the fob into my palm. His fingers linger there, brushing along the inside of my knuckles, but he pulls away before I can overanalyze whether he even realized he did it at all or not.

      I stare at the fob for a long moment, breath far too hard to grasp, and then I lift my gaze to his.

      “Thank you,” I say softly.

      The corner of his mouth lifts just marginally, and he nods.

      Maybe it’s the pain meds kicking in, but the moment seems to stretch on forever — him looking down at me, me staring up at him, years of time gone by hanging between us like live wires ready to spark and set flame to the whole house.

      “Alright,” David says, standing with a clap of his hands that makes both me and Greg jump a little. “Greg, help me with this hot water heater real quick? I need to get it done and get home to my wife before she divorces me and takes my baby boy with her.”

      “What about me?” I pout. “What can I do?”

      David crosses the living room to me, picking up the remote and turning on the television. He lowers a kiss to my cheek. “You can put your feet up and rest like the queen you are.”

      I narrow my eyes but can’t help the smile as I swat him away. “Brat.”

      “You raised me like this.”

      “Add it to my long list of regrets.”

      David and Greg both chuckle, and then David leads the way toward the back hallway where the hot water heater sits tucked in a closet.

      On his way back, Greg looks over his shoulder at me.

      But the glance is so quick I wonder if it even happened at all.
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      “I’m heading out,” I tell Stacy, rapping on the frame of her door twice as I pass. “On call this weekend.”

      She nods, not taking her eyes off the case files on her desk. She’s likely getting a head start on her pre-op notes for Monday. “I’ll light a candle in your honor, willing an actual night off for you into the universe.”

      I chuckle. “I appreciate it, but do it at home, okay? Lighting it here might have the opposite effect of your intention.”

      She smirks, waving me off. “See you Monday.”

      Adjusting my bag on my shoulder, I make my way through the hall to the elevator, mumbling my goodnights to those I pass. I noticed Dane working the Emergency Room security checkpoint earlier, so I stop to say goodbye on my way out.

      “Leaving before five o’clock?” Dane asks on a whistle as he checks his watch. “Must be nice, Doctor.”

      “It is, until I get called back here at two in the morning.”

      “I’m sure that doesn’t happen that often.”

      I make a face. “You’d be surprised. How’s it going so far?” I ask, changing the subject with a nod at his badge.

      He looks… different. Focused. Like he actually gives a shit about what he’s doing. And the smile he throws at me when I ask how it’s going further proves my assumption.

      “It’s good, man. Really good. I mean, working down here has been whatever, but I start on the third floor tomorrow.”

      “Psych unit.”

      He grins, waggling his eyebrows like it’s just the challenge he needs.

      “I know we give each other a lot of shit,” he says after a moment. “But… thank you. For this.”

      He clears his throat, greeting a young woman and her small son who just walked through the door. I step behind him so he can check her bag and give them stickers that say they’ve cleared security before telling them where to check in, and then I nudge Dane.

      “That almost killed you, didn’t it?”

      He sniffs. “I’ll never say it again, so I hope you enjoyed that.”

      I chuckle. “I did, actually. You’re welcome,” I add, squeezing his shoulder. “See you later.”

      A tilt of his chin is his only response, and then I’m walking out the doors and toward the bike rack by the staff parking lot.

      I unlock my bike when I reach it, tossing the lock in my bag before I mount it and kick off toward the bridge. It’s an easy fifteen-minute bike ride to my apartment building, and I enjoy the wind on my skin, the view of the Hillsborough River as I ride alongside it. I ignore the honking of cars caught in the downtown traffic as I zip by them, focusing on the sun making its lazy descent over the buildings, instead.

      It’s kind of nice not having a car. I forgot how much I enjoy riding my bike, or getting in a little extra exercise with a long walk to work — although, after the mornings I’ve had running with Dane lately, I don’t need the extra miles. He’s been working through something. I know even though he hasn’t told me what yet, because the man has been running like an outlaw with the police hot on his tail.

      Still, it’s been a refreshing change…

      Except, if I’m being honest, I’ve spent most of my bike rides trying to think of a stupid errand I could use as an excuse to call Amanda.

      She gave me her number when I left her house a few nights ago, making me promise her I’d call if I needed my car for anything. And although I’ve wanted to call every waking moment since, I’ve somehow refrained.

      But now, it’s Friday evening, and even on call for the weekend, I know I’ll have free time. I won’t be able to immerse myself in my routine, in exercising early every morning, or burying myself in my cases all day long before eating dinner, passing out, and waking up to do it all again.

      And without anything to distract me, I can’t help but think about her.

      My stomach tightens at the memory of her on her couch, of how it felt to see her and David both in that house that held such a mix of memories for me. On the one hand, it was one of my escapes from my own family, from the pressure of my father’s pride and expectations for me. It was just a place to hang with my best friend, to watch movies or play video games or sneak a beer on his roof.

      But on the other hand, it was where I was introduced to the ugly side of alcohol, to what a father the polar opposite of my own looked like.

      My hands tighten where I hold the handlebars, and I shake off the memories before they can dig their claws too deep. Parking my bike on the rack outside my apartment, I lock it up and cover it before making my way inside.

      “You’ve got a package here, Dr. Weston,” Abigail says when I walk through the lobby.

      Abigail is one of the staff who works the front desk of my condo, a young girl studying at the University of Tampa. She offers me a flushed smile as I retrieve the padded envelope from her.

      “Thank you.”

      “Have a great evening, Dr. Weston. Let me know if you need anything.”

      Her cheeks turn an even brighter red with that, and the way her eyes widen, I can tell she didn’t mean to say it — or at least, not the way she did.

      I smirk. “Will do. Don’t study too hard,” I add, nodding at her open textbook.

      She giggles, plopping down in her chair as I scan my key fob and head toward the elevators.

      I’m dropped off on the twenty-second floor, and I make my way down the long hall to the condo at the end.

      It still feels odd walking into my condo, even as I hang my bag on the same hook I’ve hung it on for the last two years.

      I imagine it should feel familiar by now — the expansive windows showcasing the city and the river, the tall, industrial-like ceiling and cement columns, the art I’ve collected hanging on the walls. It’s my sectional, and my television, and my record player in the corner. It’s my California king bed, and pictures from my white coat ceremony hanging over my desk.

      But even as I strip out of my scrubs and toss them in the hamper before jumping in the shower, it doesn’t feel like home.

      Nothing ever has.

      I grew up in a household where my silence was valued.

      Dad was a hedge fund advisor, and mom was the perfect wife at his side, and the house was always ready to entertain at a moment’s notice. All that meant for me was that other than a few family photos hanging in our sitting room, you couldn’t tell I actually lived there. I never left my books or toys or any belongings out in common areas, and even my bedroom didn’t feel like mine, with a comforter I didn’t pick out, and not an ounce of my personality shown through posters or trophies or anything of the sort. Mom always wanted it ready for guests, should that be necessary, and so I was to keep it tidy and neutral at all times.

      When I moved out, it was straight into a college dorm with Dane, a shared space that felt more like a hotel than anything else. The same was true when I was in med school, and again when I was doing my residency in Chicago.

      Everywhere I’ve been, I’ve felt like a tenant passing through, like a nomad with nothing to really unpack when I arrived, or pack with me when I left.

      When I got the job at Bayside, I took it as permission to finally set up roots.

      The problem is… I’m not exactly sure how to.

      It looks like something my mother would approve of — a tidy space with artwork pleasing to just about anyone, and little to no proof that someone lives here at all.

      My neck and shoulders ache as I wash away the day, the week, the hours of operation and casework. My phone sits on the bathroom counter, ringer turned all the way up just in case. I could be called back into the hospital at any moment, and I know eventually my phone will ring. I’ve yet to have a night or weekend on call where it didn’t.

      I take it with me once I’m done with my shower, setting it on my bed as I dry off and change into dark gray sweatpants and a light blue Buck Mason shirt. I flop down on my bed then, eyes on the ceiling.

      “Don’t do it. Don’t call her,” I mutter to myself, but my fingers are already reaching for my phone, already pulling up her contact in my address book.

      I stare at the numbers, at the letters that make up her name.

      Then, my eyes drift to an empty pot in the corner of my room — a gift from my mom that I’d never found a plant for. Truthfully, I hadn’t even tried, mostly because I was ninety-nine percent sure I’d kill whatever I did decide to buy and bring home with me.

      My heart kicks with an idea, and before I can talk myself out of it, my fingers are flying across the keyboard on my phone.

      Me: Any chance you’re free this evening to pick me up for a quick errand? Shouldn’t take long.

      I use my towel to dry my hair a bit before hanging it back up in the bathroom, and my phone pings with an incoming text, making my pulse spike as I swipe it off the bed.

      Amanda: Not a problem at all. What’s the address?

      I try to tamp down the excitement I shouldn’t be feeling, sending her my location.

      And then, I make a list.
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      “What about this one?”

      I hold up an exotic-looking plant, the leaves glossy and white-veined. There’s a golden bloom in the center, and I run a finger over it before looking to Amanda.

      She wrinkles her nose. “Zebra plant. It’s beautiful, but… unless you plan to devote your home environment to making sure that bad boy is comfy, I’d skip it.”

      I put the plant back next to the others, frowning. “Why do I have a feeling I’ll kill whatever I bring home with me, no matter what I do?”

      Amanda chuckles, folding her arms over her chest and nodding to an aisle across from us. “Come on. They’re not all that bad.”

      She leads the way, and I follow with the bright orange cart, doing my best to focus on where it says Home Depot instead of on how her jeans hug her ass in a way that should be illegal for public viewing. I caught a glimpse of the way the pockets rounded, the hem of them gapping at the small of her back when she hopped out of my car in the parking lot.

      That was enough for me to know it wasn’t safe to take a second glance.

      “Thanks again for coming with me,” I say behind her, eyeing the plants we pass. “I could have dropped you off at home and just brought the car back after, but… I won’t lie — I feel a little less clueless with you here.”

      She scans a shelf of brightly colored flowers as we pass, and I catch a profile view of her smile. “Please, anything to get me out of the house on a Friday night.”

      “No hot date?” I tease, hoping like hell the way I have to swallow the cotton ball in my mouth after doesn’t give away how I feel asking that question.

      She snorts, arching a brow at me. “Yeah. They’re just lining up out the door and around the corner these days.”

      “You say that like it’d be hard to believe.”

      “My dating life is about as dry as this cactus,” she says as we pass an end cap with succulents. “And a whole lot less cute to look at.”

      I chuckle. “Because you don’t want to date right now, or because the men who have tried so far have been idiots?”

      She cracks her neck, pulling to a stop in front of a shelf with plants that look like they have ribbons for leaves. “Because I don’t know how to date,” she confesses quietly, her eyes skirting to mine for only a split second before they’re back on the plants. “This one.”

      She taps the black pot holding one of the plants, and I sidle up next to her, reading the label.

      “Snake plant.” I make a face. “Sounds like it’ll attract the wrong kind of roommate.”

      “It’s not called that because snakes like to hide in it,” Amanda says with a smile. “It’s because of the way the leaves look.”

      I pick one of them up, inspecting it from all sides. “And you think I could keep it alive?”

      “It thrives on being left alone. Very little maintenance.”

      I arch a brow, but carefully set it in the cart. “Worth a shot. What else?”

      Amanda guides us down the rest of the aisle, and then around the corner to another, adding an aloe plant and a Chinese evergreen to the cart. After picking up some soil for repotting and a watering tin, we checkout and head back out to the car.

      We load the plants carefully into the trunk, and then I open the passenger side door, smiling a bit when I catch the flush on Amanda’s cheeks when she slides inside. I jog around to the driver side next and fire the engine to life, my phone connecting to the Bluetooth automatically.

      “How do you get it to do that?” Amanda asks, her mouth slightly open as she frowns at the stereo.

      “Get it to play my music?”

      “Yes! There’s no CD player, no auxiliary cord… I spent the better half of an hour trying to figure this out the other night after class.”

      I chuckle, holding out my hand. “Give me your phone.”

      She narrows her eyes but pulls her phone from her back pocket and plops it in my palm. “Don’t go through the photos.”

      I arch a brow at her. “I wasn’t going to, but now…”

      “Don’t, I mean it.”

      “Mrs. Parks,” I say, feigning shock. “Are you sending nudes?”

      “No!” she says instantly, giving me a look. “Ew. Do people really…” She shakes her head. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

      I laugh, hooking her phone up to the stereo Bluetooth. “If not that, then what’s so bad? You got pictures of someone you murdered on here?”

      “Sadly, I’m not that crazy. Yet,” she adds with a smirk. “I just… I’ve been trying to take pictures for an online dating profile.”

      Her cheeks blush furiously with the admission, and then a John Mayer song floats over the speakers.

      “There, all set,” I say, handing her phone back to her. But I don’t reach for the gear shift. “Do you want to show me what you have so far?”

      She blanches, clutching her phone to her chest. “Absolutely not.”

      “Come on,” I say on a laugh. “As someone who’s been on at least a half dozen of those sites, I feel like I have the experience to weigh in as an expert.”

      Amanda’s mouth pulls to the side as she considers. “You promise not to laugh?”

      “Promise.”

      She stares at me a moment longer before she sighs, swiping through her phone to an album and handing it to me.

      I feel her watching me as I swipe through the selfies, and I’m almost positive all of them were taken on the same night. She’s sitting on the couch by her bookshelf, dressed casually in a red blouse.

      The lighting is awful, but she’s hot in every single one of them.

      In some, she’s smiling, others she’s neutral, and a few of them, she has this look in her honey eyes, this come and get me glisten with a smirk that says she’s trouble. Her chestnut hair falls over her shoulders, framing her breasts, the kind of thick, long hair a man can’t help but want to have his hands tangled in.

      I keep swiping, trying not to give anything away with my facial features — like that if I saw her on an app, I’d swipe right and pay the extra fee to super like her, too.

      In the next one, her shirt is hanging in just the right way that her cleavage steals the show, along with her pouty lips and fuck me eyes.

      I swallow, skipping past it before I can stare too long.

      “They’re all gorgeous,” I say after a moment, peeking at her before my eyes are on the phone again.

      “But…”

      “But… you could do better,” I say honestly. “The lighting is kind of dark.”

      She sighs, taking her phone back. “I knew it. They’re awful.”

      “They’re not awful,” I correct quickly. “You look amazing. But they don’t show anything about who you are.”

      She frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’ve got roughly ten pictures and half a paragraph to attract the right kind of guy. You want to show them as much as you can about who you are, what you’re looking for.” I pause, thinking. “Do you have any pictures of you working in the garden? Or at school, or with David, or doing something you love? Pictures from a night out with your girlfriends, maybe?”

      It feels like an innocent question, like one simple to answer, but Amanda’s eyes grow sad, her brows pinching together as she stares at her phone in her lap before tucking it into her back pocket again.

      “Just forget about it. Let’s go.”

      I frown. “Hey… what’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head, but her eyes water, betraying her attempt at indifference.

      I curse. “Amanda, what is it?”

      She groans then, letting her head fall back against the headrest before she turns to look at me. “I don’t have any girlfriends,” she whispers. “Or any hobbies. I don’t have anything interesting to say about myself.”

      I swallow. “That’s not true.”

      “It is,” she argues. “Greg, for my whole life, I’ve been Josh’s wife. Or David’s mom.” She sniffs. “I don’t have a personality outside of the men I take care of.” She makes a face. “Took care of.”

      My chest squeezes.

      I didn’t think about that, about how she’d always been a caregiver. She was like that when I first met her, making sure David was okay, that Josh was cared for even when he didn’t deserve it. I never once saw her go out and splurge on a nice outfit for herself, or getting her hair or nails done the way my mom did.

      Now, she has an empty nest and a soon-to-be ex-husband…

      “And friends?” She laughs. “I pushed all my friends away over the years, especially when they started questioning why I stayed with Josh. I let him convince me it was them tearing us apart, that we needed to keep what happened in our relationship between us because they just didn’t understand. I stopped talking to all my friends, to my family…” She shakes her head. “To everyone who wasn’t him.”

      I reach out for her, folding my hand over hers and squeezing tight.

      She sucks in a breath, eyes skirting to the touch before they find my gaze once more. I can feel how erratic her heartbeat is where I hold her, my thumb hovering over that artery in her wrist that gives her away.

      This is crossing a line, I try to warn myself.

      But it feels too good holding her to stop now.

      “He isolated you,” I whisper.

      She chews the inside of her cheek, shrugging.

      “I let him.”

      I close my eyes, the urge to hold her, to pull her into me and take away her pain overwhelming. I’m just about to act on it when she tugs her hand from mine and wipes her face, letting out something between a laugh and a growl.

      “Ugh,” she says, letting her hands slap against her thighs as I straighten in my seat again. My palm aches for her warmth now that it’s gone. “This is not what you signed up for when you asked me to help you get house plants, is it?”

      She laughs then, but before I can tell her I’m willing to sign up for anything she needs, she shakes her head again.

      “Can we change the subject, please?”

      I don’t want to, but I nod regardless, putting the car in reverse.

      “So, you promise I won’t kill these plants?” I ask as I back out.

      That earns me a chuckle, weak as it is. “I can’t promise that, but I can tell you it’ll be a lot harder with these ones.”

      “Poor suckers,” I muse as we pull out of the parking lot. “They don’t even know they’re on the way to their death.”

      Amanda laughs. “Just read their little tags about how much sunlight they need, and set a day of the week to check on their water levels. You can always get an automated watering system if you really can’t keep up with it.”

      “They make those?!”

      Another laugh, and then as we pull onto the highway, Amanda falls silent, turning up the music on her phone now attached to the stereo, instead.

      I don’t mind it, the silence, not when I’m getting a glimpse of who she is, of how she’s feeling, based on the music she listens to. I hear the way she gets into “Dancing with Myself” by Billy Idol, how she grooves a little in her seat when Whitney Houston comes on, and how she quiets when Bonnie Raitt’s voice fills the car, singing, “I can’t make you love me.”

      It kills me, seeing her like this, knowing that she’s finally found the strength to leave that piece of shit, only to have him make her feel inadequate without him. He didn’t deserve her — and he sure as hell doesn’t deserve to hold power over her still.

      When we pull up to my building, I find street parking and turn down the music, staring at the steering wheel for a long moment.

      “Did you mean what you said in the hospital?” I ask after a moment, not ready to get out of the car, not ready to say goodbye.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I was putting you under,” I remind her with a smirk, but she just looks at me like I have a cucumber for a nose.

      “Huh?”

      I laugh, turning to face her in my seat. “You don’t remember, do you?”

      “Remember what?” she asks, and her eyes narrow before they grow wide. “Oh God, what did I say?”

      My face splits with a shit-eating grin. “You said I’m even hotter now than I was at eighteen.”

      Her jaw drops, eyes the size of baseballs. “No…”

      “Oh, yes,” I confirm. “The nurses have been hounding me for details ever since.”

      Amanda blinks twice, and then groans, covering her face with her hands and shaking her head.

      I laugh, reaching over to grab her wrists and pull them away. “Hey, it’s fine. It was funny. And people say a lot of crazy stuff when they’re being put under like that.”

      Amanda grimaces. “I’m so mortified, I wish you’d put me under right now.”

      I bark out a laugh. “Come on, it isn’t that bad.”

      She gives me a look, and then we both smile, falling silent.

      Her eyes float to where my hand still hovers over hers, where I didn’t realize my thumb was smoothing the inside of her wrist. She swallows, chills breaking over her arms as her gaze slides to mine.

      “So,” I repeat, swallowing down the nerves straining my words. “Did you?”

      “Did I what?” she asks on a breath.

      “Did you mean what you said?”

      I don’t even realize how much I’ve leaned into her until that moment, until one elbow is balanced on the console between us, and my eyes are flicking between hers, our noses inches from touching.

      “Greg…”

      The sound of my name on her lips has me leaning in closer, my breath hitched in my throat as my gaze falls to her lips.

      Her plump, bowed, beautiful lips.

      Even now, all these years later, I remember how they tasted.

      My hand slides up from her wrist to her elbow, and I gently hold her, pulling her closer. Her eyes flutter shut, lips parting as I lean in even more. I can smell her, sunshine and fresh cut grass, and with my heart pounding loud in my ears, I close my eyes and close the distance between us.

      Or rather, I almost do.

      But then my phone rings, loud and shrill, causing us both to jump and Amanda to rip away from my grasp.

      I curse, reaching into my pocket and pulling out the offending device. I curse again when I see the words BAYSIDE REGIONAL on the screen.

      “I need to take this,” I say to her, reaching forward to turn down the music.

      Amanda nods, and already she’s retreating into herself, hugging the door like she can’t get far enough away from me. She pulls out her own phone, typing away as I grit my teeth.

      I force a breath, answering the call, and after a quick conversation with the nurse about a female patient in labor and dilated to five centimeters, I know I need to go in. I tell her I’ll be there in twenty minutes, and when I hang up the phone, I let out a long sigh.

      “That was the hospital. I’m on call this weekend, and I need to go in.”

      Amanda nods. “No problem. Actually, I called an Uber, so you can just keep the car.”

      I frown. “What?” But she’s already grabbing her purse and climbing out.

      I scramble out of my own seatbelt and kick my door open as she closes hers. She doesn’t so much as glance over her shoulder at me as she walks down the sidewalk to the corner, and I jog to catch up.

      “Amanda, please,” I try. “I… I’m sorry if I—”

      “It’s fine. Really,” she says, a smile far too wide to be natural spreading on her lips. “We were going to go car shopping this weekend anyway. It’s no big deal. And this way you can drive to the hospital.”

      “You could just take me real quick. I can get a ride back. I—”

      A Hyundai pulls up to the curb, and Amanda waves, confirming the driver’s name before climbing in the back seat.

      I hold the door before she can close it, our eyes meeting, but I don’t know what to say.

      Sorry I almost kissed you… except that I’m not fucking sorry, because I really, really wanted to. I’ve wanted to since that night sixteen years ago. I want to right fucking now, actually.

      Amanda swallows, forcing a weak smile once more. “It’s fine, Greg. Go. They need you.”

      I clench my jaw, not wanting to let her go, not wanting to leave things where they are now.

      But I have no choice.

      Letting out a long sigh, I nod, trying and failing to smile as I finally shut the door. I hit the top of the car twice with my fist the second her face disappears from view.

      And then the car pulls away, and I stand on the curb and watch her go.
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      Professor Millikin drones on at the front of the classroom, pointing out the differences in the theories of gender from Carol Gilligan and Nancy Chodorow. Usually, Women’s Mental Health is my favorite class, but after a weekend of anxiety and a long day of classes to kick off the week, I’m too drained to focus.

      Instead, I stare at the notes I’ve typed on my laptop and doodle mindlessly in my notebook. I find myself drawing stars and flowers and mountains like I used to in high school when I was daydreaming about a boy.

      Funny how so much has changed since then, and yet…

      All weekend, I’ve tried to get my mind off what happened with Greg. Or rather, what almost happened. As if embarrassing myself by admitting I was trying to date wasn’t enough, or watching him flip through my stupid selfies, then he had to go and tell me what I said to him when I was being put under.

      And then, he had to go and almost kiss me.

      A long exhale that sounds a lot like a whimper a little kid would let out after not getting their way leaves me automatically, drawing a few looks from my classmates nearby. I sink a little farther in my chair, shaking my head.

      God, it had felt good, to have a man look at me that way.

      To have Greg Weston look at me that way.

      I close my eyes and relive the moment, the way his fingertips smoothed over my wrist, the way he held me and tugged me into him, the way his breath caught in his chest as he moved in closer, as he closed his eyes and put his lips on track for mine.

      His scent, like oak and spice and comfort.

      His grip, somehow possessive and calming all at once.

      And then his damn phone had rung.

      My eyes pop open again, and I sigh, which earns me another glare from a classmate. I give her a look like What? A woman isn’t allowed to sigh in class? before she looks away with a roll of her eyes, and I stick my tongue out at her behind her back.

      Real mature, Amanda.

      “Alright, let’s pause here,” Professor Millikin says, eyeing her watch before she stands from where she was leaning against the edge of her desk. “We’ll pick up where we left off on Wednesday. Don’t forget we have a quiz next week. You can run through a practice round in the online portal to get an idea of what will be on it. My office hours are posted in the portal, too, if you have questions.”

      With that, we’re dismissed, and I pack my things away into my bag before slinging it over my shoulder and following the other students filing out of the room.

      My head is still a mess as I walk across campus to the bus stop. God, it was nice having Greg’s car last week. First, it’s a 2020 BMW 8 Gran Coupe, which will make anyone driving it feel sexy and alluring and rich. Secondly, it smelled like him, and had little traces of his existence everywhere — a half-eaten protein bar still in the wrapper in one of the cup holders, a gym bag in the back seat, an extra pair of scrubs in the trunk.

      And thirdly, it meant I didn’t have to ride the bus. Which, as much as I assured my son I was fine doing after we tried and failed to find me a car this weekend, I was truly dreading.

      No one is at the stop when I get there — likely because most of the students live on campus or in one of the dorms nearby. They also likely have cars or bikes. Regardless, I settle in, checking the schedule hanging by one of the benches and knowing I’ll have to wait at least ten minutes.

      It’s a good thing that his phone rang. It’s a good thing I didn’t give in to every urge I had in that moment, because I’d have quickly crossed a line that has serious consequences.

      The biggest of them being that my son would absolutely freak out, and then likely disown me and punch Greg right in the nose.

      Not to mention if Josh found out, which was unlikely but still possible, he might back out of our settlement and continue making my life a living hell for another two years.

      And the icing on the cake?

      I’m forty-seven. Greg is thirty-four.

      What do I honestly expect to happen?

      He probably wants to get married. He probably wants kids. And about the only thing I want nowadays is someone to do a better job than my trusty dildo, which seems a high task if I’m being honest.

      I don’t even know why I’m thinking about this! It’s not like Greg wants me — not like that. He might want me as a sort of bucket list, the way one might want to travel to Paris just once to say they did it.

      Bang my best friend’s hot mom? Check.

      I sigh, shaking the thoughts from my head and trying not to laugh at how stupid I am as the bus finally pulls up.

      Once I’m inside the smelly, questionable thing, I take a seat near the back and put my headphones in, letting a podcast steal my attention for the ride home.

      The bus drops me about a quarter mile from the house, and I finish up my podcast as I walk through our little neighborhood. It’s old, a bit run down, a bit on the wrong side of town, if I’m being honest. But it’s quaint, quiet, and filled with people whom I know well enough to trust won’t murder me at night.

      It’s a pleasant evening, the sun starting its slow descent over the houses as a cool breeze fills the streets. Fall in Florida is nothing compared to what most of the country experiences, but I’m happy just to have a small reprieve from the horrid humidity we live with most of the year.

      When I turn the corner onto my street, I stop short at the sight of that pearly white BMW in my driveway — along with David’s Subaru.

      “Shit,” I mutter.

      Nerves grow and tangle in my stomach like weeds as I walk the rest of the way home, pushing inside the screen door and dropping my bag on the couch.

      “David?” I call.

      “Up here, Mom!”

      I weave through the kitchen up the stairs, following the sound of clanking and cursing until I find David in the bathroom attached to my bedroom. He’s standing on a small stepstool in the shower, toying with the shower head.

      And Greg is there, too, stretched out on his back under the sink cabinet.

      Shirtless.

      My heart stops in my chest at the sight, at how thick and lean his muscles are, the abs and the obliques flexing and stretching as he works on whatever the hell he’s doing under my sink.

      I blink, trying to peel my eyes away, but all I can do is follow the lines down, down, down, farther and farther, until I’m staring at the dent of his skin that makes a V, the apex of it disappearing somewhere under the hem of his briefs — which I can see clear as day right above his jeans.

      Calvin Klein.

      Of fucking course.

      David drops something and it clangs loud against the shower floor, knocking me out of my daze as he curses and gets off the stepstool long enough to retrieve it.

      “What are you doing?” I finally ask now that I have my wits about me. Sort of, anyway.

      My eyes flick to Greg’s waistline again, but I pull them away quickly.

      “I’m installing a new showerhead,” David answers easily. “That old one was a leaky drip, at best. And Greg is working on clearing out the aerator, so you have better water pressure with the sink. I know you’ve been complaining about that.”

      Greg scuttles out enough so that he can look at me, and the moment his eyes lock on mine, my cheeks flush with a furious heat.

      I clear my throat, attention back on my son. “I wish you would have told me you were coming over.”

      David laughs a little at that. “I think what you meant to say was, thank you, son, that is so kind of you!”

      I roll my eyes, but it does earn him a little grin. “Thank you, son. That is so kind of you. But next time, a little warning, please?”

      He just smiles and gets back to what he was doing.

      “I’ll make us some dinner,” I say, not knowing what to do now but knowing that I, at the very least, needed to get away from shirtless Greg. “Goulash sound good?”

      Greg groans, peeking out from under the sink again. “I haven’t had that in ages.”

      Something tingles inside my chest, making me smile, but I quickly turn and head for the kitchen. “Alright, then. Goulash it is. You boys don’t work too hard.”

      Yes. Boys. Let’s drive that point home.

      I make a pit stop in my bedroom, grabbing a pair of leggings and an oversized t-shirt to change into. I use the guest bath to do so, and then I pop back downstairs, turn on one of my playlists on the kitchen speaker, and start on dinner.

      I long for a glass of wine, almost whimpering when I realize I still shouldn’t have one.

      I pour a tall glass of cold water, instead, and sing along to my playlist as I dice onions and tomatoes and peppers and garlic, tossing it all in the skillet before adding the meat to brown. I add the dry pasta next, along with all the seasonings, and then bring it to a simmer.

      I’m thankful for the task, for something to do to keep my mind off the fact that Greg is here. Shirtless. But my distraction is cut short when David slips through the kitchen, phone to his ear, and mouths to me it’s Julia before dipping out the sliding glass door to the back patio.

      Greg is there the next second, wiping his forehead with a rag before hanging it over his shoulder and leaning his palms on the small kitchen island counter, his eyes on me.

      I gulp down a large drink of water, turning back to the stove. “Get it all done?”

      “We did. You want to feel the difference?”

      I feel the difference, alright.

      “I trust you,” I say quickly, replacing the lid on the goulash. If I mess with it too much, it won’t cook the way it needs to. So, with nothing else to keep my focus on, I turn back to Greg. “Thanks for helping him. I’m sure you have more important things to do. But if he asks you again, feel free to decline. Regardless of how he makes it seem, I’m not helpless.”

      “I know that,” Greg says, standing tall again. “I’ve known that for years.”

      His eyes hold mine, and I swallow, but can’t tear my gaze away.

      Greg glances out back before rounding the island, closing the distance between us. “Amanda, I’m sorry about Friday. I…” His lips press together in a tight line, like he doesn’t want to apologize at all. “I crossed a line.”

      I just nod, keeping my eyes on his and away from his torso.

      “Please, take my car.”

      I immediately open my mouth to argue, but he cuts me off.

      “It would make me feel a lot better about the whole situation if you would.”

      I close my mouth again, frowning.

      “We don’t have to make things weird between us. Okay?” He pauses. “I don’t know about you, but I’m really happy to have reconnected with you. David, too. It feels…” He grabs the back of his neck and shrugs. “I don’t know. A little like coming home, I guess.”

      My heart.

      “And I know it makes you uncomfortable. You don’t like getting handouts. So, I was thinking, and I know how you can pay me back. That way you wouldn’t feel like it’s a free ride.” He smirks at that. “No pun intended.”

      I narrow my gaze. “Pay you back,” I repeat. “How?”

      Another glance outside to confirm David is on the phone with his wife, and Greg moves in a bit closer. “Be my accountability partner.”

      I snort, crossing my arms as I look unabashedly at his ridiculously defined abdomen. “Greg, I hate to break it to you, but I can tell very easily that you make it to the gym just fine on your own.”

      The corner of his mouth tilts up at that, and he follows my gaze to his stomach before looking back at me with an arched brow. “That’s not what I meant, but feel free to go on.”

      I shove him then, rolling my eyes and turning back to the goulash. I give it a stir as Greg circles me to stand next to the stove.

      “Look, the way I see it, we’ve both missed out on life. In different ways, of course, but… Well, you dedicated most of yours to your son and to Josh.”

      My hand pauses mid-stir at the mention of his name.

      “And I’ve been devoted to med school and now my job at Bayside.”

      I frown. “Okay… what does this have to do with anything?”

      “Here’s what I’m proposing,” he says, waiting until I look at him to continue. “We make a list. A bucket list of sorts. Things we’ve always wanted to do but never have. And then, we hold each other accountable to actually do those things.” He shrugs. “You’re a little lost, from what you told me, and trying to find yourself again. I need to release work and live a little. We have a mutual goal.”

      I frown, tending to the goulash a moment more before replacing the lid. I fold my arms and think on the proposal. “Accountability partners,” I echo. But already, I’m shaking my head. “I don’t know…”

      “Of course, you don’t. The last thing you want is someone making sure you get out and do what you want to do because then you actually have to follow through.”

      I frown even deeper, and he smirks, stepping closer.

      Close.

      So close I can smell him over the spices in the air.

      “Come on,” he pleads, his eyes searching mine. “Do you honestly have someone who will push you out of your comfort zone and not let you sit on the couch drinking red wine every night?”

      I hold my chin up defensively. “I like my wine and couch nights, thank you.”

      He chuckles. “And you can still have them. But… with a side of adventure, too.”

      I bite my lip, considering.

      He does have a point. Without a friend to drag me out of the house, the likelihood of me ever leaving for anything other than errands or school is slim to none. I’m comfortable in my loneliness — perhaps too much so.

      But spending time with him? That’s dangerous. He and I both know it.

      Seeing that I’m still not convinced, Greg takes a small step back, giving me space. “Besides, you’re dating for the first time really ever,” he reminds me, as if I could forget. “I can help with that, too.”

      I lift my brows at that, because though I hate to admit it, I need all the help I can manage in that department.

      Still…

      “And what can I offer you?” I challenge. “If this is supposed to be about me paying you back for letting me use your car for a while.”

      He shrugs. “Ideas. Motivation. Again, accountability. Trust me, if someone doesn’t force my hand, I’ll live and die in that hospital without thinking twice about it.” He pauses, eyes finding mine. “I need you, too.”

      My heart stops, kicking back to life with a force that makes me suck in a breath of air.

      Did he just say he needs me?

      God, why does that feel so nice to hear?

      Greg’s eyes catch outside, and he stands a little straighter, giving me more space and telling me without words that David is on his way back inside.

      “So,” he says, extending his hand. “Do we have a deal?”

      I stare at his hand like it’s a bomb that will detonate the moment I touch it, but somehow, for some unknown reason, I find my hand slipping into its embrace.

      His fingers curl around mine, and with one strong pump, we agree.

      “Deal,” I whisper. “But,” I add, holding up a finger once he releases my hand. “I can change my mind. At any point. No questions asked.”

      “No questions asked,” he agrees, holding up his hands in surrender. But then he grins, devilish and sexy as hell. “I’ll leave the key fob on the table by the door.”

      I roll my eyes again, but as David opens the sliding back door, I mouth thank you.

      Greg nods, a soft smirk on his lips.

      “Alright,” David announces with a clap of his hands and a dramatic whiff of the air. “Let’s eat.”
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      “I don’t know,” Amanda says for the tenth time, crossing her arms and tucking her legs under her on the couch. “This is hard.”

      It’s been a week since I’ve seen her — a week that dragged by at the pace of a doped-up turtle for me. I couldn’t even try to deny the fact that I was excited she’d agreed to my little proposal. I was anxious to get started, but then work got crazy and before I knew it, an entire week had gone by before she texted me.

      We doing this or what?

      This is exactly why I need her as much as she needs me for this. Because without her pushing me, I’d be content to spend all my life inside those hospital walls.

      “Come on, it’s not that hard. Just say something you’ve always wanted to do but never have.”

      “If it’s so easy, then you go first.”

      I frown at that, tapping my pen on the empty page I have open in one of her notebooks.

      Then, I snap my fingers, jumping up from the couch. “I think this living room is suffocating our creative energy. Come on, we need a better place to think.”

      Before she can argue, I grab her hand and tug her up off the couch, appreciating the view of her in leggings and a thin, long-sleeve shirt — so thin I can see every curve underneath it — for just a moment before I’m dragging her toward the stairs.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      “You know where.”

      She stops dead at that, pulling her hand from mine. When I turn, her eyes are wide, lips parted.

      “Uh… I don’t… I don’t think we should go to my bedroom.”

      I smirk, leaning a hip against the stair railing. “That’s not where I was heading. But I mean, if you do your best thinking there, I can certainly be persuaded.”

      Her cheeks flush. “Oh… well, then where?”

      “You’ll see,” I say, and then I grab her hand and lead the way.

      I know this house like I grew up in it, and in a way, I did — at least for about a year and a half. I slept here more nights than I slept at my own house. I helped clean, helped cook, helped in the garden.

      I never did have a place that felt like home, but if I had to name something close to it, it’d be this house.

      I sneak a peek back at Amanda when I lead us into what used to be David’s room, and now seems like half storage and half old workout equipment.

      “I don’t know if that roof is strong enough to support us anymore,” she says when I drop her hand long enough to open the window. “I haven’t had it replaced in almost ten years. And if you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly as… light as I used to be.”

      She kind of curls in on herself then, and I immediately want to kick Josh square in his balls for ever making her feel like her curves are anything less than a goddamn masterpiece.

      I also want to tell her she’s beautiful, that her body is perfect, that I would literally give up my MD to get my hands on her and show her just how much I appreciate that body.

      But I promised not to cross that line again.

      “We’ll be fine,” I assure her, and I climb out first before offering my hand back to help her.

      I felt like a kid at work today, thinking about Amanda and the list all day long. I couldn’t wait to get out of the hospital and catch an Uber over here. Getting her to agree to this harebrained idea wasn’t as hard as I thought it’d be, and it gave me a false sense of hope that I knew was far more dangerous than climbing out onto an old roof.

      “Okay,” I say once we’re settled, balancing the notebook in my lap again. “I’ll go first. Kayaking.”

      “Oh! Yes! I’ve always wanted to do that!”

      “I heard there’s a great place about an hour and a half north of here. A spring,” I say, writing down kayaking as number one on our list. “Now, your turn.”

      Amanda sighs, pulling her long hair over one shoulder and playing with the ends of it as she looks out over her backyard. The sun is already dipping away, my least favorite part about the fall being that we lose daylight in the evening so quickly.

      “I want to get high.”

      I choke on a laugh, eyebrows popping into my hairline.

      “Hey! No laughing aloud!”

      “I’m sorry! I just… you surprised me with that one.”

      She grins then, shrugging. “Well, I never did any of that. I mean, I was pregnant at fifteen, remember? I missed out on all the partying and doing stupid things as a kid. And now that it’s practically legal everywhere… well, I don’t know. I think it could be fun.”

      I frown, writing down her idea as number two on the list as her words sink in. I met Amanda when she seemed so happy in her life, when even on the worst days, she seemed like she knew what she wanted and had it all together. And when Josh started showing his true colors when I was around, when I realized it was all a show, I was always focused on who she was in that moment, on how she could keep above water with everything going on.

      I never stopped to think about who she was as a teenager, about how her hopes and dreams must have taken a hard left turn when she found out about David.

      What would I have done if it were me, if a girl I’d been intimate with got pregnant before we were even old enough to drive?

      “Were you scared?”

      Amanda frowns, looking at me.

      “When you found out you were pregnant.”

      At that, she smiles, letting out a long exhale through flat lips. “Among other things, yes. I was scared. Angry with myself. Terrified of my future.” She swallows. “Sad.”

      Pain zips through my chest at the sight of her, of those warm eyes of hers dulled from a memory of the past.

      “But I knew in my heart that it happened for a reason. I think everything does. After a while, that fear turned into excitement.” She pauses. “Of course, my parents didn’t understand that side of my emotions at all. They wanted me to be scared. They wanted me to…”

      She swallows, the word too hard to say, but we both know exactly what they wanted her to do.

      “Them disowning me and telling me that if I was going to have a baby, then I was adult enough to live on my own… it killed me,” she confesses. “But I couldn’t hide the truth. I was excited to be a mom.” Her eyes meet mine briefly. “And that feeling of everything happening for a reason only bloomed more after I gave birth. I felt it when David would say something surprisingly smart and too wise for his age when he was a kid, or when he accomplished something hard for the first time. I felt it when he aced a test or had a hit in a baseball game. And now, when I see him with Julia, and with a son of his own…” She smiles, shrugging. “He’s the best thing that ever happened to me. He’s my whole life.”

      I smile. “You’re the best mom I know.”

      “Better not let Clara hear you say that,” she teases, arching a brow at me.

      “Ah, she’d probably agree with me,” I say, thinking about my mom and how many times she’d broken down to me, saying she should have been there for me more. I know she never meant to be as absent as she was, but with my father’s job and constant entertainment of clients, it was easy for her to get lost in it all.

      I don’t blame her. I just wonder what it would have been like to have someone more present.

      I shake my head, tapping the notebook with the pen in my hand. “Okay. So, kayaking, getting high, what else?”

      Amanda and I spout off ideas, tossing the creative branch back and forth until we have a full page and it’s bleeding onto page two. There’s everything from go on a real date, from Amanda, to have a movie night, me. Some of it may seem boring to a person who has lived a normal way of life, and other things are a bit braver, like get a tattoo and climb a mountain.

      “I think we should also write in amendments for spontaneous ideas,” I say. “Or rather, ideas for each other.”

      “Like?”

      “Like… I really want you to try meditating with me, even though that’s not something you listed.”

      She groans. “Ugh. Sitting in the dark, in silence, with nothing to do but listen to my crazy brain race?” She shakes her head. “Hard pass.”

      “It’s more than that,” I say on a laugh. “Come on — you’ll want to do the same to me sometime, too. There’s going to be something you want me to try that I don’t want to try. And I expect you to force me.”

      “Oh, is that your kink?”

      She winks, and I give her a look, all the while trying to ignore how the word kink sounds rolling off that sweet tongue of hers.

      “I think this is the only way we really break out of our routine and our comfort zone. We’ve got to be pushed.”

      “Fine. Spontaneous is allowed. But only because I want to make you drive with the windows down and Taylor Swift’s Red album up at full blast.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Instant regret.”

      That earns me a laugh, a sweet, airy one that sounds like wind chimes on a summer breeze.

      “Okay,” she asks. “What do we do first?”

      “Hmm… I vote climbing.”

      “Climbing. Okay. When?”

      I check my watch, noting that it’s only seven. “Has Dr. Simmons cleared you for physical activity yet?”

      “As of my three-week checkup yesterday, I’ve been cleared for just about everything. He said walking as much and as consistently as I have been has helped a lot, and that everything is healing up nicely.” She pauses, making a sort of scoff through her nose. “Still don’t understand how I was cleared to have sex before I was cleared to vacuum, but whatever.”

      I smirk. “Alright, then. Let’s go right now.”

      “Right now?”

      “No time like the present, right?” I ask, standing and offering her my hand to help her up.

      Her mouth gapes. “But I… I’m not ready. I don’t know if I can.”

      “You can. I promise. And you’ll never be ready if it’s up to you. Luckily, it’s not. Now,” I say, wiggling my fingers until she lets me take her hand. I pull her to stand, holding her steady. “Go get changed and stop arguing.”

      I smack her ass playfully as she passes me on her way to the window, and she gasps, turning to swat me in the chest and nearly losing her balance in the process.

      “Hey! It’s a friendly gesture in sports.”

      “Mm-hmm,” she says, narrowing her eyes, but she can’t hide the smile that curls on her lips as she ducks inside the window.

      And I can’t hide how badly I want to smack that ass again.

      


      AMANDA

      “There is no way in hell I can do this.”

      I stare up at the rock-climbing wall, a bland, beige thing covered in different-colored hand and foot grips that look like a rainbow of death from this perspective.

      “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for,” Greg says from beside me, his gaze crawling up the wall, too.

      “I don’t mean the rock wall,” I say, turning to face him. “I mean this epic wedgie.”

      I point to said wedgie, given kindly by the harness one of the employees strapped me into. It cuts right up between the legs and is anything but forgiving.

      Greg looks where I’m pointing before letting out a sharp laugh, and then he nods back toward the counter. “Come on. Let’s get some chalk on and give it a try.” He pauses then. “Are you sure you feel up for it, though? I don’t want to push you if your injury—”

      “I’m fine,” I say, dragging out the last word like a little kid. “If anything hurts or feels like it’s stretching in bad ways, I’ll come back down. Promise.”

      He presses his lips together, but doesn’t argue further, and then we’re listening to the employees walk us through the basics of climbing as we chalk our hands and get strapped in for our first route.

      “You go first,” I say to Greg when we’re all ready to go.

      “Chicken.”

      I just stick my tongue out as he chuckles, and then his muscular arm stretches overhead, massive hand curling around the first grip as he pulls himself up. Every muscle in his back and shoulder flexes with the movement, and then the other hand is up, grabbing a higher grip. He hikes one leg, foot balancing on a grip and highlighting the fact that his ass is just out of this world.

      And I bite my lip to keep from whimpering.

      Now I’m really glad I asked him to go first.

      With his focus locked on what he’s doing, I take the opportunity to stare without worrying he’ll catch me and it’s then I realize that line I’ve drawn between us is pencil thin. I watch every muscle as he climbs — which he does effortlessly, or so it seems, his arms and legs moving in time as he rapidly ascends the wall.

      Thirty-four. He’s thirty-four, his body as lean and fit as it’s ever been, I’d wager. He doesn’t know the pain of his knees giving out on him yet, or how it feels to just sleep wrong and have a back thrown out.

      He rings the bell at the top, and then smirks down at me with a challenge in his eyes before rappelling back and making his way down.

      “Your turn,” he says simply when his feet land beside me.

      I sigh, hanging my hands on my hips and staring up at the wall.

      The crew set me up with one of the easy routes, one apparently used mostly by kids and pre-teens. But I watched said kids climb when we first came in, and those little buggers were fast and fearless.

      I, on the other hand, feel dizzy just looking at the first set of grips, let alone the top where the bell hangs.

      “You’ve got this,” Greg says, moving in a little closer, his voice low and rumbly in my ear.

      I almost shiver, almost let out a pathetic little mewl, but then I see his hand winding back from the corner of my eye.

      I turn, catching his wrist in one hand and pointing the index finger of the other right in his face. “Don’t you dare smack my ass again.”

      He laughs, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “It’s good luck, I swear.”

      I flick him off, which earns me another laugh before he’s stepping back and giving me space.

      It shouldn’t be this easy with him.

      Why does it feel so easy with him?

      I still a breath, eyes trailing the wall once more as I shake off any thoughts trying to creep in. I need to focus — mostly so I don’t break myself climbing a damn kid route.

      “Here goes nothing,” I mumble to myself, and then I step up to the wall, reaching up to grab the first grip.

      I knew this would be a workout for my arms. I knew my legs would burn. I knew it’d be hard. But I didn’t expect it to be so much pressure on my fingers.

      The first few climbs aren’t too bad, and I actually think I might be able to do this. I curl my fingers in the grooves of the grips, holding on tight as I assess the next move. Then, I pull, reaching for the next marker as my foot finds grip on one below me.

      But the higher I climb, the more my fingers ache, especially when I have to pause a moment to figure out what move to make next.

      “Gah, my fingers!”

      “Use your legs more to hold you while you figure out the next move,” Greg yells from below. His voice sounds so soft, so… distant.

      And that’s when I make the mistake of looking down.

      When I was focused on climbing, I was only looking at the grips above me and the wall in front of me, nothing else. But now, looking down at where Greg watches me from below, I realize how high I am, how far away the ground is.

      Panic.

      Fast and furious, my heart begins to race, my ears going fuzzy, vision swaying and crossing as I grip as tight as I can to hold on.

      Greg must see it, the fear sparked by looking down, and he holds up his hands, trying to calm me. “You’ve got this, Amanda. Focus on what to do next. One grip at a time.”

      “I can’t,” I almost squeak, so quiet I’m not sure he can hear me. “It’s too high. I’m too heavy.”

      That makes Greg grit his teeth, and even from this high up, I can see the muscle in his jaw flex hard. “You’re not too heavy. You’re a strong, badass bitch.”

      I choke on a laugh. “You just called me a bitch.”

      “It’s the good kind of bitch.”

      “Can you two stop with the cursing, please?” one of the employees interrupts, giving us a look. “There are kids here.”

      Greg and I share an embarrassed smile, and then he claps his hands together. “Come on. Keep going. You’re strapped in, remember? You’re safe. Just get to the top.”

      I turn back toward the wall with a deep inhale, setting my shoulders square and my brows in a furrowed determination as I plant weight into my right foot and reach up for the next grip.

      My arms ache, fingers crying out in protest, legs shaking from how high I continue to climb, but I don’t stop. One foot up, then a hand, then a foot, then rest and assess, then another hand, another foot.

      And the strangest thing happens…

      The higher I climb, the more emotional I become.

      Every push of my quad, every pull of my bicep pricks my eyes with tears. My nose stings as the wave washes over me.

      And I think of Josh.

      I think of how hard I had to fight just to clearly see the situation I was in with him, the abuse and the addiction, the co-dependency that had me imprisoned.

      Even once I figured it out, once I decided enough was enough, I had to face his rage, his attempts to break me and make me feel like I was the issue, his gaslighting and narcissism.

      For two long years, I’ve fought to free myself of that man.

      And when I look up at how close the bell is, it feels just like that freedom — close enough to touch, but still distanced by hurdles I have yet to overcome, hurdles I know won’t be easy.

      I close my eyes, blowing out a breath through pursed lips.

      “I can do this,” I whisper.

      And then I push.

      One step at a time, my fingers and arms and legs aching, I climb the rest of the way up the wall. Tears blur my vision as I do so, but I ring that bell with all the enthusiasm of a show girl at a carnival.

      “I did it!”

      “Hell yeah, you did!” Greg hollers back up at me.

      The employee narrows her eyes, but Greg quickly apologizes and then turns back to me and mouths, “Fuck yeah.”

      I chuckle, using one hand to wipe the tears from my face as I look down and get weak in the knees again. “Now how do I get down?”

      “Hold onto the rope at the base of your harness and kick back off the wall.”

      “So, you’re saying, just fall?” I mock, shaking my head.

      Greg laughs, and when I catch his eyes, the laugh slips, the smile going along with it.

      I don’t know if he can see it from all the way down there, how my face is shining with the remnants of the tears I let fall, or how I’m shaking, how that climb meant more to me than just accomplishing something physical.

      But there’s something in his gaze, something deeper than him just telling me it’s safe to rappel off that wall.

      It’s like he’s saying it’s safe to fall into him.

      I tear my eyes away, reminding myself that’s the furthest thing from the truth as I grip the rope, close my eyes, and kick back.

      Just as he said, the suspension catches me, helping me rappel down nice and easy. Before I know it, my feet are on the ground.

      At least, for a split second, until Greg scoops me up in his arms like I weigh half of what I actually do, and spins me as much as he can with me still being attached to the wall.

      “I told you,” he says cockily when he drops me back to the ground.

      My body slides along the length of his as he sets me down, my arms gripping his, our chests pressed together. For a long moment, he holds me there, his smile leveling out as I struggle to catch my breath — both from the climb and from being in his arms.

      I glance up at him through my lashes, and suddenly he’s breathing heavy, too.

      But as quickly as the moment happens, it disappears, Greg releasing me and clearing his throat as I step back with a furious flush.

      “Yeah, yeah. Let’s see if you have that same smirk on your face when I make you get a pedicure,” I joke, trying to lighten the mood and ignore the fact that his sweaty body was just touching mine.

      Greg makes a face, but before he can retort, his phone buzzes loud from where we stashed our stuff in a nearby cubby.

      I work on releasing myself from the harness, thanks to some help from the employee who seems less than amused by our first climbs, all the while watching Greg’s face as he reads a text message on his phone.

      “Do you need to go in?” I ask, making my way over to him. I swipe my water bottle from the cubby and take a big swig, arms still shaking.

      “No, it’s my buddy Asher. He’s a firefighter and they’re doing a stair climb this Saturday at Raymond James. It’s a fundraiser. He’s asking if I’ll be on his team.”

      “His team?”

      Greg nods. “It just means I’ll climb the stadium with him, get people to pledge they’ll pay a dollar a step on our team’s landing page, that sort of thing.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      Greg pauses, arching a brow at me with his hands hovering over the text. “Let’s?”

      “Yeah,” I say, instantly flushing and tucking my hair behind one ear. “I mean, if you want someone else on the team, that is. I haven’t done anything like this in a long time, since David was in school, and I ran fundraisers all the time for the PTA.”

      My voice fades, heart aching in a foreign way that makes me press my fingertips over my chest to soothe it.

      I miss that, I realize distantly.

      Greg’s eyes are softer when I look at him again, and he nods, offering a small smile. “It would fit with our breaking out of the comfort zone theme, wouldn’t it?”

      “It may also fit in the breaking Amanda’s legs theme but hey, I’ve climbed a wall, what’s a little stadium?”

      Greg barks out a laugh, eyebrows shooting up as he texts his buddy back. “Alright, then. I told him we’re in.”

      “Sweet,” I say. Then, I look back up at the wall, shaking my head with my hands on my hips. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “I can.”

      I flush again, looking at Greg for just a split second before I start gathering my things. “We better get going. School night and all.”

      Greg nods, chewing the inside of his cheek like he’s biting back something he wants to say. Whatever it is, he holds it in, getting his own things together before we make our way out to his car.

      “We almost got kicked out for our language back there.”

      I snicker. “Unsurprised.”

      “We need a hand sign. A secret one that no one else knows, and one we can’t get in trouble for.”

      He pauses by his car, looking at his hand with a concentrating frown before he holds it up. His thumb is straight, fingers curled so the tips of them touch the middle of his thumb right between the joints.

      “A b,” he says, twisting his wrist until I see the shape correctly. “For badass bitch.”

      I laugh, mimicking the sign on my own hand. “How about just b for badass?”

      Greg smiles. “Perfect.”

      The drive to his condo downtown is quiet, music from my playlist softly playing while we ride with the windows down. And when he pulls into one of the temporary parking spots in front of his building, he cuts the engine, staring at the steering wheel for a moment.

      “I’m glad we’re doing this.”

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      He nods, a little smile on his lips. “Yeah. I forgot what it feels like, to do something fun, something not planned.” He shakes his head. “I get so stuck in my routine sometimes, in working out and eating right and giving my all at the hospital. I really wanted to make a good impression when I first got the job, you know? But now, I have the reputation. Everyone knows me, trusts me, relies on me.” He pauses. “But I didn’t realize how much life I’d given up in the process.”

      He grabs the back of his neck, frowning like he’s just realized it.

      “Sometimes, I have entire weeks go by in a blur. It’s just wake up, work out, spend the whole day at the hospital, eat dinner, watch a little TV, go to bed, repeat.” He drops the hold on his neck, head hitting the headrest behind him. “How sad is that?”

      I sigh, nodding in understanding. “It’s not sad. It’s easy to do with narrow focus like that. But it’s not a bad thing. Your job is important. You help people. You take away their pain.”

      Greg smiles, but it’s weak, falling to soon. “Yeah.”

      I watch him for a moment before playfully slugging his arm. “Hey, that was just one thing off our list. Don’t worry. I promise not to let you down. Accountability Partner, ready for duty,” I say in a stern voice, sitting up taller in my seat and saluting him.

      That finally breaks him into a small laugh, but then his eyes are on me, the silence of the night suddenly louder than any music we had playing. I feel the humid air moving in on us through the windows, wrapping us up in a place that feels like it’s just for us.

      Greg swallows, his eyes tracing my features. He grips the steering wheel tight, like if he doesn’t hold onto that, he’ll put those hands on me, instead.

      God, how I want him to.

      That thought slaps me into the present, and I shake my head, smiling as I reach for the door handle. “Get upstairs and get some sleep. This girl needs to get home. I’ve got a quiz tomorrow morning.”

      Greg smiles, but again — it’s weak, and he doesn’t say a word as he opens his door and stands there waiting for me. He holds it open until I slide inside the driver seat, taking his place, and then he shuts it, leaning in through the open window.

      “Thank you for tonight,” he says, his eyes searching mine, lips too close for me to feel in control in any way. “You were amazing, by the way. I never doubted you would be, but I hope you see it now, too.”

      My heart thumps hard in my chest, propelling me forward, toward him, into him.

      Your son’s best friend.

      I force the thought to the forefront of my mind, and then clear my throat, tearing eyes away from Greg and facing the steering wheel, instead.

      I punch my thumb into the ignition button. “Goodnight, Greg,” I manage, and then I barely give him enough time to remove himself from the open window before I’m speeding off toward the highway.
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      “This isn’t working.”

      I chuckle, peeking my eyes open to find Amanda staring wide-eyed back at me, her shoulders slumped, arms crossed in stubborn resistance.

      “That’s because you’re not giving it a chance.”

      “False. I am giving it a chance. And it’s proving to me that it’s stupid and I was right about it all along.”

      I pause the meditation on my phone, a guided one I picked out to kick off practicing with Amanda. I remember how hard it was when I first got started, how my mind would race, and I’d have to itch my nose or sigh and check the time left on the mediation every ten seconds. And that’s not to say I don’t still have days like that sometimes, but from practice, I’ve learned to just accept what is, to embrace my meditation for whatever it has to offer me that day.

      Of course, it’s taken me years to get to this place.

      “What’s frustrating you?” I ask.

      She sighs, and in the low light coming from my essential oils diffuser, I see her brows furrow.

      “It’s too early, for one thing. I just want to fall asleep.”

      “That’s fair,” I tell her. “But that’s why we sit up with a straight back.”

      “Yes, but then my mind starts racing. I’m just sitting here thinking about everything I have to do today, and I’m annoyed that I have to sit here and wait to do them when I could get started.”

      I smile. “I know that feeling. But how many days do you spend frantically running around, thinking you’re getting a lot done, but at the end of it all, you realize you didn’t accomplish much because you couldn’t focus on one thing at a time, and you end up feeling even more frazzled and like you wasted a day.”

      Amanda opens her mouth to argue, but then her brows bend in even more, and she closes it again. “I guess I never realized it, but yes… I’ve done that more times than I can count.”

      My entire place is dark, save for that small light from my diffuser and the lights of the city sparkling outside my windows. We’re seated on two small cushions on the floor of my living room, where I usually meditate, and I can’t help but think how much warmer my condo feels with her in it.

      Reaching forward, I fold my hand over her knee, squeezing until her eyes find mine.

      “I know it’s tough. It’s weird. It’s frustrating. That’s all normal. It’s going to take time. They call it meditation practice for a reason — because there is no perfect way to do it, no achievement you can mark off that suddenly makes you a master. You just show up, and you try to be present. That’s it. That’s the practice.”

      Amanda’s eyes fall to where my hand is on her knee, so I clear my throat and sit back, removing the touch.

      Her shoulders slump even more then. “Why is it so hard.”

      I smile at that. “Because we all have monkey minds that want to drag us from the present moment by thinking about the past, or the future, or ideas or thoughts or things we have on our to-do list.”

      “And what do you get out of it? I mean, is it just permanent frustration forever?”

      I chuckle. “No. It…” I pause, thinking. “Eventually, the more you practice, the more you start to find peace. And not just when you’re meditating, but in everyday life. You can enjoy the present moment more, find more space for gratitude and less for anxiety.”

      “You sound like such a hippie right now.”

      “Just humor me,” I say on a laugh. “Let’s get through this first session without you calling it quits. Just listen to the guidance. Twenty minutes,” I add. “That’s all I’m asking for.”

      Amanda sighs, but I smirk, holding up our secret b sign with my fingers curling into my thumb.

      She smiles at that, sitting up straight again and cracking her neck. “Fine, fine. It might kill me, but I’ll do my best to be quiet for twenty minutes.”

      “Might set a new personal record.”

      She peeks one eye open before flipping me the bird, a smile on her face as she closes her eyes once more.

      Then, I hit play on the meditation, taking three deep breaths to settle back in.

      The female voice guiding us is low and soothing, walking us through focusing on our breath. Every now and then, after a prolonged period of just the music playing, the facilitator reminds us to not get frustrated when our mind starts going, and instead just kindly bring our attention back to the breath or point of focus — which, for me, is almost always my hands.

      I feel a distant tingling in them, like a reminder that I’m alive, that I have cells and blood and muscles and organs that make up a human body.

      It doesn’t take long before I slip into that calm state of being I’ve come to love so much. My mind clears, settling into a subtle kind of awareness. I’m not trying to force anything. I’m just existing.

      I remember what it used to feel like, how I would get bored, agitated, or frustrated with myself for not doing it right. But over time, meditation has transformed for me, bringing me peace, bliss, and inspiration.

      A quiet bell rings, signaling the practice is complete, and our facilitator thanks us for joining her and invites us to open our eyes.

      When I do, it’s just in time to see Amanda’s eyelids flutter open, and she releases a long, quiet exhale.

      “Well, how do you feel?”

      She frowns, then smiles, then frowns again, shaking her head. “I… don’t know. I mean, at first, I was just annoyed, honestly. But, after a while, I started to get the hang of it. I think. I mean, I definitely had to keep pulling myself back to the moment, but I wasn’t as frustrated as when we started.”

      “Just wait until you go deep,” I say, stretching out my legs.

      “Go deep, eh?” She waggles her brows.

      “Perv,” I tease. “I mean when you reach this crazy kind of calm, and you feel so relaxed and focused at the same time that the time flies by, and before you know it, the bell is ringing.”

      Amanda’s lip curls. “You mean I have to do this again?”

      I bark out a laugh at that, standing and reaching a hand down to help her up. “That is kind of the point. But if you hated it, I won’t force you. You tried it once. That’s enough for me.”

      Her eyes find mine through the dim lighting when she’s standing. “Is this why you’re always so calm?”

      “I’m not always calm,” I tell her. “But yes, it’s helped. Especially in the OR. I don’t have time or space to be anxious there, you know? I need that focus, that calmness, that clear-headed ability to think and make decisions.”

      Her eyebrows raise. “I never even thought of that, the pressure you must feel when you’re putting someone under.” She pauses. “Is it scary?”

      I grab my neck. “It used to be, when I was first learning. They drill it into you how important every minute detail is, how one small thing being off could be catastrophic. Imagine if you were put under enough to where you couldn’t verbalize or move, but you could still feel pain?”

      “That’s like everyone’s worst nightmare.”

      “And it’s my job to make sure it doesn’t ever become a reality.” I nod toward the kitchen, and Amanda follows me over as I pour us both a tall glass of water. “But really, once you go through school and residency, it all starts to become routine. As crazy as that sounds. Car accidents, people missing limbs, bleeding or barely alive… you run through the motions, so to speak. It’s all protocol, like an algorithm.”

      “Does it stay that way?”

      “For the most part.” I hand her a full glass of water and take a sip of my own. “The scariest thing now is when you think you’re going in for something that should be pretty standard routine, something easy, and then it unexpectedly goes wrong. The patient might not be getting enough oxygen and I have to figure out why and how to fix that. Or when a woman comes in to give birth, for example. That’s usually a situation where everything goes smoothly. But now and then, you have something go terribly wrong — preeclampsia or a uterine rupture or worse — and suddenly what should be one of the happiest moments of a woman’s life is a terrifying life-or-death situation that I play a huge role in.”

      Amanda sets her water down on the island, her eyes wide. “That’s so much to have on your shoulders, Greg.”

      I swallow but shrug it off. “It is. But this is what I love to do. It’s what I’m trained to do. And ninety-nine percent of the time, I feel confident that I’m doing everything exactly as I should. But that’s exactly why meditation is so important to me, because me second guessing myself, or letting any kind of anxiety or self-doubt creep in doesn’t just affect me. It affects another human being. A human being trusting me to keep them alive and okay.”

      “You’re incredible,” Amanda breathes, shaking her head.

      “I’m just a guy.”

      She snorts at that. “Okay, Mr. Humble.” She sips her water then, eyes trailing over my dark apartment. “Your place is so fancy. I love the windows, how you can see the whole city and the river.”

      “Well, that’s about the only decoration I have,” I say, leaning a hip against the kitchen counter. “Unless you count the plants you helped me with that I’ve managed to keep alive so far, and the paintings I got off a generic website that likely sells to mostly hotels.”

      Amanda chuckles. “I didn’t want to say it, but it does lack any kind of personal touch. Why no pictures of you, of your friends or family?” She assesses the room again. “It looks like an Airbnb, like no one actually lives here.”

      I know she doesn’t mean anything by those words, but they hit me in the chest like a baseball bat, stealing any response I have.

      I drain the rest of the water in my glass. “Well, with how much I’m at the hospital, that’s not far from the truth.” I set my glass in the sink, smiling and hoping I can avoid the deeper, underlying implications of my impersonal condo. “We should probably get going. Let me change real quick.”

      I duck out of the kitchen and head back to my room before she can answer, changing into my scrubs and grabbing my briefcase. When I rejoin her, she’s got her backpack slung over her shoulder, a pensive gaze cast out one of my floor-to-ceiling windows as the first bit of dawn begins to break.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      She seems shaken from thought, forcing a smile as she nods, and then I open my front door for her and lock up behind us.

      On the elevator, Amanda blurts out, “Can we keep this thing between us?”

      I cock a brow, surprised. “This thing?”

      “You know, us hanging out, the list…” She rolls her lips together when I don’t say anything in response. “I just, I’m not sure David would understand it, you know? Us being together without him.”

      Her worried eyes say everything she can’t speak out loud.

      I scrub a hand back through my hair, hating the burning in my chest that we have to hide — especially when we’re not even doing anything wrong.

      “Sure. Of course.”

      She breathes a sigh of relief on a smile, popping out of the elevator like nothing happened. But I trail behind her slower than usual, mind racing with what that agreement means.

      She doesn’t want to tell him we’re hanging out.

      Or anyone, for that matter.

      It shouldn’t bother me so much, being a secret, but it damn near eats me alive as she drives me to the hospital.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I say when we pull into the employee lot, kicking the passenger side door open with my foot.

      “Hey, it’s your car. Thank you.”

      I try to smile, but it falls short.

      “You okay?” Amanda asks when I’m standing, hand curled around the top of the door.

      I blow out a breath through my nose, forcing a smile. I don’t have a right to be upset. I didn’t ask her for anything more than to help me get out of the house more, even if it was a sorry ass excuse to spend time with her.

      Maybe part of me thought she was feeling it, too, that there’s something more between us. That there could be more between us, if she would just let me in.

      And maybe that’s the most foolish part of me yet.

      Because by what she asked, she only sees two things between us — age, and her son.

      Neither of which I can change.

      “I’m good,” I lie. “Just getting focused.”

      She nods on a smile. “Hope it’s a good shift. I’ll text you later.”

      With that promise, I shut the door and watch as she pulls out of the parking lot.

      On the walk into the hospital, I let my mind go through the motions, let it convince me I’ve made a terrible mistake by proposing this whole deal to Amanda. Then, I somehow convince myself that it’s fine if it doesn’t lead to anything more, that I’ll be cool just being friends with her, with getting to know her a little better.

      I can be just her friend.

      I can fill the role of the person who helps her live a little, who helps her find someone who will treat her right.

      My chest aches just with the thought, fingers curling into fists at my side as I reach the hospital entryway.

      But I don’t have the time or ability to think on it anymore, not once I walk into this building. I have to be fully focused.

      So, I inhale deep, let it all go, and slip into doctor mode the moment my hand reaches for the handle.

      It’ll be fine, I assure myself as I open the door.

      And then I laugh.

      Because I know that’s nothing more than a sick joke.
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      It’s pleasantly warm the morning of the stair climb at Raymond James Stadium, the humidity giving us a slight reprieve from its usual assassination. The place is absolutely packed, squads consisting of mostly firefighters in the area, but also their family and friends spreading out all over the stadium. There are already crews climbing the stadium steps when Amanda and I arrive, and while I look for Asher, she gapes at the activity happening all around us.

      She looks gorgeous, the morning light washing rays of gold over her face. Her eyes are hidden behind aviator sunglasses, but her long hair is falling over her shoulders, her ample breasts pulled high and tight in a sports bra under her red tank top. The color blazes against her tan skin, and the black leggings she’s paired with it hug her ass in a way that makes me want to bite my fist and groan, but I somehow manage to just force a breath and tear my eyes away as we walk.

      Asher. Look for Asher.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask her as we walk through the different squads, firefighters with clipboards zipping to and fro.

      “Intimidated.”

      I chuckle. “Don’t worry, I’ll be with you every step of the way.” I lean in a little closer as we walk, whispering in her ear. “Every burning, aching, hellish step.”

      She elbows me in the ribs, and a breath of a laugh leaves me before I spot Dane near a concession stand in the vendor area.

      Dane… and Larsen?

      I frown at the sight, confused as to why they’d be together. Then I remember that Dane was assigned to her floor when he started his security gig at the hospital a few weeks ago, and it all starts to click into place.

      About that same time, I see Larsen… blush?

      A smile cracks my face, because I am one-hundred percent positive I’ve never seen even a touch of red shade those light cheeks of hers. But the way she’s staring at Dane, the way Dane is puffing his chest and smirking at her like he’s ready to get her naked…

      Oh, boy.

      I clap Dane on the shoulder when we catch up to him. “Hey, roomie.”

      He cocks a brow at me when he turns, surprised. “Ah shit, Asher rope you in, too?”

      “Actually, this one did.”

      I nod toward Amanda, who is still looking around the stadium like she’s about to faint.

      “Why did I agree to this?” she murmurs under her breath.

      “Agreeing would imply that this was my idea,” I say. “Need I remind you it was you who said we should do it?”

      “Yeah, well, I changed my mind. And Shania Twain taught me in the 90s that I’m allowed to do that as much as I want.”

      Larsen chuckles at that, and Amanda blushes, like she’s just realized that we’re around other people.

      “Shania is always right,” Lars says, extending her hand. “Hi. I’m Doctor Larsen Belle. But call me Lars. Everyone else does.”

      “Not-Doctor Amanda Parks,” she replies, and I see what I’m sure no one else does, the way she grimaces a bit with that last name.

      I realize then that we haven’t talked much about her divorce, about when it’s officially happening. All I know is that David told me his dad has been dragging it out and making Amanda’s life a living hell.

      I crack my neck at the thought.

      Dane takes Amanda’s hand next, giving it a firm shake as he eyes me, her, then me again, his eyebrow perking up into his hairline. “And how do you two know each other?”

      Amanda’s eyes snap to mine, and her conversation from earlier this week echoes in my head.

      Can we keep this thing between us?

      I clear my throat, sliding my hands in the pockets of my shorts. “We’re old friends,” I answer simply, hating how Amanda’s shoulders relax with relief at the dodge. “Dane and I were roommates in college,” I tell her, to make sure the subject stays away from us. “And Lars here works at Bayside.”

      “Nice to meet you both,” Amanda says.

      For a moment, we stand there in an awkward silence, Dane and Larsen exchanging glances while Amanda and I do the same.

      Seems we’re not the only ones hiding something.

      “Well, I’m going to see if I can find Asher,” I tell them.

      “I’m sure he’s already shirtless and posing for Meadow somewhere,” Dane teases.

      “Meadow?” Amanda asks.

      “Meadow Matthews. Apparently, some hot shot phot—”

      Before Dane can finish his sentence, Amanda gasps, smacking him in the arm — which makes Dane smile curiously and give me a look.

      “The Meadow Matthews?”

      “You know her?” I ask.

      “Yes! Well, I mean no, obviously. No one does. She never shows her face on social media, but I’ve followed her work for years. She’s incredible.” Amanda looks at me then. “I had no idea she’d be here.”

      “Well, let’s see if we can find them and you can meet her,” I say, and then I clap hands with Dane.

      When he tries to pull away, I hold on tighter, grabbing his elbow with my other hand and speaking low enough where only he can hear it.

      “You know I’m getting the scoop on whatever the fuck is going on here later, right?”

      “I could say the same about you and your old friend,” he challenges, brow arching as we release.

      We share a knowing glance, and then with a smile and a wave, I say goodbye to both of them, and Amanda and I make our way through the field to check the other tents for Asher.

      We find him and Meadow by a group of firefighters doing synchronized push-ups, Meadow crouched down and snapping away as Asher watches her like she’s the most fascinating thing here. And to him, I can already tell she is.

      “So that’s what she looks like,” Amanda muses from my side. She clicks her tongue. “If I had a body like that, I’d be posting all over social. Just saying.”

      My eyes catch on her red tank top again, at where it stretches over her curves, where her leggings outline that juicy ass.

      “You’re completely oblivious to how beautiful you are, aren’t you?”

      Amanda’s smile slips, her eyes meeting mine for just a brief second before she clears her throat, nodding back at Asher and Meadow. “They look busy,” she says. “Maybe we should catch up with them later.”

      Her change of subject is about as subtle as a cow in a field of kittens, but I let it go. I wait until Asher looks up, catching his gaze for just a second. He gives me a chin tilt greeting and his wide smile, but then he cocks his head at the sight of Amanda, wiggling his finger between the two of us with a questioning furrow of his brow.

      Luckily, Amanda doesn’t see, and I subtly scratch my neck before waving him off, giving him the we’ll talk later look.

      That earns me a shit-eating grin, and then he nods down at where Meadow is still snapping away, telling me without words that he’s got stories to share, too.

      Seems we’ve all been busy since the pile-up.

      “Squads twenty through forty-five may now begin their climbs,” a voice booms over the loudspeaker, and Amanda glances down at the bib we picked up when we first entered the stadium, the number thirty-seven staring back at her.

      “Ah, shit,” she groans, eyes finding me next. “That’s us.”

      I chuckle, pulling her under my arm and giving her a playful noogie as I tug her toward section one-forty-nine where we’ll be doing our climb. “Come on. I’ll carry you if you get too tired.”

      “Pshh, like you could.” She gestures to her body with a sweep of her hands. “This girl’s got a lot of junk in the trunk, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      I lean in closer, whispering in her ear. “Oh, trust me,” I tease, noting the way chills break on her skin at the touch of my breath. “I’ve noticed.”

      Then, without warning, I pick her up like a sack of potatoes, throw her over my shoulder, and take off running across the field with her squealing and laughing the entire way.

      


      AMANDA

      I’m going to die.

      My legs are going to spontaneously combust into a roaring fire of hell and take me down with them.

      This is it. This is how it ends.

      “You’re not going to die,” Greg says on a laugh, jogging to catch up with me.

      Brat.

      “Did I say that out loud?”

      “You’ve been saying it out loud. For about the last three climbs.”

      I pause, hanging one hand on my hip and wiping away the sweat on my forehead with the other. I grimace at the sight of my slick wrist after wiping it on my leggings. “How much longer do we have?”

      “You can quit whenever you want,” Greg says with a shrug. “Our donors will pay a certain amount per step.”

      I narrow my eyes. “I don’t quit.”

      As if I walked right into his trap, Greg smirks, stepping up onto the stair I paused on. His chest brushes against mine, sweat dripping down his hairline and over the edges of his jaw as he looks down at me.

      “Atta girl,” he purrs.

      His voice is low and seductive, lips curling into an even wider grin when my eyelids flutter from him being so near. I swallow, trying to find the words to tell him to put more space between us, or the strength to do it myself.

      But I can’t.

      I just stand there looking up at him, leaning into him, wanting more of him pressed against me.

      All the burn in my legs is forgotten, replaced with an ache in a very different region.

      Then, Greg steps back, making me sway a bit forward with the loss of his heat.

      And the motherfucker smacks my ass.

      “Greg!” I howl, already chasing after him as he flies up the stadium stairs laughing, weaving in and out of innocent bystanders trying to survive their own torture.

      I follow his lead, muttering excuse me’s to those I pass as I furrow my brow in determination.

      He must slow down, must take pity on me, because I somehow manage to catch up to him. I wind my hand back, ready to smack him on the ass and give him a taste of his own medicine.

      I’m so focused on that Adonis ass of his that I’m not paying attention to where I’m stepping, and I miscalculate, the very tip of my toe hitting the edge of the stair instead of the middle.

      I gasp, sneaker sliding off the edge without a prayer of grip, and the last thing I see before I start tumbling down is Greg’s wide eyes as he launches to try to catch me.

      It’s too late.

      I fly forward, closing my eyes and throwing my hands out to brace myself for impact.

      But instead of concrete, I slam into rock hard, sweaty biceps.

      “Whoa, whoa,” he says. “Easy there.”

      I’m gripping those massive biceps like they’re my only lifeline, panting hard for a long moment before I’m brave enough to peek one eye open, and then the other. Massive hands hold me steady in their grip, and I’m now face-level with a set of pecs that could rival Thor and an eight-pack of abs that could only be carved by never having a carb in one’s life.

      I frown.

      Wait, Greg wasn’t shirtless…

      My eyes trail up the torso, and I’m met with an amused smirk.

      But not the familiar one I’ve come to love from Greg.

      The man holding me has tussled brown hair, lighter and longer than Greg’s, his eyes a piercing blue rather than a warm brown. He’s absolutely colossal, tall and imposing in every way as he rights me, his hands still firm on my arms.

      “You alright there?” he asks, his eyes dazzling as they take me in.

      I can’t speak. Words simply don’t exist in this current moment, not when I’ve got a ridiculously gorgeous beast of a man’s hands on me.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but I start sweating even more profusely, and I know without a mirror that my cheeks are the color of my bright red tank top.

      “Um… I…” I try to speak, try to step out of his grip, but just slight pressure on my right ankle has me hissing, reaching for the arm of one of the stadium seats to brace myself.

      “Shit, Amanda, are you okay?”

      Greg’s familiar voice breaks the fog, and I bring my gaze to find him standing a couple stairs above, access to me blocked by the beastly man still holding onto my arms.

      “I think you twisted your ankle pretty good there,” the man says, and then he releases his grip on me and bends down, his fingers applying pressure to my ankle.

      I hiss again, and then my eyes find Greg.

      Who looks absolutely murderous.

      His jaw is tight, muscles flexing as his hands curl into fists at his sides at the sight of this strange man’s hands on me. When his eyes snap back to mine, all the blood drains from my face.

      Possession.

      Raw and heady and rolling off him in plumes.

      The man stands again, offering me a cocky smirk before he says, “Don’t worry, ma’am. I’m a firefighter. I got you.”

      Then, without permission or warning, the man bends down and sweeps me into his arms like a baby, cradling me between his massive arms and his barrel of a chest.

      “Let’s get you down to first aid,” he says, already making his way up the stairs.

      He pushes right past Greg in the process.

      “Um, my friend—”

      “Can follow us up,” the guy finishes for me, only slightly angling his head as he calls out behind him, “Right, bud?”

      I look at Greg then, just in time to see his nose flare, his eyes boring a hole into the back of the guy’s head.

      “I’m Samuel, by the way,” he says, pulling my attention back to him. “Samuel Waters.”

      “Amanda,” I answer softly, trying to find Greg again, but the way I’m angled in Samuel’s arms now, I can’t see him anymore.

      “I don’t know if you realize this, but you were just saved by Mr. January,” he says with a cocky grin, waggling his brows. “Well, soon-to-be Mr. January. I’m auditioning for the cover of his year’s calendar.”

      I have to fight to keep my face from showing the mixture of confusion and awkwardness I feel at his statement. “Congrats?”

      “Thanks, babe. You know, I thought that’d be the best part of today, getting in some good shots before the audition.” He pauses, eyes trailing to my cleavage. “Turns out the best part of today is meeting you.”

      I can’t help it, I laugh out loud at the line, but my cheeks heat even with how cheesy it is.

      Is this guy flirting with me?

      I cock my head, assessing the way his amorous gaze unabashedly holds mine.

      No way, that doesn’t make sense! He’s maybe in his mid-thirties and has the body of an Olympic athlete.

      What could he possibly see in me?

      Samuel carries me the entire way to the first-aid tent, and then takes it upon himself to ice my ankle and give me some ibuprofen. He chats with me in-between flirting with the girls running the first-aid station, who seem to be no stranger to his antics, and then he wraps my ankle up nice and tight and helps me stand, testing my weight on it.

      “You going to be okay walking out to your car?”

      “I’ve got her.”

      Both our gazes snap to Greg, who has been surprisingly silent and respectful waiting at the edge of the tent. He took over filling out the intake form for me, and it surprised me how little he had to ask me while filling it out, how much he already knew. After that, he stood to the side, letting Samuel and the girls get me situated while he waited — and nearly ground his teeth to ash, if my assessment was correct.

      It seems his patience has run out, though, and he steps between me and Samuel, looping his arm under mine so I can bear my weight on him, and not so subtly edging Samuel away from me altogether.

      Samuel tries to smile at Greg, but it falls short, and the two stare each other down like a couple of alpha wolves.

      I clear my throat. “Thanks, Samuel. I appreciate all your help.”

      That gets his attention back on me, and he smiles, wide and toothy. “It was my pleasure, beautiful. I’ll see you around,” he adds, and the way his eyes trail the length of me, it doesn’t seem like a friendly farewell as much as a promise.

      “See you,” I say on a weak voice.

      And then Greg helps me hobble to the golf cart waiting to drive us out to the parking lot.
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      My blood had somewhat died down from the raging boil it had been at the stadium.

      By the time I got Amanda home and situated on her couch, right ankle elevated on a throw pillow and bag of ice strapped on tight, I was breathing a little easier, relaxing a bit more.

      I still felt it simmering under the surface, though — still felt the tenseness in my neck and jaw as I sat on the ground next to the couch, staring at her rapidly swelling ankle.

      “I’m so sorry, Amanda.”

      “Would you stop it already,” she says with a smile, shoving my shoulder lightly. “I’m fine. It was an accident.”

      “An accident I caused,” I refute gruffly.

      “You are not the reason I’m clumsier than a one-legged giraffe, okay? I’ve been that way my whole life.”

      She smiles again, but I can’t manage the same.

      “Besides, Samuel caught me. Crisis averted.” She eyes her ankle. “Mostly, anyway.”

      Just the mention of his name makes my heart rate spike, that simmer threatening to boil again. I sniff, rubbing my jaw against the soreness from gritting my teeth all afternoon. “Yeah. Lucky us.”

      Amanda rests her head back against the arm of the couch, watching me. “I did have fun today,” she says. “Before the fall.”

      I relax a bit at that. “Me, too. I know Asher was happy we were there.”

      “I think Asher was mostly happy Meadow was there.”

      “Touché.”

      Our eyes meet, the familiarity of the old house comforting in the silence. I hear the distant hum of the refrigerator, the birds enjoying the feeder out back, the soft whiz of the cars on the highway not too far away.

      Even laid up with an injury, Amanda is a sight to behold. She changed into a baggy pair of navy sweatpants and a loose t-shirt when we got home, after a shower, of course, and with me right outside the door to make sure she didn’t fall or need me.

      When she’d walked out, her damp hair soaking through the thin fabric of her shirt and making it easy to see she hadn’t elected to wear a bra underneath it, I’d had to tear my eyes away and mumble an excuse about needing to make a call just to keep myself from sliding my hands under that shirt to investigate the braless situation myself.

      I’d made her a late lunch, made her comfortable on the couch, made sure she had everything she needed within reach.

      I’d taken care of her.

      I loved the feeling of that — of being needed, of being able to help her, to make her feel better.

      And now, her eyes relaxed, sleepy smile on her face and damp hair tied into a bun on her head, all I want to do is climb onto the couch with her. I want to slide in behind her, wrap her in my arms and inhale the sweet scent of her shampoo. I want her body aligned with mine, my lips on her neck, her ass pressing against the seam of my shorts…

      “Hey, don’t let me ruin your Saturday night,” Amanda says, snapping me from my thoughts. “I’m sure you’ve got places to be. Take the car. I clearly won’t be using it for the rest of the weekend.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “There’s a party at Shipwrecked tonight. I was going to see if you wanted to go, but now…”

      “Hey, my dance moves would still be sweet — even with a bum ankle.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that. But with how comfy you look, I have a feeling a costume party at a dive bar isn’t on your radar tonight.”

      She sighs. “Sadly, no. But maybe next time. I need to rest up, anyway,” she adds, wincing a little as she adjusts her position. “David and Julia are dropping off little Tucker tomorrow evening.”

      “Babysitting, eh?”

      “Gladly. Julia has been so afraid to leave him with anyone, they haven’t had a proper date in far too long. I told them both I was forcing them to go out on Halloween. He’s a baby, he doesn’t need to go trick or treating yet. And the next thirteen Halloweens of their lives at least will be consumed with costume management and a sugared-up kid. They deserve one last hurrah.”

      I smile, but when she winces again, I hop up to grab a couple Advil out of the medicine cabinet in the half bath downstairs.

      “Here,” I say, handing them to her along with a glass of water as I check my watch. “It’s been four hours. You’re ready for more.”

      She nods, taking the pills before settling back into the couch.

      I watch her for a long moment, knowing there’s no reason for me to stay any longer, but not wanting to leave — especially not with her laid up this way.

      “Want me to help tomorrow night?”

      Amanda blanches, setting her water on the table next to the couch with an incredulous laugh. “God, no. Babysitting on Halloween?” She shakes her head. “That’s a grandma’s job — not a hot, single, thirty-four-year-old’s.”

      I smirk. “You think I’m hot?”

      “I already told you that when you put me under,” she says, waving me off. “Not a surprise anymore.”

      I chuckle, then sit on the edge of the couch, my hip brushing against her thigh. “I don’t have plans, and I’m not on call this weekend. I’d love to help.”

      “Stop. You’re young. You should be going out, partying, living it up.”

      “I’m not that young.”

      She scoffs.

      “Amanda, come on. Look at you,” I say, gesturing to her foot propped up on the pillow. “You’re not exactly very mobile right now. Just let me help. Besides, we can check off another list item.”

      She arches a brow.

      “Movie night, remember? We can make it a scary movie double feature.”

      Amanda sighs, looking at her ankle and then back at me. “Are you sure you want to waste your holiday with a crippled grandma and a screaming baby?”

      “It won’t be a waste at all,” I say sincerely. And before she can change her mind or argue further, I stand. “I’ll bring popcorn and a bag of the best Halloween candy.”

      “Music to my ears,” she says.

      “Do you want a glass of wine or anything before I go?” I ask, gathering my things.

      “I’m fine,” she says, but I see the way she’s biting her lip, holding back something she wants to say.

      I pause. “What?”

      “It’s just… tomorrow, can you wait to come over until I text you?”

      I frown.

      “I can let you know when David and Julia leave. And you should probably go before they get back.”

      She says the words sheepishly, and I swallow down the way hearing them stings.

      “Is that really necessary?”

      She levels her gaze then. “Do you want to be the one to tell David that his best friend is hanging out with his mom on Halloween. Alone?”

      I tongue my cheek, trying to imagine how that scenario would play out.

      None of the possibilities strike me as appealing.

      Even though David and I aren’t what I’d call best friends anymore, we used to be. Hell, we used to be like brothers, and we’re just now getting reconnected. I try to imagine it in the reverse, imagine my mom divorced and him hanging out alone with her.

      It just doesn’t feel the same, though.

      With Amanda, it’s different. She’s young, funny, beautiful, and has been through more hell in her short life than anyone deserves.

      Still, my mouth pulls to the side, because regardless of how I see it, to David?

      Amanda is his mom — plain and simple.

      “Didn’t think so,” she says on a smile. Then, a shrug, as if it’s no big deal. “It’s fine. We’ll tell him. Eventually.”

      I nod, but can’t stop myself from wondering tell him what, exactly?

      “Get some rest,” I say instead, tucking my wallet into my pocket.

      And then with a quick smile, I force myself to leave, all the while shoving down the voice inside that’s screaming for me to stay.

      


      AMANDA

      “We won’t be too late,” Julia promises again the next night, wiping at something on Tucker’s cheek. Tucker makes a face and pushes her hand away, curling more into my arms.

      “I’d prefer you be very late. Tucker will be asleep soon, anyway.”

      Julia frowns, her eyes welling with tears.

      “Babe, it will be fine. My mom raised me, and if she can wrangle this hellion, she can handle our angel baby for an evening,” David says, kissing Tucker’s forehead.

      “But your ankle—” she tries.

      “Is fine. I sprained it; I didn’t break it. And Tucker is a baby. Again, he’ll be asleep soon.”

      Julia pouts, and David and I share a look as he wraps his arm around her waist to comfort her.

      “Oh! By the way, I think we might have found you a car, Mom,” he says, tucking Julia into his side. “It’s a little more than insurance gave you, but—”

      “David,” I warn.

      He holds up his hands. “But we are happy to cover the rest, especially since it’s a great deal.”

      I glare at him, that icky, familiar goop of guilt and burden slicking my gut. It’s the same thing I feel any time I think of how Josh still has to help me pay the bills here, how he will pay me alimony once the papers are signed.

      It’s like being a slave.

      And I’m reminded again why getting my degree is so important to me — because freedom waits for me inside that curled piece of paper with my name on it.

      “Mom, please,” David pleads. “We want to help.”

      “We do,” Julia says. “You’ve helped us so much throughout the years, especially when we were young and broke, and even now with Tucker. You’re the most involved out of all the grandparents.”

      That warms my heart, and I boop Tucker’s nose with a smile. Then, I sigh, looking back at my son.

      “Stubborn just like me,” I muse. “I don’t know whether to be upset or proud.”

      David smiles, leaning in to kiss my cheek before he puts his arm around Julia. “I plan to look at it next weekend. It belongs to an older gentleman who’s moving up north. He might need it through the holiday, though. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

      “Fine. For now, please, for the love of God, just go have fun,” I say, pushing them toward the door. “And you’re not allowed back before midnight. I mean it.”

      “Midnight?!” Julia’s eyes widen.

      “No exceptions. Now get.”

      Another push, a whimper from Julia and a chuckle from David, and they’re out the door.

      I wait at the window and wave little Tucker’s hand at them as they pull away, and then I sigh, reaching into my pocket and texting Greg that he can come over.

      My stomach flips like a pancake when I do

      Greg texts back instantly that he’s on his way, and as a smile curls on my lips, Tucker makes a sweet baby noise and touches his hand to my cheek — which is, no doubt, red and warm.

      I cover his hand there, leaning into the touch. “Yes, grandma is in trouble. Can you say trouble?”

      Of course, he can’t, but he smiles a bit and makes a noise back at me, which gets him a kiss, anyway.

      I busy myself with tidying up the house and letting Tucker play with some mushy vegetables in his highchair as I wait for Greg. Every step is worse than the last — and not from my sprained ankle, but from my sore ass after all the stairs we climbed.

      Still, I smile and laugh and play with Tucker until his eyes start to droop, and after a quick wash of his face and a diaper change, I lay him in his playpen by the couch.

      Just like I suspected, he passes out in a matter of minutes.

      I’m just covering him with a blanket when Greg knocks at the door, not waiting for a response before he lets himself in.

      I hold a finger up to my lips, pointing down to my sleeping grandson. Greg nods in understanding, smiling as he shimmies his way through the door and does his best to keep the bags in his hands quiet. He stops by the side of the playpen, looking down at Tucker with a curious look on his face.

      “He’s cute, isn’t he?” I say softly.

      “Adorable,” Greg agrees, and he frowns a bit before tilting his head. “He looks just like David.”

      My heart squeezes, and I note Tucker’s long nose, his auburn hair, his big ears that I love to tug on to make him laugh — just like I did with David’s.

      I smile. “He does, doesn’t he?”

      Quietly, I take a bag from Greg’s hands, and he carries the others, following me into the kitchen. I unpack three giant packs of Halloween candy while he pulls out popcorn and wine from his.

      I hold up one of the enormous things. “I hope you have a healthy candy appetite, because there’s enough here to feed a preschool.”

      “I wasn’t sure if we were going to entertain any trick-or-treaters,” he says with a grin.

      “Oh, hell no. I turned the porch light off. It’s movie night and I’m not letting any little brats mess that up for me — no matter how cute they’re dressed.”

      He barks out a laugh at that, pouring me a glass of wine and sliding it across the counter. “How’s your ankle?”

      I look down at the still-swollen limb. “It’s been better, but it’s not as painful as it was last night.”

      “Have you been icing? Elevating? Resting?” He adds emphasis on that last one.

      I smirk. “Yes, Doctor.”

      Something washes over Greg’s face then, taking any hint of a smile with it. His eyes heat, like hearing me call him doctor sparked a carnal part of him to life.

      He swallows, turning toward the counter. “Should I make the popcorn now?”

      I shake my head, smiling like nothing happened. “Oh, why not. Let’s get buttered and sugared up properly.”

      Greg works on opening the popcorn box, pulling out a bag and popping it into the microwave. I lean a hip against the counter and watch him, sipping my wine and taking in the view.

      And I don’t mean the Halloween candy.

      He must have showered before coming over, his hair still a little damp, the fresh scent of his body wash more potent than the popcorn. My eyes travel the length of him, taking in the plain black t-shirt hugging his biceps, tapering at his waist, and leading me down to those blessed sweatpants.

      The iron gray fabric is thick and warm — that much I can tell without even touching it. The thick hem wraps around his waist just right, fastened with a black shoelace tie, the rest of it hanging off his hips in that delicious way that makes women go a bit crazy in the fall.

      Everyone thinks we just love pumpkin spice everything, when really…

      I bite the inside of my lower lip as my eyes trail down over his ass, cataloging every firm curve, but when he turns around, the bulge that appears in the same line of view makes me choke on my wine.

      “You okay?” Greg asks as I fight to catch a breath, reaching for a napkin to wipe my chin with.

      “Fine,” I manage, and before his hand can reach my back to soothe me, I wiggle away. “Going to find a movie.”

      With that excuse, I duck out of the kitchen and into the safe zone of the living room, smacking myself in the forehead on the way.

      “Son’s friend, Amanda,” I whisper-yell at myself. “He’s a kid.”

      Except he’s not — not anymore.

      That eighteen-year-old I stupidly kissed when I was thirty-one is now all grown up, tall and stout and manly. His boyish features are dead and gone, replaced with a chin covered in stubble, eyes that crinkle a bit at the edges when he smiles, a chest like a whiskey barrel, and abs no young man could achieve — complete with a dashing of hair, if I remember right from when he was sprawled under my sink.

      No, he’s definitely not a boy anymore.

      And I’m all too aware of that fact when he joins me in the living room with a bowl of popcorn littered with different kinds of chocolate candy, a crooked grin on his handsome face.

      “What’d you land on?” he asks, plopping down beside me and tossing a small handful of popcorn in his mouth.

      There’s plenty of room on the couch, but he sits right in the middle seat, his thigh touching mine as I do my best to keep my focus on the television screen and the remote in my hand.

      “Well, while my personal choice would be Hocus Pocus, you said you wanted scary, so I went with the classic. Friday the 13th.”

      “Jason. Nice,” he says, and then he kicks back on the couch like it’s no big deal, like he doesn’t look like he belongs on a Calvin Klein ad in Times Square, like his leg isn’t warming every centimeter where it touches mine.

      “Why did you have this on your list anyway?” I ask. “A movie night. Seems kind of…”

      He waits for me to finish, and when I grimace instead, he laughs. “Lame. It’s okay, you can say it.” He houses another handful of popcorn on a shrug. “I’ve watched movies, of course. But I’ve never made a night of it. I’ve never made plans with someone solely to sit and watch a movie together.” He frowns. “Probably because I can’t wrangle anyone else into watching documentaries with me.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Documentaries?”

      “I love learning, and I especially love learning about something I never would otherwise.”

      “Like?”

      A shrug. “Space. The things that exist in the very depth of the ocean. Crypto currency. Serial killers.”

      I laugh at that one. “Hey, that’s kind of Halloween-ish. We can pick one of those next.”

      He balks. “You’d really watch one with me?”

      “Sure. I like getting inside the mind of a twisted sonofabitch as much as the next person.” I shiver, settling back in the couch with my eyes on the screen. “As long as they stay far away from me.”

      “I’d kill anyone who tried before they could so much as tap you on the shoulder.”

      “You’d be the one in jail then.”

      “Worth it.”

      I smirk, pushing play and reaching over to turn out the only lamp on in the living room before sitting back, hugging the arm of the couch, and trying to put distance between us. With the way his body wash is mixing with his natural scent, I feel like the most dangerous thing in this living room isn’t Jason, but Greg.

      We keep the movie volume low, mostly so we don’t wake Tucker, and partly because I hate how loud it gets during the jumpy parts. We chat and chomp on popcorn for most of the first half, and then slowly, we both grow quieter, letting the storyline pull us in.

      I don’t even realize how relaxed I’ve become until Greg gets up to use the restroom, and the second he leaves, all his warmth goes with him.

      I pause the movie and note every part of me that feels chilly in his absence, all the places I hadn’t realized we’d been touching.

      My thigh, my knee, my arm, my hip…

      I check on Tucker, smiling at the bit of drool he’s left on the sheet before I settle back in on the couch.

      When Greg returns, he frowns at me. “You cold? You’ve got goosebumps.”

      I glance down at where he’s staring, internally cursing at my traitorous arms.

      “A little,” I confess.

      Greg doesn’t hesitate. He grabs my largest, softest blanket folded over the wooden ladder by the TV, spreading it out over us when he sits back down.

      Over both of us.

      Then, he reaches forward and hits play — again, like it’s no big deal, like the heat from his body isn’t enveloping every inch of me now, like the lower half of us isn’t hidden from view, which somehow makes me a lot more aware of how much of our bodies are touching.

      Every place that was cold just seconds ago feels like it’s on fire now, but I let out a subtle, long exhale and take a sizeable drink of water to try to calm myself down. After a while, it’s just like before, both of us caught up in the movie so much that I forget about what’s happening under the blanket altogether.

      Or at least, I assume Greg is caught up in the movie, too.

      Until the exact moment I feel a pinky against my thigh.

      The touch is so soft, so tenuous that I almost wonder if I’m imagining it. But then he moves it, one slow line of a caress over my leggings.

      Instantly, my heartbeat is in my ears, pounding so loud I can’t hear the movie at all anymore. Not that I could focus on it now if I wanted to. I can’t focus on anything other than the side of his finger on my thigh.

      I don’t dare look at him, don’t dare acknowledge that I feel it, but I hear him swallow, the sound loud enough to drown out the movie soundtrack.

      And then, another finger slides over my leg.

      My next breath lodges in my throat, ears ringing, but I don’t move. I don’t lean into the touch, but I don’t pull away, either.

      Time stretches and warps and flies out of sync as Greg grows bolder and bolder, his fingers playing softly at the edge of my leg. Then, slowly, he slides all five of them up and over, his hand resting firmly on top of my thigh now, fingertips just barely rounding the flesh to dip between my legs.

      I can’t move.

      I can’t fucking breathe.

      Everything that I am, every bit of awareness I have is zeroed in on where his palm rests on me. My heart races furiously in my chest — so much so I wonder if this is it, if this is how I go.

      A heart attack from being touched by Doctor Greg Weston.

      He won’t acknowledge it either, his eyes fixed on the screen like he’s still watching the movie when we both know damn well he’s not. I can sense it, how tense he is, how fast his heart is charging, too.

      His palm is hot where it touches me, and again, I hear the distinct sound of him swallowing.

      Touch me, I dare silently.

      I shouldn’t want it. I should pull away and tear the blanket off me and break whatever is happening right now. I should remind him every reason we can’t cross the already very thin line drawn between us.

      But his hand slips ever so slightly, fingers curling even more around my inner thigh, and I feel possession and primal need flow through the touch to my very core.

      I have to suppress a moan, my next inhale stiff and short as I bite my lip and try to keep my heart as steady as I can. Another moment goes by, and then another slow, delicate slip of his fingers — up, and in, the warmth of my inner thighs meeting his advance.

      My muscles clench between my legs, the temptation to squirm too much to fight with how close he is to touching the part of me aching for him so badly, it’s physically uncomfortable. I don’t need to have my own hand down there to know I’m wet and throbbing, and that if he does it, if he tries, I won’t say no.

      God, how could I?

      He stays there a long while, not moving any farther. But his grip is more confident now, fingertips pressing into my skin, palm splaying over my thigh.

      A breath, shallow and shaky, and then the edge of his pinky brushes along the seam between my legs.

      I close my eyes on a ragged exhale, lips parting, walls clenching with need. When I open my eyes again, I can’t fight it anymore.

      I turn to face him, and his eyes find mine, and I fixate on the bob of his Adam’s apple in his throat as he runs that devilish pinky along my seam once more.

      “Greg,” I breathe.

      As if I conjured him, as if me saying his name dissipated the last bit of his restraint, he leans into me, his hand fully palming me as I spread my knees wider. His lips are on track for mine, ready to catch the gasp I just released.

      And then my phone rings.

      Loud and shrill, vibrating and ringing from the coffee table, it jolts us both out of the moment.

      Tucker is wailing in the next instant.

      I fly off the couch, legs tangling in the blanket, cheeks hot and hair a mess as I scramble for my phone. I don’t recognize the number, but I answer it anyway, all the while not able to look anywhere near the vicinity of Greg.

      What the hell was I doing?!

      “Hello?” I answer, cradling the phone between my shoulder and my ear as I reach for Tucker next. But Greg hops up and beats me to it, reaching inside to grab my grandson and cradle him to his vast chest.

      Our eyes meet then, one of his hands holding the back of Tucker’s head while the other balances him, and he quietly soothes him, bouncing him a bit and rubbing his back.

      Tucker quiets.

      The air thickens.

      I tear my eyes away.

      “Hello, you there?” A deep voice says on the other end, and I wonder if I’ve blacked out, if whoever called me has been talking this entire time and I just didn’t notice.

      “Yes, I’m here. I’m sorry, who is this?”

      A chuckle, low and throaty. “It’s Samuel.”

      The blood rushes from my face. “Samuel?”

      I peek at Greg, who’s now staring at me with fire in his eyes, his body tense and rigid.

      “One second,” I say into the receiver.

      I make my way through the dining room and out the back sliding glass door, thankful for the coolness of the night once it washes over me, thankful to be out from under Greg’s gaze.

      His touch.

      Fuck, what was I doing?!

      “Hi, Samuel,” I say when I catch my breath. “I… uh… how did you get my number?”

      He laughs. “Well, I hope you don’t think I’m a creep, but I snuck a glance at your intake form after you left the stadium yesterday. I know it’s a bit forward, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”

      It should make me blush. It should fill my stomach with butterflies and make me squeal with delight.

      This is what I should want.

      Someone who isn’t Greg.

      “That’s sweet,” I say, and then smack my forehead for how stupid it sounds.

      “I’d like to take you on a date, Amanda.”

      I gulp, eyes skirting inside to where Greg is carefully putting Tucker back into his playpen.

      My chest squeezes as I close my eyes, cursing myself for letting it go as far as I did when I know we can never be together — not like that.

      Not without hurting the most important person in the world to me.

      Samuel is a sweet guy. Cocky, yes, but sweet. And he’s attractive — at least, to any sane woman who hasn’t been spending all her free time with Greg Weston.

      And perhaps the biggest perk of all is that he doesn’t even know my son.

      I need to do this.

      I need to do whatever it takes to kick my fascination with Greg.

      “Okay,” I breathe, trying to smile. “I’d… love that,” I manage.

      “Wonderful. How about Friday?”

      “Friday is great.”

      “Text me your address and I’ll pick you up. Seven, okay?”

      I nod. “Mm-hmm.”

      And then with a slew of pleasantries I don’t care to tune into or be present for, we end the call, and I run my hands back through my hair on a frustrated breath.

      My stomach turns as I make my way back inside, not wanting to face Greg after what happened. I no more than make it into the living room when my phone pings in my hand, a text from David coming through.

      Julia isn’t feeling well. We’re heading back. Should be to you in about thirty.

      I send back a thumbs up emoji, and then gently set my phone down on the coffee table, finally meeting Greg’s gaze.

      “They’re on their way back,” I croak. “You should probably get going.”

      I regret the words the moment they leave me, especially with how Greg can’t hide his disappointment in them. But I don’t know what else to say without acknowledging what happened.

      And I can’t do that.

      Neither of us can.

      Greg sniffs, nodding, and then starts gathering his things. “Do you want help cleaning up around here?”

      “No, no. I’ve got it.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, a million words I want to say scrambling in my head as I watch him put his shoes on.

      He pauses at the door. “What did Samuel want?”

      “He wants to take me on a date.”

      Greg’s nose flares, his gaze dropping to the floor before he looks right at me, right through me.

      I see everything he wants to say. I feel it, like we’re connected on a level past verbal communication, like without so much as a whisper I know exactly what he wants me to know.

      He doesn’t want me to go on the date.

      But he knows I will.

      He understands why.

      But it kills him all the same.

      In a force of nature, he somehow manages a smile, fighting down the storm raging inside him.

      “Looks like we’ll be checking that part of the list off, then.”

      I try to smile back, but it feels as weak as my heartbeat.

      His smile slips, too, brows furrowing over the questions still simmering in his eyes.

      But he shakes it off, steps forward, his hand reaching out ever so gently to cradle my elbow as he presses his lips to my forehead.

      He holds them there for a long moment, inhaling deep, and then he breaks the kiss and squeezes my arm before letting it go.

      “I’ll text you tomorrow,” he promises, and then he’s gone.

      My fingertips float up to touch the spot where his lips were, chest aching with the memory of it.

      And I wonder if he’s a masochist just like me.
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      Everything is steady.

      My hands, my breath, my heart rate — all of it reflects calm professionalism as I carefully, slowly, insert the hollow needle and small, flexible catheter between the spinal column and outer membrane of the spinal cord of a young woman.

      Once the catheter is in place, I remove the needle, administering the anesthesia and checking the patient’s vitals for a while to ensure everything is okay.

      After a few minutes without any adverse reaction, I relax even more, working with the CRNA to dispose of the equipment no longer needed.

      “Alright, Mrs. Carmack,” I say, rounding the bed so I can face her. “You’re going to start to feel some tingling in your legs, and you might lose feeling in them altogether. That’s completely normal, okay? But in about fifteen minutes or so, you’re going to feel a lot more comfortable.”

      She nods, brows furrowed and sweat beading on her forehead.

      “That pain you were feeling from the contractions is going to feel more like a pressure now, okay? If you’re still feeling a lot of pain, you let the nurses know and we can administer more medication.”

      “Thank you,” she manages, and her partner thanks me with a nod of his head before turning his attention back to where his hand is being squeezed in a death grip.

      I excuse myself, removing my gloves and pulling my mask down before I check the time on my watch. With a little room before my next surgery, I head for the café to get tea.

      And with the job done, anxiety creeps back in.

      Thoughts of Amanda bombard me, flashes of Sunday night striking me like hot lightning at the same time that my stomach sinks from not having heard from her in four days.

      I crossed the line again, and now I’m paying for it.

      I curse internally, wondering if I’ve screwed it all up, but at the same time I know I wouldn’t take it back even if I had the chance.

      She wanted me, too.

      The way her breath was shallow and ragged, how she opened for me, the gasp that slipped from her lips in the exact moment I decided I was going to claim them for my own…

      And then Samuel called.

      Another fire-breathing dragon huff leaves me at the memory, the same reaction I have every time I think about that douchebag firefighter. In all reality, he’s probably a great guy. He’s a hero, really — literally running into burning buildings to save people.

      But the moment he laid a hand on Amanda, he became an enemy to me.

      On the elevator ride down to the café, I text Asher.

      Me: Hey, man. Great event on Saturday.

      Asher: Glad you could make it. We raised the most we ever have for the Burn Foundation.

      Me: Not surprised with you in charge.

      I pause, debating the can of worms I’ll open by asking about Samuel, but I decide it’s worth it.

      Me: There was a guy on our squad, a Samuel… you know anything about him?

      Asher: Samuel Waters. Yeah, he’s a cocky sonofabitch, but a damn good firefighter. Also, a pain in my ass most of the time. Why?

      I crack my neck.

      Me: He’s taking Amanda on a date.

      Asher: I’m assuming Amanda is the juicy snack who was with you Saturday? I need details. What’s going on with you two? Who is she?

      Me: Another time. Just tell me I don’t need to worry.

      Asher: About Samuel? Honestly, man… he probably just wants to fuck her.

      Red.

      Murderous, blood-stained red.

      That’s all I see when I read that text, and another fiery breath leaves my chest.

      Asher: But I don’t know, maybe he’ll be a gentleman. I just know his track record, and it’s filled with the same events, if you know what I mean.

      I do know what he means.

      I nearly break my phone in the vise grip I’ve got it in, but manage to calm myself enough to text back.

      Me: Thanks for the info.

      Asher: If you like her, just tell her. My guess is she feels the same.

      If only it were that easy.

      I tuck my phone away, making my way through the halls to the café. Beck and Larsen are in line already, both looking like they need caffeine just as much as I do.

      Lars smiles when I join them. “Glad to see we’re not the only ones struggling today. You’re usually fine without caffeine.”

      “Yeah, well, it was a… long weekend.”

      “It’s Thursday,” Beck points out with a smirk. “Don’t think you can blame the weekend anymore.”

      But Lars eyes me curiously, tapping her chin. “This have anything to do with Amanda Parks?”

      My jaw clenches, and Beck arches a brow, looking between me and Larson. “What did I miss?”

      It’s his turn in line then, and I nod toward the barista. “Caffeine first. I need it if you want the details.”

      Once they have coffee and I have my tea, we confirm we each have a few minutes before we’re needed anywhere and sit at one of the small tables. I fill them in as quickly as I can on my current situation.

      Beck whistles when I’m done, shaking his head with his hands wrapped around his coffee. “That’s tricky, alright.”

      I just lift my brows because I already know that much.

      “Look, I’m not a mom,” Larsen says. “But if I was, I imagine my kid would be the most important thing in my world. As hard as this is for you, it probably feels impossible to her.”

      “I know. But I also know she feels something for me, too.”

      “Can you just talk to your friend? Is there any way he’d understand?” Beck tries.

      I level my gaze at him. “Oh, I don’t know. How would you have felt if I’d said I wanted to bang your mom when she was alive?”

      His jaw tenses, and he shakes his head, taking a sip of his coffee. “Yeah. I’d have fucking murdered you.”

      Another lift of my brows, as if to say exactly.

      “I hate to say it, but maybe you should nip this in the bud now… before you get in too deep,” Lars advises.

      “Is that your professional advice?” I tease.

      “If you were my client, it’s exactly what I’d tell you to do.”

      I nod, swallowing. “And if I can’t let her go?”

      She shrugs. “Then I hope you understand how badly it will hurt when you have no choice but to.”

      I stare at my hands, rib cage suffocating my lungs with the thought.

      “And what about you and Dane?” I ask with a smirk, trying to change the subject. “Care to tell us what’s going on there?”

      Beck’s brow arches even higher into his hairline. “Oh, please do.”

      But Larson is already standing with a shrug. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Lars…” I try.

      “Oh, look at the time. Gotta go!” She winks at us before strutting away.

      “Did she just wink?” Beck asks, shock washing over him.

      “Perhaps a certain security guard is thawing the ice queen’s heart,” I tease.

      Beck just gapes, still not believing it. But if he knew Dane how I do, he’d understand. That guy is too charming to resist. He’s the only reason I ever peeled my nose out of the textbooks and had a little fun when we were in college.

      “Dane will tell me sooner or later!” I call out after her.

      But she just waves sweetly over her shoulder, not denying, certainly not acknowledging.

      My phone buzzes against my hip, and I stand, knowing without looking that it’s a page from a nurse.

      But when I look at the screen, my heart stops at Amanda’s name reflected back at me.

      “Is it her?” Beck asks.

      I nod, throat tight.

      Amanda: Okay, spontaneous list idea. I want to go to a Lightning game.

      “Oh, fuck me,” I whine, biting my knuckle as I read the text.

      “What? What is it?”

      “She wants me to take her to a Lightning game.”

      Amanda: Tonight.

      “Tonight,” I echo the text with another whimper.

      Beck laughs at that. “Please, control yourself. I don’t want to have to explain why you came in your pants in the hospital.”

      “You know the only thing I love more than my job is hockey.”

      “Oh, trust me. I know. I learned after one time watching a game with you that I never wanted to experience that volume from you again.” He chuckles. “I didn’t even know you could raise your voice until I heard you screaming for Kucherov to shoot the damn puck!”

      I flick him off.

      “What do I do?” I ask, staring at the text.

      Beck shrugs, standing to join me. “You’re not really asking me. So just do what you already know you want to.”

      With that, he leaves me, and I smirk because I can’t even argue that he’s wrong.

      


      AMANDA

      “I feel like I should warn you,” Greg says as we weave through the crowd outside the Amalie Arena. “I get a little crazy when it comes to hockey.”

      “You don’t say?” I tease, tugging on the sleeve of his Stamkos jersey before stealing the blue foam finger from his back pocket.

      “That foam finger is nothing compared to the decibels I reach when we score a goal.”

      I chuckle, tapping his nose with the foam finger before slipping it on my hand. “I like crazy. I just hope you won’t get annoyed with me asking a bunch of questions, because I’ll have absolutely zero idea what’s going on.”

      “I could never get annoyed with you.”

      I flush as he shows our mobile tickets to the employee scanning them at the door.

      I tried to stay away from him.

      Truly, I did.

      After Halloween and the dangerous game we played under that damn blanket, I knew putting distance between us was the only safe bet. I was solid in that decision, even insisting that I would take the bus for the week since David was close to finding me a car, anyway.

      I was ready to let him go.

      Or, so I thought.

      But the longer I ignored his texts, the more time that passed without seeing him or talking to him, the more I realized how much I’d come to love his company.

      I wasn’t lying when I told him I didn’t have any friends. I used to, when I was younger, when David was younger. I made friends with the moms of his friends, with the baseball parents and the PTA volunteers. For the brief time he was involved in church, I threw myself into every youth group task I could just to have people to hang out with.

      But when he moved out, those relationships diminished — mostly due to Josh. I didn’t realize it at the time, how he isolated me, convincing me I wasn’t being an attentive wife unless I was spending all my time with him.

      It happened slowly, subtly, and before I knew it, he was the only person I had.

      And he abused me.

      That word still makes me shiver, still makes me feel like I’m being dramatic or overstating the truth. My therapist has been working through all of it with me, but being a victim isn’t my favorite role to play.

      I want to be the survivor, the one with the pen in hand changing the narrative.

      I’ve tried reaching out to some of my old friends since Josh and I separated, but they’ve all moved on with their lives — and I wouldn’t blame them if they’re a bit upset at how I just stopped showing up.

      I have David and Julia. And Tucker, who doesn’t count since he can’t even speak yet.

      That’s it.

      My parents disowned me when I told them I was pregnant, especially when I told them I wanted to keep the baby. My grandparents took pity on me and helped me and Josh in the beginning, but he even found a way to separate me from them.

      And they’re both gone now.

      I know I can’t have Greg in the way I want, but the thought of not having him in my life at all makes me ill.

      So, I convinced myself I could do this, that I’d rather have this fucked-up friendship and secretly pine for him than lose him altogether.

      Besides, I’m going on a date with Samuel tomorrow night.

      That will totally reinforce this line between me and Greg.

      Totally.

      “Do you want something to drink before we head to our seats?” Greg asks, snapping me back from my thoughts.

      “I’m good for now,” I say with a smile. Then, I point to the escalators. “Do we need to take these up?”

      He gives me a sheepish look. “Okay, don’t freak out, but… I’m kind of a snob when it comes to where I sit at a Lightning game.”

      I blink. “Where are we sitting, exactly?”

      I get my answer roughly five minutes later, when Greg guides me all the way down to the front row, a thick piece of plexiglass the only thing separating us from the players warming up on the ice.

      “This is ridiculous!” I say with a grin splitting my face as we find our seats. “And cold,” I add.

      He chuckles, handing me the hoodie draped over his arm. “Here, wear this.”

      “Don’t you need it?”

      He shrugs. “I’ve got my jersey on, I’ll be fine. Besides, once this game starts, I’ll be screaming and jumping around enough to stay warm. Trust me.”

      I laugh. “I seriously cannot even picture that. You’re always so… chill. Quiet.”

      “Like I said… I’m a different man when I’m watching a hockey game.”

      “This is insane, Greg,” I say, shaking my head and taking in the impressive view as I shrug on his hoodie.

      The moment it covers me, my body warms — both from the fabric and the smell of him still lingering on it. I internally debate whether he’ll ask for it back or not if I just pretend I forgot, wear it home, and keep it forever.

      “These had to cost a fortune.”

      He scrubs the back of his neck. “Gotta use that anesthesiologist paycheck on something, right?”

      I snort, and then the crowd roars as the lights in the building start to flash on and off, the announcer welcoming us to the game as the players make their way off the ice after warmups.

      Everything rushes at me at one-hundred miles per hour after that.

      The game starts in a frenzy of cheers from the crowd, coupled with the Tesla coils sparking lightning at the top of the arena, and the organ player in the club section getting everyone pumped up. Once the anthem is sang, the game begins, and I’m immediately enraptured with trying to keep up.

      The puck flies from one end of the rink to the other, over and over, the gargantuan players chasing after with their skates slinging ice in their wake. Tampa’s team is wearing blue tonight, the Capitals wearing red, and it’s a blur of patriotic color each time they pass us, occasionally running right into the plexiglass wall — which earns a roar of approval from our section every time.

      Especially from Greg.

      He wasn’t lying about his enthusiasm, and I feel like I’m watching him more than the game, laughing when he screams and jumps up and down like an animal, or cries out in frustration at a missed goal, or curses at the referee for a bad call. I especially love when a player “gets checked” on the plexiglass in front of us and Greg beats on it with his fists like a banshee, screaming more curse words than I knew existed in the English language.

      Throughout it all, he answers every question I have, leaning in to point out players or spots on the ice and explain to me what every referee call means. I’m particularly confused between offsides and icing, which he tries to explain three different times before giving up, but I do enjoy watching the fight that lands one of our players in the penalty box.

      I learn the cheers, chanting Let’s Go Bolts! with the rest of the crowd and drawing out the name Kuuuuuuch in a deep voice when the rest of the arena does. Still, I’m so mesmerized by the way Greg looks when he’s this passionate about something that I have a hard time taking my eyes off him — regardless of what’s going on.

      Before I know it, the last buzzer sounds, the Lightning winning by one point to the approving roar of the thousands of people in the arena. When Greg finishes celebrating and high fiving every other fanatic around him, we slowly follow the crowd marching out like a line of ants, eventually spilling out into the streets of downtown.

      We end up ambling over to a bar across the street to wait for the traffic to clear, and once I’m armed with a beer and Greg with a soda and bitters, we find a small table in the corner of the courtyard.

      “Why don’t you drink anymore?” I ask, clinking my glass against his before I take the first sip. Fairy lights hang above us, strung across the courtyard, and a live band is setting up in the opposite corner from where we sit.

      Greg shrugs, drinking his soda water. “I haven’t ever, really. Unless you count the few parties I went to when I was a teenager.”

      “I was going to say, I’m pretty positive I caught you and David drunk as skunks after stealing a bottle of my tequila one night.”

      He grimaces. “God, don’t remind me. I was so sick the next day.”

      “Is that why you stopped?”

      Another shrug. “Part of it, I guess. I don’t like the feeling of being hungover, or even drunk, really. Not having control of my body, of what I’m saying. Besides, going through med school will show you in gory detail the effects of long-term drinking.”

      I make a face at my beer then. “You saying I should stop?”

      “No,” he says on a laugh. “I don’t think you drink nearly enough to be concerned about it. But if you wanted to stop, I’d absolutely support you on that.”

      “It must be hard, fielding all the questions about why you don’t drink.”

      “It’s annoying more than anything — especially when you get the drunk girl who’s like oh, I’m totally going to be the first one to get you drunk, like she’s the first one to tell you that, or like it’s some sort of life goal for her now.”

      I laugh at the mocking voice as he rolls his eyes.

      “When was the last time you had a drink?”

      He stills at that, finger gliding over the condensation on his glass. “The night I kissed you.”

      His eyes meet mine then, and the warmth drains from my face.

      It happened. We both have always known that it happened. But neither of us have ever acknowledged it, ever spoken it into existence.

      Sometimes, I’d wonder if he even remembered.

      I have my answer now.

      “I knew after what I’d seen that night that I never wanted to get to a place where alcohol controlled me,” he says softly.

      Flashes of Josh screaming at me fill my mind, and my arms sting as if his hands are gripping them just like they did that night.

      Greg takes a big drink before nodding toward the arena behind me. “So, what did you think?”

      I’m thankful for the subject change, and I blow out a breath on a smile. “It was awesome.”

      “Right? The energy at one of those games is unlike anything else. I can never get enough of it.”

      “I think you were the one supplying it,” I tease.

      He grimaces. “Hopefully I didn’t embarrass you.”

      “Are you kidding? I loved it. You were so passionate, so… loud.”

      He laughs. “You say that like it’s a good thing.”

      “It is, sometimes. I liked seeing you that way.” I pause, holding up my glass and taking a small sip before saying, “It was pretty hot, actually.”

      My eyes meet his, and Greg swallows, my attempt at a joke apparently hitting the wrong nerve.

      After Sunday, I understand why.

      I clear my throat, sitting up taller. “Okay. So,” I say. “What the hell do I do on this date tomorrow night?”

      Remind him we’re just friends.

      Remind myself why it’s important it stays that way.

      Greg shifts, but the animosity I saw in his eyes on Sunday night when I told him about my date with Samuel doesn’t seem to be present now. Maybe he’s realized just like I have that this is for the best.

      “Just be yourself.”

      “Myself is an awkward hot mess,” I deadpan. “Come on, give me some tips. Spill all your expert secrets.”

      He barks out a laugh at that. “Well, I wouldn’t call someone who has gone on roughly a dozen dates an expert.”

      I arch a brow. “There’s no way I’m believing that lie.”

      “Hard to date when you’re in med school, and even more so when you’re establishing a reputation at a level one trauma center.”

      I gape at him. “So, you’re telling me you’ve never had a steady relationship?”

      “I’ve had some,” he says with a shrug. “A girl I dated for about a year in college. Another for several months when I was in my residency in Chicago. But my focus was narrow then. School and my career were all that mattered to me.”

      “And now?”

      He sighs. “Now, I’m ready to have a life outside of the hospital. But…” Greg’s voice fades, and he shakes his head. “This isn’t about me. Where is he taking you? Let’s start with that.”

      I frown, wanting to know what he was going to say, but I let him drop it.

      “Dinner at some place called Bern’s?”

      He whistles. “Bern’s Steak House. Fancy.”

      I blanch. “Oh, God. Is it?”

      “Don’t freak out,” he says. “Just… dress up. It’s nothing too intense, but you’ll definitely have multiple courses, and more forks than they give you at Chili’s.”

      I laugh at that.

      “If it’s dinner, it’ll be a lot of talking. If you’re nervous, maybe think of a few questions you can ask if there’s a lull in the conversation.”

      “And order wine immediately.”

      Greg smiles, but it slips quickly, and he opens his mouth to say something, but shuts it again.

      “What?” I probe.

      “Nothing. I just…” He grabs the back of his neck, shaking his head again. “Nothing.”

      “Okay… clearly it’s not nothing.”

      He sighs. “Just be careful with him, Amanda. I asked Asher about him, and he’s kind of a playboy.”

      I blanch, first at the fact that he asked Asher about the guy on my behalf, and then at the insinuation that I’m just another notch on Samuel’s headboard.

      When I don’t say anything, Greg scrubs his jaw, continuing. “I know you’re excited about the date — about dating, in general — I just don’t want you to get hurt in the process. Not every guy has honest intentions.”

      My face heats. “So, you’re saying there’s no way he could want more from me than sex?”

      I don’t mean it to sound so accusatory, but my heart rate spikes, the familiar feeling of not being enough straining my throat. I can’t help but wonder if I looked more like Meadow Matthews if he’d be having this same conversation, because I hear everything he’s not saying.

      She’s the kind of girl you date.

      I’m the kind of girl you fuck and leave.

      Through the sound of my heart beating loud in my ears, I hear Josh’s voice like a distant echo that will never cease.

      You’ll never find someone who wants you.

      You’re too fat for anyone else to love.

      You’re lucky you have me. You’ll never find anyone else.

      The only thing you’re good for is—

      “I didn’t say that,” Greg says softly, his voice snapping me out of those tumultuous thoughts.

      But their impact still lingers.

      “You practically did,” I argue. “Let me guess, because I’m old, and thick, and obviously he could do better, I should just plan to be a one-night stand and not get my hopes up?”

      Greg’s jaw drops. “What? Amanda, I would nev—”

      “I should go,” I cut in, draining the rest of my beer and standing. Greg rushes to stand with me as I strip off his hoodie and hand it to him. “I’ll get an Uber.”

      “I can take you home.”

      My eyes find his. “I think you and I both know that’s a bad idea.”

      Greg’s nose flares, his eyes pleading with me, hands fastened at his sides like he has to fight to keep from reaching out. “I’m sorry. I overstepped.”

      I just nod, tearing my eyes from his.

      “Goodnight, Greg,” I say softly.

      And then I leave him.
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      David wipes his forehead with the back of his wrist, grimacing when he realizes it doesn’t help the sweating situation. He hangs one hand on his hip, the other still holding a paint brush as he stares up at the work we’ve done so far.

      “Getting close,” I tell him, smoothing paint over the section of Amanda’s house I’m working on.

      “Looks a hell of a lot better already.”

      “It’ll be better for the wood, too,” I add, thinking about the chipping mess it was when we started working on it this morning.

      I took the first day off work in my entire career.

      I’ve done my best to stay healthy and avoid getting sick ever since med school, and I’ve succeeded. The worst I’ve had to work through is a nasty headache. But today, after barely sleeping, and spending most of the night tossing and turning in fits of anxiety over what had happened with Amanda, I called in.

      It was a light day, only one small procedure needing to be rescheduled, and my colleagues seemed more impressed than upset that I wasn’t coming in.

      Still, I felt guilty after about ten minutes of lying in bed. So, I texted David, telling him I was free and asking if there was anything that needed to be done at the house.

      It was a terrible attempt at being subtle, and Amanda didn’t seem thrilled when she came home from her Friday class to find me and David peeling paint off her house. The old exterior had several spots where the paint was chipping, so we went to work on peeling what we could, using wood filler, sanding and priming, and finally painting it to match the rest of the house.

      It’s been an all-day job, the sun slowly sinking over the yard as we wrap up painting the back side. Truthfully, I’ve appreciated the distraction.

      And the chance to be close to Amanda.

      She’s ignored us, other than to fix sandwiches for lunch before promptly disappearing into her bedroom to “study.” She won’t even look at me, and for the life of me I can’t figure out why.

      I overstepped telling her to beware of Samuel — that much I get.

      But she put words in my mouth, made it sound like I was insinuating that she wasn’t worth anything more than sex.

      The implications of why she would ever think that are what kept me up all night.

      I spent the better half wondering if that was the kind of guy I came off as, if my attempts to get close to her had signaled that she was some sort of bucket-list checkmark for me — just like the other ones we’d crossed off together.

      I wondered if she thought I just wanted to bang my best friend’s mom, or a cougar, or whatever else she could think of.

      But every time I had dived deep into that thought, I came back to the same notion that it wasn’t possible. If that was all I wanted, I would have given up by now. And I certainly wouldn’t be putting in the time I have been to get to know her.

      She knows that.

      And that’s what led me to the next revelation.

      It’s Josh.

      I know the outward signs of long-term abuse — the bruises, the covering up for the abuser, the isolation of the victim from family and friends. I saw all that clear as day when Amanda was younger — no matter how she tried to hide it.

      But I didn’t stop to think about what would stay with her after she left him, what would linger even after she set herself free.

      Anxiety. Self-consciousness and doubt. Fear that maybe her abuser had been right about her all along.

      I remember the awful things he would say to her in a fit of drunken rage, how he would scream at her that she was lucky he loved her, because no one else ever would.

      I crack my neck at the thought, gripping the paintbrush handle a little too tightly.

      I’m not the type to murder a man, but if I was…

      The sun has set by the time we finish up the job, and we convene in Amanda’s kitchen, David cracking open a beer in celebration while I drink a cold water.

      “Thank you for your help with that,” he says, picking at a piece of paint dried on his arm. “What took us one full day would have taken me at least three on my own.”

      “Hey, it’s me who should be thanking you. I needed the distraction.”

      David frowns, leaning his elbows on the counter. “So you said, but you never told me what from.”

      I just shrug, taking a sip of water.

      “What’s going on, man? Girl trouble?”

      I almost cough on my water at that, but manage to swallow it down. “Something like that.”

      “You can talk to me, you know. You used to all the time.”

      “I know. It’s… complicated,” I explain, grabbing the back of my neck.

      Because I’ve got it bad for your mom.

      “Isn’t it always?” he jokes, oblivious. “Look, if I learned anything when dating Julia, it’s that the best things you can do are to be honest and communicate.” He holds up a finger for each word to demonstrate. “That’s it. If you do those two things, the rest will fall into place.”

      I suppress a laugh, thinking about the repercussions of those two things in my current situation.

      “Thanks, man,” I say.

      For a long, quiet pause, I watch David as he pulls up some stupid video on his phone, showing it to me before typing back to whoever sent it to him. I note how he’s grown up, but how I still see the same kid I used to hang out with, the kid who learned how to stand up for himself, not just with the bullies at school — but with his father.

      I can’t imagine growing up in the household he did, with a mom who loved him fiercely and did everything she could to protect him, but a father who would dote on him one minute, and fly off the handle the next.

      He went from being a little boy who thought his dad was Superman, to a teenager who realized his dad was a drunk.

      I watched him step up, watched him get between his mom and dad for the first time ever and tell Josh enough was enough. He was big enough to do it, too — big enough to make Josh think twice before trying anything when David was around.

      He protected Amanda. In many ways, he saved her. And even now, when he has his own family to care for, he still makes sure his mom is okay, that she knows she’s done the right thing by leaving Josh, and that she knows she’s not alone.

      I want to tell him I’m proud of him. I want to tell him I respect the man he’s become.

      I want to tell him how I feel about Amanda.

      The urge to do so sucker punches me out of nowhere, a flash of fear spiking my heart rate. I can’t imagine a scenario where he’d be okay with it, but he’s more mature than most men twice his age. He’s been through more than men twice his age.

      Maybe he’s right. Maybe if I’m just honest with him, if I communicate everything, it will work out better than I think. Maybe if he understood how I feel about her, how I would do anything to see her happy…

      “David,” I start, but he looks at me for only a split second before his eyes catch behind me, and they go wide as sand dollars, mouth dropping open like he just saw a shooting star.

      “Holy shit, Mom.”

      I whip around as David starts laughing and claps his hands, but I can’t join him. I can’t cheer or smile or do anything other than gape at the angelic creature that just descended the last few steps of the staircase.

      I’ve seen Amanda in workout shorts and loose t-shirts, in sweatpants and baggy sweaters, in jeans and tank tops and a dozen casual things in between.

      She always looks beautiful.

      But this…

      A knot forms in my chest as I take in the length of her, how her chestnut hair is shiny and curled, framing her face. Her lips are painted a ruby red, her eyes smokey and alluring, lined with black and accented by long, dark lashes.

      I gulp as my gaze trails down, as I note the plunging neckline of her emerald green dress. It hugs every curve, every inch of her breasts, her waist, her hips, her thighs, before finally flowing into a soft wave around her feet. That neckline alone is enough to kill a man on sight, her ample cleavage displayed proudly. Her hips steal the eye next, voluptuous where they stretch the satin fabric, and her thighs do the same, thick and enticing.

      She’s not just beautiful.

      She’s a fucking knockout.

      A bombshell.

      A goddamn hurricane.

      It takes me a while to finally drag my eyes up to meet hers again, and when I do, she’s looking at me, too. She flushes, ever so slightly, and then holds her chin high and struts past me into the kitchen.

      “You can’t wear that,” David says on a laugh, pointing to her chest. “Not without a vest or a sweater or a sheet or something.”

      “I’m a forty-seven-year-old woman, David. I can where whatever I want.”

      “You’re going to cause a car wreck.”

      “I’ll be in a restaurant.”

      Even though I’m pretty sure David was quite serious with his remarks, he must realize it’s a losing battle, because he sighs and shakes his head and kisses his mother’s cheek.

      “You look great,” he says. “Now, when do I get to meet and properly threaten this guy?”

      “Not tonight, I can tell you that much,” she says.

      “What, I don’t even get to play the role of the big bad son who will shoot his ass with a shotgun if he hurts my mom?”

      “You don’t even own a shotgun.”

      “Easy fix.”

      She snorts a laugh, and then David’s phone rings, and he holds it up with a toothy grin.

      “Julia,” he says. “Better make sure Tucker’s alright. Be right back.”

      He disappears through the dining room and out the back door, and then Amanda and I are alone.

      Her eyes flick to mine, but she tears them away quickly, turning to open the fridge like she’s looking for something when we both know she just doesn’t want to look at me.

      I clear my throat, sliding my hands inside my pockets. “You look incredible, Amanda.”

      Her hand grips the fridge door handle tighter, her shoulders tensing before they slump over. Slowly, she shuts the door, leaning against it with her eyes skirting up to mine. “Thank you.”

      “Nervous?”

      She picks at her nails. “A little.”

      I wonder if this is what it feels like to be tortured, if being waterboarded is the equivalent to how my lungs are seizing up, my chest burning at the sight of her all dolled up to go on a date with another man.

      Another man who will get to stare at her all night, talk to her, laugh with her.

      Touch her.

      Kiss her.

      I blow out a breath through my nose, closing my eyes and shaking off the masochism before I take a strong, steady step toward her.

      “I’m really sorry about last night,” I say, stopping at the island a few feet away from her. “I didn’t just overstep, I put my nose in your business when it wasn’t my place to do so. And I made the false assumption that you can’t handle yourself, which I know you can. I should—”

      “Stop,” she says, exhaling long and deep. “It wasn’t you. I overreacted.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “I did,” she says, meeting my gaze. “I’m just… tender.”

      Those words weigh down on my already-crushed ribs. The way she’s looking at me, the way her eyes are sad and tense and filled with worries I know plague her — it kills me.

      Glancing over my shoulder to confirm David is still on the phone, I step a little closer to her, lowering my voice.

      “You’re more than what he made you believe you are.”

      Amanda closes her eyes, leaning her head back against the fridge as she sips a shallow breath.

      “Look at me.”

      She shakes her head.

      “Amanda, look at me.”

      This time, she lets out another slow breath, her eyes a bit glossy when they open and meet mine.

      “Samuel is lucky to be taking you out tonight, and he knows it. He wouldn’t put in this effort if he didn’t want something more than what I insinuated last night.”

      She rolls her lips together, ready to argue, but I continue before she can.

      “I’m sorry I said it. I judged him too quickly. I don’t even know the guy. And the truth is, I’d be a prick to anyone taking you on a date, because no matter how good a person they are, I’d still be jealous of them.” I swallow. “Because they get to have you, and I don’t.”

      Tears well in her eyes, thick enough to fall if she so much as blinked.

      “But I’m willing to accept that, if that’s the way it has to be. As long as you’re happy.”

      Swallowing, I reach out and touch her hand — just barely, just enough to let her feel me.

      “I hope you have a nice time tonight. You deserve it. Truly.”

      Her face crumples. “Greg, I—”

      The sliding glass door whizzes open, and I quickly jump back away from Amanda, breaking our contact and reaching for my glass of water.

      “Apparently, Julia is having some other moms over to our place for a baby play date tonight,” David announces, still looking at his phone as he waltzes into the kitchen.

      Amanda turns toward the fridge again, subtly dabbing under her eyes.

      “Which means I can’t go home for a while,” he adds with a chuckle, tucking his phone away. “You got plans tonight, Greg?”

      I chance a glance at Amanda to make sure she’s okay, then force a smile at David. “Not a single thing.”

      “Great. I’m forcing you to hang out with me.”

      I chuckle. “No force necessary.”

      The doorbell rings then.

      David’s eyes light up, a shit-eating grin on his face as he rushes to the door to the tune of his mom warning him not to say anything stupid to her date.

      Amanda fixes her makeup in the hallway mirror, smoothing her hands over her dress.

      I try not to be sick.

      A moment later, Samuel is walking into the kitchen, him and David laughing over something as he claps David on the shoulder.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he says, and then his eyes find Amanda.

      I can’t look.

      I can’t bear to watch his eyes take her in, or her blush under his gaze, or whatever hug or kiss is about to happen as a greeting.

      Muttering something unintelligible under my breath, I slip out of the kitchen and into the guest bath, shutting and locking the door behind me.

      My hands find the sink, gripping tight, eyes on my reflection as I listen to the muffled voices in the kitchen.

      “Let her go,” I plead — with myself, or God, or who knows. “Let her be happy.”

      I don’t take another clean breath until I hear the front door open and close, and then I splash my face with cold water, trying and failing to calm my racing heart.

      When I make my way back into the living room, David is already kicked back on the couch and flipping through Netflix. His smile slips when he looks at me.

      “Damn, dude. You okay? You look a little pale.”

      I nod, forcing a smile, and plop down next to him. “All good. We watching a movie?”

      “I figured we could at least put one on. I wish I had my Xbox here.” He pauses. “Hey, do you have one at your place? We could go there. I haven’t seen your fancy condo yet.”

      I immediately shake my head, and then feel guilty, because I know exactly why I don’t want to leave, and it has nothing to do with David.

      “Nah, man. Haven’t played in years. But let’s put on a movie and relax. We deserve it after today.”

      “Fair,” he says, raising his brows. “Man, can you believe my mom?” He shakes his head. “Dating when she’s almost fifty. I can’t imagine.”

      Then he’s back to surfing through the movies.

      And I glance at the front door, wondering how long it will be until she walks back through it.

      


      AMANDA

      “And that’s when I see her,” Samuel says, splaying his hands out in front of him with wide eyes like he’s painting the picture. “Second floor, bathroom window, her little hands against the windowpane.”

      “Oh, wow,” I comment, taking a long sip of wine. And really, the story of him saving a little girl from a house fire is incredible.

      It’s just that it’s maybe the twentieth story of his heroism he’s told tonight, and I’m running low on enthusiasm.

      “I immediately raced up the ladder, and no one saw her but me. So, they were all, where are you going?! What are you doing?! But I was on a mission.”

      I nod, following along.

      “When I get to the top, I have to break the window, so I scream for the little girl to get away from it. As soon as the window’s broken, smoke plumes billow out. I’ve just given more oxygen to the fire, you know? I have no time. So, I just reach in, grab her, throw her over my shoulder, and haul ass back down the ladder.”

      He pauses, leaning over the table for emphasis.

      “As soon as I got her to the truck… boom!”

      He makes a noise so loud the other tables stop their conversations to look at us, and I flush and smile, waving them off with apologies while he carries on.

      “The girl’s mom was sobbing, of course. Thanking me and praying for me as I handed her little girl over. But she was safe. They all were. Not a single casualty.”

      Samuel’s grin is wide and bright as he finishes his story.

      “That’s amazing, Sam. You’re a hero.”

      He lights up at that, sitting a little straighter. “I guess I am, huh?” He shakes his head. “Anyway, just a few reasons why they chose me for Mr. January.”

      I force a smile. “Sounds like they made the right choice.”

      “Thanks, beautiful.”

      He leans in again, and I wonder if he’s actually going to ask me something about me. But then, he checks the time on his watch, his eyes heated when they meet mine again.

      “What do you say I grab the check and we get out of here? Skip dessert… or have our own elsewhere.”

      My stomach sours.

      I hate that it does. I want it to flip and fill with butterflies. I want my thighs to clench together in anticipation of what this fine-as-hell man will do to me.

      But it just doesn’t.

      Still, even without that first impulse, I know I should lean into the situation. Samuel is what I need to dust the cobwebs off, to get my feet wet, to jump back into all this after years of being in a relationship.

      I’ve actually never dated — not really.

      This is normal.

      This is dating.

      This is how things work.

      I finish my wine on a smile. “Okay.”

      Twenty minutes later, we’re on Bayshore, slowly cruising through Tampa with the windows down in Samuel’s sports car. His hand is on my thigh, tucked around it possessively.

      Flashes of Greg’s hand doing the same hit me in waves.

      Samuel is quiet, smiling and content, and he pulls us off the main road into a small parking lot by the water. This lot is usually full at sunset, but it’s empty now, and Samuel parks with the hood of the car facing the water before cutting the engine.

      He turns to face me, hanging his wrist off the steering wheel, his opposite elbow propped on the center console. His eyes take me in slowly, lips curling into a smile that would make any sane woman feel sexy and wanted and ready to do whatever he asks.

      “I’m really glad you let me take you out tonight, Amanda.”

      My throat is tight when I reply, “I’m really glad you asked.”

      Another smile, and then he’s leaning in, the kiss he’s about to give me so obvious, as if he just knows I want it, too.

      I should want it.

      But even as his lips find mine, his hand reaching out to curl around my hip, I don’t.

      I feel nothing as his mouth explores mine, as he slips his tongue inside with a stiff breath that tells me he wants much more than a kiss.

      I try. God, do I try to get into it. I wrap my arms around his neck, pull him into me, will my desire to spark the way it did when Greg just looked at me, let alone touched me.

      But I feel like a dead fish.

      “Fuck,” Samuel says, breaking the kiss and pressing his forehead against mine. His hand travels up my hip to my waist. “I can’t believe you’re forty-seven.”

      I freeze, blood running hot as his hands roam more — but now they just feel like slithery, slick, disgusting tentacles.

      I bat his hand away, leaning back. “Excuse me?”

      He blanches, confused. “No, I don’t mean anything bad by it,” he says, holding up his hands on a smile. “I’m saying you look amazing for your age.”

      “For my age,” I repeat, deadpan.

      He coughs a nervous laugh, then tries to save himself, leaning in and brushing my hair out of my face. “You know what I mean. You look like you could be a twenty-five-year-old. It’s a compliment.” He smirks. “I bet you make all the other cougars jealous.”

      My jaw drops, and I scoff, sitting back in my seat and pulling every bit of my body away from him. “Wow.”

      “What? It’s a co—”

      “If you say it’s a compliment again,” I warn, and I don’t even have to finish the threat for him to know.

      Samuel sighs. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything bad by it. I’m telling you how gorgeous you are, for Pete’s sake.”

      “I’d like to go home now. Please.”

      An incredulous laugh leaves him, like he can’t believe a woman — an old woman, from his perspective — is turning him down.

      “Come on,” he tries, leaning in again. “The night is young. I’m sorry I upset you. We can—”

      “If you don’t want to take me home, I’m happy to get an Uber.”

      I reach for the door handle, but Samuel stops me, his hand on my wrist with a curse. Then, he puts his hands up in surrender, sitting back in his seat and firing up the engine. “Home it is,” he says with attitude, and then he kicks us into reverse before peeling out onto Bayshore once more.

      It’s the worst car ride of my life, awkward and stuffy and reminiscent of car rides with Josh. Samuel is taking me home. He didn’t cross any lines. He did what I asked.

      But I can tell he’s upset.

      I can feel the anger and disappointment in his silence, can see it in the way he grips the steering wheel and punches the gas and brake a little too hard.

      And I don’t know if he’s like Josh, if he wants to make me feel bad — but whether he does or not, I do.

      I feel guilty, and like I led him on, like I stopped something I should have welcomed eagerly. He bought me an expensive dinner, along with two expensive bottles of wine.

      I shake those thoughts away as he pulls up to my house.

      You don’t owe him anything.

      “Thank you for the dinner, Samuel,” I manage as I open the passenger side door. I slam it before he can say anything else, and he idles for only a moment before peeling off.

      My nose stings with emotion, tears pricking my eyes as I storm toward the house. I fish in my purse for my keys.

      All I want is to take this stupid makeup off, change into sweatpants, and be alone.

      I don’t notice the Subaru and BMW still parked in my driveway, don’t even think about the boys still being here until I shove through the front door.

      David is passed out on the couch.

      Greg is standing at the window.

      One look tells me he saw everything.

      


      GREG

      “Don’t,” Amanda warns softly, locking the door behind her and kicking off her high heels. She picks up the hem of her dress as she storms toward the staircase.

      I catch up to her in the kitchen, hand hooking in the crook of her elbow and pulling her to face me.

      “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Real convincing.”

      She grinds her teeth, finally facing me. “It was awful. Okay? Is that what you want to hear?”

      The accusation stuns me, and I frown, shaking my head. “Why would you ask that? Of course, that’s not what I want to hear. I want you to be happy, Amanda.”

      She snorts. “Yeah, well, I’m beginning to think that’s not in the cards for me.”

      She tries to pull away again, but I stop her.

      “Talk to me. What happened?”

      She shakes her head. “Please, Greg. I just want to go to bed.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      She doesn’t answer, and my next breath is nothing but fire, my hand curling into a fist.

      “If he hurt you, I swear to God—”

      “Mom?”

      David’s groggy voice sounds from the living room, and I bite back a curse. I have no choice but to let her go, to step back and put space between us.

      David ambles in, stretching and yawning, his hair a mess as he runs a hand through it. He looks at the clock on the microwave. “You’re home earlier than I thought you’d be.” His smile slips when he looks at his mom. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. I’m just tired, I asked him to bring me home and he did. And now, I’m going to bed.” She attempts a smile but fails. “Turn off the lights and lock up when you leave, please.”

      “You sure you’re alright, Mom?”

      “Mm-hmm,” she answers over her shoulder, already trotting up the stairs. “Just too old to be dating.”

      She tries to laugh, to sell the joke, but it falls flat.

      David chuckles, shaking his head as he opens the fridge to retrieve a water.

      My eyes don’t leave Amanda.

      Go after her.

      The thought is so intense, so consuming that I jerk forward, body moving without waiting for permission from my brain.

      She glances over her shoulder at me, her eyes sad, pleading — like she wants me to come after her, too.

      But then her eyes flick to her son.

      And we both know I can’t.

      “You alright, man?” David asks when he shuts the fridge door and leans against it, frowning.

      I let out a frustrated breath, closing my eyes before I force myself to turn and walk back into the living room. “I’m good. I’m pretty tired, too, though. Better head home.” I pause. “Actually, why don’t you take me? That way your mom has the car tomorrow if she needs it.”

      David yawns, nodding. “Alright, man. Thanks for doing that, by the way. I’m looking at a car this weekend. Hopefully it’ll all be over soon.”

      My heart thuds hard in my chest, but I just nod instead of responding.

      I fume the entire drive home, knee bouncing, eyes blurring as I watch the lights outside the window with my thoughts tormenting me. I want to know what happened. I want her to talk to me, to let me in, to tell me I don’t need to track down that fucking firefighter and strangle him with a water hose.

      I say a quick thank you and goodnight to David when he drops me off, and as soon as I’m in my building, I call Amanda.

      But she doesn’t answer.

      And I have another sleepless night.
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      Amanda ignores me all week.

      She doesn’t answer my calls or texts, no matter how I plead with her to. She also wouldn’t accept that I left my car for her. She drove it over Saturday morning, dropped my key at the front desk, and got an Uber home before I could even get downstairs to try to talk to her.

      I’ve never felt a week drag on at such a miserable pace, every workday feeling like a year, every sleepless night feeling like an eternity. I debate just driving over to her house several times, but decide I don’t want to be a stalker, nor do I want to disrespect her wishes to be left alone.

      David texts me on Friday.

      Hey, man, we’re going to kayak at Weeki Wachee Springs tomorrow for Tucker’s birthday. Mom mentioned you’ve never been? I thought maybe you’d like to join.

      My heart kicks in my chest.

      It may not have been a direct invitation from her, but it was close. It was her mentioning something to David in the hopes that he might mention it to me. It was her remembering that kayaking was the first thing we put on our list.

      I’ll take what I can get.

      “Shit,” I murmur, staring at the text.

      “What?” Stacy asks, looking up from her stack of paperwork. We both needed a change of scenery, so we brought our cases down to the café with us.

      I shake my head, slumping back in my chair. “Nothing.”

      “Uh-huh…”

      I smile. “I just got invited to a birthday party for my friend’s kid, but I’m on call this weekend.”

      “So? Just go anyway. Not like you can’t leave a birthday party if you need to.”

      “They’re kayaking at Weeki Wachee. That’s an hour and a half away.”

      “Oh…”

      I nod. “Yeah.” With a sigh, I start typing back a text, but Stacy stops me.

      “Hey, I’ll take your on call.”

      I frown. “But you were on call last weekend.”

      “Just switch me. I’m supposed to have family in town for Thanksgiving, my fiancé’s siblings and parents. Maybe you could cover for me then? I don’t have any cases scheduled, but I’m sure something will come up.”

      “Deal,” I say a bit too quickly, a bit too excitedly, and I’m already texting David to tell him I’ll be there as Stacy chuckles.

      “Why do I feel like there’s more than just a kid’s birthday involved here?” she teases.

      I just smirk, which is answer enough for her that she’s right.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a chaotic mess when I arrive at the kayak rental shack the next morning.

      Tucker is screaming as Julia battles him into an infant lifejacket, his little face red from where she just slathered him in sunscreen. David is trying to figure out who will go with who in which kayaks, and the employee trying to get us going is annoyed and at the end of his rope of patience. I offer to help, but end up just being more in the way, so I tuck myself in between our cars and wait for orders.

      Amanda won’t look at me.

      She seems better than she did last Friday night after her date, but there’s still a haunting sadness in her golden eyes, a self-consciousness in her stance as she folds her arms over her middle and stands away from everyone. She looks like she doesn’t even want to be here.

      I’ve tried to give her space, to stay out of the way, to respect the obvious vibe she’s given off. But the longer I stand there with nothing to do, the more I can’t help but look at her. And the more I look at her, the less I want to fight to stay away.

      Her hair is messy, tied in a crazy bun with aviator sunglasses pushed up on top of her head. A simple orange crochet sundress is all that covers her swimsuit, the fabric thick enough to where I can’t see the details of her bikini, but the neckline of it low enough to reveal her ample cleavage. Her tan skin glows in the morning sunlight slipping through the trees, and even though it’s the middle of November, she looks like a hot summer day.

      “Fuck it,” I mumble to myself, and then I’m heading toward her.

      Her eyes snap to mine, something between a warning and a smile plaguing her features.

      But then, an old Cadillac whips into the parking lot, gravel crunching and dust clouding as it pulls in right next to David’s Subaru.

      I cough against the dust, waving it out of my face as Tucker screams even more. I’m ready to lay into whoever this asshole is, but the moment he steps out of the car, all ability to speak leaves me.

      The last time I saw Josh Parks, he was drunk out of his mind, eyes red and glazed as he screamed at Amanda in their kitchen. I remember the scene like it happened just last night, the way his hands made an indent in the flesh of her arms, how her head smacked against one of the kitchen cabinet handles on her way down to the ground when he threw her.

      My entire body tenses at the memory, fight or flight kicking in — with a particular emphasis on the fight side of things. And when Josh shuts his car door and hangs his arm over the top of his car with a shit-eating grin, a toothpick in his mouth and a beer can in his hand, I have to turn away to stop myself from following through with that gut instinct.

      “Well, well,” he says as I march toward David. “Isn’t this the picture-perfect family affair?”

      “Hey, Dad,” David says. “I’m just getting the kayaks situated. Give me a sec—whoa!”

      I grab him by the arm and pull him out of earshot, keeping my back to the rest of the family as I lower my voice.

      “What the hell is he doing here?”

      David shrugs out of my grip. “What do you mean? He’s my father, Greg. It’s his grandson’s birthday.”

      I grit my teeth, because I have no right to be upset or fight him on this. He’s right. It is his dad. It wouldn’t be fair for him not to be included today.

      But it’s not fair to Amanda that he is.

      “What about your mom?”

      David shakes his head, confused. “What about her? She knew he was coming.”

      I blanch at that. “She did?”

      “Of course.” David smiles a little then, clamping his hand over my shoulder. “Hey, I know she’s like a mom to you, too.”

      I grimace.

      “And I appreciate you being protective. But she’s stronger than you think. She can handle being around him for a family event.”

      I let out a slow exhale, turning just enough to glance at Amanda, who’s watching me in return.

      David squeezes my shoulder again, forcing my attention back to him. “It’s all good, alright? Now, let me get this situated so we can get on the water.”

      He releases me, and I stand there where he left me, nodding and trying to calm myself down. Josh doesn’t even attempt to hide his obvious glare at Amanda. He just hangs there on his car, drinking and letting his eyes rake over her with a sneer on his face.

      I’m about two seconds away from blackening both of his eyes so he can’t see anything anymore when David comes back with lifejackets, and he hands one out to each of us.

      “You don’t have to wear them, but you need to have them in the kayak with you,” David says. “Also, there was a mix up with the reservation, and we got two tandems and one solo instead of one tandem and three solos.”

      “Tandem?” Amanda asks.

      “A two-seater,” Julia explains.

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to work out with them, to fix that, but they’re completely booked today. So, we’re just going to have to make do.”

      “Amanda can ride with me,” Josh offers, a smiling baby Tucker hanging on his hip now. The sight of him drinking a beer and holding a baby makes me grit my teeth.

      Amanda immediately scoffs, then forges ahead toward where the employee has the first tandem kayak ready to go. “I’ll ride with Greg.”

      She doesn’t wait for me to respond, just marches straight past me and hops into the front of the kayak. I jump into action as soon as she’s in, slipping in behind her and strapping both of our life jackets to the space behind me.

      “Just idle over there and we can all head out together,” David says, pointing to a part of the river.

      Amanda nods, and then the employee pushes us off the ramp and into the water.

      Weeki Wachee is a crystal-clear river fed by a spring, the water always seventy-two degrees no matter what time of year it is. It’s a refreshing dip on a hot summer day, but on a day like today, when it’s only in the low eighties and the trees cover most of the river with lush shade, it’s nicer to just look at than to submerge into.

      We glide along the top of the water, Amanda steering us toward the spot David told us to wait while I give us the power in the back. We work together to stay as still as we can against the current as the rest of the family gets launched from the dock.

      “Hi,” I say after a moment.

      The tension in Amanda’s shoulders melts instantly, and she smiles over her shoulder before shaking her head. “Hi.”

      “Such lovely company we have with us today,” I muse.

      She snorts. “Yeah. Lovely enough to drown when no one’s looking.”

      She says the words with another smile over her shoulder.

      I smile back.

      It’s not much, that greeting, but it’s enough to let me know she’s okay.

      That we’re okay.

      “Come on, Birthday Baby!” David announces, paddling by us. “Let’s roll!”

      Tucker smiles and makes baby noises as his mom claps his hands together. She’s in the front with Tucker in her lap, and David is doing all the paddling work in the back.

      Poor guy.

      Or is it… lucky guy?

      Amanda and I start paddling behind them, Josh bringing up the rear and struggling with how to drink his beer and paddle at the same time. He’s not even supposed to have alcohol on the river at all, but somehow managed to sneak on a six pack under his lifejacket.

      None of us offer to help, and soon, we’ve put distance between us and him.

      The river is calm for a Saturday, the locals telling us that in the summertime, it would be crawling with kayaks and canoes and boats and swimmers in tubes. Right now, it’s quiet enough to hear our paddles gliding through the water, and I watch the way the sunlight trickles in through the leaves above and makes designs on Amanda’s back.

      “How are you?” I ask once we’re going, David and Julia ahead of us with Tucker, Josh somewhere behind.

      She sighs, dipping her paddle into the water and pushing us along. “Just peachy.”

      “You ever going to tell me what happened on your date?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Amanda…”

      She sighs again, pausing with the paddle balanced in her lap. “He just rubbed me wrong. He was self-absorbed, eager to hook up, and… offensive.”

      I don’t know what makes me see red more — the thought of him trying to hook up with her, or the fact that he offended her.

      “What did he do?”

      She shrugs. “He didn’t really do anything, other than kiss me.”

      I grip the paddle tighter.

      “It was what he said.”

      “Which was?”

      Amanda shakes her head. “Nothing that wasn’t true, I guess,” she whispers.

      I frown, wondering what she means, but before I can ask, she screams.

      “MANATEE!”

      She nearly topples us over with the exaggerated point at a large shadow moving just ahead of us, and I look just in time to see the large sea cow breach the surface to take a sip of air before diving back under.

      It swims right under our kayak, and Amanda squeals with delight, her fingertips trailing the top of the water. “Did you see it?!”

      “I saw it,” I say on a chuckle.

      “I read about them. They flock to springs and warmer waters in the winter, but usually hang out in the Gulf in the summer.” She looks over her shoulder at me. “Did you know they think manatees are what inspired mermaid legends?”

      “I did not know that.”

      “Well, now you do,” she says with a satisfied smile. She sighs when she turns back around, paddle dipping into the water. “Day. Made.”

      I chuckle behind her and decide pulling her attention back to the shitty date with Samuel wouldn’t be a good move now that she’s happy and smiling. I drop it for now, enjoying the peaceful scene around us as we paddle up the river.

      After about an hour, David and Julia pull over on a little sand bar in the sun, dragging their kayak half out of the water to anchor it on the shore while they eat and take a dip. We do the same, parking our kayak right next to them and shaking out our stiff limbs once we’re standing on the little sand bar.

      “Brrr!” Amanda says when her feet hit the water. “It’s freezing!”

      “It’s not so bad once you get in,” David argues from where he’s swimming in the middle of the cove we found. Tucker is sitting on the sand with Julia, kicking his little legs in the water and laughing at the splash.

      Amanda and I work on divvying out the sandwiches and unpacking fruit and nuts and other snacks. We’re just about to eat our own when Josh finds us, pulling his kayak in next to ours.

      I note the shift in Amanda instantly, how her body tenses, her eyes on alert.

      I wrap my sandwich back up and stand. “Wanna take a dip?”

      Her eyes flash wide, eyeing the water that she just announced was freezing, but then her gaze slips to her soon-to-be ex-husband, and that seems to make up her mind.

      “Sure,” she says, abandoning her own sandwich.

      She seems a bit hesitant once she’s standing, her eyes on the ground, but after a breath, she strips her dress overhead and leaves it in the kayak.

      It’s only a split second before she’s in the water, but I soak up that second like it’s the last one I have. My heart races at the sight of her curves stretching the thin black fabric of her top, the high-waisted bottom revealing the supple cheeks of her ass. That glorious sight disappears into the water too soon, Amanda diving headfirst into the river and out toward where David is swimming.

      Josh laughs behind me. “Oh look, another manatee!”

      I spin, jaw tight as I glare at him, and he just smirks back. Julia rolls her eyes, but seems content to just ignore him.

      I, on the other hand, am ready to rip him to shreds.

      “What?” he probes, smile turning into a sneer as he reaches for a beer out of the six pack he brought with him. He cracks the top of it and takes a big swig. “You got a problem, kid?”

      There are a million things I want to say to that piece of shit, starting with threatening his life if he says another fucking word about Amanda. But the longer I stand there, seething, the more I realize he’s not worth the time or energy.

      I feel sorry for him, really.

      So, I just shake my head, stripping my shirt overhead and following after Amanda.

      I take a deep breath once I’m not facing him anymore — though the breath gets cut short at the frigid iciness of the water. I hiss when it hits my thighs, not excited about where it’ll cover next.

      “Just dive in and get it over with,” David calls with a laugh.

      I flip him off with a grin, but then I see Amanda, noting the way her own gaze is crawling over my bare abdomen like she wants to lick chocolate off it.

      I smirk when her eyes flick to mine, and she flushes, disappearing under the water.

      With a chuckle, I take one last breath and plunge in, getting it all over with. I emerge on the surface with a loud curse word that makes Julia scold me from the shore.

      “Baby present!” she says, pointing at Tucker.

      I laugh and hold my hands up. “S-sorry. C-cold.”

      “Pansy,” David teases, splashing me.

      “Hey! That got me, too,” Amanda protests.

      Then, I launch myself at David, taking him under the water for a tussle before we both break the surface. Amanda swims away from us, laughing as she warns us to leave her out of the splash zone.

      David and I share an evil grin, and then we descend on her, her eyes going wide when she sees us closing in like sharks.

      “Don’t even think about it,” she warns. But in the next instant, David hauls her up over his shoulders and dunks her under the water, too.

      It proves excruciatingly difficult, the more time goes on, to keep my hands off Amanda. I try to take my cues from David, messing with her when he’s initiating the horse play. But every now and then, when we’re just talking in a semi-circle or floating on our backs, I find ways to be close to her without anyone noticing.

      A brush of our bodies as I swim past her, holding on a little longer than necessary when we’re all dunking each other, holding my hand out to help her up the embankment when we’re ready to dry off and lay in the sun.

      We eat and chat with David and Julia, then we take Tucker out into the water in his lifejacket, both laughing at his facial expressions as he discovers what everything feels like for the first time.

      Eventually, it’s just me and Amanda in the water, everyone else up on shore talking and snacking while we drift out into the cove a bit deeper.

      “So,” she says, fingertips gliding along the top of the water as she swishes and sways. “I guess we can knock this one off the list.”

      “I guess we can,” I agree. “What’s next?”

      She taps her chin. “Hmm… tattoo?”

      I balk. “Really?”

      “Why not? You scared?”

      I laugh, squinting against a ray of sunlight peeking through the trees as we circle each other in the water. “I don’t know that scared is the right term for it, but I’m a little freaked out by the premise of marking my skin permanently forever.”

      She waves me off. “It’s not that big of a deal. Everyone thinks you need to have all this meaning behind every tattoo you get.” She shrugs. “Why not just have art on your skin because art is pretty? And fun? And maybe you like things that are pretty and fun?”

      I smile, eyes washing over her. “Fair point. What do you want to get, then?”

      “A bird, maybe,” she says, looking up at the sky as if to try to spot one now. “Or a star. Maybe a flower. Maybe I’ll just go in and tell the artist to do whatever they want.”

      There’s something about that moment, about the way the water reflects little waves of light on her chest and arms, how her eyes somehow soak in the color of the sky, a blue edge to those brown irises.

      Last time I saw her, she was broken down and defeated.

      Now… she looks happy, like it’s all forgotten, like she’s been reborn into a new life where it never happened at all.

      She’s beautiful. Resilient.

      Free.

      I roll my lips together, glancing at the shore to make sure everyone is still locked in conversation before I step closer to her.

      “And where do you want it?” I ask, voice low, eyes skating over the length of her.

      Her smile slips when she realizes how close I am now, how our body heat is suddenly reachable even through the chill of the water.

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Maybe… here?” I ask, tenderly brushing her wet hair off her shoulder. I glide my fingers over the curve before they disappear under the water. “Or… here?” I ask again, just barely brushing her rib cage under the hem of her top.

      Amanda sucks in a shaky breath, her eyes flicking to mine as my hand continues its descent.

      “One here could be cute,” I suggest, tickling the top of her hip bone.

      She exhales in little puffs, her lips parting, and a thick swallow strains her throat.

      “Or,” I continue, searching her gaze as I step in a little closer. I walk my fingers down over her thigh, sliding them just a little inward to touch the smooth, sensitive skin now breaking out in goosebumps. “Maybe here.”

      My eyes flick to the shore. David doesn’t seem to notice, nor does Julia — they’re both too focused on where Tucker is making faces as he eats a Cheeto.

      It’s then that I feel the weight of Josh’s gaze.

      He’s been quiet all afternoon, sitting with Tucker and Julia on the shore and drinking his beers. He hasn’t caused a scene, which I’m thankful for, but he’s like a buzzing mosquito, annoying purely because he exists.

      And right now, he’s got his narrowed eyes locked right on me, an evil grin on his face.

      Reluctantly, I swim backward, putting space between us as Amanda lets out an almost pained breath at the loss. Her next breaths are ragged, and she clears her throat, dunking under water before emerging on the surface again with a forced smile.

      “I’m thinking maybe my ankle,” she says quickly, and then she starts making her way back to the shore without so much as another glance in my direction.

      I wait in the water until all evidence of how much I enjoyed guessing where Amanda might get her tattoo is… settled, and then I join everyone on the shore for the last of the birthday festivities. We have a little cake for Tucker and let him smash his fingers in it before Julia hastily cleans him off. Then, we start loading back up, ready to float down the river back to the dock.

      David and Julia kick off the embankment first, the current washing them down the river as David uses the paddle just to steer. It’ll be easy floating on the way back.

      “Hop in and I’ll push us out,” I tell Amanda, keeping my attention on her and away from Josh — whom I can feel staring at us.

      “You sure? I can get in once it’s in the water.”

      “It’ll be easier this way.”

      She shrugs, situating herself in the front of the kayak. Before I can push us off, Josh lets out a sinister chuckle from where he’s still lounging on the sand.

      “Careful there, Greg. Don’t pull a muscle.”

      I pause with my hands on the back of the kayak, noting how Amanda tenses up at the insult. He doesn’t have to say it for us to know he means be careful trying to lift that kayak with her in it.

      I stand, cracking my neck as I turn to face him.

      “Oh, ready to fight now, champ?” Josh teases, standing, too. He wobbles a bit as he does. “Go ahead. Take a swing. I know you want to.”

      “Greg,” Amanda warns, reaching out to tug on my shorts. “Let’s just go.”

      Josh notes the touch and snarls, shaking his head. “You’re pathetic, Amanda. Fucking our son’s friend, now?”

      My nose flares at that. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh, don’t I? Because anyone with eyes can see that you two are fucking.”

      “We’re not fucking,” Amanda says, standing and crossing the sand to put her finger right in Josh’s chest. “And even if we were, it’s none of your business.”

      “Really? Because last I checked, we’re still married.”

      “Only because someone is dragging their feet on signing the papers.”

      “That’s because someone else is trying to suck me dry — and not in the good way you used to when you were young, my love.”

      I nearly crack a tooth with how hard I grit my teeth, but I don’t dare move — not when Amanda isn’t even fazed by the comment.

      She smirks. “Trust me, as soon as I get my degree and get a job, I’ll be the first one to go to the judge and tell her I don’t need your money anymore.”

      “If you get your degree.”

      “I will,” she says instantly. “And you’re just pissed because you can’t stop me. Not anymore.”

      She turns on her heels then, getting back in the kayak without waiting for his response. I glare at Josh before shaking my head and reaching down to push her off the shore.

      “What? Nothing to say, big guy? Not going to stick up for your girl?”

      I let out a sarcastic bite of a laugh, pausing to turn around and face him. “As much as I’d love to show you what little of a man you are, I don’t need to.”

      Josh frowns.

      “In case you couldn’t tell, she’s beyond capable of handling herself.”

      Josh looks a little stunned by my comment, his eyes flicking to Amanda behind me before he clears his throat and takes a swig of his beer.

      With him silenced, I easily push Amanda off the shore and jump in the kayak behind her. We’re paddling off down the river when Josh calls out behind us.

      “You’re not fooling anyone!”

      I just paddle faster.

      Amanda doesn’t speak the rest of the paddle back, and she’s quiet when we load up the cars and get ready to say our goodbyes, too. But while Julia and David are getting Tucker situated in their SUV, I pull her aside.

      “You okay?”

      She laughs, running a hand over her knotty hair with a shrug. “I guess.” Her eyes meet mine. “Thank you. For staying out of it. For letting me handle it myself.”

      I shrug. “Like I said to him, I knew I didn’t need to save you. You already saved your damn self the moment you left that piece of shit.” Then, I glance around us to make sure no one’s watching, and hold up our sign, fingers curling into my thumb to make that lowercase b.

      Badass.

      A smile cracks at the corner of her lips, something sweet and longing in her gaze. She shakes it off though, blowing out a breath as I slip my hands in the pockets of my swim trunks.

      “I can’t wait to get home and take a shower,” she says.

      “You know, after today, I was thinking… might be the perfect night to check another item off our list.”

      Amanda groans. “I don’t have energy for anything else, not right now.”

      I look around to make sure David and Julia are still busy, that Josh isn’t in earshot, and then I lean in closer, whispering in her ear.

      “Not even getting high?”

      I step back with a crooked grin, and Amanda doesn’t have to answer. The mischievous smirk she gives me is reply enough.

      “Alright, we’re loaded up and ready,” David announces, and then he pulls me in for a hug, clapping me on the back. “Thanks again for coming, man. It was great to have you here.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it. I’m going to go say goodbye to Tucker and Julia.”

      I leave him with his mom and make my way over to the Subaru, tickling a very tired Tucker, who gives me his best sleepy giggle before I hug Julia and thank her for the day. When I make my way back over to my car, I see Amanda waiting by the passenger side door.

      I frown, confused.

      “Cool if Mom rides with you?” David asks as he passes. “We need to make a pit stop at Julia’s sister’s house, and Mom is ready to get home and showered.”

      I glance at Amanda, who gives me a shy smile in return.

      “No problem at all.”
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      I can’t stop giggling.

      I can’t stop giggling, or eating Funyuns and gummy bears, or staring at Greg’s big, stupid, handsome face.

      “What?” he asks, his eyes barely slits as he grins back at me.

      “What?”

      “You’re staring at me.”

      I giggle, popping another gummy bear in my mouth. “Aren’t I allowed to?”

      He smiles, leaning back on the shingles of the roof. “Only if I’m allowed to stare back.”

      His eyes fall to my cleavage then, and I sock him in the arm, which only makes us both break into another fit of laughter.

      Finding marijuana edibles proved to be a rather easy task, especially now that the drug is medicinally legal in the state of Florida. Turned out, Greg knew someone who knew someone, and by the time we got back to my house, we had a special delivery on the doorstep.

      We only ate half of that little square gummy each, Greg taking the first nibble before giving the rest to me. It had taken almost an hour to kick in, but once it had, we were both goners.

      It was Greg’s idea to come up to the roof, him bundled up in his sweatpants and hoodie, and me in my favorite oversized sweater and leggings. We’ve got snacks littered on the shingles all around us, and two bottles of water each that are damn near empty.

      My stomach hurts from laughing so much.

      But my heart… my heart feels good. Happy.

      Liberated.

      It was a hellish week after the nightmare of a date with Samuel. He never tried to text or call after, thank God, but I was content to just sit in my misery and be alone. I ignored Greg, thinking it was for the best, and then when I saw him this morning at the river…

      I instantly regretted it.

      All week, I’d been agonizing, when if I’d have just opened up to him earlier and let him in, I know I could have put that date behind me within minutes. But I was afraid to. I was afraid to admit what happened — ashamed, really.

      Until today, when Greg reminded me just by existing that it was just a bad date, it doesn’t mean anything, and everything will be alright.

      I feel better when he’s around.

      It’s as simple and unfortunate as that.

      “I have a weird question,” I say after chewing my gummy bear.

      “I like weird questions. Shoot.”

      “How often do you work out?”

      He barks a laugh. “That’s your weird question?”

      “It’s one I’ve thought often,” I admit. I reach over and squeeze his bicep. “Like seriously, you’re a doctor. Aren’t you supposed to heal patients instead of making them faint upon seeing you?”

      Greg smirks, shrugging. “I work out almost every day. I usually take one day to rest a week, when I’m feeling too sore to perform.”

      “Every day? Ugh.”

      “I like it. It’s part of my routine. Meditation takes care of my mind, working out takes care of my body.” He pauses. “I think if I didn’t work out, I’d go crazy.”

      “Sounds like me if I had to give up wine. Okay, another weird question,” I say, dusting the Funyon crumbs off my pants and sitting up straighter. “Why do you have so little in your condo? Haven’t you lived there for like… two years now?”

      Greg’s smile slips, and he sits up, too, taking a long drink of water before he replies. “I don’t know. I guess part of it is that I’m not sure what I want to put in there, other than the necessary furniture that I have already. And part of it is…” He grabs the back of his neck. “It doesn’t feel like home.”

      My playful grin slips away, a frown replacing it as I watch a shadow of sadness wash over Greg’s face.

      “Nothing ever has, honestly. When I was growing up, my mom and dad always wanted the house ready to entertain. I never had toys left out, never had more than school or family pictures on the walls, and my room looked more like a hotel room than anything else — just in case a client or friend needed to stay the night after a dinner party.”

      I swallow, wanting so badly to reach for him, but I sit on my hands to keep myself from giving into the urge.

      “Then, I went to college, shared a dorm with my buddy Dane. He decorated a little, a few posters, but we were boys, you know? We didn’t care what our dorm looked like.” He shrugs. “Then, med school, residency in Chicago… both things I knew were temporary. This condo is the first place I’ve felt like it’s okay to set up roots.” He pauses. “I just don’t know how to.”

      “Maybe I can help,” I offer. “We can go to an art show or something, see what strikes you.”

      Greg shakes off whatever had his brows furrowed, offering me a soft smile. “I like that plan.”

      For a while, we’re silent, listening to the wind blowing through the trees and watching the full moon stretch wide over the dark sky. It lights up the whole backyard, casting shadows on the lower half of Greg’s face.

      I shiver when a big burst of wind finds us, and Greg chuckles, opening his arms.

      “Come here.”

      I swallow, thinking of the way he touched me under the water on the river today, and how refraining from any contact is the only safe bet here.

      “It’s okay. I’m fine.”

      “Body heat will help. Trust me,” he says, and he beckons me again.

      It’s a terrible idea. He knows it, I know it.

      And yet…

      We’re both so selfish, so desperate for just a taste of what we know we can’t have, that we ignore all the buzzing, blaring, neon warning signs, anyway.

      I slide over the shingles, moving snacks out of the way and letting him pull me in front of him. His legs frame either side of me, arms wrapping around me like I’m the tiniest thing, and I’m instantly surrounded with his warmth.

      I sigh.

      “Better?” he asks.

      “Much.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      I giggle. “Silly. Fuzzy. Time keeps skipping.”

      Greg laughs at that. “Skipping?”

      “Like a scratched CD.” I laugh and bury my face in my hands. “Oh, God. Am I aging myself?”

      “Stop that. I know what a CD is.”

      “Let me guess — your mom used to listen to them?”

      I try to laugh, but Greg turns me in his arms so that I’m facing him and leaning against one of his knees as his eyes search mine. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Make jokes at your own expense.”

      The concern laced in those words warms my heart even more than his arms around me, and I sigh, boldly reaching out and running my finger along the side of his jaw. My nail skates over the stubble there, and I follow that movement as Greg stares at me, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat.

      “Where were you when I was fifteen?” I whisper.

      Greg closes his eyes, his hand coming up to wrap around mine. He holds my fingertips to his lips, not kissing them, but just holding them there like he’s memorizing the way they feel.

      “On second thought, don’t answer that,” I say with a chuckle, trying to break the tension.

      But Greg just frowns, shaking his head once before he opens his eyes. Those deep brown pools lock on mine. “Why does my age matter so much to you?”

      “It’s not just your age,” I say with an arched brow and a smile.

      “But age is part of it.”

      I sigh, staring at where he holds my hand, at how the high buzzing through my system makes that touch so much more powerful. I feel every ridge of his fingerprints on my skin, the pulse of his heart through his veins, the warmth of the blood pumping through him warming me, too.

      “Because I know how much life you still have to live,” I whisper, and I keep my eyes on where his hand folds over mine. “And I don’t want you wasting it on someone washed up like me.”

      Greg squeezes my hand on a sigh, dropping his forehead to mine.

      He’s already touching me. His knee supports my back where I lean against him, one arm around my waist and the other hand still holding mine. My ass is against his thigh, my bare foot against his sneaker.

      But somehow, when his forehead tenderly touches mine, I’m aware of every single touch at once.

      I feel him, all of him, alive and breathing and surrounding me. It’s too much, but I don’t dare move. I don’t dare break a single point of contact.

      Slowly, Greg’s hand drops mine, sliding over my forearm, along the length of my sweater, and up to cradle my face.

      I sigh, leaning into the touch, into the way it feels to be held that way. My eyes flutter open, and Greg cups the back of my neck, pulling me closer.

      “Greg,” I warn.

      I warn, but I don’t stop.

      I don’t pull away.

      I don’t do anything but wait, my mouth parted, breath escaping in shallow sips and puffs.

      Greg swallows, his grip tightening, and then he lowers his mouth.

      The movement is so small, so minute I almost can’t catalog it at all. But with his next breath, his lips touch mine.

      I heave in a shaky breath, whimpering, clutching at his hoodie, but he locks down, completely still.

      It’s not a kiss.

      He doesn’t press those lips to mine, doesn’t push me down against the shingles and claim me. His lips just hover there, grazing mine, our breaths blending together in the treacherous space between.

      “You’re not washed up,” he whispers, and I taste every word, his lips moving against my own — warm and soft and heartbreaking. “And if I never get the chance to show you that, to make you feel it, to prove to you with every touch I’m lucky enough to steal that it’s true… I need you to promise me you’ll believe it for yourself.”

      My brows fold together, a tear I didn’t know was even building slipping silently down the side of my face and falling into my lap.

      “You, Amanda Young, are smart, and passionate, and brave, and fearless, and kind and caring and giving and so, so fucking beautiful it physically pains me every time I see you.”

      I roll my lips together against another threat of emotion, savoring the way his lips feel brushing against mine, the way it feels everywhere he’s touching me.

      “You used my maiden name,” I say with a smile — a smile that’s stopping me from crying, if I’m being honest.

      “Because I know how much your married one makes you feel trapped,” he says, and in a show of mercy, he lifts his forehead from mine, his lips gone with the movement. He grabs my face in his hands, his eyes searching mine. “That name does not define you, nor does the life you had with him. It’s over. It’s in the past. You are not a victim. You are a survivor.”

      And that does it.

      I try to fight it, try to bite my lips together and stave it off, but emotion breaks through, and I crumple into a heap in his arms.

      Greg holds me, letting me feel it all, letting me process the haunting past, and the torturous present and the terrifying future at once.

      I fist my hands in his hoodie, wishing I could lose myself in his words, in his touch, that there wasn’t such a complicated roadblock keeping us apart.

      I wish I could know what it feels like to be loved by a man like him.

      But I can’t, not without dire consequences that neither of us are prepared to face.

      He’d lose his best friend.

      I would lose the trust, the respect, and the relationship I have with my one and only son.

      With the one person who’s kept me alive and fighting all this time.

      That makes me cry harder, and Greg wraps me up even more, quieting me softly with his lips pressed against my hair.

      For tonight, just for tonight, I let him hold me.

      And I pretend he’s mine.
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      “You’re joking.”

      I sputter the words, dizziness taking over me as I find a bench and wearily sit down. Students whiz past me, back and forth, oblivious to how my life is crashing down right in front of them.

      It’s the Friday before Thanksgiving, which has the campus buzzing with students wrapping up their midterms and papers and other assignments due before the holiday.

      And amidst the chaos, I’m having a panic attack.

      “Please,” I say again. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      “I know it seems bad,” Myra says. “But we can work with this.”

      “Seems bad?” I choke on a laugh. “Myra, he’s trying to control me even after I divorce him.”

      “It’s only one stipulation, and it’s an easy one to get around.”

      “He said if I ‘seriously date’ anyone who makes more money than he does, he doesn’t have to pay alimony anymore. Nor does he have to keep me on his insurance.”

      “Well… maybe you just don’t date for a while. At least, seriously.”

      “But what does that even mean? Seriously? And what, I’m supposed to just date broke men, or no one at all?”

      My heart seizes in my chest.

      I know Josh, and because I know him, I understand exactly why he did this.

      He saw me with Greg. He assumed we were together — or at the very least, realized that I wasn’t going to be a lonely, miserable cow for the rest of my life the way he would prefer it.

      He saw it. The truth.

      That he can’t control me anymore.

      And then, he decided to change that, to remind me of the last thing he said to me before I kicked him out of our house.

      If he can’t have me, no one else can.

      “He and his attorney have outlined the terms,” Myra explains, her voice distant, as if reaching me through a tunnel of traffic. “Things like if you move in with the person, or date longer than three months exclusively, etc.”

      I shake my head, sitting back against the bench and pinching the bridge of my nose. “How is this even possible? Can he do this?”

      Myra sighs. “I mean, if we went to court, I highly doubt the judge would side with this.”

      “But then we’d have to go through fighting over everything, and all the mediation work would be null and void.”

      “Right. And you’d have to wait. It’s a very full docket right now.”

      “What are we looking at, timewise, if I refuse his asshole demand and we have to re-file and go to court?”

      Myra shuffles through some papers on the other end, types something, and then sighs. “Maybe a year.”

      “A year?” I nearly pass out again, and I immediately shake my head. “No. Absolutely not. I can’t. I’ve already fought with him for this long. It’s been almost two years since I asked him for this. Two years of my life, Myra.”

      “I know.” She pauses. “Look, if I were you, I’d just agree. I know,” she says when I try to cut her off. “That this is not what you want. It’s not what I want either. I hate that he’s forcing your hand even after you’re no longer together. But, he’s already signed the papers.”

      I blanch. “He has?”

      “With this new amendment, yes. So, if we sign it, we can file everything today, and you could be divorced before Christmas.”

      Free.

      I could be free.

      “Besides,” she adds. “I’d wager that the judge who oversees the finalization will see that amendment and throw it out. If they’re a fair and reasonable person.”

      “What if it’s an asshole man like the one I married?”

      Myra chuckles. “Well, then we work with it. Are you dating anyone right now? Is there any reason to be concerned in this immediate moment?”

      My heart kicks in my chest, Greg’s smile washing to the surface of an already-murky river in my mind. As if there weren’t enough reasons for us not to entertain whatever it is we’re feeling for each other, I can now add this to the list.

      “No,” I answer sadly.

      “And you’re in school,” Myra points out. “That’s going to take up a lot of your time. Maybe this isn’t such a bad thing. Focus on yourself, get your degree, get the career you want, and then you won’t need his money, anyway. That’s been the plan all along, right? To be free of his alimony as soon as you can be?”

      “Yes, but not like this, Myra,” I say softly. “Not like this.”

      She’s quiet for a long moment, then she says, “I’m sorry this is happening, Amanda. I’ll support you no matter what you decide.”

      I swallow, nodding, and run a hand back through my hair. But I already know what I must do.

      I can’t wait any longer to be free of him.

      “Let’s hope the judge has a right mind and throws it out,” I say.

      “So… sign it?”

      Another sigh. “I’ll head over now.”

      “You can sleep on it. There’s no rush.”

      But I stand, mind made up, heart already feeling lighter at the thought of being free of that man. I pull up the Uber app on my phone and head toward the parking lot.

      “I’m ready.”
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      I’m about two glasses of wine deep that night when Greg calls me.

      I’m also firmly locked into my pity party for one.

      Between Josh’s comments over the weekend, the date with Samuel being an absolute disaster, midterms kicking my butt, and now agreeing to a heinous divorce settlement — I’m just done.

      Greg hears right through my sad attempt to pretend I’m fine, and after pestering me long enough that I lose the will to fight, I tell him what happened.

      “He can’t fucking do that.”

      I laugh. “Oh, but he can.”

      “There’s no way the judge will sign off on it. No way.”

      “That’s what Myra thinks, but… I signed it. Which means I agreed to the terms. If the judge doesn’t pay close attention, it’ll slide right under the radar. They see hundreds of cases a week.” I sigh. “Besides, Josh is manipulative. If the judge does happen to ask him why he has that stipulation in the settlement, I know he’ll sell the story.”

      “How?”

      I shrug. “Who knows. He could say I broke his heart. He never saw this coming. It will help him heal. It will be better for his mental health. He doesn’t make enough to support the two of us forever. He wants to move on with his life and not be tied to the pain. There are a million reasons he could say that not financially providing for me should I start dating someone else who makes more than him would be a reasonable thing to ask.”

      Greg sighs, long and heavy. “I’m so sorry, Amanda.”

      “Ah, it’s all good,” I feign indifference. “I mean, not like I’m dating anyone, anyway. I can keep it that way for a few more years until I have my degree.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Yeah, well, life isn’t.” I drain the last of my wine.

      “Are you tired?”

      I frown at the odd question. “Not really. It’s only eight.”

      “Good. I’m coming over.”

      I groan at that. Not because I don’t want to see Greg, but more that I don’t want to see anyone.

      “It’s fine. I’m just going to watch TV and drink my sorrows away.”

      “I’m already getting dressed.”

      “Greg.”

      “I haven’t seen you all week.”

      I frown at that. He’s been busy with work, a full schedule of surgeries before the holiday, and I’ve been wrapped up in studying and finishing papers.

      Not to mention, the last time we were together, he all but kissed me.

      Maybe deep down, we both knew we needed to put space between us.

      “Hey, we agreed to go along with spontaneous, didn’t we?” Greg asks, shaking me from my thoughts.

      I sigh. “So, we’re checking something off the list tonight?”

      “Something not on the list, but yes. You’ll need to sober up a bit. And I need an hour. So, drink water and get ready.”

      “For what, exactly?”

      I hear him shut and lock his door behind him. “You’ll see.”

      


      GREG

      “Bikes?!”

      I just grin at Amanda as she stares open-mouthed at the presentation on her front porch — me next to my bike, and a brand new one I picked up for her on the way over propped up next to it. I even added a bell and a little red bow for the ultimate effect.

      “We probably need to adjust your seat a little, but I put air in the tires and lights on the wheels. I also got us reflective vests to wear.”

      “And a helmet, I hope, because I haven’t been on a bike since I was twelve.”

      I reach into the basket on the front of her bike and hold up a helmet. “One step ahead of you.”

      Amanda laughs, but her brows fold together, and she steps out of her house with her eyes sweeping the length of the bike. She cautiously runs a hand over the handlebars and then the seat.

      “I’m going to be terrible. I don’t even know if I remember how to ride one.”

      “There’s a reason that’s a saying, you know. Like riding a bike. It’ll come back to you quicker than you think.”

      “It’s dark.”

      “And we have lights.”

      Amanda squints up at the cloudy night sky. “It looks like it might rain.”

      “Then we better get going.”

      She sighs. “I’m not winning this argument, am I?”

      Another grin is her only answer.

      With a huff, she waves me off and heads back inside. “Fine, fine. Let me change.”

      Though she pretends like she’s annoyed, I don’t miss her bright smile when she returns in athletic leggings and a tank top, her hair braided over one shoulder. I take note of how she giggles a little bit when she first climbs on, of the laugh that erupts out of her when she tries to take off and ends up almost crashing. A few wobbly attempts later, and we’re slowly cruising down her street, the surprisingly warm evening air washing over us.

      Before we go too far, I have her practice slamming on her brakes, turning both directions, and instruct her what to do if a car is coming up behind us. Once she feels comfortable and we have our reflective vests on, we take off riding and just let the night take us where it wants to.

      Thunder rumbles in the distance, Tampa putting on a good lightning show as it so frequently does. But the storm is hovering over downtown, it seems, and we’re out of the danger zone — at least for now.

      The longer we ride, the more Amanda smiles and laughs and lets out little squeals of delight. We ride around her neighborhood, venture to a lighted bike path not too far from her place, and eventually just cruise side by side, continuing in one direction until one of us decides it feels like a good time to turn.

      “This is amazing,” she says as we take a left onto a street with a retention pond. There’s a lighted fountain spraying water into the night sky.

      “You feel any better than before?”

      She begrudgingly smiles. “Yes. I do.”

      “Go ahead. Say it.”

      She sighs again. “You were right.”

      “I’m sorry?” I ask, cupping my ear. “I couldn’t hear you.”

      Amanda tries to flip me off and nearly loses her balance, hands flying back to hold the handlebars steady as she laughs.

      “I used to ride all the time when I was younger,” she says after a moment, her eyes gazing out over the cloudy sky. “I remember getting in trouble more times than not for staying out riding until well past the streetlights came on. We had this huge hill by our house, and I would spend all evening flying down it, walking my bike back up, and doing it again.”

      She frowns then, swallowing, a severe sadness washing over her features.

      “It feels like another lifetime, that childlike wonder I had when I’d ride my bike,” she says softly. “I had to grow up so fast once…”

      Her voice fades, but she doesn’t have to finish the sentence for me to understand.

      She was pregnant at fifteen.

      She was still a kid herself, but she had to make adult decisions.

      I tilt my chin toward a bench facing the pond. “Want to take a break?”

      Amanda nods, and we pull over, propping our bikes up before she takes her helmet off and fusses with her braid a bit. She hangs the helmet on her handlebars and stretches, hands reaching up for the sky.

      “Ugh, I forgot how much these things hurt your butt,” she says, rubbing her cheeks to emphasize.

      I try not to stare at how round and tempting those cheeks are.

      “Try having a pair of balls between your legs,” I complain.

      She snickers.

      We stand for a while, stretching and letting our bodies adjust to being off the bike. Then, Amanda takes a seat on the bench, and I sit next to her, letting the comfortable silence surround us.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her.

      She swallows, her eyes a bit glossy when she turns to face me. “You think so?”

      “I know so.”

      Amanda smiles, and then with a sigh, she leans her head on my shoulder and threads her arms around mine.

      I close my eyes, savoring the touch, wishing I could comfort her in the way I really want to.

      “It’s scary,” she admits softly. “Starting over. Trying to figure it all out. Living on my own, school, a career, dating…”

      I swallow at that. “You’ll figure it out.”

      “How are you so sure?” she asks, lifting her head to peek up at me.

      I frown, trying to think of how to explain it. “Because that’s what we do. We’re humans. We think we know what we want, go for it, realize that wasn’t right, try again. We get hurt, betrayed, let down — by others and by ourselves. And through it all, we… learn. We adapt.” I look at her then. “We go on, and usually, we find an even better chapter waiting for us.”

      She smiles. “I like the sound of that.”

      Her head rests on my shoulder again, her arms around mine, and for a while we just stare at the fountain, feeling the breeze growing cooler and cooler.

      “Greg?” Amanda says.

      “Mm?”

      “I think you’re my best friend.”

      My next breath is strained, chest burning with an unfamiliar emotion I can’t even begin to untangle. I cover her hand with mine, rest my chin on her head, and hope she can feel how much she means to me without a single word being spoken.

      I don’t have time to dwell on that longing, though, because in the next breath, a big, fat raindrop hits me on the forehead.

      I blink at the contact, reaching up to touch the wet spot. “Uh-oh.”

      Amanda sits up, her worried eyes finding mine. “What?”

      I don’t have to answer, because the distant sound of rain falling through the trees hits us first, and then we hear it on the pavement, the pond, and before we can even stand, it starts falling on us.

      “Shit!” Amanda hops up, clamoring for her bike while I rush up behind her and do the same.

      “Come on, I think we can cut through this way!” I holler over the rain, and then I mount my bike and take off toward a small street behind the garages of a dozen houses.

      The rain goes from a light shower to a full-on downpour in a matter of moments, and the thunder getting louder and louder tells me we’re not too far from lightning. I pedal faster, turning around to check on Amanda and make sure she’s right behind me.

      “Greg!” she screams, and she stops pedaling, her bike gliding along and slowing down as she stares up at the rain.

      I slow down, too, and turn back to get her, ready to ditch her bike and have her climb on the back of mine if necessary.

      But then...

      She laughs.

      In the middle of the pouring rain, she stops her bike, kicks one foot down to hold herself steady, stretches her arms up overhead, and she laughs.

      I pause, marveling at the sight, at the sound of the joyful, free laughter echoing in the empty street. The rain is blasting sideways, highlighted by the streetlights above, and it casts her in a wet, orange glow like she’s the center of a universe, a golden source of light and heat and energy.

      The knot in my throat makes me realize that’s exactly what she is to me.

      With her arms outstretched and eyes closed, her hair getting drenched and falling out of the loose braid, she’s a goddess. A wild child. A free spirit. A charge so fierce it could never be tamed.

      She laughs and laughs, shaking her head and squealing with joy at the water she makes dance off the ends of her hair. Then, her eyes lock on mine, her chest heaving, and she sighs, happy and content.

      “I love the rain,” she says, climbing back onto her bike. “It washes everything away.”

      And then she takes off.

      Faster and faster, she pedals toward the house, and every now and then, she’ll throw her hands up overhead and laugh and soak in the rain just like she had in the middle of the street.

      I can’t help but laugh, too, as I follow her, making sure she doesn’t wipe out during her celebration.

      We finally reach her house just as a bright crack of lightning streaks the sky above us, and the resulting thunder shakes the earth, making Amanda scream. She ditches her bike first, leaving it on its side in the yard and sprinting up the stairs of her front porch as I do the same. Then, we barrel inside, shutting the door behind us.

      We’re a mess.

      A sopping wet, dirty mess.

      With the storm shut out, it’s suddenly quiet, nothing but our shoes squeaking on the tile floor and the sound of our haggard breathing.

      “Oh, my God. I’m disgusting,” Amanda says on a laugh, surveying the dirt and mud on her sneakers, her legs, the way every piece of clothing is sticking to her.

      “Worth it,” I joke.

      “Oh, so worth it,” she agrees. “That was amazing!”

      I chuckle. “We’re lucky we didn’t get struck by lightning.”

      Amanda laughs a little, too, hanging her hands on her hips and looking out the window like she’s tempted to run back out into the rain. She stares for a long while, her breath evening out, and then, her eyes flick to me.

      There’s a longing in that gaze, a blazing hot fire just like the one I’ve felt so many times when she looks at me. But there’s something else, too. Something deeper.

      Gratitude.

      Disbelief.

      Awe.

      Her brows pinch together, water dripping off her nose, her lashes, her hair. She rolls her lips together, licking the rain there.

      And then she launches herself into my arms.

      I catch her easily, wrapping my arms around her waist as she clutches my neck, burying her face in my chest.

      “Thank you, Greg,” she whispers.

      I just hold her tighter.

      For a long moment, we stand there, soaking wet and dripping on the floor in a crushing hug. But as our breaths steady, I notice how her hands tremble where they hold me, how she shivers in my grasp. Every inch where our bodies touch warms and zings to life, and suddenly, I’m aware of how her shirt sticks to her skin, how her nipples are pebbled and peaked against my abdomen.

      She pulls back, just enough to peek up at me through her wet lashes, those honey eyes searching mine. Her hands slide down from my neck, over my arms, and down my chest.

      I suck in a breath as those warm hands dive lower, running along the length of my abdomen. Amanda’s eyes follow the movement, her fingertips soft and hesitant as she trails them lower, lower, lower.

      She stops just above the hem of my shorts, drawing a line from hip to hip, and I don’t have control over the way my lower half responds. I ache for her — like I ache for a breath after being underwater for longer than my lungs can stand. And I know she sees it, the way my length strains against my shorts, growing and pressing into her core.

      Amanda swallows, and dips just the tip of her finger under the band of my shorts.

      My cock twitches in response, and she bites her lip, slowly trailing her eyes up my abdomen, my chest, and finally locking her gaze on mine.

      The next breath leaves me in a fiery wave, my nostrils flaring with the effort.

      “What do you want, Amanda?” I ask, my voice a pained whisper, my hands already gripping her waist like I’ll die if she moves even a centimeter away.

      “You.”

      The word barely leaves her lips before I claim them, mercilessly, our teeth smashing together as I push her back, one hand blindly feeling for the wall, and the other hiking her up just in time to shove her into it.

      She gasps at the impact, and I swallow the sound, lifting her easily and pinning her in place as she wraps her legs around my waist.

      “If you didn’t mean that,” I warn, biting her lip hard enough to earn me a whimper. “Tell me to stop now.” I swallow, pressing my forehead to hers and using every bit of willpower I have left to pause. “If you kiss me again, I—”

      “Don’t stop,” is all she manages before her hands thread in my hair, pulling my mouth back to hers at the same time she rolls her hips, running her heat along my hard shaft.

      I groan, returning the demand of her kiss with a punishing one of my own. I hold her hips with one hand, the other sliding up the front of her to palm one weighted breast. Amanda arches into the touch, a desperate mewl leaving her lips, and I moan at the feel of her, at the way it makes me feel to unravel her.

      My heart pounds like a jackhammer, vision going black as we kiss in a hateful, passionate chaos, like we’re the worst and best thing that ever happened to one another, like we’re marching to our deaths in a field of the most powerful pleasure.

      And as I lift her into my arms, blindly carrying us toward the stairs, one word consumes me, heavy and loud as the thunder rumbling outside.

      Mine.
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      I’ve never felt so alive.

      Every breath is searing and hot, or is it icy cold? Does it fill my lungs to the brink, or does it starve me for another sip of air? Is my heart beating wildly, or with the steadiest rhythm its ever known? Am I here, on Earth, touching this man, being touched by him? Or am I in a dream, a place so dynamically pleasurable it could never exist at all?

      Yes.

      And no.

      All of it.

      And none of it at all.

      My feet don’t hit the floor until we’re in my master bathroom, and even then, Greg drops me only long enough to rip his vest and shirt overhead and kick out of his sneakers before his hands claim me once more. Those hands grip my hips and slam me into the towel rack, breaking it and sending the plastic pieces clamoring to the floor.

      “Shit,” he says, breaking our kiss to stare at the damage.

      “Fix later,” I murmur, and then I’m pulling him back to me, moaning when his warm mouth finds mine once more.

      I hastily kick out of my own shoes, nearly twisting my ankle when I step on my sneaker once it’s off my foot before I kick it aside. Then I’m being pinned again, Greg invading every sense.

      His leg is wet and cold when he presses it between my thighs, opening me for him, his hands sliding up my stomach and under my tank top. He lifts it, taking the vest on top of it with the motion, and I lift my arms, letting him peel the slick, freezing fabric off my skin.

      The sports bra I’m wearing is thin, now practically see-through with how drenched we are from the rain. Greg groans his approval at the sight, both hands coming to palm each breast as he bites my neck.

      I arch for him, leaning into the touch and gasping at the feel of being devoured by a man so sure, so confident, so desperate to be with me.

      Biting my lip, I gather my wits long enough to tug at his shorts, and he understands what I’m asking, releasing his hold on me and stepping back so he can strip them off.

      But he doesn’t do it quickly.

      Instead, he backs up, farther and farther, my body trembling from the loss of his heat. With his eyes locked on mine, he slides his thumbs into the band of his shorts, tugging them down so slow I wonder if time has stopped altogether.

      I follow the motion, chest heaving, heart pounding as I get an even better glimpse of the bulge that was pressed against my core just moments ago.

      His shorts hit the floor in a soggy sloop, and then he smirks, stepping into me again and kissing me hard and sure.

      “Arms up,” he demands against my lips, and when I do as he says, he slips his fingertips under the band of my sports bra and peels it up and over my head, what’s left of my messy braid hitting my back once it’s off.

      My nipples ache and harden, the cold air even worse than the cool, wet clothing that covered them before. But one look at them and Greg groans, shaking his head as his hands reach out and softly palm them again.

      “Goddamn, Amanda,” he growls, hissing as he rolls his thumbs over each sensitive nipple, and I whimper at the touch. He arches a brow, a smirk on his face. “You like being touched here, don’t you?”

      I nod, panting, and Greg rolls his thumbs over each nipple again, flicking them and sending a hot zing of pleasure right between my legs.

      “Do you like being kissed here, too?” he asks, and he’s already bending, already cupping my left breast and lowering his mouth to my peak.

      I gasp, loud and wanting, when he runs his tongue over that sensitive area, flat and hot and wet. His tongue sharpens into a point then, flicking my nipple before he covers it completely with his mouth and sucks.

      “Fuck me,” I cry out.

      “Soon,” Greg husks, circling my nipple with his tongue before his eyes find mine. “And many times, I promise.”

      I bite my lip against the smile curling there, but that smile slips in the next instant when he shows my right breast the same attention he did the left, and I’m a writhing mess, squirming and snake-like under the intense pleasure.

      So long I’ve wondered what it would be like, to give in to that feeling buzzing between us. I wondered how he’d be with me, how I’d feel to finally have his hands on me, how his body would feel without an inch of space, or so much as a shred of clothing between us.

      Now, with my hands running the length of his muscled back down to grip his ass firmly, with his mouth on mine, his hands traveling lower and lower toward my leggings, I know nothing I imagined could have ever come close.

      It’s ecstasy.

      Pure, evil ecstasy.

      Forbidden and full of risk but consuming in the way only the best things are.

      Greg presses me even more into the wall as his kisses travel lower and lower, from my lips down my neck, over the swell of my breast, down my stomach, until he’s on his knees in front of me, his fingertips dipping into the band of my leggings.

      Seeing him there — this powerful, muscle-lined man — crouched in front of my belly, I can’t help but cower.

      I cover myself, my arms wrapping around my middle as words I’ve tried to fight against creep in.

      Greg pauses, frowning at the movement, and then recognition hits.

      He grabs my hands, stopping me from covering completely, and he kisses each fingertip soft and slow before putting my hands in his hair.

      “Don’t cover up,” he whispers. “Not with me.”

      I nearly cry when he looks up at me, when I feel the soft tendrils of his dark hair between my fingertips.

      “I want all of you,” he continues, and with his eyes still on mine, he glides his thumbs under the band and slides my leggings down, down, down. “Every beautiful inch.”

      He drops his gaze then, and though my leggings are out of the way — my panties, too — they’re both still wrapped around my calves, the fabric wet and restricting. But I don’t have time to awkwardly step out of them, because Greg’s hands slip around my waist, diving down to firmly palm my ass.

      And then, he lowers his mouth to my aching core.

      I suck in a breath at the first contact, feather-light and hot as his breath kisses my skin before his lips do. It’s a gentle kiss at first, but it still makes me tremble, and when he runs his tongue soft and easy over my clitoris, I buck my hips into the touch and let out the loudest moan of my life.

      Greg squeezes my ass in response, helping me roll and give him better access. One hand holds me steady as he blindly lifts my other, and I use my hands on his shoulders to balance as he haphazardly rips my leggings off that foot and rests the back of my thigh on his shoulders.

      “That’s better,” he muses, and then he descends, and I see nothing but fireworks and stars and blazing sunbeams when his mouth covers me again.

      It pains me to know I’ve missed out on this all my life, this enticing feeling of having a man on his knees for me, of having him lick and suck and kiss the most sensitive place on my body. I always thought it wasn’t a big deal, that I wasn’t missing much.

      God, was I wrong.

      I savor every moment, even tapping into Greg’s stupid meditation woo-woo and focusing on the very spot where he licks me to stay firmly in this moment. I memorize the pattern he uses, the way his tongue alternates from long, flat licks to quick, calculated flicks that build my orgasm like an active volcano.

      He’s so sure, so comfortable there, like he could spend his whole life pleasing me and never grow tired of it.

      I, on the other hand, am desperate to do some pleasing of my own.

      “Greg,” I whisper, and when he looks up at me, I gently tug on his elbows, urging him to stand.

      He does so slowly, kissing every inch of the way back up, and then his mouth claims mine, and I taste the sweetest mixture of me and him on his tongue.

      “I want you,” I whimper into his mouth.

      He swallows the sound, grabbing me around the waist and blindly backing us up to the shower. One hand reaches behind me to turn on the faucet while the other holds me steady, and then his hands are in my hair, tugging, my chin coming up so he has better access to kiss me breathless.

      He pauses, his eyes finding mine, breath erratic as he shakes his head.

      “I need you.”

      It’s like the words are a touch of their own, the weight of them slipping between the cracks of my soul and filling every single one. I nod, swallowing, and then I kiss him, hard and deep.

      I reach for the band of his briefs, tugging at them before Greg helps me pull them the rest of the way down.

      And then he’s standing there in front of me, completely bare, his cock hard and thick and lined with veins, the crown of it slick with pre-cum.

      I gulp, staring, not knowing what to do, questioning if I’ll be good enough for him, if I’ll be able to please him the way he’s already pleased me.

      Greg wraps one large hand around his shaft, squeezing, his fist running a gentle pump from crown to base with his eyes hooded and locked on my body.

      My body.

      He could have any girl he wants, that much I know for sure.

      But he wants me.

      That sews confidence into every fabric of insecurity I have, and I step into him, capturing his open mouth with my own as I reach down between us. I wrap my hand around his, letting him guide me, and then he takes his away, and I feel him for the first time.

      We both moan, Greg pressing his forehead to mine so he can look down at where I grab him. Slowly, gently, I rub him, just like he was touching himself, and I squeeze a little firmer each time.

      Then, in a move so confident I don’t know where it came from, I remove my hand, reach between my legs to slick my fingers between my wet lips, and then coat him in it.

      Greg curses as I stroke him again, this time lubricating him with my own desire, and then he slings the shower curtain back and hauls me up and over the tub’s edge. He barely shuts the curtain behind him before he’s on me again, my back against the cool tile, hot water streaming down over every inch of us, and his mouth making love to mine.

      He kisses me like a man would kiss that first taste of sin, like it pains him as much as it pleases him, like I’m his Kryptonite and his saving grace, and he can’t decide if I’ll save him or destroy everything he’s ever been.

      “Amanda,” he breathes, water rolling off his hair, his nose, his lips, as he presses his forehead to mine. His hands grip my waist hard enough to bruise, and he swallows, shaking his head.

      He doesn’t say another word, but he doesn’t have to. I get it. I understand.

      I feel the same.

      He’s just it for me.

      As fucked up and inconvenient as it is, he’s the one my heart wants, the one my body craves, the one who sees the me no one else ever has.

      And I know I’m it for him, too.

      Thinking about it too much would make us stop. We’d find a way to reason our way out of it, to spout the laundry list of reasons why this is a bad idea, why it will never work out.

      So, Greg kisses me before the thoughts can creep in, his hand slipping down my stomach along with the streaming hot water.

      Those meticulous fingers skate over my clit, rubbing it softly as I mewl into his mouth, and then he slips his middle finger between my lips, his fingertip pressing into my entrance.

      I curl my hips, seeking more, and he answers with a gentle thrust inside.

      A gasp of a breath leaves me, and he kisses me silent, withdrawing his finger before plunging it in again, deeper this time.

      Over and over, again and again, his palm rubbing against my clit with each new thrust, Greg works me and opens me and drives me wild until I’m begging him for more.

      For him.

      I break our kiss long enough to spin, my hands finding the cold tile, and I tilt my ass up and out, looking over my shoulder and through my wet lashes up at him.

      He bites his lip, shaking his head as he appreciates the new view. One hand wraps around his shaft, pulsing, as the other draws a soft, slow line down my spine and over my ass. He groans at the feel of it, and then winds up and gives my right ass cheek a little smack that echoes in the shower and makes me whimper for another taste.

      “Greg,” I plead.

      He groans, blowing out a breath. “Condom.”

      I almost collapse, a whine so juvenile coming out of me that it makes Greg chuckle, one eyebrow lifting as he eyes me.

      “I had my tubes tied years ago, and I’m clean. I know you are, too. Please,” I beg, rubbing my ass along his shaft. “I want you. Just you. I want to feel every inch.”

      


      GREG

      I groan out a curse, long and heavy as my next breath. As if she wasn’t already my undoing, as if holding her naked breast in my palm and tasting her sweetness on my tongue hadn’t driven me to my edge, she had to go and say those words.

      “I want to feel every inch.”

      Her golden eyes toy with me beneath her long lashes, her ass round and wet and fucking perfect, her pussy slicked and begging for me.

      And I can’t resist.

      I can’t deny her, and maybe I’ve known that for longer than I realize. She could ask me for anything, for everything, and I’d give it to her.

      I reach for her, hand in the crease where her hip meets her thigh as I pull her toward me, and she arches at the demand. I line myself up at her entrance, bringing both hands to her hips then, and I slowly, excruciatingly slowly, thrust my cock inside her.

      Every centimeter blazes a fire in us both, and we hiss and gasp and moan as I fill her all the way to the brim. Amanda’s cheek is against the tile, her mouth parted in a longing sigh, hands gripping the tile as best she can as I withdraw and flex in again.

      “Oh, my God, Greg,” she cries, reaching back for me. “Holy shh—”

      I grab her wrists, holding her arms behind her back as I slide out and back in, over and over, my pace quickening. Her hands wrap around my wrists in return, holding on for dear life as I pound her from behind. My thighs smack against her ass, and I watch my cock disappearing into her tight pussy with a guttural groan on my lips.

      “You feel so fucking good,” I lean in and breathe against the shell of her ear, sucking the lobe between my teeth.

      She moans, arching even more, and I release her wrists to wrap my arms full around her and hold her close, slowing my pace.

      I kiss her neck, biting and sucking the skin as I flex in harder and deeper, slower, making sure she gets her wish to feel every fucking inch of me.

      “Yes, yes, right there. Yes,” she moans, and with that announcement, I reach around her and between her legs, seeking the hood of her clit.

      Going down on her, while enjoyable for both of us, was also a bit of research. I wanted to know what makes her legs shake, what drives her close to her climax, what buttons to push to get her free-falling through a universe of stars.

      I rub gently, circling with my forefinger and middle finger giving just the right amount of pressure. Then, I cup my other hand over her breast, pinching and rolling her nipples as she grinds her ass against me.

      I let her take control, let her swallow my cock with each rock of her hips, getting the angle and depth she wants. And I feel it, when she’s close, how her pace picks up, how when I answer her thrust for thrust, she loses her breath altogether.

      And then she spirals, crying out and moaning my name and digging her nails into my ass as I push her to the finish line. Her walls tighten around me, squeezing and pulsing and teasing my own release as she rides out her orgasm.

      Then, with a shudder and a long exhale, she falls limp in my arms.

      I chuckle, holding her steady as I kiss along the back of her neck, slowly flexing in and out of her. “Don’t give up on me yet, baby.”

      That fires her up again, her lips curling into a smile as she twists her entire body to face me. As soon as she does, she loops her arms around my neck, hiking one leg up to invite me in again.

      “Never,” she promises.

      I take the weight of her, wrapping one arm around the small of her back as I bend and tilt my hips for just the right access. I slip inside again, groaning at how she’s somehow even tighter after climax. She’s more wet, too, and I slip in and out of her desire, the arm not wrapped around her holding us steady against the shower rack.

      Amanda bites her lip, watching me fuck her, and her hands crawl over her body, sensual and confident until she’s palming both breasts.

      I curse at the sight, at those juicy tits bouncing in her hands. She moans and writhes and fucks me like a goddamn porn star, and I combust, wrapping her in my arms and pulling her deep onto my shaft as I find my release.

      My body zings and numbs and shreds to pieces as I spill inside her, moaning and flexing deeper, like I can’t consume enough of her to ever be fully sated. My orgasm is lingering and robust, and I can’t stop flexing, can’t stop trying to chase it for even longer, to see how long I can make it last.

      When I’m finally spent, Amanda and I both collapse into a heap of bodies on the shower floor, the water already starting to run cold as it washes over us. We pant and stare at each other, and then Amanda smirks, and I let out a laugh, and we slump back against the tub walls and just take in the view.

      “That…” Amanda says, still panting as she shakes her head. Then, she swallows, licks her lips, and crawls over to me, maneuvering until she’s straddling my legs. “I want to do that again.”

      She cuts my laugh short with a hot, needy kiss, and I wrap my arms around her, already growing hard again with her tits in my face and her pussy slicking against my shaft.

      “Now?”

      “Right now,” she says, biting my lip as she rolls her hips against me.

      And once again, I find that I can’t deny her.
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      “Mm, you’re like a giant, warm, fuzzy teddy bear.”

      Amanda wiggles her way even more into my embrace, and I chuckle, kissing her hair.

      “Fuzzy?” I frown, putting space between us so I can look down at my bare abdomen. I pat the hair-free skin in defense.

      “Okay, so, not so fuzzy, but still warm,” she amends, snuggling in close again. She sighs contently, and I do the same, closing my eyes and savoring the way she feels in my arms.

      The morning light woke us not too long ago, although it’s streaming through her blinds brighter and brighter by the minute. Long rays of golden light stretch across the bed, across the sheets we’re wrapped in, across her beautiful face.

      “It’s not even cold out, you know,” I say after a moment. “Probably in the eighties already.”

      “Shut up and let me pretend I’m cold. It’s the holiday season, even if Florida didn’t get the memo.”

      When she tangles her body up with my own, one leg slipping between mine and the other hiking up over my hip, I decide I like this game and lose my will to argue.

      We spent the entirety of the night fucking like two teenagers, barely finishing one round before the next would begin. I finally made us break around three a.m. for food and water and sleep, and this morning, every muscle in my body aches in both the painful and delicious way.

      But even now, when I should be fully satisfied and too tired to want anymore, I can’t help but roam her body, my fingertips drawing lazy lines over every inch, cock growing hard at the thought of being inside her again.

      For so long she’s been off limits, forbidden in every way.

      Now that I’ve had her, I know I’ll never get enough.

      “This is so nice,” Amanda says, smiling against my chest. “I’ve never been held this way before.”

      “What?” I ask on a laugh. “What do you mean?”

      She shrugs, lifting my arms around her with the movement. “Josh wasn’t the snuggling type.”

      My throat tightens, and I shake my head, wondering how he could have been so stupid as to not see what he had when he had it.

      “He also wasn’t the go downtown type.”

      I frown. “Like he wouldn’t take you out on a nice date?”

      She chuckles, leaning back to peer up at me. “No, I mean, he wouldn’t go downtown,” she reiterates, lifting a brow. Her gaze drops between her legs, and it clicks into place.

      “What a fucking moron.”

      Amanda lets out a soft laugh through her nose, snuggling into my chest again.

      I want to keep on, to ask her what else he failed at so I can show her all the ways she deserves to be treated. But the truth is I don’t like thinking about that man at all, let alone when I’m naked in bed with the woman who’s been driving me crazy for months now.

      I decide it’s not worth it, and I focus instead on how she feels in my arms, on every door that just opened overnight.

      We’re quiet for a long while, Amanda holding me tight as I run my fingers through her hair. The sun beams in warmer and warmer, and we kick the sheets off, but don’t bother peeling ourselves away from one another.

      After a long sigh, Amanda squeezes me tight and says, “I wish this could last forever.”

      My heart kicks in my chest.

      We’ve been avoiding it, the conversation of what this means, of what happens next. But with a sentence like that coming so easily from her, I can’t ignore it any longer.

      I pull back, just enough that I can prop myself up onto one elbow and gaze down at her. “What if it can?”

      Amanda snorts a little laugh.

      When I’m still staring at her, stone cold serious, she balks. “Greg, we can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, for starters, I’m much, much—”

      “I swear, if you say you’re older than me, I will flip you over on this bed and spank you so hard you’ll think you’re the young one.”

      Her cheeks flush. “Is that right?”

      “Test it and find out.”

      She chuckles. “Would you want me to call you Daddy? Or Doctor?”

      “Doctor Daddy is just fine,” I tease, and then I gobble up her neck in a flurry of loud, sloppy kisses that make her laugh and squirm away.

      “I’m serious,” she says, pressing her hands into my chest.

      “So am I. Doctor Daddy works.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I am…” She pauses, noting where I’m about to flip her over, and chooses to amend her language. “There is an age difference, and you know it.”

      “So? Doesn’t matter.”

      “You want to get married. You want kids.”

      “Who said that?”

      That gives her pause, and she frowns, sitting up a bit more. “You… don’t want those things?”

      “I want you.”

      She sighs, slinking back down. “Right now. But one day, that won’t be enough. I won’t be enough.”

      “You’ll always be enough for me.” I shake my head. “More than enough.”

      She doesn’t look convinced, so I pull her into my arms.

      “Look, maybe I do want to marry you one day. If I did, would you be opposed to it?”

      Amanda swallows. “I don’t know. It didn’t work out well for me last time.”

      “But I’m not Josh.”

      “Oh, trust me, after last night, that is more apparent than ever.”

      I smirk.

      “And as for kids, I don’t know if I want any. I’ve never really thought about it, if I’m being honest.”

      “Never?” she deadpans.

      “All I’ve thought about since I was eighteen is my career.” I pause. “And hockey.”

      She smirks at that.

      “And in recent months, you.”

      “Smooth,” she comments, and though she tries to act like it’s a cheesy line, her flushing cheeks betray her.

      “But if I do want kids one day,” I continue. “Who’s to say we couldn’t adopt, or foster, or get a dog.”

      “A dog?” She laughs.

      “Hey, they’re both high maintenance and cute as hell. Could be close to the same thing.”

      She shakes her head, running a finger down my chest. “Even with all that aside,” she says. “What would we tell David?”

      My stomach roils violently at the thought, at what I know won’t be a pretty conversation no matter how we try to sugarcoat it.

      “We tell him the truth,” I settle on.

      “Which is?”

      That I love you.

      The thought slams into my chest, hard and unexpected, but I bat it away like a fast pitch served right over the middle of the plate.

      I bring her fingertips to my lips, kissing each one between sentences. “That I care about you.” Kiss. “That I want to make you feel safe.” Kiss. “And comfortable.” Kiss. “And happy.” Kiss, kiss, kiss. “And that you make me feel all those same things, too.”

      “And when he kicks you in the balls, disowns me and says I’m never allowed to see him or my grandbaby again, and calls us both disgusting traitors — then what?”

      I frown, the joke not sitting anywhere near funny for me. “Do you really feel that way?”

      “That he’ll be pissed? Absolutely. I know my son.”

      “That we’re disgusting.”

      “What?” She shakes her head, sitting up against the headboard. “God, no. I think we’re…” She pauses, searching for words, and her eyes soften, a small smile spreading on her lips. “Written in the stars,” she finishes, her eyes finding mine. “By some really fucked-up, twisted god who thinks it’s funny to torture human beings.”

      I try to smile, but it’s weak. “It’s just age. A number. A meaningless number.”

      “I think it’s more than that.”

      Amanda quiets, thinking, her fingertips brushing my forearm.

      “Then, there’s Josh.”

      I scoff. “He can piss off.”

      “And take his alimony with him?”

      That wipes the smugness off my face.

      I haven’t even considered that, the new stipulation he wormed into their divorce settlement. The reminder makes my blood boil.

      “It won’t pass the judge,” I say, more certain than I feel.

      “It might. And as much as I want to say I’m fine without his money… I’m not.” She looks down at her hands. “I want to be. I will be, one day. But I never went to school. I’ve never had a job. I’m starting over at forty-seven,” she says that last part with a laugh. “I don’t want to still need him, but I do.”

      I’m already shaking my head. “You don’t need him.”

      She just shrugs, quiet again.

      I’ll take care of you. I’ll provide for you. I can pay for your school and give you a place to live and a car and anything else you need.

      All the words are on the tip of my tongue, but I can tell already that Amanda is freaked out, that she’s in doomsday mode, and I decide it doesn’t have to all be figured out right now in this moment.

      We’ll find a way.

      That much I’m certain of.

      “I need to get out of this bed,” Amanda says, stretching her arms skyward.

      “Mm… you sure about that? I was just thinking that I’m kind of hungry…”

      “Want me to make you breakfast?”

      The insinuation is lost on her, even as I’m crawling down her body, kissing her arms, her stomach, her hips.

      “I think it’s already been made.”

      I look up at her with a smirk, nibbling on the top of her thigh as I spread her legs and settle between them.

      Recognition hits, and Amanda bites her lip, shaking her head. “I don’t even know if I can anymore. I’m drained. Exhausted. Dried up.”

      I plant a soft kiss against the inside of her thigh, trailing my finger up and between her legs.

      “Trust me, baby,” I growl, gliding my finger through her slit. “Far from dried up.”

      Amanda blushes, her legs falling open wider, a soft whimper slipping free when I lightly graze her clit with my tongue.

      And then, the front door slams shut downstairs.

      I freeze, Amanda gripping my wrist, her eyes wide and locked on mine.

      “Mom! You up there?”

      David.

      “Oh, my God. Oh, shit. Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck!” Amanda flies through a string of hushed curse words, kicking me off her and scrambling to do something — anything — but there’s no time.

      Already, David’s footsteps pound on the stairs, him taking two at a time like he always does. We don’t have time to put on clothes. We don’t have time to talk through what to do. We don’t have time to hide me. We don’t even have time to close the fucking bedroom door, which was left wide open in our haste last night.

      And in the next breath, he swings through it.

      “Wake up, sleepyhead! Your brand-new car is waiting in the driv—”

      I barely have time to get beside Amanda and pull the sheets up over us both, and I watch in slow motion as David’s words get cut short, as the excitement drains from his face, as a mixture of embarrassment and confusion wash over him. He looks like he’s about to duck outside, like he’s about to apologize for catching his mother indecent.

      But then, he sees me.

      And all that confusion, all that embarrassment? It’s replaced by pure, unforgiving rage.

      “What the fuck is going on?!”

      “David, please,” Amanda tries. “Just wait downstairs, let us get—”

      “Why the fuck are you in my mom’s bed, Greg?!” He ignores her, staring blatantly at me, his chest heaving, lasers beaming from his eyes.

      I hold up my hands in surrender, swallowing. “I can explain.”

      He laughs, haughty and irate. “Oh, please do. I’d love to hear you try to talk yourself out of this.” He shakes his head. “Actually, I’d love to never hear you talk again. To never see you again.” Emotion chokes his words. “Fuck, I think I’m going to be sick.”

      He takes off down the hall, and instantly, Amanda and I jump out of bed. She tugs on her robe while I struggle into my still-damp shorts laying on the bathroom floor, and then we both tear down the hall after him.

      “David?” Amanda calls.

      “I can’t fucking believe you,” David calls from downstairs, and we both fly down them, trying to catch him before he leaves. He’s at the front door when we reach him, and he spins on me, shoving me hard in the chest. “You’re my fucking friend, Greg. You’re supposed to be my best friend!”

      “Just listen for a second,” I try.

      “She’s my mom, you piece of shit. My mom.”

      His blue eyes are more a shade of red now, his brow furrowed deep, neck strained as he puffs his chest to mine.

      “I care about her.”

      David’s head snaps back, and then he laughs. “You care about her. Yeah, enough to fuck her when she’s not even divorced? You’re a goddamn pervert and a backstabbing prick. That’s what you are.”

      “David,” Amanda scolds.

      He spins on her then. “He’s my friend, Mom. You’ve known him since we were kids. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      That breaks her, tears shimmering in her eyes, and I step between them to get his rage centered on me again. “Listen, I know this is hard. We didn’t want you to find out like this.”

      Fuck.

      I know the moment the words come out that they’re a mistake.

      David’s brows shoot up. “Find out,” he repeats, eyes skirting to his mom. “How long has this been going on?”

      “It hasn’t. It was one time,” Amanda says, but I cut her off.

      “I think we’ve both known for a while how we feel about each other.”

      David’s jaw drops, and he lets out an incredulous laugh, walking away from us with his hands scrubbing back through his hair. Then, he spins on me again.

      “And what? I’m supposed to be okay with this? Give you my blessing? Call you Dad?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I say.

      “Ridiculous?” He almost laughs again, but it dies in his throat.

      Then, he rears back, and slams his fist right into my eye.

      “OH MY GOD, DAVID!”

      Amanda’s scream is all I hear over the ringing in my ears, over the pain striking like lightning as I grunt and nearly fly to the ground. I cover my eye with my hand, taking a moment to compose myself, missing half the conversation happening around me before I finally come to again.

      Just in time to see David storm out the door and hear it slam behind him.

      Amanda is staring at a set of car keys in her hand, her bottom lip wobbling, tears streaming down her face.

      I run to her, wrap her in my arms, quiet her and hold her head to my chest. “It’s okay,” I tell her, even though we both know it’s not. “Just let him cool down. He was surprised. It’ll—”

      “You have to go,” she says through the tears.

      “I’m not going anywhere, not after that.”

      “Greg, this was a mistake,” she cries, pressing her hands into my chest. She pushes gently, creating space.

      Space that nearly kills me.

      I swallow, shaking my head over and over. “No. No, you don’t mean that. I’m sorry he found out that way, Amanda, but this doesn—”

      “We never should have even entertained this!” she screams, her eyes still pouring tears as she brings them to meet mine. “Don’t you see what we’ve done? We betrayed his trust. We hurt him.”

      I try to swallow past my sandpaper tongue but can’t.

      “He just needs a little space, a little time. He’ll understand. He’ll—”

      “This can’t happen,” Amanda says, sniffing and storming past me into the kitchen. “We can’t happen, and you need to go.”

      I catch her by the elbow, turning her to face me. “You don’t mean that.”

      She won’t look at me, even when I bend to her level.

      “Amanda, look at me.”

      She still won’t.

      “You care about me, just like I care about you. It wasn’t a mistake. We’ve been fighting it for months when we’ve both known all along that the only time we feel right, the only time we feel anything is when we’re together.”

      Her face crumples at that, more tears streaming.

      “We will figure this out. It will be okay,” I promise. “Just… please. Don’t push me away right now.”

      I’ve never wished so desperately that I could warp time. I wish I could turn back the dial, go back to this morning, kiss her sweetly and slip out the door and avoid this whole thing. I wish we had more time. I wish we could have talked it through, made a plan, figured out how to tell him — together.

      Amanda blows out a breath through her lips that seems to steady her, but then she lifts her chin. “I want you to go.”

      I close my eyes, the words like another punch to the face. I’m tempted to beg again, to drop to my fucking knees and plead for her not to do this. I’m not above groveling. I’m not above laying myself bare and pleading with her to see how badly this will kill me.

      But I won’t disrespect her like that.

      She wants me to go.

      So, I’ll go.

      Releasing her elbow, I slowly trudge up the stairs. I take my time putting on my shirt and pulling on my sneakers, hoping maybe she’ll change her mind with me out of the room. But when I descend the stairs again, she seems more resolute than before.

      My heart is an aching, bleeding thing as I swipe my keys off the hook by the door. I pause there, though, hand hovering over the knob, every voice inside me screaming for me to stay.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I promise her again. “What happens next is up to you.”

      And then I leave.
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      “I need you to lead this,” Beck says as we walk through the doors of Shipwrecked on Monday. He nods at where Dane is already seated at the bar. “You know him better than I do.”

      “And you know Lars better, which is the only reason I let you drag me into this in the first place.”

      Beck frowns. “Why are you so grumpy?”

      “Long weekend,” I mutter.

      He appraises me with a furrowed brow as we approach the bar. I’m sure he can tell as well as anyone else that I’m far from okay, but thankfully drops it, not pressing any further as we flank either side of Dane.

      I order my usual soda and bitters solemnly, a deep sigh leaving my chest that I’m here at all. A bar is the last place I want to be, let alone pestering one of my best friends for details about his love life when mine is in shambles.

      I almost wish I drank.

      Maybe if I did, I could escape the crushing pain of the last few days, of the soul-draining realization that I held Amanda in my arms only for her to slip through my fingertips in the next breath.

      I can still feel her there, like a phantom limb I’ll never be rid of. I smell the scent of her shampoo when I’m at the hospital, hear a laugh that sounds just like hers in my condo building, see a head of long brown hair walking down the street that nearly makes me call out her name.

      All weekend long, images and sounds and smells have tortured me.

      And all weekend long, Amanda has ignored my calls.

      I take my first sip in apathetic synchronization with Beck, my mind far away, a mud slide of what if’s continuing its destruction in my heart.

      What if I just showed up at her house?

      What if she slapped me for disrespecting her wishes?

      What if she invited me inside?

      What if she’s thinking about me, too?

      What if she wants to see me?

      What if she never wants to see me?

      What if this is it?

      What if there’s no fixing it?

      What if I have to live with this loss forever?

      I must have sighed, or made some kind of noise, because I catch Dane watching me, the line between his brows thick and worried.

      I force a smile, and though I know it’s not a believable one, it satisfies Dane enough that he turns his attention to Beck, instead.

      It won’t be long before Beck won’t be a part of our crew at all. He’s got one foot still in Tampa and the other down south in Eden, where his unexpected lady waits for him. He’s only here for the rest of the year to wrap up cases he’s been working on, then he’ll be moving his practice and the rest of his life.

      Hence him pestering me into dragging Dane here for a good ol’ brotherly threat to treat Larsen right in his absence, since he won’t be here to ensure that himself.

      Beck glances at me, giving me the eyes like I should be the one to start the conversation. But I’ve got about as much enthusiasm as a sloth in a circus ring, and I just take another drink, ignoring him.

      “All right,” Beck barks. “This is bullshit. I’ll address the obvious.”

      I feign a relieved sigh. “Thanks, man. I’m struggling.”

      Dane cocks a brow at me as if to say no shit. “Oh, are you gonna share what crawled up your ass and farted?”

      “Later.” I wave him off. “Beck is leading the charge.”

      The man in mention lifts his whiskey. “What’s the story with you and Larsen?”

      “We’re friends,” Dane answers simply, but Beck doesn’t back down.

      “I’m not looking for the condensed version.”

      “I didn’t know we were grilling tonight.”

      Beck claps him on the shoulder. “Oh, come on. You’ve been doing who knows what with her for over a month. We’re due for a report with some detail. Feel free to gloss over the naked sections.”

      “You’re such a doctor,” Dane mutters.

      “Quit digressing. I told Lars to take a load off and ease her stress levels. That must be where you come in. Are you going to make an honest woman out of her?”

      I cough into my fist. “Most likely the opposite.”

      “Dude,” Dane says, punching my arm. “I take offense to that.”

      “No, you don’t.” I rub the spot on my bicep where his fist landed, another more recent punch to the eye flashing in my memory. That was a fun story to tell when I showed up looking like a UFC fighter at the hospital this morning. “You’re never serious about anything. I can count on you to go with the flow, regardless of the situation. Unless it involves settling down and forming an attachment. Larsen is the exact opposite. Until recently.”

      That perks him up. “Oh?”

      And I smile.

      Got him.

      “Ah, now I have your interest.”

      “Just curious,” Dane tries, returning to his beer, but I know better.

      I elbow him. “The rigid and frosty Doctor Larsen Belle is officially thawing. She winked at us, not to mention the giggling and smiles. I’ve never seen her look so happy. Don’t ruin it.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen the kind of smile that spreads on Dane’s face next, not even when he successfully hooked up with one of his professors in college. There’s something different in this smile, something… deeper.

      My stomach tightens, because I know I wore that same smile just a few nights ago when I had Amanda laughing in the rain, her arms outstretched toward the sky, her heart free and happy…

      “Oh, you like her.”

      Beck’s assessment brings me back to the present moment, to helping my friend, and I swallow down a cold drink of soda to try to keep my mind clear.

      “Of course, I do,” Dane answers.

      “No, you really like her.”

      I do my best to perk up. “Shut the fuck up. You caught feelings? For an actual woman?”

      “As opposed to what? A blow-up doll?” Dane glares at me.

      I shove him off. “Don’t be a dick. I need this distraction right now. Are you in love?”

      “Please,” he says, waving a hand overhead. “Announce my demise to the entire bar.”

      I roll my eyes. “Dramatic much? No one knows who we’re talking about.”

      “The puzzle is simple to solve.”

      “What’re you worried about? Besides the usual.”

      “It’s complicated,” he mumbles.

      I almost laugh at that, but laughing isn’t in my range of emotions these days.

      “When is it not? We’re well versed on the subject,” I remind him, sharing a glance with Beck, who’s had more than his fair share of complicated over the past few months, too.

      “Our arrangement is simple and temporary,” Dane says. “She’s very adamant about keeping things casual. I don’t want to scare her off.”

      Beck blanches. “Are you sure? Larsen just doesn’t strike me as the type to do a no-strings deal.”

      “Trust me, we’ve discussed it. Several times.” He rolls his shoulders back with a sigh that makes me wonder if he wants more. “Don’t worry about my intentions. Belle is in good—”

      I sputter on my soda at that. “Belle?”

      “Yeah?”

      Again, something short of a laugh escapes me, but I can’t help the genuine grin that finds me.

      I think Dane is falling in love.

      “That’s adorable.”

      “Why? It’s her last name,” he deadpans. “I’m not going to call her Lars.”

      “Why not? Everyone else does.”

      “I’m not everyone.”

      Beck keeps probing. “But you don’t want more with her? How do you manage to remain detached after this long?”

      It’s me who can easily answer that. “Our buddy has the uncanny ability to cut and run. Those bad habits go way back before he met me.”

      “Alright,” Dane grunts. “Enough of the third degree. Let’s focus on why you’re acting like a soggy paper bag left out in the rain.”

      My frown slips at that.

      I crack my neck, not wanting the conversation to shift to me, but at the same time, I might actually go insane if I don’t talk to someone about what happened.

      “It’s Amanda,” I confess.

      Dane nods. “The chick you were with at the climb?”

      “She’s the one.”

      “The one?” Dane echoes, noting the specific language I chose there. “Is it that serious?”

      Memories from the last couple of months hit me in sardonic waves, each one succeeding more than the last in taking me under.

      Her groggy smile as I put her under after the accident.

      Her victory dance after climbing the wall.

      Her nervousness at the stair climb.

      Her hitched breath when my hand was on her thigh on Halloween.

      The way she tried to hide from me after her date.

      The way she realized she never could.

      The river.

      The bikes.

      Her shower.

      Her bed.

      Over and over, one after another, they crash into me, and all I can do is swallow down the knot they leave in my throat.

      “She is,” I whisper. Then, I lift my brows. “Or rather, she would be—if things were different."

      “What things?”

      “The fact that her son is one of my best friends, for starters.”

      Dane blanches. "Wait... Amanda is David's mom?"

      David and Dane met one weekend in college when David came to visit me. Dane is also about the only person I’ve opened up to about David’s family situation, and specifically how it affected me.

      I take another sip of my drink on a nod. “Indeed, she is.”

      Dane is silent for a moment, then says, “Man, just talk to him. David will understand.”

      “That might have been an option. Before.”

      “Before?”

      “Before he walked in on me in his mom's bed.”

      Beck and Dane both let out an oof, exchanging glances without either of them having a comforting word to offer after that.

      What is there to say?

      “Do you want a shot?” Dane finally says. When I glare at him, he holds up a placating palm. “Just saying, now would be the time to take one. You can’t even drown your sorrows the old-fashioned way.”

      “I’m capable of coping without alcohol. Fuck you very much.”

      “Damn, you really are touchy.”

      I can’t argue that, nor can I sell the fact that I can cope at all. But lucky for me, the front door of Shipwrecked bangs open then, and Larsen blows through it like a damn hurricane, her hair disheveled, eyes wide.

      I nudge Dane off the barstool. “You’re excused from my pity party. Go take care of your girl.”

      “Not mine—”

      I cut him off. “Don't be naïve. Fucking communicate, man. Trust me—letting pride or fear keep you from a girl that incredible will be your biggest regret.”

      Dane looks like he doesn’t want to leave me after a depressing comment like that, like he’s just realized his friend needs him. But Beck is shoving him off, too.

      “Go,” he echoes. "Before I change my mind and grill you more.”

      Without further delay, Dane leaves us for Larsen, and then Beck’s glare is heavy on me.

      I ignore it, taking another long pull of my soda before I smack a hand on the bar. “Well, now that that’s over.”

      “Sit,” Beck says, grabbing my arm before I can get my ass more than a few inches off the stool.

      I sigh, sagging back down.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

      “I figured you had enough going on.”

      “Don’t deflect. And don’t keep your shit from me just because you think I can’t handle it on top of my own. We’re friends, Greg. I’m here for you when you need me. Period.”

      I nod, tail between my legs. “You’re right. I’ve just… I’ve never been good with opening up, especially with stuff like this.”

      “Stuff meaning relationship stuff? Because that I believe, since I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in one.”

      I scratch the back of my neck with a shrug.

      “Have you tried talking to your friend since this all happened?”

      “Many times.”

      “And?”

      I level a glare at him. “What do you think? No response. I’m sure he’s blocked my number by now.”

      “Was it that bad?”

      “Remember how I said I got hit in the eye with a hockey puck?” I ask, pointing to the fading bruises on my face.

      Beck blanches. “He was the hockey puck.”

      “Indeed,” I confirm, hand falling onto my lap.

      “So, he was pissed. I mean, we talked about this at the café with Lars — what guy wouldn’t be upset that his friend and his mom were hooking up?”

      “We weren’t hooking up,” I defend, chest puffing at the insinuation that that’s all it was.

      Beck chuckles, holding up his hands. “I just mean that he walked in at a very precarious time,” he says. “I’m sure he wasn’t thinking straight. In that moment, there was no reasoning with him. But maybe now…”

      “I’ve tried.”

      “Try harder.”

      I grit my teeth, spinning to face him. “What am I supposed to do, Beck? He won’t talk to me. Neither will she. David will probably kill me if he ever does see me again, and Amanda has made it clear that I don’t have to worry about what will happen the next time she sees me, because it’s never going to happen.”

      My chest heaves with that last part, heart splitting in two with the realization. And when my shoulders sag, my gaze falling to my half-empty glass on the bar, Beck sighs, clapping his hand on my shoulder.

      “Look, man. You know I’ve had my fair share of shit that no one could get me to see out of — no one until Carly, anyway.”

      I nod, thinking of his PTSD and how much of a hold it’s had on him ever since I’ve known the guy.

      “I’m not going to tell you it’ll be easy. I’m also not going to assure you that it will all work out,” he adds. “All I’m saying is that if she means this much to you, and obviously she does, then you might as well leave all your cards on the table. If you think you’ve already lost them both anyway…” He shrugs. “What more do you have to lose?”

      I frown, digesting his words as he signals to Harry to bring our tab over. He pays for both of us with me sitting there like the mopey sonofabitch I am, and then he stands.

      “From what you’ve told me, this guy is like a brother to you. My bet is that he’s hurting more than anything. Give him a little more time to cool down, and then try again.”

      “And if the result is the same?”

      Beck shrugs. “Then you dust yourself off and you move forward.”

      “Without her,” I finish for him, saying the words I know he doesn’t want to.

      “If you must, yes. That’s all we can do, man. We just keep living — pain and all.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know if I can live without her,” I confess. “Not now that I know what it’s like to have a life with her in it.”

      Beck smirks, grabbing his coat and shrugging it on. “All the more reason to keep fighting, my friend.”

      He leaves me with that, nodding to Dane and Larsen on his way out the door.

      And I try not to cling too tightly to the fire of hope his words have lit inside me.
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      You wanted him to go.

      You asked him to leave.

      You told him not to text you anymore.

      You told him not to call.

      You told him it was over.

      You.

      You decided this.

      Words flutter around my head, my heart, like caged birds in a thunderstorm as I stir the gravy on the stove, the familiar smells of Thanksgiving dinner wafting up around me.

      In the living room, Julia and Tucker lie on the plush rug, my grandson laughing so hard he’s got tears in his eyes from his new favorite game of watching Daddy play with a yo-yo. Up and down the toy goes, and Tucker giggles like crazy, clapping his hands together at the lights and the neon blur of color.

      A football game plays on the television, David’s eyes occasionally drifting up to watch a play, but most of the focus is on Tucker.

      I’m thankful, especially since if anyone asks me again if I’m okay, I’ll likely melt all the way down.

      The past week has been nothing short of hell.

      After Greg left — just like I asked him to — it was all I could do not to spend the entire day sobbing in bed. My chest caved in on my heart, on my lungs, making it impossible to feel anything but pain, to breathe anything but smoke from the catastrophe that had unfolded. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t watch television or read a book or do anything other than torture myself with anxiety and things I couldn’t control.

      David wouldn’t return my calls all weekend.

      I’d never known that kind of hurt, the kind that can only come from your child being furious at you, from them seeing you in a new light, one that’s traitorous and impossible to overlook. I couldn’t close my eyes without remembering the hatred and accusation in his when he’d yelled at me, couldn’t go more than two minutes without hearing his words loud and echoing in my mind.

      I knew no matter how we resolved the issue, there would forever be a rift between us.

      I had two tests and a paper due on Monday, and though I tried to study and write, it was impossible to do. I still don’t know my grades on those exams and that paper, but I can fairly assume they won’t be great.

      Monday was also the day Myra called and told me it was official. We had a court date for the divorce.

      December eighth.

      It would all be over soon.

      Had this been last week, I would have found joy in that phone call, would have rejoiced with the closure I knew was finally on its way.

      But if I was being at all honest with myself, the only thing, only person, I could think about was Greg.

      He called, once every day, each one going unanswered. He didn’t text after, didn’t call repeatedly. It was just once, a peaceful attempt, a hand reaching out in the darkness to try to find mine.

      He was persistent, patient, understanding.

      Until his voicemail last night indicated that he got the message loud and clear.

      I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how to fix this. All I know is that I want to be there with you. I want to hold you and make sure you’re okay. I want you to know you’re not alone. I want to get through this together.

      A pause, long and gut wrenching.

      I miss you…

      The memory of that voicemail makes my nose sting, but I sniff it away, turning the stove to low and transitioning my focus to the dinner rolls in the oven.

      I’m here, Amanda. All you have to do is tell me you want me to be.

      Then, the line went dead.

      I hadn’t been able to sleep after. Then again, I hadn’t slept all week — not really.

      I’ve never felt this sick and heartbroken, not in all my life.

      “Need any help in here, Mom?”

      David’s voice startles me, but I mask the jump, smiling as I take the rolls out of the oven and set them on top of two towels on the counter.

      “Nope, we’re all ready. Why don’t you grab Julia and you two can make your plates. I’ll make one for Tucker.”

      “We can handle that.”

      “No, no,” I insist, taking the mittens off my hands. “I want to.”

      He nods, but his brows fold together, his eyes searching mine. I know he wants to ask if I’m okay.

      I know he already knows the answer.

      Him and Julia being here for the holiday is my only saving grace. I wondered how long he’d be mad at me, how long he’d ignore my calls, but he came by the house late on Tuesday evening so we could talk.

      He was hurt. He felt betrayed. He was angry. None of that has changed.

      But he still loves me. He doesn’t hold anything against me. And he still wanted to be together today.

      I’ll take what I can get.

      Our feast is vast and far too much for three adults and one toddler to consume, but we do our best, David even going back for seconds while Tucker mostly plays with his food. I smile as Julia does an airplane fork full of mashed potatoes into his mouth, all the while pushing my own food around on my plate to try to make it look like I’ve eaten more than I have.

      I love Thanksgiving. It’s one of my favorite holidays. I cherish the time together with my family, the focus of gratitude, the warm, cozy feelings this time of year always brings.

      But today, I find I can’t love anything at all.

      Conversation is forced and short throughout the meal, and we watch a Christmas movie after — one of our family traditions. I don’t register a single scene from The Grinch as it plays out on the screen, and eventually, I excuse myself to clean up in the kitchen, needing something to keep my hands and mind busy.

      It’s dusk when Julia and David start packing up their things to head home, and while Julia gets Tucker settled in the car, David wraps me in a big hug on the front porch.

      “Thank you for an amazing meal, as always.”

      I squeeze him in return. “Thank you for being here.”

      When we pull back, we both glance at Julia and Tucker before David stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Mom, are you okay?”

      Tears prick my eyes, but I blink them away, forcing a smile. “Yes, honey. I’m fine.”

      He gives me a look that tells me he knows better.

      I shake my head, willing the tears not to fall as I look at my hands folded together in front of me. “I’m just… I’m so sorry, David,” I whisper, finally meeting his gaze. “I’m sorry for all I’ve put you through. I’m sorry for lying to you, for hurting you. And not just with Greg.”

      His jaw tics.

      As much as he’s said he’s over it and doesn’t ever want to talk about it again, I know it still bothers him. He’s made amends with me — sort of — but I know Greg hasn’t had the same opportunity afforded to him.

      I doubt he ever will.

      “With everything,” I continue. “With your father, how I let him treat me, treat us, how I stayed and kept us in that kind of home for your whole life.”

      David is already wrapping me in another hug before I can finish, and a long sigh leaves his chest as he pulls me into it. “Don’t do that. Don’t beat yourself up over what’s in the past.”

      “How could I not?” I cry. “I feel like my entire life is just one big mess, one mistake after another, years and years of screwing up.”

      I fall silent, not speaking aloud the louder thoughts that echo those.

      Will I ever be happy?

      Do I even deserve to be?

      “Mom, it’s not your fault.”

      I laugh. “Explain that logic, please.”

      David pulls back, his hands framing my arms. “Dad is an alcoholic. He’s an addict. Okay? You tried to love him through it. You tried to see past the disease and remember the man he was underneath it. But it took control. There was nothing you could have done.”

      “I could have forced him to get help. I could have threatened to take you and get us both out of his life.”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered. He has to want to change. No one, not even you and I, can force him.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. I know he’s right. At least, I’ve read literature that says he’s right.

      But I can’t help but feel the weight of responsibility pressing in on me.

      “I could have left sooner.”

      “You left at exactly the right time,” David assures me.

      My throat is thick with emotion I can’t swallow, and I just shake my head, looking out over the yard. “I feel so lost, David.”

      He nods, pulling me into him again. “It’ll be okay.”

      I don’t know if I believe him, but I hug him back like I do.

      “You know, I’ve never told you, but… I’m really proud of you.”

      I frown, peeking up at him. “You are?”

      “Very few people in this world could go to college after not having been in school for thirty years. That takes real guts, Mom.”

      I shrug. “I just want to provide for myself.”

      “It’s more than that and you know it,” he challenges, pulling back to look me in the eyes. “You want to help people. You want to help women who are going through what you’ve survived. And you’re not just saying you want to — you’re taking actionable steps to make it happen.” He smiles. “Do you understand how incredible that is?”

      I hide my face, swiping a tear before it can fall too far. “Will you still think I’m incredible if I’m alone forever?” I joke — though it feels truer than anything else in this conversation. “An old hag with a house full of cats who does nothing but watch soap operas all day?”

      “That won’t happen.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “You hate cats.”

      “I could learn to love them.”

      “You’re allergic.”

      I frown. “Maybe birds…”

      David smiles, squeezing my arm before he releases me. “You’re going to be the best therapist in the Bay, Mom. You won’t be alone.”

      I swallow, wishing I could find comfort in that notion, in the thought that I could help people, that that would be enough for me.

      But an image of Greg’s smile, the sound of his laugh, the feel of his arms around me… they crack my heart open like an egg, the yolk of the truth running out and making a sticky mess of everything.

      “Yeah,” I say simply, pressing a hand over my heart as if to soothe it.

      David’s brows tug inward, but Julia calls from the car, and I shoo him away.

      “I love you. Thank you for still loving me.”

      “That will never change, Mom.”

      I nod, leaning in through the open window to give my grandson a kiss and squeeze my daughter-in-law’s arm, and then they pull away, and I stand in the drive and watch them go.

      I stand there for longer than necessary, the night getting darker and darker around me, loneliness creeping in like an unwanted friend. It slips its arm around me as I walk back inside, the house too cold, too quiet.

      I sit in the middle of the couch, staring at the blank television screen, at the bottle of wine on the counter beckoning me. My brain prays for me to numb the pain, my heart echoing the sentiment.

      But for some reason, instead of reaching for the wine, I reach for my phone.

      And I pull up the Internet and search the last thing I ever thought I would, all with one thought echoing in my mind.

      I can’t live like this forever.
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      The first day of December usually means one thing for me: Christmas decorations.

      It’s the day I pull out the tree and the ornaments and the garland and all the tacky Santas I’ve collected throughout the years. I put on a Christmas playlist, belt out the songs at the top of my lungs, and dance around the house while I fill it with festive cheer.

      It was like that when I was a kid, and when I had a kid of my own, and every year — whether Josh was in a good mood or not.

      I loved December first, because no matter what state my marriage was in, no matter if I had bruises or if Josh was sleeping off a binge — there was something hopeful about it. Something… warm.

      But this year is different.

      This year, on the first day of December — exactly one week before my divorce settlement — I’m walking into my first Al-Anon meeting.

      There are only a few people gathered when I walk into the room at the back of the church, one I’ve never been to before, but the closest meeting I could find when I searched Al-Anon on my phone after Thanksgiving.

      It had taken everything I had to convince myself I should actually get in my car and drive here this morning. A loud voice inside my head told me I didn’t need it, that I was fine, that I could figure out this whole life after being married to an alcoholic thing on my own.

      But there was an even louder voice, one that pushed me to go, one that ensured me I was strong enough to go.

      Nerves flitter around in my stomach as an older woman with long silver hair and kind green eyes sees me from across the room. She makes her way over, picking up some literature on her way.

      “Hello. You’re new, aren’t you?”

      I smile. “Indeed, I am. Amanda.”

      “Welcome, Amanda,” she says, shaking my hand. “I’m Sue. Please, take any seat you’d like, and here is a bit of literature for you to read over and take with you.”

      I take the pamphlets from her and thank her, finding my way to an empty seat.

      The room slowly fills, around a dozen people joining, and then the doors are shut, and Sue kicks off the meeting.

      “Welcome, everyone. Before we get started, we have a newcomer. Please welcome Amanda.”

      There are smiles and waves and greetings tossed my way from around the room, and I hold up a hand with a tight smile of my own.

      “Amanda, we’re going to go into this like any other meeting, but if at any point you feel lost or have questions, just let us know. And there is never any pressure to share, but if you want to, we’re here.”

      I nod, and then Sue launches into an opening prayer, followed by a reminder of the group’s intention.

      Helping families and friends of alcoholics find hope and encouragement to live joyful, serene lives.

      It sounds so beautiful — which is ironic to me, since alcoholism is anything but beautiful. Still, I sit back and listen as the group discusses the step they’re focusing on this month, the message behind it, and share their own struggles and successes that pertain to.

      I take notes and mark pages in the pamphlets Sue gave me, all the while feeling this constant knot in my throat. I can’t explain why it’s there, why I feel like I might break down at any given moment, but the longer I sit and listen, the thicker that knot becomes.

      I listen as a past wife of an alcoholic shares how she still struggles with trying to control everything, a habit bred through how she tried to manage her husband’s addiction. I can’t help but nod along, thinking of how I do the same, of how I have this inner voice telling me if I don’t do it, no one else will.

      Then there’s a brother of an alcoholic, sharing how his sister has hurt him and his wife, how they’ve enabled her for so long they don’t know how to begin to draw boundaries and stop trying to control the situation.

      And again, I find myself thinking back to my marriage, to how I bailed Josh out of every bad situation he found himself in, how I took over paying our bills and budgeting our money because I knew he’d blow it on alcohol if I let him, how I covered for him with David and with anyone who ever asked me about my bruises.

      The knot grows thicker.

      But it’s when the daughter of an alcoholic shares her story that I can’t contain the emotion any longer, silent tears running down my cheeks as she recalls the yelling and anger of her childhood, how it wasn’t strange to find her mother lying in her own vomit, how even though her mother is recovered and still a part of her life now, she has difficult feelings around the relationship.

      I think of David.

      I think of all we put him through, of how I played just as much of a role as Josh. I think of the fighting he endured, the abuse, the horrible things he had to witness.

      “Amanda,” Sue says, snapping my attention back to the room. “Would you like to share what has you emotional?”

      I blow out a breath on a laugh, wiping my face. “Many things,” I whisper.

      Sue nods in understanding, along with the rest of the room, but no one speaks. No one tries to guess what I’m feeling or finish the thought for me. They just wait patiently, creating space.

      “Your story hit me hard, Candra,” I tell the young lady who just shared her story about her mother.

      She smiles softly, and I shake my head.

      “I’m sorry if I don’t do this right,” I say. “This is my first meeting.”

      “There’s no wrong or right way,” Sue assures me.

      After a moment, I swallow and continue. “I married an alcoholic. Or, well,” I amend. “I married my high school sweetheart, who turned into an alcoholic somewhere along the way. I’m not even sure I remember when it happened,” I confess with a frown. “All I know is that one day, I woke up and found myself in a relationship where being screamed at, beat on, and blamed for everything was my normal, where pretending I was fine for my son was a daily routine, where I was constantly researching how to fix a situation I couldn’t believe I was even in at all.”

      The room fills with noises of understanding, eyebrows shooting up like they know the tale all too well.

      “It took me too long to realize I was in a situation I had no power over. At least — I had no power over him,” I clarify. “But, after my son left, the reasons to stay dwindled more and more. First, I stayed because David was coming home for weekends and holidays during college. Then, I stayed because David moved back home with us for a while. But when he met his wife, I knew he wouldn’t need me anymore —  not in the same way, at least.” Sadness washes over me. “I realized staying together for him didn’t really make sense anymore.” I pause. “Perhaps it never did.”

      Again, no one says a word. They just nod and let me continue.

      “It’s been almost two years now since I decided I was done, since I asked for a divorce and decided to take my life into my own hands.” I swallow. “And I should be happy, I think. I should be proud that I took that step. But honestly, I feel more lost than ever.”

      The room is silent, but buzzing with an energy I can’t explain.

      “I left him,” I whisper. “I left the situation, and yet still, it lingers. He still has power over me. He still has the ability to make me angry, to make me resent him, to make me feel powerless to ever get away from him. He’s the one who provided for us financially, who forbid me from ever going to school or having a job. And now, I’m forty-seven, trying to figure out how to stand on my own, and I just feel like…” I press my lips together, hands coming out to illustrate. “Like his big fat boot is right here on my neck, pressing down, cutting off oxygen just enough to make it impossible to move forward, but leaving enough where I’m still here, still living in the pain.”

      Brows furrow, heads bobbing as if everyone here knows exactly what I mean. And perhaps they do.

      Maybe that’s why I feel so comfortable, so safe, even though I’ve only just met them.

      Because I know they wouldn’t be here if they didn’t go through what I did — or something similar.

      “I just want to be free,” I whisper. “Of him, of the chains alcoholism put on my life, of the way I’ve been warped into thinking and acting.” I swallow as the thought of Greg bubbles to the surface. “I want to believe I deserve to be happy, and I don’t want to be afraid of going after what actually can make me that way.”

      I blow out a breath, wiping my tears again.

      “Thank you for letting me share.”

      A synchrony of thank you for sharing finds me, and I smile, sniffing as someone hands me a tissue.

      “This is a journey, Amanda,” Sue says. “We practice the same twelve steps an alcoholic does, and our focus is not on what they did to us, but rather what we did, what we can do, moving forward.”

      I frown, but nod, already feeling lighter just from having shared a part of my story.

      “We’re so glad to have you here, and thank you for sharing,” she says. Then, someone else raises their hand, and the attention of the room is steered in another direction.

      As the meeting goes on, I feel lighter and lighter. At the end, Sue introduces me to a few of the members, and each of them shares how they know exactly how I’m feeling, how they’re happy I’m here, how they can’t wait to grow with me. I get a little more information on the twelve steps and the fellowship as a whole, and then I’m out the door.

      Walking to my car, I can’t fully comprehend what it is I’m feeling. Nothing really happened. Nothing was fixed. No one handed me a secret recipe to figuring it all out. No one told me I was right, and Josh was wrong, and everything is going to be okay now that I’ve come here.

      But something happened.

      I spoke about it. I acknowledged it. I admitted that it happened.

      And I recognize I played a part in it, too.

      I stop walking with the realization, pressing a hand to my chest. My next breath is stiff and shallow.

      Why does it somehow feel good to admit that?

      It’s like taking back the reins of my life somehow, like I’d been just riding along this whole time and now I’m in the driver’s seat.

      What happens next is up to me.

      And it’s not defined by what happened in the past.

      “You’re more than what he made you believe you are.”

      Greg’s words flash in my memory, and I cover my mouth, eyes glossing again at how I hadn’t even realized how much I needed to hear them.

      I also know I wouldn’t be here, walking out of my first Al-Anon meeting, if it weren’t for him.

      He came into my life so unexpectedly, a ghost from my past I never thought I’d see again. But he didn’t just flit in and then leave again. He rushed in, passionate and insistent, and he flipped my life upside down. He challenged me to step outside of my comfort zone. He made me believe in myself again — or maybe for the first time. He made me live.

      And it’s because of him that I felt strong enough to do this.

      Sniffing, I reach into my purse and pull out my phone, fingers automatically punching in the right buttons to pull his contact up on my screen. My finger hovers over the call button, trembling, my heart pounding in my ears.

      But after a long moment, I sigh, pulling my thumb away.

      I want to share it with him. I want him to know what he’s done for me, how much he’s impacted my life, what he makes me feel.

      But it’s not fair.

      Nothing has changed. He’s still younger than me by more than ten years. David is talking to me, yes, but it’s easy to see he hasn’t recovered from or forgiven me for what he witnessed. And though the idea of telling Josh to go screw himself and that I can figure out everything on my own without his money sounds enticing, I know I’m not there yet.

      Patience.

      I have to have patience.

      And I also must have respect for the man who’s showed me what real love can feel like.

      I gasp at the word, at how easily it came to my mind, and my heart cracks in my chest at the realization that I’ll never be able to tell him that’s what I feel for him.

      Love.

      Pure and deep and honest love.

      As I slip my phone back in my purse, I close my eyes and think of him, wondering if maybe he’s doing the same for me. I wonder if he can feel me through the airwaves, if somehow — even without telling him — he’ll live the rest of his life knowing that he matters to me more than I could ever say.

      I wish for him to have a life full of love and happiness and peace.

      And then, I get in my car and drive forward, determined to make the same thing happen for myself.

      


      GREG

      The week after Thanksgiving, I text David and ask if we can meet up.

      I fully expect him to ignore me, just like he had all the texts and calls I’d sent in those days after our blow up happened. I’m convinced he blocked me, wrote me off, likely would prefer to treat me as if I never existed — and I can’t blame him.

      When I don’t get a text back immediately or even within the next four hours, I know I’m right.

      I’m stealing a quick ten-minute break at the hospital and racking my brain for a plan B when my phone pings in my pocket, and David texts me only three words.

      Curtis Hixon Park.

      My heart rate picks up just at the sight of the response, and even though I know I’m still knee deep in shit, I can’t help but feel a prickle of hope that at least he answered.

      I text back.

      Six?

      He sends a thumbs up emoji, and I scarf down what’s left of my lunch before hustling through my Friday afternoon to wrap up everything I need in order to get out on time.

      My stomach is that of a kid’s on the Gravitron at the fair when I walk to the riverfront park that evening. I spot David easily, seated on a bench by the dancing fountains. He’s watching a few kids play in the water, something of a smile on his face.

      That smile drips off like wet paint when he sees me approaching.

      He swallows and stands, and right before I make it to him, I pull the hockey goalie helmet from behind my back and tug it on over my head.

      The wire mask is a bit difficult to see through, but I don’t miss David’s arched brow or flat lips at the sight of it.

      “What the hell is that?” he asks.

      “Brought it just in case you decide to sock me in the eye again.”

      He blinks, but then the corner of his mouth tilts up in the smallest smile. He grabs the back of his neck, looking off toward the river before he turns back to me with a grimace. “Yeah… I guess I should apologize for that.”

      “No, you shouldn’t,” I argue. “I deserved it.”

      “You did.”

      “Go ahead, give me another one if you want,” I say, tapping the wire mask over my cheek.

      He rolls his eyes, snatching the helmet and ripping it off my head. “Sit down, you asshole.”

      I rub the part of my nose the mask bumped up against in his removal of it, but do as he says, taking a seat on the bench before he sits down next to me. He hands me the helmet and I tuck it under the wood, then we both watch the kids play in the water, feeling the setting sun warming our skin.

      “Thanks for meeting me,” I start.

      “We must still have some sort of telepathic thing going on, because I was planning on calling you after work today.”

      I blanch. “You were?”

      David sighs, shifting in his seat. “I’ve been meaning to for a week now, but pride has stopped me.”

      “Why were you going to call?”

      “Same reason you texted.”

      “You wanted to meet up?”

      He nods, and then with a sigh, he finally looks at me. “I wanted to apologize.”

      “You?” I shake my head. “What do you have to be sorry for?”

      “The way I reacted, the things I said.” He nods down at the hockey helmet. “The fact that I assaulted you.”

      “Again — it was deserved. And any other normal human being would have reacted in the same way, myself included.”

      David shrugs. “It wasn’t my proudest moment.” His gaze drifts to the fountains again, and he frowns. “It just really caught me off guard.”

      I nod.

      “I’m the one who’s sorry,” I say. “I’m sorry for lying to you, for keeping something from you that was just as much your business as it was mine, and for thinking I had a handle on a situation that clearly I did not.” I swallow. “I’m your best friend. You should never have to know how it feels for me to betray you, and yet you do.”

      He grits his teeth, blowing out a breath through his nose that’s long and heavy. For a while, he just stares at the water shooting up toward the sky.

      “How long has it been going on?”

      I sigh. “Define it.”

      “Just… tell me everything.” He grimaces. “Not everything, but you know what I mean. If I’m going to try to wrap my head around this, I need to know what it is.”

      I cross my ankle over my knee, thinking about where to start. “I don’t know. I guess it started with the accident.”

      “When you were there for her surgery,” he murmurs, putting the pieces together. “I forget that she reconnected with you before I did.”

      “Briefly,” I say. “I didn’t see her again until you invited me over. And when you did… I don’t know. I just saw how sad she was, how badly she was hurting, and I think at first I just wanted to do the same thing you did — fix up the house, try to cheer her up.”

      I shake my head at the lie, because I knew from that first encounter that I wanted her.

      “But it was more than that,” I confess. “God, this is so hard to admit to you, man. But… I think I knew even before you invited me over to help with the hot water heater that I wanted to see her again. I was trying to think of a way to make it happen.”

      He wrinkles his nose. “Gross.”

      I chuckle. “I just feel a connection to her.”

      “So, you wanted to cheer her up,” David says, getting me back on track with the story.

      “I did. I made this deal with her, that we’d be each other’s accountability partners. I would make sure she got out and lived a little more, did things she never thought she could do when she was married to your dad, and she’d do the same for me.” I shrug. “Make sure I don’t live and die in that hospital.”

      “So, you guys have been hanging out this whole time,” he says. “Even when I wasn’t there.”

      I nod.

      David cracks his neck. “Keep going.”

      I go into as much detail as I think he wants to know, telling him how we made the list, how we’ve been checking items off here and there — the wall climb, meditating, the hockey game, the stadium event, even helping her with her date.

      “Explains why you were so uptight that night,” David says. “I thought you killed someone in surgery.”

      I choke. “Are you serious?”

      He holds his hands up. “What? You were so broody and quiet and weird. I thought maybe you had a surgery go wrong. That you were fucked up but didn’t know how to talk about it.”

      “That’s seriously depressing.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. I almost feel relieved that it was you pining after my mom instead.” He wrinkles his nose. “Okay, maybe not.”

      I smile, and then I keep going. I tell him how we fought it, how we both knew it was more complicated than either of us wanted to get into. I tell him about the river and the things Josh said, about the bikes, about how it just all kind of happened. I assure him that was the first and only time, leaving out all the details I know he doesn’t want.

      When I finish, he’s quiet, his jaw tight.

      “Please say something.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know, man. I won’t lie to you and say I like this, or that I’m okay with it in any way.” He sighs. “But…”

      “But?”

      He looks at me. “It doesn’t take a genius to see that my mom has been happier than she has in maybe her whole life the past couple of months,” he says. “And now, I know why.”

      I swallow.

      “Well, she was happy,” he amends, his eyes washing over the park. “Until I blew up the way I did. She’s been miserable ever since.”

      “She’s not the only one.”

      We both fall quiet for a while, and the sun sets over the park, dusk bringing in a crisp, cool night.

      “So, what now?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, again, I don’t particularly love this whole scenario,” he says. “But… hypothetically… if I got out of your way.” He looks at me. “What would you do now?”

      My heart thuds in my chest, hard and heavy.

      “I’d show her what a healthy relationship looks like,” I say. “What it feels like to be truly cared for, to be with someone who actually loves her.”

      David grimaces, shaking his head. “Okay, maybe I don’t want to know.”

      “Think about it, man,” I plead. “Think about how happy you are with Julia, what a beautiful and loving relationship you have.” I pause, letting that image sink in. “Now, think about what your mom has been through. Think about the kind of love she’s had.”

      David swallows, his nose flaring, and I don’t have to ask to know he’s remembering all those nights he witnessed his mother’s abuse.

      “I know this is not what you had pictured for her,” I say. “It’s certainly not what I had pictured for myself. I had a crush on her when I was eighteen, sure, but—”

      “Wait, what?”

      I wave him off. “Not important. What is important is that though this might not be conventional, and it may not be what any of us expected?” I pause, a smile curving on my lips. “It’s right. We are right together. I know it doesn’t make sense, but we get each other in a way I can’t explain. I make her feel safe, and cared for, and free to be exactly as she is. And she…”

      My voice fades, the realization striking me in that very moment, and it’s so powerful it nearly knocks me off the bench.

      “She feels like home,” I whisper.

      David’s brows tug inward. He knows maybe better than anyone else in my life other than Amanda what that means to me, how home has never existed for me in any place I’ve been.

      And now I understand why.

      Home exists in her.

      “Your mom has given up so much for you,” I continue. “For your dad. And now, she’s finally claiming a life of her own. All I’m asking is that you let me be a part of it. That you give me the chance to make her happy, to show her how amazing she is, and to help build the life she deserves,” I swallow. “To let me live alongside her.”

      David sighs, shaking his head as he processes. It’s a long time before he speaks.

      “It still weirds me out.”

      I smirk. “Well, I’d be worried about you if it didn’t.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever really be okay with it,” he confesses, and when his eyes meet mine, my heart sinks.

      I swallow past the knot in my throat, nodding. “I understand.”

      “But,” he says, and my gaze snaps to his again. He holds up a finger to make me wait. “But, I’m willing to try.”

      The breath that leaves me next is long and heavy with all the weight I’ve been carrying the last two weeks, and my head falls forward in a silent prayer before I wrap David in a crushing hug.

      “Thank you.”

      He hugs me back, but then shoves me off just as quickly, holding up his finger in front of me. “Do not be gross in front of me. Okay? Like… ever. No kissing, no hugging, none of that shit. In fact, I’d prefer you stay at least ten feet away from her at all times when I’m in the vicinity.”

      I chuckle. “Deal.”

      Then, all the joy drains from me.

      “What?” David asks.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re willing to forgive me and that you’re giving me your blessing, so to say,” I tell him. “But… I’m not sure it matters anymore.”

      David tilts his head, confused.

      “She hasn’t talked to me since that night everything went down. She won’t answer my texts or calls. She’s convinced it was all a terrible mistake, that I’m too young, better off without her, that we can’t be together not only because it would upset you, but because your dad would have the power to strip her alimony, too.”

      “Strip her alimony? How?”

      I tell him about the stupid stipulation he weaseled into their settlement, and he balls his fists, shaking his head with his neck lined with veins ready to pop.

      “Bastard. He just wants to control her. He always has.”

      “Don’t have to tell me that. The problem is, if the judge sides with him… he could. But,” I add. “I’m not worried about him. Or should I say, he’s the least of my worries. Because I have a plan.”

      “You do?”

      “Well, sort of,” I confess, grabbing the back of my neck. “But I need your help.”

      David chews the inside of his cheek for a moment, like he’s still not sure. But then, determination sets in his brows, and he nods, folding his hands together between his knees as he leans forward like he’s ready for war.

      “What do you have in mind?”
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      Two Weeks Later

      “God, I’m so happy to be home,” I tell David when he opens my car door for me. He holds out a hand to help me up, and I let out a little happy sigh at the sight of my house. I’ve always had a love-hate relationship with the old thing, but after two weeks in a hotel room, I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed, shower in my own bathroom, and relax on my old worn-out couch.

      “I’m sure you are. I’m sorry you had to wait longer than I expected.”

      I give him a pointed look. “Trust me, I would have stayed out much longer to ensure every last one of those little buggers was gone.” My lip curls on a shiver. “Termites. I can’t believe I’ve been living all this time with termites.”

      David chuckles, closing my car door and holding out his arm for me to loop mine through. He’s already got my suitcase out of the trunk, and he wheels it along behind us. “I’m just glad they were able to do a fumigation on such short notice. I wanted you to be back home before the holiday.”

      I try to smile, but the attempt falls short. It just doesn’t feel like the holiday season to me. Between being kicked out of my house for a termite tenting unexpectedly, living in a hotel, pulling all-nighters to finish up finals at school, and spending every bit of spare energy trying not to torture myself with thoughts of Greg?

      There hasn’t been time for holiday cheer.

      Even thinking about him now makes my chest hurt, a long sigh leaving my chest. I miss his smile, and his hugs, and his crude sense of humor. I miss his laugh and the way it feels to ride in the passenger seat of his car, and how he always knew the right things to say.

      I miss him.

      I especially miss how he would drag me out of the house to do something fun instead of just letting me waste my life away. Before him, and likely without him ever showing up, I would spend every weekend on the couch with movies I’d already seen and wine I didn’t even particularly like. Now, I was at least trying to do more, thanks to his inspiration. And not just Al-Anon, but I also interviewed for an internship next semester, one for a therapist who works specifically with the clients I’d like to one day.

      And then, there’s the divorce.

      After two years, the paperwork is finally signed and filed, the divorce legal, and I’m already in the process of changing my last name back to Young. The court hearing was excruciating, Josh not making it easy on any of us, but fortunately for me, the judge saw right through his manipulation tactics and refused to grant his little stipulation on getting to revoke alimony if I seriously date someone who makes more money than him.

      Not that I have to worry about that anytime soon.

      The look on his face when the judge put him his place was enough to soothe all the heartache he’d put me through over the last two years. I saw the moment he cowered, the moment he realized he’d lost, and the moment he looked at me and saw that I was truly free of him.

      Now, other than getting a check in the mail from him each month and seeing him at family events where Tucker is involved, I don’t have to worry about Josh Parks at all anymore.

      My shackles have been broken.

      Still, even with so much on my plate, Greg is always on my mind. Sometimes he’s all I can think about, and other times he’s just there in the cracks of my broken heart, quietly reminding me to keep pushing — even if it has to be without him.

      He would have made the past two weeks an adventure somehow. That I know without question.

      “Will they be back?” I ask David.

      “Termites always find a way back,” he says on a sigh, and my stomach sours, because I know just as well as he does that this old house won’t last much longer without some serious work being done.

      “Speaking of the holiday,” I say as we walk up the porch steps. “You do all this?”

      I point to the lights hanging over the porch, the tree decorated in the corner, the tasteful candy canes and wire sleigh complete with fairy lights sprawling across the yard. Every single thing is brand new, a far cry from the ugly decor from the 90s I’ve held onto all this time.

      Then, I frown, taking in the fresh paint on the door trim, the sanded, beautiful wood of the porch. Two brand new white rocking chairs sit next to the little Christmas tree, and a doormat that I’ve never seen in my life sits at our feet. Even the garden looks like it’s been spruced up, and I know my son doesn’t like garden work.

      “David,” I say on a laugh, discovering more and more new things as I look around. “Did Julia go on a shopping spree or something?”

      But my son doesn’t answer. He just smiles, presses his spare key into the front door lock, turns the knob, and opens it, standing aside for me to enter first.

      “Welcome home, Mom.”

      Confusion washes over me, and I’m tempted to pop off some smartass remark about how weird he’s being, but the second I swing inside my living room, all that confusion is zapped away and replaced with pure shock and disbelief.

      A giant, gorgeously decorated Christmas tree is the first thing I notice — at least six-feet tall and decked out in a stunning array of red and white and gold. Bing Crosby’s voice serenades us from a speaker somewhere as I take in the rest of the room — one I don’t even recognize anymore.

      The old, lumpy couch and archaic La-Z-Boy that was falling apart have been replaced by a beautiful suede sectional, a warm walnut brown and littered with plush cream throw pillows and a chunky crocheted blanket. The tile floor that was in the house when we moved in is now polished laminate, the light fixtures no longer ancient ceiling fans and exposed lightbulbs, but instead striking bronze finishes that bring a modern feel I never knew was possible in a house this age.

      There’s a new pedestal coffee table, a reading nook with a sprawling wall of shelves stacked with books, and a cozy reading chair complete with a pouf ottoman footrest. Every wall is covered not only with the family photos I’ve loved and cherished for years, but new ones in stylish arrangements, and art that somehow perfectly encompasses me — flowers by a lake, sunbeams through forest trees, a cartoon bumble bee, a funny word art graphic that says, I’m sorry, did I roll my eyes out loud?

      It just feels like me.

      “David,” I whisper, my eyes blurring with tears. “What is this?”

      Still, he doesn’t answer, just follows behind me as I round into the kitchen and yet another gasp rips from my throat. I cover my mouth, standing by the new granite island, and trying not to panic at how much he must have spent on every new appliance I can see.

      A new refrigerator, new stove, new microwave, new dishwasher.

      I touch that one first, shivering at the thought of not having to scrub dishes clean before putting them in the machine that’s supposed to wash them for me.

      It’s all completely renovated — everything from the floors and cabinets to the light fixtures. And not just the living room and kitchen, but the guest bath, too.

      “How did you afford all this?” I ask, fingers trembling where they still hover over my lips.

      David smiles. “Come on,” he says. “You’ve got to see upstairs.”

      “There’s more?! David, this is ridiculous.”

      He doesn’t address my question about the cost, but it’s all I can think about as he shows me my new bedroom — the bed so big and plush looking that I dive into it without a second thought, laughing with glee as the comforter and pillows puff up around me. And in the bathroom, a brand-new soaking tub like I’ve always wanted sits with a candle and book on a little shelf over the edges of it.

      I can’t wrap my head around it, around any of it. Every new turn is a new discovery, every room has so much new that I can’t fully take it all in.

      And through it all, David just watches me with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      Finally, after showing me around almost all the house, I tug on his jacket and force him to face me.

      “Why did you do this?” I ask, still gaping as I look around at the furniture. “How did you do this?”

      “I didn’t.”

      I bark a laugh. “Right. I’m supposed to believe this was Santa Claus?”

      David smiles. “Come on. There’s one last room to show you.”

      He grabs my hand, walking me down the hall to his old bedroom.

      “Oh, please, tell me you finally cleaned it after all these years,” I joke.

      But when he pushes the door open, I no longer find anything funny.

      Greg Weston stands in the center of that bedroom — or what used to be a bedroom-turned-storage-room — in an all-black tuxedo with an arrangement of flowers in his hands so spectacular it rivals the rest of the house.

      David’s old bed, desk, and dressers are gone, as well as my tired treadmill and the boxes I’d shoved in here over the years. They’ve all been replaced by a brand-new desk, a laptop, a library corner, and an emerald green velvet couch. A patterned rug brings the room together, along with the fresh paint — all neutral shades of white and gold and green — and potted plants combined with the massive number of books make the room feel homey and studious all at once.

      That’s about all I can take in of the room.

      Because Greg is standing in it.

      Just the sight of him after so long steals my breath, and I struggle to catch an inhale as tears prick my eyes again. He’s so devastatingly handsome, it hurts to look at him, his hair styled and neat, face freshly shaven, endless brown eyes soaking me in like he’s been just as miserable without me, like he’s just taken his first breath in years.

      I can’t speak, can’t move, can’t do anything other than stare at him in disbelief.

      Greg takes a few small steps, holding the flowers out to me, which I take with numb hands and a gaping mouth.

      “I hope you like what we’ve done with the place,” he says.

      “I…”

      Words fail me, and Greg’s eyes widen slightly. “Oh, God. You hate it.”

      “No! I love it,” I assure him. “I’m completely in awe that this is still my house if I’m being honest,” I add. Then, I roll my lips together. “It’s just… what is going on? What is all this?”

      “This,” he says, stepping even closer. “Is two weeks’ worth of hard work from some people who really care about you.”

      “And you, too, asshole,” someone calls from down the hall.

      I whip around, another shocked laugh slipping from my lips at the sight of a dozen people peeking out from different rooms. There’s Asher and Meadow, Dane and Larsen, a couple whom I don’t recognize, but am pretty sure is the infamous Beck and Carly whom Greg has mentioned, and then there’s my son and his beautiful wife, Julia, with a smiling Tucker on her hip.

      “I don’t understand,” I say when I turn back to Greg.

      “Well, your bonehead son and I finally put our pride aside and made amends after what happened. And while we may not agree on how perfect you and I are together—”

      “That qualifies as gross,” David interrupts him, but Greg ignores it.

      “We were both well in agreement on one thing.” He steps a little closer, that boyish grin I love so much spreading wide on his face. “You deserve to be happy.”

      “That’s when this guy told me his idea,” David says from behind me, and I turn to face him. “He wanted to give you a place free from the memories of the past, a new place to start over.”

      “A home,” Greg finishes, and when I turn back to face him, he brushes my face with his knuckles. “Which is exactly what you’ve given me.”

      David clears his throat, and I shoot him a warning glare that makes him throw his hands up. “Hey, we had a deal — no gross stuff when I’m around.”

      “That’s true,” Greg confirms. “I’m supposed to keep ten-feet distance, actually.”

      I laugh a little at that, but still the tears build and build until a silent one pours over my cheek and down the line of my jaw. Greg thumbs it away, and I lean into the touch as his eyes search mine.

      “All my life, I’ve wondered what it would feel like to have a home — a real home — that sense of warmth and comfort and safety. I didn’t know what it felt like. The closest I ever got was in this house with you.”

      David coughs.

      “But now,” Greg continues. “I realize it’s not the house at all. It’s just… you. You are that feeling for me. And I know it’s not simple. I know it’s not the future you probably had in mind. But damnit, Amanda, I don’t care what anyone thinks — about our age, about how we met, about any piece of our story. Because it’s our story. And I don’t want to cut it short before we get to read the best chapters.”

      I bite my bottom lip, shaking my head. “Wow,” I breathe, leaning into Greg’s touch once more. “That was chees-y.”

      The hall fills with laughter at that, a few of the guys calling out jokes at Greg’s expense — who is now beet red and shaking his head.

      When the noise calms down, he turns his attention back to me. “Not only did I want to make this place feel more like your home,” he says. “But I also wanted to make this room, specifically, all yours.”

      I look around, still as awestruck as when I first laid eyes on it. “An office?”

      “An office, a study room, a place to plan your goals and lay out your dreams. Maybe you’ll write papers in here. Maybe you’ll study crunch late into the night before a final exam. Maybe you’ll get your first job offer. Maybe you’ll climb out onto that roof, to our spot, and think up the next great American novel.” He shrugs. “All I know is that whatever happens next, I believe in you. And I want to be here with you, right by your side, every step of the way.”

      I hear a few of the ladies down the hallway let out a soft awww, and I can’t help the way my cheeks heat, how I melt like a little schoolgirl at his sweet sentiment.

      “It’s beautiful, Greg,” I tell him. Then, I let out a long sigh. “But…”

      His expression shifts, worry shading his eyes as he swallows down a lump in his throat. “But?”

      I shake my head, hanging my hands on my hips as I look around.

      “I think I want to sell it.”

      “Sell it?!”

      It’s not just Greg who echoes me, but the entire hallway of people, and I hold up my hands as I spin to face them.

      “Hear me out,” I say, noting their shocked expressions. “I am… incredibly touched by how much you all have done for me — especially since most of you are strangers. I think it’s a testament to how much you care about Greg, and what you would do for him.”

      Smiles gleam back at me as I turn to face the man in question.

      “I feel the same way,” I confess. “Which is why as beautiful as this renovation is… I don’t want to live here anymore.”

      Greg frowns when I set the flowers aside, and I slip into his arms, both of us letting out an almost pained breath once we’re finally connected again.

      “I want to make new memories. In a new house.” I pause, shrugging as I look up at him through my lashes. “Maybe… with you?”

      “Awww, shit, West! Looks like you got a new roommate!”

      I’m not even sure who says it, but it earns a chuckle from the guys and a round of hush’s from the ladies, and then whoever it was gets elbowed to the tune of a loud grunt.

      Greg shakes his head, smiling down at me with his hands coming to frame my face.

      “Are you asking me if I want to move in together?”

      “Indeed, I am.”

      His smile widens, thumbs running the length of my jaw as he searches my gaze.

      “David, look away,” he warns. “Because what I’m about to do definitely falls in the gross category.”

      I don’t have time to even laugh at the joke before Greg’s hands guide my mouth to his, and he presses those warm, perfect lips against my own, stealing any oxygen I had left to consume. A round of cheers rings out around us, laughter and clapping and what I’m almost positive is a groan from David.

      But I can barely hear any of it, can barely register anything other than what it feels like to be in this man’s arms, to feel so alive with hope it hurts as much as it heals, to have my heart in his capable, safe, caring hands.

      And I know that I have his, too.
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      After a catered meal for everyone who helped make the house renovation possible, Amanda and I stand at the door and hug each one of them goodnight.

      David and Julia are the last to leave, and though I know it’s going to take a long time for him to be completely comfortable with me and his mom being together, it feels good to know I have his blessing — and his friendship — when he gives me a big clap on the shoulder on his way out.

      Amanda makes silly faces at a giggling Tucker until the front door shuts, and then it’s just the two of us, Christmas music still softly playing over the speaker, lights of white and red filling the living room with a warm glow.

      She turns to me, her eyes tired and yet somehow more alive than ever as she slips into my arms. I didn’t think it was possible for her to look any more radiant than I’d seen her before, but in this moment, with her hair tied up in a loose ponytail, her face makeup free, and a sleepy, happy smile on her face — she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      And I realize it’s because in this moment, she’s mine.

      Truly mine.

      “Hi,” she whispers, clasping her hands behind my back.

      “Hi,” I say back. I bend to kiss her, both of us sucking a long sigh of a breath at the contact, and I savor the way she tastes, the way it feels to know this kiss isn’t stolen, isn’t the result of a moment of passion.

      It’s just ours.

      It’s us.

      Grabbing her hand, I lead her silently up the stairs, dragging her into her bedroom and locking the door behind us.

      Just in case.

      I hung Christmas lights in her room, too, a small tree in the corner with faux gifts underneath it — that was Julia’s touch. And in the soft light coming from those lights, I slowly, purposefully, unwrap my girl like she’s my Christmas present, one piece of fabric at a time.

      She does the same to me, our eyes roaming each other as more and more clothing litters the floor. Her shirt, my tie, her jeans, my jacket, her bra, my dress shirt, her thong, my pants. We kiss and touch and strip each other down between shaky, shallow breaths, and then I grab her by the hips and tug her to the bed, sitting down and backing my way up to the headboard.

      “Come here,” I whisper, pulling her to straddle me.

      Her cheeks flame, and she hides behind the curtain of hair let loose once she took out her ponytail holder. Her hands tentatively find my shoulders, but she doesn’t sit all the way down, balancing on her knees like she’s shy.

      “What is it?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m heavy. I don’t want to—”

      I suck my teeth, not even letting her finish that sentence before I pull her fully into my lap. I wrap my arms all the way around her, savoring every warm place our skin touches, and I look her right in the eyes when I say, “I’ve got you. Always.”

      She smiles, sexy and seductive, and then her lips are on mine, her hips rolling, nails digging into my shoulders when she feels the hard length of me slick between her lips.

      I hold her to me, hands squeezing her ass with a groan as I guide her up and down my shaft. She slicks me with her desire, both of us moaning at the feel of it, and then I flex my hips, just a little, just enough to press the tip of me a centimeter inside her.

      She sighs, leaning back to lock those magnetic eyes on mine as she slowly, achingly slowly, lowers herself onto me.

      My arms cage her, holding tight as I withdraw and flex into her again. We both groan, her hands pulling on my hair until she can capture my mouth with hers once more. A nip of my lip has me growling and pumping into her deeper, and then she moves my hands to her hips, sits back, and starts to ride me.

      She’s a fucking goddess, her unmitigated masterpiece of a body rolling and grinding as she takes me inside her. Again and again, she lifts and lowers, swallowing me a little more each time. And when she reaches down to touch herself in that sensitive place I know will take her over the edge, I grab her hips and steal control, rhythmically fucking her until she finds her release.

      It’s long and powerful, her cries echoing off the walls as she rides it out. Then, I roll her into the sheets, slipping between her legs as soon as she’s on her back and hiking her ankle up over my shoulder. It only takes me a few deep, powerful pumps before my own climax blinds me, and I kiss her hard as I whisper her name, along with a silent promise to myself that I’ll do everything in my power to never, ever let this woman go.
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      It’s after midnight, the candles burning low and Amanda drawing lazy circles on my chest. She looks even more tired after our rounds — particularly the one we just finished, where I had her ride my face until she came on my tongue. Still, she’s pensive, and I smooth a thumb over the line between her brow, eliciting a soft smile.

      “Want to tell me what’s on your mind?”

      “A lot of things,” she confesses. “Mostly, just trying to figure out how this is ever going to work.”

      I frown, sitting up a little bit and pulling her into me. “What do you mean? It’s going to work because it’s us, because all the obstacles are out of the way now.”

      “Are they?” she challenges.

      “David is cool with it.” I pause. “Well… as cool as he can be, anyway. But he’ll see. In time, they all will.”

      “Josh won’t be happy.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fuck Josh. Let him be mad all he wants. And let him take his alimony and shove it right up his ass.”

      “The judge actually didn’t sign off on that little demand.”

      “See!” I click my tongue. “I knew they wouldn’t. What sane person would?”

      I chuckle. “Still… he’s going to make my life a living hell once he finds out about this.”

      “How?”

      “Oh, he’ll find a way. As long as he’s sending me checks every month, he’ll find a way.”

      I frown, brushing her hair out of her face. “What if he wasn’t sending you checks?”

      “Then I’d be broke on the street.”

      “No,” I counter. “You’d be safe and warm inside our new house.”

      She frowns, and then her eyes widen, and she shakes her head. “No. Greg, you’re not going to take care of me like I’m some helpless child.”

      “It would just be for a little while.”

      She keeps shaking her head, but I pull her to sit up, gathering her hands in mine.

      “Listen, let me take care of things just while you’re in school. When you graduate, I’m happy to split bills right down the middle, if that will make you happy.”

      “I don’t want to be a burden.”

      “A burden is the last thing I see you as,” I tell her, kissing her knuckles. “If you were serious, then I am, too. Let’s live together. Let’s start over together. Without him.”

      Her mouth pulls to the side. “Are you sure you want to do this? I mean… none of the facts have changed. You won’t have kids.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “I’m going to get old.” She makes a face. “I already am old.”

      “No, you’re not,” I say on a laugh. “You’re my person.”

      She softens a bit at that, but shakes her head. “I’ll die before you.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I’ll disappoint you.”

      “And I’ll do the same.”

      She scoffs, as if it’s impossible.

      “I will! Trust me, I’m far from perfect. Just wait until you hear me eating cereal.”

      She cringes. “Hear you?”

      “Exactly.”

      That earns me a chuckle.

      “Look, none of that stuff matters to me,” I tell her, squishing her cheeks between my hands. I plant a sloppy kiss on her lips before she shoves me away. “You. That’s what matters to me. I want you, Amanda. I want this. I want us.”

      She sighs, but a smile spreads on her lips, her hands intertwining with mine between us.

      “So, stop being so damn stubborn already and just trust me.”

      She debates for a long moment, chewing her bottom lip before she finally huffs and climbs into my lap, threading her arms around my neck. She leans her head against my chest, curling into me.

      “Is this a yes?” I ask.

      Her eyes find mine, glossed with tears, and she nods. “It’s a yes.”

      “Good,” I growl against her neck, and then I take her down in the covers, biting and sucking and tickling her while she writhes underneath me. “Time to seal that deal the good old-fashioned way.”

      “I think we’ve sealed the deal in just about every way possible at this point.”

      But I shake my head in disagreement, already kissing my way down between her legs.

      “Trust me,” I say. “There are many ways we have yet to discover.”

      And with Amanda biting her lip and watching me, I show her just one example, using my hands and mouth to unravel her yet again.

      In the middle of the night, with her hair splayed across my chest and the soft sound of her even breathing lulling me to sleep, too, I stare up at the ceiling with my mind turning over everything that’s happened between us. I spend half the night wondering if every aching moment in our lives led to this one right here, if this is the reason in that everything happens for a reason cliché.

      Maybe it is. Maybe it’s just luck. Maybe the universe just likes to play games with us, the powerless pawns, and I never had any control at all.

      All I know is that if it means I get to have her in the end, I’d go through every painful moment again.

      I kiss her forehead and let out a long, sated sigh, my chest warm with only one thought that I can’t help but whisper aloud.

      “Home sweet home.”
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      “We’re doing it.”

      Greg cocks a brow high into his hairline, a finger pointed directly at me like he’s going to spank me if I try to disagree with him again.

      I can’t say that I wouldn’t enjoy that punishment, but I heed the warning, nevertheless.

      “I’m just saying, I was five years younger when I put this item on our list.” I scan the two massive backpacks we have filled to the brim, the seams stretching, and my heart thuds hard in my chest again at the sight.

      “She has a point,” David says, a sleeping Penelope in his arms. “I mean, climbing a mountain at any age is a risk. But, at fifty-two…”

      “A young, beautiful, spritely fifty-two,” Greg intervenes, pulling me into his arms and planting a kiss on my cheek. “She’s got this.”

      He searches my eyes, holding up one hand between us, his fingers curling into his thumb in our secret sign.

      Badass.

      “Yeah. I’ve got this,” I tell my son, suddenly defensive about my age when I was just trying to use it as an excuse in the same way he was. But when I see him and Greg exchange knowing looks, I wonder if I didn’t just walk right into a trap they knew my stubborn ass couldn’t resist.

      Bastards. Always ganging up on me.

      “You still look scared,” Greg assesses, turning me in his arms until I’m facing him. “Tell me your worries. Let me soothe them.”

      “Well, if I fall, I might break a hip, for starters.”

      “Fixable.”

      “It’s going to be freezing.”

      “I’ll snuggle you.”

      “Ew,” David cuts in, and then he stands, balancing Penelope in his arms as he makes his way through the cabin we rented into the kitchen. “I’m getting out of here before this gets any worse.”

      I chuckle, but then my face is sandwiched between Greg’s strong hands, his eyes searching mine. “I mean it,” he promises. “I’ve got you. And you’re strong — plenty strong to climb a little fourteen-thousand-foot mountain.”

      I lean into his touch, wondering if he can feel my heart hammering out of my chest, if he knows the true reason why it’s so loud and unsteady.

      “You graduated with your bachelor’s and master’s degree after not being in school for thirty years,” he reminds me. “If you can do that? You can do anything.”

      I sigh, shaking my head. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” he says on a smile, kissing my nose. “And I’m so damn proud of you. Your own practice,” he marvels. “Amanda Young — LMHC.”

      Those letters send a flutter of butterflies stampeding through my chest, and Greg wraps me in his arms just as a tornado blows through the front door.

      “Grandma, grandma, look!” Tucker screams, running in with his cheeks a rosy pink from the cool Colorado fall weather. “Benji got a squirrel!”

      On cue, the black lab Greg and I rescued a year ago bounds through the same door, a dead squirrel hanging limply in his jowls as Julia screams bloody murder and chases him back outside.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says, panting as she hangs her hands on her hips. “I tried to stop him, but that damn dog is worse than a toddler.”

      Greg barks out a laugh, kissing my forehead before he swings Tucker up onto his shoulders. “Come on, partner. Let’s see what else we can catch.”

      “Yeehaw!” Tucker yells in his best accent, and then they gallop out the door, and I watch the two of them chase Benji around the yard before Julia closes the front door on a chuckle.

      “Have I told you how much I love him?” Julia asks, pointing a thumb over her shoulder. “Because I really, really love him.”

      “Oh God, please don’t tell me my wife is going to try to hook up with my best friend now,” David calls from the kitchen. “I’m still not used to my mom in that scenario, I can’t take anymore.”

      “You’re the only man for me,” Julia promises, planting a smooch on his lips before they both stare at their newborn baby girl sleeping in David’s arms.

      My heart fills with an unending warmth as I watch them, and then I walk to the window, watching Tucker and Greg play with Benji in the yard.

      It’s funny how time seems to pass by at the speed of light when everything in life feels right.

      School once seemed like an impossible task to me, but now, I’m a year out from my grad school graduation, a handful of internships under my belt and a little office in a building on the south side of Tampa secured for my first private practice. There was a time when I thought I’d never make it, and now, I look back and wonder how it all went by so fast.

      Maybe I was caught up in the whirlwind of it all — selling the house, buying a new one with Greg, falling into how sweet living life was with him.

      It was as easy as breathing, finding our routine, and we lived together as if we’d never known anything else. I tended the garden and forced him to help me pick out every little detail of the house, so that it wasn’t just my home, but ours. We split the cleaning and the cooking, him taking over when I had a big week of tests, and me taking over when surgeries kept him at the hospital from before the sun rose until well after it set.

      And now, finally, and much to Greg’s dismay — we’re splitting the bills, too.

      I know we don’t need to. I know Greg can handle our mortgage and bills with ease on his salary alone. But he also understands how important this is to me, how hard I’ve fought for the ability to pull my own weight.

      I gleefully pay those bills every month, and Greg respects me enough to bite back his argument and just say thank you.

      As much as the routine was easy to fall into, what I love most about living with Greg is that he won’t let routine swallow us whole. We still carve out time for our list, for spontaneous date nights, for adventures — like the tattoos we got two years ago, or the road trip we took our first Valentine’s Day together, or the karate lessons we took and failed at miserably together.

      Or like right now, driving our whole family to Colorado to climb a fourteener.

      Of course, they won’t be climbing. No, that torture is reserved for me and Greg. But Julia and David will watch Benji while we’re gone, and then we’ll spend the next week and a half exploring the area as a family, enjoying actual fall weather and foliage that we never get in Florida.

      Sighing, I survey our backpacks again, checking our list and rummaging through to make sure we have everything we need. After dinner, we’ll meet our guide and a few other people climbing with us at the base of the mountain, where we’ll camp. Then, before the sun wakes up tomorrow, we’ll start our climb, all with the intention to be on our way down before the afternoon storms have a chance to wreak havoc on the peak.

      Greg is like a kid in a candy store, exhilarated just by the thought of the hike. And while I’m excited, too, I’m also nervous.

      Not because I think I can’t do it, or because I think I’m too old to do it.

      But because of what I’m fairly certain will happen when we reach the top.

      The front door swinging open snaps me from my thoughts, and Julia is already herding Tucker back to the bedroom he’s staying in to get him cleaned up for dinner as Greg scrubs behind Benji’s ear. He ducks into the kitchen long enough to pour him a bowl of water, and Benji slurps it up happily, dripping half of the water on the floor as his tail wags and wags.

      “What did I tell you?” Greg says, slipping his arm around me as we watch our dumb dog. “Just like a kid.”

      I snort, but can’t fight back my smile as Greg plants a row of sloppy kisses on my neck.

      “Ugh,” David groans.

      “Alright, alright,” I say, winking at Greg as I playfully shove him away. “Let me make us dinner before you ruin my son’s appetite.”

      We all gather around the table for an Italian feast, pasta and chicken and bread with olive oil and salads bigger than any of us need prepared by me and Julia. Once we’re stuffed, we get bundled up in our warmest clothes and load our packs into the rental car, hugging Julia, David, and Tucker goodbye.

      It’s a quick drive to the base of the mountain we’re climbing, and our guide meets us with an enthusiastic smile and help setting up our tent. We hang by the fire for a while before he encourages us to get some sleep for our big day, and then we crawl into our sleeping bag and snuggle up close.

      “Well, baby,” Greg says, planting a soft kiss at the back of my neck as he wraps me up in his arms tight. “You ready?”

      I smile, wiggling even closer as I think about the past five years, about how much my life has changed, about how happy I am after an entire lifetime of wondering if true happiness existed at all.

      Greg tasked me with double-checking everything we needed for our hike, and I took that task very seriously. I made sure we had emergency equipment and food and water and hand warmers and spikes for our shoes in case we hit ice and everything else on that list.

      Greg knows I made that list and checked it twice.

      What he doesn’t know is that, in the process, I found that little black velvet box tucked into the very bottom of his pack.

      I didn’t have to open it to know what was inside, but it’s that little guy that’s had my stomach in knots the past twenty-four hours.

      But right now? All those knots are gone, the butterflies sleeping, and I twist in Greg’s arms until I’m facing him, running my fingertips along the line of his stubbled jaw.

      He may not know what I discovered, but there’s one thing we both know without hesitation.

      When he gets down on one knee, my answer will be a loud, passionate, resounding yes.

      “Ready,” I tell him.

      And I kiss my boyfriend goodnight for the last time.

      Because this time tomorrow night, he’ll be my fiancé.
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      Thank you for reading Washed Up! I hope you loved Greg and Amanda as much as I love them.

      

      Keep reading for a sneak peek preview inside SCREWED UP, which is Dane’s story! You won’t want to miss the chemistry between him and Dr. Larsen Belle.

      

      Can’t get enough of Amanda and Greg? Get an extra bonus scene of them getting their tattoos together here!

      

      If you enjoyed this book, you’ll love the rest of the Bayside Heroes. Check out the entire series here!

      

      And, if you want more from me, I recommend picking up the fifth anniversary edition of my bestseller, A Love Letter to Whiskey, which includes a brand new book in the back from Jamie’s point of view. This bad boy is thick! So, if you like big books and you cannot lie, it’s right up your alley.

      

      And now, for your sneak peek at Dane and Larsen!
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      LARSEN

      A slow inhale does little to relieve the dull throb pounding at my temples. The sullen man lying rigid on the mattress continues giving me the silent treatment, but his pinched scowl as he glares at me says enough. I can’t blame him for being upset. The standard-issue robe he’s wearing is nearly threadbare, and a nurse told me he’s been grumbling for hours about wanting real food. Not the stuff from the hospital cafeteria. On top of that, he’s protesting about being held at the hospital against his adamant demands for discharge.

      He could leave, of course—it’s not like anyone is stopping him, but the laundry list of staff assigned to him will strongly recommend against it. His symptoms are progressing at such an exponential rate that he’d be back in this bed by nightfall even if he did leave. 

      I clear my throat for another attempt. “Mr. Astor—”

      “No!” He throws a hand up inches from my face. “Already said I’m not talking to a head shrinker. You’re wasting both our time.”

      The creative term for my hard-earned psychiatrist degree burns. I’m going to need more coffee, or chocolate. Or both. “This is not a therapy session, Mr. Astor. I’m just here for a psych consult.”

      “Not buying it, Doctor Belle,” he sneers at my last name. “You sound like a Disney princess. Look the part too.”

      That could almost be considered a compliment if he hadn’t been cursing my existence since I stepped into the room. “I just need to discuss your pain level.”

      The man shifts, and a wince cracks his thunderous expression. “Everything hurts. Happy?”

      If only that were all it took to appease me. The pressure against my skull kicks harder. “Is the medication providing any relief?”

      “Oh, wait.” He pauses for a moment to prop himself upright, letting out a groan with his effort. “Are you the one who passes out the drugs?”

      That’s an eloquent way to put it. I quirk a brow at him. “In your case, yes. I’ll be part of the team that monitors your condition from this point forward. We’ll collaborate to create an intervention plan that, hopefully, you’ll get on board with.”

      “Great.” He claps his hands. “So, what’s next on the menu, Doc?”

      His sudden spark of enthusiasm raises several red flags. I might look young, but I’m not naïve. This guy shouldn’t be too ecstatic about my involvement. His frequent flyer status has reached the point where a psych consult was ordered. I’m only just beginning with this meet and greet.

      For appearances’ sake, I double-check his chart. “Your most recent dose should still be sufficient.”

      “Nope,” he grunts. “I need more.”

      I take another peek at his chart while dragging in a lungful of heavily sterilized air. “You’ve already had an adequate amount. Your next round won’t be for several hours.”

      The wrinkles on his forehead deepen with a severe furrow. “Listen, lady. You’re new, so I’ll give you a history lesson on how this works. I’m sick. Very fucking sick. Your job is to make me feel better. If you want to be helpful, gimme the good stuff. Then I can go home and be done with you.”

      The glassy sheen reflecting from his gaze heightens my concern. Between the rosy flush and damp brow, it’s clear his fever has yet to break. He’s a chronic case, and there’s not much we haven’t tried. His chart has extensive notes regarding his preference for certain narcotics. It’s vital that I proceed with caution.

      I pick imaginary lint from my white coat. “Well, it’s not that simple.”

      He rips his focus from me with a scoff. “Crank the tap or get out.”

      Before I can argue any further, an extended buzz vibrates in my coat pocket. A lead weight immediately drops in my belly. That notification can only signal one thing. I whip out my phone to check the system alert. 

      “Shit.” I stab at the screen to scan the full emergency notice. The message is straightforward, in bullet points:

      Major accident.

      Mass casualty.

      Countless injuries.

      Totals on the rise as more victims are recovered.

      All available staff needed for triage.

      Report to ambulance bay.

      My patient chuckles. “How about that. Doctor Snooty can curse. Not so prim and proper now, huh?”

      I smooth a palm against my meticulous bun. The stereotype he’s slinging at me is neither new nor worthy of a retort. His reprimand is a smack against my cheek, though. There’s no excuse for cussing in his presence. He’s correct in that regard. I pride myself on maintaining my utmost professionalism, even when dealing with problematic patients, but high-stress situations tend to weaken my filter. It’s something I need to work on. 

      That’s not important right now. The real upset is due to the news flashing on my phone. I take a moment for deliberation, waging an internal war as I debate my next action.

      Instructions from years past flood my brain. My mentors during residency would ignore the call and go about their psychiatric business. Their advice strongly suggests that I stay in my lane until specifically summoned. It’s safe to assume that most in my position would listen to the wisdom bestowed upon me—but I’ve never had the mentality to sit back and wait. 

      The opportunity to make a difference sends a spike through my pulse. This is my chance to carve a fresh mold. Screw relying on the roles set out for me. That well-worn career tread doesn’t suit my ambitions. The chief will admire my initiative and gumption. I can make a name for myself in this field by blazing a new trail.

      Decision made, I turn to Mr. Astor. “There’s an emergency I need to assist with. I apologize for cutting this introduction short.”

      “You’ve been standing around for at least ten minutes and haven’t accomplished a damn thing. Get out of here.” He flicks his wrist at the door. “You’re useless to me.”

      “We’ll finish our chat later.” I paste on a smile—brittle as it might be—to brighten up this exchange.

      “Don’t bother. I’ll be well on my way by then.” He tips an imaginary hat.

      This conversation is circling the drain. I’d have more luck talking to the bleached wall beside me. “You’d be better off sticking around, Mr. Astor. We can’t provide you with appropriate care if you’re constantly in and out.”

      “And you’d be wise to mind your elders.”

      Another crack at me. Go figure. I chew on the snarky retort begging for escape. “Try to get some rest until Doctor Marshall can see you. I’ll check back soon.”

      I’m halfway to the exit when his parting blow trips me.

      “Send someone who isn’t fresh out of school. You don’t have a damn clue what you’re doing.”

      I offer him a farewell grin over my shoulder. His nasty attitude is the strongest incentive I could receive. Patients like him are the reason I chose this field. That doubt he hides behind only fuels me to prove myself.

      And that’s precisely what I’m about to do.
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      I squint against the glare reflecting off the river. The sun is barely cresting the horizon as we approach the final turn. In a few hours, this stretch will be packed with locals and tourists alike, which is precisely why we hit the pavement before dawn. The breeze dances gently over my heated skin, offering a brief reprieve from the exertion. The chill hanging in the air is an added benefit.

      There’s a slight burn in my calves as I lengthen my stride. I could go for a third lap before my lungs begin to protest. The traffic will remain minimal for at least thirty minutes. I stare at the approaching bend while the echoes of our steady footfalls whoosh in my ears. From my periphery, I catch Greg’s flushed cheeks and heaving chest. Chances are he won’t take me up on another round. Fucking lightweight. I slow my pace, coming to a stop at the rail before crossing the bridge.

      Greg staggers to a sloppy halt beside me. He bends in half, huffing with labored exhales. His shirt is soaked and he tugs at the soggy material. “Damn, dude. That was brutal. What’re you trying to prove?”

      I stretch my arms, rotating left to right. There’s a distinct rush flooding through me, pushing for more. I’m barely winded. My muscles feel warm and primed. “Nothing. Maybe you need more time away from the ER.”

      He grunts and swipes at his glistening forehead. “OR.”

      I wave off his correction. “Same difference.”

      His eyes roll to the dewy grass. “Not really, but nice try.”

      “Speaking of,” I focus on the vibrant colors splashing across the skyline. The hum of traffic is gaining momentum behind us. “Any big incidents lately?”

      Greg studies me for a moment. “Do you actually care?”

      “Yeah, I have nothing interesting happening at work. Let me live vicariously.” A noticeable twinge in my hamstrings has me dropping low for a few squats.

      He mirrors my movements. “By discussing the tragic misfortune of others? Man, you really are a heartless asshole.”

      I mock a wince as if he’d struck a blow. Asshole I may be, but heartless? I straighten my stance with a sigh. “Is it always tragedy that lands them in your care?”

      “You don’t visit the emergency room for a little boo-boo.” His deadpan tone gives me a clue to how he really feels about my lacking knowledge.

      “Touché.” I salute him. “So, what’s been keeping you busy?”

      It’s curiosity, and boredom, more than anything. I haven’t been to the hospital since I broke my arm in first grade—knock on wood. This is my version of a backstage pass.

      He peers into the distance. “Did you hear about that major crash on Tuesday?”

      That jogs my memory. “On the I-4?”

      He bobs his head. “It was bad. A huge pileup. We had every OR full for eighteen hours. It was nonstop.”

      There’s something more to the experience that he isn’t saying, but I don’t want to prod too hard at a sore spot.

      “What caused it?”

      His shoulders bunch with a shrug. “The fog? Who knows. It happens too often.”

      That’s a harsh reality anyone in this region has to deal with. “It’s good you were there.”

      “There’s only so much I can do.”

      “More than me.”

      Greg’s mouth dips at the edges, but he nods. “We saved a lot of lives.”

      My gut clenches at his quiet downplay. “That’s it?”

      “I can’t give you the specifics.” The abrupt shift in his mood proves he’s carrying extra baggage that I’m not privy to. How could he not be? He blows out in a rush. “What’s up with your job?”

      “Nothing.” I curl my upper lip at the reminder.

      His snort calls bullshit. “Now who’s being evasive?”

      “That’s just my style.” I give him a bow.

      He lifts his brows in a silent challenge.

      I steel myself for the backlash this confession will unleash upon me. “Truth be told, I’m ready for a change of scenery.”

      Greg lets his jaw go slack. “You’ve only been at the office gig for two months.”

      I avert my gaze, finding a sudden interest in the sidewalk vendors revving their grills and setting up supplies. “My talents are being wasted.”

      “Oh, that’s rich.” Disapproval pinches his features.

      A low simmer begins to bubble in my veins. “You’d rather have me doing something I hate? It’s dull as fuck, man. I’m not meant for routine monotony. There aren’t even any hot chicks who work in the building. The least they could do is provide some visual stimulation.”

      “I doubt that would matter. This is your pattern. You can’t stick around for the long term.” His accusation threatens to blister my skin.

      “Fuck off, West.” I clench and open my fists for several counts. The heat prickling at me only burns hotter. “Excuse me for not having the dedication to be a doctor.”

      Greg turns to face me. “Dedication isn’t your issue. I just want you to realize this behavior is toxic.”

      I draw in a breath through flaring nostrils. “Now you’re a shrink?”

      Disappointment drips off his slouching stance. “Don’t do this, Owens.”

      “Do what?” I narrow my gaze on him. “Defend myself?”

      He returns my glare. “Do you forget that we’ve been friends since freshman year? You’ve been at this cycle for a decade. It’s not new. Push all you want, I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Then don’t be such a dick. Why do you care about my career goals?” The question might as well be rhetorical. We’ve had a similar version of this exchange at least a dozen times.

      “You need stability. Don’t you want a family someday?”

      My chuckle is brittle. “That’s hilarious coming from the man who pays rent for a condo he rarely sleeps at.”

      Greg crosses his arms. “Not because I’m bed-hopping, asshole.”

      I scratch at an itch across my nape. “Does it matter?”

      “Not to you.” He groans and yanks at his damp hair. “We aren’t discussing my habits. You’re deflecting, as usual.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      The strain in his expression fades as my words register. Greg knows my history. The story isn’t glamorous, but it could be worse. My mom chose to leave. Many have their parents stolen by accidents similar to the one Greg just mentioned. But that wasn’t the case for me. She simply didn’t love me enough to stick around. That strikes a kid down, regardless of how resilient he might be. It didn’t help that my father checked out on his parenting responsibilities once she fled. He didn’t exactly provide a ringing endorsement for commitment, or attachments in general, with his defeated attitude. I lost the rose-tinted perspective to dream of accomplishing much. It’s a damn shock that I even graduated college.

      Greg hangs his head with a lengthy exhale. “I didn’t mean to attack you. Overnights at a building in that part of town probably don’t get much action.”

      I fling an arm out to the side. “Thank you. That’s the sympathy I was looking for.”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose at my theatrics. “You want excitement?”

      “That’s literally what we’ve been talking about since you needed to stop for a rest.”

      A curse is muffled against his palm, but he doesn’t comment on my jab. “If I stick my neck out for you, then you need to stick this out long enough to make the effort worth my while.”

      “The fuck?”

      His cheeks puff with a forced breath. Hesitation clouds the air. “There’s a position open at the hospital. Not sure about the details. It might be entry-level.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest. It almost feels like a spark of hope. “I’d be all right with that. Either way, it probably pays double what I’m currently making.”

      He laughs. “I’ve never heard anyone complain about their salary.”

      I could almost hug the guy—sweaty balls and all. “Will you put in a good word for me?”

      His nod is easy. “But it might take more than that. Those positions are contracted through a third-party agency.”

      A buzz thrums in my sated muscles. I feel rejuvenated, which has nothing to do with the miles we just ran. “Can you find out which company? I might have a connection with them already.”

      Greg claps me on the back. “Of course, man. What are friends for?”
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      This has been an exclusive sneak peek inside Screwed Up by Harloe Rae! Continue reading here – FREE in Kindle Unlimited!
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        ➜ INSTAGRAM

        ➜ FACEBOOK

        ➜ FACEBOOK READER GROUP

        ➜ TIKTOK

        ➜ GOODREADS

        ➜ BOOKBUB

        ➜ TWITTER

        ➜ PINTEREST

        ➜ WEBSITE

      

      

      

      Kandi Steiner may be coming to a city near you! Check out her “events” tab to see all the signings she’s attending in the near future.

      

      
        
        ➜ SEE UPCOMING EVENTS
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