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  OTHER WORKS BY


  MOLLY MCLAIN


  ––––––––


  CAN’T SHAKE YOU (River Bend, #1)


  CAN’T HOLD BACK (River Bend, #1.5)


  CAN’T GET ENOUGH (River Bend, #2)


  CAN’T WALK AWAY (River Bend, #3)


  


  Sometimes what you want and what you need are two very different things.


  Always relegated to the “friends with benefits” corner of small town River Bend, Jenny Riley is done giving the milk for free. Falling hard for a bad boy? Not in the plan, either.


  Sexy, emotionally-wounded Marine Reservist Brody Nelson just needs someone to lend an ear. A friend. Friends to lovers? That’s more than he bargained for.


  Neither wants a relationship. A long distance friendship should be enough.


  It’s not.


  Warning: This books contains a tattooed, pierced hero with a few surprises up his sleeve...and a hella sexy one down his pants.


  Prologue


  “It’s not you, it’s me.”


  Yeah, right.


  Jenny Riley sucked in a deep breath, wet her lips, and willed her heel, currently clad in a spiky black knee boot, not to stomp through Reed Fletcher’s stupid, clichéd foot.


  “You really don’t have to do this.” She shot a glance around his shoulder to make sure Annabel, her receptionist, was still out to lunch. She was and, thankfully, she’d flipped the Open sign to Closed on her way out. At least there’d be no witnesses to this...whatever it was. “You’ve got someone new, right? I get it. We’ve done this before.” Repeatedly. To the point, it was actually kind of embarrassing.


  Reed shook his head, his brow drawn together. “It’s different this time. Or at least I think it is.”


  “Good. I mean, yay for you. I’m sure she’s great.” Great in a way she apparently wasn’t, because fuck buddies weren’t great for anything other than, well, fucking. Gah, she was so pathetic. What did she think would happen? He’d fall in love with her? Ha!


  “Jenn...” Reed reached out for her and the second his fingers touched her arm, butterflies whirled in her stomach.


  Dammit. She was not attached to him. She’d known what they were and what they weren’t. To have thought for even a second that she might mean something more to him...


  “I hope we can still be friends.”


  Ugh. The other ‘F’ word she hated so much.


  “Of course we will. We’ve been friends forever.” She pasted on a smile as the chimes on the front door jangled and Annabel bustled in. Snowflakes glistened on her hat and she held two steaming cups of coffee in her hands.


  “Hey, Reed,” the young woman greeted him brightly—and cluelessly—despite the cold following her inside the salon.


  He flashed a quick smile, then turned back to Jenny, his voice low. “Have dinner with me tonight. Let’s lay this to rest, once and for all.”


  God, that sounded awful. Like their on-again-off-again fling was something they’d struggled with. Hell, maybe he had. Could she possibly have been any more naive?


  “Tonight’s not good,” she muttered, still sweeping up the hair from her last customer because it kept her from simply standing there, looking as awkward as she felt. “I’m helping Ally get ready for Vegas.”


  “How late will you be? I can grab take-out and come over when you’re done.”


  No. Just...no. “Reed, seriously. It’s fine. This isn’t that big a deal.” Only it kind of was and she hadn’t realized it until now. How ridiculous was she, falling for a guy who’d made it clear from the get-go that he’d never fall for her?


  He nodded, but the frown on his face didn’t fade. “You’re something special, Jenny Riley.”


  But apparently not special enough to keep him interested in more than the warm space between her legs.


  Her throat began to constrict and her lungs began to burn, and she nodded, too, hoping like hell he’d get the hint and leave before the full reality of what he’d just told her sank in.


  He didn’t want her anymore. Just like every guy before him and the ones in between, too.


  “Thanks,” she managed to say. “I hope she’s the real deal this time.”


  Just like that, the tension melted from his expression and his dark eyes lit up. His cheeks even flushed a bit. Imagine that—River Bend’s most renowned womanizer blushing over a girl.


  “You’re such a dog.” She shoved him away and rolled her eyes. Damn him for never getting all soft and gooey about her that way.


  “Hey, someone had to be the player around here.” He laughed and grabbed her arm, pulling her in for a friendly hug. Like they hadn’t, just a few weeks ago, licked every possible inch of each other.


  “I guess the same could be said for me.” She pinched his side and held her breath. Don’t breathe him in. Don’t let him—this—get beneath your skin.


  “You sure you don’t want to talk about this some more?” he asked into her hair.


  Shaking her head, she pushed away and straightened her apron, keeping busy so she wouldn’t have to look him in the eye. “Nah, it’s best this way.”


  He gave a soft grunt and shuffled back a few steps. “Goddamn, I feel like a prick right now.”


  And she felt like a fool. What the hell was wrong with her? Maybe the holidays were making her sentimental.


  The chimes rang again and her first client of the afternoon ambled in from the mini-blizzard outside. Venturing a small, apologetic smile up at her now former lover, Jenny shrugged. “Duty calls.”


  Reed mirrored her expression. “I hope you find the real deal, too, princess. You deserve it.”


  Damn right she did. And one day she’d have it. Probably not anytime soon, but someday.


  ***


  “Bullshit!” Brody Nelson slammed his hand down on the dull metal table before him, rattling his commander’s coffee cup and bouncing his pen.


  Jeffords settled back in his chair, crossed his arms over his utility-clad chest, and chuckled. “You know, it’s not every day someone gets pissed at me because I tell them they can’t go back to war.”


  “Yeah, well, it’s not every day you’ve got a miserable son-of-a-bitch like me, itching to go back either.” Brody shoved a hand back over his hair, the top just long enough to be against regulation, though he wasn’t sure why he gave a shit—the corps apparently didn’t care. “I don’t know why you can’t just push this through. Swap me out with someone who’s got a family...kids. Someone to fucking come home to.”


  “You know I can’t do that.” Jeffords slid a form Brody had already seen too many damn times across the table.


  “There aren’t many Marines like you, willing to give every last damn breath they have for their country, I’ll give you that. But until the doc says your head’s in the right place, you’re grounded. You know the rules.”


  “Fuck the rules. Fuck those quacks, too. I never boohooed to them about anything, so that recommendation is total bullshit.” They both knew it, too. Just like they both knew that this was a red mark on his record he’d never shed. Three fucking tours and this was the thanks he got.


  “It’s out of my control, Corporal. I’m sorry.” The commander lifted his hands.


  Screw that. Brody pushed away from the table, the legs on the chair screeching against the tiled floor. He stalked to the left and then to the right, his hands locked behind his head. “I might as well just retire then, huh? What else is there left for me to do?”


  His higher-up said nothing, just let him pace himself into a frenzy that ended with a fist flying into the wall on his way out the door.


  “Take some time off, Nelson,” Jeffords called after him. “Get out of town and take a load off.”


  He wanted out of town all right. He wanted the next plane overseas, but that wasn’t gonna happen.


  Ooh-fucking-rah.


  Chapter One


  New Years Eve, Las Vegas


  They say that whatever you’re doing at the stroke of midnight on New Year’s Eve is a sign of what’s to come for the next twelve months.


  If that was true, then Jenny was screwed. And not in the fun and breathless way either. Nope, she was screwed in the pathetic, just dumped kind of way she should have seen coming.


  What was worse, only hours earlier she’d watched her best friend marry the love of her life. Proof that sometimes casual on-again, off-again flings actually turned into something more. Like she’d thought—hoped—might be the case for her and Reed.


  She closed her eyes and chased away the mental image of the man she’d already given too much of her time. Tonight, she wiped the slate clean. No more Reed and no more gone-at-dawn hook-ups. Just her and her salon and her future, wherever that took her.


  Definitely no men for a good, long time.


  “You sure you’re okay on your own tonight?” Ally stuffed the last of her toiletries into a bag and handed it off to Mark, her new husband, who waited by the bedroom door of the suite Jenny and Ally had shared the past two days. Tonight was Ally’s wedding night, so of course she’d spend it with Mark. Just like she would every night for the rest of her life.


  Damn, this sucked.


  Jenny dropped her chin to her chest and willed the tears to stay away. Don’t ruin the most romantic night of your bestie’s life by crying like a baby.


  “Hey...”Ally’s fingers grazed her arm and her voice softened to a near whisper, so Mark wouldn’t hear. “Are you that happy for me or is this about Reed, the dumbass?”


  Half-snort and half-laughing, Jenny met her friend’s eyes with a smile. “Would you believe me if I said I’m just anxious for you to get out of my room so I can break out the hottie I’ve got stuffed in the closet?”


  Ally nodded eagerly, her red hair dancing along her shoulders, left bare by her pretty, ivory wedding gown. “I would totally believe that. Hell, I hope it’s true.”


  Sneaking men in and out of your life is what landed you single at twenty-eight, Jenn. Tsk-tsk.


  Stupid conscience. Jenny shook her head and gave Ally a gentle push toward the door and her husband. “Get out of here. Go do nasty, deplorable things with your man. And take notes, because I expect details when we’re back home.”


  Her friend tossed a saucy grin across the room and Mark returned it with an eye-fuck of his own. Totally disgusting, but they were married now, so they could get away with it.


  “Have a good flight tomorrow. I’ll call you Tuesday as soon as we land.” Ally wrapped her up in a bear hug, holding on for a few extra seconds before she let go. “You know, Mark’s friends are still here, too. I’m pretty sure Sean would be happy to buy you a few drinks at the bar.”


  Drinks, yes. Sean, no. The mischievous twinkle in his eyes reminded her a little too much of a certain ex-fling back in River Bend and she’d already made up her mind—no more energy wasted on guys who only wanted sex. She was worth more than that, dammit.


  “Nah, I think I’ll just kick back here and enjoy one last bubble bath in that big tub.” She waggled her eyebrows and saw Ally and Mark out the door. After another round of congratulatory hugs, she said goodnight and watched her friends walk away, looking more in love than seemed fair.


  She would not be jealous. She wouldn’t. Her friends had fought hard to make their relationship work and they deserved every good thing that came their way. Most of all each other and the baby Ally already carried.


  But as Jenny closed the door behind them, the walls of the suite began to close in around her. Her pulse beat a little faster and, despite her best efforts to breathe, her lungs started to burn. She wasn’t just alone now—she was alone in every sense of the word.


  No way could she stay in this monstrosity of a room all by herself. Sleep would taunt her and her stupid brain would try to dwell on all the ways her life should be different. All the things she could’ve done—and could’ve not done—to bring her to this very humbling, very terrifying moment.


  She needed a drink. Maybe three.


  Too bad it was already after ten o’clock and the New Year’s festivities would be in full swing. Couples would be crawling all over each other and she’d probably hate herself a little more.


  Ahh, screw it. At least she wouldn’t be alone.


  ***


  “The Marine Corps can suck my cock.” Brody tossed back a shot of Jameson, hissed with the burn, and then motioned for the pretty bartender to refill the glass.


  “You don’t mean that, man.” On the stool beside him, Sam Conrad shook his head. Of course, the stupid bastard would try and talk him out of his anger—he hadn’t been screwed over by some bullshit panel of shrinks who’d never seen a deployment.


  “Yeah, I do and I promise you this—they won’t push me out. If I go, it’s because I decide it’s time, not because some assholes who don’t know shit about me think I’m fucked in the head.” He downed the second shot—his fourth in the last hour—and went to work on his beer. PTSD, his ass. He knew what he’d done on his previous tours, and he’d do it all over again in a friggin’ heartbeat. Except the part where they’d lost Ernie and Troy. That he could do without.


  “They’re not gonna cut you loose. It ain’t like that.” Sam’s words trailed off as a trio of women—one in red, one in white, and one in blue—passed behind them on their way to a table in the corner. His friend shot him a ‘you game?’ grin, but the last thing Brody needed tonight was yet another reminder that his service to those colors was currently in question.


  “Have at it, Corporal. I’m gonna sit this one out.” Tipping back a swig, he turned his attention to a TV mounted behind the bar. An hour and forty minutes until midnight according to the clock counting down in the corner of the screen. Another year almost gone. Another twelve months of service he’d given a country that apparently had no use for him anymore.


  Fuck that noise.


  “Hey, darlin’, can you hit me again?” He crooked a finger at the blonde behind the bar, whose too sweet smile was one he knew well. A quick slip of his room key across the glossy wood and she’d be in his bed tonight. Hell, she might not even make him wait that long. This was Vegas.


  With a promising glint in her eyes, she topped off the shot glass and watched him drain it. “At this rate, you’re going to need help back to your room.”


  Ha. Could he read ‘em or what? “You think so? I don’t know. I’ve got a pretty high tolerance when it comes to whiskey.”


  Twirling the bottle of Jameson in her hand all fancy like, she added another swallow to the glass and arched an eyebrow, those baby blues dancing at the challenge. “Let’s test that, shall we?”


  He chuckled and chased the aftertaste of the last shot down with a gulp of beer. Truth be told, the comfortable buzz had already begun to morph into blissful numbness. Sure, he liked to drink—almost as much as he liked blondes—but getting shit-faced wasn’t going to make him forget why he’d come to Vegas in the first place. Neither was this chick’s blatantly fake DDs.


  “I’ll humor you, sweetheart...” He reached for the glass. “But I’m also gonna do something I never do.” He nodded over his shoulder toward Sam and the patriotic trio and winked. “That Vin Diesel wannabe over there is probably more your speed tonight. Flash him a little cleavage and he’ll forget all about the triplets.”


  The blonde stuck out her bottom lip and, if he hadn’t already ruled her out, that move would’ve done him in right there. He hated that pouty shit.


  Movement a couple seats down caught his attention and he swiveled his suddenly heavy head to the right as a gorgeous brunette claimed a stool. She waved the blonde over and he watched in curious silence as the bartender poured out not one, but two shots of tequila.


  He glanced behind the curvy bombshell, expecting a friend or even a boyfriend to slide into the chair beside her, but there was no one. Just her. And two rounds of Jose.


  She flipped her long, dark hair over her shoulder, tossing back the shots, one after the other and he zeroed in on the long column of her neck as she swallowed. All that creamy, golden skin. Looked soft and enticing. Would probably taste sweet as sin on the tip of his tongue.


  Fucking hell, he was half hard just watching her drink.


  But no matter how tempting, she wasn’t gonna make him forget either and, unlike the flirty blonde, this one had fire in her eyes. Like she’d burn him—hell, anyone—if they got too close. She took a full inventory of the crowd, and her grimace and slightly upturned nose when her gaze swept over all the paired off duos didn’t escape his notice. Even Sam and the flag sisters earned a distasteful glare.


  He’d bet a hundred bucks she was on the rebound, and probably a guaranteed firecracker in the sack, with all that pent up man-hate brewing inside of her. Maybe he wasn’t so tired after all...


  “Can I buy you a drink?” he called down to her and she jerked her attention back around. When her chocolate eyes finally landed on him, they widened just enough for him to know she liked what she saw, even if she didn’t want to. So he smiled. Not only the polite thing to do, but she was also beautiful. That face. So pink and fresh. Subtle and natural unlike so many of the other women he’d come across in Vegas.


  He couldn’t look away, nor could he quit grinning.


  “You look thirsty. Let me get you something to take care of that.” He gestured for the bartender to stick around and the brunette rolled her eyes. “What’ll it be, sugar?” He leaned a forearm on the bar and turned all of his attention toward the one thing on this entire trip that might be able to distract him from the shitty reality of his life.


  Instead of reciprocating, the spunky brunette gave him the palm of her hand. “For one, there’s nothing sweet about me, so cut the sugar shit. Two, do I look like the type of girl who needs a guy to buy me drinks?” She motioned for the bartender to fill one of the empty glasses in front of her and dug some cash from her purse. “No offense, but you’re also way too pretty. Not my type anymore.”


  Fuck me and don’t be gentle about it. “Once bitten, twice shy, huh?” Undeterred, he rotated his stool so he faced her head on. He also tugged at the long sleeve of his gray Henley, revealing his inked forearm. His guaranteed ace in the hole, because chicks...chick loved his tats.


  But this one? She snorted, downed the third shot, and slid off the seat just as quickly as she’d climbed on. That wouldn’t do.


  “Hold up. You just got here. You can’t leave yet.” He got to his feet too and the woman propped a hand on one luscious hip, fully leveling with him for the first time. She was taller than he expected, in fact, he bet his chin would rest on top of her head if they danced. Maybe he should ask her to do that. Thaw her out a bit.


  “I’m pretty sure I can do whatever I want.” She lifted her left hand and waved it between them. “There’s no ring on this finger. Definitely not yours.”


  “Well, no. Not yet. But—” Not yet? Way too much to drink, man. Way too much.


  A small, almost imperceptible smile lifted the corners of her mouth and he chuckled, rubbing a hand around the back of his neck.


  “That’s not what I meant,” he clarified. “But you look like you came here for a reason and I don’t want to scare you off.”


  “Do I look scared?” One dark eyebrow lifted above one of the prettiest, sultriest eyes he’d seen in a long time. Hell, everything about her had that same pull. The full curve of her breasts and hips, and the long, lean lines of her legs in that snug pair of jeans. Even the way she cocked her foot to the side called to him. Made him wanna pull her in close, just to feel her body pressed against his.


  “Nah.” He shook his head, flashing what he hoped was an appeasing smile. “Look, I’ve probably had too much whiskey and I’m sure I’m coming off as a total player right now, but I assure you I’m not.” Shit. “Well, wait...I actually am, but I’m not trying to hit on you. Not because you aren’t totally hot, because you are. Way hot. But...” What in the ever-loving fuck, man!


  “But what?” She took a slow step forward, her head tipped to the side, those smoldering eyes dancing beneath the bar lights.


  “But you look like maybe you’ve got something on your mind that no amount of alcohol is gonna work out. I know a little something about that.” He gestured to this empty shot glass on the bar next to his beer. “Maybe I could lend an ear. That’s all I’m offering. Really—”


  “No thanks.”


  Well then. He lifted his hands and retreated back to his stool, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. Why the hell had he thought he’d be able to help someone else with their issues when, according to the Corps he couldn’t even deal with his own?


  “I appreciate the offer, but coming down here was a mistake. I’d rather wallow in misery by myself in my room.” She hefted her purse a little higher on her shoulder and flashed a genuine, if not sad, smile. “Happy New Year.”


  He watched her exit the bar in the mirror behind the display of bottles. She had the right idea. There was nothing down here for him but a bigger headache in the morning. So he tossed some cash on the bar, ignored the bartender’s third disappointed frown, and called an end to his evening well before midnight.


  There was nothing happy about this past year and the one coming up didn’t look all that promising either.


  Chapter Two


  The sexy, dark-haired stranger was right—no amount of alcohol would make her forget about the gaping, Grand Canyon-sized hole in her self-confidence. The three shots of Jose should’ve loosened her up, but it was like they’d gone down her throat and poured right out of her stomach, making her feel....nothing. Nothing but stupid.


  She hurried across the glossy, white marble floor of the lobby, her sights set on the convenience store, so she could grab a couple bottles of water to wash the pointless booze out of her system. She was stowing her purchases in her purse on her way to the bank of elevators when she ran smack into a tall, hard wall of muscle that seemed to come out of nowhere.


  “Whoa, baby, sorry about that.” The guy from the bar gripped her upper arms, steadying her on her feet. Not only was he even better looking up close and personal, he smelled amazing, too. Bastard.


  “Are you really? How do I know you didn’t follow me and purposely stumble into my path?” She tried to shift out of his hold, but he held on tight, his mossy green eyes searching her face.


  “Hey, I know you,” he slurred and her eyes slid down to the fullness of his bottom lip. Fullness that guaranteed he’d be a great kisser. Jerk.


  “You do know me. From the bar about ten minutes ago, remember?”


  He shook his head. “No, I mean, you’re from Nebraska, right? River Bend?”


  “Um....” There was no way he could know that, unless... “Are you friends with Sean and Russ?” she asked, referring to Mark’s Army buddies who’d come to the wedding earlier.


  “Who?” Finally releasing her, he stepped back, his face pinched. Dammit, he had those chiseled cheekbones she liked, too. Ugh. “I don’t know who you’re talking about, but I know Josh and Tony. I’m Brody Nelson and, if I’m not mistaken, you’re Reed Fletcher’s girl.”


  Oh, hell no. “That I am not,” she snapped, pulling her shoulders back and eyeing the elevator just a few feet away.


  “Yes, you are.” He gave a brusque laugh. “I just saw you a couple month’s ago when I was in town for Tony’s birthday.”


  So maybe his name sounded familiar, but that didn’t mean she owed him any more of her time. “You might be right, but look...I’m tired and it’s been a long day. I just want—”


  “Yeah, yeah. Me, too. I’m headed up—”


  “Hey, sexy. There you are.” The blonde from the bar appeared out of nowhere, her creeper focus narrowed in on Brody like a heat-seeking missile. Another blonde, this one shorter, curvier, and dressed in a slinky, black dress, accompanied her. She, too, couldn’t take her eyes off of the man. Sure, he was good looking, but he was also drunk and having a hard time standing up straight. If they wanted in on that, more power to them.


  “Uh...” Brody stammered and the ghost touch of his fingers grazed down Jenny’s forearm. A discreet plea for help? From her? Ha. Good luck with that. “Didn’t realize you were looking for me,” he muttered.


  “No, probably not. You’ve had a lot to drink.” The bartender smiled deviously and her friend laughed. Jenny’s eyebrows lifted. These two gave on the prowl a whole new meaning.


  “You know what that means, right?” the more petite woman asked, her teeth scraping all coy and stupid-like over her bottom lip as she stepped forward, her boobs jiggling under a low neckline. “You’re gonna be a hell of a lot of fun.”


  Unless I want to get sucked into some weird fuckfest, that’s my cue to leave. Jenny stepped aside, removing herself as the barrier between the barracudas and the meal they clearly intended to devour.


  “Where you going?” Brody snagged her hand and, though he didn’t tug her back into his space, he did blink down at her, his dark eyes both hazy and wide at the same time. “I thought we had plans.”


  Uh...what? “Pretty sure you have other things to do. Since it’d be rude to keep these lovely ladies waiting, I’ll just get out of your way.” She nodded toward the elevator and made to leave again, putting a solid ten feet between them.


  “Come on, sugar. Don’t be like that,” he tried again and she had to give him an A for effort. Or desperation. Still, she kept walking. The faster she got to her room, the faster she could put this weird scene and this icky restlessness behind her.


  “You’re really gonna walk away like—” Brody stopped short when a beefy hotel security guard rounded the corner with a scowl on his face.


  “Macy,” the big man rumbled, his chin to his chest and his dark eyes piercing right through the smaller blonde. She looked between the uniform-clad man and the bartender, her mouth opening and closing like a guppy for long enough to be obvious. She was up to no good and she’d just been busted.


  “H-hey, baby,” she finally squeaked out. “What are you doing in this part of the hotel?”


  “I saw you walk in on the security camera. Saw you go straight to the bar, too.” He flicked a dismissive glance at the bartender, who smirked. Then he swiveled a hard glare, complete with a grunt, at Brody. “You planning on fucking my girl, man?”


  The elevator opened, but Jenny didn’t move. How could she? Now if only she’d grabbed that popcorn she’d seen in the store downstairs...


  The bartender crept away from the scene, but her friend moved closer to Brody, whose glazed eyes and fogged brain still looked to be processing the situation.


  “Nothing wrong with having a little fun, Ray.” The little blonde, Macy apparently, put a hand on Brody’s chest. “You do it, too.”


  “I don’t even know you,” Brody mumbled, his words sliding out of his mouth without control. He followed the plea with a stumbling side step and had to use the wall to keep himself upright.


  “You sure about that?” The guard took two steps forward and reached out for the front of Brody’s shirt.


  “Whoa!” The interruption erupted from Jenny’s lips on its own accord and she flinched. Damn do-good conscience. Damn sympathetic side for men who didn’t deserve it. “Listen, I think there’s been a misunderstanding.”


  Over Brody’s shoulder, the guard shifted his focus to her and a small smile softened the hard line of his lips. “You in on this playdate, too?”


  Is that what they called orgies in Vegas? Jesus. She shook her head. “No. I mean—”


  “I’ll let her do you.” He winked. “But only if I get to watch.”


  “What the fuck, man?” Brody shook loose from the guy’s hold, but lost his footing and almost uprooted a potted plant when he tipped toward it. Jenny wrapped an arm around his waist before he made a fool of himself and a mess.


  “Sorry, but we’re not into that kind of thing,” she explained to the guard, as Brody slipped an arm across her shoulders and leaned into her. Cripes, he was heavy. “We’ll just be on our way.”


  “Yeah,” Brody yammered. “On our way. To our room. Alllll the way upstairs.”


  Please, God, let him at least remember what floor he’s on.


  The guard laughed, while his girlfriend pouted behind his back. “Y’all have a good night.”


  “Oh, we will.” Brody pressed a smacking, lingering kiss to her temple and she bit back a groan. Just get him in the elevator.


  She steered him toward the glossy steel doors with a sigh. “Come on, big guy. Let’s get you to your room.”


  “Or yours. Whatever.” A low laugh vibrated from his bulky body to hers and he leaned in again, sniffing her hair. “Mmm, you smell like flowers.”


  “Oh, good. That’s my stealth asshole defense system kicking in. You’ve got about five minutes until you can’t feel your dick. No promises on your ability to breathe, either.”


  He snorted as the doors opened and his feet got tangled up beneath him. Instead of reaching out for something stable to keep him upright, his free hand somehow landed on her boob. He grinned as she wrapped her fingers around his wrist and promptly removed the big paw.


  Like that had been anything close to accidental. “Not so smooth when you’re wasted, are you?”


  “Totally smooth,” he slurred and she rolled her eyes, shoving him into the elevator car.


  Why was she helping this guy again? It wasn’t like he’d even remember meeting her in the morning, therefore it was even less likely he’d know if she left him to the wolves. Josh and Tony would never know.


  “Goddamn, you’re pretty.” Unlike the guard, Brody’s dark green eyes never left her face and a wave of pleasure rippled down her spine. No man had ever held her gaze this long before. Not even Reed.


  Psshh. Whatever. “You’re lucky he didn’t break your nose.”


  “You wouldn’t have let him.”


  So damn cocky. “You don’t know that. Just because you know Josh, doesn’t mean you know me.”


  “You’re wrong.” He said the words with conviction. Liked he actually believed them.


  “Don’t let this go to your head. I just didn’t want to have to fill out a witness statement for the cops after Rocky down there pulverized your face.”


  “Uh huh. More like you didn’t want to tell my boys you let me get my ass beat.” A lopsided grin spread across his face and, for a second, she let herself study the confident curve of his bottom lip. God, with a mouth like that he’d definitely done a lot of kissing and other naughty things involving his tongue.


  “That wouldn’t have happened. You’re wasted, but I’m pretty sure you’re not the kind of guy who’d just stand there and take it.” Her gaze slipped down to his chest and then his arms. They were covered by long-sleeves, but the fabric snugged over bulging muscle. And she’d seen the tattoos in the bar. Definitely a guy who could defend himself.


  “So you’ve been checking me out,” he observed and she felt the heat flushing her cheeks. “Good to know.”


  Good Lord. “What floor are you on?” She watched the numbers creep up toward eighteen—her off point—and realized she hadn’t thought to ask him first. “You should be safe to get to your room without being ambushed again.”


  “I’ll be fine. And I’m on eighteen.”


  “Imagine that. So am I.”


  They rode the rest of the way in silence and he followed behind her, stopping three doors before her own. “You gotta admit—this is damn coincidental.”


  “Or karma hates me more than I thought.” She cringed as soon as the words left her mouth. He wasn’t that bad. He just...well, he was a man.


  “Shit.”


  “What?” She stopped at her door and glanced over her shoulder.


  “I think I lost my keycard.” He pulled both of his pockets out. Empty. “Dammit.”


  Dammit indeed. He was in no shape to go back downstairs by himself and all she wanted to do was crawl in bed. The elevator dinged in the distance and she sighed. “Check your back pockets. Maybe you put it there and don’t remember.”


  Frowning, he reached around, but came up with nothing but his wallet, which he fumbled to open.


  “Here, let me.” Back down the hall she went, taking the worn leather from his hand. His fingers brushed hers and she pretended she didn’t notice how long they were. How rugged in that works-hard-for-a-living sorta way that made her panties a little damp. Instead, she focused on flipping the billfold open and—well, well, Mr. Brody Nelson was a United States Marine. Who used Magnum condoms. “Nope, nothing in here.”


  “I’ll have to go downstairs.”


  Ugh. Why are you doing this to me, Universe? Why? “I’ll go with.”


  “You’ve done enough—”


  “Well, if it isn’t the lovebirds.” The security guard and apparent ninja, smiled from further down the hall. “Everything all right here?”


  “Are you fucking kidding me?” Brody’s voice rumbled at the back of his throat, only loud enough for her to hear. “Is this guy Batman or what?”


  “It’s possible. This is Vegas, you know.”


  The man continued toward them and the hair on the back of Jenny’s neck rose. Suddenly she imagined Brody in a hotel room with the chicks and this dude and... Shudder.


  “Honey,” she laughed, tangling her fingers with Brody’s and tugging him to her door. “Our room is over here, remember?”


  “Wha—”


  “Just play along,” she bit out and quickly swiped her card in the door, shoving it open and then pushing him inside. She got the door closed and dead-bolted behind them just in time to hear the guard chuckle in the hallway. “Something is seriously freaking wrong with that guy. His friends, too.”


  “You’re telling me?” Brody grinned, sweeping his gaze from her to the suite. “Nice spread. Way nicer than my digs.”


  “Yeah, well, I didn’t pay for it.” She told him about Ally and Mark’s wedding and the fact that they’d floated her tab, though she wasn’t sure why. She didn’t even like this guy. Still, she dropped her purse on the table inside the door and offered her hand. “I’m Jenny, by the way, and if you’ll excuse me to the ladies’ room for a moment, I’ll go downstairs with you.”


  “Nice to offormably...um, officiably...I mean, officially meet you.” He wrapped his fingers around hers, then edged back toward the door, his hands tucked into the front pockets of his jeans. “I really am cool to get that key myself...”


  “No!” Where the hell had that come from? “Just...just hold on, okay? I’ll be right out.”


  He tipped his head to the side and smiled, his eyes clouding fast with drunken haziness. “You don’t have to.”


  “I want to.” Gah, she was such a sucker. “You’re right about Josh and Tony. They’d disown me if I left you to the wolves and you were forced into a four-way with that creepy guard.”


  He snorted and scratched a hand over his hair. “Yeah, that would suck. I’m not worried, but I’ll wait if you’re that concerned about my ass.”


  She laughed softly and shut the door behind her. Five minutes later—because a girl had to freshen up in the presence of an attractive man—she emerged from the bathroom to find him waiting. On her bed. With his eyes closed and a soft snores puffing from his nose.


  Why was she not surprised?


  On the table beside the bed and his completely relaxed form, the clock ticked over to midnight and the sky outside lit up with fireworks.


  Another year come and gone. And a man in her bed that, once again, didn’t belong.


  Despite her resolutions, she couldn’t bring herself to wake him and make him leave.


  Chapter Three


  The sweet scent of flowers didn’t belong in the middle of the dusty, destitute Afghani village. Then again, neither did he. Still, he huddled next to the hut’s little window with sweat running down the middle of his back and a finger twitching on the trigger of his gun.


  He refused to fucking die like this. Like Ernie, who lay at his feet, a crimson stain blooming from the center of his chest. The long, jagged shard of metal had embedded itself deep, taking the light out of his eyes. Like Troy, who’d been hit harder by the same debris. Whose broken, unrecognizable body lay in another depraved dwelling just down the way, under the watch of Sam and Carson.


  But blood shouldn’t smell like flowers. Not unless Ernie had been wearing perfume.


  More like the fucking Taliban had sent a woman in as bait again. Nasty fuckers.


  “Brody,” a woman whispered, confirming his suspicions and sending his attention into overdrive. If they were ballsy enough to send in bait after the IED detonation, these grimy bastards weren’t going to stop until every last one of them was dead. Including the helo unit coming in to rescue them. Goddammit! He wouldn’t—couldn’t—lose any more comrades on this tour!


  “Get the hell out of here,” he rasped at the woman, who’d yet to show herself. She must’ve gotten closer though, because the flower scent teased stronger in his nose now. He could also hear her breathing, soft, wispy exhales that he swore he felt against his face. Was she really here, somewhere in the darkness, or was he hallucinating?


  “Brody,” she said again, this time more reverently. “You’re dreaming. Wake up.”


  If only this were a dream. If only he hadn’t just watched two more of his fellow Marines make the ultimate sacrifice...


  “I was cool with you crashing out here, but now you’re drooling on my pillow.”


  Huh?


  “Come on, soldier. Shake it off.”


  He jolted upright and the pretty brunette from the bar jumped back from the side of the bed. Her navy sleeping shirt rose high on her thighs as she slapped a hand over her mouth to cover a yelp. The whole friggin’ room smelled like the hyacinths his grandmother grew in her garden every spring and, given the woman’s damp hair, it was easy to figure out why.


  His dry, sleepy eyes slid down the length of her body, cataloguing every curve she didn’t bother to hide, particularly where her skin glowed, unabashedly bare from high on her thighs and down. What the hell time was it anyway? Apparently he’d been out long enough for her—what was he name again? Jessie? Jenny?—to shower and get ready for...what exactly? As far as he could remember she hadn’t been interested in conversation, much less undressing for him.


  “Call me a soldier again, sugar. I dare you,” he growled as he finally made his way back to her face, though there was less bark in his tone than he normally gave those who confused him with his lesser skilled military counterparts.


  Her cheeks flushed a soft pink, but her eyes sparkled with amusement. “Drool on my pillow again. I dare you.”


  Such a spitfire. He liked that. “You know there’s a big difference between a soldier and a Marine, right?”


  She pursed her shiny lips and cocked her head to the side, her hair falling in a sweeping curtain off her shoulder. “There’s also a difference between my offer to accompany you downstairs and you baptizing my pillow with your drunken slobber.”


  “Yet you chose to shower instead of waking me up.”


  “I tried, but you wouldn’t budge.” She lifted a shoulder and padded over to the bathroom, grabbed a tube of something, and flipped off the light. Then she shocked the hell out of him—she climbed onto the other side of the bed like they belonged there together. “You’ve only been out for an hour, but I’m guessing you crashed hard since you were talking in your sleep.”


  Shit. “You heard that, huh?”


  “Wasn’t much,” she began, slowly rubbing lotion onto her bare legs, not looking at him. “Just something about making it out alive. I saw the ID in your wallet before and since you know Josh and Tony, I put two and two together. You were dreaming about being overseas, right?”


  Hell, he might as well add another tat to his body. Nutcase right across his forehead. Everyone thought it anyway.


  “Is that why you drank so much tonight? Are you celebrating coming home?” She flicked a quietly curious glance at him from beneath thick eyelashes and he trained his focus on her hands, small, but long-fingered, smoothing that fragrant lotion over her skin. Her toes were painted a pale pink, a color so natural it matched the hue of her lips. For a second, he wondered what she’d look like all made up, but then he chased off the thought, because this woman didn’t need that shit. She was already an angel.


  Which meant he needed to draw a firm line in the sand. He was an asshole. A certifiable, ornery as hell jerk. This chick had saved his ass and then she’d let him zonk in her bed. She was good people. He was not, and he needed to remember that.


  He could fix that fast. He was good at scaring people off.


  “No offense, but that’s none of your business.”


  She arched an eyebrow and squeezed another dollop of crème into her hand. “Yet you thought it okay to crawl into my bed.”


  “You’re half naked right now. I can see your panties,” he countered, drawing on what he knew best. “You looking for a meaningless Vegas fuck, sugar?”


  She blinked at him for a few seconds, her expression unchanged, before she capped the tube and set it on the bedside table. Like he hadn’t just insulted her. “Sorry to disappoint, soldier, but this is just me doing my normal bedtime routine, hoping you’ll get the hint and get the hell out.”


  Ah, she liked to play the defensive game of self-preservation, too, huh?


  There was no doubt in his mind that’s exactly what she was doing and that was another reason he should leave and fast. Only, he wasn’t ready to go and not because he was still drunk. Which he was, but that was beside the point. He really liked this woman.


  “You said your name’s Jenny, right?”


  “Yes. And while you prefer Marine to soldier, I definitely prefer Jenny or even Jenn to Reed’s girl. Maybe we can call a truce on that.” She offered him a hand and, though he wanted to touch her—all of her—he hesitated.


  “Am I violating man-code right now, Jenn? Or were you hoping to chase off bad memories with that tequila earlier?”


  She dropped her hand onto the fluffy white comforter and sighed. “You’re perceptive. Your only superpower or one of many?”


  A slow, perverse grin tugged at his lips. “I’m told I’m a multi-talented guy.”


  She rolled her eyes and hit him with a pillow. “Stop trying to talk me out of this shirt, Superman. It’s enough that your ass is imprinting my mattress, isn’t it?”


  Not even a little, but not for the first time tonight, he acknowledged that he was interested in more than just sex with this girl. The pull could’ve been something as simple as one lost soul attracting another, but it didn’t really matter the reason. She hadn’t kicked him out yet, so maybe the tethers that kept him from leaving also kept her from showing him the door.


  “How about this? I’ll tell you why I was drinking if you tell me why you were.” She pulled her knees to her chest and rested her cheek on top of them. He wasn’t lying about her panties, and if she wasn’t careful, she was going to show him a lot more than just a little pink lace. But, nice guy that he was, he shifted his gaze back to her face, where she waited patiently for his response. Thank God for whiskey dick, because he’d only gotten half hard again before he reined it in.


  “It’s after one o’clock in the morning. We should both be sleeping, not hashing out shit neither one of us really wants to talk about. Besides, I’m starving.” He rubbed a hand over his stomach when it growled loud enough to be embarrassing.


  She gave a bark of laughter. “Oh, so it’s okay to eat at this late hour, but it’s not okay to talk?”


  “Hey, I skipped dinner. Don’t judge.”


  Her stomach rumbled even louder than his and she buried her face in her arms and chuckled. “I can’t believe I’m going to suggest this, because I really do want you to leave, but maybe we should order room service.”


  She was such a liar. But that was okay, because so was he—he’d eaten less than five hours ago. “As you said, it’s after one in the morning.”


  “And we’re in a city that never sleeps.”


  Point taken. “I’ll pay if you order.”


  She hopped off the bed and sprinted across the room, pulling out a binder full of local menus before he could finish the thought.


  ***


  An hour and a basket of chicken strips later, Jenny fell back on the bed, her belly full. “So tell me your sob story, Superman.”


  Brody leaned against the headboard and crossed his ankles, one over the other, his toes wiggling beneath white socks. He’d lost his boots shortly after they ordered room service and it was clear he wasn’t leaving anytime soon. Now she had the pleasure of lounging on one side of the king bed while he took up residence on the other.


  “Who said I had a story? Maybe I just wanted to celebrate the New Year.” He winked down at her and she reached over, twisting his shirt in her hand. Like she was tough or something. He laughed.


  “You shouldn’t do that,” she warned, rolling over onto her side and poking her fingers into his stomach on the premise of being even more threatening. In reality, she just wanted to see if his abs were really as hard as she guessed. And they were. Maybe she could get him to lose the shirt so she could inspect the full beauty of what lie beneath. How much of his skin bore those dark, sexy tattoos?


  “Shouldn’t do what? Laugh at you or give you shit?” He grasped her wrist and held her hand away, both of them struggling for control. She was no match for him, but he played with her a bit, giving her hope she might actually be able to take him.


  “Both. It’s rude. And the only reason I let you stay is because you promised you’d talk.”


  “I never make promises. In fact, if there’s anything you should know about me, it’s that.”


  She stopped fighting his arm and he let their hands drop to the bed. But he didn’t let go. “Didn’t you make a promise to this country when you joined the Marine Corp.? To your fellow Marines, too?”


  Something dark flashed over his nearly clear eyes and his throat worked as he swallowed. “That’s completely different.”


  “Different than what? What do you think we’re talking about here?” It was a silly question, of course, because she knew what he meant—don’t think I’ll call you in the morning, sugar—and she liked that he’d thought to edge their discussion in that direction. The honesty was nice. But attraction aside, she wasn’t any more interested in him than he was her. At least not beyond the company they shared in these early morning hours, both of them so obviously avoiding being alone.


  He tipped his head to the side and pinned her with a knowing smirk. “Come on, Jenn.”


  “Oh. That.” She blinked, feigning innocence. “I’m so disappointed. I, like, thought maybe you’d propose or something. You did allude to putting a ring on my finger earlier.”


  Now it was his turn to chuck her with a pillow. “You are such a smart ass.”


  “Better than a fat ass,” she said, snatching the pillow away from him and propping it between her knees.


  He laughed and folded his arms behind his head. “I’m gonna take a wild guess you’re bitter because your boy toy left you for someone else. No offense to you, of course, but he’s always come off as the type of guy who can’t keep it in his pants.”


  Ugh. Were they really going to do this? “Saying he left me isn’t entirely accurate, because we were never really together.”


  “So he used you.”


  Seriously, was this guy some kind of mind reader? How did he know this stuff? “Not any more than I used him.”


  “You sure about that? I mean, no matter what you chicks say, you almost always get invested in a relationship even when you say you won’t.”


  “Oh, so you’re not only perceptive, but you’re sexist, too. Nice.” She rolled her eyes and resisted the urge to kick him in the shins.


  “That’s not sexist,” he protested, shifting to his side so they lay face to face. “It’s a fact. Google it.”


  “So you’re saying it’s my fault that I’m hurt? Not his?” It totally was her fault, there was no doubt in her mind. Still, she wanted to see if Brody would try and talk his way out of his ballsy opinion or if he’d own it.


  “You knew damn well that he wasn’t going to put a ring on your finger and, if you’re honest with yourself, you didn’t want one anyway. You just don’t like being alone.”


  Well then...


  “That’s why you haven’t kicked me out yet. That’s why you’re laying in bed—in bed, Jenn—with a virtual stranger at two o’clock in the morning.”


  Seriously, when had he sobered up and discovered all the answers to the universe?


  “You’re just lucky I’m a nice guy or you’d be on your back, working out your loneliness the only way you know how.”


  That asshole! She blinked at him, not quite believing her ears. It was one thing for him to insult her when he had Jameson in his veins and marbles in his mouth, but it was something entirely different when he did it sober. Well, not sober...but not wasted out of his mind either.


  “Get the hell out of my hotel room,” she spat, clamoring to her feet and pointing to the door. She pretended her hand didn’t shake and that her stomach didn’t churn like she’d just swallowed sour milk. There was a fine line between honesty and being a dick, and he’d just crossed it.


  “Jenny...” He got to his feet, too, and came around the bed, lifting his hands to her shoulders before she could put any meaningful distance between them. Run to the bathroom, maybe, where she could steel her resolve and shutter out his harsh words. His harsh, but true words. “Look at me,” he demanded, yet his voice wasn’t more than a whisper.


  “You don’t know me.” She kept her eyes on the floor between his stupid, sock-clad feet.


  “That’s where you’re wrong.” His big hands slid down her arms, tender despite their size and strength. “I knew you the second you climbed onto that barstool. I recognized your pain before you said a single word. You wanna know why I drank tonight? Why I have almost every day since my last deployment? It’s because I fucking hurt, too, and I don’t know any other way to deal with it.”


  Who was this guy? Why had he come into her life tonight, of all nights? When she’d vowed to make a fresh start, no matter how many layers of shit she’d have to shovel away first?


  Brody represented the very kind of man she needed to give up. Yet he was also the type of guy—the type of friend—she needed most.


  The contradiction made her head spin, and that was reason enough to send him on his way. But, like he’d confessed himself, something about him resonated with her, too.


  “Why do you hurt?” Reluctantly, her fingertips pressed against his stomach. The only part of her that made any attempt to push him away. Even then, what should have been a nudge was really more of a caress...a gentle persuasion, hoping he’d open up a little more.


  “I watched two of my buddies die last tour.” He broke off and dropped his chin to his chest, blowing out an exhale so deep, she wondered if he’d actually been holding his breath. “Shit like that messes with a guy’s head.”


  She nodded slowly, questions on the tip of her tongue she knew better than to ask. How did they die? Were you close? Did they have families? “I know,” she began, but the truth was, she really didn’t. Not at all. “Actually, that’s a lie—I have no idea what you went through. I can’t even begin to.”


  Head still down, he squeezed her wrists. “That’s the most honest response anyone’s given me.”


  “Brody...” she began, breaking off when no further words came. Here was this big, formidable man standing in front of her admitting that, beneath the steely, bad boy exterior, lay a fractured, miserable soul. What was she supposed to say? What would get through to this seemingly invincible man?


  “I don’t even understand it myself, Jenn, so I don’t know how anyone else can. But some think they do. They think I need help.” He gave his head a half-shake, held it, and huffed out another heavy breath. “I can’t wrap my head around that. I mean, I’ve seen it happen to other guys. I’ve seen them fall apart over all the shit that happened over there, but that’s not me.”


  “But you said you’ve been drinking...” she offered quietly and he nodded.


  “I am. Too damn much. As much as pisses me off—as much as I don’t want to admit it—maybe they’re right. Maybe this is how it goes. Maybe I’m so caught up in my own head that I can’t see what everyone else does.”


  Twisting out of his grasp, she flipped the gesture and took his hands in hers. This man...God. She knew virtually nothing about him, but there was this invisible thread between them, a tug, she couldn’t explain. He was as lost as she was. Probably worse. And here they stood, trying to reassure each other. The broken aiding the broken.


  “It’s the Superman complex.” She tried on a soft smile, hoping it would ease him in some way. “It’s hard to take care of ourselves when we’re too busy making sure everyone else is okay.”


  He lifted his head hesitantly, letting her see the storm brewing in his eyes. Dark green, turbulent emotion, like an ocean in the middle of a late night typhoon. “I’m not a hero, Jenn.”


  “You are.”


  “No.” His fingers tightened around hers and pain seared through his expression. “You don’t understand.”


  Oh, but she did. “Let me guess—it’s your job, right?”


  “Yes! It is.”


  “Do you really want to have that debate with me right now, Superman?”


  He cocked an eyebrow. “No more than you want to own up to being lonely.”


  Yep, he had her there.


  She reached up and pushed a hand through her still damp hair. What to do now? What to say? If she were smart, she’d thank him for an enlightening evening and walk him to the door.


  “This has been one of the most unexpected nights I’ve had in a long time and frankly I’m exhausted.” She bit her bottom lip as he dropped her other hand and backed toward the sitting area, where his boots sat.


  “I’ll go then. Let you get some sleep.” When he turned, a surge of panic rose up in her chest and she reached out for him again, her fingers curving around his thick, corded forearm. He stopped short and glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah?”


  “Stay.” One single word, one single plea. Probably a mistake, but one that felt very, very right.


  “I won’t sleep with you, Jenn.”


  “I’m not asking you to,” she whispered.


  He tipped his head to the side, a sad, understanding smile on his face.


  Then he reached behind his head and tugged off his shirt.


  Chapter Four


  Three weeks later...


  “This is a waste of time.” Brody leaned back in the chair, arms crossed over his chest. The beady-eyed shrink took up a similar stance and Brody settled in for the long haul, staring back. This guy definitely wasn’t a Marine or he’d know better to think this was a game he’d ever win.


  “That’s a matter of perspective, Corporal Nelson.” Dr. Sherman, whom Jeffords had personally introduced him to, spoke easily, if not kindly. “All I ask if that you keep an open mind and this process will go a lot smoother than you’re anticipating.”


  “How the hell do you know what I’m anticipating?” Brody’s bark of defiant laughter echoed off the walls of the training complex. He should’ve been drilling with his battalion, but the Commander’s orders had been crystal clear—go to counseling or go home.


  “You’re not the first Marine I’ve come here to speak with. You’re also not the first to sit in that chair and get angry because you’re not out in the field.” Sherman steepled his fingers in front of his chest and gave his leather chair a little bounce, apparently just as content as Brody to ride this out for as long as it took. “But there’s more to being a Marine than a steadfast work ethic, Corporal.”


  No shit, but this flowery, let’s-talk-about-our-feelings crap sure as hell wasn’t part of it.


  “Look, Doc, I get that I’ve got some shit to deal with, but I’m perfectly capable of doing it my own way. On my own time.” Maybe tipping back endless bottles of booze wasn’t the best approach, but it said something that he recognized it was a problem, didn’t it?


  “Your last deployment ended almost a year ago.”


  And that was supposed to be fucking news? Brody rolled his eyes. “And I’ve survived just fine all this time. I haven’t gone off the deep end. I haven’t flipped out because someone’s muffler backfired in my ear. I haven’t walked down the middle of Omaha with a rifle strapped to my back.” He lifted his hands and leveled with the doctor. “I don’t even think about that shit, therefore I don’t have a problem.”


  “Did you attend Corporal Martin’s funeral, Brody?”


  Brody now, huh? Wasn’t that special? Like they were fucking friends or some shit. “Of course, I did. I gave his mother the flag.” But he hadn’t looked Ernie Sr. in the eye. Couldn’t.


  “Are you sleeping okay? Getting through most of the night without waking?”


  Brody glanced out the window of the Reserve training complex. Snow floated through the air, light as a feather, a peaceful, calming sight against the dry, brown backdrop of Omaha in mid-January. His memory flashed back to New Years Day, when he’d woken up in Jenny Riley’s bed, having slept for five glorious hours without seeing his buddy’s lifeless face lying on the floor of that dingy, sand-bottomed hut.


  “I’m sleeping fine,” he muttered, clenching his jaw to ward off the yawn building in the back of this throat.


  “How’s work? I see you’re a utility lineman by day.”


  “What does that my job have to do with Ernie and Troy?”


  Dr. Sherman lifted a hand. “I’m just trying to get to know you better, Corporal.”


  “Is that right? Well, you’ll be disappointed to know that work’s fine, my social life is fine, I’m fine. Hell, I even led a completely normal childhood. No juvenile record. No trouble at school. Not even a speeding ticket. I have plants, too. Imagine that shit.”


  The older man smiled. “You went to college on a full scholarship for baseball, is that right?”


  Brody grunted. “I see what you’re doing here, Doc.”


  The man up-palmed his hands once again, a light-hearted gesture that was probably supposed to ease Brody’s skepticism. Instead it pissed him off. There was nothing easy about sitting across from someone you didn’t know, fully aware that every word that came out of your mouth would be analyzed. Dissected. Made out to be a damn lot more than it really was.


  “You know what? I think I’ve had just about enough for today.” He rose and the legs of the metal chair scraped across the concrete floor.


  “I can’t force you to like this, Corporal, but I can assure you that my door is always open. If not here, then my office at the VA center.”


  Jaw pulsing, he nodded from the door and made his escape. The air in the corridor of the training facility was thick and muggy despite the winter season. He couldn’t seem to get it into his lungs as quickly as he needed it. Why the fuck was this so hard? He knew what he needed to do in order to make Jeffords and company happy. Just cooperate and cut open a vein—even if just a knick—for the beady eyed bastard back in that office and all would be well. He’d be back on track for deployment and back to what he knew best—kicking ass.


  “You’re done already?” Sam glanced up from the back of the truck, where he prepped netting for the new recruit training obstacle.


  “Yep, seeing as there ain’t a damn thing wrong with me,” Brody barked, grabbing eyehooks and fastening them on. How the hell could the Corps question his capability? How? He could do this shit with his eyes closed and walking backwards.


  “I don’t like to talk about it either, but if you wanted to, I’d do it. You know, informally,” his buddy offered beneath his breath, and Brody appreciated the gesture. But, honestly, it annoyed the hell out of him that, aside from the standard debriefing and combat counseling, none of other guys in his unit, who’d seen just as much as him, had to go through this bullshit. He sure as fuck wasn’t going to boohoo to them and prove Jeffords and Sherman right, that he needed that kind of catharsis.


  Jenny Riley’s face, pressed into her pillow as she lay facing him that morning in Vegas, flashed in his mind and, for a split second, the tension in his shoulders lifted. She’d asked a lot of questions, most of which he hadn’t answered, but she’d done it in an innocent, nonjudgmental way that made him feel more comfortable about this than he ever had. Not that he wanted to talk to anyone, but he wished he’d had the balls to ask for her number before she left. There was nothing wrong with him, but if he was going to talk, he’d prefer it was with someone like her.


  ***


  “Jenny Lynn, I swear to God if you don’t stop doting...” Helen Riley yanked her juice container off the tray and held it out of Jenny’s reach, an expression of warning on her pale face.


  “I’m not doting—I’m helping.” Jenny tapped the straw open on her mother’s table, a little two-seated number that came standard in all of the assisted living apartments, and handed it across the weathered wood. “We’ve been doing this long enough that you should know the difference by now.”


  Helen stabbed the straw through the foil on top of the apple juice, her lip turned up like Elvis. “I had a heart attack—I didn’t die.”


  “You had a heart attack and a stroke. And you coded on the operating table.”


  Her mother waved a dismissive hand, the fine bones in her fingers more delicate than ever. Since the incident two months ago, her mother’s body had become so frail and thin, so old for her sixty-one years. But, as worrisome as that was, Helen’s perpetual pain in the ass demeanor kept Jenny’s concern in check. If Mom could gripe and backtalk, she’d be just fine.


  “I’m telling you—my inner cougar just wanted mouth to mouth from that hot cardiologist.” Eyebrows waggling, Helen sucked down part of her afternoon snack while Jenny rolled her eyes and took the seat across the table.


  “So physical therapy is going better this week?” She scanned the schedule that the in-home worker had left out, easily accessible to Helen, who still had trouble with coordination. Thankfully, she could amble around without the support of a walker 24/7, but she still had good days and bad.


  “Yes, you worry-wart. Joanne thinks I finally rounded that last corner. Next stop, home.” Helen smiled a soft, uneasy grin that matched the uncertain weariness in her dark eyes. There had been so many setbacks, so much time lost from falls, that it was hard to believe she might actually live on her own again in the not-so-distant future. Three months had somehow felt like an eternity.


  “I’ll have to get your bedroom set up downstairs, and shift some furniture around to make maneuvering easier, just in case you do need to use your walker again.” She’d see if Reed... Ugh. She’d see if Josh or Tony could help.


  “That’d be great, sweetie. Thank you.” Helen exchanged the empty juice container for a carrot stick, sighing as she nibbled on it. She’d come a long way since October, but she still tired easily. Enough that Jenny wondered whether or not her mother would ever really be the same again. Once a vibrant, energetic woman, it was all she could do to make it through the day without a morning and an afternoon nap.


  “Oh, crap.” Jenny shot to her feet as her phone chimed in her purse. “I almost forgot about my emergency client this afternoon.”


  “I thought you took the day off.” Helen frowned, her dry lips pulling down so sadly that Jenny had to look away. Leaving her mother at the facility after visits never got easier. Each time, the guilt layered on a little more. She looked forward to Mom returning home as much as she did.


  “I did, but then Ellie called, needing a last minute wax. Hot date tonight, I guess.” She pushed aside the I’m-a-bad-daughter feeling and pasted on a smile.


  “Ooh,” her mother laughed softly, at least appreciating the gossip. “Lucky girl. Almost as lucky as you snagging the hunky building inspector.”


  Shit. She’d put off the news about Reed because there had been more important things to discuss. Christmas, Ally’s wedding, therapy... “Reed and I aren’t seeing each other anymore.” Not that “seeing each other” really equated to what they’d been doing, but her mother didn’t need to know that.


  Helen lowered the carrot from her mouth, a deep crease down the middle of her forehead, drawing her dark eyebrows together. A lock of salt-n-pepper hair drooped over her forehead. “Why the heck not?”


  Because I gave him the milk for free. “We just decided to go our separate ways. No harm, no foul.”


  “You really liked him. I thought he liked you, too.”


  How to tell her only parent, the one who’d worked her ass off to raise her right, that she’d acted so foolishly? Not just once either, but time and time again, making herself available to Reed’s whims—other men, too—even though it had meant sacrificing her own pride on more than one of those occasions?


  “Sweetie?” Helen prompted and Jenny blew out a breath, hiking her purse onto her shoulder. The first step to making a change is admitting there’s a problem, right?


  “I did like him, but I went about showing him the wrong way. I...” Just say it. Rip off the Band-Aid. “I thought sleeping with him would mean something more than it did. It didn’t. At least not like I was expecting.”


  “Oh, Jenny....” Her mother shook her head, undeserved compassion glistening in her eyes. “I had no idea.”


  “Of course, you didn’t. I didn’t want you to. I’m twenty-eight years old. Far too old to think sex might actually keep a guy interested, but that’s the game I played.”


  Standing on shaky legs, Helen came to stand before her, one soft, chilly hand curling around Jenny’s cheek. “I take the blame for letting you believe that. Lord knows I tried that same approach often enough in my younger years. Heck, how do you think you came about?”


  Sadly, she knew that story too well. Her father had been a truck driver who frequented McCauley’s Pub back in her mother’s hay day. Helen had fallen for his rough, nomadic ways and they’d carried on a fling for a year before Helen had gotten pregnant. Six months later, he married his long-time fiancée. Five years after that, he’d died in a multi-vehicle crash on I-80. Never once had he come back to River Bend to meet her.


  “No need to think too hard on that, Mom. It’s beside the point anyway, because I’m done with it. Done with Reed and men just like him.” She lifted her chin. “I’m...I’m better than that.” And maybe if she said it enough times, she’d start to believe it.


  She’d had a taste of that self-acceptance in Vegas. Then again, she’d also had a handsome man literally holding her hand, so of course she’d felt good about herself. Still, Brody had impacted her in a way she hadn’t expected. While not the ideal, independent, kicking ass and taking names approach she wanted to take, he’d offered comfort and support she’d needed to get off on the right foot.


  It was a good thing she’d never gotten his number, otherwise he’d become an all too-easily accessible drug she’d want another hit from, because she thought about him all the time. How was he doing? Was he dealing with his issues, too? Or were they still haunting him in his sleep?


  “What are you thinking about, sweetie?” Helen’s fingers trailed over Jenny’s cheekbone, tucking the hair behind her ear.


  “That maybe I need a support group. MA—Men Anonymous.”


  Helen laughed softly. “Nah, you can’t quit men. You just have to learn the difference between the cubic zirconium in this world and the real diamonds. Your gem is out there, baby girl. You just need to find him.”


  Chapter Five


  Valentine’s Day weekend...


  “Oh, my God. This might be better than McCauley’s.” Jenny fasted her lips around the straw and moaned, the cool, fruity ice of a blended margarita sliding along the back of her tongue. Beneath her, the cushions of Josh and Carissa’s couch embraced her ass better than any barstool ever had. They really needed to do these house parties more often. Especially with Heather mixing drinks.


  The redheaded bartender winked. “That’s because Josh bought the good tequila. Mac makes me use the cheap shit.”


  “He wanted to make sure you all felt the love, too,” Carissa explained, her gaze on her man, laughing at the dining room table. Across from him, his brother Dan dealt the cards for their first game of poker, while their friend Tony Dunn explained the rules. The newbie to the group, Nick-the-hot-firefighter, as he’d been officially dubbed, took it all in from behind a bottle of fancy imported beer. “Since the only lips I’ll let him kiss are mine, he figured top-shelf booze was an acceptable alternative.”


  Maddie, Dan’s wife, snorted. “He’s wasn’t wrong.” Though, if Jenny’s Spidey-sense was accurate, Maddie had secretly asked Heather to hold the rum in her Coke. Either she and Dan were following in Ally and Mark’s baby-making footsteps or they hoped to be soon.


  “No Reed tonight?” Heather asked, dropping down beside Jenny with a margarita of her own. The question probably should have been awkward since three of the four women cozied around the coffee table had intimate knowledge of what kind of underwear he wore, but it wasn’t. Not since they’d all realized Reed was exactly the kind of guy he’d told them he was up front—the kind who’d never offer a ring. He’d happily worship your body on Saturday night and then wake you up for mass on Sunday morning, but that’s as close as you were getting him to a church.


  “I guess not.” Not surprisingly, Jenny hadn’t heard from him since right before the holidays, when he’d dropped off a box of chocolate covered fruit at the salon. So customers could really indulge, he’d said, and then he’d given her a pouty lip and begged her to squeeze him in for a haircut.


  Carissa sighed, Heather bit her lip, and Maddie rolled her eyes. No further explanation needed. Reed was...well, Reed.


  “A little birdie told me you’re looking to bring another stylist on at the shop,” Carissa asked, edging the pillow she sat on a little closer to the fireplace, crackling and glowing behind her.


  “Thinking about it. It’s been tough since Mom came home a few weeks ago. She needs me more and more and hiring help at the salon is the only way to make the money I need but not man the place every day myself.” There wasn’t a ton of money to be made doing hair, waxing muffs, and painting nails in a small town and she could use all the tips she could get. But being available for Helen was more important than the bills that never seemed to go away.


  “I’ve got a friend from Hastings—Elena—who’s been wanting to move over this way. I could give her your number,” Heather offered and Jenny nodded...as the door off the kitchen opened and Reed walked in.


  She’d always envied Josh’s beautiful home with its open-concept layout, but right now, she could’ve used some walls.


  “Sorry I’m late,” he announced, offering up a two six-packs as apology. “I ran into these two making out on the side of the road and had to stop and kick some ass. Don’t worry, Tony, I already roughed him up for you.” Reed winked and Tony’s girlfriend, Nicole, popped in after him, blonde hair bouncing along her shoulders.


  “Surprise!” She grinned and Tony jolted out of his seat with a stupid grin on his face. God, that man had it bad. “Low census at the hospital, so they sent me—.” That was as much as she got out before Tony yanked her inside for a kiss and Brody Nelson’s tall, imposing frame filled the doorway behind her.


  Walls? Who needed walls? So much better to see the decor.


  “I was just about to come out here when this troublemaker showed up,” Nicole continued after Tony finished assaulting her mouth. “Good thing, too, because the snow’s really coming down. I doubt I would’ve made it in my car.”


  The guys paused their game to greet Brody and Jenny sat there on the couch, her stomach jumping like pop rocks. He looked better than he had on first sight, sitting at that bar in Vegas. Maybe it was because he had on a t-shirt this time, leaving those, big, sexy-as-hell arms exposed. And those tattoos...Lord. She knew all the beauty that cotton covered now, spread across his chest and all the way down to both of his wrists. Better yet? She could she could still feel the heavy, protective weight of him curled up behind her while they slept.


  Laying eyes on him again? There were no words. Just the strangest urge to push ahead of everyone else to see if he smelled and felt as good as she remembered.


  And maybe to gauge whether or not he had a similar reaction to seeing her again, which was ridiculous, because one, she’d given up men and, two, it didn’t matter if he swept her off her feet and claimed to miss her senseless—she didn’t need his validation anymore than she needed Reed’s. For God’s sake, they’d only shared a blanket.


  She told herself that exactly seventeen times before Brody’s gaze drifted toward the living room and landed smack on her. A slow smile curved his full lips and every last molecule of oxygen in her lungs vanished.


  So maybe he’d left a bigger mark than just an imprint in her pillow.


  “Do we know him?” Maddie leaned in, whispering. “Because I think I’d remember that I-eat-pussy-for-dinner grin.”


  Carissa covered a laugh with her hand. “He’s a Marine buddy of Josh and Tony’s from Omaha. You’ve met him. He has family in Hastings, remember?”


  “North Platte,” Jenny corrected, speaking carefully and trying not to sputter. “His grandparents.”


  “I think you’re right.” Carissa nodded and got to her feet to give her new guests a proper welcome. Nosey, Maddie raced after her and Heather waited until both were out of earshot before she elbowed Jenny’s side.


  “Do I want to know why you’re squirming, or am I going to hate your answer?”


  “No hate needed. It’s not what you think.”


  “Thank God, because if Nick isn’t going to take what I’m offering, I might have no choice but to move on, if you know what I mean.” Heather waggled her eyebrows and the sweet drink turned sour in Jenny’s stomach.


  “Yeah,” she huffed out, trying not to sound bitter.“Totally. He’s a really nice guy.” A nice guy she wanted for herself, but the timing was all wrong, dammit.


  Heather pursed her lips and leaned back, drink in hand, biding her time. Jenny did all she could not to bolt. Watching Reed move onto other women was one thing, because he was a pig and it’s how he’d always operated, but Brody...God, he was a temptation she hated having to resist. If Heather wanted him, what could she do? One night with Superman didn’t make her Lois Lane.


  “Earth to Jenny.” Suddenly Reed was before her, lowering himself to the coffee table so their knees touched. Heather flipped him off and scurried off the couch faster than a rabbit with a hound on its tail. “She’s going to hate me forever, isn’t she?” Reed chuckled quietly.


  “Probably. You did ditch her pretty quickly.” And a month later, he’d weaseled his way back into Jenny’s bed. Like always. Except for now.


  “Yeah, well...” He lifted a shoulder and flashed his professionally whited smile. He tried to pull off cocky—a typical Reed move—but the color in his cheeks was new. Was it possible he’d actually grown a conscience? No way!


  “If you think you need to come over here and do the whole cordial thing with me—again—you don’t. In fact, it actually makes things kinda weird.” Straw to lips, she sucked in another sip, all the while keeping her ear to the scene in the kitchen.


  Scratching the back of his neck, Reed’s face turned even pinker. “I just...I don’t know how to do this in a way that’s respectful to you.”


  Do what? What the heck was there to do? “Wait—is your new girl outside? Did you make her wait, because I’m—”


  “No! No, that’s not what I’m saying.” He lowered his voice. “We just haven’t talked much since Christmas and I guess I need reassurance that you’re really okay with us being just friends.”


  “Reed, it’s been two months.” Holding her chin high, she flashed the shut-up-and-die smile she’d crafted just for him and had used lots of times in the past. “You need to get the fuck over yourself already.”


  He laughed. “And this is why we get along so well...” Grabbing her hand, he tugged her to her feet and wrapped one arm around her shoulders, pressing a hard kiss to her temple. Like he hadn’t just reestablished their friend status. Even more contradictory, he slung his arm around her waist and led her to the kitchen where the rest of the group had gathered.


  And where Brody watched Reed proprietarily handle her. The way she let him handle her. S-s-sucker.


  Clearing her throat, she quickly extracted herself from Reed’s side. “Hey, Car, didn’t you say something about Jell-O shots in the garage fridge?”


  The hostess jumped off her fiancé’s lap. “Oh, boo, I totally forgot!”


  “That’s okay, I’ll grab them. I need to get my phone from the car anyhow.” And pull her head from her ass, too.


  ***


  Either Jenny and Reed were back together again or the asshole was still fucking with her head.


  Both options boiled Brody’s blood. She deserved better than to be some guy’s sidepiece.


  Jaw clenched, he watched her pull away from the dickwad and edge reluctantly toward the door, where he stood, beer in hand.


  “Excuse me,” she said politely, blinking up at him with those pretty brown eyes he’d called to memory more times in the past six weeks than he should’ve needed to. But something about the woman made him go soft and, in therapy, soft kept Dr. Sherman from reporting him as non-compliant.


  “Hey, sugar,” he greeted her with a wink and, in return, she regarded him an impersonal tip of her head toward the door he blocked. Like they hadn’t spent an intimate—albeit sexless—night together a few short weeks ago. What the hell?


  Not one to cause a scene, he stepped aside and let her slip by. A second later, her sweet, flowery scent one-two-punched him in the gut and he choked back a groan. She wanted to play like that night had never happened? Too bad. He couldn’t forget.


  “You know, I think I left my phone, too. Be right back.” He didn’t wait for acknowledgment, just turned on the heel of his boots and followed after her. He found her standing in the garage next to Josh’s truck, muttering four-letter words and covering her face with her hands.


  “Hey,” he said again and her shoulders flinched, but that was all the attention she gave him. So he went to her, his beer-free hand curling around her jean-clad hip from behind. “You gonna try and pretend you don’t know me, sugar?” he whispered in her ear. “Maybe I need to remind you that we didn’t do anything wrong.”


  She spun on him, her dark eyes wild...wild with something he couldn’t quite define. Fear maybe? Shame? “Why the hell are you here?”


  “Whoa.” He lifted his hands, beer bottle and all. “I’m not stalking you, if that’s what you think. I’m headed up to see my grandparents. Thought I’d stop in—”


  “Well, give a girl some notice next time.”


  Next time? He smiled. “I didn’t have your number. We forgot to swap.”


  “That was intentional.” Pressing her fingertips into his chest, she gave him a light, but definitive push and he chuckled. There she was, that little spitfire he couldn’t stop thinking about it. “I wasn’t looking for a hook-up and we weren’t supposed to see each other again.”


  “We share the same friends, Jenn. It would have happened eventually.”


  She licked her lips and raked a hand through her hair. Hair he’d buried his face in while they’d slept. His dick twitched at the memory.


  “You with him again?” he blurted out, catching her unaware if her quick intake of breath was any indication. “Dammit, you are, aren’t you?”


  “No.” Hand still fisted in her dark locks, she shook her head. Too bad the color in her cheeks trumped her denial.


  “He touches you like you’re together.” Maybe if he broke the bastard’s hands...


  “Because that’s how it’s always been. It doesn’t mean anything.”


  Not to Reed, but chicks were different. Jenny was different. It meant something to her, he could see it in her face. “He’s a fucking prick, Jenn. He’s stringing you along—”


  “Brody, stop.” She put her hand to his chest again, and this time her fingers lingered as her eyes closed and she blew out a couple measured breaths. He like her hands on him. A lot. “We’re not together, okay?”


  “But you’re not over him either.” Why the hell did saying those words feel like a knife to the gut? He barely knew this woman.


  “You have to understand—he and I have gone back and forth like this since I was seventeen.” Her eyes fluttered open again and the pain she bared there made him want to storm inside and drag Reed Fletcher outside by his balls.


  “You thought he’d eventually come to his senses and choose you.” It wasn’t a question and she didn’t refute the accusation. Instead, she held his stare, gulped, and slowly nodded that little chin. Shit. “Are you in love with him?”


  She blinked at him for five unnerving seconds. “I don’t know. And why the hell are we even talking about this? God!” She bit at her lips in frustration and his focus slid to her mouth and then that long, sleek neck he liked so much. If she were his girl, he’d be semi-permanently attached to that creamy skin. Tasting her, sucking her, driving her wild... “I just...I know I don’t want him anymore. The problem is, I don’t know how to move on. My head gets that it’s over, but old habits are still hard to break, you know?”


  Yep. All too well. Also...was he the only one who noticed how quickly they’d fallen into this conversation? Was she like this with everyone or did he bring out the talker in her? He rather liked the second option. “You need a new man in your life. Someone to cleanse your proverbial palate.”


  She snorted. “The last thing I need is another man. Remember the whole loneliness problem? That’s still an issue. One I’m pretty sure I need to resolve before I bring someone else down with my neediness.”


  “You’re not needy. You’re just...” He broke off, shaking his head. God, she was beautiful, every last bit of her.


  “I’m what?” She blinked up at him, nibbling the corner of her lip. He took it all in. That thick, tuggable hair, those sexy, fuck-me eyes, that small, freckled nose...


  Even the goose bumps on her collarbone were alluring. He’d love nothing more than to dip his head and warm her up with his mouth and lips and tongue, but he recognized a skittish colt when he saw one.


  “You’re cold,” he said instead, rubbing his hand up and down her arm, her white sweater soft beneath his palm. “And I’m an ass for keeping you out here. Why don’t you head back inside with the shots and I’ll take one for the team and grab your phone?”


  “I appreciate the offer, but my phone’s in the living room. In my purse.”


  He cocked an eyebrow. “So you lied.”


  She lifted a shoulder and flashed an innocent smile. “Sue me. You caught me off guard tonight. I needed a little air.”


  Oh yeah, he liked where this was going. “Me? I thought your boy toy was to blame for this freak-out.”


  She rolled her eyes and moved past him toward the door. Goddamn, her ass in those jeans...


  “Don’t let it go to your head, Superman. I just like your t-shirt.”


  Chapter Six


  Love sucks, true love swallows.


  Only Brody would wear a t-shirt like that to his grandparents’ house. Only Brody would be ballsy enough to plant his ass beside her on the couch, too, not giving a shit that he was the only rooster among the hens and that his buddies were talking smack about him in the kitchen because of it.


  “He’s just worried he’ll get his ass beat at the table.”


  “Fucker still owes me twenty bucks from the last time he played with us...two years ago.”


  “Nah, he just feels more comfortable with the chicks. They’re probably painting their nails.”


  “Are you just going to sit there and take that?” Maddie him asked from the floor in front of the coffee table once again. On her left, Carissa set out Cards Against Humanity.


  “I’ve got a pretty good hand right here, don’t you think?” He waved a hand around at the all the ladies. “Four queens and an ace in the hole.” He squeezed Jenny’s knee on the last few words and she gave a bark of laughter.


  “I know you’re not talking about me, Clark.”


  Mischief danced in his eyes. “No? Should I tell them what you said in your sl—”


  Slap! She fastened her hand over his mouth, both of them laughing. “I will cut you, I swear to God.”


  “Wait a second,” Heather interjected while she flipped her hair up into a sloppy bun and settled into place on the other side of Maddie. “Who the hell is Clark? And why do I feel like you two know each other way better than any of us realized?”


  “Oh, we do,” Brody said behind Jenny’s fingers, his eyebrows bouncing. She clamped down harder, giving him a warning glare, but then his hand dashed out, catching her in the ticklish spot just below her ribs. She collapsed against his chest, cursing under his vicious attack. “We know each other real well, don’t we, Jenn?”


  She should kick his ass. And she probably would, as soon as he stopped touching her and she could breathe again. But, dammit, she hadn’t laughed like this in months. And—duh—he was touching her.


  “Don’t let him fool you, ladies.” She shoved off of him, straightened her sweater, and poked his nose with a stern fingertip. “Clark here likes to talk big, but sadly that’s all...” Poke. “...he’s...” Poke. “...got.”


  “Guess he’s a smart guy, then.” Reed ambled into the room, eyes narrowed on Brody and then her. Like she owed him some kind of explanation. Well, screw that. She waved him off, hoping he’d go away, but he dropped into a recliner instead.


  Maybe Brody was right—maybe Reed was trying to string her along.


  “You playing, Reed?” Nicole pulled a Frozen tiara from her purse, clearly pilfered from Tony’s daughter’s toy box. “I’ve got our Queen Bitch crown right here. Since Brody’s obviously full of shit and we’re too ladylike to admit when we went last, I think you should start.”


  Reed brought his beer to his mouth, all the while glancing subtly between her and Brody. “Yeah, I’m in. Seems like all the action is in here anyway.”


  Was he really going to do this? God.


  “Alrighty then, let’s get this show started.” Nicole kneed her way across the floor and stuck the tiara on top of his head. “Pick your cards, servant bitches.”


  ***


  “A girl’s best friend is...” Heather twisted her lips and considered the cards in front of her. “Hands down, a girl’s best friend is multiple orgasms.”


  “Booyah!” Jenny high-fived the bartender over the coffee table. “I got you figured out, girl!”


  “No fair. I don’t have any sex cards.” Carissa pouted while Heather handed Jenny the crown for the fifth time in an hour. “Someone trade me.”


  “Not a chance, baby doll.” Maddie giggled and crowded her cards close to her chest. “Maybe Brody will share. I can tell by the pervy look in his eyes that he’s hoarding all the good ones.”


  Jenny snorted. “Nah, that’s his normal look. Total perv, 24/7.”


  He chuckled and, from his position behind her, nudged her in the ass with his knee. “Just read your card already, sugar. I’ve gotta get going soon.”


  Wasn’t that was a shame. The night was young and, just like Vegas, she didn’t want him go. But asking him to stay again...that would be a dead giveaway. Not to mention it’d go against the solidarity she’d worked so hard on the past month and a half.


  Clearing her throat, she pulled a black card from the pile and read it. Then she burst out laughing. “Oh, my God, I love this one.” She turned to Brody and smiled. “What is Superman’s guilty pleasure?”


  A devious glint flashed in his eyes and he reached forward, ferociously throwing down a card. Like he’d been sitting on it, waiting for this moment.


  “That was fast. You must be sure of this one,” she teased as the others added their cards to the pile.


  “Superman and I are like this.” He lifted two crossed fingers and grinned. “Let’s see how well you know him.”


  “Hmm, game on.” Gathering the cards, she read them aloud, immediately eliminating Jack’s magical beans and wet flatulence.


  “What do you have left?” Reed grinned, completely clueless to the private joke between her and the sexy man behind her. The man who’d somehow managed to make her laugh and feel desirable at the same time.


  “I’ve got chocolate covered blowjobs.” She cast a quick glance at the girls, gurgling with amusement. “Masturbation.” More giggles. “And, last but not least, a finger in her ass.”


  “Lois Lane is a bitch, so you know Superman’s taking it to hand every chance he can get,” Maddie spoke up and everyone laughed. “It’s definitely masturbation. No question about it.”


  “I don’t know. Superman probably likes his fair share of BJs, too. In fact, he probably gets them from all the damsels he saves.” Brody wasn’t the kind of guy who’d turn down a woman on her knees, but somehow that answer felt too easy. The other one? Hot damn. She squeezed her cheeks together just thinking about it. “I’m going with the ass play. I’ve got a feeling Superman’s a dirty, dirty boy.”


  “I think you’re right.” Brody leaned forward, tossed his cards onto the table, and winked. “I win, but unfortunately, I’ve gotta run. It’s already past Gram’s bedtime.”


  Jenny’s heart sank, but she put on a smile anyway. “That’s probably a good thing, since that shirt you’ve got on is completely inappropriate.”


  “You just want it for yourself, sugar, don’t lie.”


  He was right. But she didn’t want it for the slogan—she wanted it because it would smell like him. She might’ve stuck her face in his pillow for an extra few seconds before leaving her hotel room in Vegas, in an attempt to figure out what kind of shampoo he used. So she could buy some for home and...yeah. Dirty shower scenarios may or may not have come into play with that fantasy.


  “Well, it was good to see you again, Nelson.” Reed stood and offered his hand, though the skepticism on his face still showed clear. Good, Jenny thought, let him wonder. “I ran into Sam Conrad in Omaha a couple weeks back. Said something about another deployment in the near future.”


  Oh, no. Brody hadn’t mentioned that. Then again it wasn’t like they’d chatted much—at all—in the past six weeks. She swung her attention to him just in time to see him grimace. Shit. He was leaving, wasn’t he?


  He scratched the back of his neck, his discomfort obvious. “Yeah, some of the guys are headed out again. A short-term stint. Nothing serious.”


  “You’re going?” Wow, was that her voice sounding so devastated?


  He shook his head. “No. Not this time.”


  Thank God. “Good. I’m glad to hear that.”


  “At least one of us is.” He chuckled, but there was no humor in that deep rumble. No light in those normally bright gaze. Why would he want to go back after everything that had happened?


  “Can I walk you out?” she asked, not giving a damn that she was opening herself up to all sorts of presumption in this room full of friends, including Reed. Brody had been there for her in Vegas and if she could offer something similar to him in return...


  “Sure, Jenn.” He smiled, but the shine still didn’t return to his eyes. “Let me say goodnight to the guys.”


  ***


  With one glance, she’d damn near murdered him right there in Josh’s living room. First, it was the fear that had fallen across her face and then it was the hero worship. Neither of which he deserved. He’d signed up for this—it was his job. And if he’d been anything close to heroic, two of his best buddies wouldn’t have fucking died on his watch.


  Still, she’d looked at him with more concern than he felt worthy of and now she stood outside in this cold ass, single digit weather for him, too. Though the snow had subsided, she pulled the furry hood of her parka over her head while he started his truck and cranked the defrosters. She looked like an Eskimo, all warm and cozy, and he wished he didn’t have to leave, so he could pull her in close and share in her comfort just one more time. Then he’d tell her that he wasn’t the man she thought he was. That she should save her fear and compassion for a guy who deserved them. A guy who hadn’t left his buddies’ souls back in the desert.


  “Tell me you have a hoodie in there somewhere,” she said when he closed the truck door and tucked his hands into his pockets, bouncing on his toes to ward off the chill.


  “I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about. You didn’t have to come out here.”


  “Yes, I did.” She shifted forward and slid her arms around his waist without hesitation. “Here, let me warm you up.”


  Jesus Christ. She really wanted to kill him, didn’t she?


  “You know he’s probably peeking from behind the curtain,” he said, turning his face into the protection of her hood.


  “Good.” She ran her hands up and down his back, creating heated friction between her skin and the cotton of his shirt. “Maybe he’ll stop watching my every move.”


  “You using me to piss off your ex, sugar?” When he tried to rock them from side to side, hoping to make light of the only half-sarcastic question, she tensed. “I’ve been that guy before. I’d do it for you if it meant getting him off your back.”


  She pulled back, her pretty brow furrowed. “This isn’t about him.”


  “This?” He liked the sound of that way more than he should. “What do you mean by that?”


  “You told me your last deployment was awful, yet you want to go back again. Why? And don’t tell me it’s just your job, because we both know that’s a cop-out.”


  Ah, that kind of this. “Don’t read too much into what I said that night. Most of that was the whiskey talking.”


  She shook her head. “No, you spoke from the heart. And the subconscious doesn’t lie, either.”


  Stupid, drunken stupor. “Look, it’s not what you think.”


  “Then tell me so I don’t make assumptions.” She wiggled closer until the soft fullness of her tits hit his chest. Goddamn, she felt good. Why couldn’t she have been like all the other women in Vegas that night? Why couldn’t she have been content to fuck him and be on her merry way?


  “I can’t.” Wow, Nelson, that’s deep.


  She stared up him, giving him no chance to look away and hide what her spot-on intuition had probably already sensed—he was a walking, talking fucking mess. “You can’t or you don’t want to? Maybe I’m not the right person, but there’s got to be some—”


  “Jenny, stop. Please. We don’t talk about this shit, okay?”


  She nodded and he hated the pity he saw in her eyes. “I get it, I do. But I can see that it’s eating you alive and I...I just want you to know that if you ever did feel like talking, I’d listen.”


  Goddamn. “You’re too friggin’ giving for your own good, you know that?”


  “You didn’t leave me in Vegas. You held my hand while we slept.”


  He should send her on her way. Tell her to run while she had the chance.


  Fuck it. He tugged on the sides of her hood to bring her close and then he dipped his head, his focus on those shivering pink lips. “That asshole in there? He’s got no fucking idea what he’s throwing away.”


  She blinked at him, her eyes flicking from his gaze to his mouth, hovering above hers. “He doesn’t?” she whispered.


  “Nope. I should be a good friend and leave it at that, but...” He gave his head a half shake. “I’m not feeling real friendly all of the sudden.”


  Realization flashed in her eyes and a small smile quirked her mouth. “How are you feeling?”


  “Like this...” He dipped his head and he kissed her. Not soft, but not gentle either. This girl could take it. She had the kind of strength he’d only seen a handful of times before. In Ernie and Troy and a few of his fellow Marines, who understood the magnitude of the commitment they’d made when they’d signed on that dotted line. But putting on a uniform and toting a gun didn’t make you a hero—being a decent fucking human being did that.


  Jenny Riley had that shit down pat. She was the most real person he’d met in a long time. She'd give you the shirt off her back if you needed it. And she’d kick your ass a second later if you deserved it.


  And kiss...fuck, could she kiss. She pushed up on her toes, fisted his shirt, and gave just as good as she got. Parted lips, soft moans, and the slow, fiery caress of her tongue against his. That sweet perfume she wore had nothing on the honey dripping off her tongue and he cursed himself for not doing this in Vegas.


  He wasn’t ready to talk. Nor was he ready to be the kind of man Jenny deserved. But maybe they could compromise and give each other what they could, because it was obvious they gave each other something.


  And a little bit of Jenny Riley was better than any therapy session.


  Chapter Seven


  I can’t resist him. I should, but...I can’t. And, God help me, I don’t want to.


  Brody pushed her hood back and slid his finger into her hair, holding her steady while he rocked her world with nothing but his mouth. Well, maybe that wasn’t true—his hard body pressed against hers got her warm in all the right places, too.


  He softened the kiss, his lips and tongue featherlike against hers, and she missed him before he even broke contact. Maybe he wasn’t eager to retreat either, because he rested his forehead down on hers and caressed her cheek with the backs of his fingers.


  She smiled. “Mmm, that wasn’t the kind of talking I had in mind, but if you’d rather communicate with kisses, I’m game.”


  Brody chuckled. “You’re way too easily persuaded, sugar.”


  Story of her life, but, like a true addict, she told herself she’d deal with the repercussions later. Right now, she needed the hit. “Are you complaining?”


  “Nope. I’ve kicked my own ass for the past six weeks, wishing I’d tasted you in Vegas.”


  Like I’m some kind of delicacy. Butterflies tickled in her belly and a rush of desire spread south¸ making her sex pulse. Definitely an addict.


  “Look, I’m coming back through on Sunday. I know it goes against your whole men suck movement right now, but I’d like to see you again.” He twirled a strand of her hair around his finger and she watched errant snowflakes melt on his eyelashes.


  “I won’t sleep with you,” she said, repeating his words from that first night, though she hated herself for having to. It was tempting to give in and tell herself she’d start her no-man diet again after Brody, but that was a self-defeating cycle she’d been caught up in for too long already. And even the worst addicts had to put up a fight sometimes.


  “I don’t expect you to. I know that you’ve probably heard that from plenty of other guys. Even telling you I just want to spend a little time getting to know you better probably sounds cliché. I can’t escape the long-standing history of my gender—”


  “Or the fact that you’re sex in combat boots,” she interjected, the heat rising in her cheeks before she could finish the sentence. He gave a crooked grin.


  “Talk like that is gonna make it hard for me to be an honorable man, sugar.”


  “I won’t pretend I’m not attracted to you, so I guess that means I’ll have to work even harder to resist the temptation.” What was it about this man that inspired her to spill her guts without shame? Well, maybe there was a little shame—if she hadn’t acted so foolishly up until this point, she might actually be able to have him like she wanted him. Every last sexy bit of him.


  “I don’t want to make it harder on you, Jenn. In fact, if you think hanging out with a guy like me will set back your efforts to do whatever it is you wanna do, then I won’t stop by.”


  She put a finger to his lips. “Let me worry about that, okay?”


  The lights from the house twinkled in his eyes and he brushed one last, sweet kiss across her lips. “For the road.”


  She closed her eyes and her heart thumped as she savored his promising caress. She could do this. She could totally do this. As long as they could keep kissing, anyway.


  “Wait...” He broke away and retrieved his phone from the truck. “What’s your number?” She told him and he thumbed it in. “I just texted you, so you’ll have my number, too. Let me know if you change your mind about Sunday.”


  “I won’t.”


  ***


  Jenny closed the side door to Josh and Carissa’s garage, a goofy grin pinned on her flushed face. She had a sorta date with a man who was not only sexy as hell, but also understood and seemed to respect the changes she needed to make in her life. If she went at this with eyes wide open, there wasn’t any reason she couldn’t continue to see Brody and maintain her self-respect, as well.


  “When the hell did that happen?”


  Reed’s voice startled her from her thoughts. The sight of him sitting on the steps before the kitchen door had her heart cartwheeling up to her throat. An empty beer sat on the stoop beside him and he lifted another bottle to his mouth, swallowing down a long gulp.


  “How long have you been out here?” she countered. More importantly, how much of her conversation with Brody had he overhead? Had he listened in on purpose?


  “Long enough to confirm my suspicions. Did you two hook up when he was in town last or...?” He arched an eyebrow and sudden anger churned in her gut. She held up a warning hand.


  “If you’re insinuating that I got together with him while I was still messing around with you, don’t worry—I didn’t two-time you. Whether or not it would’ve mattered to you, it would’ve mattered to me. I may be a lot of things, but I’m not that kind of girl.”


  He shrugged as if it didn’t matter and his condescending air pulled her nerves tight. “You know what Sam Conrad told me the other day, Jenn?”


  Like it mattered. He couldn’t tell her anything she hadn’t already figured out herself. Did he think she was a complete idiot?


  Of course, he did. She’d put up with his bullshit for years.


  “He told me that your boy can’t deploy with the rest of his unit because he didn’t pass his psych assessment. I’m guessing he forgot to mention that.”


  Shit. Shit, shit, shit.


  Reed chuckled. “Ah, he didn’t tell you, did he? I mean, it makes sense. A dude admitting he’s a nutcase probably puts one hell of a hurtin’ on the amount of pussy he gets.”


  Crack! Reed’s face jerked to the side at the same time the skin on Jenny’s palm began to sting. “Don’t you dare talk about him that like.”


  Reed rubbed his hand over the red mark on his cheek and slowly met her gaze. Stormy emotion rolled into his dark eyes and, for a long moment, he said nothing, just pinned her with a glower that was more disappointed than it was angry.


  “Excuse me for thinking you ought to know what you’re getting yourself into,” he said sharply. “For not wanting you to get hurt.”


  “Damn ironic, no?” She made to step around him, so she could gather her purse and get the hell out of there, but he stood and blocked her path.


  “I didn’t know you felt...things until it was too late. Do you honestly think I would’ve kept seeing you if I’d known you wanted more?”


  She made a wry sound low in her throat and glared at the door behind him. She couldn’t look him in the eye. It was too damn humiliating. “None of that matters now. We’ve both moved on. We’ve—”


  “Dammit, Jenny, I’m not trying to be an asshole here.” He reached out for her arm, but she backed away and wrapped her arms around herself. “Whether or not you want to believe it, I fucking care about you. We’ve been friends for a long damn time and no matter what happened between us, nothing will change that.”


  In her heart of hearts, she knew that. But he didn’t know Brody. Maybe she didn’t know all she needed to know either, but she knew what was most important—he was a good person and he accepted her just the way she was, flaws and uncertainties alike. If he had a mental health problem he was hiding from her, there was probably a reason for it. She refused to think he might be dangerous or volatile, though, when he’d shown her nothing but tenderness and compassion.


  “Not that my personal life is any of your business, but you’re getting ahead of yourself,” she snapped. “Brody and I aren’t together, nor are we going to be. I guess you could say I’m a little gun-shy these days.”


  Reed’s jaw tightened, even as his dark eyes softened. “Don’t get caught up in something you can’t handle, princess.”


  She lifted her chin and met his gaze. “I was half in love with a man I could never have for more than ten years. I think I can handle a long-distance friendship just fine.”


  “Jenn...” He stepped forward, regret lining his face. She shook her head and held up a single, determined finger.


  “Back off, Reed. I’m begging you...back off.” She had no idea what, if anything, would come with her and Brody, but she was absolutely certain of one thing—she was going into whatever this was more aware of herself than she’d ever been. Reed might’ve robbed her self-confidence, but she knew what she wanted now. She knew what she deserved. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to be afraid of going after it.


  ***


  “It’s late, boy. Thought maybe you’d found a barstool instead.”


  Though Brody had a key, his Grandpa Brekowski met him at the door dressed in a plaid bathrobe and house slippers. His thick gray hair stood up on one side of his head while the rest lay plastered down. His top partial seemed to have gone MIA.


  “Nah, no bar for me tonight,” he slurred, thinking about the twelve-pack he’d polished off since leaving Omaha. Plus the few beers he’d had in River Bend...


  “Uh huh.” Gramps stood aside as Brody hefted his duffle bag onto a kitchen chair and took inventory of the home that had been his for the first few years of his life as well, while his parents finished school and got their shit together. Not much had changed in the little three-bedroom bungalow, except Granny’s never-ending collection of cat knick-knacks. Cats playing with yarn, cats in a bubble bath, cats in shoes...the shit was everywhere.


  “Granny sleeping?” He squinted at the clock on the stove while he unlaced and then toed off his boots. Almost eleven o’clock. “Damn, I didn’t realize it was so late.”


  “Eh, I didn’t expect you any earlier. Figured you’d wanna make a drive-by in River Bend to see your old chums.” His grandpa clapped him on the back as he headed for the coffee pot. The full coffee pot. “Wanna cup?”


  “Uh...sure.” What he really wanted was to pass out on the couch and dream about Jenny, but he knew what his Gramps was doing. He did it every time he showed up late like this. Or more to point...late and half in the friggin’ bag.


  An hour, two cups, and a debate about this year’s MLB prospects, Gramps must’ve finally decided Brody had sobered up enough that he wouldn’t shake the shingles off the roof with his snoring, because he stood and yawned.


  “You remember where the blankets are, kid?”


  “Front closet. Top shelf.”


  Gramps gave him a thumbs up and headed for the back hall. “Get a good night’s sleep, huh? I got a list a mile long for you work on in the morning.”


  Brody grinned. “Granny got hers together, too?”


  “You know it.”


  “Good.” He chuckled and watched the old man shuffle down the hall. When the door closed behind him, Brody sighed and scratched a hand over his head. Since he couldn’t deploy, he might as well plan on spending all his free time in North Platte. His grandparents weren’t getting any younger and their lists for him got longer each time he came. Maybe, if he played his cards right, he’d be able to see Jenny more often, too.


  After he gathered the blankets and settled in on the couch, he let himself look at his phone. On the drive over, he’d had to put the damn thing in the glove compartment so he’d keep from checking it every five seconds to see if she’d texted him back.


  And she had.


  His message from earlier: FYI, you taste just as sweet as I expected. I want more.


  Her response: You can have as many kisses as you want. Are you strong enough to stop there?


  Probably not, but for her, he’d try.


  Instead of waking her up with a response, he tossed the phone onto the end table beside one of those damned porcelain cats and slid beneath the blankets. Her face, surrounded by all that ridiculous fur, came to mind and, like he’d done so often since Vegas, he started at the top and slowly made his way down, replaying every little detail. Her dark, glossy hair, not quite as dark as it had been the first time he’d noticed her a few years back, but prettier this way. More natural. Her brow, too tense most of the time. Too etched with harried thoughts and uncertainty that he wanted to smooth away. Her eyes, God, those deep, soulful, dark brown eyes. They gave away so much of her emotion and he doubted she even knew it.


  Somewhere between her fairy nose and her soft lips—he’d verified that tonight—he must’ve fallen asleep. He knew this because he woke up in a cold sweat, with his heart racing. Ernie and Troy had come to him again, this time walking ahead of their hummer and the supplies they carried into the village. A village they were supposed to build up and help, not fucking die in.


  He called out to his buddies—tried to scream—because he knew what happened next. He knew that the second their truck crossed the plane of that dilapidated, broken down shack, the bomb would blow.


  Despite his warning, his buddies didn’t stop, and Brody woke up when the blade of shrapnel plunged into Ernie’s chest.


  “Motherfucker,” he huffed out, his voice shaking as badly as the rest of his body. He pounded a fist into the cushion beneath him, instantaneous rage snapping inside of him. When was this shit going to end? What the hell did he have to do?


  Swinging his legs over the side of the couch, he sat up and pushed a hand back over his hair. The little pendulum clock on the mantle glinted against the moonlight streaming in through the window, and he squinted through the darkness to see it. Four in the morning? Thank God. Only two hours until daylight.


  Not that it mattered, because two or ten, he wouldn’t sleep again. Fumbling in the dark, he found his phone on the table and thumbed it awake. Before he could think better of it, he replied to Jenny’s text.


  I’m not the man you think I am, but you make me want to be.


  Chapter Eight


  Early Sunday afternoon, Brody’s text still echoed in Jenny’s head. I’m not the man you the you think I am... What did that mean exactly? Was he hinting at what Reed had told her Friday night or was there something more?


  A hundred different questions whispered in the back of her mind as she did a quick pick-up around the house, even stripping her bed of all its comforter and sheets and throwing them into the laundry room to wash, lest she be tempted to break her own rules on their very first date.


  Gah. Was this even a date? All she knew was that he’d called this morning to make sure she had winter boots. That’s it. He wouldn’t tell her what he planned for them and, by the time his truck tires crunched through the snow in her driveway just before one o’clock, she was on pins and needles, wondering.


  Blowing out a nervous breath, she met him at the front door with a smile. “You found me.”


  “I did.” He waved as he made his way up the freshly shoveled sidewalk, looking ruggedly hot in heavy winter boots, jeans, and a black and camouflage hoodie. He even wore a black stocking cap, just like all the other Nebraskan farm boys in the winter, but on Brody, the look was downright panty melting.


  Considering she had on her biggest, oldest pair of granny undies that was no small feat.


  “Nice place you’ve got here.” He climbed the front steps and glanced around the big yard, littered with apple trees, and down the length of the modest, ranch style house. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was hers and the fact that he liked it made her inner peacock preen.


  “Thank you. I bought it from my aunt and uncle when they retired to Arizona a few years ago. Come in.” She pushed open the screen door and waved him in, where he again took everything in, nodding appreciatively at her simple, but carefully chosen decor. Her plush caramel-hued couch with its pink and crème throw pillows. The coffee table she’d bought at a garage sale and refinished herself. Even her sewing machine and the quilt that sat half finished beside it.


  “Yep, I totally dig this. It’s very homey. Very you.” With that, he dipped his head and stole a warm, gentle kiss that sent shivers racing down her spine as the heat spread throughout her body. “Hey,” he said when he was done.


  “Hey,” she said back, breathless, one hand hitting the wall behind her for support as she literally swooned.


  He grinned. “You good?”


  “Uh huh.” Maybe she should’ve left her legs unshaven, too.


  “Great. You got your boots ready? We should probably get going.”


  She pointed to the pair beside his feet on the entrance floor and dropped to the bench to put them on. “Maybe you should tell me where we’re going. Since you’re as bundled as I’ve ever seen you, I assume we’re going to get cold. I might need long underwear or something.”


  Another ovary-quivering smile split across his face. “As sexy as that would be, I think you’ll be fine. Eventually.”


  “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”


  He shook his head, his mossy eyes sparkling. “Nope. All you need to know is that I’ve taken care of everything.”


  Hmm. “So mysterious.”


  To that, he winked. Five minutes later, she climbed into his truck, feeling like a giddy teenager. She and Reed hadn’t gone out in years and Jake, the last guy she’d actually dated, preferred that she do all the planning. Never once had he taken the initiative on his own.


  “I hope you’re hungry,” Brody said as he started the engine and the new Shinedown song pulsed through the cab. “Shit, sorry about that.”


  God, she loved that adorable blush on his face. “You’d hear the exact same thing if we got into my car right now.”


  “Yeah? You like it hard and loud, too?”


  She snorted and his cheeks went from pink to red.


  “Good to know we both have the same twisted sense of humor.”


  “Well, it is the best kind to have.” She buckled her seatbelt as her stomach growled. “You implied there might be food?”


  “Yep, and I might’ve gone a little overboard.”


  “Good, because I’m a lot hungry.”


  ***


  He could’ve taken the expected route and asked her to a late lunch at one of the local restaurants, though he figured that wouldn’t have made for a very memorable date. But as he pulled to the shore of a frozen-over Sugar Lake, he second-guessed what he had been sure was a grand slam idea.


  “Um, I probably should’ve asked if you’re one of those people who won’t go out on the ice.” He glanced over at Jenny, her fingers clutched around the edge of the seat and her face as white as the snow covering every surface around them.


  She nodded quickly. “Yeah, maybe.”


  Shit. “I’ll just grab everything from the fishing shanty. We can head back to your place to eat.”


  “No.” She said the word adamantly enough, but she remained just as frozen as the wide, ice-covered expanse before them. Given the late season, only a half dozen portable shelters dotted the flat plane. Tony’s sat just left of the center, with no neighbors for several yards, hence, Brody’s initial excitement in bringing Jenny out. They could hang out all afternoon without a single interruption. Maybe they’d even catch some fish.


  “It’s okay. I...I can try,” she added, her pretty neck working as she gulped. “You’ve already walked out there, right?”


  He nodded. “A couple times. There was a lot of stuff to carry.”


  She shot him an apologetic frown, complete with a timid nibble on her lower lip.


  “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. The fear is real. I get it. I’m happy to shift gears and rethink what clearly wasn’t the kickass idea I thought it was.”


  A small smile replaced her nervous one. “It’s a totally kickass idea. I just happened to have an irrational fear of dying a miserable, icy, blue-faced death. I mean, have you seen Titanic?”


  “Um...can I plead the fifth on that one?”


  She laughed and slowly let go of the seat to unbuckle her belt. “Do you promise I won’t die?”


  “Uh...”


  “Oh, God.” She slapped a hand over her mouth as realization flashed in her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”


  “I know.” Shit, I know. “And unfortunately I can’t promise you that. I can, however, vow to do whatever it takes to make sure you don’t end up like Jack Dawson. If you’ll trust me.” He wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t. Hell, she knew more about his shortcomings than most.


  “I trust you.” Her warm fingers closed around his and squeezed. “Maybe hold my hand?”


  He grinned, because oh yeah. “I can definitely do that, sugar.”


  ***


  “This is actually kinda cozy.”


  “Thank God you don’t mind small spaces. I was really starting to question my judgment.” Brody fussed with the portable heater, cranking it on high and positioning it so it pointed directly at Jenny. He’d also given her the more comfortable built-in seat, while he sat on an upturned bucket. Between them sat a small cooler and thermal bag with their lunch.


  “Nah, I think you’re safe. The piggy back ride was a nice touch, too.” She bumped her shoulder into his and smiled. “You didn’t have to do that.”


  “The hell I didn’t. Did you see the look on your face when your feet hit the ice? No, you didn’t. Why? Because your eyes were clamped shut.”


  She threw her head back and laughed. The infectious sound filled up the tight quarters of the shanty, making him really glad he’d gone this route, even if it had started out a little rocky.


  “How about we eat first and fish later? Unless you don’t want to stay that long.” He quirked an eyebrow as he dug the plates and utensils from a bag next to the jig poles and lure he bought before he left North Platte. He had all the same stuff at home in Omaha, too, but maybe he could leave everything with Jenny. Maybe they’d use it again someday.


  “Now that you got me out here, we might as well make the most of this.” She winked and held the dinnerware while he pulled out the food and set it up on top of the cooler. Shaved prime rib, fresh rolls, creamy potato salad, some kind of pasta with olives, and apple dip with chunks of chocolate and caramel. “You weren’t kidding when you said you went overboard.”


  “I’ve also got beer and hot cocoa.” He lifted a thermos with a modest smile. A guy had to be more than prepared when he was trying to impress a lady light years out of his league, and the pleased grin on her face made it all worthwhile.


  She chose cocoa and they made small talk about his visit with his grandpa in North Platte while they ate.


  “Wait—you mean he actually went up on the roof?” Jenny’s mouth slacked open and her pretty eyes went wide.


  “Yep. Had a quarter of the snow shoveled, too. Hard to believe he’ll be eighty-two in a few months.” He popped the last of his sandwich in his mouth and sighed. “So you’re the creative type, huh? You do hair by day and sew by night? I saw the machine in the living room.”


  “I wouldn’t say I’m creative, I just like to do things with my hands. Unfortunately, I spent most of my time at the salon, so I don’t quilt as often as I’d like. I did get some squares cut yesterday, though. That was awesome. It’s like therapy for me. Totally cathartic.”


  “Baseball and fishing are that for me.” Neither of which he’d done in...hell, he couldn’t remember. Too damn long, that’s for sure.


  “Is that why you chose to come out here today?” she asked quietly, stirring her fork through the little bit of potato salad left on her plate.


  His first instinct was to deny it, but he caught himself before he acted on a habit he’d become too used to. That was the one thing he’d taken away from his sessions with Dr. Sherman—owning up to his insecurities rather than pretending they didn’t exist.


  “Maybe? I guess I didn’t consciously think about it, but...” Last night sucked. And tonight he’d back in Omaha, further away from her, with no clue when he’d see her again.


  “Well, let’s eat dessert and get to fishing then.” She smiled brightly and, not for the first time, her acceptance hit him hard. Did she genuinely care or was she just telling him what she thought he needed to hear?


  “You go ahead. I cleaned up all the meat, so I’m good.” He stifled a burp...unsuccessfully, and she laughed. “Excuse me. God, I’m batting a hundred today, aren’t I?”


  Just like that, she stopped spooning the apple dip onto her plate and turned to him, her brow furrowed. “I know we’re technically in the early stages of our friendship, but I don’t feel like I’ve just met you. Honestly, it sorta feels like we’ve known each other forever.”


  That. A million times over. “Yeah. It’s crazy, but I’m with ya.”


  “Then do us both a favor, okay?” She paused and he nodded. Hell, he’d do just about anything for her...already. “Keep it real with me. Just like you were in Vegas and just like you were earlier when you brought me here. I want to know you, Brody—not the guy you think you need to be to keep me interested.”


  Goddamn, she knew where to land a punch when she wanted to, didn’t she?


  “Come here a second. I want to tell you a secret.” She crooked her finger at him and like a moth to a flame he leaned in. Her breath fanned against his cheek and he shivered, her warmth a pleasant contrast to the chilly air around them. “I’m already interested, Superman.”


  ***


  With a dozen bluegill in their bucket, Jenny and Brody called it a day on the lake. They packed up the remaining food and Tony’s portable shanty, and with lots of deep breathing, Jenny made it off the lake on her own two feet.


  Brody turned his truck into her driveway just before six o’clock and she hated that he had such a long drive ahead of him.


  “If you didn’t have to work in the morning, I’d ask you to stay.” Resting her head against the passenger seat, she turned to face him.


  “And I’d take you up that offer. Unfortunately, I’ve got to be in St. Louis by tomorrow afternoon.”


  “More driving?” Now she really felt bad.


  “Some. I’m working this job with a few other guys, so we’ll switch out behind the wheel.” He shut off the engine and sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to leave. Spending the week with you would be a hell of a lot more fun than tolerating those assholes.”


  She smiled. “What’s the project this week?”


  “Doing some prep work for a big gas line expansion project this summer,” he grumbled. “Not quite as interesting as making old ladies feel like a million bucks.”


  “Are you teasing me? Because I’ll have you know the old ladies are my favorite clients. They don’t tip worth a damn, but they have the best stories.”


  “Yeah? Like what?”


  “Can’t tell. Hairdresser code of ethics and all that.”


  He dropped his head back against the rest and laughed. “I bet you hear a lot of shit.”


  “See a lot of it, too. You know I run a full service salon, right?”


  He shot her a raised eyebrow. “What do you mean?”


  “Put it this way—the ladies in Cameron County sure like their jewelry.”


  Eyes wide, he asked, “You do piercings, too?”


  “No.” This time she laughed. “I don’t do them, but I see them. A lot of them. While I’m waxing.”


  Brody launched forward in the seat, his inner teenage boy coming out in full force. “Are you kidding me? You wax other chicks?”


  She giggled again. “It’s not as exciting as it sounds. Believe me.”


  His eyes darkened and he groaned. “Not gonna lie, Jenn, that’s a fucking hot image.”


  “Somehow I knew you’d say that.” She rolled her eyes and nodded toward her front door. “Walk me in?”


  They barely made it to the porch before he pulled her close and buried his face in her hair. Likewise, she wrapped her arms around his waist and burrowed into his hoodie. Sucking in a deep breath, she held it, locking his now-familiar scent into memory.


  “Text when you get home?” she asked, her voice muffled.


  “Yes, ma’am. It’ll be late though. You okay with that?”


  “More than okay. I want to know you made it safely.”


  “You don’t need to worry about me, sugar.” He rocked them from side to side and she closed her eyes, savoring his big arms around her.


  “It’s my thing. The consummate caregiver.”


  “Let me guess—if waxing beavers didn’t work out, you’d have been a nurse.”


  She laughed until her knees went weak and Brody had to hold her tighter yet, though he wasn’t much help because he shook with laughter, too.


  “I should’ve never told you,” she said, wiping at her eyes. “You’ll never take my job seriously again.”


  “Oh, you’ve got it all wrong, sugar—I have a whole new appreciation for what you do.” His hands slid from her lower back to her ass, pulling her hips against his. Unless he had a stick of dynamite in his jeans, he wasn’t lying.


  Mmm, so tempting. Her pulse picked up and everything that made her feminine began to warm in response. Her hips rolled of their volition and he pushed back, the thick, taunting length of his erection pressing into her belly.


  “Brody,” she moaned, her fingers winding tight into his sweatshirt. God, how she wanted him stay. “You should really go.”


  “I know.” His breath was hot against the side of her face, as his lips brushed from hers to her ear, and then to the spot behind her jaw that always made her lose her mind. “Just making sure you don’t forget me.”


  “I won’t.” God help me, I won’t. She clung to him harder, coming up on her toes to give him better access, despite her warning. She felt his smile against her skin before the hot, wet flick of his tongue sent shivers racing down her spine. He played, licked, and nuzzled until she turned into a panting, groping pile of jelly in his arms.


  Would it be so bad to give into him just one time? What if she never saw him again?


  “When you go to bed tonight,” he rasped, “I want you to think about all the things I’d do to you if I stayed. I want you to touch yourself like I would, loving every last inch of your body until you can’t take it a second longer. Make it my face between your thighs, sugar, and be sure it’s my name on your tongue when you cry out into the night, because one day soon I’m gonna want to hear it for myself. When that time comes, I want to know it’s me you’re thinking about, not some selfish prick who never deserved you in the first place.”


  Before she could conjure up a coherent thought that didn’t include fuck me now, he brushed one last kiss across her lips and was gone.


  She stood on the porch watching him leave, with her silly heart hammering in her chest and her greedy sex pulsing with arousal. She was wet. So, so wet from just his words that it wouldn’t take more than a minute to find the release he’d taunted her with.


  But it wasn’t his wicked tongue that fueled the fires of her needy soul—it was the promise that he’d be back.


  Chapter Nine


  “Mark’s got his money on Vegas, but I say it happened in the fall when he came to town for Josh’s discharge party.”


  Polish brush in hand, Jenny shifted her focus from the foot in her lap to her best friend’s waggling eyebrows. No matter how cute and innocent Ally looked with her burgeoning baby bump and cheery, pregnancy glow, the statement still stung.


  “I’ve done a lot of questionable things in my life, but seeing two guys at once isn’t one of them.” Assuming, of course, that seeing meant dating and not screwing, because unfortunately she had done that. In one night. At the same time. With some not so reputable guys. Shudder.


  Ally’s face fell as she realized what her wager implied. “That’s not...I didn’t...shit. Sweetie, I know you’d never do that. My inner bitch, however...I think she might’ve been trying to concoct some kind of revenge on Reed.”


  Now that was funny. “And just like that you’re forgiven.” She wiggled one of Ally’s toes and went to work finishing the polish.


  “Thank God, because I’ve been dying for the details since Nicole texted me this picture on Friday night.” Ally turned her phone around and an image of Jenny and Brody standing in Josh’s driveway filled the screen. His hands in her hair and her tongue in his mouth left little question about what they were doing, though she supposed she owed her long-time friend an explanation since the last she’d shared about her love life had been her departure from Reed.


  “One, I can’t believe Nicole spied on us. She comes off so sweet and unassuming, but she’s really just as evil as you.” Leaning back quickly, Jenny dodged a hard nudge from Ally’s already-dry foot.


  “Just for that, you should know that it wasn’t just Nicole—all of them watched. Even Reed.”


  Ugh. “Yeah, I know. We shared a few words about it afterward.”


  “So was it Vegas then? Mark said something about seeing Brody there.”


  Nodding, Jenny put the finishing touches on the last toe and rehashed the story about meeting him at the bar and then him ending up in her room.


  “But you didn’t sleep with him,” Ally reiterated, her eyes narrow, like she couldn’t quite believe what she’d heard.


  “Nope. Well, wait—I guess technically we did sleep together, but we didn’t have sex. Or even kiss, for that matter.” She shrugged and capped the polish.


  “This is the guy who gave Tony condoms for his birthday, right? The totally hot jokester?”


  Hot was an understatement. “Yep, and underneath all the funny, he’s actually a pretty intense guy.”


  “That’s usually how it goes. So did you nail him on Sunday, then? Please, God, say yes. My second trimester hormones are kicking in and all I think about is sex.”


  Jenny laughed. “Sorry, but you’ll have to get your fix from your husband. Brody and I just talked. It was...nice.” Really, really nice.


  “So you’re telling me that all you did was chit-chat in a fishing shanty. In the butt-ass cold. On a frozen disc of ice that could have given way at any time.” Ally blinked disbelievingly.


  “That pretty much sums it up, yes.”


  Her oldest friend shook her head, her red ponytail swinging. “I don’t believe it.”


  “What don’t you believe? That I’ve kept up my resolution this long?” Jenny laughed like it was no big deal that even her best friend didn’t have faith in her. Much safer to erect her defenses than give into the ball of emotion gathering in her throat. “Yeah, I’m surprised, too. I mean, you’ve seen Brody, right? Totally fuckable. Maybe next time I see him.”


  “Jesus, Jenn, why do you do that?” Ally climbed down from the pedi chair and pulled up a stool beside her. “We both know you’re not really the slut you claim to be. That’s just a bunch of self-protective bullshit you feed yourself so you don’t have to deal with the fact that the guys you’ve slept with have been complete assholes.”


  “Yeah, I sure know how to pick them, don’t I?” She rose, tossed the wet towels into the laundry bin, and brought the pedi supplies back to the cupboard.


  “No. Don’t you dare take that on. Guys are good—damn good—at making us believe they’re gonna be our very own version of Prince Charming. It’s in their stupid DNA. Fuck or fail or whatever the hell that biological motivator is that makes them think they need to spread their seed far and wide.” Ally got up and followed Jenny into the back room of the salon, her determination kicking into overdrive. “You like this guy, don’t you?”


  Jenny nodded with her head down and hands gripping the edge of the counter. The thing was, she’d liked a lot of guys before. She’d even convinced herself that a few of them had liked her, too. But after the sex, they always left. Always. Reed and Jake were the only two who’d come back more than once and, in the end, they’d left, too. Kinda gave a girl a complex. Made her wonder if the entirety of her destiny consisted of being the town whore turned crazy, reclusive cat lady.


  “What makes him different?” Ally asked softly, reaching out and smoothing Jenny’s hair over her shoulder.


  “I don’t know that he is different.”


  “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but you’re a smokin’ hot chick, and he slept in the same bed as you without making a move. Either he’s different or he’s gay.”


  Jenny smiled. “He’s definitely not gay.”


  “Really? How do you know that?”


  No way was she sharing the details of their mini-makeout session on her porch. “Let’s just say he’s made it pretty clear that he’s attracted to me. Which is why I’m not sure if he’s just trying to get into my pants or if he’s legitimately into me. I mean, I am an awesome lay. He’s probably heard the rumors.”


  Ally snorted. “I’ll let that one fly because it was funny, but that’s the last time you get to say shitty stuff about yourself. Got it?”


  “Yes, Mother.”


  “Damn right. Now listen to me...” Ally grabbed Jenny by the shoulders and turned her so they were eye to eye. “You’re off to a great start with Brody, but it’s going to get harder and harder to keep up the Catholic nun routine. As you pointed out, he’s pretty damn fuckable.”


  Jenny quirked an eyebrow. “Is this supposed to bolster my resolve? Because it’s not.”


  “That’s what I’m saying. Resisting him is going to become more and more difficult the longer you see him. But that’s exactly what you need to do. Not to test him, not to gauge whether you guys could have something more substantial...but to prove that you’re worth more than you’ve ever given yourself credit for.” Tears began to shimmer in her best friend’s eyes and she let go of Jenny’s shoulder to fan a hand in front of her face. “Damn hormones.”


  Jenny smiled through watery emotion of her own. “I really want what you and Mark have, Al. I know I shouldn’t be jealous, but I am. Totally.”


  Ally folded her arms around her shoulders and gave Jenny a squeeze. “You’ll have it, sweetie. I promise.”


  “I hope so.” And for the first time in a long time, she actually believed it might be true.


  ***


  “I know you don’t see it yet, but we’re making progress here, Corporal.” Dr. Sherman slipped off his glasses, set them on the table to his left, and rubbed the bridge of his nose.


  “When are the dreams going to stop? That’s the kind of progress I want to see.” Leaning forward, elbows on his knees, Brody tapped his fingertips together anxiously. “They stop for a day or two, and then they come back all over again.”


  “The subconscious is a complicated thing. It can hang onto things we don’t even know have impacted us.”


  “Then how the hell is therapy going to help? How is anything going to help?”


  Dr. Sherman gave a sympathetic smile. “Awareness is half the battle.”


  Oh really. “What’s the other half?”


  “Faith.”


  “That’s bullshit.” Brody shoved to his feet and stalked across the office, his focus set absentmindedly on a tall willow tree, its limbs weighed down with silvery ice.


  “Why do you say that, Brody?”


  “You think I don’t want this to stop? You think I enjoy losing sleep and walking around like a fucking zombie all the time?”


  “I’m not talking about wanting the dreams to stop—I’m talking about believing they will.”


  What kind of crap was that? “So you’re telling me all I’ve gotta do is blow smoke up my own ass and Ernie’s lifeless eyes will stop keeping me awake at night?”


  Dr. Sherman nodded agreeably. “To a certain degree, yes. It’d be most effective if you actually bought into the change, though.”


  “I’m not buying into any of this, Doc. The only fucking thing that’s helped me at all is the company of a woman who lives all the way on the other side of Nebraska. You want me to keep talking? To open up? Well, how about this—she’s the only friggin’ reason I’m here right now.”


  The older man’s eyes widened slightly and he waved a hand, inviting more. “Go on.”


  Yeah, right. “I’m not talking to you about Jenny.”


  “But she’s motivated you to continue seeing me. Maybe there’s some substance to that.”


  Sure there was. He didn’t want to freak her out when he screamed like a little bitch in the middle of the night. Ideally, he’d have this shit wrapped up by the time she trusted him enough to share her bed again.


  “Does she know what happened in Afghanistan, Corporal?” Dr. Sherman was a persistent son of bitch, Brody would give him that.


  “The basics.” He lifted a shoulder and moved away from the window.


  “And the dreams?”


  A loud bark of laughter erupted from Brody’s chest. “I initiated her with that shit, Doc. A proud fucking moment in my life, let me tell ya.”


  “How did she react?”


  The memory of Jenny climbing into bed beside him, smoothing on her lotion, like dudes boohooing about dying in their sleep happened to her every damn day. Reed Fletcher might’ve shed a few tears in his pillow, but Brody doubted they were over anything more significant than his faded tan or his tiny, prepubescent balls.


  “She rolled with it. Didn’t make a big deal of it or anything.”


  “Did she acknowledge it or pretend it didn’t happen?”


  Scratching a hand over the back of his neck, he reclaimed his seat and sighed. “She acknowledged it, but she was pretty chill about the whole thing. Just asked a few questions and didn’t push for answers I didn’t want to give.”


  “How’d that make you feel?” Dr. Sherman leaned back in his seat, steeling his fingers, like he did every time they edged toward more intense conversation.


  “Made me want to tell her more.”


  “Did you?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because she’s the first person in too long who hasn’t looked at me like I’m crazy. And who makes me feel like the man I was before that last tour. If I tell her...” He shook his head, the potential outcome not something he wanted to verbalize, let alone envision. “If I tell her, I risk her seeing me for the mess I really am.”


  “You’re not crazy, Brody.”


  “I’m not?” He gave another bitter laugh.


  “No. You just need to let go of the unwarranted guilt you carry. Nothing you could have done would have stopped that IED from going off the way it did, because you can’t change what you don’t know about.” The doctor gave another easy smile. Probably intended to be reassuring, but it missed its mark. “What you can change is the person you let that awful day turn you into. Will it come in the way of your relationships? Absolutely. Especially if you’re not upfront about what you’ve been through, and what you fear will happen as a result.”


  And wasn’t that a shitty place to be? Caught between the fear of missing out on something really great with Jenny because he couldn’t fully open up to her...and the fear of scaring her off because he said too much.


  “I need to talk to her,” he said more for himself than Dr. Sherman, but the man nodded anyway.


  “From what you’ve said, it sounds like she’ll listen, if not welcome, the conversation.”


  She would, without a doubt. But whether she’d want to keep seeing him afterward was another matter.


  Ten minutes later, Brody climbed into his truck with a bigger weight on his shoulders than he’d carried into the session. Seemed ass backwards to him, but he couldn’t argue with Doc Sherman’s logic. If he didn’t come clean with Jenny, he might as well stop seeing her now, because he’d never have the kind of relationship with her that he wanted.


  More than that, she deserved to know the truth about the kind of man he really was.


  He grabbed his phone from the console and grinned like the stupid son-of-a-bitch he was when he saw her latest text: Please tell me you don’t man-scape.


  He laughed out loud and thumbed a quick response. You just waxed some dude’s balls, didn’t you?


  Ugh, yes.


  Damn. He didn’t like that vision nearly as much as he liked the one of her working on another woman. Not your thing?


  Clean is fine, but I prefer a man with a little roughage.


  Hmm. Now was as good a time as any, wasn’t it? What do you think about cock piercings?


  Three, two, one...


  Holy shit. You?


  Maybe? He hit send and squinted at the phone like her answer might reach through the phone and slap him across the face.


  Tease. I hate you right now.


  He laughed. Don’t worry, beautiful, it’ll still be there when you’re ready.


  Might be a while.


  I’m a patient man.


  And hopefully she’d be as patient and understanding with him, too, because the baggage they both carried wasn’t going to unload itself with one conversation.


  Call me later, Superman?


  Looking forward to it, sugar.


  Chapter Ten


  Two weeks later...


  “Shut the hell up, you stupid GPS!” Jenny yanked the device off the windshield and tossed it into the backseat. She’d been around the same block five times and if she had to hear that lady’s monotone voice tell her she’d reached her destination at a potted plant on the sidewalk one more time, she was gonna lose her shit.


  Ugh. Maybe this was a sign. Maybe she should’ve hopped on the interstate right after her conference and headed straight home. It was Saturday night, after all. Brody might not even be home.


  Then again, he might. And she was already in Omaha. It would be rude not to try and find him, even if just to say hello.


  She pulled her car into an empty elementary school parking lot and double-checked the address Tony had texted her earlier. 11089 Porter St. Last house on the left.


  Well, this was a cul-de-sac, not to mention one in the early stages of development, because there were only two houses on the whole street, neither of which sat to the left.


  Are you sure this is the address? There’s nothing here, she texted back.


  That’s what I’ve got in my phone. Let me text him quick.


  “No! Tony!” Gah, she probably looked like a crazy person, hollering at herself in a parked car and thumbing frantically on her phone. Don’t do that! Crap, crap, crap. Unless she wanted to look like a crazy stalker lady, there was only one other way to handle this. I’ll just call him myself. Thank you for getting me this far.


  No problem. Have fun. ;)


  God. A Starbucks smoothie said her lame GPS would get her back to the freeway just fine. Only then she’d be pissed at herself for giving up so easily.


  Nibbling on her lip, she pulled up Brody’s number and took a few deep breaths before she hit the little green phone icon. He was probably out. Maybe even with someone else.


  “Hey, pretty girl,” his voice crooned through the line and all her fear morphed into nervous excitement.


  “Hey yourself. Am I pulling you away from anything?” She strained to decipher the noise in the background. A TV and maybe a couple of masculine voices?


  “Just watching the Royals game with Sam and Ty. Why? Something up? You sound stressed.” A door closed in the background, shutting out the muffled sounds.


  “No, no. Not at all.” Liar. Just say it. Tell him you’re in town. “I’m just...I’m actually in Omaha. I had a cosmetology conference today and I figured it’d be impolite not to let you know.” Get to the point, Jenn. You’re not a teenager. “In case maybe you had some time to meet up or something.”


  “Aaw, sugar, you should’ve told me earlier,” he sighed and she instantly felt like an idiot. Of course, she should’ve given him some notice, instead of thinking it’d be cute to surprise him. One date did not equal dating.


  “Yeah, probably. Anyway, it’s no big deal. Maybe next time. I’ll just grab some caffeine and head home. It’s a great night for a drive, by the way. All that wind blowing through my hair...” God help me and my lame babbling.


  “Wait, no. Don’t go home. I just meant if you would’ve told me, I wouldn’t have invited the guys over.” He blew out a breath and it crackled the line. “Look, I want to see you. Like...I really want to see you. I might even be half hard already. But I can’t boot them out in the first inning.” He gave another contemplative exhale. “What do you think about coming over and waiting them out?”


  Anything that involved touching him again sounded just about perfect. “Are your friends going to give me crap?”


  “You? No. Me? Hell yes. From now until the end of time,” he chuckled. “Are you driving or can you write down the address?”


  “Uh, yeah, hold on.” She reached into the backseat for the GPS and thumbed back to the home screen. “Ready.”


  “11089 Potter St. Last house on the left. The driveway’s full of Silverados. You can’t miss it.”


  Potter, not Porter. Gah. She cursed Tony in her head and hit start on the device. “According to Garmin, I’ll see you in fifteen minutes.”


  He laughed. “Better put you Chapstick on, sugar.”


  ***


  With Sam and Ty camped out on his couch in the basement, Brody sprinted around the upper level of his consummate bachelor pad, picking up the week’s worth of shit he’d left out. Socks, shoes, and all fifteen thousand controllers for the Xbox...even a half-eaten to-go pizza from...what day was that again?


  Ducking out the backdoor with an armful of empty beer bottles, he heard the neighbor’s dog start barking out in the front and he spun around so fast from the recycling bins that he nearly clocked his face on the door, hurrying back inside.


  First thing on Monday’s to-do list: Hire a cleaning lady in case Jenny had more of these impromptu visits up her sleeve.


  He met her at the front door, a grin on his face that probably made him look like a randy teenager. “Fuck, you look amazing. Hurry up, get in here.”


  She laughed as she maneuvered around piles of slushy, melting snow. “I’m trying, I’m trying!”


  “God, woman,” he growled when she got close enough for him to grab and pull in tight. She’d swapped out her fluffy parka for a white fleece number that significantly reduced the amount of fabric between her tits and his chest. His cock took notice. “You feel so fucking good,” he murmured against her neck. “Best part of my entire week.”


  “Mine, too.” Her fingers slid up into his hair as she wiggled closer, and he shivered. More of that, please. “But I have a confession to make.”


  “What’s that?” he asked between stealing kisses and ridding her of her jacket.


  “I’ve actually been driving around for an hour trying to find you. Tony gave me the wrong address.” She bit at her lip and made the most adorably uncertain face ever. “I wanted to surprise you.”


  Well, hell. Words couldn’t do justice to how friggin’ elated that made him. Women had shown up on his doorstep lots of times, flaunting their proverbial trench coat and batting their fuck-me eyes, but not one—not a single goddamn one—had ever shown up late on a Saturday afternoon just because she wanted to see him.


  Inch by inch, he backed her toward the wall in his hallway. When her shoulders hit the dark red paint, she gasped and he took great pleasure in covering her sweet lips with his...in swallowing that breathy sound and letting it seep deep into his lungs.


  Her hair felt like ribbons of satin between his fingers and her heat like a fire in the middle of a cold, barren Afghani desert. He couldn’t get close enough, needed more of her all around him. And she gave him just that, pushing up onto her toes, so she could fold her arms around his neck and eliminate every possible space between them. All the while, she fed his soul with wet, addictive kisses that soothed him from the inside out. A high like he hadn’t experience in too damn long built fast and heady, better by a million than any whiskey-induced buzz could have ever been.


  “I like surprises,” he muttered against her mouth. “Especially when they taste like sugar.”


  She laughed and the lush, full-bodied sound echoed off his walls, spilling a little of her essence into his home. He wanted more of that laughter...wanted her to fill up every bit of his space with all the parts of herself she was willing to share. She was the comfort in his otherwise chaotic world. His peace of mind when his head filled up with so much shit, he couldn’t think. And by some strange, nonsensical twist of fate, he suspected he gave her something similar in return.


  “We good now?” he asked, slowly and regretfully loosening his hold on her before he got greedy and pushed past her boundaries.


  She nodded. “I think so. Though, we might want to double check a little later.”


  From deeper inside the house, someone coughed. “Sounds good to me. You two bring the heavy breathing and roaming hands, I’ll bring the popcorn.”


  Fucking Sam. “Really, man?”


  “Dude...” His buddy took the final couple steps to the top of the basement stairs, situated between the front hall and the living room. “You’ve been up here for twenty minutes. I thought maybe you had an aneurysm choking it off in the bathroom or something.”


  Jenny giggled and, to his disappointment, shimmied out of his arms. “You must be Sam,” she said, offering the asshole her hand. “I’m Jenny Riley. I’ve seen you in River Bend before, right?”


  “Not I, ma’ lady.” He bowed his head with a flourish and kissed her knuckles. “You’re probably thinking about the guy who walked around the pub with his wanger hanging out. That was most definitely not me.”


  Brody snorted. “Get your skeevy lips off my girl and grab the rest of the beer from the fridge, will ya?”


  Walking backwards into the kitchen, Sam threw a single-finger salute and Jenny laughed again.


  “I totally remember that night. I wish I didn’t, but unfortunately that’s not something you really forget.”


  “Don’t worry—he only whips it out when he’s got at least a dozen spectators.”


  “So we’re good as long as no one else comes over. Whew!” She winked and he tangled his fingers with hers, nodding toward the basement and the den-turned-man cave. “Ready for a little therapy a la the Kansas City Royals?”


  She winked. “You mean therapy a la Alex.”


  Kissed like an angel and a Gordon fan? Ah, hell.


  ***


  Watching men interact with one another in their natural element was almost as entertaining as a Will Ferrell movie. Come to think of it, it was like Stepbrothers come to life, in Brody’s suburban Nebraska rec room.


  While Brody tried to be conscious of her presence, shooting her apologetic faces from time to time, the effort was lost on Sam and Ty’s unbarred behavior. Farts, burps, talk about sports, and, of course, a very colored discussion about which combination of Victoria’s Secret models they’d most like to take on for a three-way.


  By the time the game ended—and the Royals won their spring training opener—she felt like she needed a shower...and maybe a trip to the confessional.


  “Hopefully we haven’t made you second-guess what you’re doing with Nelson,” Ty said as he stood in the front hallway, saying his goodbyes.


  Jenny shot Brody a contemplative look. “Hmm, now that you’ve mentioned it...”


  Sam chuckled, coming from the bathroom with his arms above his head, stretching. “So all the work I put into strategically hiding that camera in the shower was for nothing? Dammit all to hell.”


  Brody grinned, the knowing twinkle in his eyes stirring a guilty ache in her stomach. His friends thought they were sleeping together. They probably even thought that the lock would flip as soon as they left, so she and Brody could pick up where they left off earlier.


  Only, the two of them knew that wasn’t the case. At least...she hoped they were on the same page.


  Then again, she was at his house on a Saturday evening, a solid four hours from home.


  The guys gone, she turned a sheepish smile his way, completely unsure where they went from here. Did she play it safe and say goodbye, too? God, she didn’t want to. But if she stayed, he might...expect things.


  More crappy planning, Jenn. Way to work it.


  “Come here and tell me why you look like you’re ready to bolt.” From his perch on back of the couch, he crooked a finger at her and her heart began to pound like a freight train in her chest. She’d totally screwed this up, hadn’t she? “I hope it’s not because they’re disgusting pigs.”


  “No.” She bit her lip and shook her head. “I grew up with the River Bend boys. I’m pretty acclimated to the locker room talk.”


  He pushed off the sofa smiling softly and came to her instead, one slow, sock-clad foot at a time, hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her face to his. There wasn’t a thing she could do to hide the panic she was sure he could see in her eyes. “I’m not going to pounce on you, sugar. At least not unless you ask.”


  “I’m not worried about that.” Mostly. “I just...I was so excited to see you that I didn’t think this through. I’m not ready to go, but I’m not sure you want me to stay either. If you do...” She paused to swallow. “And I stay, it’s either going to be a late night driving home or...”


  “Or what?” He smoothed the pad of his thumb over her bottom lip, so at ease while she stood in his arms, twitching like a live wire. “You spend the night so I don’t have to worry about you traveling this time?”


  “Brody...” Laughing softly, she put her hands to his chest, fingers splayed wide over the solid wall of muscle filling out his t-shirt. “What are we doing? Is this...anything? Are we, like, seeing each other or is this something else altogether?”


  His thumb rose to her cheekbone, his touch just as gentle. “Define something else.”


  Say it. You’re a grown woman, not a naive virgin. “Sex. Are we just building up to sex?”


  His gaze flicked to hers and his jaw ticked beneath his stubble. “Not gonna lie—I hope we get naked at some point soon. Hell, I’ve been walking around for weeks with a perpetual hard-on, just thinking about how good it’s gonna feel to finally be inside you.” His hand stilled and he sighed. “But I’m a little out of my element with the rest of this. This seeing each other stuff. I don’t date, Jenn. I haven’t in years.”


  “Oh.” So the afternoon of fishing...that was just two friends hanging out. Not any different than this afternoon with Sam and Ty. “I’m glad we cleared that up.” I’m probably going to cry the second I’m alone, but hey, now I know.


  “Me, too. I should’ve said something sooner, so you’d understand why I’m pretty much a fuck-up at this dating thing, but the truth is...I can’t stop thinking about you. Then you called...” He gave his head a shake and he reminded her of the first boy who’d picked her at the front door. Nervous and determined at the same time. “I know you live on the other side of the state and the technical shit is gonna be hard to work out, but I don’t want this to be the only time you drop in. I kinda like how you look in my space.”


  Wait... “What? But you just said...” she fumbled, hope rising through her only-moments-old disappointment.


  “Let’s give this dating thing a shot.” He flashed a smile...and then quickly frowned, self-consciousness flaring once again. “I mean, if that’s what you want. Maybe I’m making assumptions—”


  Umph! She jumped up, wrapped her arms around his neck, and her legs around his hips.


  “Assume away, Superman.”


  Chapter Eleven


  “Are you sure about this? We could hit Midtown in ten minutes and have someone else do the cooking for us. Clean up, too.” Brody glanced reluctantly at the grocery store, closing the passenger door of his truck after Jenny slid out.


  “I’m positive. Besides, this is way more fun.” She tangled her hand with his and tugged him toward the store. “Trust me, okay?”


  “That’s usually my line.”


  She stuck her tongue out over her shoulder and he had to practically sprint to keep up with her as she grabbed a cart and sped around the eerily quiet store like Danica Patrick on a NASCAR track. He usually did his shopping right after work, so this nighttime endeavor—with her—was doubly strange. And oddly comfortable.


  Jenny tossed in way more leafy green vegetables than he’d eaten in the last month, maybe two, and he got a little nervous. Until she added not one, but two thick, juicy steaks...and a bottle of red wine. Definitely his kind of woman.


  “How about dessert?” She stared at the long row of baking supplies, tapping a finger against her lip, like she was serious. Then he realized she was.


  “You’re going to bake?” In his oven? Hell, did it even work? Were there dirty dishes tucked inside it? He couldn’t remember...


  “I love to bake,” she sighed, pulling a box of brownie mix from the shelf. “And just for the record, this doesn’t count. This boxed stuff is cheating, but we don’t have time for scratch baked goods, so we’ll have to compromise.” Into the cart the box went. Followed by a small container of oil. “Just need some eggs and ice cream.”


  Now that was more his speed. Taking control of the cart, he led her toward the dairy section and then the frozen foods. Only to freeze in his tracks when he rounded the corner and saw Ernie Martin’s eyes staring back at him.


  “Corporal Nelson,” the older man smiled and all Brody could see was the man sitting amidst the crowd of funeral goers, his wife in tears beside him, as they prepared to bury their son. Twenty-one guns, silver stars...a flag that should’ve been on a shelf somewhere, not clutched Mrs. Martin’s hands.


  “Mr. Martin. Sir.” Brody held out his hand and, damn, if the fucking thing didn’t already shake.


  “Ernie. Please.” The older man held on longer than was customary, and Brody’s gut went from hungry to full on nauseous in seconds. Don’t look at me like that. Don’t look at me like I’m a goddamn hero. I failed you, remember? I fucking failed. “Susan and I were just talking about you and Sam the other day.”


  “Why was that, sir?” Brody clenched his teeth and his jaw popped, sharp pain shooting through his face and down his neck. So he ground harder, hoping for a little more of that temporary release.


  “Just wondering how you were doing. Seems you dropped off the face of the earth after you brought our boy home.”


  Fuck. How could this man stand there, making small talk in the middle of the friggin’ grocery store about one of the worst days of Brody’s life? Probably the worst day ever for the Martins.


  “Doing fine, sir. Working, mostly.” Please, God, just end this now. Please...


  “Does this beautiful young lady belong to you?” Ernie Sr. tipped his head to the side, looking around Brody with a curious grin on his face.


  Shit. Jenny. Who probably wondered what the hell this was all about.


  “I’m Jenny, Brody’s friend.” She took the man’s hand between both of hers. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Mr. Martin.”


  Dammit. She paid way too much attention.


  “Ah, thank you, my dear, but that’s the nature of living a military life, isn’t it? Damn proud of what my boy did. Ain’t no sadness in that.”


  Except that the Martin’s would never have grandchildren now. They’d never see Ernie get married. They’d never see Ernie have an actual girlfriend either.


  And that felt like a slap across the face all its own. What the hell was he doing, thinking he deserved Jenny in his life? How fucking unfair was it that he got to meet someone who wanted to feed him vegetables and bake him goddamn brownies while his buddy lay six feet under?


  “I’m proud of you, son,” the older man said, shifting his watery-eyed focus back to Brody. “You deserve to be happy. You know that, right?”


  No. No, no, no. Not this. Not now. Not ever.


  “Look, Mr. Martin, we’ve gotta get going. It’s getting late and...” There’s this food to cook that I suddenly have no appetite for.


  “Sure thing. It was nice to meet you, Jenny. Take good care this boy, you hear?”


  Jenny curled into Brody’s side and squeezed. No way could she not feel him shaking. “I intend to,” she said sweetly and another surge of guilt rocked his conscience.


  He needed to tell her the truth. It couldn’t wait any longer.


  ***


  “I’m gonna grab a shower.” Brody dropped the grocery bags on the kitchen island and rubbed a hand around the back of his neck. He’d been distracted ever since the run-in with Ernie’s father and, frankly, it scared the crap out of her. She knew enough about what had happened to put the pieces of the puzzle together. Add in the remark Reed had made about Brody not passing his evaluation and it was clear there was more to the story than Brody had originally let on.


  “Okay.” She smiled softly and began taking the food from the plastic bags. “If you don’t mind me poking around for pans, I’ll start cooking.”


  He nodded, his dark green eyes distant and his brow pinched. “Yeah. Sure. Whatever.” He turned on his heel without saying anything more and, a few seconds later, what she assumed was his bedroom door closed with a loud thud. Not quite a slam, but with enough force that she second-guessed whether or not she should stay. Then again, he hadn’t asked her to go either.


  She worked quickly and found the pans she needed to sauté the greens, sear the steaks, and roast the potatoes. While the potatoes did their thing, she mixed the brownie batter and got it ready to bake while they tackled the main meal. By the time Brody returned, dressed in a pair of baggy jogging pants and a threadbare Royals t-shirt, she had the meat just about finished. He still looked tense, but somewhat less so.


  “Damn, you don’t mess around when it comes to cooking, do you?” he asked, arching an eyebrow as he lifted the cover on the greens and wrinkled his nose. “I haven’t eaten those since I was small enough for my mother to force them into my mouth.”


  “Ha. I can’t imagine that.” Jenny smiled, grateful that some of the tension seemed to have faded.


  “You don’t know my mother then. She’s little but fierce.”


  “Oh, I believe it. I have one of those, too. I just can’t imagine you ever being small enough for anyone to man-handle.” She tossed a flirty smile over her shoulder, tongs in hand for the meat.


  “What are you saying, I’m a brute?” He jerked in his chin in, but it was hard to take his offense seriously when he also puffed his chest and flexed his biceps. Biceps that stretched the worn sleeves of the older shirt, they were so massive.


  Holy hot flash.


  “More or less,” she teased and he grunted, proving her point. “Do you mind grabbing the plates?”


  Bruised ego forgotten, he got busy, rummaging around the kitchen and gathering everything they needed. “Since I’m such an animal, you won’t be surprised when I suggest we eat in front of the TV, right?” He lingered nearby again, this time at her back with his chin on her shoulder and his hands gentle at her hips.


  She smiled, both at his sarcasm, as well as how good it felt—how right—to be doing something as simple as cooking a meal for him. Butterflies stirred in belly and she bit her lip. She’d never cooked for Reed. Or the last handful of guys that had come in and out of her life either. She knew better than to question if her lack of considerate gestures was perhaps part of the reason none had stuck around. She’d been plenty considerate—heck, she’d been more than accommodating—the men were just selfish.


  Until Brody.


  “In front of the TV is fine. So you don’t cook, then?” Derail those warm and fuzzies or you’ll get hurt again!


  “Confession?” He brushed her hair to the side, baring her neck so he could nuzzle his lips behind her ear. “Besides grilling shit, I’m clueless. My mom’s the type that got pissed whenever someone wandered into her space.”


  Shivering at the contrast of his hot mouth and the cool air, she gripped the counter with her free hand and gave into the moan of desire that rose from her chest. “If your father did this to her, I can see why.”


  He chuckled lowly, his hands sliding across her abdomen, holding her tight. All the while, his mouth and tongue continued their taunting assault on her neck. The rough scrape of his stubble should’ve hurt, but instead, every scratch felt like a hundred little zaps of aroused current, hot-wiring the nerves that ran between where he touched her and her needy, neglected sex.


  “I think the steak is done,” she murmured, relieved and regretful at the same time. “Hand me a plate?”


  He did, but his knowing eyes sparkled down at her the whole time. That was okay, because she saw right through him, too. He thought turning her on would make her less likely to push for more about what happened at the grocery store. And maybe he was right.


  She popped the pan of brownie batter into the oven and they carried their plates and drinks to the living room. Brody took one end of the couch and, hoping for space to get herself together, she took the other.


  “You do realize that keeping your distance right now is pointless, don’t you?” He set his beer on the coffee table beside her glass of wine.


  “I’m trying not to think about that.” That being the fact it was now after nine o’clock and the chances of her going home tonight were slim to none. She would spend the night and they both knew it. Whether she slept on the couch or shared his bed, however, still lingered, undecided, in the back of her mind.


  “Did I mention the whirlpool tub in the master bath?” He stuffed a big bite of meat into his mouth and waggled his eyebrows.


  Suddenly, her body ached in places she didn’t know existed...and others she’d tried to ignore. Damn him!


  “I suppose you could give me a tour after we eat.” She readied a forkful of greens and sighed when the buttery goodness hit her tongue.


  His focus dropped to her mouth as she chewed, so she took another bite and let her eyes flutter shut, like she was devouring a delicacy. Mostly she just wanted him to eat his, too, but part of her also like driving him insane. Maybe this game of distraction could go both ways.


  “You trying make a liar out of me, sugar?”


  “What do you mean?” Batting her eyes at him, she moved onto her potatoes.


  “Or maybe you’re just trying to test my nobility.” Another bite of steak. “I know you’re not trying to seduce me into eating this pile of green stuff.”


  “The green stuff is good for you.”


  “So are you.”


  Ha! Barely containing her defensive laugh, she smiled and reached for her wine. “Who’s trying to seduce who now?”


  “Hey, I don’t go around saying shit like that to just anyone, so don’t try and sweep it under the rug because it makes you uncomfortable.”


  “I’m not. I wasn’t—”


  “Yes, sugar, that’s exactly what you’re doing.” He got up and plopped down on the cushion beside her, giving her literally no room to try and avoid the conversation. “Not enough guys have told you how friggin’ special you are and you don’t know how to deal with someone finally recognizing it.”


  Crap. He was totally right and that made it a little hard to breathe, let alone think straight. What did a girl who couldn’t remember the last time a guy had made her feel like she had value beyond the bedroom do with a statement like that? What did it even mean?


  “I’m not going to pretend I’ve always been the kind of guy who knows what needs to be said, because I’m not. Hell, I’m not any different than the assholes who’ve used and abused you before. I’ve done a lot of stupid shit and fucked with the heads of a lot of perfectly nice girls. But you’re different for me, and that makes me want to be different for you, too.”


  “Brody...” God, she wanted that, but wasn’t it too soon? In fact, she’d spent more time thinking about him than actually being with him. She couldn’t get him out of her head and she wanted that to mean something, but it was entirely possible she’d built up a connection with him all because of that first amazing night and the fact that he’d come back. Then again...so had Reed.


  “There are some things I need to tell you,” he continued on, the heaviness from before dinner falling over him once again. “Before we go any further with this.”


  Ugh. Was this the part where reality came crashing in on her?


  “Jenny, stop.” He reached his plate forward onto the coffee table, took hers, and did the same. “I see the wheels turning in that pretty head of yours and, if this is going to work, I need you to hear what I’m saying.”


  She nodded and prayed he couldn’t feel her fingers tremble when he took her hands in his.


  “This isn’t easy for me either. I’m scared as fuck that, any second now, you’re gonna see me for what I really am and high tail it out of here without looking back.”


  “I’m not,” she whispered.


  “And I hope that’s true, because having you in my life is the best damn thing that’s happened to me.” He lifted the back of her hand to his mouth and brushed his lips across her skin. Goose bumps raced up her arm. “But there are things I need to say that might make you look at me differently. Things I don’t normally talk about.”


  “I don’t expect you to be perfect,” she said gently. “I appreciate that you don’t expect me to be either.”


  He nodded as the timer for the oven went off. “Let’s grab dessert, clean up, and take this conversation to the whirlpool.”


  “Ah, but I didn’t bring a suit.”


  “Like that matters? Hell, the more naked you are, the longer it’ll take you to get away. Trust me, I’ve already got this planned out.” He winked and pulled her to feet.


  She smiled and let him lead her to the kitchen. Not a single bit of her protested.


  Chapter Twelve


  “Jesus, you could have an orgy in that thing.”


  Brody laughed from the doorway of the master bath. Ahead of him, Jenny stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the deep tub. “Pretty sure whoever built this house had something similar in mind.” Right now, his own thoughts weren’t so far removed either, between him and Jenny, at least. But tonight he’d be happy to get her a little wet...in every sense of the word.


  “So how are we gonna do this?” She tossed a saucy grin over her shoulder.


  “Do what?” He arched an eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest, leaning into the door. Okay, so maybe he was hoping for completely naked, but if that happened, it’d have to be her call entirely.


  “You’ve got some things you want to say, right?” She turned and faced him, her dark eyes heavier, more intense than they had been only moments earlier when they’d shared a quick brownie sundae and he’d given her the tour he’d promised. When he’d gone out to her car and brought in her overnight bag, an unspoken agreement that she’d stay forged between them.


  “I do.” He dipped his chin, watching her intently. Her call, man. Bide your time.


  “But you’re obviously dragging your feet.” Head cocked to the side, she bit her lip. Made him want to give her something else to nibble on. “Maybe I could offer some incentive.”


  Yep, he liked incentives. “Keep talking.”


  “You tell me your secrets and I’ll get into that tub with you.”


  “Deal.”


  She laughed, putting one methodical foot in front of the other until she reached him. “Don’t be so quick to agree, handsome. I wasn’t done laying out the game.”


  Didn’t matter. The prospect of seeing more of her gorgeous skin was the only persuasion he needed. “Go on.”


  “You have to get naked first.”


  He had his fly down faster than it took her eyes to zero in on his belt. “And?” he asked, stripping his t-shirt over his head and tossing it to the floor.


  “Are you playing me, Superman? I’m starting to think you don’t really have anything to say at all.”


  “I’m a guy, sugar. You’ve just baited me with the ultimate reward. I may not be the sharpest crayon in the box, but I’m with it enough to know a good deal when I hear one.” His jeans hit the tile next and her eyes widened as he kicked them free. Probably had something to do with his hard cock threatening to bust out of his boxer briefs. He grinned. “Ah, that’s right—I’ve got something you wanna see, too.”


  “You sure know how to turn my games around on me, don’t you?” She shifted back a half step, her eyes still trained below his waist. A shiver rocked her body from head to toe and she muttered a not so secretive, “Good Lord.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong, beautiful—this has always been my game.” With that, he stepped around her and cranked on the hot water.


  “Mmm, if that’s what you want to think.” He felt her at his back, her soft lips pressing kisses across his shoulder blades. “I don’t think I told you before, but I like your tattoos. They’re hot. You’ve probably heard that before.”


  He had. He’d even had a few women who insisted they lick every single one. Still, Jenny’s adoration stroked his ego. Being physically appealing to her was more important than it had ever been before. Especially given the evidence of war that had riddled his body.


  “What happened to your thigh?” she asked quietly, her fingers gently brushing over the bumpy, once raw skin of his upper right leg. It wasn’t a big area. Seven inches wide by nine long and, really, it had been nothing more than a flesh wound. But it was still ugly. And yet it was nothing like Ernie and Troy had suffered.


  “IED,” he muttered, that same instantaneous guilt brewing fast in his gut.


  “I saw the bottom of the scar in Vegas, but didn’t want to ask. It looks like it hurt.” She continued to touch him and he ground his jaw. He didn’t deserve this attention. This pity. He was still alive while Ernie lay in a cold, dark fucking grave, a hole the size of Nebraska in his chest.


  “I’m breathing. That’s all that matters, isn’t it?” he snapped, fully aware that this was his issue—not hers.


  She shook her head slowly. “No, Brody, it’s not.”


  “Yeah, it is. My buddies died and all I got was fucking road rash.”


  “This looks likes more than road rash. It looks like—”


  “It was burn, okay? Nothing a couple grafts couldn’t fix.” He cranked the water harder and raked a hand back through his hair, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut. Wishing he’d pushed her away instead of pulling her in. But he’d been helpless to it, stuck in a continuous game of wanting something he knew better to think he deserved.


  She couldn’t fucking heal him.


  “Hey...” Lifting her hand to his cheek, she toed up and brushed a sweet kiss across his lips. “Let’s just get in, okay?”


  He nodded. Even if his head stood firm in the belief that nothing could change this personalized version of guilt-ridden hell, his heart still held out hope that this woman would be his salvation.


  He climbed into the tub with his boxer briefs on, kept his back to her just long enough to hear the rustle of denim hit the floor, followed by the soft whisk of her shirt through the air. He turned, lowering himself into the water, as she stepped away from her jeans, wearing nothing but black satin panties and a lacy pink bra.


  “Holy shit,” he murmured, unable to look away, even when she wrapped an arm around her waist and glanced down at the floor, a blush even darker than her bra creeping into her cheeks. “Why you hiding from me, baby?”


  “I’m not perfect either.” She wouldn’t look at him, just curled her toes into the tile and kept that protective shield slung across her belly. A belly that wasn’t cut like she worked out every day at the gym or even once a week, for that matter. Instead, she looked soft and curvy. Feminine. And every fucking bit as beautiful as he imagined she’d be.


  “Come here,” he rasped, but she hesitated, opening her mouth like she might refuse him. “Dammit, woman, don’t make me come get you.”


  “Just...hear me out, okay? I need to say this.” She pushed a hand back through her hair and fisted it, all the while sucking in and then blowing out a shaky breath. “We both have our issues and this is one of mine,” she admittedly quietly. “I don’t usually worry about whether or not I’ll live up to anyone’s expectations, because I know it’s almost never about me personally. It’s just my willing body that most guys care about.”


  “Jesus, babe...”


  She held up a hand. “I like you, Brody, and when you do things like text me late at night, hold my hand in the freaking grocery store, and eat the stupid vegetables I cook for you, it’s hard for me not to like you even more. Even when you tell me there are things about you I don’t know.” She tipped her head to the side and the emotion that lined her eyelids made him want to go out and beat the hell out of every bastard that had ever hurt her.


  “You’re angry and feeling guilty and I’m scared to freaking death that I’m not going to be enough for you either,” she whispered, a small, vulnerable smile trembled on her lips.


  He was on his feet and out of the tub in an instant. His hands found her hair and his mouth came down on hers without hesitation. He wished he could kiss all the pain and uncertainty out of her, or even load it onto his own shoulders, so she could see how friggin’ real this was to him, too.


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” he murmured between sweet caresses of her tongue against his. “But I’ve gotta be straight with you about something.”


  Her eyes fluttered open and she pressed her fingertips to her lips, looking up at him with so much fear in her eyes that it hurt—actually fucking hurt—to pull in his next breath.


  She wasn’t the only one who was scared. Fuck, he was terrified. If he told her the truth and she ran, not only did he lose her, but he’d lose the only, barely-grasped thread of hope he found for his recovery, too. Somehow, her non-judging goodness had become tangled up with all the chaos in his head and, despite his efforts, he couldn’t separate them. She was his recovery.


  “Just tell me.” She shifted back a mere fraction of an inch, but he felt her retreat like she’d put the whole damn room between them.


  “Stay with me, sugar. Please.” He reached and pulled her back to him, chest to chest, belly to belly, hip to hip. Yeah, he was begging. Didn’t give a damn. His humility went out the window when the Corps sent him to therapy. “I can’t do this if you’re not with me.”


  “I’m not going anywhere.”


  He wanted to believe that. Hoped like hell it was true. Unfortunately, there was only one way to find out.


  “Jenn...” He closed his eyes and gathered every ounce of strength and courage he could find buried beneath his rubbled insides. “I can’t deploy because the organization I’ve committed my life to rejected me.”


  In the space where he hovered, somewhere between reality and the haven of numbness he’d spent so much time in this past year, he heard her whisper his name. Felt her fingers brush against his stomach and her lips press against his chest.


  “I have PTSD and, according to the Corps, I’m too fucked in the head to be of any use to them. Not now, maybe not ever again. But you...” His eyes snapped open and the look of complete absolution on her face shook him to the core. “You make me feel like I’m needed. Like I’ve still got something to give and something to fight for, too.”


  “You do,” she whispered, a silent tear falling down her cheek as she offered all her comfort to him. “God, Brody, you do.”


  He nodded. “I believe it when you say it.”


  “Then I’ll keep saying it. Over and over again, as often as you need to hear it.”


  A moment of clarity broke through the perpetual fog in his head and he dropped his forehead down to hers. “That’s what I’m counting on, sugar.”


  ***


  With her back to his chest, Jenny closed her eyes and let his voice and the soft massaging jets seduce her muscles and her mind into long-overdue relaxation. Even Brody, who’d started at the very beginning of the story he’d kept trapped inside for the past year, seemed more at ease than she’d ever seen him, despite the painful memories he shared.


  “I didn’t even know my leg had been burned until we loaded up into the helo and the medics started cutting away my pants. In hindsight, I remember the blast rocking our ride, but what happened between then and me getting Ernie to shelter is gone.”


  “You were in shock, but instinct kicked in and you did what you knew you had to do.” She smoothed a handful of water over his knee, tracing her fingertip over a raised scar. Not as angry looking as the ones on his thigh, but not pretty either.


  “That’s from my first tour. Good ol’ barbed wire fencing,” he chuckled softly.


  “Do you have more?” She wanted to know his entire story. Every little intricacy that made him this man with her right now. The one, who from the very start, had given her more of himself than he even realized he had to give. The man who still worried that he wasn’t enough.


  “Yeah, but they’re nothing, you know? I’m intact. I’ve got all my limbs and everything works just fine. I see guys wearing prosthetics left and right and I feel guilty as fuck for that, too.” He shifted uncomfortably behind her and she turned just enough to see his face.


  “Just because we can’t see your biggest wound doesn’t mean it’s any less important. Or any less heroic.”


  “Don’t say that. Christ, just...don’t.” He swiped at his face with a wet hand and droplets of water clung to his lower lip. So she turned, and leaning in on her knees, licked it away.


  “Say what, Superman? That you’re a hero?” she breathed against his mouth. “That you’re not one of the most incredible freakin’ human beings I’ve ever met?” Another kiss, this one a little harder, more insistent than the last since Brody’s walls stayed firmly in place, his eyes open and his lips barely participating.


  “I have worse nightmares now than I did as a kid. For all I sweat during the damn things, I might as well piss the bed, too. That ain’t exactly commendable shit.”


  “We didn’t need new sheets in Vegas.” She brushed her lips along his jaw and then down the thick cord on the side of his neck, refusing to be deterred.


  “That’s because you were there,” he rasped, and the vibration of his words tickled her tongue. Goosebumps spread along her bare skin like a slow-burning fire.


  “Ah, so having someone in bed with you...that helps?” She didn’t want to think about him with another woman—or women, for that matter—but this was about him right now, not her.


  “That’s just it...” One of his hands coasted up her back, the callouses on his fingers scraping gently over her vertebrae until he reached the hooks of her bra. Then his touch reversed, trailing all the way down to the band of her panties. “It’s you, Jenn. Only you.”


  “Me?” She lifted her head, eyes wide.


  He nodded. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”


  “How do you know that? We’ve only slept in the same bed that one time.”


  He lifted a shoulder and slid a hand under her ass, pulling her into his lap. “Best sleep I’ve had in months. Talking to you before bed helps, too. Not always, but I can usually get a few uninterrupted hours.”


  “But...” Why hadn’t he told her this before? “We don’t talk all the time. In fact, we hardly even texted this week.” He’d been busy with work and she’d tried not to come off as too needy.


  “I know.” He brushed the damp hair away from her face. “I didn’t figure it was fair to use you like my own personal dose of Ambien without you knowing. I wanted to tell you before it happened again and then you showed up today.”


  Wow. “I’m not sure what to say. I mean...” Part of her loved that she could help him that way and another part of her worried that maybe he was just—


  “No,” he said quickly, answering her unfinished thought. He folded his arm around her lower back, anchoring her in place, with her thighs hugged against his hips, warm water pulsing against their skin.


  “Dammit, Jenn, that’s not why I want to be with you. It isn’t even part of the reason, though you’ve gotta admit—it’s damn coincidental that the one girl I can’t stop thinking about also happens to be the only person who’s been able to calm all this crazy shit in my head.”


  When he tipped her chin so he could see her face, she closed her eyes, shuttering out all the confusion and, God help her, hope still rolling around in her head. He wanted to be with her. To hear him say those words with such conviction...


  “I found out I’d been grounded right before Christmas, and the only people who know why are the guys in my battalion and my friggin’ shrink. I haven’t even told my parents.” He sighed and his breath feathered against her face, making her shiver. “Please look at me,” he pleaded, his voice gentle. “I need to see your eyes.”


  A complete sucker for this man, she slowly gave him what he wanted and he let out a shuddered exhale, his arms tightening around her in a shaky embrace. God, he was handsome.


  “That. That right there is why I can’t get you out of my head.” He pulled her head down to his, the tip of his nose brushing against hers as he peppered kisses over her mouth and along her cheekbone. “You know the truth and you don’t look at me any differently than you did that first night.”


  “Why would I?” she whispered.


  “The same reason you worry I might only use you,” he countered, a small laugh rumbling in his throat. “It’s what we know, babe. It’s what we’ve come to expect, even from people we thought cared about us.”


  “But you’re the same man here.” Fingers spread wide, she dragged them over his heart.


  “I’m not sure that’s true, but with you I want to try and be that guy again.”


  And he made her want to take a leap she swore she wouldn’t. If they could share this kind of surreal intimacy with nothing more than words, what kind of physical connection would they have?


  She kept her eyes glued on his, reached around her back and, one hook at a time, unfastened her bra.


  His gaze darkened and his nostrils began to flare with every breath he took. “What are you doing, sugar?”


  “You’ve trusted me with all the deepest parts of you, now I want to do the same.”


  “Jenny...” His tone was all protest and warning, but the eager way his hands squeezed her ass beneath the water, paired with his eyes locked on the skin she revealed told a different story.


  “Are you saying you don’t want me?” she teased, rolling one shoulder so the strap fell.


  “Oh, I want you,” he growled like a caged animal.


  “Then have me.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  The man was the freaking devil with his mouth.


  The sweet swirl of Brody’s tongue around one pebbled nipple while he rolled the other between his thumb and forefinger turned Jenny’s brain to mush in seconds. Dropping her head back, all she could do was hold on tight and turn herself over to his ministrations, letting him build the fire that flamed at her core with every hungry pluck of her flesh.


  Back and forth he went, lips and hands driving her completely mad with desire until that invisible cord wound so tight in her belly, she shook with need. Between her legs, his thick erection pressed into her softness and she let go of any pretense of acting like a proper lady—she rubbed against him like the shameless, sex-deprived vamp she really was.


  “Slow down, sugar.” Her wet, strawberry-red peak popping from between his lips as he smiled. “We’ve got all night.”


  “I just...I need this.” And it had nothing to do with the actual getting off part, because she was damn good at that all on her own. She’d even done it two weeks ago after he’d whispered dirty words in her ear on her front porch. She’d flown higher and harder than she had in months.


  What she needed now was that deeper, more intimate connection that only being with this man could give her. She didn’t understand the pull or why it was so damn intense with Brody, but he’d just laid himself bare before her and, God help her, she wanted more. She wanted everything.


  She slipped her hands beneath the water and smoothed them down his hard, bunched abs, loving how the muscles jumped and tensed against her touch. The wide head of his shaft stretched the soaked cotton of his underwear to the point that one brush of her fingers set him free to her touch. One fingertip toyed with the ball at the end of his piercing and she shivered. How would that smooth steel feel against her tongue? Inside her?


  He let her play with the jewelry and every solid, silky inch of him that followed while he laid wet kisses along her collarbone and thumbed gently at one nipple. “Is that what you need?” he rasped.


  She nodded. “I think you need it, too.”


  His stormy gaze drifted up to hers again as she wrapped her hand around his erection, her fingers not close to touching, and stroked him. “I’m afraid what I need and what you want are two different things.”


  “Doubtful.” Up and down she went, memorizing every ridge and contour of him and loving the play of pleasure that flickered across his face. He reciprocated the touch by urging her onto her knees and pushing one hand into the back of her panties. His middle finger slid along the seem of her cheeks until the rough, calloused fingertip grazed her sex and she moaned. More of that please. Lots more.


  “Fucking hell,” he groaned, his fingers smoothing along her labia and mons, giving her some of what she wanted, though it wasn’t nearly enough. He wasn’t touching for her pleasure anyway—he was looking for something he wouldn’t find. “Did you do this yourself?”


  She nodded and rocked her hips, eyes closed while her breath came in shaky pants. If she could just get his fingers aligned with her clit...


  “Stand up.”


  “Huh?” She blinked her eyes open, brow bunched in confusion.


  “I wanna see your pussy, sugar.” A feral grin twitched at his mouth as he hooked a finger in the band of her panties and tugged. “You’re bare and I bet you’re fucking gorgeous.”


  Oh. Okay. Um...


  “No one’s ever told you that before, have they?”


  Never for her benefit. She shook her head and a flicker of something primal mixed with something even darker washed over his face.


  “Fucking idiots. All of them.” Coasting her hands down the back of her thighs, he guided her up. Hazy and intense, his gaze stayed locked on hers until she stood in front of him, dripping wet with her feet planted on either side of his legs.


  A bubble of unexpected emotion rose in her chest and her eyes darted away, heat in her cheeks once again. Dammit, she’d been with more men than she’d ever admit, yet Brody had a way of making her feel completely exposed. With her panties still on, for God’s sake.


  “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, his hands drifting up the back of her calves. “You’re also stronger, more real than anyone I know and it blows my fucking mind that you’re here with me.”


  He’s not going to hurt you, Jenn. Leap!


  “Let your walls down, baby. Let me in.” His fingers reached her panties and, inch by slow inch, he slid them down. “Trust me.”


  Her heart hammered a chaotic beat and her knees shook as she lifted one foot and then the other so he could rid her completely of the tangled satin. It landed on the floor next to her bra and the rest of their discarded clothing, and the movement distracted her just long enough that she missed him leaning in to place an open mouth kiss on the inside of her thigh.


  “Ah!” Ticklish and already aroused, her hands wound in his hair on instinct. She didn’t mean to hold him in place, but she did and she felt his smile against her leg.


  “See, your heart knows what it wants, baby. Maybe you should trust that, too.”


  I’m trying...


  “Or I could always convince you.” Another kiss, this one higher up. Wetter. “I was right, by the way.”


  “Huh?” What was he talking about? “Brody!” Her hand flung out, reaching for the wall, as he jerked her right leg over his shoulder and buried his face between her legs.


  All of her hesitation, all of her fear, all of her ability to think logically disappeared when his spread her open and stroked his thumb over her clit.


  “Jesus fuck,” he groaned. “Look how goddamn pretty you are.”


  Roses. She hoped there were roses at her funeral, because she was going. To. Freaking. Die.


  “B-Brody...” she stammered, but his name was the only word that would come out. Every last one of her brain cells had turned to mush. She couldn’t even bring herself to be embarrassed about the trickle of moisture sliding down the inside of her thigh.


  “I wanna taste you...” He caught the droplet on the tip of his tongue and growled. “But I won’t be able to stop once I start.”


  Oh, God. Her entire body quivered in anticipation. It had been a damn long time since—


  “I’m gonna eat your pussy until I fucking own it. Until you come harder than you ever have, knowing you belong to me now.”


  Yes! I want that!


  “I take care of what’s mine, sugar, and, if you’ll have me, I’m make it my personal mission to worship every beautiful inch of you, inside and out...thoroughly and as often as I fucking can.”


  He gave her no time to respond—not that she could have—before he nuzzled in deep and did exactly what he promised. His tongue slid over every curve and valley of her sex, sucking and teasing every secret spot he could find. His stubble was an erotic contradiction of pleasure and pain and his fingers... God, his fingers, when they smoothed along her opening and then dipped inside. One at first, then two, expertly working inside of her, while his mouth zeroed in on her clit and drove her higher than she’d ever been.


  She was floating. Suspended in the air and rising, seeking out that elusive high in which her entire world came together, balancing like a ball on top of a pin. Perfect and precise for a few short moments before detonating into a million pieces.


  She gripped his hair and held on tight, because coming for Brody was a hundred times more potent than anything she’d experienced before. Like jumping from an airplane at twelve thousand feet. Fast and intense and so much better than the anticipation.


  Brody stayed with her until every last pulse of orgasm fluttered in her sex and then suddenly he was on his feet, lifting her out of the tub. Her legs found a home around his waist as he carried her into the bedroom, both of them dripping.


  One knee on the bed, he tumbled them down and she gave a soft gasp as her back hit the soft black comforter. Brody loomed above her, seeming larger than life, with a determined gleam in his eyes.


  “You convinced yet, sugar?”


  Oh yeah and, feeling empowered, she reached between them and wrapped her hand around his cock. “Not quite. Maybe you should get inside and try again.”


  ***


  She was the most addicting ride he’d ever been on. Up and down like a roller coaster with her emotions and confidence in a way that would have normally freaked him the hell out. With Jenny, however, she was nothing but honest and real and he wanted her all the more because of it.


  He groaned and wound his hands in the comforter when her thumb flicked across the frenulum end of his piercing. His balls drew up tight, too, and, if he didn’t get inside soon, he was gonna come in her hand like a teenager.


  “I want to see it.” She licked her lips like she had more in mind than just looking and his hips flexed into her touch. If her hand felt this good, her mouth would kill him. “Please?”


  How the hell could he deny that sweet pout?


  Getting onto his knees, he pulled her up with him and reached into the nightstand for a strip of condoms. The moonlight streaming through the window lit Jenny up like an ethereal angel, spread open, showing off her prettiest parts just for him. From her lowered eyelids and the way she purred, seeking out his cock once again, she obviously liked what it did to him, too.


  “So hot,” she murmured, one hand on his shaft while the other cupped his balls. “I’ve never...with a piercing.”


  Oh hell yeah. The primal, greedy part of his ego puffed its chest and he gave a crooked smile. “I’ll be gentle.”


  She smiled, too, and before he realized her intent, she shifted to her knees and bobbed down on his dick. Jesus Christ, her mouth. So soft and wet. Her tongue wasted no time getting intimately acquainted with his barbell like it was her own personal novelty toy.


  “Jenn...babe...fuuuck.” His hand slid down the middle of her back, the bumps of her spine so feminine beneath his fingers, as she took him all the way to the back of her throat and then deeper yet until she’d swallowed every inch of him. Christ. She did it again and again, tonguing his piercing until his ears rang and then taking him deep until he lost all sense of control. He roared into the moonlit room, giving into the urge to fuck her mouth until he blew. To claim this part of her, too.


  No. Not like this. She deserved better than him shooting his load down her throat on their first go-round, dammit. This was Jenny, not some meaningless bar head he’d never see again. What the fuck was wrong with him?


  A quick twist and lift and he had her on her back again, panting hard beneath him as he pressed his rock hard cock into her drenched folds. Like the thirsty little vixen she was, her hips rose to meet the slip and slide of his body against hers. Greedier still, her nails scored down his back and into his ass cheeks, pushing his underwear out of the way.


  So much for gentle.


  He had the condom on in seconds. Faster yet, he aligned his shaft with her slit and pushed inside.


  The display of sensation on her face was fucking beautiful. Wide eyes, parted lips, nostrils fluttering with every shallow breath she took. And then he bottomed out, her tight pussy snugged around him like a glove.


  He’d been with lots of women in his thirty years, some he’d even cared about, but being inside Jenny...holy fucking hell. There weren’t words. Just...a million different sensations jolting through his body, promising him that this, right now with this woman, was unlike anything he’d experienced before.


  His hands shook. His head spun. His friggin’ chest ached, because Jenny...fuck. She looked at him like he really was Superman. And she really did make him believe that, with time and a whole hell of a lot of self-forgiveness, he might—just maybe—be worthy of the smallest piece of her.


  “Brody,” she whispered and he turned into the caress of her fingers along the side of his face. God, the hope she gave him. It was fucking surreal.


  “Yeah, sugar?” he murmured back, his chest tight as he slowly moved inside her. With his elbows on either side of her pretty head, they were as physically close as any two people could be, but it wasn’t enough. The urge to connect with her—to consume her and to claim her—built fast and he took her mouth in a hungry kiss that quickly turned explosive.


  His name was a breathless refrain on her lips as he pulled out and sank in deep, filling her body over and over again, giving her everything he had to give. If he could make her feel good... If he could show her that she wasn’t just another body to him... If he could make her see that he fucking needed her, then maybe—


  “Baby, you’ve got nothing to prove,” she promised, holding his face so they were nose to nose, gasping for the same air. The emotion in her eyes reached in deep and gripped his heart. Just like her body clenched his cock as she came, back arched off the bed with a moan that made him want to beat his fucking chest. He slid an arm beneath her and held her close, pumping hard and letting her orgasm rock him over the edge, too.


  He came with a grunt, buried to the hilt in her sweet heat and with only one conscious thought in his head...


  He wanted this girl forever, and he’d go to any length to make that fantasy become a reality.


  Chapter Fourteen


  “You slept with him.”


  Ugh. Thank you, Brody and your sexy morning whiskers.


  “Why the heck would you think that?” Behind the lid of her Cedar Street Brew to-go cup, Jenny made an incredulous face she had no chance in hell of pulling off.


  “Besides the spontaneous case of poison ivy in March, I also have it on good authority that you just rolled back into town.” On the other side of the coffee shop counter, Ally flicked a glance at her watch. “It’s after two, sunshine.”


  Jenny blinked at her best friend for five solid seconds. “Tell your husband I just cancelled his haircut appointment. Indefinitely.”


  Ally laughed. “Hey, he’s just doing his job. Not his fault he happened to be on the road the same time as you.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure it’s not in any sheriff’s job description to report gossip back to his wife.”


  Her redheaded friend arched an eyebrow. “The hell it isn’t. Section six, right below ‘Must never give wife’s best friend a ticket for blowing a stop sign’.”


  Shit. “He saw that, too, huh?”


  “Uh huh. He said you were totally spaced out. Had a stupid, lovesick grin on your face.” Ally tipped her head to the side and gave a smile of her own. “Kinda like the one you’re wearing right now. Damn, you really like this guy.”


  Really was an understatement. “His name is Brody. You should probably get used to calling him that, since he’s coming to town in a couple weeks. Continually calling him ‘this guy’ might get a little awkward.”


  Ally’s eyes widened. “You mean I actually get to meet Brody?” She drew out his name, making him sound like some scandalous secret. “How very un-Jenny-like.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Please. It’s not like you don’t already know who he is. It’ll just be...official now.”


  More wide eyes, this time with a gasp. “Official in what way? Like boyfriend official?”


  Um... “Maybe?” She gave Ally the abbreviated version of her ‘let’s give this a try’ conversation with Brody, minus the hot ‘I’m going to own your pussy’ reinforcer. “We didn’t really discuss the details.”


  “Well, no. You were too busy rubbing all over each other like wild meerkats.”


  “As opposed to tame meerkats?”


  “Shut up and go with it. I have preggo brain, for God’s sake.” Ally popped a chunk of pistachio muffin into her mouth, moaned like she wanted to leave her husband for it, then flipped Jenny off when she laughed.


  “As much as I love the harassment, I’ve gotta run. I have to grab some paperwork from the salon before I meet Heather’s friend Elena for dinner. She seems super excited about the prospect of coming on board and, if we can work out a reasonable salary, I think I’m going to do it.” She’d be strapped for fluid cash, but she’d have more time for her mom, which trumped everything else.


  “I actually met Elena last night. Heather brought her out and Luke kept tripping over his damn tongue. Elena didn’t seem to mind.” Ally made her goofy squicked-out sister face and Jenny perked up.


  “Luke’s finally coming out of his shell?”


  “Ugh, I don’t know. Maybe. Much as I’d love a sister-in-law someday, I don’t really want to watch it unfold, you know? It’s gross. And embarrassing.”


  “At least you have a sibling to humiliate you.” Jenny waggled a finger at her friend and smiled ruefully. “I’d give anything to have someone here to help out with Mom.”


  Ally wilted a little. “Ugh, you’re right. I’m sorry.”


  Jenny winked when her phone chimed in her purse. “No worries,” she said, as she dug it out. “At least I’ve got you—oh, my God.”


  Those panties we lost in the kitchen this morning? Sam just found them.


  “What?” Ally demanded, leaning over the counter as far as her baby belly would allow. “Something happen with Helen?”


  “No! It’s just...” Four hours away and he could still make her blush. “It’s just Brody.”


  Ally grinned, her wedding ring sparkling from atop her baby bump. “Be careful, girlfriend, or you’ll end up like me.”


  That’s what I’m hoping.


  “Mmm-hmm, I see that look in your eye, Jenny Lynn, but the warning still stands—be careful. Take your time. If this guy—Brody—is the real deal, he won’t mind the wait.”


  ***


  “You’re driving this week, by the way.” His back on the weight bench, Sam hefted a solid three-forty into the air with a grunt.


  Brody frowned from the spotter’s position above his friend. “No way, dude. Pretty sure it’s your turn. I caught the trip to St. Louis.”


  “Yeah, but you got laid this weekend. I didn’t.” Sam brought the bar back down, his arms shaking.


  “Since when does that count for anything?” And when did his sex life become Sam’s business anyway?


  His buddy laughed as he got to his feet and Brody took his place. Sam took off sixty pounds and Brody did six easy reps.


  “So, there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about. The timing’s kinda shitty now that you’ve got thongs and shit laying around, but...” Clamping another forty back on, Sam winked.


  “I’m glad you’re entertained. Now get to the fucking point.” Up, one, down. Up, two, down.


  “I’m moving Dani into my place for a while. I can’t have her raising my nephew in that damn slum she’s in now. The guy in the apartment below her got busted for dealing heroin last week.”


  Up-three-down. Up-four-down. “That’s brutal. But what’s it got to do with me?”


  “My tolerance for anything under three feet tall is about as weak as you right now.”


  Fucker. “Add the goddamn weight already.”


  Sam chuckled and slid on another forty. “I’m just thinking I might need a place to escape every now and then. You’ve got a pretty decent couch.”


  “You wanna crash here while Dani and the kid can have free reign at your place?” Imagine that. Sam thinking about someone other than himself.


  “More or less. I’ll tough it out when the little mama comes to town though, so you two can fuck like bunnies on the kitchen counter or wherever else it is you like to bend her over.”


  Boom. Brody dropped the bar and jack-knifed up. “You’re gonna ask for my help and disrespect my girl in the same sentence?”


  Sam held up his hands, a cocky grin on his face despite the gesture. “Whoa, man. I’m just giving you shit. It’s been awhile, right?”


  Not long enough apparently.


  “She’s cool as hell,” Sam added. “I like her. You like her. Maybe she’s good for you, too, if you know what I mean.”


  All too well. “You had to go there, huh?” Once again, bringing up his inability to control his shit.


  “Avoiding it is exactly why you’re still dealing with it.” Sam pointed to the bench sternly and Brody glowered.


  “I’m keeping my appointments.” Started doing that meditation shit Doc Sherman had recommended, too. Felt a little like a hippie while he did it, but it worked, so whatever.


  “Only since Jenny, bro.”


  Yeah, well... “Does it matter as long as I’m going?”


  “You gotta work this out for you—not because you wanna keep her around.”


  “It ain’t like that.” Brody reclaimed the seat and got in position once again.


  “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. I’m just saying it’s a narrow friggin’ line. Try and stay on the right side of it, yeah?”


  He was. Every damn day, one night at a time. “Yeah, man, I got it. You ready?”


  Sam nodded and Brody pounded off two shaky reps.


  “Hit me again.”


  “You sure?” The arrogant bastard smirked. “You haven’t pushed over three-sixty since the desert.”


  “Only way to get back to that guy is to be that guy, right?”


  Sam gave him a respectful nod, added twenty more, and grinned like a fool while Brody pumped it out, not once, not twice, but three times. “Holy fuck, buddy. Welcome back.”


  ***


  “I can’t offer you full-time right now, but a solid twenty hours a week is doable.” Jenny smiled at the pretty blonde seated across from her near the front of The Lodge, River Bend’s requisite upper-crust restaurant. Truth be told, it wasn’t even that classy, but it’s warm, cabin-like decor and flickering fireplace, gave a cozy, semi-professional feel that the diner did not.


  “Heather got me a few hours at McCauley’s, too, so I should be set for a while. Frankly, I’m just happy to get away from Hastings. I need a fresh start.” Eyes cast down, Elena stirred a straw through her lemonade. While she definitely looked the part of a cosmetologist, with her perfectly coiffed do and pristine make-up, she had an anxious edge about her that made Jenny nervous.


  “Any chance you’re running from a man?” she asked gently, knowing that burned look all too well.


  “More like sprinting.” Elena gave a genuine laugh, as the waiter quietly removed their empty plates from the table. “I hope that doesn’t freak you out. I mean, it wasn’t that bad a situation. He only hit me the once.”


  Oh, God. “Elena...that’s....” Unforgivable.


  “Yeah, I know. One time too many. It’s just...I was with him since high school. I’ve never known anything else. I’m not going to lie—making this move scares the hell out of me. I have Heather, though. If anyone understands what I’m going through, it’s her.”


  Really? Did Heather have skeletons in her closet, too? She’d never let on. Then again, some things were just better left in the past. Another lesson Jenny had learned the hard way.


  “I’m not heading back until tomorrow. Maybe I could swing by the salon in the morning for a tour?” Elena pepped up, her eyes bright again.


  “Absolutely.” The waiter slid their bill onto the table and Jenny tugged it her way before Elena got any silly ideas. “We open at nine and I think my first client is a color job, so that should be perfect.”


  “Great.” The skittish woman reached for her wallet, but Jenny waved her off.


  “I got this. Business meeting and all that.”


  “You sure?”


  “Positive.” But her reassuring smile turned chilly when Reed approached their table from the bar. Great. She’d been so concerned about Elena that she hadn’t noticed the group of county workers assembled for one of their frequent ‘team building’ nightcaps. “Ugh, this is my past rearing its ugly head,” she muttered and Elena shot a not-so-discreet glance toward Reed.


  “In that case, I’m going to scoot. I’ll see you tomorrow?” She stood and slung her purse over her shoulder. Her wispy blouse and snug leggings should’ve caught Reed’s perpetually wandering eye, but he never even acknowledged her. Just smiled at Jenny as Elena waved and snuck away.


  Jenny gathered up the forms and scheduling info she’d shared with Elena and stuffed it into her bag. Maybe if she got up fast enough, Reed would leave her alone. Funny how having a man in your life that actually respected you opened your eyes to the ones who didn’t.


  “Hey there, princess,” he greeted her in his too-smooth, typical Reed voice. “You’re not leaving already, are you?”


  “That’s usually what happens when you’ve finished your meal.” She pasted on a fake smile and then felt bad about it. She didn’t want to hate Reed. She wasn’t even sure she did. She was just sick of the humiliation she felt every time he came around.


  “I won’t keep you long, then. I just wanted to check in and see how things were going.” He gave a sincere smile and she sighed. See? He was trying. Maybe she should, too.


  “Things are good. I just hired a part-time stylist.”


  “That’s great. More time with your mom, right?” Casually, he slid into Elena’s vacated seat, his bulky, athletic body taking up too much room.


  Brody was just as imposing. Not quite as tall, but built the same. Same pretty, bad boy glint in his eye, too, though a hell of a lot sexier with all that ink on his arms.


  “Um, yeah. She’s doing better than expected at home, but she’ll want to get out more as the weather gets nicer.” She reached for her water to keep her hands busy.


  “How’s your wounded Marine?” he asked, not as casually.


  “Really?” she laughed, locking her gaze with his unapologetic one. “That’s what you really came over for, isn’t it? God, you really are a dog.”


  He lifted a hand, his smile as unrepentant as his stare. “If worrying about how he treats you makes me a dog, then so be it. I’ve been called worse.”


  She shook her head. “You’re unbelievable. You won’t even tell me who you’re seeing, but I’m supposed to share the details of my relationship with you? That’s ballsy, Reed. Even for you.”


  His jaw ticked as he brought his beer to his mouth and took a pull. “So it’s a relationship now?”


  “Oh my God, stop. Seriously.” She pushed a hand through her hair and sighed. “You don’t get to do this, okay? You don’t get to stick your nose in my personal life and act like it’s completely normal. We may be friends, but we’ve also seen each other naked.”


  He quirked an eyebrow and rocked his head from side to side, considering her point.


  “See, that’s weird. Why aren’t you weirded out by this?” Her face began to burn and she started to feel like Elena had looked. Twitchy and ready to jump out of her skin.


  “Come on, Jenn, you know it’s easy for guys to separate sex and friendships.” He leaned back in the seat and tapped the bottom of his beer against his jeans, still looking her in the eye. “What isn’t easy for me is knowing you’re involved with a potential loose cannon like Brody Nelson.”


  “He’s not like that.” He’d never been volatile with her. Even when he’d tossed and turned in bed that first night in Vegas, he hadn’t been aggressive. He thought he was a mess, but the truth was, he was dealing with what he’d been through a lot better than she ever could.


  “You don’t know that, Jenn. You’re here and he’s there and all you see is what he wants you to see.”


  Was he for real right now? She counted to five, then leaned in and spoke carefully. “I’m quite capable of judging his character on my own, thank you very much. I’m not, however, appreciative of your insinuation that he’s hiding something from me. He’s not, Reed. Not all guys are assholes.”


  She wanted to tell him exactly how honest Brody had been. How they’d had this intimate connection from the start and how it already felt like she knew Brody better than some of the friends she’d had for years. But those were private things. They belonged to her and Brody.


  “I’ve never seen you like this before.” Reed smiled and she scoffed, grabbing her bag from the seat beside her. Done. She was so done with this.


  “You mean me having a spine when it comes to you? Yeah, it’s a new development.” She stood and grabbed the bill, stopping before she walked away. “Maybe I wasn’t clear at Josh’s, but you really do need to back off. Brody isn’t the monster you want him to be and, even if by some chance, he isn’t the man I think he is, I’d much rather find out on my own—not from you.”


  “I’m won’t stop watching out for you,” he said calmly, despite her warning. “Maybe I am wrong—stranger things have happened—but I’d rather be wrong than let you get hurt again.”


  Out of obligation or sincere concern? She couldn’t tell, and she wasn’t sure it mattered.


  “Her name is Mia, by the way. And we’re not together. Yet.”


  “What?” Jenny reared back, caught off guard. His timing was all kinds of awful these days.


  Reed chuckled and stood, too, sudden vulnerability in his moments-ago so confident face. “Believe it or not, I want the real deal just as badly as you do. For both of our sakes, I hope we find it.”


  She nodded. “I already have.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  “I miss you.” In the privacy of the stock room, Jenny sighed in her phone, half-heartedly mixing a boring natural blonde for sixty-something Lorna Miller. “It’s only been a week since I saw you and it already sucks.”


  “I know, sugar. I hate it, too. But it’s what we’ve gotta do right now.” In the distance, she heard other male voices, more than a little raucous as they arrived at the training center for drill weekend.


  “Good thing you’re busy for the next couple days or I’d cancel my appointments and drive across the state again.” So much for going slow. Brody consumed her mind twenty-four/seven. Wondering about when he’d text next, when they could talk, when she’d be able to smell him again...


  He chuckled. “I’d already be in River Bend if it weren’t for training, believe that.”


  She smiled and caught a glimpse of her pink cheeks in the mirror. When had she become this enamored woman? “So next weekend then...”


  “Friday night. Like a jet, baby. No stopping ’til I’m at your door.”


  Shivers raced down her spine. “Holding you to that.”


  “You won’t have to try hard.” He paused and the noisy background faded away. Had he ducked into someplace private? “You thinking about me lots while we’re apart? Maybe taking care of business with the memories of what we did last weekend in mind?” he asked, his voice low and sexy.


  Splat! Mrs. Miller’s bowl of color hit the floor with a thud, golden cream darting across the tile.


  More chuckling. “Catch you off guard, babe? Or are you that revved just from talking to me?”


  Both. “You’ve got a dirty mind, Superman.” Nasty mouth, too. Her heated, quickly dampening sex remember that part especially well.


  “Always when it comes to you.” She heard a door shut on his end of the line. “Where are you right now?” he asked. “It’s awfully quiet.” Jesus, was that a zipper?


  “I’m mixing hair color in the back of the salon. Where are you?” Fingers edging toward the elastic waistband of her leggings, she was pretty sure she already knew where this was going.


  “Don’t worry about me. You got a door? A lock?” Definitely a zipper. He was already breathing a little harder, too.


  She bit her lip, a giddy, he’s-totally-thinking-what-I’m-thinking-grin on her face. “You are so bad.” Then again, so was she. Her fingers were already in her panties.


  “I’ve been fucking hard since you left. Jerking off isn’t even helping anymore. It’s like I’m in goddamn high school all over again.”


  “I didn’t know how to do this in high school,” she confessed, scooting up onto the short counter after she flipped the lock on the door.


  “Didn’t know how to have phone sex? I sure as hell hope not.”


  She giggled. “I meant touch myself.”


  “Is that what you’re doing right now? Touching that pretty pussy?” She was pretty sure the rustling sound was his pants hitting the ground. Was he wearing his training gear already or jeans? She’d pretend it was the gear. So much hotter.


  Circling a fingertip around her clit, she clamped her lips together to keep from moaning aloud. Mrs. Miller would probably go into cardiac arrest if she overheard. “Yes,” she breathed, her heart already beating faster in her chest. “Tell me what you’re wearing.”


  “Isn’t that my line?” he laughed, but the sound morphed into a strangled groan. “Fucking hell, this is gonna be quick. Uh, I’m in my utilities. Mostly. I’ve got my cock in hand, pretending you’re on your knees in front of me.”


  Wish I was. Closing her eyes, she slid her fingers further south. Yeah, she was thinking about him, too, but her fantasy probably wasn’t all that different from reality. Just him in the locker room all alone, camo piled around his boots while he leaned against the wall with one hand, stroking himself slow and tight with the other. “God, Brody.”


  “Finger yourself. I wanna hear how wet you are.”


  “Very,” she whispered. “I can feel it on my thighs.”


  “No, babe—I wanna hear.”


  Oh, sweet Lord. “Like...?”


  “Uh huh.”


  He was going to make her come before she even got to the good stuff. “You’re bad, Superman.”


  “All your fault.” He grunted and she indulged his fantasy, despite the burn in her cheeks. Never before had she been so willing to please...and never before had wanting to please ever turned her on so much. “Ahh, shit, that’s hot. Does it feel good?”


  “So good. ” Her head spun, almost as fast as the pressure building between in her legs. “Wish you were here,” she panted, fingers feeling like they were everywhere at once, hitting all the right spots.


  “Mmmmmm...” His strained hum crackled the line. “Me, too.”


  She gasped as stars lit up behind her eyelids and her orgasm locked in hard. “Brodyyy...”


  “That’s it, baby. Christ, I love my name on your lips.” Another strangled sound somewhere between a groan and growl preceded his quick intake and then, “Ahh, fuuuck.”


  The mental image of him coming, jetting over his hand sent another wave of heat through her sex and she shuddered. It was going to be one hell of a long week, even as the sated, blissed out fog fell over her.


  “You okay?” she asked quietly, discreetly adjusting her panties and her leggings, suddenly all too aware of the elderly lady she had sitting in her chair with a issue of Good Housekeeping. Had she heard? Would she say anything if she did?


  He gave a gritty chuckle. “You’re a wet dream come true, babe. Can’t believe you just did that with me.”


  Me either. She sighed, a goofy grin breaking through the composure she tried to gather. “Believe it,” she said, mimicking him. “I’m sure it won’t be the last time.”


  “That a promise?” She heard rustling and then water running. “Because I’m game if you wanted to make a plan.”


  “Sunday night?”


  Another rumbling laugh filled her ear. “You really are going to kill me. Death by jerking off. I can see it already.”


  She smiled, washed up, and began mixing another batch of hair color. Hopefully the stuff on the floor wouldn’t ruin the tile, because it’d have to wait until later for cleanup. “And you’re going to make me lose customers. I’m surprised she hasn’t come looking for me.”


  “Who’s bad now, huh?”


  No doubt about it—he’d officially corrupted her. And she wasn’t complaining one bit. “Thank you for that little soiree. Call me Sunday on your way home?”


  “Fuck, yeah. We’ve got a date, remember?”


  ***


  “Jennifer Lynn Riley...”


  Her mother’s voice, in that admonishing tone that only mothers and grandmothers could pull off, sounded before Jenny turned the corner into the main part of the salon.


  “Mom?” God, she was totally going to know. “What are you doing here?”


  “I came to take my daughter to dinner after she closed up shop, but it looks like she’s planning to be here all night.” Helen scowled, looking between Jenny and Mrs. Miller, still content in the chair with her magazine, thank God.


  Talking about her in third person. Hmm, not a good sign.


  “This won’t take long at all. Just a little touch up.” She set the bowl of color down, pumped Mrs. Miller’s chair a little higher, and adjusted her drape. “How did you get here anyway. Please tell me you didn’t drive.”


  Her mother rolled her eyes and hobbled over to a vacant chair with her claw-footed cane. God, but she’d aged since the fall. It made Jenny’s heart ache just to look at her.


  “Of course, I didn’t drive. I had Gladys drop me off. Figured you didn’t have anything going on tonight since your love life is in the crapper.”


  Mrs. Miller stifled a laugh and Jenny shot Helen a glare. “Really?”


  “I don’t know.” Her mom lifted a shoulder, but the all-knowing gleam in her eyes told another story. “You tell me.”


  Unbelievable. “Who have you been talking to?”


  “Not you apparently.”


  This time, Mrs. Miller let her laugh fly. “This is why I love coming here. There’s always a juicy story.”


  “Mom, seriously...” Shaking her head, Jenny focused her attention on applying the color. Why did she suddenly feel like she was seventeen-years-old being admonished for breaking curfew?


  “Don’t seriously me,” Helen scoffed. “Just tell me who he is, for God’s sake. I’m old. I could die at any second.”


  “Why do you always do that?” Her voice rose higher than she intended it to, but she didn’t apologize. Mrs. Miller and her mother went way back. This wasn’t the first argument the woman had witnessed. “You’re not that old and you’re not going to die!”


  Helen made a dismissive face. “Is it so wrong for me to want to know the name of the man you might very well marry? What if something does happen to me? I’d like to go with at least a little reassurance that you won’t become a crazy cat lady. No offense, Lorna.”


  “None taken. I love my babies.” Mrs. Miller smiled naively.


  Jenny narrowed her eyes. “Don’t do the passive aggressive thing, Mom. It’s not flattering. At all.”


  “Okay.” Helen nodded enthusiastically. “Since you’ve given me permission, I’ll just come out and say it—I want you married before I go. I want grandkids. Is that too much to ask?”


  Jenny squeezed the back of Mrs. Miller’s chair, so hard, her fingers hurt. Her first instinct was to tell her mother to mind her own business. But the little voice in the back of her head shut her up fast. Isn’t that exactly what you want, too?


  “Ah, I see.” Her mother smiled and nodded her head softly. “I know that look in your eyes. You want that, too.”


  Out of nowhere, a lump lodged in Jenny’s throat. A casual cough dislodged it so she could finish applying Mrs. Miller’s color, but both women continued to stare at her, waiting for a response.


  “Who’s put the color back in her cheeks, sweetie?” her mother prompted.


  Sucking in a deep breath, she put the bowl down and did the math—her mother, plus one of her oldest friends, added to a discussion about marriage and grandkids equaled no way out. She dropped into the last free chair with a sigh.


  “You’re making too much of this, but if you must know his name is Brody. He’s a Marine from Omaha.”


  “Omaha!”


  “A Marine!”


  Her mother and Mrs. Miller gasped at the same time. One frowned, while one grinned from ear to ear.


  “Why would you date a boy from the other side of the state? You’re not thinking about moving are you? Is that why you brought on another stylist?” Helen’s face went a little more ashen with every question.


  “Mom...” Jenny smiled and shook her head. She and Brody had only been seeing each other for...a week? Could they count any longer? Regardless, it definitely wasn’t long enough to think about a future together beyond next weekend. “One, he’s not a boy and I think he’d take offense to us calling him one. Two, I’m not moving. Pretty sure I’m a River Bend lifer. Three, I brought Elena on so I’d have more time to spend with you. I didn’t want to tell you that, but I don’t want you thinking I hired help because I’ve got plans to leave town either.”


  Mrs. Miller’s misty eyes darted between Jenny and Helen like she was watching a soap opera unfold.


  “Sweetheart...” Her mother got to her feet again and slowly made her way over, wrapping her arms around Jenny’s shoulders. “I can’t believe you did that for me.”


  “I just want you to be happy.” Jenny squeezed back. “Which means you’re stuck with me for a good long time.”


  “That’s a relief.” Her mother sighed and whispered in her ear. “By the way, I already knew his name. My heart might be bad, but my hearing is top-notch. Lucky for you, Lorna’s isn’t.”


  Oh, my God.


  Helen pulled back and patted Jenny’s flaming cheek. “Since he made you blush and not cry, he’s already a keeper in my book.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  One week later...


  Fucking Friday night traffic.


  Brody tapped this fingers on the steering wheel while the semi in front of him hit the brakes for the tenth time in the last two minutes. The right lane was just as backed up, so there was no going around. Just this snail-paced progression that had snapped his patience about fifteen miles back.


  Seeing red and blue lights flashing ahead probably should’ve made him feel bad for all the four-letter words he’d hollered at no one in particular, but he had a woman waiting, dammit. At this rate, Jenny would be in bed by the time he hit River Bend.


  Not that climbing in beside her would be so bad.


  Fuck, maybe bed was exactly where he wanted her, after all.


  He chuckled to himself as his radio muted and a call came over the bluetooth. His mother’s cell. Not unusual, but rare enough this late on a Friday night that it gave him pause.


  “Hey, Mom, what’s up?” Finally—finally—the right lane cleared enough for him to slide out from behind the damn truck.


  “The moon? The stars? Your father’s cholesterol?” Lena Nelson quipped, followed by a throaty giggle.


  Brody rolled his eyes. “Kinda late for you to be calling, isn’t it?”


  “It’s eight o’clock. We’re not that old, Brody James. Jeez.”


  Yeah, yeah. He waved his hand, you know, because his mother could see that through the phone. Argh. “Maybe not, but you know I’m headed out of town this weekend. I figured something was going on.”


  “Actually, it is. Your dad and I are stuck in traffic on I-80. We’re heading to North Platte for the weekend. Grandpa had a little fall earlier today.”


  Heat rose up Brody’s neck. “A fall? Doing what?”


  “Unfortunately just walking from the living room to the bathroom. He’s not hurt, other than a bruised hip, but we wanted to check in nonetheless.”


  “I could’ve done that. I’ll only be in River Bend.” Hell, maybe he should grab Jenny and head that way, too.


  “No, no, sweetie, it’s fine. You enjoy your weekend. I needed to get out of the house anyway. Make the most of this nice spring weather and whatnot.” In the background, his father griped about the cars braking in front of him and Brody smiled.


  “How long are you staying? Until Sunday?”


  “Probably. You?”


  “Same.” He lifted his cap and scratched at his head as an unfamiliar, but not unwelcome, thought came to mind. “Maybe I’ll come up tomorrow.”


  “Really, honey, you don’t have to. Grandpa won’t like us doting on him. Grandma’s already doing enough of that, I’m sure.”


  Of course, she was, but... “There’s someone I want you to meet.”


  As if the weird whirling sensation in his stomach wasn’t enough, his mother’s long moment of silence nearly did him in.


  “Mom?”


  “Are you seeing someone?” Jesus, was she breathing hard or what he hearing things? “Is that why you’re spending so much time in River Bend?”


  Shit, she was gonna make a big deal out it, wasn’t she? “On second thought—”


  “Don’t you dare, Brody James! Don’t you tease me like that and then try to back out! You bring her tomorrow or I’ll drive to River Bend and find her myself!”


  Way to open your mouth, dumb fuck. Fist bump! “I’ll bring her.”


  “Darn right you will. I’ll make brunch.”


  “Brunch?” He didn’t plan on leaving Jenny’s bed until at least noon.


  “Brunch. And don’t be late. Crepes are better fresh.”


  Ahh, fuck. Not the crepes. “It’s not Christmas, Ma.”


  “Nope—meeting your girlfriend is better than Christmas. See you in the morning, sweetie.” Click.


  Well, hell.


  ***


  Meeting him at the door naked was probably too presumptuous. Maybe a bra and panties would be a more subtle approach.


  Jenny stared in the mirror, chewing the inside of her cheek and considering her options. Black or white? Either way, it’d end up on the floor, so did it really matter?


  Yes, it definitely mattered. Being with Brody wasn’t only about sex—it was about pleasing him. Him, the first man in maybe ever who seemed to actually care about her more than her body.


  That alone was worth the extra effort.


  Suddenly, she froze. Were those tires crunching in the driveway? Crap!


  She stuffed the lingerie back into the drawer, snatched up the first oversized t-shirt she could find and yanked it over her head in a frenzy. Panty-free would have to work. She’d do better next time.


  She sprinted through the house, pausing just long enough to catch her breath and wet her lips before she flung opened the door. He met her on the porch with a wicked grin and the duffel bag slung over his shoulder hit the concrete with a thud.


  “Jesus Christ,” he murmured. His eyes blazed hot as he lifted her off the ground and carried her desperately into the house, his hands seemingly everywhere at once. Her back hit a wall—which one she wasn’t sure, because she lost all sense of everything but him when his hungry mouth came down on hers.


  He tasted like something sweet and she clung to his thick, sturdy shoulders, getting totally, unabashedly drunk on his kisses. She could live on them alone, she was sure of it, because nothing filled her up, made her feel more satisfied and complete, than Brody.


  Somewhere in the chaos, he lost his shirt. And hers found its way up to her collarbone while he devoured her breasts. She moaned, he grunted, and when she worked his fly free and pulled out his erection, it took him seconds to hoist her a little higher, spread her wide, and seat himself inside.


  “Ahh, baby,” she panted, her eyes locked on his while he jaw ticked and his face strained. Up and down he lifted her, wetting himself and sliding deeper with every stroke. The teasing glide of his piercing felt...unbelievable. Just right, and yet not enough.


  “Condom?” The word rumbled past his tight-set mouth, but he never broke pace. Just filled her over and over again, skin on skin, so many unspoken promises shining in his eyes.


  He didn’t need to say them, because she felt them. In her head, in her body, in her heart...


  “I trust you.” She smoothed her hand along the side of his bristled jaw, her thumb parting his lips.


  “You sure?” He lowered his forehead to hers and his tenderness stole her breath. But it was the quiet vulnerability in his eyes that did her in. He’d needed her to say those words as badly as she’d needed to feel them.


  “You’re going to make me love you,” she whispered, and her voice broke with pent-up emotion she couldn’t hide any more.


  His chest shook as he exhaled, and somehow his strong arms seemed to tighten around her and become gentle at the same time. “That’s the plan, sugar.”


  God help me.


  She cried out when he withdrew and drove home again, because this...this was what making love was supposed to feel like. No walls between them. No holding back. Just trust and faith borne between two people who had nothing left to lose.


  “Come for me, baby.” He shifted the angle to free up a hand and rub little circles around her clit. His fingers shook, but he already knew her body so well. Knew just the right amount of pressure, just the right friction...


  But she held back.


  “You, too,” she pleaded. “Together.”


  Dark haziness slid over his gaze and his hips began to piston hard. Lifting, pumping, totally claiming her from the inside out...


  She slid her hands down his biceps and, gripping hard, she let go. He followed after, unloading with not an inch to spare between them. Watching the tension in his face turn to bliss was unreal. Majestic. Not just because he was a beautiful man, but also because he was her beautiful man.


  She pressed her face into his perspiration-dotted neck and breathed him in. Mine. Every spicy, delicious, hard-muscled inch of him was hers.


  They stayed there several minutes holding on to one another before he carried her back to the front door, kicked it shut, and took off at a jog down the hall with his pants falling off his ass and a goofy grin on his face.


  “All the way to the end,” she laughed...and then harder again when he tripped and almost toppled them onto the bed. He kept going though, depositing her in the shower and making quick work of getting them both completely naked.


  He turned her t-shirt toward her and pointed to the Marines logo. “A million times better than Victoria’s Secret, and the lack of panties was a nice touch, too.”


  “I might’ve accidentally borrowed that...” The not-so-innocent heat in her cheeks flamed when he climbed in behind her and slid his hand down to cup her sex. Where the evidence of what they’d done couldn’t be missed.


  “Thank you for this,” he spoke tenderly, his lips against her ear while he used his seed to paint her clit and build the fire once again. “I saw the pills when you were at my place, so I know we’re good that way. And, at the risk of sounding like a douche bag frat boy, it means a lot to me that you’d let me go in without. I’ve never done that before.”


  “Me either,” she confessed, shivering when he brushed her hair off her neck and licked from the curve of her shoulder to the spot behind her ear.


  “Why me, sugar?” he asked humbly. “I can’t be the first guy who’s ever wanted to.”


  “No, but you are the first to offer me something better in return.”


  “What’s that, babe?”


  She turned in his arms and toed up to kiss him. “You.”


  ***


  Sometime between their shower and another round of making Jenny scream, it began to rain. The curtains on her bedroom windows danced in the wind, carrying with them the fresh, earth smell of spring.


  “Things are going well with Elena?” In nothing but his black boxer briefs, he stretched out his legs on top of her comforter and shoved a spoonful of butter pecan ice cream into his mouth. Beside him, sitting cross-legged in his Marines t-shirt, Jenny swallowed her bite and nodded.


  “Better than well. The girl is a godsend. She’s got a way with the older ladies that I didn’t see coming and she’s incredible with the teenagers, too. We had a boy come in yesterday, wanting to color his hair orange to match his new dirt bike. Elena talked him into a nice faux hawk instead. I swear to God, he did the whole hip roll swagger thing when he walked out. It was hilarious.”


  “Why not just let him color his hair? Being that age is all about learning to express yourself, right?”


  “For sure. The problem is how impulsive they are about it. I guarantee he would’ve been back in a week, wanting his brown hair back.”


  “So let him do it then. Let him learn on his own.”


  Jenny winked. “I could have, but his mother and four sisters are some of my best customers.”


  Ah. He chuckled. “Well, now I understand.”


  She set her bowl down to twist her hair into a bun, which was seriously hot as fuck. Just made him want to take it all down again. Then again, there was something inherently sexy about sitting on her bed in the lamplight, eating ice cream, while rain hit the ground outside. Just being there with her like that turned him on in a way he couldn’t explain other than it felt comfortable. Right.


  “How long have you had your piercing?” she asked, spooning up another bite with a smirk. “Was that an impulsive decision?”


  “Fuck yeah.” He nodded. “Just back from Afghanistan the second time. Thought I was invincible.” Just the memory made him grimace. “Getting a needle shoved through my dick pretty much proved that wrong. I had friggin’ tears in my eyes.”


  Her smirk turned into quiet laughter that shook the bed. He grabbed for her toe and she laughter harder. “Obviously you’ve come to...enjoy it.”


  Now it was his turn to grin. “I’m not complaining. Are you?”


  The dim lighting made the blush in her cheeks glow. “Definitely not.”


  “Good.” He squeezed her toe and set his empty bowl on the nightstand. “So there’s something I need to talk to you about.”


  Eyebrows raised, she shot him a glance. “A good kind of something or a bad kind of something?”


  “Depends.”


  “On?”


  “Whether or not you’re a fan of meet-n-greets.” He pushed a hand through his hair and hesitated. Sex without a rubber and meeting his family in one weekend might be pushing his luck. “My grandpa fell earlier.”


  She gasped, but he lifted a hand.


  “He’s fine, but my folks drove over tonight to check in anyway. They’re staying the weekend.”


  “Oh.” She reached her bowl over, set it inside of his, and resettled. This time, draping her bare legs over his. “Okay, so...?”


  He told her about the half-cocked comment to his mother and her presumptuous response. “You don’t have to come with, but I’m pretty sure my mom wasn’t kidding about coming down here. She’s...”


  “Nosey?” Jenny trailed her fingertips along his thigh, toying with the hem of his boxers. Nothing seductive or flirty. Just...affectionate.


  “More like desperate,” he chuckled.


  “You haven’t brought home many girls, huh?” A pleased smile twitched at her mouth.


  “You really wanna go there, sugar?”


  “Chances are your mother will tell me anyway, so maybe I should hear your version first.”


  Christ. One, she’d more or less just agreed to go with him tomorrow. Two, her fingers were skimming closer and closer to his balls.


  “You may have a point there.” Good thing there wasn’t much to tell. “I had a serious girlfriend in high school. Liz. She left a bra in my bedroom once and it got mixed in with my laundry.”


  “Oh, shit.” Jenny’s eyes went big.


  “Yeah. Total disaster. My mom gave it to Father Joe and asked him to talk to me about premarital sex. I still can’t look the man in the eye.”


  Collapsing backward, Jenny rolled with laughter. “Your priest? That is so wrong!”


  “You’re telling me?” He shifted until he was stretched out beside her, his legs hanging off the short side of the bed. “Then there was this one girl in college. Victoria. She came home with me once at Christmas because her family was going through some shit. She ended up stealing some of my dad’s Royals cards. Pawned them so she’d have money for weed. Turns out her parents had been split for years, and getting collector cards out of hock costs a small fortune.”


  “Aww, you got them back for him?” She snuggled into his side and laid her hand on his stomach, so he curled an arm around her shoulders and watched the fan go round on the ceiling.


  “Yep. Believe it or not, I wasn’t always this badass, inked dude.” He gave her a playful squeeze and she wriggled her fingers into his abs.


  “Don’t ruin my fantasy, Superman.”


  “Sorry, babe. Beneath it all, I’m just an average guy.”


  “Who’s gone to war three times. Who’s saved God only knows how many people. Yep. Totally average.” Her hand slid down to his junk and he braced himself, sure her intent was to assuage the war talk with sex. But instead, her touch was gentle again. Intimate, but not sexual at all. And it felt fucking amazing.


  “Tell me about you. Feel free to skip the part about how much your mother loved Reed, though. I don’t need to hear that shit.”


  Jenny gave a short laugh. “You’re safe then. She only tolerated him because I did. For the most part, she thinks he’s got a stick up his ass.”


  He liked her mother already. “My kind of woman.”


  “Hey now. Don’t get any ideas. She’s single, but she’s recovering from a major cardiac event. She couldn’t keep up with you.” Down her fingers went, sliding over his sac, then back to his dick, tracing the outline of his head so lightly that he shivered. “Sorry. I didn’t even realize I was doing that.”


  He couldn’t see her face, but he heard the embarrassment in her voice. “Don’t apologize. Don’t stop either. It’s feels good.” He kissed her temple and ran his fingers through her hair. This time she was the one who trembled, and a crooked grin quirked on his lips. Petting. They were fucking petting each other and he wasn’t even thinking about getting laid.


  Except now. Now he was thinking about sex. Dammit.


  “Go on,” he prompted her, tugging gently on a dark lock of her hair.


  She sighed. “The only guy I ever actually brought home was Jake. I mean, I guess there were a couple boys in high school, but they don’t count. They just picked me up at the door and dropped me off a few hours later.”


  Fucking Jake. Dudes named Jake were always trouble. “Tell me about this Jake.”


  She shook with amusement and he imagined her rolling her eyes. “Not much to tell. He was a decent guy, but he wanted to travel and I didn’t want to leave my mom. I’m the only family she has here.”


  Sounded a little more current than he’d expected. “When was that?”


  “A few years ago.”


  He nodded, not thrilled, but not wanting to act like a caveman either. Of course she had a past. She’d been upfront about it from the beginning.


  She pushed up on her elbow and look down at him. Her dark eyes sparkled against the light. “I’ve never actually met anyone’s parents before. I’ve never been that girl.”


  Just like that, his Neanderthal reared to life, full force. “You know why? Because you’ve always been mine. Not theirs. Mine.”


  She smiled. “I shouldn’t like that proprietary BS, but I do. It’s hot as hell.”


  “You finally admitting you belong to me?” He winked and she gave his jewels a light squeeze.


  “Keep it up, Superman.”


  “No need to get bent out of shape, sugar—you’re literally and figuratively holding my balls right now.”


  “Aww. I can’t wait to tell Josh and Tony you said that.”


  God, this woman. He pinched between his eyes, laughing. “Let’s just go to bed.”


  “Only if I can keep touching your junk.”


  “I’m never going to complain about that.”


  They flipped around and climbed under the blankets, reassuming the position. One of her legs hitched up over his and he turned his face into her hair, letting himself get lost in not only her touch, but everything about her. Fucking perfection.


  Then she went and topped it off with a whisper. “I think you’re my person, Brody Nelson.”


  “Your person?”


  She nodded and nuzzled into his chest, draping a leg over the top of his. “The one I call when I accidentally start the toaster on fire or hit a deer and start to cry. Or when I’m sick and need soup but can’t find the strength to put on pants.”


  “Ah.” He smiled into the night. “Not to worry, babe—I got you covered.” Because he had a sneaking suspicion that she was his person, too.


  Chapter Seventeen


  The next morning came quickly, and Jenny was sure she’d never been more nervous in all of her life.


  “You’re shaking.” Brody closed the truck door behind her and grabbed her hand. Before them sat a modest, suburban bungalow with light blue siding, white shutters, and window boxes. Window boxes, for God’s sake.


  She twined their fingers and held on tight. “This is nice, but frankly way more wholesome than I expected. I’m afraid the walls might give way when I walk inside. There may be smoke. And fire.”


  Brody pulled her along, chuckling softly. “You know I’ve been inside before, right? And the place is still standing?”


  “You’re not helping.” She tried to dig in her heels, but he kept pulling her forward.


  “They’re going to love you, babe. And that dress makes you look like a good Catholic girl, so you’re in like Flynn, I swear.”


  She glanced down at her green and purple floral-print shift. Maybe he was right. She did look pretty Peggy Sue. Or in this case, Jenny Lynn.


  “Is it too much? Maybe I should’ve worn jeans.” Crap, this family stuff was hard.


  , Brody came at her, shaking his head, his hands smoothing around her waist. “You’re beautiful.” He dipped down to her ear, discreetly sliding one hand down to her ass. “I like the easy access, too.”


  “What? No!” She shoved him away, but he laughed, slinging an arm around her waist to reclaim her.


  “Come on, sugar. We got this.” He led her through the garage and to a side door he didn’t bother to knock at. The jovial voices inside the kitchen hit her like a gust of warm, pleasant wind and she blew out a breath. We got this.


  “Son!” a voice as deep as Brody’s rang out above the others and Brody slowed down, giving her time to catch up behind him. She’d much rather stay right there, staring at his denim-clad ass like a wallflower all day, but he pulled her to his side, giving her the full view of his family sitting around the small kitchen table.


  A woman with shoulder-length brown hair jumped to her feet with a hand slapped over her mouth. Brody grimaced as she rounded the table and Jenny’s heart stammered a little more unsteadily in her chest.


  “Mom, seriously,” Brody muttered, but his mother’s focus never left Jenny and, by the time she stood in front of them, the older woman’s face showed every bit of her delight. Shiny eyes, flushed cheeks, and a big grin that she’d clearly passed onto Brody. Dimple in her left cheek and everything.


  “You’re gorgeous.” Her hands lifted to Jenny’s cheeks, which, of course, were hot and probably a not-so-attractive lobster red. “You have soulful eyes, too.”


  “Um...” Brody stuttered, then waved a belated hand between them. “Mom, this is Jenny Riley. Jenn, my mom, Lena.”


  “Jenny. I like that.” Lena continued to grin and Jenny’s jitters finally gave way. How could it not? His mother thought she was soulful.


  “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Nelson. You’ve raised a wonderful son.”


  Brody grunted. “You two are going to get along just fine. Probably to my detriment.”


  His family erupted with laughter and, in a matter of minutes, Jenny had been hugged to death and set up with a plateful of raspberry and cream crepes and cheesy potato egg bake. Brody’s plate was stacked twice as high and, by the time they finished eating, she’d heard more stories about his childhood than she could ever remember of her own.


  “I really thought he’d go pro.” His father, Brian, leaned back on the kitchen chair, his bulky arms folded behind his head. Except for his mother’s smile, Brody was his father’s clone, stature and demeanor especially. “But he came home from college that first Easter with a Marine Corps recruiter and I knew he’d already made up his mind, scholarship or not.”


  “I cried. God, did I cry.” Lena’s tears sprang up all over again and her mother, Grandma Brekowski, nodded along.


  “Almost lost my Robert in Vietnam. Nearly broke my heart when Brody enlisted.” She glanced at her husband and smiled softly, all pale, glossy skin and short, silvery hair.


  His grandfather waved a hand. “Bunch of sallies. Men are made for war!”


  Brody shifted uncomfortably in the seat next to her and, beneath the table, Jenny put her hand on his leg. It’s okay.


  “I heard some of your unit joined up with the one in Broken Arrow for another deployment.” His father’s salt and pepper eyebrows drew together. “Thought you’d be first in line to go.”


  Brody’s body tensed and his knee began to bounce, all the while he kept his eyes trained on his empty plate. At the juncture of his jaw, a muscle ticked fast.


  She hated this for him. Hated that he felt like he’d let not only Ernie and Troy down, but his family, too. And the kicker was...they didn’t even know. She wasn’t sure they ever would either. Brody was too damn proud for his own good.


  “Not this time,” he finally answered, his voice hoarse. Raw. “Three times may be all I’m capable of. Hell, I’m not even sure I’ll re-enlist next year.”


  His mother gave a sigh of relief and his grandma mouthed a silent prayer at the ceiling.


  “That’s probably a good decision.” His father nodded, but Jenny didn’t agree. Being a Marine was in Brody’s blood. If he went out like this, he may never find the closure he needed.


  “What do you say we leave the ladies to the gossiping while us men head outside to look at that tree, threatening to drop dead on my garage?” Grandpa Brekowski got to his feet, slowly and not without difficulty, batting away his daughter when she tried to offer help. “Sit down, Lena. I’m not dead yet.”


  Jenny covered a smile with the back of her hand. How many times had she heard that same statement from her own mother?


  “Try not to miss me too much.” Brody snuck a kiss before he pushed away from the table and followed his dad and grandfather to the door.


  A sudden, unexpected surge of lust crept up her spine as she watched him go. He didn’t look any different than he did at her house or at his. Just a guy whose t-shirt and jeans clung a little too tightly to his big body. A guy who, beneath the dark ink and badass uniform, put his family first. Always. A guy who could love her like thunder and lightning at night, but become an acquiescent rain shower who ate crepes with his grandma the very next morning.


  He really was human, this man she’d fallen in love with. And she wanted him even more because of it.


  ***


  “I think we can take care of this for you today, Bob.” Hands on his hips, his father looked up at the tree with two dead limbs looming a little too closely to the back corner of the garage. “Just need some rope and a little gas and oil for the chainsaw.”


  His grandfather sat on an overturned bucket, breathing harder than usual, his nod turning into a wheeze. “Yeah, I thought so,” he coughed. “Surprised they lasted the winter, to be honest.”


  “Small miracles, Gramps.” Brody ruffled the old man’s shoulder on his way to his truck. He had standard-issue ties and a safety harness in his toolbox, for instances just like this. Seemed he was the go-to guy for all things height-related since he earned half of his salary in a cherry picker.


  Ten minutes later, he was strapped into the harness, with his father holding onto the rope tied to the first limb. Brody climbed toward the branch with the chainsaw in hand.


  “Better move back, Gramps! Just in case!” he hollered down once he had a better view of the ground. “Dad, get ready to move fast!”


  He waited until his grandfather hobbled back toward the house and his dad gave him a thumbs up before he lobbed off the branch. It crashed down in the backyard, well enough away from Granny’s flowerbeds and the sandbox he used to play in as a kid.


  The second branch took a little more effort to tie because the ladder only extended so far, but he finally got it fastened and went through the same drill. “Ready, Dad?”


  This time his father saluted him and he laughed, glancing back at Gramps to make sure he’d stuck close to the house.


  Gramps was on the ground.


  “Dad!” he hollered and his dad’s attention snapped across the yard. He dropped the rope and ran, full sprint.


  Brody hurried to unfasten himself and get down, all the while glancing over his shoulder.


  Gramps wasn’t moving.


  “Brody, hurry!” his dad yelled and, dammit, he would if he could just get off the fucking ladder.


  Feet on the ground and the straps still fastened around his thighs, he ran to his grandfather and dropped to his knees, running through the protocol he’d done hundreds of times.


  “Grandpa!” He shook the old man’s shoulder, but got no response. “Call 911 and go get Mom,” he shouted to his father.


  The next several minutes passed in a blur of chest compressions, mouth-to-mouth, and his mother wailing from somewhere behind him. Sirens broke through his single-minded focus and the paramedics seemed to appear out of nowhere.


  He crawled back on his knees as they took over, ripping open Gramps’s shirt for the AED. Suddenly he couldn’t breathe either. The fog began to tunnel in around him, darkness coming fast.


  He saw Ernie lying on the ground before him. He saw Troy and his mangled body a few feet away. One leg gone, one arm bit off at the elbow. All around him, the smoke got thicker and the fire hotter. The shouting felt like gunshots in his ears and the smell of blood—some of it his—made him sick to his stomach.


  “Brody,” Jenny cried softly in his ear and somehow her arms were around him, her heat at his back. She wasn’t supposed to be there. Not in this mess. Not where he couldn’t protect her. “Stay with me, baby,” she pleaded, pressing her lips to his temple and rocking him like his mother used to when he’d have bad dreams as a kid.


  Only this wasn’t a fucking dream. This was his life. One screw-up after another.


  “You did what you could,” she murmured. “You tried.”


  But not hard enough. Never fucking hard enough.


  Chapter Eighteen


  No matter how she tried to see them—a tribute to life or a celebration of eternal salvation—funerals always gutted Jenny. Add in the Marine honor guard in their dress blues—Brody included—and she’d gone through all of the tissue in her clutch before the priest even began Brody’s grandfather’s graveside service.


  She couldn’t look at Brody, standing at attention with the other pallbearers, including Sam. But then she couldn’t look away either. He’d become a stony, emotionless pillar since that morning in his grandparents’ backyard. He’d gone back to Omaha to get some things together for his parents while they stayed with his grandma and, even though she’d offered to go along, he’d refused. He’d tried to blame it on her work schedule, but she knew the truth—he’d needed the time alone.


  His distance hurt, but she got it. Grief was a torturous, sometimes relentless bitch and not only was Brody dealing with the loss of his grandfather, but the renewed loss of Ernie and Troy and every other Marine friend he’d had to bury, as well.


  Feeling so helpless sucked. Feeling so desperate to do something to get through to him, only to be turned away was nothing she wished upon anyone.


  But she wasn’t just anyone. She was a woman who’d become an expert at steeling her resolve. A pro at giving and giving and giving some more. She might have vowed to never offer more to a man than she got back, but that was before Brody, and up until this past week, he’d given her more than she could have ever hoped for.


  That’s why when she’d found him on the couch this morning, looking like he hadn’t slept at all, she’d refused to give up.


  “You okay?” she’d asked, curling up beside him, sharing her warmth and whatever comfort he’d let her give.


  “Yep. Fine.” But his eyes never left the ceiling and, when she pressed a kiss to his shoulder, he didn’t even acknowledge her. Just kept staring off into space, completely wrapped up in whatever was going on in that handsome, conflicted head of his.


  He was that man again now, standing a few feet away, his eyes trained on something on the far side of the cemetery. Probably nothing at all. Just that place he had to go to in his head to keep it together. Or block it out. Whatever it was he had to do to make it through.


  His Grandmother Caroline did better than any one else at the service. She kept her chin high and she even offered comfort to Lena when she broke down and Brody’s father couldn’t console her. Even when the honor guard presented Caroline with that pristinely folded flag, she stayed strong, shedding but a single tear as she thanked the stoic Marine with a tender pat to his cheek.


  Would that be her someday? Receiving Brody’s flag?


  God. A hard, painful lump swelled in Jenny’s throat and she bit her lip to keep from crying until she drew blood.


  She’d fallen completely in love with him, this amazing, too proud man that had swept in and stolen her heart with his honesty and his flaws and his unrelenting strength. Despite his own fear, he’d given her a pair of comforting arms to fall into that first night in Vegas and so many nights since. They were the same arms she offered him now—and would continue to—no matter how hard he pretended he didn’t need them.


  Taps rang through the air making her shiver, the honor guard marched out, and the priest sent Robert Brekowski up to eternal rest with a final petition. She did her best to hold it together when she hugged Lena and Caroline, but when Brody embraced his family, she lost it all over again.


  And she was supposed to be his rock? Good Lord.


  “You ready to go?” He approached her after he paid his respects and accepted handshakes and hugs of his own. All she could do was nod. Just being here is enough. I don’t need all the perfect words. She wasn’t sure it was true, but she told herself this over and over again.


  When Brody finally led her to his truck, he helped her in, but he didn’t talk. Just got behind the wheel and drove them back to his grandparents’ home, where the rest of the family congregated. All neighbors and extended family since Lena was an only child.


  “Thank you for being here today,” he finally spoke when they’d parked. “It means a lot. To me and my family.”


  She swallowed back her lingering emotion, her hands twisted together in her lap. “I don’t know what to say. I...don’t know how to make this easier for you. Finding you like that this morning...”


  He tossed his cover onto the seat between them and scrubbed his hands over his face. “Some shit you can’t fix, Jenn. It’s just gotta run its course. Or not. Who the fuck knows.”


  She nodded, lips pressed together. “But I’m here either way. You know that, right?”


  His heavy eyes swung her way and he smiled. A weak, unattached sentiment that made her heart ache all the more. “Yeah, babe, I know.”


  Did he? She wasn’t convinced. Still, she smiled back, because maybe this was one of those fake it ’till you make it kind of situations. “You look handsome today, in case I haven’t already told you.”


  This time the twitch of his lips was genuine, even if that same light didn’t meet his eyes. Reaching for the door, he winked. “Let’s go, sugar, we’ve got potato salad to eat.”


  ***


  He was tearing her apart.


  Brody watched Jenny watch him from across the living room. She tried to keep busy, clearing away plates and getting drinks and dessert for his relatives, but her too-alert, too-concerned eyes never strayed far from him. Especially when she thought he wasn’t looking.


  She was more than anything he could have ever hoped to find in a woman. A lover. A friend. She had shown him more unconditional affection in their short relationship than most of the family milling about in this tiny house ever had. But for what reward? He was no fucking prize.


  He’d been kidding himself and misleading her thinking he was anywhere near ready—or even capable—of being an adequate partner for her. She deserved a man who had his shit together, not some loser who rode his emotions like a bad fucking carnival ride.


  This past week...shit. Sleep had been non-existent and not because of the dreams, because Ernie, Troy, and now Gramps were in his head every second of the day anyway. Their voices and faces, laughing and mocking him. Their cold, colorless hands reaching out to grab at him around every corner, desperate to dig their haunting fingers into his flesh and not let go.


  He was sliding down that guilt-ridden slope again and this time Jenny rode shotgun.


  A smart man would let her go. A considerate man would put as much space between them as possible.


  But a man as lost as he was? He held on to the lifeline she gave him because without her, he’d drown in a second.


  ***


  They arrived in River Bend just before dark, the hour drive from North Platte feeling like it took days. Brody hadn’t said more than a few sentences and even the coffee he’d been chugging couldn’t mask the exhaustion that had settled into his shoulders.


  When he pulled into her driveway, Jenny gave a mental sigh of relief. Maybe he’d finally sleep tonight. Maybe she would, too.


  “You did good today,” she said softly when he shut down the engine. “I’m proud of you.”


  He pulled the keys from the ignition and dug the heels of his hands into his eyes. “It’s what I do, Jenn. So many times now, it’s become routine.”


  She didn’t believe that for a second and not just because they’d buried his grandfather this morning. Still, it wasn’t a debate that really mattered, and his body language said he’d clam up completely if she pushed for more intense conversation right now.


  “Let’s go inside.” Touching his forearm across the console, she tried for a reassuring smile. He was a mess, she was a mess, and together it felt like they teetered on the edge of something more precarious than either had the strength to deal with right now. But still...she wouldn’t give up. “I’ll make something quick for dinner and we can climb into bed early. It’s been a long day.”


  He nodded and they both got out, moving slow. He offered his hand as she climbed the front steps after him and something about him standing there at her door in his dress uniform hit her hard. Like a punch directly to her breastbone, taking the air from her lungs.


  “You okay?” He frowned and his hand closed around hers, the rough skin of his thumb smoothing over her knuckles.


  She nodded even as her steps faltered and a sob rose up in her throat. “Yeah. Totally.”


  “Babe...” He came back down, lifting his hands and curling them around her shoulders. But it wasn’t the gentle touch she’d come accustomed to from Brody. There was no tenderness in his eyes. Just...disconnect. Like he was going through the motions, and that scared her more than anything they’d been through this past week. She’d been down this road before. Too many times. She wanted to fight, but there was that fear in the back of her mind that wouldn’t let go...


  “I’m fine. Really. Just...tired.” She squeezed his hand and pasted on a smile.


  Once inside, he excused himself to the bedroom to shed his uniform while she kicked off her heels and pulled leftovers from the fridge. Thank God for emotional eating this past week, because she had a little bit of everything to pick from. Meatloaf, chicken salad, rice, mashed potatoes... By the time Brody returned, wearing a pair of satin basketball shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt, she had a plate heaped and ready for him.


  “Jesus, woman. Where did you find all of this?” He took the plate and a seat on the other side of the island, elbows on the counter and ready to dig in.


  “I cook when I’m upset.” She lifted a shoulder and tied her hair up before joining him.


  “It’s been a rough week. I’m sorry I haven’t been great company.” He stirred his food around more than he actually ate, but she was happy with the few bites that made it to his mouth.


  “You really don’t need to apologize. I understand. It was hard when I lost my Gran a few years back. She was like a second parent to me.”


  “It’s more than that, though.”


  “I know.” She pressed her lips together and nodded. “I get that, too.”


  “I’m just...” Brody pushed his plate away and balled his fists on the countertop. “So fucking pissed, you know? I hate how this has all gone down. That there’s not a damn thing I can do to change it.”


  Yep. Got that, too. Life wasn’t fair, but somehow she didn’t think reminding him of that would help. “I’m sorry, baby. I wish there was something I could do...”


  “You’ve done plenty.” He turned his head toward her and, for a second, soft emotion replaced the stormier version of late. She shivered. There’s my man. “But this is going to get worse before it gets better, you know that, right?”


  She set down her fork and took a careful breath. “I had a feeling.”


  “I need you to be ready for that.”


  She nodded and covered one of his hands with hers. “Your girlfriend’s a pretty badass chick, Superman. Maybe you haven’t noticed.”


  His shoulders shook as he chuckled. “I’ve noticed. Believe me.”


  “Good. So you should know I can handle whatever it is you’re holding inside.”


  The thunderous haze in his eyes went even darker and ripples of anticipation fluttered in her belly. “Be careful what you ask for, sugar.”


  She cocked an eyebrow. She was playing with fire, but at least Brody was communicating. “Is that a warning or a promise?”


  “Both.” He voice dropped an octave and his eyes fell to the low neckline of her simple black dress. “You done eating?”


  “I think so. You?”


  He gave his head a brief shake, before pushing the plates off to the other side of the counter. She gasped as the porcelain crashed against the floor and louder again when he hoisted her up in their place.


  “Nope, babe. I haven’t even started yet.” His fingers slid up the outside of her thighs, until he reached the bands of her panties and—snap!—twisted them free.


  “You’re awfully destructive tonight.” She wet her lips and prayed that hungry, wild-eyed look on his face meant what she thought it did.


  “You ain’t seen nothing yet. Hope you’re really as tough as you claim to be.” He dropped to the stool again and—oh, God, yes—positioned himself between her legs. He kissed the inside of one thigh and the delicious scrape of his evening stubble had her hips lifting off the island. “Uh uh, sugar.” One big arm hooked around her leg, he pushed her pelvis back down. “Tonight we play by my rules.”


  His rules? When had he developed rules?


  “Pull the top of your dress down. Bra, too.”


  Um...okay. Like...?


  “Don’t be shy, Jenn.” He looked up at her with a feral, crooked smile. “You know you’re beautiful. You know I love your tits.”


  Ohhhh! His words hit her like he’d leaned in for a lick. Her sex went hot and any second now he’d see the evidence.


  He grinned as she loosened one sleeve and then the other, doing as he’d asked. Or rather...demanded. “Good girl. For that, you’ll be rewarded.” Then he dipped his head and tasted her for real. Slow and deliberately torturous, taking his time sweeping from the bottom of her slit all the way to the top where she wanted him the most. When he finally hit that spot, barely teasing his tongue around her clit, she cried out.


  She abandoned the work on the top of her dress in favor of fisting his hair, but that only lasted a few seconds before he looked up at her with smoky eyes and pulled his mouth away, his lips damp.


  “Tits out, babe. I wanna see you touch yourself.”


  Jesus. “I hate you.”


  “You fucking love me, and you’re gonna love me even more when I’m through with you.” With that, he lifted her up and slid her ass closer to the edge of the counter. She yelped and yanked down the cups of her bra, desperate for more of whatever he had in mind. “Ah, now you’re catching on.”


  How could she not? He was planted between her legs, his tongue just millimeters away from giving her an incredible orgasm. All other thoughts...all other worries...melted away to nothing but the two of them in that moment.


  She’d do anything for him and if distracting himself with sex was what he needed, so be it. She leaned back on one hand and used the other to cup one breast and stroke her soft nipple into a hard peak. It felt good. Better because, as he watched her fingers play, he’d begun to play himself. He slipped a finger inside and spread her moisture over her clit, only to lean in and suck it off, over and over again, like he couldn’t get enough.


  When he growled his approval, her clit between his lips, she saw stars. Fucking stars. How did she deserve this man who got off on making her happy just as much as he got off on coming himself?


  Realization blindsided her like headlights coming out of nowhere in the middle of the night.


  This was the real deal, wasn’t it? Her and Brody.


  Neither of them were perfect. Neither of them had a clue what the right move was, but just the same, neither was willing to give up trying. Together, they shared a single-minded determination to make the other happy, no matter the cost. Two imperfect people who saw through each other’s scratchy surfaces to the real gems inside.


  She flew with that newfound knowledge lighting her up from the inside out. Brody wasn’t just her person...


  He was her forever.


  And she’d fight to the death for him.


  Chapter Nineteen


  She was too damn good for him. He’d known it from the beginning, but she sealed the deal tonight when she set aside all the worry in her pretty head and let him have his way with her.


  She was giving him exactly what she’d sworn she’d never given another man, but yet she’d handed it to him on silver fucking platter, right alongside her heart. He should’ve given it back. Told her to save that part of herself for someone who wouldn’t use her, because that’s exactly what he was doing right now. Using her to pretend he wasn’t as messed up as they both knew he was.


  But he didn’t tell her that. Nor did he pretend he didn’t see the truth in her eyes as he carried her to the bedroom, tumbled them onto the bed, and stripped that pretty dress from her body.


  She felt for him what he felt for her and when all hell broke loose—because it would...he could already see it on the horizon—that affection would destroy her. Just like it would destroy him.


  “Take me like you want me tonight,” she whispered, her fingers soft against his lips as he shed his clothes and levered down above her. “I can handle it.”


  Probably. But if he let loose entirely, it wouldn’t be pretty. He wouldn’t taint her with that side of himself. Not now, maybe not ever.


  “Brody, look at me...” She shifted his chin so she could look in his eyes and what he saw in hers nearly broke him. “I’m yours. Every bit of me. Always.”


  She said that now, but she had no idea the shit he was capable of.


  “I’m not some fragile flower. You’ve got something to work out, work it out on me. Please.”


  Fucking hell. “Jenn...” He glanced away, but she jerked his face back around, her fingers digging into his jaw. That’s when he saw the tears in her eyes. Saw the full magnitude of what she was offering and how desperate she was to give it.


  “Fuck me,” she begged. “Own me.”


  His cock throbbed against his stomach, craving exactly that. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”


  “The hell I don’t.” She reached down and wrapped her hand around his dick, tugging hard. He growled and ground his hips into hers.


  “Keep jerking me like that, babe, and you’ll bring out the monster.”


  A wicked grin slashed across her face and she squeezed him until it fucking hurt. Of course, that just made him harder and, in a second, he had her knees at her ears, his cock poised at her pussy.


  “You like fucking with me, sugar?” He slid the tip of his dick inside, just to taunt her.


  “I love fucking with you,” she said, enunciating every syllable, using her muscles to try and urge him in further. He resisted. Barely. Instead, he pulled out and slapped his piercing against her clit. She gasped, her eyes never leaving his. “Do it again.”


  “No. This is my show, remember?” To prove his point, he shifted back and flipped her onto her stomach, the delicate nodules of her spine leading him like a trail of bread crumbs to her perfect, heart-shaped ass. Kneeing his way between her legs, he spread her open before him. The light from the hall hit her sex just right, the evidence of how wet she was for him glistening in the darkness. Fucking beautiful. Every last bit of her.


  “Is that what you want?” She lifted slightly, wiggling those glorious cheeks back at him and rubbing against his cock as she did.


  Yeah, he’d have her ass someday. But not tonight. Not entirely anyhow.


  Still, he reached back and grabbed the lube from the nightstand, drizzling it between her cheeks and then using his fingers to make sure she was really ready for him. He was inside a second later, buried to hilt in the hottest pussy he’d ever had. But with Jenny, he’d never be deep enough.


  Maybe she thought the same, because she pushed up on her hands and began to rear back with every punishing thrust. She was still too far away for his liking, so he fisted her hair, pulled her all the way up, and kissed her, swallowing the sexy little sounds she made when he slammed in hard.


  “More,” she panted against his lips. “Harder.”


  Christ, she was unreal, and exactly what he needed right now. Winding her hair tighter around his fist, he jerked back and her cry became a long, low moan as he bit at her pretty neck and then licked the pain away.


  With his free hand, he guided her fingers to her clit and showed her how he wanted her to touch herself—hard and direct—because it wasn’t going to take him long at all. At least not once he took what he really wanted.


  “More, babe? You sure?” he rasped in her ear as he withdrew and then slid in so fast, she came off the bed with a gasp and a plea.


  “Dammit, Brody, please!”


  He grinned into the curve of her shoulder and covered the small of her back with his hand, thumb down. With every slow, drawn out millimeter he shifted the digit downward, she melted a little more in his arms.


  “Yes, baby,” she whimpered, her entire body trembling with need. “Do it.”


  So he did. With every slap of his damp skin against hers, he thumbed her puckered hole, until her pussy clenched around him tight. Then he slipped inside just enough to make her launch. She pushed back all on her own, taking more of him than he’d intended to give and it was too fucking much, seeing his thumb disappear inside of her while she milked his cock like the greedy little vixen she was.


  His eyes rolled back in his head and he gripped her hip tight, pounding into her as he came...and came...and came, filling her up with all he had.


  The next few moments were a complete blur as they collapsed onto the bed, sweaty limbs tangled together as they fought for breath. And, in his case, sanity. How in the fuck had he gotten so lucky with her?


  He brushed the hair off her forehead and pressed his lips to her heated skin. “You’re incredible.”


  Her fingers floated over his stomach, dancing along his twitching abs. “Pretty incredible yourself. That was...intense.”


  Sure was. “Didn’t hurt you, did I?”


  She shook her head. “Told you I could take it. And, for the record, you still held back.”


  Yep. “I don’t want to taint you with my kind of debauchery. Pun intended.”


  She snorted. “You know I’m not a virgin, right?”


  Um... “Are we talking about the same thing?” Because he really didn’t want to think about some other dude taking her in the ass.


  Pushing up, she rested her chin on his chest and looked him in the eye. “I’ve never gone all the way, but not for lack of wanting.”


  Well, shit. “Really?”


  Quirking an eyebrow, she shoved at his side with a playful glint in her eyes. “What kind of girl do you think I am?”


  He caught her hand and brought it to his mouth, kissing her palm. “I mean, I’m surprised you’d want to. And, if that’s the case, why haven’t you?”


  Her eyes went soft and curled into him again. “Same reason I never let a guy go bare before—trust.”


  Goddamn. He stared up at the ceiling, a confusing mix of selfish-asshole and the luckiest-son-of-a-bitch-on-the-planet humming through his conscience. She trusted him. She’d said as much and she’d proven it over and over again. Her faith in him was a gift he wasn’t worthy of to begin with and now she wanted to give him something more? He couldn’t wrap his head around it.


  “No rush,” she whispered before she pressed a soft kiss to his chest. “I just wanted you to know.”


  He nodded and disentangled from her carefully...humbly. He needed a second to breathe. To gather his thoughts and figure out what the hell he was doing.


  Jenny’s fingers trailed along his back as he got up. “Where you going, handsome?”


  “Washcloth.”


  “Hurry back. I miss you already.”


  He closed his eyes and the haunting darkness clouded in like poison. Could he really be this guy for her? Could he really love her like she deserved?


  Or had he been kidding himself all along?


  Chapter Twenty


  Their hummer bumped along toward a village in the Kandahar Province with Carson behind the wheel. Troy sat shotgun and Sam and Ernie planted ass on either side of Brody in the back, their M4s at the ready. Behind them, the truck was loaded with building supplies. Not a lot this trip because they needed to show the Afghani villagers their intent first. They weren’t here to blow shit up.


  “You know what I can’t wait for?” Troy said from up front. “A piece of tail that doesn’t feel like a sandpaper glove.”


  Sam snorted. “Dude, I told you doing Nelson was gonna leave you with a rash.”


  Thud! Brody’s fist connected with the center of his buddy’s chest. “Says the guy who’s been eyeballing the goat.”


  Troy’s eyes went wide and he pointed a warning finger at Sam. “Better watch your back, bro. That shit’ll get you lynched around here.”


  Ernie snorted. “Y’all are fucked up. I don’t even care if she’s a little rough around the edges. As long as she’s soft, ya know? Real.”


  Carson, the only married dude in the bunch, sighed. “Don’t I know it.”


  “You getting kitty crazy on us, man?” Brody elbowed his buddy and Ernie pushed back.


  “Hell yeah, I am. You can’t tell me this shit ain’t getting old for you too. You’ve done this three times now.”


  “Yep. It’s what I signed up for.”


  Ernie made a wry sound. “Not me, man. I’m over it. I want kids and shit. An old lady. This life ain’t gonna get me that.”


  Brody grinned. “Well, I’ll be damned, Martin. There is a heart in that scrawny chest of yours.”


  Ernie rolled his eyes and Troy pointed to a woman on the side of the road ahead. She carried what looked like a bucket of water and the hair at the back of Brody’s neck stood on end.


  She wasn’t supposed to be there.


  His heart began to pound like a jackhammer in his chest because he’d been down this road before. Too many damn times. Just a few feet ahead on the right...


  “Stop the truck!” he shouted at Carson and this time, the sergeant actually followed command. Brody climbed over Ernie and hopped out. “Hey!” he called to the woman, but she kept walking. Faster even, which wouldn’t do because the IED was right goddamn there. Waiting. “Stop!” he called again and she came to a stumbling halt, thank Christ.


  He rushed forward, gun in hand, surveying his surroundings as he went. Maybe this once he could actually change things. Save Ernie and Troy and now this woman, whoever she was.


  “Hey,” he said again, putting his hand on her shoulder. She went stock still, her back straightening like an arrow. “I don’t know if you can understand me, but I want to help you.”


  She nodded slowly and the heavy fabric of her chador lifted a bit from her face and, one glimpse at her profile, sucked the air from his lungs. That hair. Those eyes. That pale, pink skin...


  “Jenny? What the hell are you doing here?” He grabbed her by the shoulders and jerked her around to face him. Tears shined in her dark brown eyes.


  “You brought me here, Brody. You told me I’d be safe. That you wouldn’t hurt me.”


  “I won’t.” He lifted a hand to smooth her hair from her cheek, but she stepped away.


  “You will,” she whispered, then she pressed her fingers to her mouth and blew him a kiss.


  “Jenny!” he called after her, but she kept walking backwards, inching closer and closer to that rundown shack. “Baby!” he screamed, still she kept going. Didn’t stop until—


  “Brody!”


  His entire body shook as the IED exploded. He didn’t see it go...didn’t see it take Jenny with it because he’d closed his eyes the second he realized he couldn’t save her. That he’d brought her demise on himself and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to stop it.


  A strangled sob broke free in his chest and then gentle hands curled around his cheeks. Soft lips brushed against his and warm thumbs wiped the tears from his face.


  “Shh, baby. I’m right here. I’m fine.” She kissed him again and he felt her heat like a comfortable blanket. Not at all like the searing fire that had clamped onto his leg in reality, just over a year ago.


  He jolted awake and her face above him was as clear as it had been in his dream. The tears were there too. The fear.


  And, just like that, he knew what he needed to do.


  “See.” She tried for a reassuring smile, but her lips trembled too much to pull it off. “You were dreaming. I’m fine.”


  He nodded and brushed her hand away to take care of his own fucking tears. Goddamn, had he really cried in front of her? Fucking unreal.


  His heart felt like it was beating out of his chest and he levered up and swung his legs over the side of her bed. The clock beside the bed read five a.m.


  “You okay?” Her hands and mouth were soft on his back, caressing and kissing him with more tenderness than he was equipped to deal with.


  “Fine,” he said, clearing his throat and rubbing a hand back over his hair.


  The truth was, he fucking needed her. She gave him something to look forward to when everything seemed like complete and utter shit. But she was the light to his darkness, and if he didn’t let her go, he’d suck every bit of life from her too generous soul. He’d destroy her.


  He didn’t want to go at this without her, but he couldn’t do it with her either and, if he knew her at all, she’d go down swinging.


  Not at him, but for him.


  ***


  “Look, I know we talked about me staying until dinner, but I think I’m gonna head home instead. I’ve gotta be in Oklahoma again next week and I’ve got a lot of shit to take care of before I go.”


  “Oh, okay.” Not okay at all. He was freaking out. Running. Not to mention, he’d tossed and turned all night. He’d be a walking zombie. “Is there something I can do? I mean, maybe I can come do laundry or—”


  “No.” Short. Blunt. Cut-off. “I just...I need some space and I don’t wanna be a dick about it, okay?”


  She flinched, those words all too familiar. “Sure. It’s been a rough week.”


  “It’s not...” He broke off with a grunt, scrubbing his hands over his face. “Look, I need some time, okay? I know I said I wouldn’t be that guy, but...”


  That guy? No, she laughed to herself, he doesn’t mean it like that.


  “Please don’t look at me like that.” He gave her a sidelong glance, unable to meet her eye and dread fell like a lead weight in her stomach.


  Well, hell. He wasn’t that different, after all, was he?


  “I told you from the get-go that I wasn’t the guy you thought I was and no matter how hard I try, I can’t be what I want to be for you.”


  Her cheeks burned like he'd flicked acid at her, because there was humiliation and there was fucking humiliation. The one man she thought would never...


  “Come on, Jenn, this shouldn’t come as a surprise.”


  “You’re kidding, right?” She crawled off the bed and skirted around to stand before him, grasping onto whatever composure she could find. She had to be hearing him wrong. “I know this is hard, Brody. I get that losing your grandfather has set you back...maybe even to square one...but I’m not afraid of that. I—”


  “I can’t be with you right now. It’s best for both of us if we just—”


  “Ahhhhh!” she screamed, slamming her fist into her thigh as hot tears flooded down her face. This wasn’t Brody talking—this was fear and shame and guilt, and he was making rash decisions because he’d gotten so lost in his own head, he couldn’t think straight.


  Didn’t matter that she knew exactly what he was doing—it still hurt. God, did it hurt for him to push her away instead of holding on even tighter.


  “You weren’t supposed to do this,” she whispered.


  “Babe...” He reached for her, the regret so clear on his face that she almost fell for him again.


  “Don’t touch me. Don’t. Fucking. Touch. Me.” She rummaged around in her dresser for something to wear, but all she succeeded in doing was tossing everything out. She couldn’t see. Couldn’t think.


  If he left, he might never come back.


  “Dammit, don’t make this harder than it has to be—”


  “Me? You’re a liar! You said we were in this together!” she cried, painfully aware that it was probably for nothing. “I let you...I trusted you...” She broke, unable to finish the thought, let alone the sentence. She’d given him more than just her body.


  “I know, babe. And I love that. I’ll never forget. But you...” He caught a t-shirt she’d flung at him. “I don’t want you to see me go through this, okay?”


  Uh huh. Same song and dance. It was always about protecting her. Poor little Jenny. Incapable of anything more complicated than fucking. “Don’t play me like I’m stupid, Brody. I’ve made it pretty damn clear that I’m not afraid to get dirty—bleed even—if it means being there for you. Don’t insult me.”


  He threw his hands in the air and roared, “I’m not trying to! I’m just saying this is gonna get a hell of a lot worse before it gets better. I told you that before. I can’t bring you along for that!”


  “Do I look like a goddamn shrinking violet?” she snapped, stabbing a finger into the center of his chest. She was losing her shit and fast. Still strong, but not in the way she’d planned. Self-protection she thought she wouldn’t need again kicked in full force. “If you want to take the coward’s way out rather than deal with this together, fine. But don’t pretend it’s because I can’t handle it.”


  He gave a low, humorless laugh. “Believe me, babe. I know how tough you are. The problem is—I’m not right now. And I’m too damn proud to let you hold me up through this.”


  “That’s what people do when they love each other!” she cried, every fiber of her being shaking. “They lean on each other. They wipe away each other’s tears. They—”


  Brody shook his head, his dark eyes clearer than they had been in days, and the truth sliced through her like an sharp blade of ice. Silence, loud and clear, filled the room.


  “Oh.”


  “Jenn...” He grabbed for her arm, but she was already halfway to the bathroom. “Don’t. Not like this.”


  “You’ve got a lot of nerve, I’ll give you that.” Somewhere deep inside, her armor began to chink back together, click by click, giving her the power to turn around and look him square in the eye. “Congratulations, Brody. I didn’t think it was possible, but you’ve turned out to be an ever bigger asshole than Reed.” A single tear slid down her cheek. “At least he never pretended to love me.”


  Chapter Twenty-One


  He could’ve gone after her. He could’ve told her that she was the best damn thing in his life and that his feelings for her were one hundred percent friggin’ real. He could’ve made her regret that comparison to Reed mother-fucking Fletcher in a goddamn heartbeat.


  But he didn’t. He let her go, because it didn’t change the fact that he had to hurt her now or hurt even more later.


  Thirteen days later in a biker bar in Oklahoma City, nursing who the hell knew what number beer, he stood by his decision. This was where he needed to be right now. The smoke and the booze and the bone humming rock lulling him into complete numbness.


  “Hope you’re ready to hate yourself in the morning.” Sam, suddenly the voice of fucking reason, shook his head when Brody waved the bartender over for another shot.


  “That would be different than every other morning how?” He downed the Jameson and crooked his fingers for a refill. The burly dude with a braided goatee and a dozen piercings in his face smirked, took a twenty from Brody’s stash, and left the half-filled bottle on the bar. “Much appreciated, man.” Lifting his knuckles, they swapped skin before the guy went on his way, working the rest of the rough, loud-mouthed crowd.


  “Jesus Christ.” Sam snorted before the lip of his beer. “This is about her, isn’t it? I fucking told you this was going to happen.”


  “Yep. You did.” Brody spun around on the stool, Jameson in hand, feeling heavy limbed and a few shots away from sufficiently inebriated. “Let’s shoot pool.”


  “Where? With those beauty queens over there?” Sam jutted his chin toward a group of OKC Devil Chasers currently using a redhead as a shooting prop. Her tits spilled out onto the table as the dude behind her spent more time lifting her skirt and slapping her ass than he did eyeing up his play.


  Looked like a good time.


  “Yeah. Sure.” He stepped off the stool and Sam grabbed his arm.


  “You on a suicide mission or what? Sit your ass back down.”


  “I wanna shoot.” And find that solitude he’d only get by hitting rock fucking bottom. If he needed to piss someone off to get there, so be it.


  “You really are fucked in the head.”


  “Are you fucking kidding me?” He rounded on Sam so fast, the room spun. Getting closer. “You did not just say that.”


  Sam sat back on the stool, crossed his arms, and smirked. “Sure did.”


  Funny bastard. “You don’t even know the half of it, asshole.” Taking a swig, he glanced back at the OKC table. Apparently the pool sticks in this joint were multi-purpose. The redhead looked pleased.


  “No?” His friend laughed, pure instigation rattling his lungs. “I was there, too, Nelson. I saw the same damn shit you did. You think it doesn’t creep in on me every now and again? I see Troy more now than when he was fucking alive!”


  Brody closed his eyes and conjured up the image that was never too far off. One minute, Troy was jaw jacking about getting laid and the next he had blood pissing from his femoral artery.


  “I get that you were in charge that day. That you feel some sort of responsibility for what happened. You think the Commander hasn’t gone through worse? Reality check, motherfucker—this is what we do. Every one of us, every goddamn tour.”


  No shit. None of that was new to him. Even before therapy, he’d tried—repeatedly—to remind himself that the shit in his head probably wasn’t any different than any of his fellow Marines dealt with on a daily basis, too. Didn’t matter, though. It didn’t stop him from picturing Ernie with a kid on his shoulders, or dragging a Christmas tree through a field with a woman and a couple little ones in tow. Didn’t stop that same old guilt from stabbing through his chest when he pictured himself doing those same things with Jenny and their kids.


  Dammit, he wanted a future with her. More than he’d wanted anything, maybe ever. But he couldn’t give her that until he got his head straight. Until then, he’d just bring her down with him.


  “Well, it looks like my days are numbered anyhow. I’m out next year.”


  Sam half-snorted, half-laughed. “What-the-fuck-ever, dude. You’ll be camped out at the door, waiting to reenlist. Don’t kid yourself.”


  “Nah, I mean it. This isn’t what I want anymore.”


  “Oh, really?” His buddy’s sneer made Brody’s blood boil. This was his decision, dammit. He’d made it and he was sticking with it. “You giving up because of the diagnosis or the pussy?”


  Crash! Brody slammed the bottle of Jameson down on the bar, shattering the glass and slicing open his hand in the process. He hissed with the burn, watching crimson roll down his arm and drip from his palm. Fuck yeah.


  “I’m out because I say I’m out, motherfucker.” Something he could control. Unlike anything else in his life.


  Sam’s muttered curse was the last thing Brody heard before two sets of beefy hands grabbed him from behind. He grinned as Sam rose from his stool, panic on his face.


  Seconds later, his back hit the gravel in the parking lot and he watched with eager eyes as one gnarled, tattooed fist zeroed in on his face. The punishing metal of a ring crunched the cartilage in his nose at the same time a boot snapped the right side of his rib cage.


  He closed his eyes and let the numbness carry him away.


  Rock bottom never felt so good.


  ***


  “Fuck him and his micro penis, too.” On the floor in front of her, Nicole shook the bottle of Arrest Me Red nail polish while Jenny taste-tested Ally’s nonalcoholic chocolate martini.


  “Tastes better with booze, but it’ll do.” She handed the drink back to her pregnant friend and tried to keep her ticklish toes steady while Nicole went to work, making her look and feel beautiful. “For the record, Brody most definitely does not have a micro penis.”


  Ally scoffed. “You know, you used to be a lot better at this man-bashing stuff. As one of the only single girls we have left in this town, the rest of us are counting on you, Jenn. Don’t let us down.”


  She smiled, even though being relegated back to the singles club made her chest ache. “Sorry, ladies, I guess I’m not rebounding from my rebound very well.”


  Nicole scrunched her face. “You think that’s all Brody was? A rebound from Reed?”


  “Maybe. No. Not, really.” She fisted her hair and shifted her feet for Nicole. “All I do know for sure is that it felt good. Well, I mean, up until it hurt. That part pretty much sucks.”


  Ally cocked her head, a knowing grin on her face. “Well, well, is it possible the untamable Jenny Riley fell in love?”


  Untamable? Ouch. She picked up her drink, knowing she was about to sound as pitiful as she felt, “I’ve always been tamable, Al. The problem is no one’s ever wanted me like that.”


  “Jenn...” Nicole made a pouty face. “That’s not true.”


  “Actually, I’m pretty sure it is. Brody’s only the third guy I’ve actually dated. The rest...” Every town needed a bed warmer just as they needed a crazy cat lady. Maybe she could become both and let everyone else off the hook.


  “I had no idea.” Ally put a hand to her chest. “You’re my best friend and I had no idea until just now how miserable you’ve been. My God, Jenn. Why didn’t you say something?”


  She gave a short, sniffly laugh. “What would I say? I’m jealous as hell of you and Mark? That seeing our circle of friends slowly partner up over the years felt like a noose getting tighter around my neck? I thought I wanted Reed, but the truth was I just didn’t want to be alone.”


  “Is that what happened with Brody?” Nicole capped the polish and sat back, her arms wrapped around her knees. “You just didn’t want to be alone?”


  It was entirely possible she’d dropped her guard with him because she’d been desperate for a connection, but being with Brody didn’t feel like desperation. It felt like completion. “No, I don’t think so.”


  “I don’t think so either.” Ally slid from the couch to the floor to stretch out her legs. “If that were the case, you would’ve jumped him that first night. You held out for something more, though. And you got it.”


  Another bitter laugh. “Had it, you mean. You’ll notice he’s not here right now, nor has my phone seen a single text from him since he tore out of my driveway like his ass was on fire.”


  Ally reached up and gently touched her knee. “I’ve never been one to make excuses for a man before, especially not one who’s broken my best friend’s heart, but maybe he really is trying to protect you.”


  “That’s just it—I don’t need protection! I’m not some naive little girl!” She threw her hands in the air with a frustrated roar.


  “We know about Brody’s PTSD, sweetie.”


  “What?” Recoiling, Jenny pulled back. “Where did you hear that?”


  “Reed said something while we were out a couple weeks ago. You were in Omaha.” Nicole nibbled at the corner of her lip. “He asked Josh and Tony what they knew about it. I know it’s not what you want to hear, but he seemed genuinely worried about you.”


  Oh, my God. Her stomach clenched and the two little spots between her jaw and her ears began to burn. “What is he worried about exactly? That Brody might flip out on me? Physically hurt me? Jesus! He would never touch me like that!”


  Ally smiled appeasingly. “I’m sure he wouldn’t, Jenn. He’s seems like a decent guy—”


  “No!” She jumped to her feet and spun around, her fingers driven back in her hair. “None of you know Brody like I do. None of you have seen his scars or heard his stories or watched him fall apart. Still, you thought it okay to sit around a table at fucking McCauley’s and talk about him like you have?”


  “Sweetie, come on. You’re overreacting.”


  “Overreacting? Are you serious, Al?” Her friend opened her mouth, but Jenny wasn’t done. “That was private information! He hasn’t even told his parents yet!” She paced in front of the fireplace, trying to catch her breath while she processed this bullshit. How could Reed and Sam be so disrespectful? How could her friends not see how disturbing this was?


  Nicole rose to her feet too. She had a stupid grin on her face that Jenny wanted to slap right off.


  “This isn’t funny, Nic. I am so hurt right now.” Hurt for Brody, mostly. Like it wasn’t bad enough he had to deal with the shame privately, now he had to do it with everyone watching, like he was some kind of sideshow freak.


  “You realize what you’re doing, right?” Nic asked cautiously.


  “Trying not to completely flip out? Yeah, I know.”


  Nicole shook her head. “You’re defending the honor of a guy who just dumped you.”


  She stopped pacing and stared at her friend. “Why wouldn’t I?”


  “Why would you? He hasn’t called in almost two weeks.” More smiling. What the hell was Nicole’s problem?


  “I love him, that’s why. And that hasn’t changed just because he doesn’t love me back.”


  “You sure about that?”


  “How I feel about him?” She gave a wry laugh. “Do you really need to ask me that? Of course I love him. What’s not to love? He’s the most amazing man I’ve ever met.”


  “I meant the way he feels about you.”


  She glanced away, her throat suddenly tight, because...no. No, she wasn’t sure at all and she felt like a total bitch for freaking on Brody the way she had. Comparing him to Reed? That was all self-defense. One hundred percent, burned-before self-defense. He didn’t deserve any of that.


  Of course, Brody cared about her. Was it love? Only he could decide that. But she was pretty sure the cold look in his eyes wasn’t an accurate representation of how he truly felt. More than likely, he just wanted her to think he didn’t give a shit because it was the easiest way to cut her loose.


  And it worked.


  She’d flaked and she’d said things she wished she could take back. But if Brody was half the man she thought he was, he knew that. They weren’t kids. This wasn’t one of those pissing match break-ups where they drug out the heavy artillery and bashed the crap out of each other just because they could.


  This was a real relationship. With real feelings. Complicated, real feelings.


  Her cell phone rang on the end table and all three women turned to look at it. As anyone would after eleven o’clock on a Friday night.


  “It’s him,” she said quietly, knowing without even having to look. “Oh, my fucking God, it’s him.”


  She snatched up the phone and ran for the bedroom. Her fingers shook and her heart pounded so hard in her chest that she could hear it in her ears. She stuck the phone to her ear in a breathless rush, slamming the door behind her.


  “Brody?”


  “Sorry, Jenny, it’s Sam.”


  Her stomach hit her toes as she dropped to the bed, a deflated sigh swooshing from her chest. “Oh. Hi, Sam. What going on?” More to point...why are you calling from Brody’s phone?


  In the distance, a deep voice rumbled incoherently. The only words she understood clearly were, “Just take me back to the damn hotel.” Brody voice. The goose bumps that sprang up on her arms recognized it, too.


  “Your boy decided to get his ass kicked tonight and he’s currently bleeding all over my truck.”


  All the adrenaline from moments ago surged through her body once again. “What? Why?”


  “I need to call Jenn,” Brody muttered in the background. “I need to tell her I’m sorry and that I—”


  “What you need is a doctor, man. Hold still; we’re almost there.”


  Jesus. “Where is there?” she demanded, but Sam didn’t answer. Instead, she just heard groaning. Brody’s groaning. “Dammit, Sam!”


  “Hold on a sec. We’re just pulling into the hospital in OKC. He’s pretty messed up.”


  But he was talking. About her. “Define messed up.”


  “He’s probably got a concussion. Definitely needs a few stitches. There’s a nasty gash on the top of his head.”


  “I’m fine, bro. Fiiine.”


  Messed up and drunk. God. “Let me talk to him.”


  “Uh...” Sam stalled again. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea right now.”


  Probably not, but... “Just give him the phone.”


  “He’s not exactly thinking clea—dude! Hold the hell up!” In the background, the truck door opened, followed by a thud. She flinched. “Jesus, Jenn, you’ve gotta do something about this. He’s going to kill himself if this shit doesn’t stop. Last week, I had to pick him up off the bathroom floor. Earlier this week, he puked in my fucking bed at the hotel. Now this.”


  Tears sprung up in her eyes. Eyes that shifted to the suitcase sitting on the floor by her closet. How quickly could she get to Oklahoma?


  “Sam...give Brody the phone.”


  He gave a disgruntled sigh and she heard him moving around. In the distance, sirens wailed. A semi horn honked. “Come on, man. Let’s get you up off the ground.”


  “I’m good,” Brody slurred. “Totally good.”


  “Fucking Christ.” Sam grunted. Then Brody grunted. A minute later, raspy, labored breath crackled the phone line.


  “Superman?” Don’t cry. Do not cry.


  “Baby? Is that you?” Every word sounded like an effort. Made him breathe a little harder in her ear.


  “Yeah, handsome, it’s me. Heard you tried to be a hero again tonight.” She fisted the comforter and stared at the ceiling, blinking back tears.


  “Not this time.” His wet cough had her pressing her lips together, fighting for control. “I’m a fucking idiot, babe. Thought I could do this alone. Thought I—” He broke off with a garbled, broken moan. The same moan she’d heard seconds before he’d cried in her bed.


  “It’s okay, sweetie. I swear.” Even though it would kill her to listen to him fall apart knowing he was so far away, she’d do it for him. She’d do anything for him. “As soon as we hang up, I’m getting in my car. I’ll be in Oklahoma by morning.”


  “Ah, babe,” he whispered. “I can’t let you see me like this.”


  “Brody, you have to stop saying that. You need me. Please let me help.”


  “What I need is to figure this shit out. I’ll come back to you when I’ve done that. Promise.”


  “You don’t make promises, remember?”


  “Not when I can’t keep them. This is one I intend to keep.”


  Please, God, let that be true. She pounded a fist into the bed and sucked in a deep breath. “I’ll wait as long as you need me too, Superman. Why? Because I love your stubborn ass.”


  He gave a shaky, wincing laugh. “Got something to say to you, too, sugar. Saving it for when I see you gorgeous face again.”


  The dam of tears broke and her voice cracked when she spoke. “Then you better make it quick.”


  “Working on it, babe.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Turns out that getting smashed in the face a half-dozen times by a couple three-hundred-pound bikers and then thrown into the side of a truck, head first, is actually not as painful as having a catheter stuck around a cock piercing.


  “Can you please take it out?” Brody tried to grab for the nurse as she messed with his IV, but even moving his arm hurt. Everything hurt. His head throbbed.


  “Sorry, handsome. Not until you can get up to go the bathroom on your own.” Martha, a middle-aged woman in mint-green scrubs, patted his shoulder, then leaned over to check something in his hair. He flinched when she touched his scalp, sure her fingers were hot pokers stabbing straight into his brain.


  “Motherf—mmmmm.” He winced in pain, balling his fists into the white bedding.


  “Tender, huh? Yeah, you had quite a gash there. Thankfully the one on your face isn’t as bad. You’ll be pretty again. Eventually.” More shoulder patting. Until she flipped up the blanket, adjusted the catheter tubing, and he damn near went through the roof.


  “Jesus Christ!”


  “Oh, honey.” She gave him an amused, mildly sympathetic smile. “Maybe I should get you something more for pain. If you keep jumping like that and your ribs will never heal.”


  Fucking hell. “How about a lethal injection? That might take the edge off.”


  She cocked a dark eyebrow. “Now, now, Mr. Nelson. I’m sure your family would disagree.”


  Shit. His family. Someone should probably call his parents...


  “I’ll be back with those meds. Close your eyes. Try to get some rest.” Martha flipped off the lights on her way out the door, but the morning sun still lit the room. Thanks to the Devil Chasers, he’d slept for more than seven hours last night. Unconsciously, sure, but beggars and choosers and all that shit.


  Goddamn, breaking that bottle had been stupid. Even if it had given him exactly what he wanted—physical pain powerful enough to make him forget the other kind. There was never any way getting roughed up was going to solve his problems. Starting a brawl wasn’t any different than getting wasted every chance he could, because when the buzz wore off, he was still left with the same damn guilt. A crooked nose, a cracked skull, bruised ribs, and one hell of a friggin’ hospital bill this time around, too.


  The door to his room cracked open again and Sam strolled in with a cup of to-go coffee in hand. The asshole gave an exaggerated grimace and leisurely dropped into a chair at the end of the bed. “That little cat nap sure as hell didn’t make you any more beautiful, that’s for sure.”


  “Fuck you.” Brody looked around the room for a mirror. Then again, if he looked anything like he felt, maybe he didn’t want to see just how messed up he was. “Aren’t you supposed to be working?”


  “Aren’t you?” his buddy countered, eyebrow cocked. “I lucked out and your little stunt got me the day off. Thanks for that. I definitely got the better end of this deal, bro.”


  Bastard. “What’d you tell Steve?” Not that he really needed to ask—he could hear their boss’s voice loud and clear, “Way to waste my time and money, Nelson. You know who pays your insurance policy, right?”


  “Told him that you fell down some stairs and rolled into a truck. I mean, it’s not entirely a lie.” Sam shrugged and Brody laughed, which hurt like a mother. Shouldn’t Martha be back by now?


  Sam kicked back in the chair, ankles crossed. “So, you feel better now? Worked that poison out of your system?”


  Probably not. “Guess we’ll see.”


  “You ever plan on telling your folks about the PTSD? They’ll probably be here any time now. You might want to put some thought into how you’re going to explain this.”


  So Sam had called them. Damn. In the back of his mind, he’d kinda hoped Jenny would be the only other person to hear about this. “What’s to explain? I got my ass kicked. Not the first time it’s happened. Probably won’t be the last.”


  Sam laughed. “What’s so bad about just telling them the truth? Maybe that’s what you need. Get it all out and wipe the slate clean.”


  If it were that simple, he would have done it months ago. “Didn’t work that way with Jenn,” he grumbled, wishing the death metal band in his head would take a smoke break.


  “Worked for a little while.”


  “Not really.”


  “You’re full of shit. You were right there—right friggin’ there—until your granddad passed.” Sam squeezed his fingers together, then threw his arm in the air. “Then poof. Back to the miserable, pissed-off-at-the-world son-of-a-bitch just like that.”


  Brody shook his head, but stopped when the room began to spin and the tender area beneath his stitches started to throb more reverently. “Not pissed at the world, dude—just myself.”


  “Why? You said yourself that he was gone before you even got to him. Aneurysms don’t wait around for heroes, man. It was his time and you know damn well he’d say the same thing if he were here right now. Same with Ernie and Troy. Same with you if one of those guys would have actually wanted to fuck you up last night.”


  Nothing to argue on that last point. He’d long ago accepted the fact that if he went, he went. The guy upstairs was in charge of that, not him. That’s why he never had a problem shipping out to parts unknown, with God only knew what in store. There were some things in life you could control, and some you couldn’t.


  “Ah, Mr. Conrad, you snuck in on me.” Martha sashayed back into the room with a little medicine cup full of pills. “I’m afraid I’m going to have ask you to step out. Mr. Nelson has other visitors.”


  His parents. Shit, this wasn’t going to go well. His mother would freak out the second she saw him. “I need a couple minutes,” Brody spoke up, trying to sit a little straighter in bed to no avail.


  Sam gave a salute and walked out, and Martha helped him down the pills before she propped another pillow behind his back.


  “You ready for this?” she asked kindly.


  “Not really, but it’s inevitable.” And something he hadn’t thought about last night, though he should have. Of course his folks would rush down after Sam called. He’d acted like a dumb ass, but he was still alive. They still had a son. He still had them.


  Martha smiled and gave his blanket a quick straighten before she headed out again. “By the way, she’s a very pretty girl.”


  Brody frowned. “Who?”


  “Your girlfriend.”


  Ah, hell.


  ***


  Jenny jumped up from a chair when Sam stepped inside the waiting room. “Thought you weren’t coming, lil’ mama.”


  “So I lied. Is he awake yet?” She wrung her hands together, sure she’d jump out of her too-tight skin any second now. Since leaving River Bend, her emotions had run the gamut...and then again because nine hours was a long time to drive all alone.


  “Yeah, they had him on morphine so he could sleep, but he’s coming around now. He looks like hell, but he’s still the same stubborn ass he’s always been, so I guess that’s a good sign. The concussion is confirmed and they want to keep him for observation. Make sure there isn’t any cranial swelling from the gash he’s got. You’ll see it. It’s real fucking pretty.” He narrowed his eyes and shook a finger at her. “I like you. You’re good for him.”


  “If only he would accept that.” She shot an anxious glance at the hallway.


  “Go on. But don’t say I didn’t warn—”


  She was gone before he finished talking.


  ***


  She floated into the room looking like an angel dressed in a flowing, long-sleeved white top and pale pink leggings that matched her swollen eyes. It broke his fucking heart that he’d caused them, but he couldn’t look away because this girl was, hands down, the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.


  She was his fucking everything. And she was here. For him.


  Hand over her mouth, she cried the second she saw him. His chest constricted, watching her face contort and, if he could have, he’d have been out that bed in a second, pulling her close and promising he’d never let her go again. For a split second, he thought maybe it wasn’t so impossible, because just seeing her...damn. Breathing was easier, the pain pulsing through his head suddenly didn’t seem so bad, and he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe last night wasn’t a mistake because it had ultimately brought her back to him.


  “Sugar...” he rasped, his hands shaking with the overwhelming need to soothe away her pain. “Aw, baby, don’t cry.”


  She shook her head and stared, taking him in from head to toe with damp eyes. He could only imagine what she saw. “Look at you. My God, Brody, why?”


  He lifted a fist, then let it drop, hitting his thigh hard. He couldn’t make excuses with Jenny. She’d see through every one of them and, more than that, he didn’t want to lie to her. Not again. “Seemed like a like a good idea at the time.”


  “Only you would think getting beat up would be a good idea.” She came closer, lingering at the foot of the bed. Reluctant because of how awful he looked or because he’d been an ass the last time they’d seen each other?


  “Thought I told you not to come.” He swallowed and reached for his water. If he couldn’t touch her, he’d need to keep his hands busy. He might do something stupid otherwise. Like climb off that damn bed, let down the hair piled on top of her head and slide his fingers through it just to reassure himself she was really here and not just a concussed hallucination.


  “Decided I didn’t want to play by your rules anymore.” She studied his face again and all he could do was sit there and let her see how broken he was. He was supposed to be her protector, not the one she continually went to battle for.


  The feeling wasn’t unfamiliar. Hell, hadn’t he always felt that way with Jenny? A contradictory mix of both responsibility and vulnerability that confused the hell out of him at the same time it grounded him.


  “You drove all night,” he said stupidly, for the sake of saying something to distract himself from the obvious—pushing Jenny out of his life was never going to work for him.


  She nodded and self-consciously tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I haven’t slept. I’m sure I look awful.”


  Awful? Was she serious? “You’re fucking beautiful. Always. God, babe, come here already, will you?”


  Her brow creased and she cocked her head to the side, looking at him beneath heavy eyelids. “Brody, listen, I meant what I said last night. I’m not sure if you remember or not, but—”


  “You love me.” He beat her to the punch. The memory of her saying those sweet words had been on repeat in his head since they’d spilled off her lips. His new all-time favorite song.


  She bit her trembling lips together and nodded. “I love you. Because of that, I can’t let you do this alone anymore. I know you think you have to—”


  “I’m over that.”


  Her eyes went wide as she inched closer to him. Like she wasn’t sure she believed him but desperately wanted to. He snagged her wrist and pulled her to his side, but it wasn’t close enough. Stupid fucking hospital bed.


  “The fight changed your mind?” She stroked the backs of her fingers along his cheekbone and the affection in her touch lit his chest on fire.


  “Isn’t a fight if you don’t hit back.”


  She gave a soft sigh, then leaned down to press her lips to his forehead. “Oh, Brody, what am I going to do with you?”


  “Keep loving me?” he asked sheepishly and a small whimper crackled in her throat.


  “Aw, baby, that’s a given.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Brody looked like he’d been through hell and back, and it was all Jenny could do not to break down and have a blubbering cry-fest right there in front of him. What the heck had he been thinking last night? Did he think fighting would eradicate the evils that refused to stop haunting him?


  Though she didn’t believe violence was ever the answer to anything, the air around him did seem lighter, his pain aside. Was it because of the fight? Or had the past few weeks of mental anguish finally come to a head? Regardless, the change in him was palpable, and only time would tell if it had the lasting effects he needed.


  The nurse knocked on the door a few minutes later. She introduced herself, and gave Jenny the full report on Brody’s condition, including the doctor’s orders that he stay another night, to monitor his head injury. Even though Brody had scoffed about it, Martha insisted on showing her the stitches. The site and the partially shaven hair around it weren’t pretty, but she imagined they were better than the alternative.


  “So, that’s the scoop, in a nutshell, sweetie. You’re welcome to stay the night if you’d like. I can have housekeeping bring in a reclining chair and some blankets before my shift ends,” Martha offered, untucking the bedding from around Brody’s legs. “But I do suggest you step out for this next part. You may never look at your man the same again.”


  Brody groaned. “Thank friggin’ God. Just get the damn thing out of me before I yank it myself.”


  Huh? Jenny frowned at Martha.


  “Catheter,” the woman explained. “I’m sure you can guess why it’s so uncomfortable.”


  Oh, sweet Jesus. “I’ll definitely go.”


  “But not far, right? I’ve still got something to say to you.”


  She paused at Brody’s hoarse plea, a slow, punch drunk smile settling onto her lips. “Oh, I know you do. Don’t think I’ll let you off the hook so easily this time.”


  He blew her a kiss and she left him to Martha’s evil torture.


  She found herself a cup of strong coffee and a chocolate chip muffin in the cafeteria, and when she returned to the medical floor, Brody’s parents were at the front desk, asking a million questions. From the sound of things, the unit clerk couldn’t give them the information they wanted.


  “Brian. Lena.” She called for their attention and they glanced her way, looking just as exhausted as she felt.


  “Oh, honey, I’m so glad you’re here.” Lena hurried over and threw her arms around Jenny’s shoulders, rattling off her concerns without coming up for air. “Have you seen him? Is he still awake? What happened? Sam said it was bad.”


  “He’s not great, but there’s nothing wrong that time won’t heal.” She held his mother a few seconds longer. She understood the urgency. Had felt the fear.


  Lena pulled back and swiped at her tears. “He may be a grown man, but he’s still my baby.”


  “I know.” Jenny smiled softly. “I swear that was the longest drive of my life.”


  Brian ruffled her shoulder. “I’ll get us a couple of hotel rooms for the night. We’ll all need sleep sooner than later.”


  “I actually planned on staying here.” Though a nap someplace other than a hospital chair sounded fabulous. She wouldn’t complain, though. Brody sleeping only a few feet away would be worth whatever aches and pains she felt in the morning.


  “You are so good to him.” Lena’s eyes filled with another round of tears and it occurred to Jenny that he hadn’t told his parents about their break-up. “He’s had a rough go of it since he came home from his last deployment. He refused to talk about any of it and it seemed like he was just getting worse and worse. Until you came along.”


  She shook her head, because in hindsight, Brody had already been on a mission to reclaim his life. All she’d done was show up at the right time and offer support. And ultimately her heart.


  “It’s been a really hard few months for him,” she said quietly. “But he’s come a long way.”


  Martha emerged from Brody’s room down the hall and approached with a kind smile on her face. “He’s a Marine, that’s for sure. Tough as nails.”


  And then some. “Would you mind giving his parents an update while I let him know they’re here? Maybe give him a little warning?”


  The cheery woman chuckled. “Mr. and Mrs. Nelson? I’m Martha...”


  Jenny slipped away as the nurse corralled Lena and Brian into a consultation room. She found Brody leaning back in bed with his eyes closed. Despite the purple and red bruising on his face, he looked completely at peace.


  “My nose must not be as bad as it feels,” he said, without moving. “I can smell you from across the room.”


  “I’m not wearing perfume.”


  “Mmm, I know.” Rolling his head to the side, he opened his eyes and crooked a finger at her. “Come, baby. Be close to me.”


  “Your parents are here.”


  He patted the blanket beside his lap. “Uh huh. Need to touch you first.”


  This man. She pulled a chair to the side of the bed and gently brushed the hair back from his forehead. The gash above his eyebrow would leave a dandy scar and, sadly, whoever had shaved him last night lacked serious finesse. “You could stand a new haircut.”


  “I noticed. Help me with that?”


  Her breath lodged in her chest and it took her the longest second to respond, because touching Brody like that? God. A million times more intimate than putting her hands to work on someone else. “Absolutely, handsome.”


  He gave a small smile and reached out, trailing his finger along her arm. “I don’t want to do this alone anymore.”


  “I know, baby.”


  His throat worked as he swallowed. “No, I mean, I don’t want to do any of it alone. I didn’t realize how one-dimensional my life had been until you came into it. And then again when you were gone.”


  A rush of warmth whirled in her stomach, because that feeling? She knew it all too well. “I know exactly what you mean.”


  “You’re my person, too, babe,” he whispered and she put a finger to his lips because she wasn’t sure she could hear this and keep it together before his parents came in. But he kissed her fingertip and lifted her hand away. “I go to bed at night thinking about you and all the things I want us to do together. I wake up in the morning hating that you’re not by my side and then hating myself even more for pushing you away.


  “I don’t know how to say this with fancy words, sugar. I’m a lineman and a Marine, not a poet or a songwriter. But you mean something to me that no one else ever has. I feel fucking whole when I’m with you. Like you’re a part of me I didn’t know I was missing until suddenly there you were, fitting so perfectly into place.” He flatted her hand out over his heart. “I could go on doing this without you because I don’t want you to see all of my weaknesses, but the truth is...I like the man I am with you a hell of a lot better than the asshole I am when I’m not.”


  Not poetic? Silly boy. She tipped her head to the side and laughed softly, emotion building in her chest. “I like you better when you’re with me, too.”


  “Yeah? Well, I happen to love you, so...”


  Oh, my God. She sucked in a shaky breath and closed her eyes. She’d imagined him saying those sweet words lots of times and in lots of different ways, but nothing compared to reality. The honesty in his eyes. The clarity in his voice... “You do?”


  “Yep. Pretty sure I have for a while now. That’s why I did what I did.”


  Ah, hell. “In that case, you’re forgiven.”


  He laughed and lifted her hand to his mouth, kissing her knuckles. “Glad to hear it, sugar. Gonna keep trying to make it up to you, though.”


  “You won’t have to try too hard. Turns out I’m head over heels in love with you, too.”


  He cocked the eyebrow that wasn’t split. “It’s because I’m hung, right?”


  Snorting, she dropped her forehead to his shoulder.


  “The tats?”


  She shook with silent laughter. “Try again, Superman.”


  “Maybe you should help me—”


  The door opened and his parents walked in. Of course, Lena started to cry immediately and Brody hung his head, blowing out a shameful breath. Jenny shifted away to give him space, but he held onto her hand, keeping her close.


  “Stay,” he said simply and she was transported back to that first night when she’d asked him to do the same.


  She’d stay with him forever if he asked her to, so the answer was easy. “Always.”


  ***


  Coming clean to his folks proved to be exactly as difficult as he thought it would be. His mom sobbed through the entire confession and seeing tears well up in his old man’s eyes, too? Definitely didn’t make Brody feel like the Marine they were once so proud of.


  But Jenny...goddamn. He couldn’t have done any of it without her.


  “You’re very lucky to have both of them,” she said later in the evening, after they’d shared the carryout Chinese his parents had brought for dinner. Their company had been great, but their doting not so much. And, to be honest, he’d just wanted time alone with his girl.


  “I am. ‘Course I didn’t take the time to appreciate that until I got older.” He watched her unfasten her hair, slowly letting the long, shiny mass fall down around her shoulders. “I’m glad they’re gone though. I’m friggin’ beat.”


  “Thank you for letting me nap earlier.” She tousled her fingers through the soft waves, blissfully unaware of how damn sexy she was taking on such an innocent task. “I would’ve never made it through the day.”


  “Mmm.” He nodded and kept his eyes trained on her. How was it that everything this woman did captivated him so? Gave him crazy ideas about the lengths he’d go to keep her close just so she could mesmerize him a little more.


  “So, I bought some things while I was out earlier. I’m not sure if you’re up for it now...” She dropped the bobby pins into her purse and pulled out a brand new electric hair clipper. “But I thought maybe you’d want to clean up the top before we go home tomorrow.”


  Home with Jenny. Yes, please. “Never gonna turn away your hands on me, sugar.”


  She gave him a sassy smirk and tossed her phone onto the bed. “I need music when I’m doing hair. Find something while I get this ready?”


  “Yea, ma’am.”


  She busied herself getting towels and opening packaging and he snatched up the phone, staring for a long moment when he saw himself as her background picture. He was crashed out in her bed, one arm folded behind his head. There were some real sexy pillow lines on his face, too.


  “You make a habit outta taking pictures of me when I’m sleeping?”


  A pretty pink blush colored her cheeks as she unwound the cord of the clipper. “You looked so peaceful. I couldn’t resist.”


  Fair enough. He might’ve taken some of her, too. “Did you just put this on here or...”


  “No.” She shook her head, her blush deepening. “It’s been on there since I took it.”


  “Even when I was an ass.”


  “Didn’t stop me from caring about you.”


  He scrubbed a hand around the back of his neck. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Of course.”


  He hesitated. Did he even have a right to know? “That night at Josh’s, you said you weren’t sure about how you’d felt about Reed. I’m curious if you ever figured that out.”


  She set down the clipper and took her time unfolding a towel. “Actually, I did.”


  “And?”


  “You hoping I’ll stroke your ego, Superman?”


  “Not at all.” But if what she had to say worked in that way, too, all the better.


  “What I feel for you is a million times more potent than anything I’ve ever felt for someone else.” She turned to him, a soft, knowing expression on her face. “You fall asleep and wake up thinking about me? I dream about you. About you in my future. What our life might be like together. Our first Christmas. Our first anniversary. You asking me to be yours forever.”


  She lifted a shoulder and gave an unsure smile, like maybe the last bit was too far-fetched to ever be reality. Well, he had one thought on the matter—she expected him to wait that long?


  “I know that might be a lot for you to handle right now, but I need us to be real about where we’re going. I’ve never wanted anything as much as I want you in my life and, believe me, I’ve wanted an awful lot.”


  “Took the words right out of my mouth.”


  She shot him another knowing grin. “But the fact of the matter is...we live on opposite sides of the state.”


  “We’ll make it work.”


  “I hope so.” She gestured for him to swing his legs over the side of the bed so she could drape the towel around his neck and lay others out around him. “You got my music ready?”


  He thumbed play on the YouTube playlist. Rock, of course, and though it couldn’t lead to anything, he chose the angsty kind that usually made him want to get naked.


  “Nice.” Her eyes widened when Seether’s The Gift started to play. “I love this song.”


  “Me, too. Makes me think of you.” He put his hands on her hips when she shifted between his knees, clippers in hand.


  “Really?” When she feathered her fingers through his hair, he shivered. Fucking hell, he loved her hands on him. “You okay?”


  “Mmm-hmm. Just ready for you to work your magic on me, baby.”


  A sweet smile curved her pretty lips, as she flipped on the clippers. With gentle, confident hands, she began sliding it back through his hair. She worked her way around his stitches, carefully turning his head this way and that. Every caress of her fingers, stroking him here and brushing away hair there, felt like fucking heaven. In no time, he was hard as a rock.


  She noticed. “Do you get turned on every time someone cuts your hair, handsome?”


  He didn’t answer. Instead, he lifted his hands and covered her breasts, loving how quickly her nipples peaked beneath his thumbs.


  “You’re gonna make it hard for me to work if you keep doing that,” she whispered, so he kneaded them again. And again and again, until she stopped cutting and gripped his shoulders with trembling hands. “God, Brody.”


  “I can’t get enough of you,” he murmured, tugging the tie of her wispy top loose and baring the pretty skin plumping out of her bra. Another jerk and one nipple popped free, dark and beaded and beckoning his mouth.


  “We can’t do this here.” Jenny dropped the clippers onto the bed and rolled forward at the same time he leaned in and sucked her puckered flesh between his lips. “You’re hurt,” she panted, even as her hands drifted up his stomach, bunching the hospital gown so she could get to his skin. Her palm grazed his cock through his underwear and a tremor rocked his body.


  “I love this,” he rasped, his hips lifting greedily toward her touch. “You touching me. Taking care of me.”


  She cast a glance at the door while she freed his shaft and began to stroke. Soft and slow, then hard and tight, driving him fucking wild every time her thumb circled around the crown and his piercing.


  He licked at her nipple again, thrusting into her hand with abandon as the pressure at the base of his spine built like a raging inferno. Desperate for more, he yanked her mouth down to his and let the sweetness on her tongue stoke the fire until it was white hot. He came hard, jetting over her hand and against his stomach while she kept at him, wringing out every last drop and shudder he had.


  “Jesus Christ, I love you,” he murmured, burying his face in her chest and absorbing her addictive essence, breath after ragged breath.


  She laughed and kissed the now-short hair on the top of his head. “I love you, too.”


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  “The man sitting across from me right now is not the same man who sat in that very seat four months ago.” Dr. Sherman set his notes to the side and smiled. “Minus the scuffed up face, I’m happy with the progress you’re making, Corporal.”


  Brody nodded. “I’ve slept a solid seven hours three times this past week.” Not because of the pain pills either, because he hadn’t taken those beyond the first day.


  “That’s great. Is Jenny still helping to put your mind at ease?”


  He nodded. “Yeah. She’s been my biggest supporter. I couldn’t have done this without her. I almost screwed that up, though.”


  “How so?”


  “I cut her loose. Told her I needed some space, because I didn’t want to bring her down with me when I hit bottom. Turned out I crashed a lot faster without her. It sucked.”


  “So things are better now?”


  Another nod. “Yeah. I mean, I have some decisions to make, but already the load seems lighter. I’m not sure what happened, but I’m not complaining.”


  “Building trusting, supportive relationships can often be the best solution for trauma survivors, but you have to be sure you’re not using that support as a crutch. Or like a Band-Aid, for the lack of a better term. Maybe you’ve accomplished that.”


  “That was some of my worry, yes.” He had to be sure that if things didn’t work out with him and Jenny, he wouldn’t end up back at square one, floundering like a guppy. “Now that I’ve gotten to this point, how do I sustain it? I know Jenn’s got my back, but I don’t want to depend on her, either.” Even though she’d let him in a heartbeat.


  “When you’re practicing your meditation, try to focus on your family and other accomplishments you’ve had. Your work—”


  “I hate my job,” he interjected, and the doc arched an eyebrow. “I can’t stand the travel. I have family I don’t see nearly enough because I’m either on the road or too damn tired from being on the road.”


  “Is this a new development?” The doctor eyed him in that microscopic way that usually made Brody squirm. Not this time.


  “No, but I’m not gonna lie—it’s definitely on my mind more now that Jenny’s in the picture.”


  “Family is important to you, then.”


  “Damn important. This past year has made that very clear.”


  “How so?”


  Yeah, that’s where it got tricky. He shifted in his seat, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “I think we’ve already talked about that in a round-about way.”


  Dr. Sherman smiled. “I like that you’re making these connections without me having to point them out to you. That awareness is key.”


  He nodded again. “I hate that Ernie and Troy will never have the opportunities that I have. I can’t shake that guilt, and I’m not sure I ever will. Hell, Ernie would have been a better father than I could ever dream to be.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, not letting the mental image of his buddy tossing a ball with a couple kids linger too long. “But that’s what I want. To be a dad. A husband.”


  The older man’s smile stretched even wider. “You see a future for yourself. You’re not stuck in the past anymore.”


  He wasn’t, was he? Was that because of Jenny and the prospect of making something real with her, or was it his individual desire for something more?


  “That’s a phenomenal breakthrough, Brody. It may take some time to fully wrap your head around it, and that’s okay.”


  He sucked in a deep breath and tried to organize the thought that had been kicking around in his head for the past several days. “I’ve never been one of those people who’s into that hocus pocus fate bullshit. But I can’t help thinking that meeting up with Jenn like we did was some weird universal twist or something. Like she was put in front of me for a reason.”


  “Go on.”


  “I don’t know what else there is to say. It’s just...we were both in such shitty places in our lives. I was determined not to involve myself with any more complications, but I couldn’t resist the pull to her either. I wanted to, but something wouldn’t let me walk away.”


  “What do you think that something was?”


  “Ernie. Which sounds totally fucking crazy, I know. But the thing is...she’s exactly the kind of woman he’d go after. Smart, stable, beautiful inside and out...” He scratched a hand around his neck. “She’s everything he wanted and everything I needed, but didn’t know I needed. Hell, if I hadn’t been thinking about him, I would’ve completely missed the deeper connection with her. I would’ve acted on instinct and I would’ve slept with her and fucked it all up. But I didn’t. I stopped and thought about what Ernie would have done.”


  The doctor nodded. “Is that what you’re doing now?”


  “No. Those first few moments aside, it’s been all me. I’m too damn selfish to let another dude get between me and my girl. I mean, I love Ernie like a brother, but I love her more. Not to mention, the fucker would probably haunt me ten times worse if I let her get away.”


  Dr. Sherman threw his head back and let out a roar. “That’s one way of looking at it.”


  “I’ve got a second chance here, Doc. A lot of guys don’t get this opportunity. Took me a while to accept that it was mine for the taking, but I finally see it for what it is. My life. My future.”


  “Your fate?”


  Brody shook his head and grinned. “My choice.”


  ***


  “Ohhh, how about these, sweetie?”


  Jenny looked up from the tray of orange geraniums she’d just set in the cart to see her mother fawning over some kind of delicate purple flower. It was gorgeous, but it didn’t look like it’d stand a chance in a single Nebraskan rainstorm, let alone a whole season.


  “What is it?” She strode over and fingered the tiny petals. “It smells incredible.”


  “I’m not sure. There’s no tag.” Helen lifted a potted square and checked the bottom. “Hmm. Nothing. Take out your phone. Google it.”


  Jenny laughed. “I think it’s time we get you a phone of your own.”


  “I do like the Facebook.”


  Oh, for God’s sake. Maybe a cell wasn’t such a great idea. She glanced around the greenhouse. “I’ll find an attendant. We’ll ask.”


  “Ask what? Maybe I can help.”


  Jenny’s heart jumped. That sweet voice... She turned and came face to face with Brody’s Grandma Caroline. She looked fabulous in a pretty floral dress, with her silver hair done up in soft curls. “Mrs. Brekowski. Hello.”


  “Hello yourself, dear. You’re looking as beautiful as ever.” She extended a hand and Jenny took it without hesitation. Then she wrapped her arms around the petite woman’s shoulders and hugged her tight. “The flower is purple aubrieta, by the way. Very hearty. If you don’t watch it, it’ll take over your entire flower garden.”


  “In that case, I’ll take it. I’m not much of a green thumb.” Jenny smiled and stepped back, waving a hand between the two women. “Mom, this is Caroline Brekowski, Brody’s grandma. Caroline, my mother Helen Riley.”


  The two women shook hands and made small talk about their selections, the weather, and of course how Jenny looked like she’d lost weight.


  “I haven’t. Truthfully.” She rolled her eyes and thought about all the food she’d made at Brody’s last weekend. Most of it she’d froze, so it’d be easy for him to thaw and reheat, but she’d done plenty of sampling. “How are you doing?” she asked Caroline. “I think about you all the time.”


  “Well, you know where I live, dear. If you think about me so much, I don’t see why you don’t just come over and check in on me.” The elderly lady winked and Jenny’s cheeks flushed.


  “You have a point.” And now that things were looking up for her and Brody, she really had no excuse.


  “In fact, since you’re already in town, why don’t you ladies join me for lunch? I haven’t figured out how to cook for myself yet, so I have a big pot of gazpacho I’ll never finish on my own. Jenny, dear, you could grill us a couple cheese sandwiches and we’d be set.”


  Helen, who’d been soaking up any bit of social time like it was sunshine, nodded eagerly. “I’d love that. Sweetie?”


  “Of course.” She eyed the flats of flowers in Caroline’s cart. “I’d be happy to help you load and unload all of these flowers, too.”


  The older woman reached up and patted her cheek. “My grandson is a lucky man. I told him as much the other day, too.”


  Jenny gave a small smile. “He calls you often, doesn’t he?”


  “Grandmothers do offer the best advice, you know.”


  “Advice?”


  Grandma B. winked. “All in good time, my dear.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “You’re not kidding, are you?”


  Brody shook his head and slid the paperwork across the kitchen table to Sam. “Look it over and tell me what you think.”


  “I can’t believe you’re serious.” His buddy glanced over the forms and pushed a hand back through his hair, opening and closing his mouth several times before he spoke again. “This is life changing shit, man.”


  “Yep, but it turns out what I thought I wanted isn’t so accurate anymore. You think she’ll be interested?”


  “Interested? I think she’ll be fucking ecstatic. I’m not sure what to say, Nelson. I mean...” His buddy scrubbed his hands over his face and eyed the papers in disbelief.


  “Don’t get all emotional on me, bro. This isn’t about you or anything. In fact, I still owe you an ass beating for opening your big fucking mouth to Reed.”


  “Yeah, well, clearly that worked out just fine.”


  Brody rocked back on his chair and chuckled. “No thanks to you, you dick.”


  Sam snorted. “Yeah, I have my moments. But all joking aside, I never saw this coming.”


  “Like I said, save the tears. There isn’t one bit of me that questions this decision. I just hope Jenny’s as happy about it as I am.” He’d kept everything tight lipped because he wanted to surprise her, but the closer he got to revealing his big plan, the more the anxiety crept in.


  “Only one way to find out.” Sam nodded toward Brody’s suitcase sitting in the foyer. “Get your ass to River Bend.”


  ***


  “Ugh, he must still be at work.” Jenny tossed her phone onto the table and reached for her drink. Seven o’clock on a Friday night and she hadn’t heard a peep from Brody all day.


  Carissa smiled, nodding along to the upbeat country song blasting through McCauley’s speakers. “Don’t worry, chica. He’ll turn up eventually.”


  “You see my man over there?” Nicole leaned in and pointed across the bar to where Tony and the guys shot pool. “He’s hot, isn’t he?”


  Maddie rolled her eyes. “You know what’s really hot? Me on these stupid fertility pills.”


  Jenny, Carissa, and Nicole all swiveled around to face their flush-faced friend.


  “What? Like you haven’t noticed I’ve been drinking ginger ale for the past six months?” The brunette lifted her glass and took a long, exuberant gulp.


  “I caught onto that, but didn’t know you were having problems.” Carissa’s cheery mood turned gloomy in an instant. “I guess I’ve been so busy planning the wedding and worrying about the new house that I didn’t pay close enough attention. God. Some friend I am.”


  Maddie waved a dismissed hand. “Eh, it’s probably minor in the big scheme of things. Just a little lacking in the hormone department apparently. Doc doesn’t think it’ll take long.”


  Jenny smiled sympathetically. “And I suppose it doesn’t help seeing Ally getting bigger and bigger every day.”


  “Yeah, I’m kinda hating on her these days, mostly because she’s so freaking cute.”


  “She is, isn’t she?” Nicole sighed as Elena came over with a tray of fresh drinks.


  “From Reed,” the petite blonde explained. “He said something about the four of you needing to liven up. I think he’s hoping someone will end up stripping on the bar later.”


  “Ha!” Jenny shot a glance across the bar where Reed lifted his beer in the air and winked. “That man will never learn, will he?”


  “Probably not. At least not until someone does to him what he’s done to so many of us.” Carissa plucked the cherry out of her new drink and popped it into her mouth.


  “I’m going to go talk to him.” Jenny grabbed her amaretto sour and slid off the stool.


  “Wait, why?” Nicole frowned.


  “I need to lay some things to rest once and for all.” More to point, she wanted to thank him for being the player he’d been, because without him, things with Brody would’ve never worked out like they had. Then she wanted to make sure he knew how wrong he’d been about Brody. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”


  She set off for the far side of the crowded bar, squeezing her way between the loud, occasionally grabby bar-goers with her drink lifted above her head.


  Tony stepped into her path with a goofy grin on his face. “Hey, darlin’. You talked to my boy lately?”


  “Like everyday, Ton. It’s kinda our thing.” She winked and Tony laughed. “Not today though. I’m guessing he’s tied up with work.”


  Her friend’s smirk widened. “Yeah, work. Uh huh.”


  What the heck? She looked up at him, brow pinched, when Reed tapped on her shoulder.


  “Hey, princess. You coming to see me?”


  Tony shot her a curious look and she poked a finger at his chest. “You hold that thought. I need a minute with Reed.”


  He stepped away, hands in the air, and she led Reed to the edge of the bar by the dartboards. “You’ve just called me princess for the last time,” she told him, raising her voice above the music.


  “What was that?” One hand on the wall beside her head, he leaned in like he hadn’t heard her. A classic Reed move, trying to breakdown her walls just because he could.


  Well, not anymore. “You heard me, you jackass. Now back up.”


  He grinned and lifted his beer to his mouth, taking a half step back. “Just playing with you, Jenn. Relax.”


  “You don’t get to do that anymore.” She stabbed the center of his chest with her fingernail until he gave her room to breathe. “No more of this silly stuff, okay? Out of respect for my relationship with Brody.”


  “Nothing wrong with joking around. If he can’t handle that—”


  “I’m asking you to stop. Not him. Me.”


  Reed frowned. “Okay...”


  “You’ve been my friend since I was old enough to ride a bike. I hope we can be friends until we’re old and gray. But it can’t be like it was. Not even remotely. I love him, Reed. He and I are going to be together and I don’t need you standing off in the corner, watching his every move, and worrying about what kind of man he is. I got that under control, okay?”


  “I’m always going to—”


  “No.” She lifted a hand and held her ground. “You’ve never been a brother to me, Reed, so don’t start acting like one now.”


  “Jenn, come on.”


  “You can’t respect him if you don’t trust him and I know you, Reed. You’ll find every reason in the book to hate him on principle alone. That isn’t fair.”


  Reed lifted his chin, his jaw hardening.


  “He’s good to me and I know it sounds crazy, but...” She tipped her head to the side, emotion gathering in her throat. “I don’t want to hate you anymore. Hell, I can’t hate you. Not when what happened between us is what led me to him.”


  Reed’s throat worked as he swallowed. “You really think he’s it for you?”


  “I don’t think it—I know it.”


  He stared down at her for a couple more beats before a slow smile spread across his face. “He’s a lucky man, Jenn.”


  Her heart lifted as she pushed a hand back through her hair and laughed. “So I’ve heard.”


  “I mean it. And I’m not saying it’ll be easy, but I’ll do my best not to fuck with him too much.”


  “That’s definitely in your best interest, man.” A deep, familiar voice sounded behind Reed and butterflies flooded Jenny’s stomach.


  “Baby?” She pushed around Reed and, low and behold, there stood Brody in all of his tall, dark, and tattooed glory. She stashed her drink on the ledge and launched herself into his arms without a second’s hesitation, smacking kisses all over his face. He hoisted her up, hands under her ass as she wrapped her legs around his waist and held on tight. Two weeks. She’d gone two weeks without seeing him and it had been the longest fourteen days of her life.


  “Missed me, huh?” He pressed his face into her neck and stole a few kisses of his own. “Fuck, you always smell good enough to eat.”


  She giggled and pulled back just enough to cup his face and press her mouth to his. “You can do that later, handsome. Promise.”


  He growled and nipped at her bottom lip. “This guy giving you a hard time?”


  Ugh. Reed.


  “No.” She shook her head and gave Brody one last kiss before wiggling down to her own feet. “I think we finally understand each other.”


  “That so?” Brody knuckled his nose and wrapped a proprietary arm around her waist as she turned to face Reed. For the longest five seconds of her life, the two men did nothing but stare at each other. It wasn’t quite the sizing up thing that guys liked to do, but it wasn’t without testosterone and tension either.


  Finally, Brody stuck out his hand. “Reed.”


  Her ex eyed the proffered hand for a moment longer than she would have liked before accepting it. “How you been, Nelson?”


  “Pretty damn good.” His fingers pressed a little harder into her side and she buried her face in his t-shirt to hide her smile. “I know you don’t like me, so let’s just cut to the chase, yeah? I’m with Jenn and I plan on it being that way for a long ass time. I suggest you get used to it.”


  Reed looked from Brody to her and back again before he cleared his throat. “Point taken, man.”


  “Good. So from here on out, you gotta a problem with me, you take it up with me. We clear on that?”


  Oh, my God, I love this man! She peeked up and saw Reed’s face turn a few different shades of red. He nodded, though. Stuck out his hand again, too.


  “We’re clear.”


  Brody dipped his chin. “That’s what I thought. Now how about you buy me a beer?”


  ***


  “Hurry up already. My God, I’m going to explode.” Jenny was out of her car and at the driver’s side door of his truck before he even put it in park.


  He grinned and powered up the window before climbing out and exposing himself to her hasty hands and eager mouth. She pushed his shirt up and peppered his chest with hot, wet kisses, all the while working at his belt and fly.


  “Slow down, sugar. We’ve got all night.”


  “You don’t even know how hot that was, hearing you stand up to him like that.” She scraped her teeth over his nipple and he jumped, his hands instinctively winding in her hair.


  “You really do like that macho shit, don’t you?” His laugh turned into a groan as she licked him again.


  “Oh, my God, you have no idea.”


  “Nah, I think I’m catching on just fine.” With a quick twist, he spun her around and pinned her against the truck door, one hand anchoring her arms above her head. Her aroused gasp echoed into the darkness, mingling with the crickets and the soft swooshing sound of leaves rustlings in the trees.


  “Here’s how we’re gonna do this, sugar.” He trailed his tongue along the tendon in her neck before he bit her just enough to sting. “You want my cock, you’re gonna earn it.”


  “I’ll do anything,” she panted. “Just hurry. I need it.”


  Jesus. She was gonna make this just as hard on him, wasn’t she? “I know, babe.” He slid a hand into her leggings and she convulsed against his fingers when they grazed her clit. “I can feel how wet you are.”


  “Tell me what to do, Brody. Please.” She wiggled against his hand and, because he was completely helpless to this woman, he gave her what she wanted, slipping a couple fingers deep inside. She gripped him tight and his cock pulsed, wanting in on the action, too. “Ahhh, yes. Just like that. More.”


  “Who’s in charge here, sugar?”


  “Mmmmmm.” She bit her lips together and met his gaze. Even heavy-lidded, her dark eyes shined bright with desire under the moonlight.


  “That’s right, baby. We play by my rules, don’t we?”


  She nodded eagerly, so he rewarded her with a hard pump that had her wetting his palm all over again. Hot. As. Fucking. Hell.


  He grinned and dipped his mouth to hers, hovering just above a kiss. “Tell me you love me.”


  She licked her lips and shivered. “I love you.”


  “Good girl.” He brushed his mouth across her and teased his thumb over her clit. She whimpered with her tongue pressed against his. “Now tell me you’re mine.”


  “I’m yours.”


  “Forever?” The sweet clench of her pussy around his fingers had him shoving a knee between her legs, needing to get closer.


  “Forever,” she gasped, her body vibrating with need.


  “You mean that?”


  “God, Brody, you don’t know what you do to me.”


  He laughed and curled his fingers inside of her, making her back arch off the truck as she cried out into the night. “You keep telling me that, but you seem to be forgetting that you have the same effect on me. One more question and I’ll make you come. Deal?”


  She nodded and another rush of warmth soaked his hand. When he finally got inside, he was gonna blow instantly.


  “Let me move in and I’ll make you scream like this every fucking day.”


  Her eyes went wide and she reached out for him, balling his t-shirt and hauling him as close he could possibly get without burying himself to the hilt. “Are you serious?”


  “Dead. I got my shit in the truck.”


  Her grin lit up the darkness and the happiest sob he’d ever heard erupted from her chest. “I love you so much!”


  All he needed to hear. In less than a minute, he turned her into a quivering, liquid mess. Flushed cheeks, flaring nostrils, and the sweetest, sexiest scent perfuming the air around them.


  “You good, sugar?” Dipping his lips to her ear, she shook from head to toe when his skin brushed against hers. So goddamn sensitive. So goddamn his. “Any chance we can go inside now and talk like civilized adults? Or do you need me to fuck you, too?”


  She let out a shaky, satisfied laugh and curled into his chest. “Always, but I suppose we can talk first. Especially if it’s about you sharing my bed.”


  “Oh, it is. Among other things.”


  She pressed a kiss into his t-shirt. “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”


  ***


  How was it possible that her life had changed so much in such a short amount of time? Her mom was improving every day, she finally had help at the salon, and she had the sexiest, most amazing man ever sitting at her kitchen island eating leftover lasagna at midnight.


  Sexier yet? He wore nothing but his boxer briefs.


  “So how are you going to do this? You’ll travel to work from here?” It seemed like a lot of extra miles, but since he spent so much time on the road anyway, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.


  “Actually, that’s something else we need to talk about.” He lifted a gift bag onto the counter. “For you.”


  When the heck had he snuck that in? “Does it vibrate? Because I already have one of those.”


  “Imagine that.” He hooted around a mouthful of food. “Never would’ve guessed.”


  Sticking out her tongue, she dug into the bag. And pulled out a red t-shirt. A red Hudson Contracting t-shirt, to be exact.


  “I quit the utility company. It was something I’d tossed around on and off for a while now. I hated living out of a suitcase. Really hated it when it started keeping me away from you.”


  She looked between him and the shirt. Was he saying...?


  “I start Monday. Josh needed an electrician and it just so happens that’s my trade.” He lifted a shoulder and she held the shirt to her face, smiling through the tears that suddenly lined her eyes.


  “Is this real life or am I dreaming again?”


  A crooked grin turned up one side of his addictive mouth. “If you are dreaming, I hope you never wake up.”


  “I hope I do. Reality with you has always been so much better than the stuff in my head.” She hurried around the island and wrapped her arms around his neck.


  “Yeah? Like?” He swiveled on the stool, pulled her between his legs, and kissed from one corner of her mouth to the other.


  “Like right now. Feeling your heartbeat. Your skin. You.” Her fingers teased over the short hair at the back of his neck and he shivered. “I love just being near you. It’s comfortable. And now I get to do it all the time.”


  “You don’t think you’ll get sick of me?”


  “Waking up to your sexy ass will be a hardship, for sure. But I think we can manage.” She rubbed her nose against his and his hands slid down to her butt, squeezing playfully. “So what about your house and all your stuff?”


  “I’m renting it out to Sam’s sister, Dani. I’ve given her the option to buy it on contract since she’s had a rough go of it lately. She’s interested and Sam’s helping her out with the legal fees. Shouldn’t take too long to settle.”


  Holy crap, he was all in, wasn’t he? “You really do love me. I mean, your life is in Omaha and yet—”


  “No, babe.” He shook his head and the affection in his eyes shot like an arrow through her heart. Lovestruck. “My heart’s with you, therefore my life is with you, too. If you’ll have me, that is.”


  Would she have him? God. How could she not have him? A tear slid down her cheek and she closed her eyes. There was only one more question to ask.


  “What about the Corps? I know how much it means to you. I would never be able to forgive myself if you gave that up for me, too.”


  His sigh and the gentle swipe of his thumb across her jaw had her sucking in a shaky breath. Waiting...


  “For the record, I’m not giving up anything. I’m gaining everything. And the Corps? Well, I have nine months to figure that out. If I’m honest, I’m not ready to quit.”


  Thank God for that. Not that she wanted to think about him deploying again, but she understood one hundred percent why he might want to. “I’ll support whatever decision you make.”


  He smiled and squeezed her tight. “I know you will, Jenn. That’s what I love so much about you. You’ve got my back, no matter what I get myself into.”


  She sighed against his lips. “How about you get yourself into me? I’m all for supporting that cause.”


  He growled as he stood and swept her up into his arms. “Every day. We get to do this every damn day.”


  “Is that a promise?” she laughed.


  “That’s a promise, sugar.”


  Epilogue


  One month later...


  “You got this, Superman.”


  Brody flicked a glance at Jenny sitting in the passenger seat, looking sexy as fuck with her long hair pulled through the back of his Royals cap. “Is our bet still on?”


  “Of course. You didn’t think I’d forget, did you?” She licked her lips. Just to taunt him, he was sure of it. As if the hat wasn’t enough.


  “Got your Chapstick?”


  “Uh huh. Mints, too.” She waggled her eyebrows and nodded toward the door. “You can’t put this off forever, handsome. Shall we?”


  He pulled in a deep breath and surveyed the crowded parking lot before them. In the distance, his hometown baseball field sat littered with a mess of players in different colored t-shirts. His was blue. Ernie’s favorite.


  “As ready as I’m ever gonna be,” he said, then he hopped out and grabbed his bat and glove from the backseat. Jenny met him at the front of the truck with a devious smile.


  “You look really hot in cleats. The pants aren’t bad either.”


  Such a damn tease. “If you’re trying to distract me, you’re doing a fine job.”


  “That’s what I’m here for, babe.” She looped her arm through his and they made their way to the main field. There had to be a couple hundred people in the stands already and, between the half dozen teams ready to square off against each other, half that many on the fields, warming up. “Impressive turn-out.”


  With any luck, there’d be more. Lots more.


  “Oh, I see your mom. She’s waving us over. Oh, God, she has one of those foam fingers.”


  Uh, yeah... “She get’s a little excited about baseball.”


  “So do I. I’m a screamer.”


  He flashed a grin. “You’re telling me?”


  “Oh!” She gave him a lighthearted shove as Sam jogged over, decked out in the same blue t-shirt and gear.


  “Hey, mama. Looking good.” He wrapped Jenny up in a hug, then shook Brody’s hand. “Glad to see you here, man. Thought maybe you’d wuss out.”


  Fucker. “Why the hell would I do that?”


  Sam rolled his eyes. “Have you checked in with the Martins yet?”


  “Nah, we just got here.”


  “Might as well get it over with. The missus is a ball of emotions today, so be warned.”


  Great. Like he needed more emotions. He’d been a nervous wreck since Ernie Sr. had called to invite him. Longest three weeks of his life. “Yeah, I’ll do that. Babe?”


  Jenny tangled her fingers with his and gave a gentle tug. They’d talked about this part and though there was probably something to be said about manning up and doing it on his own, she’d graciously reminded him that he didn’t need to. That was the beauty of being in a relationship. Of having a partner.


  Funny how simply knowing she’d be there waiting for him at the end of the day made even the most nerve-grating tasks—like listening to Tony’s incessant chatter and Josh’s micromanaging—all the more easy to bear. Better yet was rolling over in the middle of the night and her naturally snuggling her cute little ass into his lap.


  They just...fit. Two imperfect people who were absolutely perfect for each other.


  “Love you,” she told him as they approached the registration table and the mass of Martin family members, who’d gathered to greet and express gratitude to all the players and teams.


  “Love you, too. Thanks again for doing this with me.”


  “Psshh. You think I’d miss seeing you in action? I told you baseball turns me on.”


  He snorted. “Babe, everything turns you on.”


  Making a goofy duck-face, she nodded. “True story.”


  To that he laughed, because somehow he got to be the lucky guy on the receiving end of that never-ending sexual energy. Nothing to complain about there.


  “Brody!” Mrs. Martin spotted him first and, when his footsteps faltered, Jenny kept him moving forward. “Oh, honey, look who’s here.” The round, middle-aged woman jumped up from her seat, jostling her husband’s shoulder.


  Ernie Sr. pushed to his feet, grinning from ear to ear. “You made it, son.”


  Son. Goddamn. Brody offered his hand, swallowing hard. “Sir.”


  The older man chuckled and came around the table. Instead of shaking hands, he slung his arm around Brody’s shoulders and turned him toward the swarm of multi-colored t-shirts standing in line. “You see this guy here?”


  Oh, shit.


  “Could’ve been in the big leagues and today...” The man’s voice boomed proud and Brody grinned to himself. “Today he’s on Ernie’s team.”


  Mrs. Martin swiped at her tears, Jenny blew him a kiss, and all Brody could do was friggin’ smile.


  “Damn proud to be a part of this, sir.” He clapped the older man on the back and, for the first time in too damn long, looked him in the eye. “But you know Ernie would be pissed, right?”


  The older Martin chuckled. “Yeah, I know. But it’s his tournament in name alone. The rest of it belongs to the vets who were lucky enough to come home at all. Broken, but alive.”


  Brody bowed his head. “Thank you, sir.”


  “No, Corporal, thank you.”


  ***


  “Seven home runs. I can’t believe you pulled that off.” Jenny dropped down onto the bench in the dugout, shaking her head. After eight hours of baseball and two hours of cleanup, she still looked as gorgeous as ever, skin glowing under the field lights.


  “Told you I was good.” He slid into the seat beside her with a huff. Muscles all over his body ached, but in way that made him feel more alive than ever.


  “Always so cocky.” She prodded him in the side, then leaned in for a kiss. “Though I was pretty damn proud to call you mine today.”


  He lifted the bill of her hat and let his lips linger soft against hers. “I’m glad, babe, and if I’m not mistaken, you now owe me seven blowjobs.”


  “Oh, like that’ll be a chore.”


  Laughing, he snagged her hand. “Take a walk with me?”


  “I’m not doing you on the pitcher’s mound, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  “What happened to my dirty girl?”


  “I’m dirty for you only—not for anyone who might wander back in, looking for their lost bat or something.”


  He grinned. “I love it when you talk about belonging to me.”


  She rolled her eyes and pulled him back to his feet. “Let’s walk before I change my mind.”


  He let her lead him onto the field, but when she headed toward the middle, he slid his arms around her waist and redirected her. “Home plate, babe.”


  “Yeah? What’s so special about home plate?”


  “Uh, hello, it’s where I score.” With that, he threw her over his shoulder and took off toward the base.


  “Brody James!” Her little fists hit his back as he sprinted, and by the time he put her down, they were both laughing so hard, they couldn’t breathe. He yanked his hat off her head and she collapsed against his chest, shaking with her face buried in his shirt. He pressed a kiss into her hair and rocked them from side to side.


  Nothing in the world felt better than being close to Jenny. Nothing.


  “Thank you again for coming today,” he murmured. “And for always sticking by my side.”


  She looked up at him, her eyes sparkling beneath the lights. “You’re easy to stick with.”


  “That so?”


  “Yep. We’ve been though hard times, but loving you has always been easy.”


  “I think I fell in love with you in Vegas.”


  Tears sprang up in those twinkling eyes and she nodded. “I’ll never forget the way you held me that night. Or every night we’ve been together since.”


  “You don’t have to forget. We’ve got something that’s gonna last.”


  Her face crumpled as she began to cry sweet tears and he lifted his hands to her face, swiping them away.


  “This is a happy day. Why are you crying?”


  “I just...I love you more than I can ever tell you. I wish I had the right words...”


  He smiled, took her hands in his, and lowered to one knee. “I only need one, sugar.”


  Her wet eyes went wide and when he pulled the small box from his pocket, she started crying all over again.


  “I told you a while ago that I wasn’t the man you thought I was. Hell, I’m not sure I am now either, but I do know that I get a little better every day I wake up with you in my arms. Every day you believe in me is like a victory all its own and I will gladly fight for your faith and your heart for the rest of my life. I love you, Jenn, and I don’t want to ever know life without you again. Tell me I don’t have to.”


  “Ahhhh!” She threw her arms around his neck, then dropped to her knees in front of him, kissing all over his face. “I love you, I love you, I love you...”


  “You’ll marry me?” he laughed, popping the ring from the box.


  “Are you kidding me? Of course, I will!” She held out her trembling hand and he slipped the antique ring onto her finger. The moment she realized what he’d given her was something he’d never forget. “Oh, my God, Brody.”


  “It was my Great-Grandma Brekowski’s. My grandpa gave it to my grandma and when I told her I was going to ask you, she insisted I take it. Both sets of grandparents were married for over fifty years. I guess you could say it’s good luck.”


  She met his gaze with the prettiest smile he’d ever seen. “Ah, but we don’t need luck—we’ve got each other.”


  THE END
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