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  There’s only ever been one great love of my life. That head-over-heels, falling through the air, weightless, mind blowing kind of love that gets your pulse racing and adrenaline pumping. Your muscles tense just thinking about her and how amazing it feels when you’re together doing exactly what you were made to do. You can’t think about anything else—you don’t want to think about anything else. Call me crazy, but that kind of love doesn’t come around every day. That’s why when you find it, when you get your hands on it... you don’t let go.


  I was sixteen when love changed my life. I’d flirted for a while with the idea of it being something more between us, but I wasn’t sure if it would ever pan out. There were hundreds of other guys out there who could have been in my shoes, but I loved her more. I was the one that put in the time. Put in the work. I was the one who gave up everything for just an hour with her. I’d never been one to half-ass something so when the opportunity arose, I literally jumped at the chance. I put everything I had into making sure I gave it all I had. And I won. As much as I loved her, she seemed to love me right back in equal measure.


  It was everything I’d ever hoped for... and more. I was on top of the world. That is, until it all came crashing down and the love of my life decided to show what a fickle bitch she could be.


  Motocross was like that.


  One minute I was flying high. Freestyle Champion, motocross celebrity, making bank…the next I’m being tossed from a bike I trusted with my life onto the cold, hard dirt. My knee was rebuilt by a doctor I met in a morphine-induced haze of confusion and betrayal. I woke up in a hospital bed, alone, being informed by a room full of white coats that I had at least twelve weeks of intense therapy and healing before I could even think about giving the one great love of my life a second chance.


  But, I will. Because fickle as she may be, I can’t and won’t live without her.
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  “The harder you push yourself with the physical therapy, the faster you’re going to see results. But don’t over do it, Mister. Listen to your body. It will tell you what it can withstand.”


  Doctor Reyna Forlani stood at the exam table, giving me a pep talk as she looked over my chart. Her jet-black hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, which accented her sharp features. Her high cheekbones rose with her smile when I gave her a wink. It had been two weeks since she’d rebuilt my knee. The knee that had given out on me when I was riding my buddy, Reid’s, bike. The reason it had given out on me might have had something to do with the fact that the bike I was riding quit working mid-ride and crashed to the ground, tossing me and jacking up my leg along the way.


  “I’m not worried about the PT, Doc,” I assured her, standing from the bed and letting my weight fall to my feet. “Hard work doesn’t scare me.”


  It was astonishing to think that not too long ago the petite woman standing in front of me had sliced me open like a frog on her operating table and replaced the mess I’d made of my own bones with a dead guy’s. Cadaver bones and tendons that were now mine used to belong to someone else. It felt... odd. But if the recently departed’s spare parts meant I was going to be able to get back on a bike soon, then I’d take it.


  “Good to hear, but when I say push yourself, I don’t mean injure yourself further. You need rest just as much as you need the therapy.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” I said with shrug. The day of my knee replacement surgery they’d had me up and walking on my new set up, so I wasn’t worried. “You’re the one who said the more I work the new rig, the faster it will heal.” I stood on my good leg while I bent and straightened the other one to show her my progress. The flexibility was getting better every day. It still hurt like hell, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. “Couple more weeks and you’ll release me for riding, right?” I gave her my most charming grin.


  It was wishful thinking. I knew that, but it didn’t stop me from counting the days until I would be able to ride again.


  “Don’t push it,” she said with a smile. “Let’s get your range of motion back up to one hundred percent before you go jumping back on a bike.”


  I offered up a salute. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll see you in two weeks.”


  “Two weeks.”


  Dr. Forlani and I walked out of the exam room and into the lobby together as we said our goodbyes. The small hospital that she worked for in the middle of Nowhere, Illinois was lucky to have her. As far as I could tell, she was one of the best doctors I’d ever worked with. And I’d worked with quite a few—my career tended to land me in the ER more often than other professions. Her quick thinking and resourcefulness may have saved my career after Beau Gregurich tried to ruin it for me.


  Gregurich was a local guy that had tampered with my best friend’s bike. Beau was a spoiled trust fund asshole used to getting his way and he wanted revenge against Reid Travers for stealing his girl. A girl who, in my opinion, never even belonged to him. Beau’s opinion was clearly not the same. The faulty fuel lines were meant to put his one-time high school and current rival in the hospital—or worse. But his plan failed because I was the one on that bike, in mid-air, when it gave out.


  So here I was.


  I was trying really hard to be thankful that I was alive and all, but I had a lot of time to think while I was sidelined from my career. That slimy little bastard was going to get what was coming to him and I was going to make sure of it. Knowing that he was still walking free after tampering with Reid’s bike was a tough pill to swallow. I would have been equally as mad if Reid had been the one to end up on the operating table. You don’t mess with a man’s bike, just like you don’t mess with his girl. Reid and Nora may have gone about things in a way that pissed off Gregurich, but I didn’t blame them for what happened. There was only one person that I was directing my anger at these days.


  Focus on your recovery. I reminded myself daily that I had more important things to worry about. I wanted to get back on my bike. Reid’s bike might have been headed for the scrap heap, but mine was still in one piece. According to my mechanic, Beau hadn’t touched my pride and joy. I needed to get back to my career as soon as possible. The one I’d given all my blood, sweat and tears to. Well, not tears. I’m not a little bitch that sits around crying. I was Brett Sallinger, freestyle motocross god. All around badass. Good thing this accident hadn’t messed with my confidence. That would have been a damn shame.


  “Ready to go?” A female voice called out gently.


  Speaking of things I wanted to focus all my attention on.


  The sweet little blond waiting for me in the lobby with a smile on her face was none other than Georgia Bennett. My most favorite thing in Halstead, the sleepy little town that I’d come to three months ago with the Travers boys. Reid had big plans when he asked me to come back to his hometown with him and his brother, Hoyt. Plans that had started out as one thing and quickly turned into winning back his high school sweetheart, Nora, Georgia’s big sister.


  As pissed as I was about how I’d ended up on the shit end of the Reid/Nora/Beau love triangle, I was grateful that I’d met the girl standing in front of me. Beautiful, funny, and not a damn bit interested in anything I had to say, which hadn’t stopped me from trying to make her smile. Each and every time I was around her, I became more and more intrigued. Luckily, my persistence had started to wear her down. We had struck up a friendship and while I was in town I was going to make the best of it.


  For now, Georgia was playing nursemaid to an injured athlete, but every minute we spent together had me thinking there could be more between us. Even if she was adamant about denying it.


  I’d caught her staring at me on more than one occasion. She might have tried to play innocent, but I knew when a girl was looking at me with more than friendship on the brain. I was just the guy to help her find her inner wild child, even if she didn’t know it yet. Just the thought alone was enough to drive me insane. I’d never met anyone like her—all good and pure and never crossing the line. A line that I knew she’d enjoy if she would just let herself.


  “Yes, ma’am,” I said, hobbling over to where she was waiting. My knee was still pretty stiff, but I refused to use the crutches any more than I already had. The brace was enough to keep me from falling on my ass, but I’d use the opportunity to touch her whenever I could. Georgia’s cheeks blushed pink as I took her arm and tucked it through mine like I needed her for support. She was extremely sexy with rosy cheeks. “Want to get something to eat?” I asked.


  I’d taken up residence in an old cabin out on Reid’s property for the time being—it was a small place on a big patch of flat Midwestern land that butted up to the timber. It was peaceful and secluded and just what someone needs when they are trying to keep their focus channeled on recovery. Well, recovery and trying to figure out how to get my nurse, and chauffeur, to give me the time of day.


  Georgia had volunteered to check in on me and made sure I made it to the doctor’s and physical therapy appointments. As much as I appreciated the time we spent together, I’d been trying to get more of it. Between nursing school, volunteering at the hospital, and hauling me around, Georgia Bennett ran herself pretty thin.


  “I could eat,” she agreed, tucking a piece of her shoulder length hair behind her ear. “It will have to be quick though,” she added looking at her watch. “I’ve got a class at two.”


  “Okay.” I’d take it. Honestly, I was bored out of my mind on the days I didn’t see her. Sitting around by myself was not good for my morale. When I wasn’t focusing on PT or getting to know Georgia better, I was second-guessing my abilities to make a comeback. What if I wasn’t as strong and resilient as I pretended to be? What if I could never ride again? Or at least not the way I used to?


  “Okay,” she echoed sweetly when she caught me staring off. Worrying about my recovery wasn’t something that I should even be doing. I was going to get back on my bike. My real concern needed to be what exactly I was going to do when my flirting with Georgia finally paid off.


  I’d never really been a take-a-girl-out-on-dates kind of guy—not that this was a date. She had shut me down more times than I could count, so for the time being I was content with us just being “friends,” or whatever she had convinced herself that we were. But it did seem like she was becoming more receptive to my flirting the more time we spent together. Hell, she’d even flirted back a few times. I couldn’t help but wonder if she looked forward to the time we spent together as much as I did. Or if she missed me or even thought about me when I wasn’t around the way that I did.


  I knew a little bit about her relationship history from talking to Reid, but we’d yet to reach a place where I felt comfortable asking her about her fiancé. Reid told me that he had been killed overseas during his short military career. I didn’t tend to let my emotions run too high, but my heart broke when I thought about such a pretty young girl having her whole life thrown off track by such a tragedy. I also had no idea how to bring that up in conversation, or if she’d even want to discuss it with a guy she barely knew. So I’d wait. I’d wait until she wanted to tell me about him. Maybe she would, maybe she wouldn’t. I wasn’t about to push her to pour her heart out. Deep and meaningful wasn’t really my thing. Casual and fun was more like it.


  Besides, I wasn’t really looking forward to the conversation where I told her that most of the things she’d probably heard about me were true. I’d never had a girlfriend. Twenty-four years on this earth and I’d never been able to commit myself to anything other than my dirt bike. Not that I wanted Georgia to be my girlfriend. I just wanted to be around her. I wanted to know her. To know what made her smile and laugh and what made her mad and if she ever lost her temper. In short, I wanted to know what made her tick. And, I definitely wanted to sleep with her.


  As much as humanly possible before I had to head back to my real life on the motocross circuit.


  I studied her while we walked together. She was gorgeous. Petite, but curvy in all the right spots. She was one of those rare women that truly never needed an ounce of makeup. She had big blue eyes that made a man forget what he was thinking and the prettiest pink lips I’d ever seen. The kind of lips that I suspected had a mind of their own. That is, if I could just get her to let go of a little bit of that control she held onto so tightly. To say that Georgia was wound tight was an understatement. But I liked a challenge. Hell, I lived for a challenge.


  If getting Georgia Bennett to let her hair down, so to speak, was the only other thing I had to focus on—other than my recovery—these next twelve weeks weren’t going to be so bad.
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  “So Miss Georgia,” Brett began as we walked down a hospital hallway. Our arms were interlocked giving him the opportunity to nudge my shoulder with his arm.


  Being this close to him—to any guy—felt strange. I couldn’t deny that feeling the warmth of his body against mine was nice. I’d forgotten what it felt like to have a man this close or to be held. Granted, I was the one doing the holding this time as I helped my newly injured friend take a little bit of the pressure off his knee. Either way, I kind of liked it.


  “What’s on the schedule this week? I was thinking if you’re not too busy we should probably pencil in that sponge bath.” He waggled his eyebrows and smirked.


  “Seeing as how you’ve been bathing yourself since you were released from the hospital, I don’t think there’s any need for that, stud,” I deadpanned.


  He was as persistent with his flirting as he was with his physical therapy. Harmless as it was—and despite the fact that I enjoyed our playful banter on occasion—he never crossed the line. It was always just words.


  “Fine then,” he chuckled. “Where are we eating?”


  “What sounds good?” I asked when we made it to the parking lot of the hospital. I’d parked as close as I could, knowing that, even if he wouldn’t admit it, a long walk for him was not a fun one. I had to give it to him, he was tough. Having a knee replacement couldn’t have been on the top of his bucket list. Lucky for him, recovery was going better than expected. Dr. Forlani had told him that his knee was as worn out as a seventy year old man’s with severe arthritis when she’d opened him up. A result of beating his body to hell and back on a dirt bike, I’m sure. Other than that, he was young and in really good shape. Almost too good of shape. At least that’s what I’d gathered from the countless times I’d checked him out. Long and lean in all the right places. Not to mention he had a six pack set of abs that I was lucky enough to get a peek at one day when I’d went over to the cabin to check on him. Abs that had fixated themselves in the fantasy segment of my thoughts. Thoughts that I had zero time for.


  I was busy enough without adding anything else to my to-do list. Not that I wanted “to-do” Brett. I mean, I liked him. I liked him in an I-want-to-help-him-out kind of way, but as far as anything romantic between us went, a fantasy was all that it would ever be. It was all it ever could be. Getting in a relationship of any kind was not high on my list of priorities at the moment. Especially not a relationship with the bad boy of motocross. Pass. Hard pass.


  Even if he did have the whole southern rebel thing going for him. A Texas gentleman drenched in whiskey and bad intentions. The moment I met him at a local bar with my sister’s then ex-boyfriend, Reid, I knew he was trouble... and according to Google he was exactly that. Wild and reckless on the track and off. Brett Sallinger had quite the reputation, complete with countless women, long nights of celebrating victories and enough photographic evidence that led me to believe it was all true.


  But damn, he sure was fun to look at. Blond hair that he kept a little long and chaotic. Eyes that were a mix of blue and gray. The rest of his features were perfectly imperfect. His nose had a slight bend to it and his front two teeth overlap the tiniest bit, both of which I found myself finding more adorable each time I saw him. Not to mention the intricate ink patterns that covered his body. Patterns that seemed to mesmerize the opposite sex. Myself included, much to my own surprise. Plus, he was funny and charming. I’d been giving him the benefit of the doubt when it came to his reputation, and so far he’d been sweet and respectful and nothing like the guy I saw on the gossip sites.


  A pang of guilt struck the center of my chest as I climbed behind the wheel of my SUV and glanced over at Brett. It hadn’t been all that long ago that I was sitting in this very seat holding hands with Jamie as I drove down the street. Jamie was the love of my life. My fiancé. The only guy I’d ever fantasized a future with and he was gone. As hard as it was to think about him, I still did every day.


  James Shaw, or Jamie as most called him, wasn’t just the first boy who ever kissed me. He was the only boy who ever kissed me. He was all of my firsts and onlys, actually. He’d been my best friend from the moment I met him, and over time it turned into so much more. We’d learned to play t-ball, ride bikes, and swim together. And, more importantly, we’d learned what love was.


  Driving through town kept Jamie at the very forefront of my thoughts. We’d walked down those sidewalks. We’d studied at that library. Our first real date was at the very diner I was taking Brett to. There wasn’t a place in this town that we’d hadn’t been together. There wasn’t a place in this town that didn’t remind me of him.


  When Jamie and I were fourteen years old he told me that he was going to marry me one day and I believed him. We shared everything—school dances, homework assignments, backseats. It came as no surprise that soon after graduation, he popped the question. Sure we were young, but we had nine years of being friends, followed by four years of being boyfriend and girlfriend. We should have had sixty more being husband and wife, but a roadside bomb in Afghanistan had other plans for us. It had been a little over three years since he’d been gone. But in my head and in my heart, he was present every single day.


  I loved every chestnut colored hair on that boy’s head. He was sweet and handsome and he truly wanted to make the world a better place, which was exactly why he enlisted in the Army after graduation.


  “It won’t be forever,” he’d told me the night before he deployed. “I’ll be back to marry you after this tour,” he had promised. I’d swallowed back the fear and believed him.


  I should have listened to my gut when he told me he wanted to enlist. I should have told him I didn’t want him to do it. I should have been selfish and tried to save him, but then I wouldn’t have been the supportive girlfriend I’d always been. The thought that he might have still been alive was a constant reminder that I should have said to hell with it and told him that I didn’t want him to enlist.


  I swallowed my emotions before they got the best of me and glanced over at Brett. He was tapping his fingers steadily on the center console, unable to sit still for even a few minutes. I couldn’t help but smile at his childlike energy. That strange tugging sensation in my belly always surprised me, but there it was. My attraction to Brett was a little confusing. He wasn’t like Jamie at all really. He was reckless where Jamie was meticulous. Impulsive where Jamie was speculative. Intense and overwhelming where Jamie had been calm and soothing.


  I felt safe with Jamie. I felt nervous around Brett.


  That’s the difference between love and lust, I supposed. Every time I started to feel tempted to give into one of Brett’s suggestive offers, Jamie’s face appeared behind my eyes.


  I miss him.


  That was an understatement. I missed him more than I could ever fathom a person missing another person. The day he died, a big part of me died. A part of me that I was struggling to figure out how to live without. I might have been alive and kicking, blood pumping and heart beating, but it wasn’t the same as before. Before I was excited about my future, about the life we were going to build together, now I was just went through the motions of each day.


  Which is exactly why I kept myself so busy. And, why I was ushering around an injured motocross star and agreeing to have lunch with him. At least if I was busy, I could pretend that I wasn’t hoping that it was all just a bad dream. Hoping that I’d wake up one morning and Jamie would be lying in bed with me. That we would be happily married and living our life together like we were supposed to. I wanted the pain of missing him to stop but deep down I knew it never would.


  “The diner?” Brett asked as I nearly drove past it.


  “Right,” I said, yanking myself out of my head while easing into a parking spot on the street.


  Brett ambled out of the car and looked over at me with those piercing blue eyes. “Not like we had too many other choices.” He shrugged.


  “This is true,” I agreed, forcing myself to be in the moment with him and not wallow in the past.


  “A burger sounds good,” Brett said as we stepped onto Main Street. “Besides, it’d be great to just hang out for a while. Outside of the hospital and the cabin.” He laughed, casually bending and straightening his leg as we walked.


  Diner burgers were Jamie’s favorite.


  “I guess.” I hadn’t really thought about it. Helping Brett out was just another thing on the schedule that I kept jam-packed. I was close to completing my nursing degree. Class on Mondays and Tuesdays. Clinical hours on Wednesday and Thursday. Volunteering at the hospital between hours of studying the rest of the week. I usually squeezed in a workout or two, and maybe a night out with my sister when she was home. Which she wasn’t right now. She was out touring the country with her boyfriend, which meant more hours at the hospital for me. I’d squeezed giving Brett rides to and from check ups and physical therapy appointments on the calendar without as much as a second thought. Helping people out was kind of my thing.


  Over the past couple months I’d fallen into a friendship with Brett that I hadn’t expected. He was fun and easy going. He didn’t look at me like I might fall apart at any second like most people in Halstead did. With good reason, I guess. Most girls didn’t lose their fiancé at the ripe old age of nineteen. I knew Reid had probably told him about Jamie, but he’d never inquired so I’d yet to volunteer any info.


  As much as I liked that Brett didn’t handle me with kid gloves, he also made me nervous. A kind of nervous I hadn’t felt in a very long time. A kind of nervous that I wasn’t quite sure I was ready for.


  I especially wasn’t ready for the casual way he leaned across the booth in the diner and reached over, his elbow resting on the table between us as his hand brushed aside my hair. His hand lingered a moment on my neck, his fingertips trailing up and then down my skin in a slow, seductive manner. My skin rippled with goosebumps as soon as he leaned back in his seat.


  “See? Hanging out with me could be... fun,” he said. My eyes glanced up momentarily into his and then back to my menu. “We should have a little fun, Georgia.” He bit back a grin. “It’s allowed. I promise.”


  What just happened?


  His gaze was different—less playful and far more enticing than I was used to from him.


  No. No, this wasn’t allowed. This was mine and Jamie’s place and being here with Brett, letting him touch me, liking it, was wrong.


  Panic rose like bile in my throat.


  “Why’d you do that?” I asked, setting my menu down. A faint tightness in my chest and throat made it hard to breath.


  “I wanted to see your face,” he said nonchalantly, as if he hadn’t just crossed the line between us. The line that I was comfortable with. The line that kept me safe. I was used to Brett making innuendos from time to time, but this caught me off guard. “Can I not touch you?”


  The physicality of his actions—the slow, steady sweep of his hand across my skin had made it impossible to think. I could tell by the smirk on his face that he knew exactly what kind of affect he’d had on me and while a part of me felt exhilarated, and admittedly a bit turned on, I felt like I was doing something wrong.


  “No. I mean... I don’t know. I...” I kept trying to reason out an answer until a waitress came to take our order. “I forgot that I need to go to the library,” I blurted out. “Big test this week,” I padded the lie. “Let’s get our food to go then I’ll drop you off.”


  


  * * *


  


  How did I let that happen?


  I’d asked myself the same question a handful of times, but I still couldn’t come up with a good solid answer. Could Brett touch me? Sure. I mean, we weren’t strangers. We’d walked arm in arm through the hospital and I hadn’t thought twice about it, but the touch in the diner was different. It was fueled by much more than friendship. It was more sensual and less innocent. Perhaps Brett had caught on to my stolen glances and how I sometimes let my eyes linger long than they should have. He was subtlety calling me out. The real question was…did I want him to touch me? The second he was out of the car when I’d dropped him off at Reid’s cabin, I’d let out a deep breath that I might have been holding in the remainder of the ride.


  I’d driven around for over an hour after I left Brett. Once I’d lied to him about having somewhere to be, his laid back posture stiffened. We’d waited for our food and driven back to the cabin in mostly silence, peppered with awkwardness and short answers from both of us. The look on his face when he was getting out of the car caused a physical ache in my chest. I wasn’t sure if he was shocked or sad about it. But I’d hurt his feelings in some way and I hadn’t meant to.


  Truth be told, our interaction had scared me. Not only because of his reputation, but because I liked the way it felt when he was touching me. The stroke of his hand on my neck had my insides coiled tightly. It made me giddy, which made me feel like a teenager again. I wanted to be a woman, not a teenager. I needed to start behaving like I was in my twenties. A guy was interested in me, or physically attracted to me at least, it shouldn’t have been a big deal.


  Don’t make it a big deal then, Georgia, I told myself as I tried to fall asleep that evening.


  Until Brett, I honestly hadn’t even entertained the idea of going on a date with anyone, let alone being physical with someone. I’d become numb to the entire concept. Not that anyone had asked. Every guy in Halstead knew Jamie and knew my story. Maybe it scared them. Maybe I appeared unavailable. Brett either didn’t know or didn’t care, which was kind of liberating. I found it hard to believe that Reid or my sister hadn’t filled him in on at least some of my backstory.


  My fingers found the chain that I constantly wore around my neck and I pulled on it until the engagement ring Jamie had given me slipped out from beneath my t-shirt. I’d stopped wearing the ring on my finger when I couldn’t take the looks of pity anymore.


  “That poor girl.”


  “Surely she’ll find someone else.”


  “Not if she keeps holding onto a ghost…”


  I’d heard it all when they thought I wasn’t listening. The people in my small town just had to talk about me—and everyone else for that matter. The truth was…they were right. That poor girl indeed. Once I’d slipped the ring onto a chain and tucked it under my shirt, the comments seemed to slow. Little did they know I was still holding onto him. To the future I’d never have. I was still thinking about him. Every single night.


  The difference was tonight, between thoughts of Jamie and how it used to be, how it could’ve and should’ve been, thoughts of Brett Sallinger managed to sneak in as well.
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  “Hey buddy,” I said as I brought the phone up to my ear.


  “Hey yourself,” Hoyt Travers answered. “How’s the knee coming along?”


  “Getting there. Slowly but surely,” I replied.


  “And the blueprints for the track?”


  “Same as the knee, man.” Staring over the plans for the new Travers Track was getting stale. Straightaways, holeshots and berms were all I saw when I closed my eyes these days. Since Georgia had blown me off, I’d thrown myself into coming up with as many layouts as possible. I’d already sketched out thirteen possibilities and I was growing bored with it. With Reid out on a PR tour, Hoyt coaching a new rider for Throttled Energy, and me laid up, this was the only role I could really play in our new business partnership.


  When springtime rolled around, we were going to be ready to start moving dirt. The sooner the better. The end goal for the track and shop may have been to expand the Travers Racing brand and offer riders a top-notch facility, but short term was ruining Gregurich. After the shit he pulled with Reid and Nora, and landing me in the ER, the least we could do was give karma a jump-start on biting him in the ass. With a new track and ProShop in Halstead, there was no way Beau Gregurich was going to be able to stay in business. Especially with professional motocross riders names attached.


  Hoyt chuckled and I took the opportunity to change the subject before he asked for details about the track I was tired of discussing.


  “How’s the coaching gig going?”


  “It’s going,” he replied with a sigh that told me it wasn’t going quite as well as he’d expected it to. He sounded as drained as I felt. “That’s actually why I’m calling,” he continued.


  I had only heard from Hoyt once since he’d left to go back to Texas over a month ago. He’d called to check in on me right after surgery, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember what we’d talked about. Hospital drugs and anesthesia will do that to you. Hoyt might have been Reid’s little brother, but the two of us had grown close over the past couple years. Hoyt was working as our manager/trainer/keep-us-out-of-trouble liaison. He was a good guy and I was stoked for him when he’d been hired to train a new up and coming rider for Throttled Energy.


  “Well you know I’m a wealth of knowledge,” I teased. “What’s up? Your sexy new rider giving you a run for your money?”


  Shortly after Hoyt left Halstead, Reid and I had discovered that the rider Hoyt had been hired to train was a chick. When we searched the name Chayse McCade on the Internet, we found out that not only was she a female rider, but a very attractive one at that. I was actually happy to hear from Hoyt and down to listen to his girl problems. Maybe whatever was going on in his life could take my mind off of the fact that the girl I was interested in had no interest in me.


  “She’s definitely proving to be a handful,” he said, followed by a deep breath. “She doesn’t listen worth a shit. She already thinks she knows everything there is to know about riding. I’m not even sure what I can do to possibly get her to listen to me. I just need some advice, and you seem to know how to get a response out of a woman.”


  True. Well, most women. “I’m not sure if that’s the kind of response you’re looking for.” I laughed, thinking about the response I’d gotten from Georgia. Hoyt probably should have called his brother about this one. “I mean, I’m pretty good at getting some women to listen, but not on a race track. I could tell you how to unhook her bra with one hand, but as far as getting her to take direction when it comes to riding…I might not be the best candidate.” There was a long pause on the other end of the phone and I wondered exactly what kind of advice Hoyt was looking for. Maybe the track wasn’t where he wanted advice. “I mean, does she think you have any idea what you’re talking about? Maybe you need to show her what you can do on the track and how you helped Reid. Or do you think she’s un-teachable?”


  “Not completely,” he said. “But no, she doesn’t seem to think I know what I’m talking about. At all. I was hired to help her, but she acts like I’m an idiot. It’s so frustrating. When she does take my advice she rides so much better. So much cleaner. It’s her stubborn streak that’s holding her back, you know?”


  “I’m familiar,” I replied immediately picturing Reid. “Sounds like she might be a bit like your brother.”


  “If Reid had a killer figure and long dark hair that’s exactly who he’d be.” We both let out a laugh.


  “Can you imagine your brother in a bikini?” I teased.


  “Why the hell would I want to?” he asked, sounding mildly repulsed but laughing just the same. A moment passed and we regained our composure. I wanted Hoyt to know that despite my constant joking, I heard what he was saying. “Actually, Sally, she’s more like you. You know, all wild and untamable.”


  “I’m not untamable. Not completely.” I mean, he wasn’t wrong. I liked doing things my way, but I liked to think that I wasn’t a complete lost cause. Too bad the girl I was interested in behaving for had no desire to try and tame me.


  “Well, maybe she’s a little worse,” he countered. “And she is the only female on the team so there’s the whole gender chip on the shoulder thing. But she definitely has your no-fucks-given style.”


  “You just need to make her listen just like you made your brother listen,” I suggested. “Make her see that you do know what’s best. Stick with it,” I encouraged. “Help her realize that what you helped Reid to accomplish is possible for her too. I’m sure she’ll come around.”


  “I’ll try.”


  “Don’t try... do. You were hired because you are the best. Now earn that title,” I continued my pep talk. “You got this, man.”


  “You’re right,” he finally said, more confidently that he’d seemed at the beginning of our conversation. “I got this.”


  “There’s that Travers’ can-do-attitude.”


  “Yeah, we’ll see. The McCade don’t-want-to-listen attitude might actually be stronger,” he joked. “So what’s up with you? How’s the physical therapy and all that?”


  “Pretty good. Just focusing on getting back on the bike,” I told him. “Doc says I’m a beast. As per usual.”


  “Good to see you haven’t lost your drive.”


  “I am what I am. Besides, I need to get back on the track and remind people that Travers isn’t the only game in town.” I paused and I could practically hear him shaking his head. “Hey, can I ask you for some advice?”


  “Shoot.”


  “It’s not about riding.”


  Hoyt hesitated. “Okay…”


  “How in the hell do I get Georgia Bennett to give me the time of day?”


  A snorted breath came through the line. “I’d say she’s already giving it to you.” His tone sounded like he meant it. “Reid said she volunteered to help you out and you spend a lot of time together.”


  “Yeah, but I made a move yesterday and she kicked rocks so fast she nearly put my eye out.”


  “What do you mean you made a move?”


  “It was nothing really. Innocent, but she freaked.” Had I imagined that Georgia and I were getting more comfortable around each other? I mean, Christ, we’d been hanging out on and off for months now. I’d seen the way she’d looked at me. The way she flirted with me. I must not have been as good with reading women as I thought.


  “Not surprising. From what little I gather, I don’t think she’s dated anyone since Jamie.”


  “I hear about Jamie every time I mention her to Reid. So, what’s the story there? All I know is that he was her fiancé and he died serving overseas.”


  Hoyt cleared his throat loudly. “My brother isn’t big on details. Jamie was more than that to Georgia. They had been together practically their whole life. Hell, I was just a kid when I left Halstead, but I remember the two of them being glued at the hip even then.”


  “Hmm.” It was no wonder she didn’t act too enthused about dating. Childhood sweetheart was killed and now she was going to be a nun for the rest of her life. No way. This girl needed a rebound and bad. “Makes sense, I guess. She’s kind of…closed off.”


  “She’s been through a lot. And, from what I know about her last relationship, you’re competing against some pretty stiff competition. Childhood sweetheart, war hero, all around good guy.” He gave it a moment to let it all sink in. “I’m not saying she won’t go out with you, but—”


  “I don’t stand a chance.” A sinking feeling hit my stomach hard and I wondered if chasing after her was even worth my time. What if Hoyt was right? Maybe I wasn’t good enough for her. It wouldn’t be the first time a Travers told me I was reaching for something out of my league. Reid had mentioned it a month or so back when he caught on that I was into her.


  “I didn’t say that, Sally,” he said, probably trying to soften the blow. “I’m just saying that if you want a girl like Georgia Bennett, you’ve got to step up your game. The usual ‘hey baby, how’s it going’ thing isn’t going to work on her. She’s not a track bunny. She doesn’t give a shit what you can do on a dirt bike, man.”


  “Yeah,” I surmised. “I should probably just give it up. I won’t be here much longer anyway.”


  “Now where’s that Sallinger-can-do-attitude?” he laughed. “If you want to get to know her, get to know her. Find out everything you can about her and decide if she’s worth the effort. If she’s anything like her sister, then you’ll be a lucky man. I’ve never seen Reid happier than he is with Nora.”


  “That’s true. He’s all hearts and flowers these days.” I tried to make light of what Hoyt was saying. As much as I wanted to think I could change my ways with women, I wasn’t sure if it was possible. I didn’t know the first thing about hearts and flowers. I wasn’t even sure if I really wanted to. “I don’t know if I’m ready for that kind of thing. I mean, look at my past dealings with women. Is that even possible for me?”


  “It could be,” he said. “But, seriously, you need to decide if that’s the kind of guy you want to be, because if it’s not, don’t play games and put her through more than she’s already been through.”


  His words were well meaning, but the seed of doubt he’d planted was there. It was unnerving to say the least. I normally had no problem getting what I wanted. Or who I wanted. If I was going to get Georgia Bennett, even if it was just to be her rebound guy and help her move forward with her life, then I needed a new game plan.


  “Thanks, man,” I said before wishing him luck with his own girl troubles. “I’ll think about what you said.”


  


  * * *


  


  There was a knock on the door about an hour after I’d gotten off the phone with Hoyt and I hoped that my prayers of food delivery to the middle of nowhere had been answered. I’d already finished off the box of Froot Loops on the counter and my supplies were getting low. I really needed to make a trip to the grocery store. Seeing as how I’d spooked my local Uber driver, I was nervous about calling Georgia to ask for a ride. Dr. Forlani needed to release me to drive as soon as possible.


  What was I thinking staying in a town where I knew no one?


  I asked myself that question a few times over the past twenty-four hours. I wasn’t ready to go back to Texas and be surrounded by motocross twenty-four-seven. Or my overbearing mother. Her trip out after my surgery had been enough. I loved the woman, but she was a lot to take. Three days was my maternal limit…and hers. She’d flown back to Texas telling me, “I’ll see you at Thanksgiving,” after she’d made sure I was still alive. In my family, we all loved each other, but we all did our own thing, which was fine by me.


  I’d stayed in Halstead for the simplicity of small town living. The quiet and calm that would allow me to focus on my recovery and come back stronger than before. The calm and quiet had given me exactly what I’d asked for. Almost too much time to focus on recovery. It was all I did to the point of excess. Every time I started to doubt that I was going to be able to ride again, I tried to focus on something else. Most of the time it didn’t work. Luckily, the other reason I stayed was standing on my front porch holding a pizza box when I opened the door. The second I saw her I knew that she’d provide plenty of distraction. I swallowed back that chip my conversation with Hoyt had put on my shoulder. If Georgia was here on her own freewill then that meant there was still a chance.


  “Hey there,” she said with a nervous smile. “Peace offering?” She held out the pizza box. She was dressed from head to toe in green scrubs with her hair pinned back on both sides. Maybe not the sexiest outfit I’d seen, but seeing it on her made my mouth water. “Can we talk?”


  I waited a second before answering, Hoyt’s suggestion about getting to know her replayed in my head. “Sure.” I stepped aside and let her in. My eyes didn’t miss the opportunity to check out her ass as she walked over to the kitchen and place the pizza on the counter. Old habits, I guess. “What’s up?” I asked, shifting my eyes up before she turned to catch me staring.


  “I’m sorry about yesterday,” she blurted out. “You caught me off guard and I—”


  “No. Hey. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.” I tried to apologize. “I didn’t mean to do anything to make you uncomfortable.”


  “You didn’t. It’s okay.” She shook her head. “I overreacted. You can touch me.” I could? It was okay?


  “Okay…that might be dangerous permission to give me.” I couldn’t help but grin. Well, now I was beyond interested in what she had to say.


  She bit her bottom lip and took a step closer. “Yeah. I mean, you know, people touch each other. I just wasn’t expecting it.” She smiled. “Not that I shouldn’t have been. We flirt. We tease each other. I get that whatever there is between us would normally be headed in the direction you tried to take it yesterday.”


  “And what direction is that?” I folded my arms across my chest. Now I was caught off guard. I wasn’t sure who was steering this conversation and where it was headed.


  “The direction that two normal twenty-somethings who are attracted to each other might go.” Her cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink and she looked away as I took a seat across from her at the small kitchen table. Seeing her shyness was both adorable and enlightening—her reaction to our relationship, or whatever it was, only proved to me that I needed to be extra careful. Treading lightly was something I definitely wasn’t used to, but if it meant getting closer to her I’d do it.


  “Well, it’s nice to hear you admit that you’re attracted to me.”


  “Come on. I’d figured you’d caught on by now.” She grinned nervously.


  “The feeling’s mutual.”


  “It’s just that I’m not...” she paused and blew out a breath, making a pouty expression with her mouth that caught my attention. “It’s been a while since I’ve dated anyone. It’s been a while since I’ve done anything with anyone.”


  I nodded. “I understand that, Georgia. Hell, I’m sure you’ve Googled me. I’ve never really dated anyone,” I confessed, earning a chuckle from her. The heaviness between us started to pass, but then I opened my mouth. “I don’t want to pressure you. I’m not asking you to marry me.” I realized immediately that I’d said the wrong words. The hitch in her breathing proved it. Bringing up marriage was not a joking matter to a girl with a dead fiancé. “Shit. I’m sorry.”


  “It’s fine,” she said shortly.


  “It’s not fine.” I shook my head feeling like a complete asshole. “I’m an idiot,” I bumbled on while my chest constricted with each word out of my mouth. What was it about this girl that made me unable to think straight? I took a breath and tried to get it right. “What I was trying to say is that I just want to get to know you. I want to hang out with you. I want to...” I trailed off, I didn’t know how to say it without coming off as just wanting her physically.


  “You want to what?”


  “I like spending time with you. Getting to know you,” I said. “And, I want to be able to touch you in a way that two people who are more than friends touch each other.” I held her gaze for a moment and when she didn’t look away from me I knew she was at least considering the idea. When she reached out across the table and placed her hand on mine, I felt my heart stutter. “But I don’t want to scare or overwhelm you. And I definitely don’t want to piss you off and send you running for the hills again. So if you need a warning before I touch you, say the word and we’ll come up with a signal or something.”


  Her chest rose as she took a deep breath. “I’m not saying that I’m ready for us to jump into bed, but I’m not opposed to the idea of seeing what this is between us.” She sucked in a shallow breath as soon as the words were out of her mouth. She had no idea how much I appreciated her saying that she’d give me a chance. Hoyt was right. The girl sitting across from me was special and I had a lot to prove if I didn’t want to screw this thing up. “Maybe just keep it casual,” she suggested.


  I didn’t really know any other way to have a relationship so I’d play ball.


  “Casual,” I told her. “Simple.”


  “Yeah,” she nodded her head in agreement. “No pressure. No expectations. I mean it’s not like you’re going to be in Halstead forever. Not to mention, I’m so busy with work and school that I don’t really have time for anything serious.”


  “Serious isn’t really my thing anyway.” At least according to most. If she wanted a fling, I’d be more than happy to help her out in that department. It was my specialty.


  Part of me felt relieved and part of me felt…conflicted.


  I didn’t want anything serious. Did I?


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  “Perfect.”


  “Then it’s settled. We’re into each other. We’re adults. We’re on the same page. I’m all for seeing what happens,” Brett accepted my proposal with a smile. “And we can take it as slow as you’d like,” he promised.


  I might not have been completely ready for a relationship of any kind, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like if I denied myself the opportunity to find out if there was anything between us. Maybe the goosebumps in the diner were a fluke. Maybe once I knew him better I wouldn’t be as physically attracted to him as I thought I was. Maybe this whole thing would fizzle out before it even got off the ground. Whatever the outcome was, I had to know.


  I had to take a chance.


  I nodded. “Slow sounds good.”


  Once we’d agreed that the idea of something more was on the table, we shared the pizza I’d brought and picked up our normal conversation like our weird encounter yesterday had never happened and no major changes to our relationship had been made. It was easy with him, nothing ever felt forced or uncomfortable. He somehow managed to keep my mind off of a lot of things I felt constantly bombarded with. He asked me about school and I had asked him how he spent his day.


  One thing I liked about being with Brett was that he seemed genuinely interested in what I did every day. My routine had been so rigorous for so long, most people didn’t even ask anymore. They knew my schedule, and me. I’d been in this town my entire life, so there weren’t many surprises. But to Brett I was all new and shiny and kind of a mystery. I had to admit, I liked being intriguing to someone.


  When he asked if I wanted to watch a movie, I had a better idea. The television screen in the living room was displaying a still screen of the motocross game I’d seen him playing before.


  “Teach me how to play?” I nodded toward the game console.


  His answering smile made me smile back.


  “You bet.” He grabbed one of the wireless controllers from the coffee table and directed the game back to a home screen where he selected two players. “So who do you want to be? The best?” He winked giving me a devilish grin.


  “You’re on a video game?” A character of his likeness popped up on the screen. The semblance was uncanny. His dishwater blond head covered by a backward flat-billed hat. The animation of his face was even spot on. The signature smirk and cocky lean as he crossed his arms, waiting on the player to select him as their avatar. “Oh my God.”


  “Pretty cool, right?” He chuckled as he sat down on the sofa next to me. His weight caused the leather cushions to sink and me to shift in my seat until our shoulders were barely touching. I could feel the heat of his body against mine. He briefly bit on his bottom lip before grinning. “I’m kind of a big deal, huh?”


  “Only person I know who has his own video game character.”


  “Not true,” he replied with a shake of his head. “If you feel like coming in second place, you can always go Team Travers,” he said, taking the controller from my hand and scrolling over until Reid popped up on the screen. I wondered if Nora had seen this yet. It was surreal to see people I actually knew on a video game.


  “That’s crazy.” I shook my head as I pointed up at the screen. “Look, they even got that serious scowl thing he does so well.”


  “You can even see that little vein that pops out of his neck when he’s trying to look all tough.”


  “Holy crap, you can!” I laughed as I picked up the other controller and started to scroll through the available players. Reid and Brett were the only familiar faces. “Maybe I’ll be this guy.” I settled on one with a red and black jersey. He wasn’t bad to look at and the stats on the screen said he was capable. Not that it mattered. I was a novice gamer at best. The last video game I’d played was Mario Kart when I was in the eighth grade. With Jamie.


  I tried to push back the memory—even though it was a good one—and focus on what was happening right then. I had to do this. I had to move on and make new memories with new people. I wanted to. It was time.


  “Yeah, he’s all right.” Brett shrugged. “He’ll get the job done.” He selected himself—of course—and the screen split between us. “Okay, you’re on the right. I’m on the left.” He gave me a quick tutorial of toggles and buttons and I nodded my head when I thought I had it down.


  “Let’s do this,” I said feigning confidence. The race started and our two racers took off on their dirt bikes. It took all of two seconds for me to realize I was in completely over my head. I couldn’t steer straight. I kept hitting the gas when I wanted to hit the brake. My rider fell off his bike almost instantly. “Shit.” I huffed.


  “Get back up. Press X.” Brett laughed as his rider zoomed through the pack and 1st Place flashed on the top of his screen.


  I did as he said and my rider was back on his bike. I did my best to keep my guy on two wheels, but by the time I’d made one full lap the race was over. 12th Place.


  “That’s last isn’t it?” I asked.


  “Best last place finish I’ve ever seen,” he said sweetly rocking his body against mine. “You’ll get it. It’s a hard game to master.”


  “I’d say you’ve got it down.” I laughed, pointing out that his character was standing on a podium surrounded by two top-heavy women in bikinis and holding up a first place trophy. The smile on screen matched the one in real life.


  “I’ve had a lot of practice. Especially now that I can’t actually ride a dirt bike. This is the next best thing.”


  “Is that what a real win is like? Girls hanging all over you and a big trophy?” If that was Brett’s real life, it was no wonder he’d gotten himself such a reputation. Beautiful women fawning all over him. Constant applause and accolades. The game was painting a very interesting lifestyle.


  “It can be.” He shrugged. “It has been,” he confessed. “Some of the excess gets old after a while. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”


  “You’d mentioned Googling you earlier. I did.” I winced slightly. It was as good a time for any for full disclosure.


  “Oh yeah,” his demeanor suddenly shifted from casual to concerned. “What did good old Google have to say?”


  “It said that races ended like that,” I pointed up at the screen, “on more than one occasion.”


  “That’s a fair assessment.” He nodded. “I’ve been a single guy on a professional motocross circuit for a while now. I have a corporate sponsor who pays a lot of money to keep us all happy, I suppose. But it’s exactly what it looks like. Nothing more, nothing less.”


  “I’m not going to judge you, Brett,” I assured him. “I mean, I don’t really have a good leg to stand on considering that I’ve dated all of one person in my whole life. Who am I to tell anyone how to live their life?”


  “I literally only have one good leg to stand on.” He patted his knee. “But for the record, I think I’m ready for a change. That, those girls, they’re all kind of the same. It gets kind of boring to be honest.”


  “Oh, because I’m so exciting,” I said under my breath.


  “Seriously?” He placed his hand on my arm, letting me know he’d heard full well what I’d said. “You are exciting. I actually want to get to know you. Them,” he said nodding toward the television and the two girls hanging on his character’s arms, “If I wasn’t on a bike they wouldn’t look at me twice. They aren’t worth the effort.” Looking into his eyes, I believed what he was saying. Well, except for the not looking at him part. He was wrong. You couldn’t not look at him. I did believe that he wanted to get to know me, and not the me that everyone else thought they knew. I just wasn’t entirely sure why.


  “Good to know.” I had to admit his words were comforting. I’d said I wouldn’t judge him, but his past did have me thinking about what it would be like to be with someone like Brett. It was far too soon for me to think about it, but the thought was there nonetheless. Could I date someone who had women throwing themselves at him? How did my sister do it? Nora seemed happy with Reid, so there was no reason to believe that I couldn’t be. There I was getting far too ahead of myself again.


  Brett winked at me and rested his weight on my side. “A guy who’s been with too many and a girl who’s been with too few. This could get interesting.”


  I swallowed hard. “That it could.”


  


  * * *


  


  The rest of our night together continued in the same vein. Light and fun. Just what I was looking for, and judging from Brett’s attentiveness toward me, him too.


  “I don’t think we need to go out for a fancy dinner,” I told him. “I’m good with pizza.” He’d been suggesting date ideas for the last twenty minutes, insisting that he take me out somewhere proper the next time we hung out.


  “Fine,” he huffed. “But for real, how about a movie or something?”


  Spiderman. The last movie I’d seen with Jamie flashed in my head. Only a week before he’d shipped off for basic training. I swallowed back the guilt that seemed to rear its ugly head when I thought about Jamie while I was with Brett. I had to stop letting everything I did remind me of Jamie. It had become a habit and as much as I wanted his memory to live on, it was keeping me from being present.


  “I’m getting real sick and tired of beating all Hoyt’s high scores on X-Box.” Brett ran his hand down my arm and I reminded myself that I wasn’t doing anything wrong.


  “I don’t know,” I said, thinking about everything I had to do. “I’m swamped with classwork this week, plus I need to put in a shift at the hospital.”


  “You do realize that you’re not getting paid to work at the hospital, right?”


  “It counts as experience on my resume,” I argued. “Not all payment is in the form of money.”


  “False. Money is better.” He laughed, obviously amused with himself. “Nothing is more important,” he added, facetiously.


  “You’re terrible.” I laughed.


  “I’m only kidding,” he assured. “But seriously. Money is kind of awesome.”


  I shook my head but couldn’t help but smile at his smirk.


  “I want to take you out and repay you for helping me out,” he dropped the playfulness from his voice. “I know you didn’t sign up for all of this.” He motioned to his injured leg. I had actually signed up for it. Reid had to leave for work and my sister wanted to go with him. With Brett staying behind in Halstead to receive treatment from Dr. Forlani, there was no one else to help him out so I volunteered. Like I said, I like to keep busy. And, well, he’s pretty to look at.


  “Are you planning on paying me to take you to movie?” I teased. Brett hadn’t been released to drive yet, so if he wanted to go somewhere he had to get a ride. Believe it or not, taxis had yet to become a thing in my small Midwestern town.


  “I hadn’t,” he paused, “but I will let you get the large popcorn. Maybe some M&M’s if you play your cards right.”


  “Oh my,” I said. “You really know how to treat a lady.” I shook my head. A movie did sound fun, but it also sounded like an official date. Especially if he was buying. That didn’t exactly fit with the casual arrangement we’d just agreed to earlier.


  “You know it, sweetheart,” he said with a wink.


  You can do this. You can date a guy. Casually. That’s all this is. Killing time while he’s stuck here.


  “Come on, Georgia,” he pleaded. “You need to have a little fun once in a while too.”


  “Okay. It’s a date then, I guess,” I agreed as he walked me to the front door. Three hours had passed in what seemed like three minutes. I didn’t see the harm in us continuing whatever it was we started on a date.


  “For real? You’re sure?” He slipped his hand around mine. He tugged slightly, and I turned to face him. His action, much like the one in the car, was small, but I felt my pulse speed up as he looked down at me. “A real date?”


  “A real date,” I agreed with a slight nod. “You’re right. It wouldn’t kill me to have a little fun.” That giddy feeling was coming over me again and I did my best to not look like a fool standing there grinning.


  “I’ll try to keep the fun having to a minimum,” he joked. “Night, Georgia.”


  “Goodnight, Brett.” We both reached for the doorknob at the same time and our bodies nearly collided. His face was just inches from mine, and I watched as he wet his lips with a quick slip of his tongue. His hand drifted slowly down my arm and back up to my shoulder while he closed the distance between us. The anticipation of knowing exactly what he was going to do had my stomach fluttering with feelings I hadn’t experienced in a long time.


  I was frozen in place as I watched him move. His eyes remained on mine, silently asking if I wanted him to continue. I did. I inhaled the clean male scent of him and leaned toward him, letting my eyes fall shut.


  Brett Sallinger, the bad boy of motocross, the one they said could not be tamed, kissed my lips softly, sweetly, and it felt… incredible.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  “Come on, buddy,” Will, my physical therapist, said as I pressed my legs out as far as I could. Using the weight machine had been my idea. I wasn’t scheduled to introduce equipment to my therapy until week four, but I was feeling capable. Ever since Georgia Bennett let me kiss her perfect lips, I’d felt invincible. The ache in my muscles said it was definitely working. My knee was only slightly throbbing. I could handle it. I couldn’t afford to be lax with the rehab, not if I wanted to get back on my bike soon. I’d managed ten reps, and judging by the look on Will’s face he was pleased with my progress. “Nice.”


  “Felt good,” I said as he locked the plate in place and gave my legs a much-needed rest. “And you said five,” I chuckled.


  “Yeah, well, I knew you’d go hard,” he teased. Along with Dr. Forlani, Will seemed to know what he was talking about. I felt stronger after each session with him, and it didn’t hurt that he was a former athlete as well. He knew exactly what it meant to need to be on the track, or field¸ in his case. In our brief time together, we’d shared war stories. Just like I’d been forced off my bike, Will had been forced to give up baseball. From what he had told me, he was slated to hit the big leagues as a starting pitcher when his shoulder gave out.


  “Scale of one to ten, how am I doing?”


  “Seriously?” He shook his head. “You really need a statistical validation?”


  “Damn right I do. I gotta be the best.”


  “You’re knocking it out of the park.”


  “There we go. A good ole baseball analogy. There’s the Will I’ve come to know and love.” That earned me a shot to the shoulder from him. “Easy there, I’m injured.”


  Will rolled his eyes as the two of us walked over to the water cooler. I filled up my bottle and the two of us continued to give each other a hard time.


  “Maybe you need to have Dr. Forlani build you a new shoulder from cadaver parts,” I suggested. “Get you back on the mound.”


  “I’m not sure a dead guy’s arm would do the trick,” he said. “Besides, who would be here to train your sorry ass if I was gone?”


  “Very true. No new arm until I’m back to one-hundred percent.” I laughed. “Think it would be all right if I started driving?” I asked. “I mean, it’s my left leg.”


  “Yeah probably. Maybe give Doc a call and make sure,” he said. “I’m not sure why you’d want to though,” he continued. “I mean, from what I can see, you’ve got a ride.” He pointed out Georgia leaning against the doorframe. “Why mess with a perfectly good thing?”


  “Good point.” I had to agree. Just the sight of her standing there did something strange to me. It was the same feeling I got in my stomach just before attempting a major stunt. Except there was no way to train for Georgia. I just had to wing it and hope I didn’t fuck up and scare her off.


  Seeing Georgia every chance I got was nice. Maybe I could wait a little longer before I got behind the wheel. In addition to the nervousness, a warm sensation settled into my chest the moment I laid eyes on her. It was odd considering most of the feelings I had when I looked at women seemed to be localized to one place in particular. The southern region. Not that she didn’t cause quite a stir in that area as well, but when it came to her there was…more.


  Georgia smiled and waved when she noticed we were looking at her. I hoped I wasn’t coming off as Creepy McStaresalot, but she was just so damn beautiful. I couldn’t help but look at her. The soft looking gray sweater she was wearing over a pair of dark blue skinny jeans made me want to wrap my arms around her. Pretty much everything she wore—everything she did—made me want to hold her in my arms. I hadn’t stopped thinking about the kiss we’d shared a few nights back. It was soft and sweet, but damn it all if it hadn’t been one of the greatest moments of my life. It took a lot of self-control to not push it further with her. But, if I wanted to be a stand-up guy, the kind of guy that deserved a girl like Georgia Bennett, I knew there would be a lot more self-controlled moments in my future.


  Standing there, watching her grin and wait for me, had made it worth it. I didn’t want to rush a single thing with her. I wanted to enjoy the time we had together. When we’d talked about our relationship histories, it made me realize, for the first time in my life, I wanted to know what it was like to really be with someone. In more than just a wham, bam, thank you ma’am kind of way. This so-called “casual” thing we were doing was starting to seem impossible. At least for me.


  “Hey, Georgia,” Will said when she finally walked over to where we were standing. “How are you?”


  “Good. You?” she asked politely, placing her hand on his arm to greet him. I assumed that they knew each other from working at the hospital. I hoped that that was the case anyway. She said she hadn’t dated anyone since Jamie. I had to believe a fling with a Physical Therapist was out of the question.


  “Well you look great,” he added. Will was smiling at her like everyone did, but it wasn’t settling right with me for some reason. She withdrew her hand from his arm after what seemed like an eternity and I suddenly realized I’d been frowning the entire time she was touching him.


  It was innocent, I told myself. She was just a friendly person offering a friendly greeting.


  “Thanks,” Georgia replied. “So do you.”


  She glanced at me after she accepted his compliment like she was checking to see if I noticed another guy thought she was pretty. Of course I freaking did. The real question was what the hell was he doing? Was he actually flirting with her in front of me? The grip on my water bottle tightened a little. Will’s dimpled smile and all around boy next-door good looks started to irritate me. He wasn’t bad looking, I guess. But, he wasn’t me. Surely, Georgia wasn’t interested in him. Was she? They carried on a short conversation about the terrible food choices in the cafeteria. It was more than their conversation that made me lose my appetite.


  So this is what jealousy feels like.


  Despite the fact that their interaction was cordial and not at all threatening, I couldn’t help but focus on the way his smile lingered after she spoke to him. He’d be here in town after I headed back to Texas. And her fling with me would be the stepping-stone to something real with him, or a guy like him. The heat in my chest spread to my face and I knew it had a lot more to do with watching them interact than the workout I’d just finished.


  I tried to settle myself down, turning my head slightly to the side and feeling the bones in my neck crack, which only made the thought of putting my fist through his face that much more appealing. I chalked it up to the testosterone boost I had after my training, but the idea of another guy putting the moves on her was too much to take at the moment. I couldn’t remember ever giving two shits about a girl I was with talking to another guy. This right here was unknown territory, ladies and gentlemen. Seeing her smile at him and give someone else her attention had me all kinds of tormented. Not to mention, Will was probably more her type. The two of them had way more in common than the two of us. I was adrenaline and good times, he was in her field of study and probably a lot more like Jamie than I was. The time for my usual game was gone. I needed to step up to the plate if I wanted this girl. Will could eat his baseball analogies with a big side of stay the hell away from my girl.


  “You ready?” I asked, needing to get out of there before I convinced myself that Will was an actual threat. I didn’t need to beat my therapist’s ass for talking to a girl that wasn’t even mine to begin with.


  Yet, anyway.


  “Yep.”


  “See you in a couple days, man,” I told Will as I tossed my arm over Georgia’s shoulder. He might not have had any hidden agenda with her, but I wanted to make my point nonetheless. Georgia Bennett might not have been mine, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to be anyone else’s. Not while I was in town anyway.


  


  * * *


  


  Georgia had agreed to take me by the local grocery store. The Froot Loops were gone, along with the left over pizza. Bare cupboards were not something I usually dealt with. I spent so much time on the road and in training that eating out had become my normal routine.


  “You coming in?” I asked when she didn’t turn off the car after parking. There were only a few cars in the lot of the small town store. I appreciated the ease of going shopping. Back in Texas, the closest grocer was a big box store that I avoided at all costs.


  “You want me to?”


  “Well yeah,” I nodded, “I don’t know what’s healthy and what’s not. Aren’t you the one always telling people to take care of themselves?” Add it to the list of things that had me interested in her. I’d kind of always only thought about myself, so I was more than intrigued by a girl who seemed to think about everyone but herself.


  “Okay,” she said with a smile while getting out of the car. As we walked across the parking lot, I felt her hand brush mine and didn’t waste a second grabbing a hold of it. I watched her eyes fall down to where our hands interlocked. There was a moment of hesitation and I worried she was going to pull her hand free. She didn’t.


  “So…what are we buying?” she said as we walked hand in hand into the grocery store.


  “Something pre-made,” I suggested. “I can’t cook for shit.”


  “Well, I can,” she said proudly. “I could make you dinner.” Her hand slipped from mine so she could get a shopping cart. Her dinner offer quickly made up for not being able to touch her at the moment.


  “Okay, chef. What’s on the menu?”


  “Um...” She pursed her lips in the cutest way as she thought. “Baked chicken? Spaghetti? What’s your favorite food?”


  “Anything that isn’t from a box is good by me.” I’d eat whatever she fixed. With a smile. Twice if I had to. Even if she burned it.


  She suggested we head over to the meat counter and decide what looked the freshest. As she pushed the cart ahead of me I placed my hands on her shoulders and gave her a quick squeeze. This whole being able to touch her thing without feeling like I was pushing her out of her comfort zone was nice. It felt so natural. It felt like we might just be a couple. A couple doing normal couple things, whatever those were. I had to admit, I liked it.


  I was slowly starting to understand the draw people had to relationships. She was going to cook for me. She wanted to talk about actual, meaningful things. She called me out on my bullshit when need be. Maybe Reid was on to something when he decided to lock it down with Nora. This whole girlfriend thing might actually be worth it in the long haul. And so far all we’d done is kiss and hold hands. People’s heads would spin if they actually thought Brett Sallinger was considering settling down. Hell, my head was spinning.


  After Georgia pointed out two steaks that she wanted, the butcher wrapped them in white paper and handed them over the counter.


  “So what about dessert?” I said playfully into her ear. Her giggle as she leaned into me had my blood pumping. If things kept going the way they were, more than a kiss was inevitable. I’d never wanted to show a woman how badly I wanted her. “I’ve got a couple of ideas.”


  “Is that so?” She laughed again as I let my lips brush against her neck. I couldn’t help myself, I inhaled deeply. Jesus, she smelled good. A sweetness that was undefinable. Maybe lilies? And here I’d thought bike exhaust was my favorite scent. Not anymore. The two of us were in the middle of a small town supermarket, completely oblivious to the world. It was fan-fucking-tastic. “What did you have in—”


  “Georgia?” A woman’s voice called out sharply, bursting the bubble we’d put ourselves in. I felt Georgia’s body tense against mine and as quick as she was in my arms she was shrugging out of them leaving me alone with shopping cart. I had no idea who this woman was, but she just cock blocked me. Hard. Just as I was making progress…


  “Iris,” Georgia said, the tension in her voice was a clear as the tension in her shoulders. “How are you?”


  The woman was in her late forties, I guessed. She appeared a bit worn down. Tired even.


  “It’s good to see you,” Iris said. I didn’t miss the way she let her eyes fall on me or the stiff look of disapproval on her face. Judging from Georgia’s reaction, she hadn’t missed it either.


  “Iris, this is Brett Sallinger.” Georgia looked back at me and I could see the panic lacing her eyes. “Brett, this is Iris Shaw.” Was she actually afraid of introducing me to this woman? “He’s a friend of Reid Travers. You remember Reid don’t you?” I was a friend a Reid’s, but it stung a little that she had introduced me as only that.


  “I do,” she replied. “I think Jamie rode dirt bikes with him a few times before he moved away.” That’s when realization struck.


  Iris Shaw.


  Georgia’s demeanor was suddenly understandable. This was Jamie’s mother standing in front of us. The woman who was slated to be her mother-in-law. The shameful look on Georgia’s face made me want to comfort her. Not that we were doing anything wrong.


  “He did,” Georgia confirmed. “They knew each other.”


  “I won’t keep you,” Mrs. Shaw offered up. “I just wanted to say hello. Don’t forget about Sunday. I hope you’ll be there. We apparently have a lot to catch up on.” Mrs. Shaw continued to push her cart passed us and gave me one more look of disapproval.


  “I’ll be there.” Georgia let out a heavy sigh as soon as Mrs. Shaw was in another aisle.


  “Well that was... awkward.”


  “Yeah,” she said softly. “Can we go?”


  I nodded. I understood how having Jamie’s mother see her with another guy would be uncomfortable, but it had been three years. Three years seems like a long enough time for someone to grieve. To me, anyway.


  Maybe the public display of affection between us had caught her off guard, but that woman had no right to make Georgia feel guilty. Which is exactly what she’d done. I could tell by the way Georgia refused to look at me until we were out of the confines of the market and back in the safety of her vehicle.


  “Are you all right?” I asked as we drove back to the cabin.


  “I will be,” she said with a nod. “I think.”


  “You can tell me about him, you know?” It might not have been the best time to bring Jamie up into the conversation, but was there ever really a good time? “I’m not going to get mad or weird. It’s not exactly a typical situation so if you needed to talk…I’m here. Just sayin.”


  “You want to hear about him?” She looked over at me.


  “I want to get to know you and it seems like he’s a pretty big part of who you are.”


  “He is…or he was,” she said slowly. “I don’t even know where to start. I guess at the beginning.” Her hands encircled the steering wheel. “We grew up together. I don’t really remember a time in my life where he wasn’t there. First as my friend and then as my boyfriend.” She swallowed. “And then as my fiancé.”


  Hearing her story continue—a story of childhood sweethearts turned lovers was a lot to take in. I thought I got the drift of the story from what I’d heard from Hoyt, but their connection was more than I’d ever anticipated.


  “He was my best friend first and foremost. I’m kind of still trying to figure out how to live without him, you know?” She bit down on her bottom lip, stopping it from quivering. “When something happens, good or bad, I want to call him. I want to know what he’d say…even though I knew him well enough that I can imagine. That’s probably sounds nuts. I don’t know how to explain it, Brett. It’s just…hard.”


  “Yeah.” I didn’t know, but I was trying to understand it. I was trying to put myself in her shoes, but how could I? “I guess I’ve never really had that kind of a connection with a member of the opposite sex, but I have lost friends before and I know it’s shocking at our age.”


  “As soon as he signed up for the military I had an uneasy feeling about it, but I never thought that I’d actually lose him, you know? I should have paid more attention to my gut.” Her hands were white knuckling the steering wheel and when tears began to streak down her face. The ache I had to pull her close and tell her that everything would be okay was overwhelming.


  This girl had been to hell and back. Being so young and losing someone so close to her. I guess I’d been lucky. My great grandma died when I was thirteen, but that was the most I’d dealt with death up close like that. I knew one guy who died in a motocross accident, but I wasn’t really close to him. I just knew him by association. “I’m sorry that you had to go through that. Truly, I am. You deserve to be happy and not to have to carry this pain around forever.”


  “It’s okay,” she said, sniffling back her tears. “It’s been three years. I need to move on. I need to not let it upset me all the time.”


  “You can’t help the way you feel,” I said, placing my hand on her thigh. I wanted to be there for her. I wanted her to know that she could talk to me about anything, even if it was painful for the both of us.


  “Thank you,” she said, finally looking over at me again. “I promise not to be such a Debbie Downer. Sometimes it just hits me out of nowhere.”


  Like an almost mother-in-law in the grocery store. This entire town was probably one big reminder for her.


  I nodded. At that moment, it was all I could do for her.
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  The phone rang twice before my sister picked up. “Hey G! How are you?”


  “Confused,” I said immediately. Not having my sister in our house was making my life tough. I had no one to talk to and right then I needed her. I dropped Brett and the groceries off at his house and promised to come back after class to cook him dinner. I needed a breather after seeing Jamie’s mom in the grocery store. Or better yet, after having Jamie’s mom see me cozied up to some guy that wasn’t her son.


  I’ve never been so hot and cold in my life. One minute, I’m feeling totally at ease with Brett. A casual stroll through the grocery store, picking out what we wanted for dinner, my hand in his. It felt natural. The sweet way he was flirting. Touching me. Whispering in my ear. It was all so exciting and new. I was aflutter and turned on, imagining how the rest of our day would play out together.


  It was nice feeling like I had someone to cook for, to flirt with, to imagine doing more with.


  Then, like having a bucket of ice dumped down my shirt, there stood Iris.


  Then he’d asked me about Jamie. I liked that he wanted to know me, but it was hard to talk about my past. God bless Brett though. He’d been sweet and attentive as I told him my story. I knew it probably wasn’t easy for him. Most people felt like shit after they heard about the poor girl whose fiancé had been taken away from her. It sure didn’t make me feel any better.


  For the first time, I wanted to leave Jamie’s memory in the past. And I didn’t know what that meant.


  “What’s the matter?” Nora said. Clearly my frustration was evident in my tone. “Is this about Brett? Did something happen?”


  “Kind of.”


  “What did he do? I’ll kill him,” she said, immediately being the defensive sister I loved. “I swear it. I don’t care if he’s injured.”


  “No, it’s not like that,” I assured her, laughing at her promise to protect me. “Brett has been nothing but a gentleman.”


  “Whew,” she chuckled, “I’ll take killing a Throttled Energy stunt rider off my to-do list then. So what’s the matter?”


  I tried to organize the jumble of thoughts in my head. But they were tangled up with emotions I still hadn’t sorted. “I should start at the beginning, I think.”


  “I’ve got nothing but time, little sister.”


  “So, you know that Brett and I have been spending a lot of time together,” I started.


  “I do.”


  “Well, things seem to be... changing.” I paused. “In a good way. I mean, I guess we are kind of dating.”


  “Really? You and Brett are like a thing? Georgia, I’m so proud of you!”


  “Slow down,” I could hear her excitement and see the double dates she was planning play out in her head. “It’s very early. We’ve barely kissed.”


  “But you did kiss him?” Nora’s giddiness was catching. I felt my stomach flip thinking about it myself.


  “Yes. It was just a peck.”


  “And?”


  “And what? We’re just taking things slow, Nora. It was just a kiss... and some hand holding... and maybe some PDA in the grocery store.”


  “Omigod!” she squealed. “Keep going,” she insisted. “I’m still not understanding why you are confused. Sounds to me like things are going perfectly.”


  “I saw Iris Shaw today,” I explained. “And Iris Shaw saw me wrapped up with Brett in front of the fresh meat section of Wohlman’s.”


  “Ahh...”


  “I was totally caught off guard and I just panicked and froze Brett out.”


  “Understandably, but it’s okay for you to move on. You know that, right?” She cleared her throat and I knew that whatever sisterly wisdom she was about to lay out for me needed to be heard. “Jamie has been gone for three years, G. Iris, or anyone else for that matter, shouldn’t make you feel bad about living your life. I’ve been worried you’d never move on, never let anyone else in. Brett’s a decent guy from what Reid says and I think being injured is probably helping him mature a bit.”


  “I know that. I really do,” I insisted. “But, what if I’m making a mistake? What if I’m jumping into this thing with Brett too quickly?”


  “You said it yourself that you’re taking it slow.”


  “We are.”


  “So quit worrying about what everyone else thinks and live. I can tell you from personal experience that sometimes you just need to go with it. Everything that’s meant to be will be.”


  “I feel like I’m giving up on Jamie’s memory or something,” I confessed.


  “You’re not,” Nora said. “I promise you that you are not. Jamie was special to you and always will be. Everyone knows that, but you need to do what’s best for you now. You’ve always put everyone else first. You can be selfish for a little bit if you want to.”


  “Okay. I’ll try.” Being selfish seemed about as far out there as me being mean or hateful. I’d always tried to think of everyone else’s feelings, but maybe my sister was right. Maybe I just needed to focus on mine for a change.


  “Good! Now tell me more about this kiss,” she demanded playfully.


  


  * * *


  


  After giving my sister as much detail as I thought she needed, she asked me if I would be available to meet a furniture moving company and a few delivery trucks on Tuesday at the house Reid had been building for his parents. The construction was almost finished and Nora and Reid would be bringing his mom and dad to the property in about a week. Of course I agreed to help get the house ready for the surprise. I added the date to my planner and made sure that I didn’t have anything else on the books.


  “Maybe Brett would like to help,” she suggested.


  “I’m sure he would,” I told her. “I’ll make sure to ask him tonight.”


  “You do that,” she said, letting the inflection in her voice add some sort of sexual tone to the comment. “You ask him. All. Night. Long.”


  “Now you’re just being immature,” I deadpanned.


  “I’m just so damn excited that you’re dating,” she said between laughs. “I want you to be happy, baby sister.”


  “I know you do.”


  I wanted me to be happy, too. I wanted to be able to move on. I’d been doing a decent job of compartmentalizing my past from my future. Something I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to do.


  After I’d gotten off the phone with my sister, I went to my psychology class and then headed home to grab a few things I needed for dinner. After seeing Iris, I was so shaken up that I’d forgotten to grab steak seasoning and sour cream for the baked potatoes we’d decided to fix.


  I freshened up—tousling my hair and reapplying a little bit of makeup—before heading out the door. The entire drive over, I felt the nervous anticipation of being around Brett build. I wanted to spend time with him. I wanted to see what it was like to just hook up with someone, no strings attached. I thought it might take some of the pressure off me knowing that he was leaving, but I was still anxious about it all. Could I actually go through with it? Could I just have a fling?


  The feel of Brett’s lips were definitely different than Jamie’s. I knew it would be. I had hoped it would be. Both of them were able to evoke a physical response from me, but that’s where the similarities ended. I wanted there to be a distinction between the two of them. The past and the present. They were two different people. I tried to not compare the two, even if Jamie was the only constant I had when it came to men. Brett was more experienced than I was. More experienced than Jamie was. It wouldn’t have been fair to any of us if I tried to compare them. So I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.


  When I pulled up to the cabin, I saw Brett standing on the front porch facing away from me. The fall weather had a chill blowing through the air as I stepped out of my car and grabbed the tote bag I’d brought from home. The thick line of trees along the edge of the property had started to lose their foliage, lining the path I walked on with dried leaves that crunched beneath my feet. I tucked my arm through the strap of the bag before wrapping my arms around my body to try to keep warm.


  The howl of the wind must have been enough to cover the rumble of my car when I drove up the gravel drive because Brett had yet to notice I was there. I saw him take a long slow drag off of a cigarette. I had seen him smoke once before. It was a while back when we were at a bar in town, but I didn’t know it was a habit of his.


  I was suddenly acutely aware of what the media had deemed “sensationalizing smoking.” As his full, firm lips wrapped around that cigarette and his chest slowly inhaled, I got it. I wanted to smoke that cigarette. I wanted to be that cigarette. I wanted to feel him take a long, slow drag off of me. I felt a grin spread across my face as I approached the steps of the porch.


  “That’s a terrible habit, you know,” I told him as I climbed the steps. “Smoking slows the body’s ability to heal. You’re only adding to your recovery time.” The nurse in me just couldn’t stop from giving him the facts, despite how sexy he made it look. “And not to mention…cancer.”


  “I didn’t hear you pull up,” he said, quickly discarding the cigarette in an old soda can he had sitting on the ledge. It appeared that this wasn’t the first time he’d taken a smoke break on the front porch. “Sorry.” He seemed more than apologetic. “Sometimes when I’m nervous or overwhelmed it seems to help. Or if I have too much to drink. I know I shouldn’t.”


  “It’s okay,” I told him. “We all have our little secrets,” I said with a smile as he took the bag I was carrying from my shoulder.


  “Is that right? And what’s yours?” he asked as he led me into the house. “You sneak cigarettes between midterms? No wait, shots of whiskey after a long shift?”


  “Not exactly.” I laughed, not knowing if I was ready to tell him my method of unwinding. I decided to pull the band-aid off quickly. “Coke.”


  “Coke? Well, shit. That escalated quickly,” he said with disbelief. “That’s a terrible habit, Georgia. It’s addictive and dangerous. Not to mention expensive and illegal.” I could see him mentally preparing an intervention. He was probably already plotting out his call to Nora and my parents.


  “Not that kind of Coke.” I laughed. “Coca-Cola, silly.”


  “Whew,” he said with exaggeration, wiping the back of his hand over his brow. “Had me worried for a second,” he said before joining in with my laughter. “Having a soda is not a vice.”


  “You can clean toilet bowls with Coke. It takes rust off of bumpers. It is so bad for you.”


  “Come on. It’s soda. Kids drink it.”


  “I’m serious. It’s full of nonsense. Chemicals most people can’t even pronounce.” I paused. “But every now and then I just have to pop open a cold one and let it wreak havoc on my insides.”


  “Such a rebel,” he said as he leaned in and placed his lips on my forehead. It was nice, but not exactly what I had been hoping for. I could smell the cigarette smoke on him, but I didn’t care. I wanted to taste it on his lips. “I’ll be right back,” he said, excusing himself to the bathroom. He apparently cared. I heard the sounds of him brushing his teeth along with the running faucet.


  When he returned, I already had everything we’d bought at the store laid out on the counter and was preheating the oven. “Fresh and clean,” he said as he walked over to me and kissed my lips. Firmly, he held his lips to mine and let his hands find my hips. The bite of his fingertips into my body let me know that he was holding back just as much as I was.


  I wished for one moment that he would just let go, but we’d agreed to take it slow. His kiss deepened and he let his tongue slip between my lips. I nearly dropped the potato I was trying to wrap with foil. Before my legs could wobble out from underneath me, he ended what he had started. By the time he pulled away—leaving a minty taste in my mouth—I’d forgotten what I was doing.


  “That was…nice,” I barely managed to string a sentence together as I watched him strut over to the barstool across the island from me and take a seat.


  “That was the greeting I was planning on giving you until you busted me smoking,” he confessed. “This time it was to celebrate you not having a cocaine addiction.”


  “I’ll take it,” I said with a stunned nod.


  I would take it all. I thought, trying not to smile too enthusiastically. This whole playing it cool thing was hard. I really wanted to kiss him again. I wanted to say to hell with dinner and make out with him, but the calm, collected adult in me wouldn’t allow it. At least not yet. The anxious feeling that was bubbling in the pit of my stomach had me almost giddy.


  “So, what had you stressed out?” I asked as I continued preparing our dinner. I needed to focus on something other than my hormones.


  “Huh?”


  “You said you smoke when you’re overwhelmed,” I reminded him.


  “It’s nothing,” he assured, but there was something in his eyes that said otherwise. Concern?


  “Really? I thought maybe it had something to do with what happened at the grocery store.”


  “Maybe a little,” he confessed.


  “It was awkward. I’m sorry if I made it uncomfortable for you.”


  “You didn’t,” he hesitated. “It just…it was awkward for you and that made me mad at myself for putting you in the situation. I know I’m not going to be here in Halstead forever, but you are. This is your home and I don’t want to be that guy that comes in and stirs up a bunch of shit for you and then bails. Does that make any sense?”


  It did and it was really sweet that he was concerned about me. “It does, but I don’t want you to think for one minute that I’m not completely aware of the situation I’m putting myself in. I loved Jamie, yes, but he’s been gone for three years. I need to move on with my life. Iris has to know that.”


  “She should in theory.” He paused. “But I saw the way she looked at me. The way she looked at us. She was far from okay with it.”


  “She’s just going to have to be,” I told him, leaning over the counter. When he didn’t meet me, I grabbed a handful of the soft, worn t-shirt he was wearing and pulled him toward me. “I don’t want to think about the past anymore,” I said, touching my nose to his. “I want to be here…with you.”
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  After dinner, which was delicious, we sat down on the sofa and continued the conversation we’d started at the kitchen table. She tucked her legs up underneath her and faced me as she fired off a round of questions about freestyle motocross.


  “What do you mean you let go of the bike?” she asked. “Why would you do that?”


  “That’s part of thrill,” I explained. “You have to let go of the bike in the air, perform a twist or flip or something awesome, and then grab back onto it before you land.” I could practically hear the roar of the stadium crowd as I explained the tricks to Georgia. Man, I wanted to get back on my bike. “The adrenaline rush is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.”


  “I would imagine,” she said. The concern in her voice was evident. “What’s the simplest trick? The easiest, safest one? The one where you keep a firm hold on the bike at all times?” Her nervous question was kind of cute.


  “Well none of them are particularly safe,” I told her with a laugh. “There’s a risk just jumping the bike, let alone tossing it and your body in different directions mid-flight.”


  “Oh.”


  “It’s not like we’re out there with no protection.” I tried to ease her mind. “I spend hours training and we wear neck support and helmets. It’s not like it used to be. There are many more precautions now.”


  She nodded and I could see her wheels turning as she thought about everything I was saying. “What trick is your favorite?” she finally asked. Her interest in my field of work had me feeling a bit like I was being interrogated. She had a serious expression that was only occasionally peppered with a smile. Even my usual charm and smart-ass responses weren’t enough to get her to relax.


  “Backflip, maybe?” I answered. I hadn’t ever really thought about that. “During a competition, it’s whatever trick will score me the highest points,” I explained. “Each run you have to try and out do your opponents…and yourself.”


  “I don’t know how you do it,” she said, shaking her head. “Makes me nervous just thinking about it.”


  “You’ll have to come watch when I get back to it.”


  “I don’t know about that.” Her answer wasn’t what I was expecting. “I nearly had an anxiety attack when Reid and Beau were racing out back.” She shook her head. I remembered that little backyard race too. I have to admit, that one made me nervous. Watching my buddy and his arch nemesis battle it out on the track was nerve wracking. “I’m not sure if watching motocross is my speed.”


  “I kind of need it to be your speed,” I reasoned, realizing immediately that I was imagining a future with her that we hadn’t quite agreed on. She didn’t protest, so I went with it. If the casual relationship we were in now ever led to more, I needed her on board with my career choice. Besides that, motocross is awesome. “I mean, I’d like for you to come at least once. I’ll ease you into it, I promise.”


  “You’re sure you want to ride again?”


  Was she serious right now?


  “I am riding again, Georgia,” I said, letting my usual smile fade. There were only a few things I wasn’t light and airy about. Riding was one of them. “I have to ride again. It’s my job. Hell, it’s my life.”


  “But what about your knee? What if you—”


  “Doesn’t matter.” I stopped her from asking what I’d been thinking about since my surgery. What if I get hurt again? It wasn’t a matter of if, it was a matter of when. My knee wasn’t my first or my last injury. I knew that, and I think deep down she knew it too. “Getting hurt comes with the territory. Occupational hazard.” I held up my arm and pointed out a scar running down the side of my wrist. “Broken wrist. One plate, six screws. I was fourteen.” Her eyes examined the puckered skin as she ran her fingertips over it. “I’ve broken ribs, separated my shoulder, and,” I pulled the collar of my shirt down, “broken my collarbone twice.” She stared at me almost disbelieving. I grabbed her hand and placed it on the permanent bump on my clavicle where the bone hadn’t quite healed straight. She was going to be a nurse, surely she could tell that it wasn’t supposed to feel that way. “I can’t count how many concussions I’ve had. Or bruises. Or sprains.”


  “Why would you keep going back to something that keeps hurting you?” She rose up on her knees and scooted toward me. Her bottom lip glistened from biting at it as I explained all of my injuries.


  “Because I don’t know how to do anything else,” I stated simply, taking her hand from my shoulder and placing a kiss on the palm of her hand. “And because I love it.” Her eyes fell shut as she tried to understand what I was telling her. I wanted her to understand. My entire life I’d been mud and rubber and gas, trying to be poetic and sweet was never really my thing. “Why do you want to be a nurse?”


  “I like helping people,” she said, opening her eyes, which were clouded with confusion. “I like to make them feel better. What does that have to do with you risking your life for no reason?”


  “So do I,” I replied. “One epic jump on my bike and I can make thousands of people feel better. They’re excited and thrilled and probably a little bit scared, but when you land a big jump and they scream and clap, it makes it all worth it. They’ve been entertained. They’ve been inspired to try something that scares them.”


  “I’m trying to understand,” she said. “I really am.”


  “One event. You have to come to one event and see for yourself.” I knew that if she could just feel the charge of a packed stadium she would understand. She would see what it was like.


  “Hmm. Maybe I could squeeze in one event,” she promised. I felt my smile return and took the opportunity of her being so near and pressed my lips to hers. I felt closer to her, and not just physically. No one had ever asked me why I do what I do. I think most people let my work speak for itself, or they assumed I was in it for the fame. For the money. For the women. It was more than that and I think Georgia knew that. She wanted to understand me. To know me, which is more than I could say for most people.


  Reid and Hoyt might have been the only other two people on the planet that really got me. They loved the sport as much as I did, and knew what it was like to be called to the track. Riding was like a religion to us. Most people didn’t get it, but we did.


  Even my parents, God bless them, who gave me everything I could ever ask for as a kid. They bought me my first bike when I was eight, paid thousands of dollars to let me race season after season, they even got me in with a great trainer when I was thirteen, but they never really got why I wanted to be a motocross rider. I think they thought it was a hobby at first, and then the sponsors and money started to come in, and it became a business. It was more than that for me though. It was a purpose. Strange as it may sound, I was made to make a dirt bike soar. I was made to manipulate metal and my body in ways that people only dreamed about being able to do.


  Georgia would see that. I would make sure of it.


  I deepened my kiss, sweeping my tongue between her pouty lips and finding hers. I was met with a soft moan and her arms wrapping around my neck. I turned my body to hers and pulled her against me. The soft curves of her tits pressed against my chest and I felt her suck in a breath, sending my pulse racing.


  I tried to slow myself down, but the heat of her body against mine and the taste of her on the tip of my tongue was overpowering. When she bit down on my bottom lip, I couldn’t contain myself any longer. I guided my body down on hers as she let herself fall back on the couch. Greedily, I let my hands roam over her body and her quiet moans continued to fuel my desire. My fingertips found their way underneath the sweater she was wearing, gently trailing up her smooth, flat stomach, along the curves of her waist until I found her breasts. Those sweet, perfect tits that I had fantasized about. My lips moved to her jawline as I tugged down the cup of her bra and rolled her nipple between my finger and thumb. I hesitated wanting to see her reaction.


  “Don’t stop,” she said between labored breaths as I nipped and licked my way down her neck. I had no plans of stopping. I had plans to elicit every possible response from her flesh. I wanted to put my mouth on her body. All of it. From top to bottom and every place in between. I wanted her to continue to unwind beneath me.


  My cock was as stiff as it had been in maybe its entire life. I had a beautiful woman writhing beneath me and inviting me to have my way with her. A beautiful woman that I’d wanted since the moment I laid eyes on her months ago. I tried to shift my weight and relieve some of the pressure I knew we were both feeling, but instead of the smooth move I was imagining in my head, I was met with pain.


  “Son of bitch!” I cried out, startling her as much as bashing my injured knee against the edge of the coffee table had startled me.


  “Omigod,” she said, helping me sit up. “Are you okay?”


  “Mmhmm…” was all I could manage out as I fixed my position on the couch and maneuvered my leg into a position that alleviated a little bit of the sting. I bit back every swear word I knew. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I finally said through gritted teeth.


  She was already on her feet and in the kitchen before I could expound on exactly how it felt. She returned with one of the ice packs I’d kept on standby since surgery and placed it gently on my knee.


  “Thank you,” I said, trying to muster up a smile.


  “Are you sure you’re okay?” Her cheeks were still flush from the position we were in only a few moments ago.


  Real smooth move, dipshit. Had her right where you wanted her and had to go and be a big damn klutz.


  “I think so. Just bumped it in the wrong place.” I was mad at myself and slightly embarrassed. Things had been going so well and then… boom. She gave me a moment to compose myself before letting a soft snicker slip through her lips. “This is funny?” I asked, letting her laughter pull a smile from me. The pain had started to fade and I knew that I hadn’t done any real damage to my knee. My ego on the other hand…


  “I mean, it’s a little funny,” she replied, leaning in to kiss my cheek softly. “You just injured yourself dry humping me on a couch like we were teenagers. You kind of have to laugh about it.”


  She was kind of right. It might have been my most rookie move ever. So I did what she suggested and laughed. Seemed Georgia and I did a lot of that together.
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  I hoped that Brett didn’t think I was avoiding him after our little adventure on the sofa. The last thing I wanted him to think was that I wasn’t enjoying our time together. The truth was, it had been a long time since I’d enjoyed myself so much. I thought about him more than I wanted to admit. His smile. The way he made me laugh. The way his lips felt on mine. The way his hands felt on my body. The way he made me feel like a woman again. After losing Jamie, I’d shut that part of my body and mind off. With Brett, I felt like it was slowly being thawed after years of being frozen and numb.


  Up until he thumped his knee on the coffee table, I was considering taking things further with him. Everything about what was happening between us felt right. Or at least felt good. Really good. Like I didn’t think about anything other than the sensations he was provoking from my body good. The lust that was building inside of me for him was overwhelming. I chalked it up to my hormones being stockpiled away for the last three years. Feeling the weight of his body on mine almost had me bursting at the seams.


  When we’d been forced to stop to ice his knee, I tried to bring myself back to reality. I knew that sex between us was probably going to happen sooner or later. At least I hoped it would, but I also didn’t want to seem too overeager. Despite what my body was trying to tell my brain and as much as I like being outside of my head and just going with what felt good, I couldn’t.


  I’d gone from losing Jamie and feeling like I’d never feel—or want to feel—the touch of another man, to craving that closeness. But, like everything I did, I couldn’t stop analyzing the risk/reward side of my time with Brett. Especially after our conversation about his job. I knew that motocross was dangerous. Nora had told me. Brett had told me. It wasn’t until I started researching it more after talking to Brett about it that I started to realize what I would be signing up for if I continued my relationship with him. The idea of going through another loss like I’d experienced with Jamie made me want to shield my heart.


  “But he could die, Nora.” I told my sister on the phone. Of course she called to make sure that I remembered I had to meet the moving truck in a few days. “How do you stand that with Reid? It’s a dangerous job.”


  “He could get hit by a bus tomorrow, G,” she reasoned. “Or find out that he has some disease or, I don’t know, an asteroid could destroy the entire world.”


  “Seriously? I’m voicing legit concern and you’re giving me the Armageddon line of reasoning?”


  “We live in a world of unknowns,” she said. “You can’t spend your entire life thinking about the worst case scenarios.”


  “How do you do it? How can you stand to watch Reid put his life at risk every time he starts up his bike?”


  “Because I love him and he loves his job.”


  “That simple, huh?”


  “Pretty much.”


  It was easy for my sister. She hadn’t lost the love of her life. I felt selfish even thinking it, but she didn’t really know what it was like for me. Sure, she saw how I was affected, but she didn’t feel it. She didn’t live through it.


  “I don’t know,” I said before telling her good bye. “I guess I’ll just have to wait and see how I feel further down the line. I might be getting way ahead of myself anyway. I don’t even know what we are exactly.”


  I kept telling myself that what we had was new and not supposed to be something that was causing me to think so much. Simple, he’d said and I agreed. The more time we spent together the less simple things were becoming. We barely knew each other, but it didn’t feel that way when we were together. Either way, it was hard to say if his job would even be an issue in the long run. He was leaps and bounds ahead of his PT schedule and telling me that he felt stronger every day. It wouldn’t be long before he was headed back home and riding his bike like nothing had even happened. I might be left back in Halstead without ever hearing another peep from him.


  If love was what it was going to take to get me to support his work, then we still had miles to go. Mile and miles.


  


  * * *


  


  “Good morning, Mrs. Wilson,” I said to the middle-aged woman who was watching television from her hospital bed. It was my rotation in Cardiology. I usually loved this floor, but today was proving to be a challenge. Mrs. Wilson, for example, who was post-operation and apparently came off anesthesia with the side effect of being a grouch. She’d suffered a heart attack that needed repaired in surgery. I know she didn’t plan on having a heart attack and the recovery was not exactly pleasant, but her life had just been saved. Being gracious about her second chance on life seemed like a stretch for her. Staring death in the face hadn’t stopped her from trying to sneak a cigarette in the bathroom or stopped her trying to order food that was not on her doctor recommended list either.


  Not one of the nurses had a nice thing to say about her. I could tell from the scowl on her face she was going to be less than pleasant for me, too.


  “My lunch was cold.”


  “I’m sorry about that,” I said, checking the readout from her monitors. Cold or not, I noticed that her entire tray was cleaned. “I can call down and have warm broth sent up if you’d like.”


  “Doesn’t matter. It all tastes terrible,” she huffed.


  “Couldn’t have been all that bad,” I said trying to remain positive despite how much she irritated me. “You ate most of it. Just think, only one more day and you can eat at home,” I told her. “I hope your husband is stocking up on heart healthy meals.”


  That was not very nice, Georgia.


  I don’t know if it was my conversation with my sister or the fact that I had only had a few hours of sleep the past few days, but I was not my usual chipper self. Brett’s words about having more fun kept running through my head. He had a point. I loved my job and school, but after spending time with him, I was starting to understand that I needed to balance my life out a little better.


  Luckily, Mrs. Wilson hadn’t heard me. She was too busy rambling on about how cold the room was and how it had been hours since she’d been checked on.


  “I cannot wait to go home.” I knew a few nurses that would be happy to see her wheeled out the door and off the floor. “At least at home, I can eat what I want.”


  “How is your pain? Any discomfort?” I asked, ignoring her comment. I just wanted to get in and out of that room as fast as possible without seeming like I had no bedside manner. I checked her vitals and made sure that everything was as it was supposed to be.


  “It’s manageable,” she said shortly.


  “Okay then. Everything looks good, so I’ll leave you be,” I said with a smile. “Just hit the call button if you need anything.” She offered up a stiff nod and I placed her chart back in the holder at the foot of her bed. I walked out of her room and down to the nurses’ station. Mrs. Wilson was one of only three patients today and I’d made my rounds. I sat down and pulled out my cell phone.


  


  Me: Any chance you’re available on Tuesday to help me over at Reid’s parents’ house? Moving trucks are coming.


  


  I’d forgotten to ask him. Somewhere between dinner and making out it had slipped my mind.


  


  Brett: Let me check my schedule. I’m pretty busy these days. ;-)


  


  I snorted back a laugh, garnering a look from one of the other nursing students who was nose deep in the book from our Genetics & Molecular Therapeutics class. Clearly, she didn’t want my laughter interrupting her. I got it. That class was not a cakewalk. Just another thing I was not looking forward to. When I got off my shift at the hospital, I was looking at no less than four hours of studying for an exam. My day was not looking up.


  “Sorry,” I said, turning in my chair to face away from her.


  


  Me: That’d be fantastic if you could pencil me in.


  Brett: I can do more than pencil you in.


  Me: Did you mean for that to sound sexual?


  Brett: Isn’t everything I say and do sexual?


  Me: Good point.


  Brett: Of course I’ll help you. Especially if that’s the only way to get to see you. You’re too busy.


  Me: Tell me about it.


  


  Brett would love to hear all about Mrs. Wilson and her bad attitude. He would make me see the humor in her grouchiness. At least he was a fairly easy patient.


  I could still recall how the nursing staff had gushed about him from the moment he arrived.


  “Brett Sallinger is here,” one of them had said, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “You know he’s a professional motocross rider, right? I wouldn’t mind being personally assigned to him.”


  “Whatever he needs,” another one laughed. “He’s beyond hot.”


  “One of the nurses that assisted with his surgery said he’s worth the effort. She snuck a peek under his gown while he was out,” Miss Hair Toss finished with a waggle of her eyebrows and held up her hands to signify the length of what the surgical nurse saw under his gown. I wasn’t surprised at the separation between her hands. Made sense, considering exactly how arrogant he was at times. At least he could back it up.


  I’d tried to remain cool as I eavesdropped, but even back then before I really knew Brett, I was irritated. Their lack of professionalism was one thing, but talking about him like they actually had a chance was quite another. Maybe my subconscious knew there was something between us before the rest of me.


  “I hear he only dates models,” I’d blurted out in an attempt to stop their conversation. It had worked. Both of them rolled their eyes and walked away from where I was standing. Guess I had been wrong about the model assumption. I was far from a supermodel and he was interested in me. The thought alone was enough to have me grinning back at my phone.


  


  Brett: What are you doing tonight?


  Me: Studying.


  Brett: Boo.


  Me: What are you doing tonight?


  Brett: Not sure. Probably just sitting around being awesome.


  Me: I might need a study break around 9.


  Brett: Is this a booty call? I’m not that kind of guy, Georgia Bennett.


  Me: Not a booty call. A booty text.


  Brett: I’ll let you know if I have an opening. I need to check with my assistant.


  


  I tried to think of something funny to respond, but before I had a chance my phone vibrated in my hand again. His wit was definitely faster than mine. When I looked down at the screen I realized it wasn’t Brett’s name on the screen.


  


  Iris: Don’t forget about lunch on Sunday.


  


  How could I forget? This was the second message that Iris had sent after I’d seen her at the grocery store. The last Sunday of every month she had a big dinner for her family after church. A big dinner that I’d been attending with Jamie since I was thirteen, and attended without Jamie since he’d died. At first it was nice to be surrounded by other people who loved him as much as I did, but the past few months, I’d dreaded it. It was always the same. Everyone was all happy and cheerful while we ate, but as soon as the dessert was served, Iris would pull out old photographs or something that she’d found of Jamie’s and thought I’d like to see or have. The mood shifted with everyone and it was like being sucked back into the day of his funeral.


  I’d amassed a collection of his old sweatshirts and other odds and ends that she’d found when cleaning out a closet or the attic. How do you tell a mother who lost her child that you don’t want to spend the last Sunday of every month rehashing the memories of her son? I took each item she gave me and placed it in a box in my closet. It might have been therapeutic for her, but each reminder that I didn’t have him in my life only reopened the wound that I was trying so hard to close.


  


  Me: Wouldn’t miss it.


  


  I typed out my response and slipped my phone back into my pocket just as the call button lit up on for Room 459. Mrs. Wilson.


  Perfect.
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  Now seemed like as good of time as any to get back behind the wheel of a car. I hadn’t heard from Georgia anymore that day and it was nearly eight o’clock. I’d waited for her to respond to my text message and when I didn’t I just assumed she got busy with a patient. I couldn’t go another day without seeing her. If she wasn’t going to come to me, I would go to her.


  I could feel myself falling for her and for the first time in my life, I wanted to keep falling. I just hoped that I hadn’t scared her off when I was talking about riding. I understood her hesitation and fear, but it was something that we could work through together. Georgia was pretty good at trying to tackle everything herself. Each time I got her to let her guard down a little, I could see a new part of her. She could be funny and silly and not so serious. She could be passionate and sexual and sensual. I knew there were more layers to her and each one I peeled back was better than the last.


  Here she was helping me heal, and in a way I felt like I was doing the same for her. We were good for each other, and even if she hadn’t realized it yet…she would. I hoped.


  The first place I drove myself to was a little convenience store a few blocks from Georgia’s house. I grabbed a couple Cokes from the cooler and walked up to the counter to pay. I figured between clinicals and studying, she might need a fix. I laughed to myself every time I thought about her justifying having a soda every once and a while as a bad habit. She was pretty fucking adorable when she was being all serious.


  “Three-forty-five,” the clerk said after ringing me up.


  “I’ve got it,” I heard a voice call out from behind. I turned around to find Beau Gregurich standing behind me opening his wallet.


  “I’m good,” I deadpanned, placing a five on the counter. “Keep the change,” I instructed the cashier as I grabbed the bottles. I turned away, glaring at Beau as I did, and made my way toward the door.


  “Twenty on number six,” I heard him tell the cashier as I walked out the door. Walking to my truck, I could feel him behind me. My skin crawled knowing he was near me and the twitch in my hand—the one that said “ball into a fist promptly and knock this asshole out”—grew more insistent with every step. “Brett, would you wait up?” he called out.


  “No, I will not,” I said over my shoulder. “Trust me, the last thing you want to do is have a conversation with me,” I warned. It was taking all of my self-control to not whack him over the head with a Coke bottle.


  “I was just going to tell you to stop by my ProShop if you need anything for your bike while you’re in town,” he said.


  Now that stopped me in my tracks.


  “Your guilty conscience getting the best of you?” I turned to face him, feeling the crease between my brows deepen. “I’m sure you can see by the fucking brace on my leg that I’m not really riding at the moment.” We all knew that I was never Beau’s intended victim. Reid was the one he was going after, I was just on the wrong bike at the wrong time.


  “I’m sorry you got hurt,” he said, stiffening his posture as I stepped toward him. My knee might not have been completely healed, but I sure could use my other leg to kick him in the ass.


  “I bet you are,” I said, a chuckle escaping my lips that made me sound as maniacal as I felt. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to throw him down in the parking lot and let my fists do the talking. “I’d be sorry too if I had the entire Throttled Energy crew ready to rip me apart. You messed with the wrong people.”


  “I didn’t mess with anybody,” he tried to assure me, but I wasn’t buying it. We all knew what he’d done even if we couldn’t prove it.


  “Don’t give me that bullshit, Gregurich. You were smart enough to cover your tracks, but we all know where that faulty fuel line came from. We all know that you were pissed at Reid for stealing your girl.”


  “You can’t prove a thing,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and shaking his head. His apologetic tone had been replaced with arrogance. “Look man, I just wanted to say I was sorry that you were injured, but I’m not going to stand here and listen to you throw accusations at me. The cops dropped the investigation.”


  “Doesn’t mean that we aren’t going to ruin you,” I promised, opening the door to my truck and climbing inside.


  “You’re just as bad as Travers,” he said smugly. “You think you two are going to run me out of business? Good luck.”


  “Don’t need luck,” I told him. “We’ve got the money and the time and a direct line to all your suppliers. Won’t be long before our place is up and running, and yours is just an empty building on Main Street. You’ll see.”


  “Yeah, we’ll see,” he scoffed, but I could see the concern on his face. Reid and I had already started to make some calls and it wouldn’t be long before he couldn't so much as get a helmet to sell in his shop. “Have a great night, asshole,” he added as he walked off.


  “I will,” I said, loud enough for him to hear me. “And, hey!” I shouted out. “There’s a lock on the trailer now so if you’re going to screw with my bike you might want to bring your bolt cutters.” His head was shaking as he walked away and I had to admit, I was a little riled from our short conversation. I refused to waste my time thinking about him though.


  I had more important things to focus on. Like getting a bottle of Coke to a pretty girl before it was used as an assault weapon.


  


  * * *


  


  I knocked on the front door. The Cokes were still cold and I was anxious to see her. When she opened the front door, the surprise at my arrival was evident. Her attire said that she hadn’t remembered her proposition from earlier. Loose sweat pants and an oversized T-shirt. She was literally swimming in comfort. The way she swept her hands nervously over her face, like she was going to somehow magically appear put together was cute. Hell, she was cute in sweat pants and a day’s end worth of makeup.


  “I know I’m little early,” I said with a grin. I held up the sodas. “I brought drinks.”


  “You didn’t have to come over,” she said. “I’ve had the worst day and I’m going to be terrible company. And I have a test tomorrow that is going to kick my ass,” she said with a sigh. “I can’t seem to get a handle on any of it.”


  “Relax,” I said, and placed one hand on her shoulder waiting for her to take a deep breath. The stress written across her face was evident from the crease between her brows to the wrinkle of skin at the bridge of her nose. “Are you going to invite me in?”


  She wasn’t getting rid of me that easily.


  “Yeah…come in,” she said, a soft laugh breaking a bit of the tension in her face. “I totally forgot about meeting up. You drove here?”


  “I did,” I said as I walked into her house. “Dr. Forlani said it would be okay,” I assured her. I knew where Georgia lived, but I’d never actually been inside. We’d stopped by a couple times so she could pick things up, but I’d always waited in the car. The little Craftsman she called home was nice. I sat the drinks down on the coffee table in the front room, between the stacks of paper and open texts books. There was a sofa and a love seat and a plethora of home décor that made the place seem well lived in and homey.


  Photographs of her and Nora were framed on the shelves, along with other people who I assumed were her family and friends. In a silver frame on the far side of the shelf there was a picture of Georgia with her arms wrapped around a guy. Both of them smiling and a diamond ring sparkled from her ring finger on her left hand that laid across his chest. Her engagement picture. It was the first time I’d ever seen Jamie. I’d heard a bit about him from the Travers brothers and Georgia, but putting a face with a name…I was starting to understand. They looked happy. They looked in love.


  She’d had this whole other life before I met her and I knew that. I guess it was easier to pretend that she didn’t. Now that I could see her with him, it was actually sinking in. She’d been in real, actual love before. Was there even a chance for me? Did I even want there to be something like that between us?


  “Can I get you drink?” she asked, pulling my attention from the shelves. I didn’t want to think about her with another man. I wanted to focus on the relationship that we were building. I refused to be discouraged. It was more than a fling even if we hadn’t voiced it out loud yet.


  “Already got one,” I said, turning to point out the sodas I’d brought with me.


  “Oh yeah. Duh. Did I mention I had a long day?” she said, giggling to hide her anxiety. I wanted to believe that she was only anxious about her day and her test tomorrow, but a small part of me wondered if I wasn’t the cause of it. I wanted to help. I wanted to put her mind at ease, not be the cause of more anxiety.


  Her shoes were exactly where she’d kicked them off when she walked in the door and I noticed a bra slung over the arm of the couch. “Getting comfy, I see,” I said, slipping my finger under one strap and lifting it up. The blue lace and satin hung from my fingertips and I couldn’t help but grin.


  “Omigod,” she said as her cheeks turned a bright shade of red. She quickly grabbed it from my hand and tossed it down the hallway to what I assume was her bedroom. “How embarrassing.”


  “Embarrassing?” I said, walking over to her and placing my hands on her hips. “One less obstacle,” I grinned before leaning my head down to hers. “Just think of how much easier it’s going to be for me with nothing underneath this t-shirt,” I said, resting my forehead against hers. I trailed one hand down her back. Her eyes fell shut as she practically melted under my touch. The slight wobble in her knees said that she enjoyed my touch as much as I enjoyed touching her. She grabbed on to my arms for support and I relished the feel of the bite of her fingertips against my skin. An excited gasp escaped her lips as I took her mouth with mine. God, she tasted good. Maybe I could kiss away some of her worries. Some of my worries. I could have taken her straight into the bedroom, or at the very least tried for a do-over on the sofa, but it was going to have to wait. Slowly, tenderly, I broke our kiss, much to both of our dismays.


  “Hey now,” she said. “You can’t come in, kiss me like that, and then just stop.”


  “Actually,” I replied, slipping my hand into hers and pulling her toward the couch. “I can... because we have some studying to do.”


  “We have some studying to do?” she said, skeptically eying me as she twisted the lid off her Coke.


  “Yep,” I said with a nod of my head as I took a seat. She joined me, despite disbelieving that I was actually serious. “You said you had a big test,” I explained, looking over her scattering of papers for notes or some sort of study guide. There had to be something there that I could quiz her on. The terminology on the sheets in front of me looked like a foreign language. Good thing I was a fast learner. I could adapt to different tires, different tracks, different competitors, surely I could manage senior year nursing school. I might have been a gear head, but I wasn’t stupid. “I’ll have you know I’m an excellent tutor.”


  “I hope so. I need all the help I can get.” Casually, she brought the Coke bottle to her lips and what I witnessed next had me squirming in my seat. The way her lips wrapped around the top of that bottle and the way her neck and throat constricted as she took a drink might have been the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. She moaned quietly as her eyes fell shut. I felt a rush of heat surge through my body.


  “You’ll be fine,” I assured her, not able to take my eyes off of her. Her empty hand fell across her chest like she was checking to see just how fast her heart was beating. Mine was quickly picking up itself.


  “This is so good,” she said, twisting the cap back on the bottle. “I forget just how good it tastes,” she practically moaned. “So refreshing. So bubbly. I could drink it all night long.” I could feel myself getting hard and I had to keep myself from suggesting something else we could do all night long. I was there to be with her, yes, but I’d promised to help her study.


  Flushed cheeks and that sultry look in her eyes were all from drinking a Coke? I couldn’t stop myself from thinking how she’d look after really being satisfied. This study session was going to be torture if I had to watch her drink herself practically to orgasm the rest of the night. “Thank you so much for bringing this,” she said, untwisting the cap once more. Even the way her fingers fit around the bottle was sexy—her grip firm as she moved it to her lips. My imagination was having a hard time not creating her doing the exact thing with my dick.


  “We’ve got a lot to cover,” I said after I cleared my throat and tried to get my head back to the right place. “By the time we are finished you will know,” I closed the open book on her coffee table to read the title, “all about Molecular Pathology.” She wouldn’t be the only one learning something new tonight. I had no idea what either of those words even meant. Science had never really been my strong suit. I took the Coke bottle from her hand—nearly having to pry it from her grasp. “No more drinks until we’ve covered at least the first page of the study guide,” I reasoned, more for my own sanity than hers. If I had to watch her foreplay with the Coke bottle any longer I wasn’t going to make it through the first question of the study guide, let alone the full twenty pages of it.


  “You don’t have to do this,” she said. I shook my head and reached out my hand so she could give me the stack of note cards she was holding. Questions were written out on the front. I was happy to see the multi-syllabic answers scrawled across the backs.


  “I do,” I said, taking the cards from her hands. “You help me, I help you.” I wasn’t expecting her to be so taken by my response, so when she leaned in and wrapped her arms around my neck in an honest-to-God hug of gratitude, I found myself a little choked up. These were the moments I wanted with her. I wanted more of them. I wanted all of them. I wanted to be with her and not in some casual, fleeting way.


  I hoped that she was feeling the same. I’d said I wanted to see all the sides of her and she was finally letting me see them. Maybe she was opening the door for more between us. The overworked, understudied, nervous trainwreck of a girl was letting me help her. If we didn’t have hours of molecules and genetics ahead of us I would have just held her in my arms all night—after giving her multiple orgasms if she’d let me. The hesitation in her eyes as she leaned away from me had me wanting to toss the note cards on the floor and kiss her again. It would have to wait. I knew how important her studies were to her. I knew when it was time to focus. “Besides, I need something other than my pitiful ass to concentrate on,” I added, needing something to distract me from tasting her.


  “Are you wallowing?”


  “Maybe a little.” I admitted. My PT hadn’t really been stellar that day. “I just feel like I should be further along. I was hoping to be able to do more.”


  “It’s been six weeks. I’d say you’re doing pretty good,” she said. “I’ve seen people in way worse shape than you six weeks after surgery.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.” She smiled. “You’re Brett Sallinger,” she reminded me with a laugh. “You’ll be just fine.”


  “You’re right,” I agreed. It was nice to hear that she believed in me. I was bound to have moments of self-doubt. As I looked at her giving me a pep talk, I felt stupid. Here I was, acting like a big damn baby when this girl had been through the wringer. I could learn a lot from her about resilience. “Is it hard being so damn perfect all the time?” I teased. Kind of. I’d yet to find something I didn’t love about her.
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  Who was this guy?


  If anyone would have told me three months ago that Brett Sallinger would be quizzing me on genetic research and therapy I would have said they were out of their mind. That guy was all dirt and no handed motocross tricks, but this guy…this guy sitting in front me trying his damnedest to pronounce words that some brain surgeons couldn’t even pronounce, now he was something special. And not too bad to look at either. The sexy way he grinned when I answered a question correctly had me straining my brain. Between cards and questions, he didn’t miss an opportunity to tell me how great I was doing or reach over and pat me on the leg. The sexy thoughts I had running through my head were about as far from genetics as you could get. The only genetic makeup I was grateful for at that moment was his.


  We spent two hours going over every single thing in my notes and I finally felt like I had a good handle on the material for the test. I had to admit, having him as study buddy had helped. We’d finished off the Cokes he’d brought over and I was thankful for the caffeine. After helping me cram¸ I wanted to at least have the energy to hang out with him for a while. We had some unfinished business to address. Namely, that kiss he’d laid on me when he first arrived that I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about.


  “That’s the last one,” he said, placing the stack of note cards on the table. “I think you’ve got it,” he offered up a reassuring smile and let out a sigh.


  “I can’t tell you how helpful that was,” I said. “Nora used to help me before Reid stole her away,” I said jokingly.


  “He’s like that,” he said, playfully shaking his head. “Only thinking about himself.”


  His words rang a little too close to what Nora had said earlier. It’s okay to be selfish. I hoped she was right, because right now I wasn’t thinking about work or school or my Sunday dinner with the Shaws. Right then I was just thinking about how lucky I was to be sitting there with Brett.


  “Now that that’s out of the way, how was your day?” I asked, needing a break from me for a while.


  “Nothing new to report,” he answered. “Did some PT at home. Went out to the trailer and sat on my bike for old time sake. Texted a pretty girl. Same old, same old.”


  “Sounds nice.”


  “Oh, and I ran into Beau Gregurich at the Fast Stop. Told him he could go straight to hell.”


  “I’m sure he’d feel right at home there,” I said, not trying to mince words. I did not like that guy and he knew it. Beau had been a bully in high school and I was shocked when my sister had told me she was dating him. There was nothing about him that was appealing. The fact that he’d managed to fool Nora for two years was beyond me. I was grateful that Reid had shown back up in Halstead and rekindled things with my sister. I didn’t want to see her waste her life with Beau. I missed her but I knew that with Reid she was respected and loved.


  “He’s a piece of work, that’s for sure.” He rolled his eyes. “I can’t believe that he would even talk to me.” He sighed, the same sigh that all of us let out when we thought about him getting away with tampering with Reid’s bike. “I really wish there was some way to prove that he was the one who did it, you know?”


  “Oh, believe me. I know. I’ve racked my brain trying to think of some way to make it happen.” No fingerprints. No witnesses. No nothing.


  “It’s just a matter of time,” Brett said. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince me or himself. “He’ll get his.”


  “Enough about him,” I said, taking my fingertips across the top of Brett’s arm which was laid out across the back of the couch. I traced along some of the black ink that laced his skin. Never in my life had I thought I’d be attracted to a guy with tattoos, but I was becoming quite a fan. Each one was a story that I couldn’t wait to hear about. The tire track and gears were self-explanatory, but there were other ones hidden in the design.


  “What’s this one represent?” I asked, stopping on a simple star. I felt his muscles tense under my touch. Goosebumps splayed across his skin. I was glad I wasn’t the only one. Each time he touched me I wondered if he felt the same. Now I knew.


  “Home,” he said. “The Lone Star State.” That made sense.


  “And this one? Is it an acorn?”


  “Yep, because I’m a little squirrelly.”


  “Fitting.” I grinned at his ability to not take himself too seriously. I turned his arm over to read the line of text running down the center of his forearm.


  When we let go, we are free.


  “It’s true,” he murmured.


  “I hope so.” There were so many scenarios in my life where I imagined those words were true. It was actually the letting go part that I was having a hard time with. I would keep trying though. I’d start with being more free with him.


  “So what do you want to do now?” I offered up my most seductive smile. I wasn’t even sure if I was doing it right. I was definitely out of practice when it came to seducing a guy. I remembered what my sister said about it being okay to be selfish. Selfishly, I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to touch him.


  “For starters…” he said, leaning toward me. His fingers threaded in my hair as he pulled my face the rest of the way to his. His lips were on mine possessively. He kissed me until we were forced to break for a breath.


  “It’s like you read my mind,” I said with a smile.


  “I’ve been waiting to do that since I saw you take that first drink of Coke,” he confessed. “When you said you loved it, I had no idea how much you meant it,” he laughed. “Watching you drink that ranks near the top on the list of sexy things you do.”


  “If I would have known you’d like it that much, I wouldn’t have waited so long to drink one in front of you.” I slid onto his lap, splaying my hands across his chest. Before our mouths met again, he hesitated.


  “You sure you want to start something this late at night?” he asked. “It’s almost midnight.”


  “I thought booty calls usually happened after midnight?” I teased. I saw his eyes glance at the coffee table and I knew what he was thinking. I took his hand in mine and stood up. “Come on.” I pulled him to his feet and led him toward my bedroom, swallowing back the nervous lump that had formed in my throat.


  “I just don’t want you to do something you’re not ready for,” he said, hesitantly following me.


  “I am,” I said. I think I am. “Really only one way to find out.” He didn’t say another word as we walked down the short hallway and through the door of my bedroom. The firm grip of his hand was reassuring and I knew that he would never push me to do something I wasn’t ready for. I walked over to the edge of my bed and sat down. I tried to ignore the nervousness I felt in my stomach. I was ready for this. I was ready for something new.


  Thankfully, I’d at least had the foresight to make my bed and pick up the dirty clothes off the floor that morning.


  He stood in front of me for a moment. Probably to make sure that I was really thinking through what the two of us in a bedroom together meant. I knew exactly what it meant. I reached for him. Pushing the black t-shirt he was wearing up enough to grab the waistband of his jeans and pull him toward me. I’d be lying if my curiosity about what the surgical nurses saw hadn’t got the best of me. Judging by the bulge I could see straining against the denim, Miss Hair Toss hadn’t been far off in her assumption.


  He stepped over and stood between my legs. My breathing hitched momentarily. I could have easily pulled him on top of me, but I took a moment to let my eyes roam over his body. He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it on the floor. I ran my tongue over my dry lips and I started to unfasten his belt. He was just as incredible up close as he’d been all those times I’d sneaked a peek at him when he wasn’t looking. I wanted to run my tongue over his stomach and feel each ripple of his muscles. I leaned in and pressed my lips to his skin. A moan rumbled in his chest and I could feel him tense under my kiss.


  “You have no idea how sexy you look right now,” he said, letting one of his hands tangle in the hair at the back of my neck and directed me to look up at him.


  “I’m sure,” I said, biting back a laugh. I was about as far from sexy as they came. My hair was a mess, my clothes were way too big and I was exhausted, despite the sudden burst of energy he gave me.


  “I’m serious,” he said, leaning down and peering so deeply into my eyes that I believed every word he was saying. “You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.” If his words didn’t take the air out of my lungs, the kiss that followed surely did. He slowly placed his lips on mine and then traced his tongue over their seam. When I opened my mouth, he swept it through in a way that had my insides flipping end over end.


  As he lowered me back onto the mattress, he continued to kiss me so deeply that I had no choice but to surrender to what I was feeling. I arched my back as he slipped an arm underneath me and prayed that he wasn’t too good to be true. My entire body was shaking but in a good way.


  I ran my hands down his back needing to feel every inch of him, wanting to be as close to him as possible. His lips trailed down my neck as his hand snagged the edge of my shirt and slowly started to pull it up. Each inch of my body that he uncovered, he slowly lowered his mouth over and the heat coming off of his lips had my skin tightening beneath it.


  I lifted my arms above my head and let him pull the shirt off of me. I was completely exposed to him and I felt completely secure. It wasn’t until I saw where his eyes were lingering that I realized my past was once again interfering with my future.


  Between my breasts, the long chain of my necklace was anchored in place by my engagement ring from Jamie. My forgetfulness and longing to hold onto some piece of my past life had rendered Brett frozen in what had been our hottest moment together.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, grabbing the necklace and pulling it over my head. Brett stood up as I rolled over and reached out to place the necklace in my nightstand drawer. “I forgot I was wearing it.”


  “It’s okay,” he said, clearly taken back by the fact that I still kept the ring with me. “It just caught me off guard.” I could tell by his disposition—albeit understanding—that our night was not going to continue with the same passion as it had only moments ago.


  I didn’t know what to say that could possibly make the situation any less awkward. So I blurted out the first thing I thought. “It’s getting late anyway. We probably shouldn’t—”


  “Yeah,” he said. “Probably not.”


  I grabbed my shirt from behind me and pulled it over my head. I felt like a fool. I should have been more prepared for the possibility of us being intimate. I let myself get caught up in the moment and didn’t think things through. When he picked up his shirt off the ground, I wanted to make it up to him. I wanted him to see that despite what he just saw, I was ready to move on. I was ready to move on with him.


  “Will you stay?” I asked, scooting to the edge of bed and standing up. I reached out and took his hand. “Will you at least spend the night with me?”


  He looked down at me, and I could see that he was trying to process the situation. He took in a breath and nodded his head.


  “Of course.” He tossed his shirt back to the ground and pulled my hand up to his mouth, pressing a soft kiss across my knuckles. Luck and timing were definitely not in our favor that night, but as we climbed under the sheets and he pulled my body against his and held me in his arms, I knew that there was at least hope that we could manage to get it right.


  There was hope for us. There was hope for me.
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  I was slowly starting to understand what that whole “patience is a virtue” proverb meant. It was a virtue I was trying my damnedest to hold onto when it came to Georgia. I really wanted to be that understanding guy who was strong enough for the both of us, and considering the events of the last twelve hours, I thought I’d done pretty well.


  The vulnerability she had shown when she asked me if I would stay the night with her had me unable to walk away. That little part of me that said “don’t get too attached” was shouting in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t leave her. Not when she was showing me that side of herself. The same side she’d shown me in the car when she told me about Jamie. I knew that it was taking her out of her comfort zone to share those things with me.


  Her fiancé had been gone for three years, which I thought was enough time for her to grieve and be ready to move on, but apparently I was wrong. The harsh reality was that there was no time frame for grief. I could still see it in her eyes when she realized she was wearing the ring, but it was more than that. The photographs she still had on display. The conversation with his mother. She was still holding on and everywhere I looked he was there... holding onto her in one way or another. Tethering her to the past and taunting me from beyond the grave. She loved him and he had her first. Hell, maybe he still had her.


  I was frustrated. She was frustrated. It was starting to feel like the world was against us being together. And, maybe it should have been. Maybe now wasn’t the best time for us. As loud as the voice was that said to leave her be, the one that said “don’t let her go” was just as loud.


  “Hi,” I said, when I opened my eyes the next morning. I’d started to stir when I felt her pull from my arms and get out of the bed. Now, don’t get me wrong, there was no place I’d rather be. I don’t think I’d ever just slept with a girl. Sex might not have been involved, but sleeping in the same bed with her and feeling her body against mine as we slept was pretty amazing. But, it wasn’t what I’d been expecting when she pulled me into her bedroom the night before. We started off hot and heavy and headed in a direction that I thought we were both ready for, but once again, I was wrong. The second the light caught that diamond laying against her body, both of us—and our hormones—came to a screeching halt.


  “Hey,” she said softly as she rummaged through her closet and pulled out a pair of black Converse tennis shoes. “Sorry if I woke you. I was trying to keep quiet so you could sleep.”


  “It’s okay,” I told her. I would have missed seeing her face if she had sneaked out. As she put on her shoes, I looked at the clock on her nightstand. Eight-thirty-three. “What time is your test?”


  “In an hour. I wanted to get there a little early though so I could run back over my notes.” She’d already changed into jeans and a red hooded sweatshirt that said RN in Training across the front. Her hair was still a little damp from the shower she must have taken.


  “You’ll do great,” I assured her. I could see she was concerned, but I had a feeling it had nothing to do with her exam. “About last night...”


  “I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am. I hope that it didn’t—”


  “It didn’t,” I said, not needing to hear the rest of her thought. Nothing was going to stop the feelings I had for this girl. It might have been a hurdle, sure, but I’d never felt the way I felt about her with anyone else. “I just... it’s...” I wanted to say the right thing. “I don’t ever want you to feel pressured with me. I know that you’ve had a lot to deal with, especially when it comes to Jamie.”


  “I have, but I’m really trying. I promise,” she said, coming over to sit beside me on the bed. “I guess I’d just gotten so used to wearing the ring that I forgot I had it on.”


  “If you’re not ready... for me... for us. I understand.”


  “I am ready,” she said, placing her hand on mine. “I want to move on.” She leaned in and pressed her lips to mine in a reassuring effort. I nodded and smiled when she pulled away. I wanted to believe her. I wanted there to be hope for us.


  “Can I see you this weekend?” I asked. “Maybe we could go to that movie?”


  “I want to, but I’m at the hospital Friday and Saturday. Then I have a family dinner on Sunday.”


  “Okay,” I said, trying not to look too disappointed. “I guess Tuesday then? Reid’s parents.”


  “I’ll pick up food,” she said. “We’ll make a date of it.”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  “Stay as long as you want,” she said. “There’s coffee in the kitchen and muffins. I think,” she added, giving me a kiss on the cheek.


  “Text me and let me know how the test goes.”


  “I will,” she promised. “And, Brett,” she said, stopping to look at me on her way out. “Thank you for staying last night. It meant a lot to me that you didn’t run screaming. I know I’ve got a lot of baggage.”


  “No place I’d rather be.”


  


  * * *


  


  When she’d said I could stay as long as I wanted, I doubt that she’d meant stay as long as you want and snoop through my room, but I was curious. Maybe it was a little juvenile, but I wanted to know more about her. I wasn’t creepily stalking or crossing any lines. I didn’t go near the dresser drawers or rummage through dirty laundry. I was just taking it all in. Observing, really. I checked out the artwork she had hanging on her wall—a large watercolor of a daisy—and I ran my fingertips over the silk robe she had hanging on the back of the wall. I picked up the perfume bottle sitting on her dresser and read the label after removing the cap for a sniff. Walk on Air. It might come in handy. Girls were hard to shop for. Being in her room, I felt like I was getting closer to her. She at least trusted me enough to leave me alone here. That had to mean something, right?


  After I’d fixed myself a cup of coffee, I decided to make the bed and straighten the place up a little. I didn’t want her to have to come home to a mess after her big test. After pulling up the covers and returning the collection of throw pillows on her floor to their rightful place, I couldn’t help but notice she’d left her closet door open. When I walked over to close it, I noticed the large tote sitting on the floor. JAMIE was written out in large magic marker letters.


  This guy is literally everywhere I turn.


  And now I was jealous of a dead guy. I had issues. Clearly. The snoop in me wanted to open the box. I wanted to see what it was that she kept boxed up and within arm’s reach at all times. I wanted to take it and throw it out. I wanted him to have never had the part of her that I was trying so hard to get for myself.


  This was uncharted territory for me. I was in a race that I wasn’t sure I could win. I felt like I wanted to give up and, judging from the tightness in my chest, my heart was saying the same thing. This is exactly why I didn’t do relationships. They were complicated and messy and someone was bound to get their heart broken. It was seeming more and more like it was going to be me.


  Fuck this.


  Georgia was clearly not ready to move on with me. How could she be when she was still in love with someone else? My heart broke for her when I thought of her situation. I was compassionate to a point. The point being: he was gone and I was here. I was the one living and breathing and trying to give her a part of me that I had never given to anyone else.


  I left her house that day and went straight to physical therapy. After changing into some gym clothes I’d tossed in a bag in the backseat of my truck, I channeled my frustration into the hardest workout I’d put my knee through yet. I lifted and pressed and jogged until I felt each muscle burn and throb and beg for me to quit. If I wasn’t going to make any progress with Georgia, then I’d focus on getting back to riding. I’d focus on moving on with my life, even if she wasn’t a part of it.


  “I think that’s enough for today,” Will insisted when he’d come into the training center for his shift. I wasn't even on the schedule that morning. I had managed to charm my way into an open session by sweet talking the receptionist. Who was cute enough that had I not been so consumed with my Georgia situation, I probably would have convinced her to meet me in an empty closet or at least head out to the parking lot for a little backseat action. I’d forgotten what it was even like for things to be simple and easy. Ever since Georgia had walked into the picture I’d become soft. I’d become that guy who pines over a girl that he’s not even sure he can have. I’d become Reid.


  Son of a bitch.


  “I’m good,” I said, brushing off Will’s concern.


  “It wasn’t a suggestion, Sallinger,” he said, channeling his inner baseball coach. “They said you’ve been in here for over two hours. Your knee isn’t ready for that. So unless you want to forget about getting back on a bike I suggest you throw in the towel.”


  “Fine,” I huffed, turning off the treadmill. “My knee feels fine. I know my limits.”


  “I know you do,” he said, handing me a towel. I wiped the sweat from my forehead. “But this is why they pay me the big bucks,” he added, trying to coax some civility out of me.


  “I guess they do.” A slight smile cracked my lips, but that was the best I could do. I walked over to the bench where I’d stashed my water bottle and grabbed it up. If I couldn’t work out here, I could at least go back to the cabin and continue on my own.


  “Everything okay?” Will had followed behind me. Couldn’t he see I wasn’t in the mood for a conversation?


  “Yep.”


  “You sure?”


  “Positive.”


  “Okay,” he said with a nod. “I’m a physical therapist which is not the kind of therapist you seem to need today. Just don’t let whatever is going on inside your head get in the way of what you’re trying to do for your body.”


  “I know. I won’t,” I assured him. His concern was thoughtful. Maybe I had overworked it but it was hard for me to just sit idling with my thoughts all over the place. I’d always had a dirt bike to be my therapist. Lost a race? Ride. Got in a fight? Ride. Girl problems? Ride. It was all I knew and not having my stress relieving stand by to fall back on, I didn’t know what else to do. “I’ll even take tomorrow off if it will get you off my back,” I said, rousing him with a snap of my towel.


  “That’d be good,” he said with a smile as he jumped out of the way of my towel snap. “Don’t forget you need rest just as much as you need PT.”


  “You got it, boss.” I saluted as I backed out of the door. I couldn’t fault the guy for doing his job. I felt bad for taking my frustration out on him. The person I should have been directing my frustration toward was not in that gym. No. She was texting me from her college campus letting me know that her test had gone well. I pulled my phone from my pocket and thought about calling her. I thought about confessing that I’d found her stash of Jamie memorabilia and that I was seriously concerned with whether or not I was wasting my time. But, I didn’t. I needed to think about what I wanted to say to her when I saw her on Tuesday.


  


  Me: Good job!


  


  That was all I had.
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  “It’s so good to see you, Georgia,” Iris Shaw said when I walked into her kitchen on Sunday. I’d let myself in the front door knowing that I’d find her slaving away over a meal. The same meal that she served the last Sunday of every month. “It’s Jamie’s favorite,” Iris would remind us all as she served the meal. It was nearing one o’clock which meant the rest of the Shaw clan would be arriving soon. Everyone taking a pause from their normal lives to placate Iris. I knew I was doing the same thing each and every time I showed up.


  I’ll never forget the weekend I told her I might not make it. My sister had asked me if I wanted to take a last minute shopping trip to the mall a few towns over. You would have thought I was telling Iris I was going shopping with Satan.


  “Nora knows that we have a standing dinner date every last Sunday of the month,” she said. “Can’t you go shopping another weekend?” So I did. I told my sister I couldn’t go and ate dinner with the Shaws’ instead. Exactly like I was about to do now.


  “You too,” I said, walking around the kitchen island where she was chopping lettuce for a salad and placing it into a bowl. Salad, lasagna, garlic bread, pecan pie. Every single time. I don’t know how many times I wanted to tell Iris that Jamie had lots of favorite foods. He was more than just lasagna, but I never did. I never said anything to Iris about Jamie, other than what she wanted to hear, because I knew she was barely holding on as it was. He was the youngest of three. Her baby.


  As terrible as my loss was, I couldn’t imagine what she went through or what she was still going through. No parent should ever have to bury her child.


  “Derek isn’t going to make it today,” she said. Derek was Jamie’s oldest brother. “He’s busy with work. Some big case coming up and he doesn’t have time to make the drive,” she explained. Derek was an attorney who lived in St. Louis. “Can you believe that he couldn’t spare one afternoon for his mother?” she said, coating the aggravation in her tone with a laugh.


  “I’m sure he’d be here if he could,” I replied, but I knew the truth. Derek didn’t want to come back for the monthly mourning session. We kept in touch—the occasional email or text. It wasn’t that Derek didn’t love and miss his brother, it was that he had a hard time reliving all of the emotions that came along with losing him. We all did.


  “I miss him, G,” he’d told me the last time I’d seen him. “I really do, but this,” he said, referring to the Sunday dinners, “this is too much. He wouldn’t want us all sitting around crying over him and it’s really hard not to when we have to watch my mom fall apart over and over again.”


  “I think she needs this,” I told him. “I feel like she doesn’t know what else to do.”


  “I know,” he’d replied. “There has to be a better way, though. I’m worried she actually thinks he’s going to walk through the door one day. Like he’s going to show up with the goofy grin of his and say ‘did you miss me?’” I’d thought the same thing about Iris’ expectations. I’d suggested to her that she visit the counselor I’d seen after he’d died, but she shut me down so fast that I’d never brought it up again.


  “I don’t need anyone to tell me how to grieve my child,” she’d said flatly. She might not think so, but it had helped me a lot. Standing in the kitchen today and watching her repeat the same motions that she always did, I was starting to worry that maybe she needed help more than any of us.


  “Is there anything I can do?” I asked, trying not to think about the past anymore. I spent so much time there that it was a hard habit to break. Clearly, by the way things had been going with Brett.


  “I think I’ve got it all covered,” she smiled. “Did you say hello to Jim? He’s out back.”


  “I think I will,” I said, walking over to the backdoor and looking out. Jim, Jamie’s dad, was sitting on the patio recliner thumbing through a hardback copy of a book. He was a hardback book kind of guy. Jim Shaw was the Halstead High School history teacher. He had been as long as I’d known him. “Afternoon, Jim,” I said when I walked out on to the back patio. He ran a hand through his hair and adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose. Jamie looked a lot like his dad. Seeing Jim was kind of like having my own looking glass into the future of what could have been.


  “Georgia,” he said, tipping his head the way he always did. “Sweet Georgia.”


  “Never gets old,” I said with a grin. He was just as charming as ever. It took me almost a year after graduation to stop calling him Mr. Shaw, a habit from four years of history classes, and just go with Jim, which is what he’d insisted I call him. I took a seat on the chair next to him. “What are you reading?”


  “The Outsiders,” he said, showing me the spine of the book. “Never gets old.”


  “One of my favorites.” Even though Jim was a history teacher, he had a deep love for classic literature, and I just liked to read. Any and everything. That is, when I had time, before I was buried in medical texts and patient charts. We’d formed a bond over books that used to drive Jamie mad. He’d poke fun at our back and forths and tease us about being book nerds. I think deep down he really did love how close I was to his father.


  “According to Iris, it sounds like you might have found your very own outsider,” he said grinning and looking over the top of his reading glasses. “Said she saw you with some tattooed boy from out of town. Her words. Not mine,” he chuckled. Comparing Brett to one of the Outsiders was fitting. My own combination of Soda and Two-Bit. Handsome and funny. Jim would like his sharp wit, Iris wouldn’t like him no matter what.


  “I’m sorry that she had to...” I shook my head. It was what it looked like. Brett and I had been in that grocery store as a couple. “I wish she hadn’t seen us together. It wasn’t how I planned for her to find out I was seeing someone.”


  “Don’t be sorry, Georgia,” he said. “Who you’re in a grocery store with is none of my wife’s concern. I’m sorry if she made things uncomfortable for you.”


  “She didn’t make things uncomfortable,” I assured him, but I knew he could tell I was lying. “Maybe a little.”


  “If years of teaching have taught me anything, it’s to not judge anyone based on their appearance. If the tattooed boy is good enough for you, he’s good enough for me.” He winked. “I think it’s fantastic that you’re seeing someone. I think it’s time for all of us to start moving forward,” he said.


  “You do?”


  “I do.”


  “I’m really trying,” I confessed. “I feel like I’m ready. You’d really like him,” I added.


  “What good is life if you have nothing to look forward to?” he asked. He was always good at being philosophical when the time called for it. “You have the possibility of love. Iris and I have the joy of watching Derek and Paul grow. I’m not sure, but I feel like grandkids are in our future.”


  “That would be wonderful.” I knew that Paul was newly married and Derek was probably well on his way. They were moving forward. They were living. I hoped that they could help fill some void in their mother’s life with their own. I know, because she brought it up often, that she believed Jamie and I would be married by now and either with or expecting our own child. She was probably right. We probably would have been on that exact path, but the fact of the matter was, that road was closed. The sooner she accepted it, the better off we all would be. As for me, I wanted to share my life with someone. I wanted a family and the whole looking forward to the future thing Jim was talking about.


  “I think that this might be the last Sunday dinner,” he told me. “I’ve been thinking of taking Iris on a trip or two. I’m close to retirement and I think it would do her some good to get out and see the world. To see that it didn’t stop turning just because we lost Jamie, you know?”


  I nodded. I had a feeling that his words were somewhat directed at me. Jim had always stayed so level headed when it came to processing his feelings over losing his son. At first I thought it was because he was a man and men seem to deal with their emotions differently than women, but the more I talked to Jim, the more I realized he did truly miss Jamie. He was just in a different stage of grieving than his wife was. He had accepted the change. He had accepted that Jamie had chosen his path in life and even though it hadn’t ended the way we’d all hoped it would, it was his choice. He had made peace with the loss. He was in the stage I was trying so hard to get to.


  “I think getting out and seeing the world sounds like a fantastic idea.”


  


  * * *


  


  The dinner seemed to last longer than usual. I think maybe Iris knew it was going to be the last. She’d mentioned something over pecan pie and coffee about taking a trip and Jim had given me a silent smile. By the time I was home, it was almost dark outside. My mental and physical states were both exhausted.


  I tried calling Brett, hoping he could add a bright spot to my evening, but he didn’t answer. It was the second time that he hadn’t answered my call. Even his text messages were shorter and less flirty than normal. I couldn’t say that I blamed him. Things between us weren’t exactly going swimmingly. It was starting to seem like we were bound to be sidetracked when it came to taking our relationship to the next level.


  Although, sleeping in the same bed had been very nice. He was hard and soft all at the same time. The way he wrapped his arms around me and intertwined his legs with mine as we slept might have been the highlight of my year. Sleeping alone in a queen size bed for as long as I had, I was surprised at how quickly I’d fallen asleep. I was usually at war with myself over my schedule, exam questions, or memories. That night with Brett, I’d fallen into a deep sleep fast to the feel of his chest rising and falling against my back. Quietly lulled into a peaceful state as he held my hand in his. The following nights, not so much. The following nights, I tossed and turned with thoughts of how I could make things better with us.


  He might not have admitted it, but I know he was put off by the necklace. I knew that he was questioning even being with me. My ignored phone calls and short text responses said that much. I had a feeling that Tuesday night was going to be the night we really talked about things. I was ready to tell him everything. I was ready to let him in completely.


  If anything, the dinner with the Shaws had been the eye opener I needed to get myself to the place I was ready to be with Brett. I needed to close the door on my relationship with Jamie. Not the memories, but the constant rehashing. I needed to not let myself wallow in the past. Jim was right about getting out and seeing the world. He was right about not letting oneself dwell. I could do this. I wanted to do this.


  


  Me: We still on for Tuesday?


  Brett: Yep.


  Me: What are you doing?


  Brett: Just about asleep. I had a long day. PT and then a call with parts distributors for the ProShop.


  Me: Sounds exhausting. I’ll let you get some sleep.


  Brett: Good night, Georgia.


  Me: I miss you. I erased it and typed out something else.


  Me: Sweet dreams, Brett.


  


  I hoped they’d be of me but I wasn’t brave enough yet to tell him that.


  Tuesday I would tell him I missed him when he wasn’t around. Tuesday I would tell him that I thought about him all the time. That he was so much more than just some motocross bad boy. That he was smart and funny and that he reminded me what it felt like to be alive.


  Tuesday I would tell him that I didn’t know if I could keep going with our little plan to just be friends with benefits. To hell with just a fling. I was ready for more. I would tell him I wasn’t sure I could do this anymore because I was starting to fall in love with him.
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  I tried to use Monday as a day to really clear my head before I saw Georgia again. I even managed to not smoke an entire pack of cigarettes. I was stressed and I’d promised Will that I’d take it easy on the PT to give my body a chance to rest. The call of a Marlboro Red was tempting, but each and every time I stepped out onto the porch to fire one up, Georgia’s voice popped into my head.


  That’s a terrible habit.


  No matter how much I wanted to be mad at her and ignore her words, I couldn’t. She was right. It was a bad habit. I loved the way she looked out for people, especially me. She was a caregiver by nature and she had definitely chosen the right career path. It just sucked that it was currently taking up so much of her time.


  The more time I spent away from her the more time I had to think about the conversation that needed to happen between us. And, the more I thought about that the more I worried that she wasn’t quite ready to let go of her past. The anxiety of not knowing exactly where I stood with her had me on edge.


  I’d driven across the property to Reid’s parents’ home when Georgia’s text came through that the furniture truck would be showing up in about twenty minutes. I wanted to get everything unlocked for them and make sure the house was ready for the ungodly amounts of items I knew Nora and Reid had been ordering over the internet. I’d figured it was a lot because I knew that Reid never did anything half-assed. That’s why we got along so well. We were all out in most aspects of life. The shrill of cicadas was already starting and the air was crisp as I drove along the gravel road. It was a peaceful place to build a home, I’d give Reid that. It was too bad I hadn’t been able to focus on the country charm of the place I was staying.


  Georgia’s little black SUV pulled up the lane a few minutes after I’d gotten there. I stood on the front steps and smiled when I saw her get out. The leggings, long flannel shirt, and boots look she was rocking made her look adorably sexy. I’d yet to find a look that I didn’t like on her.


  “Hey,” she said as she walked over. “Thanks for helping me with this.”


  “No problem.” I reached out a hand to her as she stepped up and placed a kiss on her cheek when she was up to my level. “It’s good to see you.” We held each other’s gaze, both of us obviously wanting to say more, but the second I started to open my mouth we heard the roar of a truck approaching.


  “Right on time,” she said with a smile.


  “Yep,” I said, as she hopped down off the steps and waited to greet the movers. She pulled a notepad and pen from the bag she had slung over her shoulder. I was sure it was a checklist of items we were expecting. She was always one step ahead.


  It didn’t take long for her to start pointing men in directions, telling them what went where and how to set up the rooms. She delivered each and every one of her marching orders with a smile. Not one of guys there seemed to mind taking orders from her. She was Sergeant Barbie, complete with her pink notepad.


  “This seems to be going well,” I said sneaking up behind her. The third truck had arrived with a bunch of little boxes. I gathered from the word FRAGILE written across most of them that they were knick-knacks and candles I was going to be helping her unload once all of the trucks had come and gone. I placed my hands on her hips and looked over her shoulder at her list. “What do you want me to do now?” I’d been helping as much as I could and trying to stay out of the professionals’ way.


  “This is good,” she said, turning in my arms. Holding her this way almost made me forget my frustrations over the past few days. I leaned in and kissed her lips softly.


  “I missed you.”


  “I missed you too. I’m sorry I was so busy this weekend. I would have much rather been with you than at the hospital and dinner with the Shaws.”


  Dinner with the Shaws? And then I remembered Iris saying something about Sunday when we were in the grocery store. Just another reminder of Jamie. Once again he kept showing up at the most inopportune times.


  “Don’t worry about it,” I said, hearing the disdain in my tone. I noticed one of the movers waiting for instructions from her and took the opportunity to avoid saying something I’d regret in front of a room full of strangers. “I think he needs your help,” I said, pointing over her shoulder. “I’m going to check on the bedrooms. Make sure they got everything in the right place.”


  “Um... okay,” she said. I could tell that she knew something she’d said hadn’t set right with me. Was I out of line for being aggravated? I didn’t want to be put off every time the guy’s name was mentioned, but it was off putting.


  I sucked in a breath the second I turned away from her and tried to chill the fuck out. This whole teetering on the edge of insanity thing was not good for me. I needed the movers to get in and get out so that we could hash out exactly what our deal was before I lost my damn mind.


  


  * * *


  


  “I think that’s the last of them,” she said as we watched the last truck pull out of the driveway. “Only took four hours,” she said. “Not too bad.” She smiled to herself as she ran her pen down her list one last time. “Still want to get some dinner?”


  “Sure,” I said, as we walked into the house.


  “Then maybe we can start unloading some of this other stuff.” She pointed at the boxes in the kitchen. “I mean... if you’re up for it.”


  “My knee’s fine,” I assured her. The pain was less and less each day and nothing I couldn’t muster through.


  “I’m not talking about your knee,” she said pointedly. “What happened earlier? After we kissed.”


  I bit down on my bottom lip and shook my head. My eyes looked around the room before settling on the ceiling. I’d calmed down after my initial reaction to hearing that she’d spent Sunday with Jamie’s parents, but it had irked me.


  “You can tell me.” She walked over and took my hand in hers. Her slender fingers intertwined with mine like they were made to do just that. “Please.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me your family dinner was with Jamie’s family?” The words seemed to fly out of my mouth once I started. “I mean, I know his mom invited you to something in the grocery store, but I guess I thought that you weren’t going now that we are... whatever we are.” I could hear the pettiness in my voice, but I didn’t care. I’d been nothing but honest with her.


  “I don’t know why I didn’t tell you,” she said with a nervous shrug. “I guess I didn’t want to upset you, which I clearly have.”


  “I’m not upset, Georgia. I’m frustrated. Dinner with his family. The engagement ring. The box of his things in your closet. I’m really trying to understand, but—”


  “You looked through my things?” She dropped my hand and crossed her arms over her chest. “That is not at all what I meant when I told you to make yourself at home.”


  “No, I didn’t look through your things. I went to shut the closet door and I saw his name on the box, which I didn’t look through, in case you’re wondering,” I explained as I paced across the kitchen, earning a frustrated glare from her. She leaned against the counters waiting for me to justify seeing her things. “Believe me the last thing I wanted to see was another reminder that you’re still in love with someone else. The ring was enough.”


  “That’s a low blow. Of course I still love him. It’s not like I chose to not have him in my life.”


  “I get that, I really do, but you did choose to start a relationship—or whatever the hell this is—with me when you’re clearly not over him.”


  “What do you want me to say?” Her eyes began to well with tears. “I’m trying to move on. I’m trying to move forward. That’s what we agreed on. You’re being really irrational about this.”


  “Am I?” I snapped. “I think I’ve been more than rational about it. I’ve given you every opportunity to take things slow. You say you want to move forward but the second his name is mentioned you freeze up.”


  “I do not.”


  “You do. You did in the store when we saw his mother. You did the other night when you realized you had the ring on.”


  “You were the one that stopped the other night.”


  “Of course I did! The ring your fiancé gave you was staring me in the face. And don’t deny that you were just as thrown off as I was. I saw the look on your face. Like you were doing something wrong. It’s okay for you to be with me. It’s okay for you to move on with your life.” I let out a sigh. “Look, I’ve been supportive and understanding, but I can’t compete with a ghost, Georgia. I won’t.”


  “I’m not asking you to,” she said as the first tear fell down her face. “I want to be with you. You think I like living in the past? Having to revisit losing him every single day? Because I don’t.”


  “You have a really weird way of showing it then. You still wear his ring.”


  “On a necklace!” she yelled. “That I haven’t even had on since the other night.”


  I could see how frustrated she felt and I hated that we were fighting over this. Hell, I hated that we were fighting period. I never wanted to make her cry and it was taking everything I had in me not to pull her into my arms.


  “I want this. I want you.” She sniffed. A moment passed as she tried to compose herself and it took everything I had in me not to comfort her. If we were going to be together, this was a conversation that needed to happen. “You know, I was hoping to tell you tonight that I think I might be falling in love with you, but now—”


  “You what?” I was surprised to hear her say that she was falling in love with me. I felt like an ass. A very lucky ass, but an ass nonetheless. Here I was reading her the riot act and she was planning on telling me something monumental—for both of us.


  “I said I think I’m falling in love with you.”


  “I...” I knew what I should have said. I should have told her I felt the same way, but this was new. I’d had girls says they loved me, sure, but not the way she was. They loved who I represented and what they thought they could get out of being with me. “You are?”


  “Yes, you jackass, but you’re too worried about my past that you’re too blind to see it.”


  Maybe I was. Maybe I was focusing too much on what she used to have with Jamie and not enough on what we were building together. Both of us seemed to have some things to let go of. Before she could call me another name or leave altogether, I walked over to the counter she was standing in front of and crushed my mouth to hers as I cradled her face in my hands. Yelling and crying could wait, I wanted to take my frustrations out in another way. I let my lips and my tongue say all the things I couldn’t. I didn’t want to be some runner-up for her heart. I wanted to be the only guy who ever kissed her this way. I wanted to be the only guy who made her body and her mind feel cherished. I wanted to be her everything.


  Her hands slipped up around my neck. I dropped mine to her thighs as I lifted her up and placed her on the counter. Her legs locked behind me as if she didn’t want to let me go. Our mouths continued the confrontation we’d started with our words. Hers was biting down on my bottom lip as a frustrated cry slipped from her lips. Mine was trying to convince her through lashes of my tongue that I felt the same way about her that she did me. One hand tangled in her hair as the other held her body against mine. The heat of our kiss was only matched by the heat building between us as my cock pressed against her center.


  “I only want you,” she said in a breathy moan as I rocked into her, her thighs clenching around me. I wanted to rip her clothes from her body and show her exactly what she would get if she kept whispering words of want in my ear. “Only you.”


  “I want you too,” I said putting enough space between us that I could slip my hand down the front of her pants. I needed to touch her. I wanted at least one of us to get some relief from the pressure building in our bodies. I kissed her neck as I let my fingers move between her legs and slip inside of her. She cried out from the pleasure as she held onto my shoulders. Just hearing her moans was enough to nearly push me over the edge. The taste of her skin on my lips. The feel of my fingers moving inside of her, stroking her in every right place. The way it felt when she tightened and quivered around my hand. When I leaned back to look at her face as she came apart, I knew there was no going back for me. Whatever issues we had could be sorted out because this woman was it for me.


  That moment far surpassed the others we’d shared. For a moment it was like there was nothing or no one that could stand in between us. We’d yelled. We’d screamed. We’d kissed. And, then she let me touch her and gave me a part of herself that she’d locked away for a long time. It was just us.


  Knock, knock, knock.


  And a delivery guy who was knocking on the door.
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  “You have got to be kidding me,” Brett said as he rested his forehead against mine. My body was still trying to process what just happened. It was the first time, in a long time, that I hadn’t given myself an orgasm. It felt good. Too good. So good that I was worried I might have just been ruined for any future self-stimulation. I knew my body and I knew my capabilities, what Brett had just done with one hand in a few short moments far out did anything I’d ever been able to do.


  “Getting interrupted is kind of our thing,” I said with a smile. His hand slipped from between my legs and helped me off the counter.


  “A thing I’d like to stop doing.” He laughed. “You better get the door,” he said. He placed his lips on my forehead before backing away. “I need a minute.” He excused himself to the bathroom and I knew exactly why. I’d felt the strain of his dick against his jeans. I’d fully planned on repaying the favor he’d done me, but like I said, getting interrupted was kind of our thing.


  I went to the door, trying to put myself back together as best I could before opening. I was walking on shaky legs and more relaxed and content than I’d been in a long time. I could still feel his hands on me. In me. My lips were swollen from his kisses. My skin was still heated from his touch and what he’d just done to me. I took in a deep breath and tried not to smile like an over satisfied lunatic.


  Nora and Reid hadn’t been kidding when they said they’d bought furniture for every room in the house. The final delivery for the evening was a new washer and dryer for the laundry room. I showed the deliveryman where to unload it and by the time he’d finished hooking it up and Brett and I had finally had dinner, it was close to eleven.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to come back to my place?” Brett asked as we were locking up Reid’s parents’ house for the night. We’d have to come back later that week and finish, but the good news was my sister and Reid would be home that weekend for a visit and to show Reid’s mom and dad their new home.


  “There is no place I’d rather go,” I said, rising up on to my toes to kiss Brett. “But, I’ve got to be at the hospital at six.” My busy schedule was really starting to get in the way. I was starting to think that I needed to make a little more time for myself. And for Brett.


  “Okay,” he said taking my hand in his and walking me over to my car. The dark sky was lit by a bright moon as he kissed me good night. “Clinicals Wednesday and Thursday, right?”


  “Yep.” I nodded, impressed that he’d actually memorized my schedule. “But Friday my schedule is wide open.”


  “I like the sound of that,” he said before returning his lips to mine. “I’ll make damn sure we don’t get interrupted.” He leaned back to look at me. “Damn. Sure.” His promises were as scintillating as his touch. I was looking forward to our uninterrupted day together.


  


  * * *


  


  The next two days seemed to creep by, so by the time Friday finally arrived I couldn’t wait to see him. Even if it meant seeing him while we finished up moving furniture and decorating the Travers’ house.


  “What the hell is this?” Brett asked when we finally went to finish unpacking all of the items for the Travers’ house. “The edges are all dinged up,” he said, running his fingers over the edge of a picture frame he’d just unpacked.


  “It’s supposed to look that way,” I said. “It’s shabby chic.”


  “New shit that looks like old shit.” He laughed. “It’s a good thing I’m not an interior decorator.”


  “Yeah stick to what you’re good at,” I said, taking the frame from his hand and placing it on the bookcase that was built into the wall of the living room. “Dirt bikes and video games.”


  “Oh, babe...” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist from behind. “I’m good at so much more than that,” he teased spinning me around the room playfully.


  I wiggled in his arms when he began to tickle me and it wasn’t long before we were on the floor.


  “See how good I am at wrestling,” he said pinning my arms over my head.


  “Come on let me up,” I said, trying to roll over and escape his hold. His knees were on the ground on each side of my body, and I could tell he was leaning more to the right to favor his left. Boxes were strewn all around us. The room was nowhere near put together. “You’re going to hurt yourself,” I warned.


  “No chance.” He shook his head, wrapping one hand around my wrists while the other one picked up his tickle assault. I kicked my legs and tried to get him to move as I tried to breathe between laughs.


  “Stop,” I giggled. He was grinning like a fool as he watched me writhe beneath him. “Please.”


  “Okay, okay,” he said as he stopped tickling me. He leaned in, his nose practically touching mine. “How bad do you want me to let you up?”


  “Bad. We have a lot of stuff to get done.”


  “Fine,” he said, faking a pout before he dropped his lips to mine. He kissed me quickly before climbing off of me and sitting with his hands out behind him. “No fun for Georgia. She has work,” he teased. We did have work to do, but I’d been having a great time all day with him. He made the task of emptying boxes much more enjoyable.


  “We’d never get this finished if you had your way,” I said as I climbed to my feet and shook my head. I walked around behind him and dropped down to my knees to place my hands on his shoulders. “Don’t you know that the sooner we get this finished,” I added, massaging his shoulders before running my hands down his back. He leaned into my touch. “The sooner we can get out of here.”


  “Keep doing that,” he urged, letting his head drop to one side. I placed a kiss on his neck and continued to move my hands over his back. As he relaxed, I slipped my arms up under his and had him in a headlock before he even knew what happened. “Hey!” he said, trying to move. I tightened my hold on him and laughed.


  “See? I can have fun,” I said, placing my lips close to his ear. I let my weight fall on his back to keep him in place.


  “You’re going to regret this,” he said as he tried to pull from my grasp.


  “I don’t think so,” I said confidently. I knew that self-defense class I took my freshman year of college would come in handy one day. “In fact I’m really enjoying it at the moment. Zero regret.” As he continued to try and move away from me all I could do was laugh.


  “I kind of figured this was how their relationship would play out.”


  Brett and I both froze in place when we heard Reid’s voice call out. We looked to our left to see him and Nora standing there hand in hand.


  “I told you my sister was tough,” Nora said with a smile.


  “I’m totally letting her win,” Brett insisted before I let him go from my hold. He jumped to his feet quickly before helping me up.


  “No you weren’t,” I insisted as I straightened out my shirt. “I had you.”


  “Maybe,” he said, bumping his shoulder against mine as we walked over to greet Reid and Nora. “You guys are early,” Brett pointed out as we all exchanged hugs and handshakes.


  “We caught an early flight,” Nora explained. “I figured you two might need some help with the finishing touches.”


  “Clearly it’s a good thing we showed up when we did,” Reid said. “Got here right before you passed out, Sally,” he teased Brett.


  “Hardly.” Brett shook his head as I nodded in agreement with Reid’s rousing.


  “Things look great so far,” Nora said as she walked around the room, checking the boxes that were still left to be opened.


  “We’ve finished all but this room and the kitchen,” I told her.


  “And the garage,” Brett added. “There are some shelves that need to be put together out there.”


  “We can do that,” Reid said, slapping Brett on the shoulder. “Let’s go do some manly stuff with power tools while the girls finish up with the decorating,” he said, deepening his voice and puffing out his chest.


  “Yeah,” Brett agreed, matching the goofy way his buddy was walking out of the room. “Manly stuff.” He fired a wink in my direction as he was leaving the room and I couldn’t help but grin.


  “So?” Nora asked as soon as the guys were out of the room.


  “So what?”


  “So... tell me what is going on with you two,” she insisted before walking over to start unpacking a box.


  “Things are good,” I told her. “Really good.”


  “That’s so great. I can’t remember the last time I saw you look so happy,” she continued. “Like genuinely smiling, having a good time happy.”


  “It feels pretty good.” I smiled. “How are things with Reid? You’re always so busy interrogating me when we talk that I never get to ask you.” Our roles had reversed over the past month. Before, I was the one who listened to her. I’d put on my therapist hat on more than one occasion when Reid had first come back to Halstead. I never would have imagined that Nora would be talking me through my own relationship so soon. My feelings for Brett had definitely snuck up on me.


  “I can’t even tell you how happy I am,” she beamed. “It’s even better than I’d imagined it would be.” As we finished up the unloading and decorating of the room she filled me in on her whirlwind, second chance love affair. “Watching him ride and seeing what his life is like now was a little overwhelming at first, but he’s so good about including me any way he can. And, Throttled Energy asked if I wanted to be the official tour photographer. Can you believe that?”


  “Of course I can,” I told her. “You’re a fantastic photographer, Nore. They are lucky to have you.” Hearing how she was going to be getting paid to be with Reid all the time made me a little jealous. Brett and I had only just begun our relationship, but I knew that when he went back to work things were going to be difficult for us. Long distance relationships are never easy. I knew from personal experience. At least this time around I could call or text Brett whenever I wanted. When Jamie was overseas I was lucky to talk to him once a week. It was usually two or three weeks before we were actually able to connect.


  It wasn’t so much the being apart that scared me when it came to living in different states, it was all of the other unknowns. We could make the time to see each other and to talk. I kept telling myself that I had to be okay with possibility of Brett getting hurt. Not to mention, I had a little concern that once he was back in his element, he’d decide that his old ways were much better suited to him than some small town nurse. All of the women and partying and not being tied down. Was I exciting enough to hold his interest? Could I keep a guy like Brett satisfied in the long run?


  “Think we should try and put this coffee table together?” she asked, taking a box cutter down the center of the tape holding the box together.


  “I think we can handle that,” I agreed. “I’ll go steal some tools from the guys,” I said, picking up the instructions from the top of the box to see what we would need. “I’ll be right back.”
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  “It’s good to see you, buddy,” Reid said as we walked into the garage. Having him and Nora walk in on Georgia legitimately holding me in a headlock was not my finest moment, but I didn’t care. Seeing her having fun was worth any humiliation that might follow. After our argument the other night I had worried that she might try and pull back. Anytime she had too much time to think, I worried that she’d talk herself out of being with me. We hadn’t seen each other in two days so when she came bouncing through the door that morning I was pleased to see that she and I were still on the same page.


  How did I get so lucky?


  I thought hurting my knee was going to be the worst thing that ever happened to me, but if I hadn’t been injured and stayed in Halstead, I wouldn’t have her. I wouldn’t be building probably the most important relationship of my life.


  “You too, man.” I showed him where the shelves were and we started unboxing everything. “So, how are things?”


  “Things with Nora or things with work?”


  “Both?”


  “Um... wait. Back that train up,” he paused. “How the hell are things with the little Bennett sister? Aside from her being able to kick your ass and all.”


  “Give me a break,” I joked. “She attacked an injured man. It wasn’t really a fair fight.”


  “I don’t know,” he said with a shake of his. “My money is on her whether you’re healthy or not,” he laughed. “The leg is good though?”


  “It’s getting there. I’m feeling pretty good. Getting close to one-hundred percent.”


  “Awesome. It will be good to have you back. Riding isn’t the same without your dumb ass there.”


  “God, I can’t wait to get back on a bike.”


  “Not to mention, I’m sick of having to explain to everyone where you are. It’s like we’re a packaged deal or something. Is Brett here? When will he be back? Have you talked to him?” he mocked.


  “My fans really miss me, huh?”


  “Some fans. Mostly Alicia Carlson,” he clarified. “Girl is driving me crazy asking about you day in and day out.”


  Alicia and I had a mutually beneficial relationship at one time. She was one of the Throttled Energy promo girls and got paid to run around the track in tiny shorts with her tits bouncing up in her face. I can’t say I minded when she used to show up at my trailer after a gig. It was casual and easy, but if what Reid was saying was true, she might have been a little more invested in our non-relationship that I was. I hadn’t even thought about her since last season ended.


  Whatever used to happen between us wasn’t going to be happening anymore. I had a girlfriend now.


  Whoa. I had a girlfriend.


  I felt the silly grin spread across my face and Reid shook his head. People were going to shit a brick when they realized that the beast that was Brett Sallinger was well on his way to being tamed. Thinking about my past with girls like Alicia and thinking about my future with Georgia...there was no comparison.


  What I had with Georgia actually meant something. It meant everything.


  “Yeah, Alicia. Guess I’m going to have to talk to her. Things are going to have to change where she’s concerned.”


  “I’d say.” Reid agreed. “I’d hate for Nora to have to murder you. No clue where I’d hide the body.”


  We started building the frame for the shelves and not another word was mentioned about Alicia. She could go back in the vault of memories where she belonged.


  “So,” Reid began halfway through our task. “I’m thinking about asking Nora to marry me.” His tone was too casual for the words he’d just blurted out of his mouth.


  “Come again?” I asked, unsure if I’d heard him correctly. The nervousness on his face said that I’d heard him right, not to mention he slipped a diamond ring out of his pocket and held it up for me to see. “I’d say you’re doing more than thinking about it. You’ve got a ring, dude.”


  “I do,” he said with a nod. “Am I crazy? Is it too soon?” The truth was they’d only been back together for a short time, but I’d never seen two people more in sync than they were. It was like they picked up their old relationship exactly where it had left off. There might have been a seven year break in their time together but you’d never know it. “We wasted so much time not being together. I don’t want to wait.”


  “If you love her, you love her,” I replied with a shrug. “Not to mention, I doubt I’m the best person to ask about doing crazy things.”


  “True,” he said. “And, I do love her.” He nodded and placed the ring back in his pocket.


  “I say go for it.”


  “I’m gonna do it.”


  “I like it,” I said as I offered up my hand for a high five. “She’s going to flip out.” Nora and Georgia were enough alike that I knew she’d let her emotions get the best of her. Tears of joy were definitely in the forecast.


  “Well then I need a favor,” he said. “Any chance I can get the cabin tonight? Hopefully we’ll be celebrating.” He waggled his eyebrows and grinned.


  “Of course,” I agreed. “I’m sure I can stay at Georgia’s.” I had plans for Georgia and me that night anyway. Plans that were not going to get interrupted this time. “And, don’t worry... she’s going to say yes.”


  Hopefully both Bennett women would be saying yes that night. I planned to hear Georgia say it over and over.


  


  * * *


  


  “Hey ladies,” Reid said when we finally finished up in the garage. It was safe to say furniture assembly was not in our future. If you wanted us to rebuild a carburetor or change out your bike tire, we were the right guys for the job, but if it involved an Allen wrench or the successful following of printed instructions, we were not. The shelves took us an hour and when we walked back into the living room, Georgia and Nora had managed to put together two end tables and a coffee table. I was starting to believe that women were the superior gender.


  “I’m starving,” I told them. “Feel like ordering something?” I asked, walking over to sit on the sofa. I leaned down and kissed the top of Georgia’s head on my way. She was kneeling on the floor finishing up her latest building project—a small table that I think she said went by the front door.


  “I could eat,” Nora said, standing up from her seated position next to Georgia to wrap her arms around Reid’s waist. Silly girl had no idea that she was only mere inches from her future engagement ring. I was so happy for the two of them. I looked back at Georgia and wondered if we had any chance of a future like them.


  When she didn’t answer my question, I saw Reid and Nora exchange smiles.


  “Sis,” Nora tried. “You hungry?”


  Georgia was definitely devoted to her current job; she didn’t even flinch when her sister asked. Either she was thinking of becoming a professional furniture assembler, or she had something else on her mind. The way that her wrist was working a screwdriver had me concerned that whatever it was had pissed her off.


  “Georgia,” I said louder to get her attention.


  “Yeah?” She jerked her head up and I could tell that she hadn’t heard a word that had been said.


  “Food?” I smiled. “Do you want go get something before Reid’s parents get in?”


  “Um... you know, I’m not really hungry,” she said. “In fact, I’m not feeling that great. I think I might need to go home.”


  She was sick? It was news to me. An hour ago we were rolling around the floor and before that we couldn’t have been having a better time together. Well, we could have been having a better time, but we’d already sort of christened the counter in the kitchen and I didn’t think Reid would really appreciate me having sex in his parents’ new living room.


  “Okay,” I replied, holding my hand out to help her up. When she didn’t take it and climbed to her feet on her own, I was worried. “What’s the matter? Should we stop by the clinic?”


  “It’s just a headache,” she said with a shake of her head. “I’ll be fine.”


  “I’ll drive you,” I insisted when she walked over to the front door without so much as a second look in my direction. She had me worried. Either she was really not feeling well, or in the last hour she’d come to her senses about taking up with a guy like me. She turned to protest me taking her home, but I gave her a look that said there was no other option. If my girl was sick, I was going to take care of her, and if she was mad at me, I was going to find out why and rectify the situation before we even pulled in her driveway.


  “Fine.” She held up a hand and waved goodbye to her sister and Reid. “Sorry,” she told them. “I think pretty much everything is done.”


  “It’s all good,” Reid replied.


  “Feel better, G,” Nora added as we walked out the door. The shrug her sister offered me as I walked out the door said she was just as confused by this sudden illness as I was.


  By the time we were in the car, I’d decided that she wasn’t sick. She’d walked to the car with enough energy to tell me that she was more worried about getting away from me than a fake headache. There wasn’t pain in her eyes, it was frustration.


  “You mind telling me what that was all about?” I said when I’d climbed into the driver’s side of her car.


  “It’s nothing,” she insisted, crossing her arms over her chest. “Actually... no, we’re adults here. It is something. Or rather, someone. Who is Alicia?”


  “Alicia?”


  “Yeah. Who is she?”


  “Nobody,” I answered honestly. “How did...” The pieces clicked together fairly quickly. She must have overheard my conversation with Reid. “Georgia Bennett, were you eavesdropping?”


  “Not exactly. I was coming out to the garage to get a different wrench.” She let out a huff. “Don’t change the subject. Do you have a girlfriend, Brett?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I guess I probably should have told you, huh?”


  “You think?” Her voice raised to a dangerous decibel level. “I can’t believe you lied to me. I can’t believe I was stupid enough to—”


  “Whoa,” I said, pulling the car over to a stop at the end of the lane. “Don’t call my girlfriend stupid.”


  She glared at me with a wary expression. I could see her wheels spinning and I couldn’t help but crack a smile. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I do have a girlfriend,” I said, taking her petite hand in mine. “And she’s currently making a big deal out of nothing.”


  “What are you talking about?” she yelled. “This is serious. I’m not some fling and I’m certainly not the kind of girl who would date someone already in a relationship.”


  “Would you listen to the words that are coming out of my mouth,” I said, squeezing her hand in mine as she tried to pull it away. “The only girlfriend I have is you, Georgia.”


  “I... you... really?”


  “Really.” I leaned over and pressed my lips to hers. “Alicia is someone that I used to kind of see, causally. Because it was convenient. But there is nothing going on between us now and there never will be again.”


  “Ugh. I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions without talking to you first. It’s just... when I heard you talking about her with Reid and mentioning that ‘things would have to change between you’, I assumed the worst.”


  “I get it,” I said. “But, I promise you that when I said things were going to change, I meant I was going to tell her that I was with someone. That I couldn’t see her anymore.”


  “I believe you.”


  “Good.” I stole another kiss before pulling on to the road.


  We argued, we made up, we made out. If this was what relationships were like, I was okay with it. I was really enjoying where this was headed, which appeared to be back to her place for a little more making up.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  “I’m sorry for assuming the worst,” I told Brett again when we made it back to my house. I’d let my imagination run away with me after overhearing his conversation. It was stupid and immature. “You’ve been so patient and understanding with me. I should have just asked you about her.”


  “It’s okay,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist. He pressed his lips softly to my forehead. “There’s still a lot we have to learn about each other, I guess. And you’re pretty cute when you’re jealous.”


  “I wasn’t...” I hesitated. “Yes, I was,” I admitted with a grin. “I was totally jealous. And, we do still have a lot to learn.” I wrinkled my nose. He was right. Our relationship was so new and it wasn’t like my last one where I’d grown up with the guy I was dating. Brett’s past was still kind of a mystery to me and mine to him.


  “You can trust me,” he promised. “I’d never do anything to hurt you.”


  “I know that.” I did. “I’m just a little out of practice on this whole having a boyfriend thing.” As far as Brett’s past relationships went, all I knew was that he liked to play the field before me. I’d told him earlier that I was okay with it and I didn’t want to let the things I’d read online about him cloud my judgment. He deserved a fair shot. He’d been really good to me so far and I had no reason to believe that he’d lie.


  “I can’t fault you for thinking the worst,” he said. “My past is not something I’m particularly proud of, but I can promise you that what we have is worth way more than anything I did back then.” The sincere look on his face as he poured his heart out to me was reassuring.


  “I don’t care about your past,” I told him. “I had a momentary lapse in judgment, but I’m good now.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and placed my mouth on his. The way he kissed me said that he was good on his word. A guy didn’t kiss a girl like he kissed me if he didn’t mean it. It was convincing and promising and exactly what I needed to put our conversation to rest. I wanted to be with him and he wanted to be with me.


  “I’m glad,” he said, breaking our kiss. “And now I have the rest of the day and night to prove to you just how committed I am to you.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Yep. I’m spending the night.”


  “You are?”


  “I kind of have to...” he said, taking a break from assaulting my senses with his lips and tongue. “Can you keep a secret?”


  “I think so.”


  “I kind of have to stay because Reid asked if he and your sister could have the cabin.” That made sense. I doubt they wanted to stay in the house with Reid’s parents once they arrived. “Your sister is getting engaged tonight.”


  “Wait... what? She is?” The continuation of his story had caught me off guard.


  “She is. I saw the ring and everything,” he said with a proud grin. I could tell he was loving having this information before me. I was so excited for my sister that I didn’t even care if he had found out first.


  “Omigod! She is going to flip.” This had been a long time coming. My sister had been planning her wedding to Reid Travers since before she had her driver’s license. When he left she’d tried to bury those dreams, but the second he showed up and was hell-bent on winning her back, I knew that she’d revisited the possibility again.


  “That’s what I said. So that’s why I have to stay tonight.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Uh-huh,” he said, dropping his mouth to my neck. The heat of his breath against my skin was almost too much.


  “Who said that you could stay?” I tried to tease, but the wobble in my knees as his lips danced over my skin took the conviction right out of my words.


  “You did,” he answered. It was impossible to say no to him, especially when he was making my body feel the way he was. “Besides, Reid and Nora aren’t the only ones who have celebrating to do. If my memory serves me right, I think we officially became a couple today.” He pulled back to look at me and the smile on his face was contagious. I felt the corners of my mouth turn up.


  “I think we did,” I agreed. The terms boyfriend and girlfriend had been tossed around.


  “I guess that means the whole casual hookup thing is off the table now, huh?”


  “Is that what you want?”


  “It is,” he confessed. “I should have told you the other night when you said you were falling in love with me. I feel the same way.”


  “That’s good to know.”


  “This is literally the only relationship I’ve ever had so I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to do, but the idea of not being with you... well... I don’t even want to think about it.” His throat tightened as he swallowed and I could tell that the whole feelings things was new for him. “I’m not saying it’s going to be easy with me going back to work soon and you having school and everything, but I really want to try this with you.”


  I nodded in agreement. “So do I.” I wanted it more than I’d wanted anything in a long time. The more time we spent together, the more I got to know him, the deeper my feelings became. I couldn’t even think about him leaving. Right now I just wanted to enjoy him actually being there.


  His hands dropped from my waist and he took my hand in his. I took the opportunity to lead him back to my bedroom. “Maybe we should start celebrating... now. Something to commemorate the event.” The anticipation and excitement I felt when I was around him was well on its way to making me feel like I was going to turn inside out. My stomach flipped. My pulse was racing. I wanted to make him feel the way he made me feel.


  “What exactly did you have in mind?” he asked as I closed the door behind us, flipping the lock after it latched. I let go of his hand and walked over to draw the blinds on my bedroom window.


  “Why don’t you sit down,” I pointed at the bed, “and I’ll show you what I have in mind.” I pulled my phone from my back pocket and switched it to silent. It vibrated in my hand as I placed it on top of my dresser. “No interruptions,” I said.


  “Amen to that,” he said, taking his phone out of his pocket and doing the same.


  “Just me and you.”


  “Just me and... you,” he repeated, almost unable to finish his sentence as I pulled my shirt over my head and let it drop to the floor before I unbuttoned my jeans. The room was only barely lit by the few rays of the setting sun that were peeking out from behind the blinds, but I could read his reaction to me. I loved the way his lips were parted as he drew in a slow breath. It was empowering to know that I had such an effect on him. On his body. He shifted in his seat and I could see the bulge growing in his lap.


  I walked over and stood in front of him. He almost looked nervous as he placed his hands on my hips. He spread his knees apart and pulled me between his legs. His mouth landed on my stomach as he drew out a slow kiss across my skin. I let my hand tangle in his hair as he pushed my jeans down around my legs. I stepped out of them and pushed them behind me with my foot.


  “You are the sexiest thing I have ever seen,” he said, as he let his hands rest on my hips and looked up at me. I tugged his shirt up and he raised his arms allowing me to pull it over his head.


  “You’re not too bad yourself,” I said, drinking in his broad shoulders and chest with my eyes. He was sexy enough to almost be intimidating—all perfectly sculpted and tattooed—but I wasn’t going to let anything stop me from enjoying this night together. I told him how badly I wanted to be with him and now I wanted to show him.


  I climbed onto his lap, letting my knees fall on each side of his body. He held me in place and I felt the throb of his cock against my center. Our mouths found one another and any doubts I had about us being together quickly fell by the wayside.


  I let my head fall back as he worked his way from my lips to my neck to the swells of my chest. His nimble fingers unhooked my bra and pulled the straps from my shoulders. I shrugged out of it and he tossed it to the floor with the majority of our clothing, he kissed the tops of my breasts before wrapping his lips around my nipple. His teeth nipped at my sensitive flesh until it was a stiff peak that seemed to be the nerve center for the rest of my body. The tightness in the pit of my stomach ached in a way that had me grinding down on his lap. He moved his attention to my other breast.


  I cried out when he bit down slightly, sending a pleasurable jolt of pain through me. I pulled his face to mine and kissed him with a fierce passion I didn’t know I had in me. It was as if my mouth had a mind of its own and was desperate to taste him.


  He growled against my lips as he flipped our position. Just as I had done to him only moments ago, he stood between my legs while unbuttoning his jeans—slowly teasing me with a grin. As I was laid out across the bed I watched how purposely he moved. Each movement drove me into an even deeper spiral of desire. His eyes never left mine as he continued to undress. He pulled something from his back pocket before he pushed his jeans to the ground. I swallowed hard as he started to push his boxers down. The dip of his hipbones slowly revealed his firm cock. The length confirming the preconceived notions I’d had about his size.


  He stood before me completely naked and brought the foil packet he’d pulled from his back pocket up to his teeth and tore it open.


  “You were prepared.”


  “No interruptions, right?” he said, slowly rolling the condom on. Having to go out and find protection would have definitely been an interruption. I almost couldn’t believe that I was about to have sex. It had been so long. Up until a few weeks ago, I didn’t think I’d ever feel this way again. I’d missed the desire. The longing. The need for release. I felt insatiable and we hadn’t even done it yet.


  “That’s right,” I said, reaching out for him. My fingers slowly sliding down the length of him as I closed the distance between us. With his feet still on the floor, he grabbed the bottoms of my thighs and pulled me closer to the edge of the bed.


  “You’re sure?” he asked. He let his hands rest on the waistband of my panties. I raised my hips from the bed.


  “Positive.” As soon as the word was out of my mouth, he slipped his thumbs under the thin fabric and pulled the last stitch of clothing from my body.


  “There are so many things I want to do to you right now.” I shamelessly let my legs fall open wide, allowing him to get as close as possible to me. “I want to touch and taste every inch of you.” His mouth found mine and I could feel him teasing my entrance with the head of his cock. My heels fell against his back, urging him to continue. “That will have to wait,” he said, taking his length in his hand. “I need to feel you. I need to be inside of you.” His eyes fell between us. We both watched as he slowly guided himself inside of me. It might have been the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. I let out a breath and tried to relax as he pushed into me. It had been three years. My body had practically been re-virginized. “Are you all right?”


  “Yes,” I said. He remained still, letting our bodies’ familiarize themselves with one another.


  “You feel fucking amazing,” he said before kissing me softly. “So tight. So ready.” His words spurred the movement of my hips. I slowly rose up and back down, feeling him slide inside of me. My walls tightened and released around him, and I didn’t want to stop.


  Steadily we rocked our bodies together, each of us drawing out what we wanted from each other. His hands tangled with mine above my head as he rested his elbows on each side of my face. Our lips met in a mix of slow, sensual kisses and gasps for air.


  It felt like I was falling and being caught simultaneously. He was bringing me back to life and sending me to heaven all at once. I was teetering on the edge, trying not to fall, but it was inevitable. I allowed my body to let go. I felt like I was shattering around him. The pulse as I clenched around him rippled from my center and out through my entire body. Before it could subside completely, he stood and lifted me as he continued his languid movements back and forth drawing out every euphoric feeling I was having. His thumb found my clit as he sped his movement, my orgasm seeming never ending.


  He thrust harder as he met his own release and I felt him throb inside of me. Our bodies synced in release as he bit down on his bottom lip. I pulled his body back to mine, wanting to kiss him. Wanting him to know how amazing he made me feel.


  All of my anxiety and fear about us being together was unwarranted. This is exactly what I needed.


  He was exactly what I needed.
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  Holy shit.


  Never in my life had I felt what I just felt with the gorgeous blonde currently wrapped up in my arms. Just when I thought it couldn’t get any better, I felt her come. Her body clenching to mine like it was dependent on it for life. My desperate desire to make her feel good had been reciprocated. Her touch. Her kiss. The way she’d reacted to every move I made. It was like she was made just for me. Meant just for me.


  Maybe the reason I’d never had a relationship with anyone else was because I hadn’t met her yet. As we laid together that night, I couldn’t fall asleep. I didn’t want to stop watching her sleep or feeling her in my arms. I was afraid if I did, I might wake up and find that what we just shared hadn’t happened. I didn’t want the night to end.


  The feelings I was having for her went beyond amazing sex. She was sweet and kind and everything I never knew I wanted. I should have known better. I was glad that we’d already squashed the whole let’s keep it casual thing, because it was completely out of the question now. I was restless with my thoughts.


  What do I do now?


  Do I tell her I love her?


  Was it really love?


  Jesus. I might as well have pulled on a pair of Spanx and busted out a carton of Ben & Jerry’s. I was emotional enough for ten women. The ache in my chest—the ache that I felt when I thought about how badly I needed her to have the same feelings—dulled when she turned in my arms to face me. Her cheek pressed against my chest as my lips found her forehead. The minutes faded into hours and before I could rationalize a single thing I was thinking, the sun was peeking through the blinds. There I was, tangled up with her and still wide awake while she slept soundly. The sleepy grin on her face only added to my confusion. I wanted every sunrise to start with her being the first thing I saw.


  I brushed her cheek slowly with my hand, not wanting to wake her but unable to stop myself.


  “Mmm...” she mumbled with her eyes still closed. I felt her fingertips trail down my chest as she pressed her lips against my skin. For a moment, I thought she was still sleeping. “Well, hello,” she said as she wrapped her hand around my cock. Her slender fingers stroked up and then back down slowly. I drew in a slow breath and enjoyed the sensation of her naked body pressed against mine as her hand continued its movement. I felt my cock throb under her touch and become harder than I even knew was possible.


  “I’m going to have to sleep over more often,” I said, pretending that I’d been asleep alongside her, both of us just waking up from a peaceful night’s sleep.


  “You just might,” she replied as I tipped her face up to mine. The soft morning light illuminated her just enough that I could find her lips with mine. Not that I needed it. I’d memorized every inch of her as I watched her sleep. From the freckles on the bridge of her nose to the tiny little scar above her left eye. Each imperfection was perfect to me. Each mark made her who she was, which happened to be the first woman I had ever loved.


  I swallowed back the new insecurities I had about not being enough for her and kissed her like it might be the last time. Our hands explored each other’s bodies. Our movements were unrushed and meaningful. It wasn’t like the night before where we couldn’t wait. We were taking our time. I loved that she was so interested. It had me feeling a little less like she was going to tell me to bounce and a lot like she really did want me to stay.


  With our mouths still fused on each other’s, she crawled on top of me, resting a knee on each side of my body. The covers fell from her body as she sat up, breaking the connection of our mouths. I could feel the heat of her pussy on my lap. She rose up and slipped her hand between us—guiding me to enter her.


  “Should we get condom?” I asked.


  “Do we need one?” she said, pausing her movement. “I’m on the pill.”


  “I haven’t been with anyone else in months,” I told her. “And I always used protection.” I might have been wild, but I wasn’t completely reckless.


  “I trust you,” she smiled, leaning over to kiss me. The feel of her body against mine was one thing, but the feel of her sliding onto me was even better. She straightened back up as she rocked against me. Her head fell back as she found her rhythm. Her tangled blond hair falling against her shoulders and back. Her hands smoothed down her body, her muscles tensing as she caressed her breasts. It was the sexiest thing I’d seen her do yet. Her inhibitions were gone as she just let herself feel.


  “Fuck, Georgia,” I said, my voice rough and dry. “That feels so good, baby,” I added, wanting her to continue rocking her hips. My hands found her hips as I helped her glide up and down, back and forth, until neither of us could contain ourselves. I pulled her body to mine, holding her in just the right position to thrust myself deeper inside of her. She contracted around me as I came. The raw, natural feel of our bodies connecting only added to the sensations I felt when her eyes locked on mine. This was it. This was the real thing.


  I love her.


  


  * * *


  


  I think a man only has a few defining moments in his lifetime. One is discovering exactly what you were meant to do with your life. I’d found that early on in life. From the moment I kicked the clutch on a dirt bike and felt the rubber grip the ground and propel me into the air, I knew that I was meant to ride motocross.


  The second, which I was pretty sure I’d just experienced, was falling in love. It had always seemed like a foreign concept to me. I mean, I got it. I understood the logistics of finding that one person you couldn’t live without, but until I met Georgia Bennett I didn’t think it was a possibility for me.


  After we’d made love that morning, Georgia and I had taken a shower together and casually made our way into the kitchen for breakfast. If that day would have ended up being my last day on Earth I would have died a happy man. Luckily, it wasn’t.


  “Plans today?” I asked after filling up my mug with coffee for the second time. I’ll admit, I was exhausted, but I’d fuel myself with caffeine if it meant spending the day with her. Both of us had pulled on a pair of sweats and clean t-shirts after our shower. Hers were gray and fitted and much more flattering than the baggy black ones I’d found in the bottom of the bag I grabbed from my truck the night before. When she’d told me that she wasn’t feeling well and we’d left Reid’s parents’ house in a rush, I didn’t have many options. My gym bag had come in handy. Not that I would have minded spending the day naked with her.


  “Actually... no.” She seemed surprised. “I can’t remember the last time I didn’t have work or school.”


  “Feels good, huh?” I laughed. “I told you taking it easy from time to time was nice.”


  “You did.” She walked over to the barstool I’d just claimed as my own and sat herself in my lap. My arms wrapped around her like we’d enjoyed a Saturday breakfast a time or two before. “Any idea what we should do with our day?”


  “Oh, I’ve got a few ideas,” I said, nuzzling my face in the crook of her neck. “But I know how important it is to let the body rest before endurance activities,” I added before pressing my mouth against her skin.


  “I’ll have you know, I’m in excellent shape.”


  “Oh baby, believe me... I know.” The way she took control of me that morning said a whole lot of things about the shape she was in.


  “Omigod,” she said, stopping me before I tossed her up on the counter and went for round number three. “I totally forgot about my sister and Reid getting engaged! You think he went through with it?” Before I could tell her there was no way that a Travers had ever chickened out from anything, she jumped from my arms and ran back to her bedroom. When she returned she had her phone and a smile on her face.


  “I’m guessing your sister texted you a pic of that big ole rock, huh?”


  “She did!” She held up her screen to show me the selfie Nora had snapped of her and her new fiancé. The smiles on their faces were enough to say the night had went according to plan.


  “I feel bad that I missed her call,” Georgia said.


  “I don’t,” I told her, grabbing her hand and pulling her back to my lap. “Last night might have been the best night of my life. I think your sister will understand.” I had to smile as I told her how I felt. Whatever it was about her that had me so whipped was definitely making me into a bit of sap. And, luckily, she didn’t seem to mind one bit.


  “Mine too,” she said, taking my face in her hands. She brushed her thumb over my bottom lip. “I mean it.” My lips puckered and kissed her finger. It was the happiest I’d ever seen her, and it was because of me. Because of us.


  Now I just had to figure out a way to keep that smile on her face. Forever if I could.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  “I’m so excited for you,” I told my sister as I hugged her tightly. Brett and I had driven over to the cabin later that day to give the happy couple our best. The perma-grin on Nora’s face since we’d walked into the room was only matched by Reid’s. Brett had insisted we grab a six pack on the way over so he and his buddy could have a celebratory drink. The two of them had excused themselves to the back deck to crack open their cold ones.


  “I can’t believe it,” Nora said as we watched the guys from the kitchen window.


  “I can,” I told her. “I knew the second he came back to town that you were going to get back together. It was only a matter of time before he made it official.” I grabbed her hand and pulled it up to my face to examine her engagement ring once again. “I can’t believe he picked this out on his own. He could have asked me to help.”


  “He could have, but you and I both know that you can’t keep a secret.”


  “That’s not true. Brett told me last night and I didn’t call you to spoil it.”


  “Well, I’m guessing by the glow that’s surrounding you today that you were pretty occupied last night.” She laughed. “How’s that headache?” she teased.


  “All better, thank you very much.” I guess my fall back career as an actress was out of the question. My sister and Brett saw right through the facade. It was silly that I faked an illness when I should have just told Brett what I’d heard.


  “What was all that about anyway?”


  “Misunderstanding. I might have overreacted to a conversation that I wasn’t even supposed to hear. I got a little jealous.” I confessed with a shrug.


  “Happens to the best of us. I saw fifty shades of green the first time I saw Reid get swarmed by female fans,” she explained. “But then I remembered he was going home with me.” She held up her hand and pointed at her ring. “Like forever.” There was a moment as I watched my sister look down at her hand in awe where I remembered the day I showed her the ring I had gotten from Jamie. It wasn’t nearly as big or sparkly, but it had meant all of the same things. It was funny to think that only a few years ago our positions were reversed—I was giddily dancing around while she supported me. It was starting to seem like forever ago. I had new opportunities and new memories to look forward to now.


  “I think I was more caught off guard by the fact that I actually cared. We were supposed to be just this casual thing, but then I heard him and Reid talking about some Alicia chick and I thought my head was going to spin around.”


  “It gets easier,” she said. “Not that I’m an expert by any means, but the closer you and Brett get, and once you see for yourself that it’s just part of the job, you’ll feel better.”


  “We’re all better now. I think.” I was glad that I had my sister to turn to. She understood better than I even did what I’d signed up for when I agreed to be with Brett. The Halstead bubble wasn’t going to last forever. He would have to go back to Texas and then back on the road for the next tour. It was only a matter of time. “At least I hope we are, because I’m really enjoying our time together.”


  “So...”


  “So what?”


  “How was it? I know it’s been a while.” She waggled her eyebrow and shoulders simultaneously. I knew exactly what she was talking about. I took a second to glance out the window. Whatever it was that Reid and Brett were discussing had their full attention.


  “Better than I remembered,” I confessed. The heat that I felt rising in my body as I stared out the window at him—his mighty fine looking backside facing me—and thought about how only a few hours ago we were naked with each other was all consuming. I cleared my throat and pulled my eyes from him. “It was great,” I turned to my sister. “He was so sweet and attentive. I was worried that I’d forgotten what to do.”


  “Like riding a bike,” she joked. “I can’t believe that you actually had sex with Brett Sallinger.”


  “I sure did. A couple times.” Omigod, did I.


  “It seems that you’ve attained the unattainable, little sister.”


  “I guess so.”


  “Seriously,” she said. “According to Reid, Brett has never been the settling down type.”


  “He told me that,” I replied. “He was really honest about his past.”


  “That’s got to mean something. I think it’s great that you two found each other. You deserve to be happy.” She stepped over to me and wrapped her arms around me.


  “So do you,” I told her. “I’m really excited for you and Reid.”


  “Who knows,” she said, releasing me. “Maybe we’ll be planning two weddings.”


  “Let’s not put the bride before the proposal,” I countered. “Seems a bit presumptuous.” I waited for the guilt to wash over me. The guilt that seemed to remind me that I’d already promised myself to someone else. It didn’t come. I didn’t feel anything but grateful for my memories of Jamie. But, it was the past and I was ready to move on. Possibly to the guy I was watching out the window. He must have felt me staring, because he turned and grinned over his shoulder when our eyes locked.


  “I don’t know. I saw the way he looked at you. I don’t think that boy has any intentions of letting you go.”


  I couldn’t help but wonder if she was right. Part of me hoped she was. The thought of letting him go didn’t sound too appealing either.


  


  * * *


  


  Brett had agreed to give Reid and Nora the cabin for the rest of their stay in Halstead, which was fine by me. The idea of getting to spend all day and night with him was more than enough to sway my vote. We’d driven up to the new house and said hello to Reid’s parents before heading back to town. They were so grateful for our help in getting their new home all set up.


  “They really loved the house,” I said to Brett as we drove along the winding backroads toward Halstead. I didn’t even have to give him directions. He’d been here long enough to know his way around. I wondered if there was even a little part of him that wanted to stay here. With me. “Did you see the look on Mrs. Travers’ face? I didn’t think she’d ever stop crying.”


  “She was definitely surprised.”


  “I’d love to build a house in the country someday,” I told him, hoping to spark a conversation.


  “Me too. Big house, big track. The whole nine.”


  “Is that a stipulation in home construction?” I asked, snorting back a laugh. “Room for a big track.”


  “Absolutely. I gots to ride.”


  “Oh honey,” I said with a playful shake of my head. “Please don’t say ‘gots’.”


  “Too cool?”


  “Something like that,” I teased, a laugh slipping out. “So where exactly would you want to build this big house and big track.”


  “I don’t know.” He pulled to a stop at the first four way on the edge of town. “I guess I hadn’t really thought about it. Probably Texas,” he added without much thought. “Weather is good. Land is affordable.”


  “Oh.” I nodded my head. “I guess that makes sense.”


  “Nothing is set in stone,” he said, taking my hand in his and drawing it up to his lips. “I just said Texas because that is my home. All things are negotiable.” He winked before placing a kiss on my knuckle. “Especially where you’re concerned.”


  “Good to know.” At least he was open to the possibility of living somewhere else. But, with him open to compromise, I knew that I’d be expected to do the same. Sure, I could be a nurse anywhere, but I’d never pictured myself anywhere but Halstead. “Is it silly for us to even be discussing things like that?” Less than two months of kind of dating and one day of being an actual couple. I was as bad as my sister about jumping to the future.


  “No. I think it’s better to get logistics out of the way.” He pulled onto my street. “I’d rather know now what your hard limits are before we get any deeper.”


  “I’m not sure,” I confessed. “About my hard limits, I mean. I’ve never really needed any. Everything has always pretty much been here.”


  “Well, think about it. We can talk about it anytime you want.” He pulled the car onto the driveway and turned off the engine. “Everything is so up in the air with my knee and when exactly I’ll be back to work that I think we have some time to hash out all the details,” he added when we met outside the car. “I just want to enjoy every second that we have together until then.”


  “Me too.” His lips found mine as soon as the words were out of my mouth. My pulse raced as his arms wrapped around my waist and he pulled me against his body. The heat of our bodies against one another seemed to melt away the worries that I had when it came to us functioning as a couple. All I knew in that very moment was that I was exactly where I was supposed to be.


  


  * * *


  


  I had to admit I was kind of digging this lazy Saturday thing. Brett and I cuddled up on the couch and started flipping between HGTV and ESPN. Somewhere between watching home renovations and making out, Brett had dozed off. I knew he was tired. I hadn’t told him but I’d felt him toss and turn against me all night. I’d hoped it wasn’t regret that was keeping him awake—regret that he’d agreed to start an honest to god relationship with me. When I had woken up and felt him touching me, I was relieved that he hadn’t bailed.


  I knew that whatever it was that had kept him up that night he’d eventually tell me about. It was one of the things that I loved about our relationship. The honesty part. I think that each of us had our concerns about being together. I believed him when he said that we’d figure it out. For now, I would let him sleep.


  When I’d left him on the couch that afternoon, I’d had every intention of running by the store and picking us up some snacks and something for dinner, but there was something that had been weighing on my mind that led me to the opposite side of town.


  I pulled into the Shaws’ driveway, unsure of exactly what I was going to say to Iris. A week ago seemed like a month ago. So much had changed. I knew that it was going to painful—probably more for her than me—but I needed to tell her. I needed to tell her that I was moving on with my life and I wouldn’t be stopping by for monthly dinners or feeling guilty about it anymore.


  “Well this is a pleasant surprise,” she said when she opened the front door. “Come in.” She wrapped her arms around me as soon as I was in the house. “I’m glad you stopped by. You’ll never guess what I found in a box from the attic,” she paused. “Jamie’s notebook from his freshman year. It’s got all kinds of great scribbles in it. I think there’s even a note from you tucked in the pocket inside.”


  “I...” I tried to think of the nicest way possible to pull off this BandAid.


  “Come in the kitchen. I’ll show you.” She grabbed my hand and started to pull me through the living room toward the back of the house. I knew if I made it to the chair at the kitchen table I’d be there all night looking through items from the past.


  “I can’t.” I said, stopping in my tracks and slipping my hand from hers. “I don’t want to see it.”


  “What do you mean? You’ll love it.” She said, shaking her head. I could hear the “tsk-tsk” coming off her lips. She took another step.


  “I didn’t come by to reminisce, Iris.” I crossed my arms over my chest and took a deep breath. “I came by to tell you that I can’t do this anymore. No more Sunday dinners. No more memorabilia. It’s too hard and it’s not fair.”


  “Don’t even talk to me about what’s not fair,” she said, the jovial expression she’d had on her face when I’d walked through the door was long gone.


  “I’m not here to make you mad. I promise, I’m not. I just can’t keep coming over here and reliving losing him. It was hard enough the first time,” I paused. The pain in her eyes was exactly what I’d envisioned. In her mind I was giving up on her son. I was trying to forget him. “I love him, Iris. More than you probably even know. I just think it’s time for me to move on.”


  “Is this because of that guy in the grocery store?”


  “Not exactly.” I was being honest with her. I’d thought about this moment long before Brett came along. Maybe a little more since he’d shown up, but this was still something I needed to do. “It’s not healthy for me to keep holding onto him. I can’t be in a relationship that is one-sided anymore. I need a living person in my life.” I took in a deep breath. Everything that I’d wanted to say seemed to be coming out in a way that wasn’t registering with her. “And his name is Brett.”


  “He’ll never love you like my Jamie did.”


  “I’m not asking him to,” I said, reaching out to take her hand. When she didn’t jerk from my grasp I was relieved. “I’m not looking to replace him. I know that what we had was special and no one will ever take his place.” I blinked away the tears that were filling my eyes and watched hers do the same. “I’m grateful for the time I had with your son. And with you,” I added. “But I can’t keep hanging around here like he’s coming back.”


  She nodded her head and I knew that she understood, even if the stubborn side of her didn’t want to.


  “We know this, Georgia,” Jim said, walking out of the kitchen and over to his wife. He placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed her cheek. “We want you to be happy,” he added. “Don’t we, Iris?”


  “We do.” She pulled my hand until I was standing close enough for her to hug me. “I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel that this—that coming over here—was an obligation.” She released me from her arms. “You were just such a big part of Jamie’s life. With you here I feel closer to him.”


  “I know.” I nodded. “I feel closer to him when I’m around you too. It’s not like I’ll never come by again.”


  “It’s really okay,” Jim said. “We knew this day would come.”


  “I really do want you to live your life. Jamie would want you to be happy,” Iris confessed with a sniffle.


  “I hope so.”


  “He would,” Jim assured me, taking the opportunity to give me a hug of his own. “We love you like you were one of ours, sweet Georgia.” I felt like the weight of the world was being lifted off my shoulders. I’d put so much stock, so much effort, into being a part of their family that sometimes I forgot that I wasn’t. The pressure of not disappointing them—of needing their approval to move on—was something that I always worried about. Hearing them say that they knew I was going to move on with my life and that they understood filled me with hope that I was making the right decisions. Whether or not I ended up with Brett, I felt hopeful for the future. The future where the ghost of my fiancé wasn’t constantly looking over my shoulder. The future where my past didn’t haunt me.


  “For what it’s worth, I would have loved being your daughter-in-law,” I told them as they walked me to the door. “Your family will always be very special to me.”


  “And you to us.”
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  My thighs were burning as I extended my legs on my third rep on the leg press, but my knee felt strong. This was the best workout I’d had yet. I finally felt like my old self. That’s not true. I felt better than my old self. I felt stronger, faster, and more than ready to get back on my bike. I’d taken to using the PT facility as my own personal gym. The staff didn’t seem to mind. I couldn’t just work my legs. I conditioned my arms, core and back every day as well. Not to mention, the countless reps of sit-ups and pull-ups I did at the cabin.


  I’d talked to Reid while he was home and hearing him talk about everything Throttled Energy had planned for us this season was overwhelming. I had months before the X-Games, which gave me plenty of time to work out all the kinks of riding with a knee replacement. They’d moved the host city to Austin a couple years back. It was like riding in my own backyard. I had to be in top shape by then at the very least. But, what I really wanted to do was get on the Throttled Energy High Flight tour, which was already underway. I’d only missed two events, but I knew I could make up the points. The High Flight tour was global. Riders from all over the world competed and tour stops went as far as Nepal and Abu Dahbi. Not a bad way for a small town Texas boy to see the world.


  I wanted to tell Georgia about the tour. I wanted to ask her to go with me. I wanted to show her the world. She’d been in Halstead her entire life, surrounded by memories and people that were never going to let her forget that she was basically a widow. I knew she loved her hometown, but it was holding her back.


  “Dude,” Will said locking the plate of the machine into place. “You’re killing it today.”


  “Right?” I smirked. “I feel so good.”


  “I can tell,” he agreed. “I’d ask if it was all workout and diet, but the goofy ass grin on your face says it’s more than that.”


  I raised an eyebrow as I climbed off the machine, unsure of exactly what he meant. I really hoped the track gossip wasn’t suggesting I was using steroids or something stupid.


  “Halstead’s hens are clucking about Georgia Bennett being involved with some big shot motocross racer. Sounds like she’s not just your personal nurse anymore, huh?”


  “No, she definitely is not.” I felt the goofy ass grin he was talking about return to my face as he slapped me on the shoulder.


  “Good for you. She’s a great girl.”


  “I know. I’m feeling pretty lucky.” I shrugged. “My knee feels great. My girl is amazing. I really have no complaints in life at the moment.”


  “Now to get Dr. Forlani to release you,” he said, pulling out a folder that had my name on the top of it. “I think you’re ready. I’m going to send her my recommendations and your latest progress chart. I’m betting another week and you’ll be good to go.”


  “That’s great news,” I told him. It was better than great news. Every time I thought about riding again, I felt a surge of adrenaline. Being able to rev up my bike and actually take off, as opposed to just starting it up to run some juice through it had been on the top of my priorities list. A priorities list that had recently changed. A part of me was reluctant to bust through the door at home and tell Georgia the great news.


  The past few days had been so good between us. We were happy. Things were easy. I knew that once she knew I was going to be going back to Texas, we’d have to have the long-distance-relationship talk. I didn’t know if I was ready for that pressure to be on either of us yet. I had no doubts that my feelings for her were real. I was willing to do whatever I had to do to make it work between us. I just hoped that she felt the same.


  “Don’t forget about me when you’re back on the track,” Will teased as he signed off on the papers in the folder. “Don’t forget who whipped your broken ass back into shape.”


  “I won’t,” I assured him with a laugh. I didn’t want to tell him that he wasn’t the only one who’d whipped me into shape. Georgia was as instrumental in my recovery as Will was. She made me want to take better care of myself. She made me want to be a better person. She made me want to be a guy worthy of having her. Will might have helped strengthen my knee, but Georgia was responsible for fixing my heart and soul.


  


  * * *


  


  After physical therapy, I had plenty of time to plan my night with Georgia. She had class until four and I knew she’d be ready to relax when she was finished. I’d invited her over to the cabin for dinner. Reid and Nora were on their way back to Texas. Not that I minded staying at Georgia’s house, but this place was perfect for a romantic evening in. I’d light a fire, pour some wine, maybe get her naked in front of the aforementioned fire. I had big plans for us.


  Not only was I planning our night’s activities, I’d also offered to cook. I’m not sure why, considering that I had no idea how to. I wasn’t even sure I knew how to boil water, but cooking her a meal seemed like something a good boyfriend would do. Which was exactly what I wanted to be. Especially, considering that I was only a week or two away from my doctor’s release. I needed to show her that I was the kind of guy that could make a long-distance relationship work.


  As I pushed my cart through the grocery store, I started to realize that I was in way over my head. I’d tossed some chicken in the cart and was wandering around the produce section while I scrolled through a recipe site I’d pulled up on my phone. The recipes might as well of been in a foreign language. How the hell was I supposed to know what blanch or brine meant?


  “Excuse me,” a voice called out, giving me a good reason to slip my phone back in my pocket. Georgia had said she was good with pizza once before. I’d put the items in my cart back and pick up Carlino’s on the way home. When I looked up, I saw Iris Shaw standing in front of me dressed in a starched white shirt with a floral scarf around her neck. She seemed very well put together compared to me. I was still wearing my workout clothes and a backwards ball cap. Our carts were nearly touching in front of a display of potatoes.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. “I hope I didn’t run into you.” This woman already didn’t like me. I wasn’t doing a very good job of improving the impression she had of me. I’m sure I looked like an idiot.


  “You didn’t,” she assured me. “You were very into whatever you had on that screen.”


  “I was looking up—” I paused. I’d already given up on trying to cook dinner. “It’s doesn’t matter. I’m sorry if I was blocking your way.”


  “You’re Brett, right?” she asked. “I don’t think we were properly introduced last time.” She extended her hand, and shocked the shit out of me when she smiled. “I’m Iris Shaw.”


  “Yes ma’am,” I said, placing my hand in hers. “I’m Brett Sallinger.”


  “I wanted to apologize for the way I acted that day we met,” she said as I shook her hand. “I wanted to let you know that it had nothing to do with you. I guess I just wasn’t prepared to see Georgia with someone else.”


  “It’s okay,” I said, releasing her hand. “I understand.” I smiled politely.


  “You know,” she said, “I can understand why Georgia likes you. You’ve got a sweet smile.”


  “Thank you, ma’am.”


  “And good manners.”


  “I try. I was raised in the South. My mama didn’t give me any other option than to be polite.”


  “She did right by you then.” She laughed. “I’ve been thinking a lot about my behavior that day. It was wrong of me to react the way I did. I trust Georgia’s judgment,” she paused. I could see the nostalgia in her eyes. The thoughts of her son with Georgia. “I hope you know how lucky you are to have her in your life.”


  “I do.” I’m not sure why, but having Iris Shaw be nice to me was doing something for my morale. This woman didn’t know me from Adam and she surely didn’t owe me anything, but having her give me her blessing when it came to Georgia was beyond reassuring. I knew how much Georgia loved Jamie’s family and how much she worried about them not being disappointed in her decisions, even if they were her own.


  “For what it’s worth.” I paused, I wanted Iris to know that I did respect her son’s memory. “I know I didn’t know Jamie, but from what I’ve learned he was a real stand-up guy. I haven’t met a person from this town that doesn’t have great things to say about him. And I really admire him for serving our country, the military and its servicemen are something I have always respected,” I paused when I saw her eyes get a little misty. She smiled and nodded, telling me it was okay for me to continue. “I’d say you did right by him too.”


  “Thank you for your kind words.” She started to push her cart past me, but stopped to place her hand on my arm. “Treat her right.”


  “I will,” I promised. We held each other’s gaze for a moment, a thousand unspoken words passing between us. This was her blessing. This was her accepting that her son’s fiancée was moving on. This was me telling her that I’d take care of the girl who used to be his.


  “Okay,” she said, straightening her shoulders. “I’m sure you’re about done with blubbering woman in the grocery store. I’ll leave you be.”


  “Ma’am,” I said, before she wheeled away. “Can I ask you for a favor?” She turned back to face me. “Any chance you can tell me what the heck I’m supposed to do with this chicken?”
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  I could not wait to get home. The drive back from class that day seemed to take twice as long as usual. The fields were bare and the trees had almost lost all of their leaves. It was a bleak landscape and quite boring for driving. Brett had texted me that he was cooking me dinner. I wasn’t sure what that entailed, but I was starving. I’d texted him that I was on my way and as I drove down the two-lane highway that connected my hometown with the college town, I felt completely at peace.


  No stress. No worries. Nothing. Just contentment. I was a go with the flow girl now. Or at least I was trying to be. Brett had helped me see that living in the moment had its perks. Without the stress of planning every single thing I did down to the minute, I had much more time to appreciate the things—and the people—that were right in front of me. We’d spent a fair amount of time with my sister and Reid while they were home. The four of us laughed and talked for hours over beer and take-out.


  Moreover, I was thoroughly enjoying my time with Brett. Each kiss. Each touch. Each night that we spent wrapped up in each other’s arms. Not to mention, the hours that we’d spent talking about everything under the sun. I’d thought I had a pretty good understanding of who he was as a person, but as he described his childhood and family to me, I could grasp his wild and carefree side a little better.


  “My parents were supportive,” he’d told me. “I mean, as supportive as they could be considering they knew nothing about the sport.” He’d laughed, but I could tell by the pained look on his face that it bothered him a little bit. “My mom always said she didn’t understand it and my dad has always been more focused on my riding as a business. Which is good, I guess. He helped me invest my money and I’ve got more in the bank now than I would have if I was left to my own devices.”


  “At least they were supportive,” I’d told him.


  “That’s true,” he’d replied. “I mean, I wish they would show a little more interest. I used to think that the bigger and better I got, the more they’d come around, but it never really happened.”


  I was glad that he was successful. I was in awe of his commitment and determination. Over the last few week’s I’d watched him breeze through his recovery. He rarely complained and only once had I heard him doubt his abilities. He was as passionate about his career as I was about mine. But still, every time I thought about watching him ride, I got that feeling in the pit of my stomach that reminded me exactly how dangerous his career was. I was always looking for the safest, most responsible way of doing things. Probably because I’d experienced loss. I knew what could happen. I knew what it felt like to bury someone you loved. My idea and Brett’s idea of living life to the fullest were very different. He was no risk, no reward and I was no risk is the reward.


  “Hey baby,” he said greeting me with a kiss the second I walked through the cabin door. “Missed you today.” He quickly headed back to the kitchen. His face was flush and he’d thrown a dish towel over his shoulder.


  “If I didn’t know any better I’d say you were actually cooking me a meal.” I kicked off my shoes and shrugged out of my jacket, tossing it on the bench that sat next to the door. The extra pep he seemed to have as he swaggered into the kitchen—clearly proud of himself—had me smirking as I followed him. “No take out tonight?”


  “I actually did cook,” he told me. “It was touch and go there for a minute, but I managed to pull it off with a little help.” He winked as he pulled open the oven. “Baked chicken.” He grabbed the towel on his shoulder and used it to retrieve the dish he’d prepared.


  “You made this?” I was impressed. It smelled as good as it looked—seasoned chicken and cut up potatoes were still simmering as he sat the dish on the counter.


  “Like I said, I had a little help. Iris Shaw actually gave me the recipe when I ran into her at the grocery store today.”


  “She did?”


  “Yep. Turns out I’m pretty charming. It seems she had a change of heart about giving me dirty looks and writing me off.”


  “That’s good,” I replied with a smile. He was definitely charming. “I actually went to see her the other day,” I confessed. I’d remembered how upset Brett was when I wasn’t honest with him about my dinner with the Shaws. “When you were napping.”


  “You could have told me.”


  “I know, but I didn’t want to bring them up with things between you and me going so well,” I explained. “And honestly, I did it more for me than anyone else. I went over there to tell her that I wasn’t going to be joining them for family dinners anymore and that I was ready to move on with my life.”


  “I know how big that was for you,” he said, placing his hand on mine. “I appreciate it more than you know, even if it wasn’t just for me.”


  “Thank you.” I kissed him lightly on the lips. “And, I wouldn’t have been able to do it if it wasn’t for you,” I confessed. “I guess it was for both of us.” I looked into his eyes and he smiled.


  “It couldn’t have been easy,” he said. “How did his mother take it?”


  “She was a little resistant at first, but she heard me out in the end.” I reached for his hand. “And clearly, she’s accepted my decision. She even suggested that I donate some of the clothing I have of Jamie’s,” I said. “Not to mention, I don’t think she’d give out her Grandma’s Baked Chicken recipe to just anyone so she must be okay with you.”


  “Guess I’m way more charming than you’ve given me credit for,” he said, tugging me closer to him. His arm circled my waist as he leaned in for a kiss.


  “I know exactly how charming you are.” I rose up on my tiptoes to meet his lips with mine.


  “In the spirit of full disclosure,” he said, breaking our kiss. “I need to tell you something too.”


  “Okay. Should I sit down?”


  “You don’t have to,” he smiled, “but if you want, I’ll fix you a plate while I tell you how my day went.”


  “Deal,” I said, I pressed my lips to his chin before making my way over to an empty barstool.


  “My physical therapy was awesome,” he began, pulling two plates from the cabinet behind him. “Will thinks I’m ready to get released.”


  “Oh. Sooner than expected.” I was glad I was sitting. It seemed to make it easier to process exactly what he was telling me.


  “He’s sending his recommendations to Dr. Forlani,” He said as he worked on making me a plate. I didn’t miss the way he was focusing more on the chicken than me. Was he scared to tell me? Did he think I was going to lose my mind?


  “So when will you go back to Texas?” I asked the first question that had popped in my mind.


  “I don’t know. I haven’t got that far ahead in thinking about what it all means. It will all depend on how my next appointment with the doctor goes.” He looked up and I immediately knew exactly why he was avoiding eye contact. The second his blue eyes locked on mine I felt the first tear fall down my cheek. I wasn’t sure which was more upsetting, the fact that I was crying or the fact that he knew me so well to know I would.


  “Please don’t. It kills me to see you cry,” he said, reaching over the counter to wipe my cheek. “This is good news. I’m healthy. My leg is better.”


  “I know. I know,” I assured him. “These are happy tears,” I lied.


  “You don’t have to placate me.” He shook his head as he walked around the counter and sat down next to me. He placed his hands on my shoulders, turning me to face him. “I know you’re worried. I know you’re running every worst case scenario through that pretty little head of yours.”


  “Maybe.” I was.


  “What’s on the top of the list?” he asked. “Most worried about...”


  “Us. What if we can’t make a long-distant relationship work?”


  “We will,” he said matter-of-factly. “I’m not ready for this…for us,” he waved his hand between us, “to end. Are you?”


  “No.” I’d just got him. I wasn’t anywhere near ready for us to be over.


  “Okay then. We’ll figure out a schedule and make time to see each other,” he assured me. In theory, he was saying exactly what I needed him to say. His optimism was just enough to make me feel a little better. “What’s next?”


  “What if you get hurt?”


  “Then you’ll get to nurse me back to health again.” He cracked a smile.


  “I’m serious.”


  “I know you are. Getting hurt is always a possibility. I don’t know what else I can tell you, other than I’ll be careful. Believe me, the last thing I want to do is get hurt. I know it scares you, but I’m a professional motocross rider, Georgia. I’m not some amateur that isn’t thinking through every single move I make. The last accident was way unexpected, yes, and you better believe I’ll be checking out my bike every single time I get on it from here on out.”


  “I know you will.”


  “Knowing that I have you to come home to is worth me being a little less reckless,” he said, his voice had gone husky. He placed his hands on each side of my face. The intensity in his eyes had me hanging on his every word. “I want a life with you, Georgia. It’s not just me I have to worry about anymore. It’s me and you. From here on out.”


  His thumb brushed across my lips as he wiped away the last of the tears. I wouldn’t cry about this anymore. Well, I would try not to anyway. I wanted a life with him, too, and that meant sucking it up and trusting him.


  “I want that. I want that so much.”


  I leaned forward and kissed his lips. Every kiss between us had been special, but this one was sealing promises that we’d just made. My heart felt like it was going to pound through my chest. The severity of how badly I needed his kiss was threatening my existence. How was I going to make it being apart from him? I’d gotten so used to having him around to talk to. To see whenever I wanted. To touch whenever I felt the need. It was going to be torture.


  I felt selfish with him. Greedy even. I never wanted to let him go. I wanted him to stay with me. I wanted a lot of things I knew were not possible. It didn’t matter though, because at that moment I was going to pretend like it all was.


  “I need you,” I told him as I stood up. I held onto him, my hands fisted in his shirt like he might slip straight through my fingertips. “Now.”


  “You’ve got me,” he promised, slipping his hands down my body and picking me up. My legs circled his waist as he carried me to the living room. The bedroom was too far. There was too much to be done. “I’m right here, baby.”


  He lowered me on the sofa before pushing the coffee table far, far away from us across the room. The last thing either of us wanted was an interruption. I started to smile, but his mouth was back on mine before I had the chance. His hand worked the button on my jeans, as his tongue eagerly worked against mine.


  My hands tangled in his blond hair as he kissed his way along my jawline—stopping briefly to nibble on my ear and whisper how badly he wanted to taste me. My insides twisted in anticipation. My blood feeling as if it was boiling to the surface. Every inch of my skin was seemingly on fire as his mouth moved to my neck and then to my stomach as he pushed my shirt up to get to my flesh.


  When he grabbed the waist of my jeans and started to tug, I lifted my hips up off of the couch, just as anxious as him. As he pulled my jeans and panties down, his mouth moved over my skin as it was revealed to him. Lower and lower until I could feel the heat of his mouth against my most sensitive flesh. As soon as my pants were gone, he moved himself between my thighs—his tongue slipping through my center.


  “For fuck’s sake, you are sweet,” he growled, working his mouth in a way I’d never experienced. Each lick, each nip, each time he sucked my clit between his lips I thought I was going to die. The sweetest death I’d ever imagined. His skills were numbing and exhilarating all at the same time. My body reacted as though I’d been possessed, my back arching and muscles contracting, as I tried to get my body closer to his. “That’s it, baby,” he urged. “Come for me.” He pushed two fingers inside of me, adding to the pleasure he was evoking with his mouth.


  I felt myself shatter around him. My limbs fell limp as I let myself enjoy the feeling of being scattered in a million pieces. Pieces that he held in his hand. Pieces that I didn’t even know I had. He knew my body better than I did. I was starting to think he knew all of me better than I did.
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  This has to work. I’d been saying it over and over since my medical release. This has to work. It had to work because I honestly didn’t know what I would do if it didn’t. She was everything to me.


  “I’ll call you every day,” I promised Georgia as we stood in the middle of the crowded airport. I’d shelled out the extra money for a ticket to get her through security. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet. As expected, Dr. Forlani said I was released to get back on my bike at my last doctor’s appointment. The second I was released, Nick and the rest of the Throttled Energy team wanted me back in Texas—training and promotional work were all I had on the schedule for the next month. Well that, and making things work with Georgia.


  “I know you will,” she said, her arms were wrapped around my neck like a vice grip. “And, I’ll see you in a month.” She’d agreed to drive my Expedition back to Texas with her sister when she came home for a visit. One month until I could hold her in my arms again seemed like an eternity. We’d done our best to get our fill of one another. I’d had more sex in the last two weeks than I’d had in my entire life. Not that I was complaining, and not that I thought I’d ever be able to get my fill of her. Sore muscles and bowed legs be damned.


  Every time we had sex, I figured out something new that made her tick. Some new way she liked to be touched, or some phrase that seemed to push her over the edge. My girl had a bit of a naughty side that I was thoroughly enjoying getting to know. And she’d done the same with me. She knew exactly where to put her mouth and hands to set me off. All things I’d be recalling a lot of in the cold showers I’d be taking alone for the next month.


  “I’m going to miss you so fucking much,” I told her. It was probably the thirtieth or so time that I’d said those words since I’d learned that I was actually going to have to go back home. It was the next three words—the three words that really mattered—that I was saying out loud for the first time that came next. I took a deep breath and looked her straight in the eye, “I love you, baby. So damn much.”


  “I love you, too, Brett,” she replied, the fact that she said my name was not lost on me. Maybe it was intentional, maybe it wasn’t, but either way it was me. Georgia Bennett loved me.


  The stormy sea of blue in her eyes seemed to calm as we stared at each other. Something about hearing her say it back to me, gave me the rest of the determination I needed to make our relationship work. We had love. What more did we need? I cradled her face in my hands and kissed her. I didn’t want to go, but when I heard the final boarding call for my flight, I knew I didn’t have a choice.


  “I’ve got to go, baby,” I said before pressing my lips to her forehead.


  “I know.” She nodded. I saw her throat clench as she swallowed. I knew she was trying her damnedest not to cry. We’d talked about all of this. She’d cried. I’d almost cried. We knew I had to leave and she had to stay, but it didn’t make it any easier on either of us. “Call me when you land?”


  “You know I will.” I took a step back, tugging my carry-on bag along with me. I was going home, so I didn’t need much for this trip. Something inside of me was arguing that I was leaving my home as I backed away from her. It didn’t matter that I had an apartment full of things waiting for me in Texas. Or a job. Or even my actual family. The one thing, the one person, I needed was going to have to stay behind for the time being. “Love you,” I said it again.


  Just as I was about to turn away from her, she jumped into my arms and kissed me one last time. We were that couple. The over the top, can’t keep our hands to ourselves, shut up and say good bye already couple. It was everything I didn’t know I always wanted to be a part of.


  “Bye,” she whispered against my lips as I lowered her back to the ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the stewardesses moving around at my gate, getting ready to close the doors. I had to go or I was going to miss this flight.


  “Bye.”


  


  * * *


  


  “Hoyt Travers,” I said as I walked onto the track at Mill Valley training facility. It was the real place in Texas that I called home. Sixty acres of dirt. Just the way I liked it. I’d been coming here since I was ten. My parents figured that since they didn’t get the sport, they might as well send me to people who did. The Wilson family owned and operated a state of the art compound, complete with a full track, gym, lodging and everything else a rider needed to be at the top of his career. When I was seventeen, I graduated from just camps and weekends at the track to living there full time. Me, my bike and an AirStream I purchased on Craigslist moved onto the property. Reid Travers moved in a few weeks later. “Aren’t you glad to see me, dick?” I asked when he didn’t look up from the iPad he was holding in his hands.


  “Hey man,” he said, finally acknowledging my presence. I could see the video he was studying. A rider on the track. A rider on the track with a ponytail full of hair hanging out the back of her helmet.


  “She’s coming in too high on the turns,” I said. If he wasn’t going to talk until he figured out what she was doing wrong, then I’d help him out. “And she’s too far back on the bike. Girl needs to saddle up on that tank and slow her ass down.”


  “Shit I’ve been telling her for weeks,” he said, turning it off. “I was starting to think I was the crazy one,” he reached out his hand. “Good thing you clarified.”


  “Oh you’re crazy,” I joked, grabbing his hand with mine and pulling him in for a hug. I patted him on the back as we backed apart. “Crazy for thinking that girl wants to be tamed. I can tell by the way she full throttles into those turns that she has zero fucks to give about what anyone else thinks.”


  “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Hoyt replied. His shoulders slumped and he sighed as he let his head fall. Hoyt and Reid were two different people. One fast and fearless. The other careful and meticulous. The one thing they had in common though, was a steady flow of Travers’ determination. Hoyt seemed to be losing his.


  “Don’t worry, buddy,” I told him. “I’m here now. Sally will help you get through to her.” I laughed when I finally saw him smile. I was glad my friend was here. I knew I had a lot of training ahead of me and with him being around I knew that I’d have the best set of eyes on me in the business to figure out what I needed to work on. I think he was relieved to see me too.


  “I’ll take all the help I can get.”


  “When do I get to meet this wild child?” I asked. I didn’t hear any dirt bikes firing in the distance, but it was pretty early in the day.


  “Oh, she’s sleeping off whatever cask of liquor she consumed last night, I’m sure.” He shook his head. “She’ll roll in about noon... if we’re lucky.”


  “Doesn’t she know how lucky she is to be here?” It wasn’t like Throttled Energy was giving out opportunities like they gave her every day. They’d pulled her off an amateur circuit and offered her a shot at a professional riding career. I knew riders that would give their first born for an opportunity like that. She’d be stupid to not take advantage of what they’d offered her. Not only was it a shot at the pro-circuit, it was the help of a riding coach who knew exactly what it took to get to the top and practicing on the same track as legends... like me. Chayse McCade needed a reality check and fast.


  “I think she knows,” he hesitated. “I hope she does. She could be one of the best,” he admitted. “And I don’t just mean for a girl. She could hang with Reid if she’d get her mind right. She’s just…I don’t know, man. It’s like she’s trying to outrun something, but hell if I know what.”


  “We’ll work on her,” I promised. “Maybe she needs some perspective from the best,” I added with a smirk.


  “I’ll be the judge of that,” he said crossing his arms over his chest. “Nick called me last night and told me that on top of trying to wrangle Chayse, I’m now responsible for getting your crippled ass ready for an exhibition next month. Throttled is looking to partner with another company.”


  “Next month?” I asked, shocked that Pilsner had scheduled something so fast. “Okay. Better show me where my bike is then.” I’d had it shipped from Halstead after Dr. Forlani released me to ride. I knew that if it was near me, I’d be tempted to ride it. The last thing I needed to do was hurt myself riding across the ground that was freezing there.


  “Right this way,” Hoyt laughed, extending his arm to point at one of the sheds across the property. “We saved a handicapped parking space just for you.”


  “I’ll show you handicapped,” I said, jumping against his back as I ran past him. “I’ll have you know, I’m in the best shape of my life,” I continued as we pulled open the shed doors.


  “Is that what Georgia’s been filling your head with?” he teased.


  “She knows I’m in good shape.” I flexed my arms.


  “I’ll take your word for it.” He rolled his eyes. “Things good between you two?”


  “Fan-fucking-tastic.” I was glad he asked about her. I liked talking about her.


  “I still can’t believe that you’ve got a girlfriend.”


  “Me either,” I agreed. “But I fucking love it. I should have got one a long time ago.” I paused. “Actually, no. The one I’ve got now is perfect.”


  “Aww, Sally. You’re so stinking cute when you’re in love.” He tossed me my gear bag and went over to check the fuel tank on my bike. “For real, dude, I’m happy that you’re happy. Georgia’s great.”


  “Thanks,” I said. “And don’t worry. You won’t be single forever. We’ll find you someone willing to put up with your lame ass.” I waited for him to dish the shit I was giving him back to me, but he didn’t answer. I looked up to find him staring out the door at the woman walking toward us.


  Her dark hair was as wild as the look in her eyes when she stomped toward us. Hoyt couldn’t take his eyes off of her. His throat seemed tight as he swallowed.


  Well, well, well... maybe he’s already found a girl.


  This should be some interesting shit right here.


  I watched as she entered the shed and walked straight up to Hoyt. Whatever had this girl up so early, also had her pissed off.


  “I cannot believe you told Pilsner I needed to be drug tested,” she said, poking him in the chest with her finger.


  “Yeah, well, lucky for you it won’t start until next week,” Hoyt fired back. “You’ll have plenty of time to get your system clean.”


  “You’re a real son of a bitch, you know that?” The fire in that girl’s eye was something to witness. Even though I kind of felt like I was witnessing a moment that I wasn’t supposed to. “You have no right—”


  “I have every right,” he told her. “It’s my job on the line here, too, you know.”


  “Uh…so I’m gonna go ride,” I said, breaking the stare off between them. Both of their heads snapped in my direction. As soon as I fired up my bike, the two of them went back to yelling at one another.


  Poor Hoyt really did have his hands full. All I could think in that moment was how lucky I was to have a girl whose only vice was soda.
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  Brett: How was class?


  


  A week had passed. Seven days that I’d spent the majority of filling my free time with anything I could to keep from missing him. The life we’d started in Halstead had now went digital. Calls, texts, Snapchatting, FaceTime. We were using every viable option to stay connected.


  


  Me: Long. I’m exhausted. How was your day?


  


  My phone rang and I knew it was him. He was silly to think that texting was going to be enough that night.


  “Hey there,” I cooed into the phone. I could hear the weariness in my voice and I was sure he could too.


  “Hi,” he replied. “My day was long. I rode too much.” It was nights like these that I wished he was here so I could massage away the tension I knew he felt in his neck and shoulders. I wished I could help him ice his knee and hear about his day in person.


  “How’s it going? Still able to knack-knack and can-can?” I asked.


  “Somebody’s been watching motocross videos,” he said, I could hear the amusement in his tone.


  “You know it sounds like you’re a dancer,” I replied. “Couldn’t they come up with more macho names for the tricks?” He was right about me watching videos. It was nice to be able to type in his name on the Internet and see him there. Perks of dating a celebrity I guess. I tried to stay away from the articles about his personal life and stick to his professional accomplishments. Didn’t always work, but for the most part everything I saw was positive.


  “What else did you learn?”


  “Well, I know that there are plenty of videos of you on YouTube, and that there is no shortage of female fans on Twitter. Did you know there is actually a petition for you to be the next Bachelor?”


  “No way.”


  “Yes way,” I told him. “I mean there are only like a hundred signatures on it, but still. It exists.”


  “Too bad I’m not a bachelor anymore,” he joked. “Isn’t that the show with the hot tubs and girls that make bad decisions?”


  “Sure is,” I told him. “If you want, I could make bad decisions in a hot tub with you.”


  “I’m going to hold you to that.” He paused. “Don’t think I won’t.”


  “I know you will,” I assured him. My cheeks were starting to hurt from smiling at our conversation. “I miss you.”


  “I know. I miss you too. Three more weeks,” he reminded me.


  “Three more weeks.”


  “Want to FaceTime tomorrow?” he asked. “I need some time with your face.”


  “Sure.” I started to laugh at his word play, but felt a yawn coming on. I tried to fight it back. My day of classes had drained me, and I had to be at the hospital bright and early the next day.


  “You better get some sleep,” he told me. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow... say nine o’clock?”


  “It’s a date.” Another yawn threatened. “I love you.”


  “Love you too.”


  They were words I’d never get tired of hearing.


  


  * * *


  


  Nine o’clock couldn’t get there fast enough. It sucked having your new boyfriend a thousand miles away, especially when I’d gotten so used to seeing him every day. Granted it had only been a few days, but my mind was starting to play tricks on me. I kept thinking I heard my phone ring and vibrate in my pocket with a message from him. And I was doing double takes at every blond guy I saw, hoping that it was him. I wanted to say I hated it, but I loved the feeling of being in love so I just laughed it off.


  “Georgia Yvonne Bennett,” my mother’s voice echoed down the hospital hallway. I stood up and stuck my head over the nurses’ station counter. There she was, Becky Bennett, walking toward me, holding onto her purse strap like she was on a mission for Jesus himself. Her blond coif freshly styled and her makeup perfect as usual. She might have been a small town girl, but she had a way about her that was all business. A business that focused mainly on keeping tabs on her daughters.


  “Hey Mom,” I said, looking at my watch. She’d asked me if she could join me for lunch, but it wasn’t even noon yet. Her early arrival said she wanted to talk about more than just the weather.


  “You mind telling me why I just had to hear from your sister that you were dating someone?”


  “Well it wasn’t a secret,” I told her. I saw the heads of the other nurses turn to hear our conversation. I did not want to be the juicy piece of gossip that had all my colleagues talking. “We’ll talk about this at lunch,” I whispered to her as I looped my arm through hers. “Do you care if I go a little early?” I asked Charlene, the head nurse on duty that day.


  “Go on,” she said with an all knowing smirk. Charlene was like a mother to all the nursing students so I shouldn’t have been surprised when she sided with my actual mother. “And, you better answer your momma,” she added.


  “I will,” I agreed, leading my mother away from the prying ears of the bored nursing staff. The hospital had been slow that day. Not that I’d say it out loud. The second you mentioned not being busy in a hospital, the doors were bound to fly open, patients would flood in, and every single thing could go wrong would. “So Nora opened up her big mouth, huh?”


  “Not on purpose,” my mother said as we boarded the elevator. I pushed the button for the cafeteria floor. “She’d assumed that you had already told me. It’s not like it’s a big deal or anything,” she added with a shake of her head.


  “I know I should have told you, but it’s all so new. I didn’t want to jinx it.”


  “Honey,” she said patting my arm. “I’m just pleased as punch that you’re actually putting yourself out there. I know the last few years have been rough.”


  I nodded. My mother had had a front row seat to everything my entire life. I knew she worried about me.


  “So tell me about him.”


  “He’s amazing,” I gushed. “Southern. Charming. Dangerously so. You’ll love him.” Our conversation stalled as we filled our trays with hospital food. By the time we took a seat in a corner booth, I could tell she had come up with a hundred questions about Brett.


  “Brett Sallinger,” she said his name, so I knew my sister had already told her more about him than she was letting on. “He’s a rider? Like Reid?”


  “Kind of. He doesn’t race. He’s a freestyle rider,” I explained.


  “So he does flips and stuff.”


  “Yeah.” I laughed. “Something like that.”


  “Does this mean you are going to pack up and leave like your sister did?”


  “No, Mom... well... I don’t really know,” I confessed. “It’s all so new, and I need finish school and pass my boards.”


  “It’s okay if you do, honey,” she reassured me. “I mean, I’ll miss you and drive you crazy with phone calls, but as long as your happy.”


  “I know that. I just don’t want to get too far ahead of myself.”


  “When will I get to meet him?”


  “Next time he’s here. I promise.”


  “Okay, I’ll quit interrogating you.” She smiled. “Now we can talk about your sister and this rush job wedding she’s wanting to pull off. Did you know that she wants to have the wedding in February? Like three months away February?”


  “I hadn’t heard that news yet, but I’m not surprised. They took a little longer to figure out that they were supposed to be with each other than most.”


  “True. I just hope that we’re able to get everything done in time.”


  “I’ll help you,” I told her. “I have a little experience in the subject.” The truth was, I’d planned out my entire wedding with Jamie. I knew in my closet there was a list of local vendors and venues that I hadn’t been able to throw away. Seeing how frazzled my mom was at planning a wedding for my sister who was MIA at the moment made me glad that I’d kept it. “I think I know the perfect place.”


  “That would be fantastic,” my mom said. I could see the question her eyes. Silently asking if I was really okay with that. I nodded. I was okay with it. I was more than okay with it.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  “Hey baby,” I said the second I saw her face appear on my iPad screen—as beautiful as ever. Her hair still damp from a shower and her body covered by the soft white rob that I knew usually hung on the back of her door. Her headboard was behind her so I could tell she was sitting on her bed. What I wouldn’t have given to be lying there next to her. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”


  “I’m sure,” she laughed, “I’ve only been trapped in a hospital for the past eight hours. Not to mention I had lunch with my mother today that included her interrogating me about you. She can’t wait to meet you.”


  “Oh mothers love me,” he assured me. “You have nothing to worry about there.”


  “Is that right?”


  “Yep. I’ll have her wrapped around my little finger,” I said, holding up his pinky and twirling it. “Speaking of women I have wrapped around my finger... how are you today?”


  “That’s cute that you think I’m the one who’s whipped,” she teased. She was right. I would have done anything for her, but I wasn’t going to admit it out loud. I was far too manly for that. “I’m good. Glad that I can see you. I wish you were here.”


  “Me too,” I confessed.


  “I got used to having you in my bed,” she said with a wicked grin. “It’s lonely here now.” I could see her patting the pillow next to her and my brain immediately associated that with sex. My cock throbbed.


  “You shouldn’t talk about being in bed,” I told her. “That is, unless, that’s what this is. Are you trying to have video chat sex with me?”


  “Maybe?” She played coy, before slipping her robe off her shoulder. There was no sign of pajamas, or even a bra for that matter. She’d come to play tonight and I was grateful. I wasn’t expecting her to want to. I was pretty good at keeping myself satisfied, but nothing beat the real thing. Or at least the virtual real thing. Seeing her and being able to imagine touching her was better than just my recollection of her.


  “You sure?”


  “Yeah,” she hesitated. “You’re alone, right?” She quickly covered her shoulder.


  “Yes ma’am.” I grinned. I was staying in the dormitory style building the Wilsons had built on the edge of the property. It was a twelve-bedroom facility with a locker room style space in the center. It was usually used for riders staying only the weekend for a riding camp, but until my Airstream arrived with Georgia and Nora, I was calling it home. Luckily, it was midweek so there were no other tenants. It was just me, a single twin bed and my iPad. “All alone. Like you in that bed right now.”


  “I don’t know,” she said. Her teeth pulled her bottom lip into her mouth, which sent another rush of blood straight to my dick. “I thought I could, but—”


  “You can,” I assured her. “You’ve already got the ball rolling with your little shoulder tease.”


  “Really? That’s all it takes?”


  “That’s all,” I admitted. “You gotta cut me a little slack. I went from having you every single day—twice some days—to nada. I’m easy to please at this point.”


  “Three times the day before you left,” she reminded, leaning forward to flash her cleavage at the camera.


  “You’re killing me, Georgia.” I groaned as I shifted in my seat and reached down to take the bend out of my hardening cock. I could see the hesitation in her eyes. She’d become a little more sexually adventurous with me, but I knew this was out of her wheelhouse. It didn’t bother me that she was a little inexperienced. I enjoyed the hell out of teaching her. “We don’t have to—”


  “No, I want to,” she cut me off. The determined look in her eye was cute. “If we are going to be apart, I don’t want you to be unsatisfied. I know you’re used to having sex whenever you feel like it.”


  “I don’t have to have sex all the time.” I understood what she was saying, but it stung a little to think that she thought I was dependent on sex. “I’m not that guy anymore.”


  “I didn’t mean it like that. I just... I don’t want you to... I just want you to be happy.”


  “I am happy. Happier than I have ever been,” I clarified. “All I need to know is that you love me and you’re mine. That’s more than enough. I can manage without sex just fine.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “I really did think I was ready for this.” She laughed. “I was going to get on here and be all sexy.”


  “You are sexy,” I countered. She shook her head. “Seriously. The way you blush when I compliment you only adds to it.”


  “You’re sweet.”


  “I wish I could kiss those lips right now. I’d kiss them until they were numb.”


  “I would let you,” she said. Her lips parted slightly. I could almost feel her mouth against mine. “What else would you do?”


  “I’d lick down that perfect neck of yours until I could feel your pulse racing under my tongue.”


  “Right here?” She tilted her head and gently ran her fingertips down her neck, teasing the same path I would have taken. My mouth was watering as I watched—jealous that I wasn’t there to deliver, but more than turned on that she was willing to do this with me.


  “Exactly.”


  “And then what?” she asked her voice breathy. Her hand lingered at the opening of her robe.


  “What do you want me to do?” I asked. This wasn’t just about me. I wanted her to feel comfortable. Judging from the pink in her cheeks, I could tell that she was enjoying herself so far.


  “I’d want you to put your hands on me.”


  “Show me how.” I watched her take my instruction. Her eyes falling shut as she slipped her hand under her robe, caressing her breast. “Show me,” I said again, hearing my words sound more like a plea than a command. I needed to see her. My hand had found its way under the waistband of the sweats I’d thrown on after practice. My fingers curled around my cock as I watched her shrug out of her robe. The soft fabric pooled around her shoulders to reveal her perfect, perky tits. Her hand caressed her flesh. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I said through gritted teeth as I stroked myself—imagining it was her hand instead of mine. “What would you want me to do next?”


  “I’d want your mouth on me,” she said, her gaze hooded as she continued touching herself. “Here,” she said, circling her finger around her nipple. Her skin was glistening. Skin I knew was warm to the touch and tasted sweet under my tongue.


  “Yeah?” I said, urging her to continue. My grip was tightening as my stomach clenched. “Where else?”


  “Here.” She trailed her fingertips between her breasts. “And here,” she said, her tone raspy as she continued down her body.


  “I would, baby.”


  “Put your mouth on me. Like you did before,” she said, her head falling back as her hand went below where I could see. I didn’t need to. I could practically feel her body. I could taste her on my lips as I watched her bring herself to the edge.


  “So good.” I said between the sounds of little moans escaping her lips. If I had planned a little better, I wouldn’t have been dry rubbing my cock at that moment. I couldn’t full out join her at the moment, but I was enjoying the view nonetheless. I wanted her to be pleased, I could finish myself off later with visions of her touching herself in my head.


  “Look at me,” I told her. I wanted to see her eyes. I wanted to be there with her. Her eyes opened and settled on mine. She stilled. “Keep going, baby. You’re almost there.” So was I. Each pull of my fingertips had me so close, the biting pain of the skin on skin was worth it. Seconds passed as I was transfixed on her. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her as she pleasured herself—her movements quickening along with her breath as she came and then slowing down to drag out the sensation. It was exactly as I would have done. I would have stretched out her orgasm for as long as possible and then tried for another.


  “I can’t believe I just did that,” she said as she settled from the high. I felt wetness between my legs.


  “I can’t believe it either,” I said under my breath, grabbing a towel and cleaning up my own mess. I was so focused on watching her that I hadn’t even realized I’d came all over my own hand.


  Rookie move.


  “Did you?” she asked.


  “Sure did,” I admitted. “How could I not? That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.” She smiled shyly as she pulled her robe closed. “I taught you too well,” I teased. “You don’t even need me anymore.”


  “That’s not true,” she countered. “I need you more than you know.”


  “I miss the hell out of you.”


  “I miss you more.”


  We held each other’s gaze momentarily. “I should probably go take a shower,” I said.


  “Yeah, I need to get some sleep. I have to be back at the hospital in the morning.”


  “Three more weeks,” I said before ending our call.


  “Three more weeks,” she echoed, blowing me a kiss. The satisfied glow on her face stayed with me as I showered and as I climbed into bed. I couldn’t stop thinking about how she’d said she needed me more. I knew it wasn’t true. She might have thought I saved her, that I brought her back to life after years of living with the dead, but I’d never felt more alive than when I was with her. Which was saying a lot, considering my career choice.


  The thrill of flying through the air didn’t even come close to the thrill of knowing Georgia Bennett loved me.
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  A few days after my little FaceTime performance, I was feeling pretty confident about my ability to make my relationship with Brett work. Each day we spent apart meant we were one day closer to seeing each other. Nora would be home the week after next to start her wedding plans and then the two of us would be driving Brett’s vehicle back to Texas.


  Between studying and sleeping, I decided that I’d spend the weekend pulling all of my old wedding planning ideas from the folder in my closet.


  “You know where I’m talking about,” I told Nora over the phone. I called her to see if she wanted me to set up some appointments with vendors for when she came back to town. “Hawthorne Winery,” I said again. “It’s that big farm halfway between here and St. Louis. “We’ve driven by it a thousand times.”


  “I think I remember,” she said. “Let me pull it up on the Internet.” I gave her a second, as I thumbed through the brochure I’d found in my stash.


  “It’s so pretty,” I told her. It was on the shortlist of venues I wanted to use, but Jamie and I had settled on getting married at our family church in Halstead. Iris had thought the winery was a bit too nontraditional, which meant it was perfect for Nora and Reid. “And there are quite a few hotels nearby.”


  “Oh, yeah,” she agreed, confirming that she’d found their website. “It’s gorgeous. Look at the little chapel.”


  “Right?” The winery was set on twenty acres and came complete with a chapel and small hall for a reception. As pretty as it was in the photographs of it during summer, I couldn’t wait to see the ground covered in snow. The rolling hills that surrounded it, all glistening and white. It would make for great photographs of my sister’s wedding. “Should I call and set up a tour?”


  “Yep,” she said. “I think it’s perfect. You’re really taking this wedding thing seriously. I guess I’ll have to make you maid of honor.”


  “Who else were you going to ask?” I joked.


  “True.” She laughed. “You are my favorite sister after all.”


  “I’m your only sister,” I deadpanned.


  As we chatted about wedding colors and whether or not Nora should hire a band for the big day, I kept pulling items out of my closet that I’d forgotten about. Iris had suggested that I donate some of Jamie’s things, so I might as well add my own clutter to the mix. My senior prom dress had somehow ended up in a ball in the back corner, along with a few mismatched shoes and a handful of lip glosses that had fallen out of old purses I’d tossed in there.


  I decided that now was as good a time as any to purge the mess that was surrounding me. I tossed the prom dress into a pile that I’d be donating to Goodwill along with three pairs of jeans I was never going to wear again, and enough leopard print to choke Snooki.


  Why was this a thing?


  “Why do I have so much stuff?” I asked Nora.


  “What are you doing? I thought we were wedding planning.”


  “I can clean out my closet and wedding plan at the same time,” I told her. “I’m a great multi-tasker,” I said, pulling empty hangers out and tossing them on the bed.


  “Hey, be glad you have it all. I’m living out of a suitcase at the moment and have worn the same shirt twice this week.”


  “Oh, what a hard life you live,” I jested. “Must be terrible sleeping with your boyfriend, I mean, fiancé,” I corrected, “every night.”


  “Quit it,” she replied, sensing my jealousy. “You’ll be here soon enough. Sleeping in that Airstream of Sin doing god knows what with Brett.”


  “Airstream of what?”


  “Never mind,” she said.


  “Nora.”


  “Sin... it’s just something that Reid and Hoyt used to say,” she explained. I knew exactly what she was talking about. Brett’s past with women and all of the things he used to do in that trailer of his. “It won’t be like that anymore, though. He’s different now.”


  “I hope so,” I said.


  “He is. We had dinner the other night and I can tell that he’s head over heels for you. He wouldn’t shut up about you.”


  It made me smile to know that he’d been talking about me, but I couldn’t stop the thoughts of him in that Airstream from threatening my happiness. Add it to the list of things I was going to have to okay with. Not only was his job dangerous, but he was going to be the object of other women’s desires. I’d never really been a jealous person and I was going to try my damnedest not to become one.


  “Well,” I said with a huff. “Looks like I’ll be pressure washing the inside of his camper when I’m finished with my closet.”


  


  * * *


  


  Two hours later, I was finishing up The Great Closet Purge of 2015. I’d somehow gotten sidetracked with my drawers, pulling old sweaters and downsizing the massive collections of black leggings I’d accumulated. Ten pairs seemed like enough to keep me dressed. I placed eight into the donate pile.


  My phone chimed and it took me a solid five minutes to dig it out from underneath the mess I’d made. I had to be a special breed—making a bigger mess by trying to clean up. My closet looked phenomenal though. I’d even color coordinated all my shirts, the rainbow effect it created—from red to purple—across the bar was soothing to my organizational soul.


  The box in the corner that I’d been avoiding all day was even more prominent next to organized boots and shoes. I looked down at my phone in my hand to see a message from Brett.


  


  Brett: What’s up?


  Me: Cleaning. You?


  Brett: Riding.


  Me: You shouldn’t motocross and text.


  Brett: Funny girl. I’m watching videos of me riding at the moment.


  Me: And here I thought you only liked to watch videos of me.


  Brett: Those are my favorite.


  


  I snickered to myself as I tossed my phone down on my bed, unable to keep from pulling that box that I knew had Jamie’s clothes in it. He wasn’t coming back. I didn’t need all of his things to remind me of that anymore. He’d want me to give his things to someone who could use them. I had photographs and memories of him, which were all I needed.


  Pulling the lid off the box, I felt strong. I felt ready, but the second I saw his extra set of Army fatigues sitting my heart fell into my stomach. The thought of him sitting in that Humvee, riding along with his unit buddies, thinking they were doing a standard security check. I could only imagine what had happened that day. The Army was pretty brief about what had happened to him. I’d seen enough movies and television shows for my mind to create the scenario.


  I pulled a sweatshirt of his from underneath and brought it up to my nose. The smell of him was gone. Replaced by the stale scent of cardboard from years of being stashed away. I felt a tear fall down my cheek. I didn’t feel sad the way I used to. It wasn’t the sadness of longing for him that I used to feel. It was more a sadness that everything had happened the way it did. The what-ifs and the shouldn’t-have-happened’s.


  I kept the photo album and the few small items of his I had. The clothing all went in the donate pile, except for the fatigues that I would give back to his mother. She would want them. She would want to see his name on the patch.


  I let out a cleansing breath as I boxed up all of my items for Goodwill. The sun was setting so I knew I’d have to drive them to the depository the next day. Just as I closed up my freshly organized closet, my phone chimed again. I fell onto the bed, exhausted from living in the past, and opened my phone screen. A video message from Brett was waiting. Except it wasn’t his face I saw when I pressed play. It was Hoyt, grinning like a fool.


  “Your boy is back on it,” he said proudly before turning the camera to a huge mound of dirt. The roar of a dirt bike could be heard off screen—growing louder and louder as it approached. Within seconds I saw Brett and his bike fly up the hill and through the air as it hit the crest. The way he twisted his body and released his grip on the bike only to pull it back underneath of him moments later had me holding my breath.


  The video ended with him safely landing on two wheels, but I was gasping for air imagining what could have happened. It was terrifying. Knowing that he’d been filmed that day was not helping. When I’d watched the videos of Brett from the past it wasn’t as nerve-wracking, especially considering I knew when and where he was when I was doing so. He was sitting next to me or at physical therapy. He wasn’t spending every waking moment trying to one up himself like he’d just done in that video.


  The stunt was flawless.


  He’s a professional, I reminded myself. Over and over again.


  


  Me: That’s awesome.


  


  I wanted to be supportive. I wanted to cheer him on, but the idea of having a box in my closet with his name on it, full of reminders of him being alive, was weighing on me. As I lay in bed that night, I tried not to think the worst. I’d already been through the worst once, the odds of that happening to me again had to be small.


  What kind of universe would actually have me go through losing the man I loved twice in one lifetime? I tossed and turned that night and prayed I’d never have to find out.
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  “I plan on being back in top shape,” I told one of the reporters from MX Magazine after I had a pretty kick ass run on the track. He was a frail little thing, looking like he definitely spent more time behind a computer than on a bike. I had to give him credit though, he knew his motocross. He’d pretty much retold me my entire career in a matter of ten minutes. The excitement as he told me about last year’s rise to the top had me anxious to get this interview over with and back on the track. “I’m actually feeling better than I’ve felt in a long time.”


  I was pleased that I was able to get right back into it. I worried that I might have to ease back in, but my physical therapy had paid off. It was literally like riding a bike. I hadn’t missed a beat as far as what I was capable of doing. Hoyt and I had been working on a new run for me to try out at the exhibition next month. The addition of the quarter pipe ramp to the layout was giving me all kinds of ideas—bigger, better, higher tricks were always my end goal. I hadn’t talked about it yet—didn’t want to jinx it—but I was pretty close to nailing a triple with added flair. It was one thing to turn the bike, but if I could turn my body and the bike at the same time I would floor the judges for sure.


  “It’s pretty unprecedented that you’ve gotten back on a bike so quickly after a full knee replacement,” he said. “Are you worried that you didn’t give your body enough time to heal?”


  “If I was worried, I wouldn’t be here,” I said confidently. Riding was more therapeutic than anything else I did. Each time I sat on my bike I felt stronger. I felt more than ready to get my name on the top of the leader board again. “I did everything I was supposed to do to make sure I’d come back stronger than ever.”


  “What can we expect from your runs this season?” he asked. “Are you planning on putting any new tricks in?”


  “You think I’m going to give away my set list that easily?” I joked. “I’m always down for trying new things,” I told him. “That’s what I love so much about this sport. Hell, I remember a time when everyone thought a back flip was the end all be all, and now people are doing doubles like it’s nothing. I’m just glad that I’m able to be a part of it all.”


  “I know I’m excited to see what you bust out this year,” he said, letting his inner fanboy show a little. It was nice to see that people supported me. Lately, I’d been a little discouraged with Georgia’s lack of excitement about me being back. She was short with the awesome’s and great job’s whenever I told her about my progress. I hoped that when she actually was able to come to an event and see me do what I did up close and personal she’d get it. “I know your female fans are equally as excited to see you back on the track.”


  “Yeah, they’re great,” I tried to look grateful. Pilsner had suggested, to Reid and I both, that we keep the comments about not being single to ourselves. He didn’t think we should hide it, but bragging about being in love was frowned upon.


  “You don’t want to isolate those fans that think they have a chance with you,” he’d said. “We need to do whatever we have to do to sell tickets.” I empathized with boy banders for a split second.


  Reid and I both thought that our excellent skills on our bikes were enough. Motocross was about dirt and metal and pushing yourself harder and faster than you thought you could. Pilsner’s focus on image was a little much at times, but he paid the bills so we played along.


  “Is it true that they say you’re off the market?” Fanboy asked.


  “You asking for you?” I teased, trying to change the subject. His smile faded and he looked a little embarrassed. “I’m just joking around, kid,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “I’m happy, if that answers your question.”


  “Sure,” he said, flipping the recorder off on his phone. “I didn’t want to ask that question,” he told me. “Our editor thought it would go over well with female readers.”


  “I get it,” I said with a nod. “No harm, no foul.” My phone rang. Georgia’s name and photo of her making a kissy face flashed on the screen. Fanboy’s eyes fell on it the same as mine did.


  “That pretty much answers that,” he said under his breath, tucking his phone and notepad into his bag. “Thanks again. Any chance you can tell me where I can find Chayse McCade?”


  “Over there,” I said, pointing toward the shed where she kept her bike. Poor kid thought I was hard on him. Depending on what kind of mood Chayse was in, there was good chance she’d be eating him for lunch. “Good luck,” I said with a chuckle as he wandered off. “Hey baby,” I said, answering my phone. I was anxious to hear her voice. I knew Hoyt sent her a video of my latest trick today and her response was, once again, not very enthusiastic.


  “Hey,” she said. “What are you doing?”


  “Not much. Just finished up an interview for a magazine. You?”


  “Nothing nearly as exciting,” she replied. “I just wanted to hear your voice.”


  “Awww...” I teased. “You miss me.”


  “Every day,” she said. Her tone said she wasn’t in a joking mood. The need to hear my voice was evident. I wished I could hug her because that was exactly what it sounded like she needed.


  “Everything okay?”


  “Sure,” she said, trying to sound upbeat.


  “Are you sure?” I knew better. I could tell when she was in her head.


  “I had a long day,” she admitted. “I cleaned out my closet,” she hesitated. “Including the box of Jamie’s things.”


  “I’m sure that wasn’t easy,” I told her. I loved that she was serious about putting the past behind her. “I would have helped you. You shouldn’t have had to do that alone.”


  “It was something I needed to do alone.” When she was trying to be strong and I could still hear the vulnerability in her voice are the times wanted most to be able to comfort her. Even if it meant watching her dredge up memories of her first love. I planned on being her last and I would have helped her through anything. “I’ll be okay. It was just a little tough seeing all of his things again. I’m going to take the clothes to the Goodwill tomorrow and then return some items to his mother.” I heard her voice break a little and my heart ached that I wasn’t able to physically be there for her.


  “I’m sorry I wasn’t there with you,” I said. “Please don’t ever think that you can’t talk to me about how you’re feeling. I’m strong enough to hear about him. I don’t want you to ever think that I resent you loving him,” I added.


  “I know that, and I love you for being so respectful.”


  “Anything for you.” I paused. “Only a couple weeks until you get here. I can’t wait to see you.”


  “I know.”


  “I love you.”


  “I know,” she said again. I heard voices and a rush of sounds in my ear. “Hey, I’ve got to go. A patient just came in.”


  “I’ll call you—” The line went dead. “Later.” I most definitely would be calling her later. Something in the pit of my stomach said that we needed to continue our conversation. She wasn’t quite herself and the last thing I wanted was for her to think I was unavailable when she needed me most. I might not have been in the same state as her, but I could still talk to her and calm any fears she might be having about us.


  I tried to convince myself that she was just busy and that she’d been a little shaken by her trip down memory lane. Everything would be okay. In the pit of my stomach I had a feeling it wouldn’t.


  


  * * *


  


  Hoyt and I rode into town and grabbed some dinner later that night. I’d missed the vibe of Austin. There was always something to do and the food was the best. Tex Mex, barbeque, southern comfort food, it had it all. I couldn’t wait to bring Georgia out here and show her the town. She’d love the laid back afternoons and wild nights the city offered.


  What I thought was a night out with my buddy quickly turned into what felt like me on a date with another couple. Imagine my surprise—and Hoyt’s—when Chayse McCade saddled herself up next to us as we sat at the bar of local pub.


  “Care if I join you?” she said, already seated next to us.


  “Guess not,” Hoyt said. He’d told me earlier that day that the two of them had butted heads most of the day, as usual. Seeing her all smiles and him annoyed was mildly amusing. She went from hot to cold and back to hot more times than the weather back in Illinois.


  “How was your interview?” I asked her when we saw that she was staying for the duration. I figured I might as well at least try to get a civil conversation started between the two of them.


  “Oh I’m sure Pilsner will be pissed about it,” she said with a laugh. “The kid shouldn’t have asked me what my favorite thing to do when I wasn’t riding was if he didn’t want to hear the answer.”


  “What’s that?” My curiosity got the best of me. The second she flipped her dark hair over her shoulder and let her green eyes narrow, I knew it was a bad idea.


  “Having great sex.” Her answer was clear and precise and I nearly had to perform the Heimlich on Hoyt who choked on a french fry. I gave him a sharp pat on the back as I laughed.


  “Oh, I’m sure he’ll love that answer,” I joked, watching Hoyt take a long pull from the beer he had in front of him. This girl was a hoot all right. If she could get her riding half as sharp as her tongue she’d really be making headway in the sport. “Isn’t he trying to sell you as America’s Sweetheart?”


  “America’s Sweetheart, I ain’t,” she said proudly. “As soon as everyone stops trying to make me something I’m not,” she said, pointedly looking at Hoyt. “The better off we’ll all be.”


  Hoyt shook his head as the two of them locked eyes. I knew how to take a cue. It seemed I was always giving the two of them a moment. I didn’t mind. I wanted to call in and check on Georgia. I knew she was off at eight and it was quarter past.


  “I’ll be right back,” I told them, doubting that they’d even notice. “Gotta call my girl,” I added before walking to the back of the bar. The last thing I wanted to be a part of was a lover’s quarrel.
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  The universe I’d been asking to be kind to me, decided that today was the day it was going to see if I was actually strong enough to handle the decisions I’d made in my life. Not only was it testing my abilities at my job, it apparently wanted to make sure I remembered exactly how losing someone affected me. I’d be lying if I said the day before hadn’t gotten the wheels turning. Rummaging through all of Jamie’s old things had stirred up some memories—some feelings—that I thought I was strong enough to revisit. I woke up in a pool of sweat, unable to recall the dreams—or nightmares—that had brought it on.


  There were two uniformed men trying to tell me something, apologizing profusely, and then I was at a funeral. I thought it was Jamie’s but Brett’s picture was by the casket. I hadn’t slept a wink since waking up from that doozy of a nightmare.


  My chest was heavy with dread as I climbed out of bed and got ready for work. Fresh off a night of restless sleep, I showed up for my clinical shift at the hospital. I’d planned on being on the Cardio floor, as I’d been the day before, but a shortage of nurses in the Emergency Room meant that I, being the low woman on the totem pole, was assigned to the unit.


  I usually didn’t mind working the ER. Over the past few years, I’d become numb to the trauma and uncertainty, but today different. The quiet calm of the unit was eerie that morning. Only a few rooms were occupied and it was mostly stitches and stomach aches. I felt a weight pressing down on my shoulders as I checked in at the nurses’ station.


  “Glad you’re here,” one of the doctor’s on staff said. I recognized him from my last shift on the floor. Dr. Clark. He was more of a drill sergeant than a doctor, which is exactly why he was perfect for the Emergency Room. He could handle the stress. He knew what had to be done and didn’t have a problem delegating. “There was a wreck on Route 44. Multiple injuries,” the look on his face told me how bad it was going to be. I tried to brace myself for the worst, but the second the first ambulance showed up, I knew that the day was going to be hard.


  “Paul Freeman. Forty-four,” a paramedic informed us as we wheeled the first patient in from the bay. “Multiple contusions and lacerations,” she continued. “Shortness of breath. Pretty sure he punctured a lung.”


  “How many more are coming in?” Dr. Clark asked.


  “Just one more,” the paramedic said. “It was a head on. Pretty bad. You better run a tox screen on this one,” she added. “Police found liquor bottles in the vehicle. Well, what was left of it.”


  “Take him to trauma two,” the doctor said, handing off the chart to another physician. “We’ll wait for the next one,” he said to me. As I watched them wheel the first victim away, I’d started preparing myself for the worst. The stress of an ER rotation was always heavy, but with my mind already a mess, my stomach was in knots. My hands were slick with sweat. I rubbed them down the front of my scrubs as we waited in the bay for the next ambulance to arrive.


  When it arrived, the back door opened and I could see a man on the stretcher. His blond hair was caked with blood and his eyes were closed. As they lowered him onto our gurney, I was immediately reminded of Brett. They had the same build. The same features. They were close to the same age. My feet were stuck in place as I reminded myself that it wasn’t him. I was quickly jolted back to reality as the gurney I was holding onto started to move.


  “What do we have?” Dr. Clark asked the paramedics as we transferred the unconscious man from stretcher to stretcher. A gash along his left cheek had been closed up in route, but the tape and gauze were surely going to need to be replaced with stitches.


  “Daniel Mitchell, age twenty-six.” Dr. Clark and I stood on each side of the stretcher. “Hasn’t regained consciousness since he was extracted from the vehicle.” I checked for a pulse and let out a sigh of relief when I heard it weakly beating through my stethoscope. He was still alive.


  As we wheeled him into an exam room, Dr. Clark immediately started checking him for internal bleeding. I waited for my orders and tried to keep from imagining that it was Brett lying on that bed. It had been a shock to see him in the hospital when were just friends. When he’d hurt his knee, at least I knew that he was going to be okay. Imagining him in a situation like this was too much to bear.


  An actual ER nurse joined us and she was far more qualified than I was—at least mentally. My hands were clammy and it felt like the air was thickening in the room, as I watched Dr. Clark’s face grow more and more unsure of Daniel’s condition.


  “Doctor,” the nurse said when she opened his cut shirt and pulled back the bandage the medics had applied. “There’s bleeding.”


  “We need to get him in to an OR now,” Clark called out. “Bennett,” he yelled as they were heading out the door. I snapped to attention and followed him as he kept pressure on the laceration that had started bleeding profusely. “Page Neuro and have them meet us there,” he said. “I’ve got a bad feeling that there’s damage to his brain. Pupils are dilated and unresponsive.”


  “Yes sir,” I said.


  “And try to find his next of kin,” he ordered. The nurse handed me the bag of personal items the first responders had sent along—a wallet and a cell phone. As I watched them wheel through the operating room doors, my chest was heavy. I now had the responsibility of finding this man’s family. I had to call and tell them that their son or husband was in an accident. Even worse, I had to tell them that his injuries were severe and that he’d been rushed into surgery.


  The memories of learning what had happened to Jamie were mingling with my focus of tracking down this man’s family. I’d been at school the day the officers showed up at the Shaws’ house. I’d been blissfully unaware that he was dead for almost two hours after they’d left. Being the courteous student I was, I’d flipped my phone to silent and missed the call from Jamie’s father, but the second I saw his name on my screen I knew that something was wrong. It was ten in the morning, he should have been teaching Intro to Government to bored sophomores, not calling me and leaving a voicemail asking me to come to their house as soon as possible.


  Now wasn’t the time for me to be thinking of my own loss. I had to find this man’s family and get them to the hospital. I turned on the cell phone and started to slide the button across to get to his contacts. My eyes focused on his screen saver. A photograph of him and his beautiful family. His wife, a lovely woman, and two small children, a girl and a boy. My heart was both full and broken at the same time. Their smiling faces and the obvious love they had for one another was right there in front of me in their genuine smiles and embraces. I choked back my dread and put the phone back in the bag. I should have just pulled his wallet first and saved myself the heartache of seeing his happy family’s photograph. I pulled up his file on the computer and searched for an emergency contact.


  JULIA MITCHELL


  I had a job to do. I had to call this unsuspecting woman, whose face was now fresh in my head, and tell her that her whole world might be on the verge of an irrevocable change.


  “Hello,” her voice said when I dialed her number. I quickly blotted the tears from my eyes and tried to have some composure.


  “Mrs. Mitchell,” I said, my voice breaking a little. I reminded myself to stay calm. If I sounded stressed, it would only make it worse for her.


  “Yes.”


  “I’m calling from Trinity Medical,” I said. She gasped. “I’m afraid that your husband has been in an accident. We’re going to need you to come down here as soon as possible.”


  “What do you mean? Is he all right?”


  “He’s in surgery now,” I said. “We’ll fill you in as soon as you get here.”


  “I’m on my way,” she said. A sob broke from her end of the phone before it went dead.


  I knew exactly what she was feeling. I had started crying the second I walked into Jamie’s house and saw his mother’s face. I felt helpless and hopeless, much like I’m sure Julia felt. At first she felt like the air was sucked from her lungs. Like she couldn’t catch her breath, no matter how hard she tried. The heaviness in her chest would be replaced with an ache, slowly squeezing her heart, and threatening to crush it. That would stick with her for days, weeks, months even. She was going to feel like she didn’t know which end was up. Like she was living in a nightmare that she couldn’t wake up from.


  As I waited for her to arrive, I ran over to the operating room and looked through the windows. It was chaos. The rush of everyone’s movements. The worry in their eyes. I saw Dr. Clark pull the paddles from the cart next to him and yell, “Clear!”


  I couldn’t watch. All I could do was think about Julia driving to hospital and what it would be like if I were in her shoes. If something happened to Brett, I wouldn’t even be able to get to the hospital quickly. He was a thousand miles away. I wouldn’t be on his list of emergency contacts and I’d never even met his family.


  I wasn’t his wife. I wouldn’t have been called and on my way like Julia was. She wouldn’t even be able to remember how she got here—her sole focus was on her husband and getting to him as quickly as possible.


  Dr. Clark walked out of the operating room and tossed his scrubs and gloves—covered with blood—into the bin outside the door.


  “There was too much damage,” he said, when he saw my face. “We tried everything.”


  “His wife is on her way,” I told him.


  He nodded as he walked toward the front of the emergency room. The moment I saw her walk through the automatic doors—I knew it was her. The smile that I’d seen was now replaced with fear and uncertainty as she walked into the hospital, carrying her young daughter. She couldn’t have been more than two years old. I watched as Julia nearly crumbled in Dr. Clark’s arms. I heard her cries as I walked into an empty on-call room and closed the door behind me.


  My system was flooded. The overwhelming emotions that I thought I had put behind me were back. I was stupid to think that I was strong enough to handle a life with Brett. I could barely handle the life of a patient’s family.


  My tears fell freely as I thought about how Julia’s life would be changed. She was going to have to go home to her children and tell them that they would never see their father again. She was going to have to try and move on with her life. She’d think she was having moments of acceptance. She’d think about how grateful she was to be alive, or when she looked into the eyes of her children, but the truth was it was going to take her years to compartmentalize it all. When she did, when she thought that just maybe she could be happy again, something would happen and all the pain that she felt now would overtake her. Just like it had done to me.


  I couldn’t do this to myself anymore. I couldn’t put myself in situations where the odds of me ending up like Julia were even higher than normal. I’d do whatever it took to rid the fear from my system and protect my heart. Which meant calling the person I loved most and telling him that I couldn’t be the woman he needed me to be.
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  “Hey babe,” I said when she answered the phone. “What’s up?”


  “Just got home,” she said. “About to get in the shower.”


  “I’m out with Hoyt and Chayse,” I told her even though she didn’t ask. “Just wait until you meet her. She’s really something.” The two of us had talked about the mess Hoyt was in with his new rider and usually she cracked a joke about poor Hoyt’s well-being. This time she didn’t.


  “That’s nice.” She was short with her words, more than the last time we’d talked. I could feel her pulling away from me and there wasn’t much I could do except ask her about it.


  “Are you all right? Did something happen at work?” We’d been good. Nothing had happened between us to make her angry with me. I searched my brain for anything that I’d said or done and there was nothing.


  “I was in the ER so everything happened,” she said. “It was a mess.”


  “That sucks, babe,” I said, trying to be there for her.


  “I don’t know if I can do this.”


  “You’ll graduate soon and then you can be in whatever department you want. You won’t have to work in the emergency room if you don’t want to.”


  “I don’t mean that,” she said slowly. “I mean us. I don’t think I can do this long distance thing.”


  “Are you serious right now?” I said after a long silence trying to comprehend what I had just heard. I could tell something was up with her, but I never imagined her saying that.


  “It’s too hard.”


  “You think I like it?” My voice rose a little and I suddenly remembered where I was. I calmed myself down. “We were fine just a few hours ago,” I said. Something must have happened to cause this panic. “What are you doing, Georgia?”


  “I’ve just been thinking,” she said. “A lot. I think it would be easier for both of us if we just ended this now. Before anybody gets hurt.”


  “Oh you think it would be easier?” I snapped, already hurt by the conversation. I was doing everything I was supposed to do to make this work between us. I thought she was meeting me halfway, but apparently I was wrong. “Because it sounds to me like you’re giving up.”


  “I’m not...” she cleared her throat. “I’m not giving up. I just... I can’t do this again.”


  “What are you talking about again?”


  “I will not put myself through it,” she said as if she was talking to herself. I had a pretty good idea that she was blurring the lines between me and Jamie at that moment. “I can’t.”


  “I’m right here, Georgia,” I tried to coax her back to reality. I could hear her crying, despite her best attempt. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  “You can’t know that. You can’t make a promise you can’t keep.”


  “Please don’t do this,” I said, hearing the desperation echo in my phone. I could feel her pulling away. I could feel her ending something that we’d barely started. “Let’s talk about this.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said before the line went dead. She didn’t even give me a chance to plead my case. I dialed her number and it went straight to voice mail. The clench of my fist was threatening to shatter the phone. I put it in my pocket on the chance that she would come to her senses and call me back.


  As I walked back to where Hoyt and Chayse were sitting, I felt like I’d been gutted. The walls were closing in on me and everything I wanted to say to her was still on the tip of my tongue. I had to get out of there and call her back. I needed her to hear everything I had to say.


  “What’s the matter with you?” Hoyt said as I pulled a twenty from my wallet and tossed it on the bar. Clearly my state of mind was obvious from the look on my face.


  “I think Georgia just broke up with me,” I said. Saying the words felt as bad as hearing them. I’d never been dumped. I was usually the dumper, not the dumpee. I was at a loss and I didn’t feel like hashing it out in a bar with Hoyt or Chayse who were both giving me their most pitying looks. I just wanted to call her back.


  


  * * *


  


  Twenty-nine messages and ten phone calls. That’s how many I sent, how many times I tried to call, before I started to feel completely hopeless. The word Delivered never showed up on my screen so I knew that she’d blocked me. Blocked me, like no thank you, do not want to ever hear from you again.


  What the fuck did I do?


  Nothing. I’d done nothing but love her. Maybe too much if that was possible.


  “Give her a few a days,” Hoyt said the next day when I was trying to focus on riding. I’d cased my first jump, the bike landed wonky, slamming me and itself against the ground and almost tossing me off. “Maybe she just needs a little time to realize that she made a mistake.”


  “I don’t know,” I said, the heavy sigh I felt building in my chest released as I shook my head. “Maybe I should go to Halstead. Demand that she tell me why.”


  “You know why,” he said. “She’s scared. This isn’t exactly conventional, man.”


  Oh I knew exactly why, that didn’t mean that I had to be okay with her decision, did it? I’d seen her fall apart. I knew that it made her nervous to think that something could happen to me, but I thought what we had was worth the risk. I thought that she was willing to take a chance.


  “Well so am I,” I confessed. “Scared that she’s not going to change her mind.”


  “You can’t go,” he said. “You know that Pilsner would be all over your ass if you skipped out on training. The exhibition is in two weeks and he’s counting on your comeback to help secure the new deal,” he paused. I hated that he was right. I knew that my loyalty to Throttled Energy would be thoroughly questioned if I left. The last thing I needed was to lose my livelihood too. “If you haven’t heard from her by then I’ll personally drive you back to Halstead if you want.” I nodded, but I knew exactly what he was thinking. “Maybe she isn’t strong enough,” he said, the look on his face clearly said he hated to be the bearer of bad news. “Your job is a lot to handle. You could get hurt,” he said. “Or worse. She’s already lost one guy she thought she’d spend her life with. Now she has to worry about someone with a job like yours. And let’s face it, Brett. This isn’t a job. It’s a lifestyle. A dangerous one.”


  “So what do I do? Quit? Give up what I’ve worked so hard for and hope that she takes me back?” I ran my hand through my hair, frustrated beyond belief, tugging at it as I tried to make sense of it all. She didn’t want to be with me because I loved a job that might kill me. The idea of not riding stung almost as bad as losing her. How did I choose between the two things that made me feel the most alive?


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “Fuck,” I seethed, putting the kickstand of my bike down. It took everything I had not to kick the son of bitch over. I was frustrated and tired. I hadn’t slept. I hadn’t eaten anything that morning. All I wanted to do was talk to her and she wouldn’t answer her goddamn phone. “This is exactly why I never had a girlfriend.”


  “It sucks, man,” Hoyt said, trying to comfort me. I felt bad for dumping this on him. I knew he had his own shit to worry about.


  “Yeah it does,” I replied. I walked away from him and left my bike on the side of the track. I wasn’t in the mood to ride or to talk about it anymore. The dust kicked up around me as I walked back to the dormitory. I didn’t even have the option of being somewhere I felt comfortable. My apartment was thirty minutes away and my Airstream was in Halstead. With her.


  Fuck, fuck, fuck.


  I slapped my hand against one of the cinder block walls of the room. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Every breath was harder than the last to take. I looked at my phone, hoping that maybe she’d come around. That she’d unblocked my number and had responded. But there was nothing. I took a deep breath and sat on the bed, looking around a room that felt more like a prison cell than a home. The four walls were closing in on me and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.


  Hoyt was right about me leaving, not to mention I didn’t know if there was even a reason to go to her. If she’d made up her mind about me—about us—would I just be wasting my breath? I couldn’t let these feelings destroy everything I worked so hard for. I wouldn’t be that guy that fell apart over some girl. If this is what she wanted then fuck it, she could have it. She could have it all.


  I stood and walked over to the mirrored dresser that sat across the room. Staring at a man I barely recognized. I’d gotten soft. I’d let her weasel her way in and stupidly believed that love was enough to keep two people together. My teeth were gritted as I tried to settle myself down. I just wanted to not feel this way. The feelings of inadequacy or helplessness, it was all a waste of time. I’d focus on what I knew was a certainty. I was going to get on my bike in two weeks and wow the shit out of that sponsor. I was going to cement my place at the top of the heap right where I fucking belonged.


  A false sense of calm came over me as I tried to channel my energy into work. If I wanted to forget about her I would. I started by grabbing the bottle of whiskey off my nightstand. I twisted the cap off and let it fall to the floor. I wouldn’t need it. I drained the remainder of the bottle and tossed it in the trashcan. I unpacked a set of clippers that I kept in my suitcase and added the blond hair she loved to run her fingers through to the trashcan. I didn’t want a single fucking memory of her. If she could avoid the undeniable pull between us, so could I.


  I ran may hand over my freshly buzzed cut, and told the unrecognizable man in the mirror that I was going to be just fine without her.
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  “What do you think?” I asked my sister. Our tour of the winery had just finished up and we were waiting in a small tasting room for our guide to return. The grounds were beautifully maintained and the ideas for decorations were already flowing. “I love it.”


  “This place is perfect,” Nora agreed as we walked over to a small table.


  “I think so,” I agreed. “We’ll do the wedding in the chapel and the reception here in the main building. Aren’t these wood floors and brick walls fantastic?” I paused, thinking out the layout in my head. “And the beams,” I pointed up at the high ceilings. “So cool.” The space was very rustic and charming. “Maybe we could hang a few chandeliers. Really make a statement.” It was going to be the perfect backdrop for Nora and Reid’s I Do’s. “I think you could fit one hundred people comfortably. Maybe even one fifty. Have you even made a guest list yet?”


  “We’ve—”


  “And what are you thinking as far as colors? I think red is good color for a winter wedding, but I know how much Reid loves his Yamaha blue.” I laughed. “I will not wear a royal blue dress. Maybe we can compromise with a deep purple? Or just classic black.”


  “Can you hold on for just a second,” Nora said, placing her arm on my shoulder. “Not that I don’t appreciate your help with the wedding, but I think maybe you’re avoiding what’s really on your mind. Can we talk about what happened with Brett now? I’ve let you distract yourself for long enough.”


  “I’m not avoiding anything, Nora,” I insisted, tugging down the sleeves of my sweater. “Whatever that was with Brett is over now. Let’s focus on the future like you’re always saying. Your wedding is in the very near future and I want it to be perfect,” I huffed. I knew what she wanted from me, but like I told her when she arrived a day ago. I was fine. I’d made my peace with ending things with Brett. There was nothing to talk about.


  I had told Brett I was sorry on the phone that night. I knew he wanted to talk me out of ending our relationship, but I wouldn’t let him. The pain that he was feeling—the pain that I could hear in his voice—would eventually subside. He would move on and forget about me, just like I would forget about him. That was the lie I kept telling myself after I’d hung up the phone. I knew if I didn’t that I’d probably let him talk me into continuing our relationship. Every time I thought about him flying through the air on that dirt bike, my mind drummed up the worst-case scenarios. All of which ended with me being alone and hurting beyond repair. I’d barely survived losing Jamie. There was no way I’d make it through losing Brett.


  It hurt to tell him that I didn’t want to be with him, but what other choice did I have?


  “You are such a liar,” Nora said pointedly. “I know exactly what you’re doing.”


  “Oh and what’s that?” I shook my head. Before she had a chance to answer, our hostess for the day returned with a tray of tasting glasses, each filled with the selection of wine the winery offered.


  “Okay ladies,” she smirked. “Now for the fun part.” She went on to explain the different reds and whites she had for us. My sister gave me a look that said our conversation was far from over.


  I picked up one of the glasses, not even bothering to swirl or sniff it. I had no idea if any of the flavors the woman was describing were there. It was in my mouth and down my throat so quickly that my taste buds didn’t even have time to register.


  “I’ll take some more of this one,” I said, placing my glass on the tray. “Or this,” I added, holding up a glass of the red and tossed it back. “They all taste good to me.” I would have emptied the tray, but my sister cleared her throat instead and gave me a reprimanding glare. I wasn’t doing this. I wasn’t going to dredge up something that, in the long run, wasn’t ever going to happen. No matter how badly my sister wanted to talk about it. What was the point?


  At the end of the day, Brett would still be doing something that might kill him. He would still be risking his life every time he got on that dirt bike. No matter how much I wanted to be with him. Or thought about him. Which was pretty much every second of every day. Everything reminded me of him. I couldn’t open a book without wishing he was there to help me study. Every male patient looked like him in the hospital. Every song reminded me of our relationship—especially the ones that talked about living without the person you loved. I couldn’t even enjoy a Coke anymore. Plus side, I was going to be thinner for Nora’s wedding without those empty calories, which meant I’d look great in whatever color dress she picked out for me.


  “Can you give us a minute,” Nora said with a smile.


  “Of course.” Our hostess nodded as she excused herself, probably grateful to get away from the girl downing wine samples like it was her job..


  “Go on,” Nora pointed at the few wine glasses I hadn’t drank. “Have another,” she insisted, pulling her dark hair to one side. “You’re a chatty drunk. Maybe I’ll finally get the whole story about why you ended things with Brett.”


  “What’s the point?” I argued. “It’s not going to change anything.”


  “It might.”


  “Nothing I say or you say is going to change the fact that I’m not strong enough to be in a relationship with him.”


  “You are stronger than you give yourself credit for,” she replied. “I don’t know many people who would even be able to get out of bed after losing their fiancé, but you’ve managed. You’ve accomplished more in the past three years than most.”


  I shook my head. I could already feel my eyes starting to well with tears.


  “I mean it. You’re top of your class. You work harder than any person I know. And you’re about as selfless as they come. You can make things work with him if you want. You just have to stop being scared.”


  “Easier said than done.”


  “I know you love him, G,” she said. “I also know that you’re scared because the last person you loved was taken from you, but that’s no reason to punish yourself... or Brett.”


  “I’m not punishing anyone. I’m just trying to protect myself. And I’m letting him go now before it’s too late and I can’t.”


  How couldn’t she see that? How couldn’t he see that? I knew that he was angry with me and deserved an explanation, but it was easier just to block his texts and calls. I’d made up my mind. There was nothing left to discuss. “I see people die all the time,” I told her. “It’s hard enough to watch families fall apart at the hospital every day. I don’t need to put myself in a situation like that. Not again.” I sniffled. “Just the other day I had to watch a doctor tell a woman that her husband was never coming back. And they had two little ones,” I explained, my tears started to fall as I thought about that sweet little girl I’d taken care of while her mother was saying goodbye to her husband. The little girl who wouldn’t even remember her father. “I don’t want to be that woman, Nora. I don’t want to have to explain to my children that their father is gone. And for what? So he could jump a motorcycle over some stupid hill?”


  “You’re already assuming the worst case scenario. You don’t know what the future holds.”


  “Yeah well, there’s a pretty good chance with your husband flying through the goddamned air every day, relying on faith and two wheels to keep him alive, that it might happen.”


  “You think I don’t know that?” she said. “I do live with it every day, but it doesn’t change the fact that I wouldn’t give up my time with Reid for anything. I’d rather take a risk than not have him. I’d rather have the wedding and the children and the memories. Wouldn’t you? You’re acting like he’s gone already when he’s right in front of you. Still alive and wanting to build a life with you. You really think you can just let him go? Do you want to?”


  “I don’t know.” It wasn’t the answer she wanted but it was all I had. I could see my future with Brett which made it that much harder to imagine it being cut short.


  “Wouldn’t you rather be happy for as long as you can now, rather than be alone and sad?”


  “I’m not sad,” I told her. “And I’m so busy that I barely have time to think about being alone.” A lie. I constantly thought about him not being with me. I missed the feel of his touch. I missed his kisses. His laugh. Even the way he said stupid things like “gots.” I missed our late night calls and the anticipation of seeing him again. I missed knowing that he was mine and I was his.


  The last couple weeks had been miserable. Every night I climbed into bed alone and wished that he was there. Every time I passed a test or had a good day of clinical, I wanted to call him and tell him about it. I wanted to know that he’d had a good day riding, instead of sitting around thinking the unthinkable had happened.


  “We all know what you’re doing. The more stressed you are about a situation the more you keep busy,” she pointed out. “I see you’ve added wedding planning to the list of things you have to do.”


  “I’m the maid of honor. It’s my job,” I defended, not wanting to tell her that she was spot on with her observations.


  “Whatever you have to tell yourself, Georgia,” she said as she rolled her eyes. “You’re missing out on your life and it makes me sad.” The tough love Nora was firing at me had my nerves running on full speed. I picked up another glass of wine and tried to numb the feeling. What if she was right? I mean, I knew she was. Could I live with the regret of not giving it a shot with Brett?


  “What choice do I have?” I tossed my hands up in frustration. “Just call him up and say I made a mistake. Oh, and by the way, I’m sorry you’re going to have to deal with my anxiety-ridden ass the rest of your life.”


  “He would,” she said. “He knew what he signed up for when he fell for you, G. You’re not giving him enough credit. You know he still texts you every day, even though you blocked him?”


  “He does?”


  “Yep. And Reid says he checks his phone every five minutes waiting to hear back from you.”


  Maybe she was right. He had been more than willing to see past my issues. He hadn’t run away from me yet. Even now, when I was giving him a perfectly good out, he was still trying to contact me. My heart and my head had been in a constant battle since I’d broken up with him.


  “I wanted to call him back,” I confessed. “I wanted to read all of his texts. I’m just so confused.”


  “Maybe you need to talk it out with him. He’s as much a part of this relationship as you are. It’s not really fair of you just to end things. Especially the way you did. Just out of the blue and on a whim.”


  “But—”


  “Georgia, stop and think for a second. If you had known from day one for sure exactly what date and time Jamie was going to be taken from you, would you have done anything differently? Cheated yourself and him out of what time the two of you did have together?”


  My vision blurred from the tears welling in my eyes. “No,” I mumbled.


  “And if I told you right now that Brett had a terminal illness and had six months to live, how would you want to spend the next six months? Be honest. With yourself at least.”


  I closed my eyes and let the tears fall. “With him,” I whispered. “As much as humanly possible.”


  “So what are you going to do about it?”
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  “Nice do, Sally,” Reid said as I walked over to his truck. He reached over and rubbed his hand across my head. “A little short.” It had been three days since I’d decided shaving off my hair was the best way to forget about having my heart ripped out. I had to admit, it helped a little. Seeing the reflection of a dude that seriously looked like he had zero fucks to give was making it easier to pretend. Fake it ‘till you make it, right?


  “Good thing I’m awesome enough to pull it off,” I said, cracking half a smile.


  The only text messages I got were from Hoyt and Reid. The only phone calls were from Pilsner and Dr. Forlani asking how I was feeling. The one person that I wanted to hear from was busy pretending I never existed, so I did the same.


  “Heard from Georgia?” he asked.


  “Nope.” There wasn’t much else to say. I’d told him what had happened already. Once was enough.


  “Nora went home yesterday. Maybe she can talk some sense into her.” I knew that he was just trying to be helpful, but I was slowly coming to terms with the fact that she meant it when she said she couldn’t do it. I wasn’t enough.


  “Doubt it,” I said. “She’ll probably tell her sister the same thing she told me.” The two of us stood beside his truck, our arms resting on the side of the bed. “I shouldn’t have pushed her into a relationship in the first place,” I confessed. “I knew she wasn’t ready. She needed a rebound and that’s what she got. No harm no foul.”


  “I call bullshit. She was ready,” he insisted. “If I know anything about Bennett women it’s that they don’t do things they don’t want to do. She wouldn’t have started anything with you if she wasn’t ready.”


  “Yeah, well, looks like she changed her mind. You win some, you lose some.”


  “Wow.” He looked at me like he thought I was screwing with him. “I can’t believe you’re giving up so easy.”


  “I’m not,” I snapped. “Or I didn’t. I was two seconds away from going back to Illinois when your brother talked me out of it.” I huffed out of frustration as I turned my hat backwards. “Give her time,” I said, mocking Hoyt’s advice.


  “He’s usually right about most things,” Reid said with chuckle. “Maybe she’ll come back around.”


  “Maybe,” I said, aggravated at the entire situation. “What the fuck ever, man. Who knows?” I threw my hands up in frustration before resting them on the back of my head. I turned and leaned against the truck. “This is why I don’t do relationships. I need to focus on riding. Not on whether or not she’s going to ever want to see or speak to me again.”


  “I think she will.”


  A little part of me wanted to tell Reid that I was over it and that she could do whatever the hell she wanted, but a bigger part hoped he was right.


  “Do you love her?” Reid asked.


  “Obviously,” I bit out at him with sharper teeth on the word than I’d intended. “Which is exactly where I went wrong. I should have never let myself get caught up in her. I should have come back home and done my recovery here. At least then I wouldn’t be standing here feeling like a little bitch crying over a girl who doesn’t want to be with me.” I knew exactly how jaded I sounded. Seventy-two hours of radio silence from the woman he loves will do that to a man.


  “That’s love all right.” He smirked. “If you ain’t tied up in a million different knots then it’s not the real thing. Believe me. I know.” I thought back and remembered Reid being a mess when he realized that the girl he loved was dating someone else. I didn’t know if it was worse or better that there wasn’t another guy involved. At least if Georgia wanted to be with someone else I could beat his ass and be done with the whole thing.


  Unless he was already dead.


  Jamie Shaw was the one guy I couldn’t compete with. Maybe I’d finally lost her to the better man.
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  I’d somehow found myself in the front seat of Brett’s Expedition a few days later. My sister taking the wheel and pulling the Airstream back to Texas.


  “Did you at least text and tell him your coming?” she’d asked. Her persistence had worked, but I wasn’t just doing this for her. I did want to be happy and I’d tired being happy without him. It hadn’t worked. Maybe I could be strong enough. I’d promised him that I’d come to one event—his exhibition was in a few days and I owed him at least that much.


  “No,” I told her. “I’m not sure exactly what I’m going to say yet. I still don’t know if we can make it work.”


  “I’m just glad that you’re going.” She reached over and grabbed my hand. “You’ll see. It’s not as scary as you think. He’s going to be so excited that you’re there.”


  “Don’t tell him just yet. I... I just need some time to figure out what my game plan is.”


  “Okay,” she agreed. “You can stay at Reid’s apartment until you’re ready to see him. He’s at the track with Brett anyway. It’s only about twenty minutes from the track.” Nora took the time that we had on our drive and the night before the event to fill me in on all things motocross—more specifically what it was like to be a motocross girlfriend. I have to say, she made it sound exciting.


  “Not many jobs get the perks of seeing the world,” she said. “We’ve already been all over the place. Vegas. London. I think in a couple weeks we’re heading to Spain for an event.” I knew that she wasn’t just excited about watching Reid. Nora had been hired as the photographer for Throttled Energy so she was not only living Reid’s dream with him, she was fulfilling hers as well.


  The more she talked, the more I wanted to be like her. I wanted to be a part of something. I wanted to be a part of couple. I wanted to be the girl he knew was cheering for him, standing in the spot his family never filled. I just hoped I hadn’t screwed it all up.


  I stood in front of the mirror in Reid’s bathroom for a good twenty minutes trying to psych myself up for the event that day. I was going to see him. I was going to see him ride. I was going to talk to him. I took in a calming breath and held my shoulders back.


  You can do this.


  Nora had left early that morning to head over to the track and get everything ready for photographing the day. She’d given me a pep talk over coffee, telling me how excited he was going to be to see me and how much I was going to love seeing him in his element.


  “It’s like getting to see a completely different side of a person,” she’d said. “He’s the best freestyle rider out there, so you’ll definitely get a good show today.”


  “I’m excited,” I told her. “And nervous.” I genuinely was. I’d thought about my conversations with my sister over the past couple of days and she was right about me avoiding the obvious. I loved him. I wanted to make this work. I just hoped that he hadn’t decided I wasn’t worth the effort.


  I’d planned my apology and picked out a cute, little, floral sundress to wear that day. I had no idea what people typically wore to an event like this, but I wanted to look good for him. I wanted him to see that despite the fact that I’d fallen apart emotionally, I wasn’t a complete disaster. I fixed my hair and make-up and slipped on a pair of leather ankle books before heading out the door.


  I’d driven Nora’s car and followed the directions she’d given me to the track. The traffic slowed as I approached. I waited in line for ten minutes before pulling on to the property, giving myself enough time for one final pep talk before I saw him again. The pass that Nora had given me got me access to the pits, which was where I found my sister and her camera.


  “Hey there, baby sister,” she said, greeting me with a smile. “You look extra adorable today.”


  “You think?” I asked. “I don’t really have any motocross apparel.” I laughed. I should have just pulled one of her shirts from the closet. The simple black Throttled Energy t-shirt she was wearing with jeans made her look like she was meant to be there. I, on the other hand, was definitely out of my element.


  “He’ll love it.” She winked. “Come on Travers,” she screamed at the track. I saw Reid falling behind the other rider he was competing against. “He’s taking the freaking corners too high,” she said tossing her hands up. “Like he’s never raced a damn dirt bike before,” she said under her breath. Her passion for the sport was evident, as well as her passion for number two-thirty-seven. “Come on, babe.”


  “I thought this was just an exhibition? Does it matter who wins?”


  “It always matters,” she said, the competitive gleam in her eye had me putting my hands up in surrender.


  “Okay then.”


  We watched the rest of the race and when Reid finished second, I saw my sister shaking her head.


  “Well...”


  “I shouldn’t worry about it,” she said. “I just know he’s going to beat himself up over that one.” She shrugged and shook her head. “I guess Chayse earned it.”


  I looked out on the track and saw the winner pulling off her helmet. The infamous Chayse McCade pulled her dark ponytail over her shoulder and gave Reid a thumbs up as she smiled. Reid sat on his bike, smiled at her and shook his head before clapping. I had to admit, that chick was kind of badass. I was a little prouder to be a girl right then.


  The crowd was eating it up. All of them on their feet for the winner as she waved and rode her bike off the track.


  “Brett’s up next,” Nora said. “I need to get in a better position for photos,” she told me. “But, if you watch from here you should be able to see everything.”


  “Okay,” I said, feeling the nervous energy roll over me. The second she walked away I heard the announcer call out Brett’s name. He was at the center of the track, driving his bike around the jump I assumed he was going to use.


  My skin rippled with goosebumps as I watched him take his mark. I wished I’d talked to him before he went out. I wished I’d told him good luck and that I loved him. Instead, I joined in with the audience clapping and chanting his name and letting myself get totally engrossed in the thrill of it all that afternoon. The smell of exhaust and dirt was growing on me with each passing second.


  As his bike roared toward the jump, I held my breath and watched as he soared through the air. His hands let go of the bike and I felt my heart stop dead in my chest. The second his wheels were on the ground and he pumped his fist in the air I came back to life. It was a feeling a lot like I got the first time he kissed me. I had to trust him then and I had to trust him now.


  Each time he hit the ramp, I became more and more mesmerized. The control and precision of his movements were perfection. There was no denying that he knew exactly what he was doing and the crowd agreed. I was quickly coming to understand exactly why he loved this sport. It was electrifying. When I saw him ride off the track, I was actually disappointed that it was over. I wanted to keep watching. I wanted to see what more he could do. I’d officially started to become a fan.


  I watched the direction he went and took it upon myself to go and find him. I had to tell him that I got it. I had to tell him how amazing I thought he did. My sister was standing across the track as I walked toward the row of sheds where the riders were keeping their bikes. I gave Nora a smile as I passed her—silently asking her to wish me luck.
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  “Big day,” Nick said. I was giving my bike a thorough once over in the garage. Making sure everything was the way it was supposed to be. I’d perfected my runs over the past few days. Channeling my focus into riding had been easy during the day when I could actually ride. It was the nights that brought on the self-pity and wallowing.


  The liquor helped there. I might have drank more than I cared to admit since Georgia dumped me. The sad part was I couldn’t even get drunk and have fun anymore. I pretty much just drowned my sorrows and sat around watching the others in the bar—dancing and having the time of their lives. I’d become that sad sack of a man for a hot minute, and then I decided to suck it up. I had a lot of work to do and not just on my bike. As soon as this exhibition was over, I was going to get her back. I wasn’t letting her go as easily as she thought.


  Reid and Hoyt had been doing their part trying to keep my mind off of things. They stopped asking me if I was okay and just started treating me like I was. That helped. Not talking about her was a good thing, even if it’s all I wanted to do. It took everything I had in me to not have Reid ask Nora what her sister was doing. How her sister was doing? If she’d talked to her? If she’d pass a note in class? Do you still love me?


  “Sure is,” I told Nick. “I think they’re going to be impressed,” I added referring to the sponsors. “If Travers can’t wow them with his time trials, surely they will hand over the cash when they see me fly through the air,” I chuckled.


  “I’m banking on it,” he said patting me on the back. “I wanted to say thanks for giving this your all. I know that last few months have been rough with the injury,” he said.


  “What else was I going to do?” I shrugged. “This is all I’ve got.” It was true. This dirt bike was the only thing I had in my life. Sure, it might crash to the ground and break my body into a million pieces. Couldn’t hurt any worse than having your heart ripped out.


  “Don’t think the higher ups haven’t noticed your dedication,” he added. “You’ve got a contract with Throttled as long as you want it.”


  “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.” At least with things in my personal life such a mess, I had one good thing to focus on. I’d wanted this career for as long as I could remember. “I won’t let you down today.”


  He smiled as he shot me a thumbs up. “I better go check in on Chayse. I’m sure she’s nervous about today.” It was her first day of riding for some of the big wigs at Throttled. I knew one person that was way more nervous than the company’s newest rider.


  “You might want to check in on Hoyt too,” I suggested.


  “Will do,” he agreed with a low chuckle.


  After he left, I pulled on all my riding gear and enjoyed the moment alone. There were already hundreds of people filling the property. The hum of dirt bike motors was already littering the air. I’d be out there soon, but right now I needed to clear my head. I needed to visualize my approaches. I needed to visualize each trick and how I was going to execute it. Nothing could go wrong today. I had to be perfect.


  When I finally saddled up and headed over to the track, I was ready. My pulse raced as I waited for my turn to shine. Reid and Chayse were putting on quite a show at the moment—racing each other for the crowd they’d invited for the event. It was smart to open the gates to the public. A free event every once a while was good for the brand. Throttled wanted to make money, but they also wanted to reward loyalty. Five hundred tickets had been handed out to MVP fans and their families. They would make enough money off the merchandise they sold to cover the costs.


  Riding for an audience had always suited me better. I needed the applause to fuel me. I loved being the center of attention for those few seconds. I stopped my bike and signed few autographs when I got to the crowd. The excited faces of the young fans were my favorite.


  “You’re my favorite rider,” a little boy said as I signed his Sallinger jersey.


  “Thanks, man” I told him getting ready to sign my name. “What’s your name?”


  “Joey,” he said proudly. The missing front teeth were really adding to his adorable factor. “I want to be just like you when I grow up.”


  “I’m sure you’ll be better than me,” I told him. He didn’t want to be like me. I wanted to tell him not to wish away his youth. I remembered when things were easier. When I had no responsibilities. No heartache. No woman driving me to the brink of insanity. I smiled for a couple pictures with him and bit my tongue, not offering up my advice on not falling in love. The light in that kid’s eyes reminded me that I was a lucky son of bitch to get to have a career that I loved so much. I needed to stop thinking about what I didn’t have and be thankful for what I did.


  The sudden gasp and wild cheering of the crowd told me the race was over. When I looked up I was just as surprised as the crowd by what I saw. Chayse McCade was taking a victory lap.


  Had she really just beat him?


  That was going to be a discussion for after the event. If Reid Travers had just got beaten by a rookie, I was never going to let him live it down. She’d earned it though. When she finally pulled her ass out of bed, she trained hard. Her riding was improving and whether or not she wanted to admit it, Hoyt was a big part of the reason. I was happy for the both of them. If they could get their shit together off the track that’d make it even better.


  I pulled up to my starting point and waited for the crew to clear out. They knew how I wanted to the track to feel on the jump approach. We’d been over it a hundred times. We’d hard packed the dirt and made sure it was smooth.


  My practice run felt good. I throttled and reached the exact amount of speed I needed, going alongside the ramp and circling back around. My bike was tight and loose in all the right places. My knee was strong and I felt solid as I signaled to the announcer that I was ready to go.


  “Ladies and gentleman,” he called out on the loud speaker. “If you’ll turn your attention to the center of the field,” he paused. “Throttled Energy is pleased to welcome back last year’s Freestyle Champion... Brett Sallinger!”


  I could hear the crowd going wild. It wasn’t the same as an arena with twenty thousand strong, but it was enough. Their support and readiness to see me ride was all I needed. I revved the bike a couple times to egg them on. Their cheers grew louder. When I popped the clutch and took off, I knew this jump was going to be perfect. There wasn’t a wobble or a moment of hesitation. I hit the ramp at full speed and was soaring within seconds. I let go of the handlebars mid-flight and stretched my body out parallel to the bike before pulling it back under me. I eyed my landing and set my wheels down perfectly.


  Nailed it.


  For my second run, I opted for a Lazy Boy Backflip, which consisted of me tucking my feet under the handle bars and laying my body out on the seat of the bike as the bike turned vertically. It wasn’t my hardest trick, but the crowd loved it and I always played it up, tucking my hands behind my head like I was taking a split second nap.


  I was only scheduled for two runs, but the roar of the crowd made me want to give them more. I pulled off a Double Back Flip before calling it a day. It felt amazing. My adrenaline was full steam ahead as I rode back to the shed to park my bike. Nick had scheduled a meet and greet for us, so I didn’t have much time to waste.


  “Hey there big shot,” a familiar voice called out just as I had shut off the bike and climbed off. “Can’t even tell that you were laid up a few weeks ago.”


  I pulled off my helmet and got a good look at the brunette standing in front of me and wiped the sweat from my brow. It wasn’t hard to stare at her, considering she wasn’t wearing much. It was almost impossible not to let my eyes fall on her tits as she sauntered over to me—the low cut of her shirt left little to the imagination.


  “Took a lot of work,” I said, trying not to let the fact that she was dancing her fingertips across my arm as I pulled off my gloves and tucked them into my helmet affect me. My pulse was still racing from the adrenaline rush of being on my bike.


  “You looked amazing,” she said, giving me her best wide-eyed look. Her lips were full and slicked with gloss. “Just wanted to stop in to tell you good job,” she said with a bat of her lashes. “And I wanted to see if you needed me for anything. You know, after…”


  Wasn’t that long ago that I would have had her on her knees filling that flirty little mouth of hers. She knew better than anyone that there was nothing I loved more than getting off after a good run—when my pulse was still racing and my muscles were aching for release.


  Alicia brushed her tits against my body as she circled me like I was her pray. I was on to her game. I bit down on my bottom lip and took a deep breath as she tried to tempt me. She knew that I was the one that liked to be in control. I could have had that little skirt she was wearing up around her waist in the blink of an eye.


  Too bad things had changed.


  Well...


  I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t think about letting her help me out. It would have been easy to fall back in to my old routines. Only problem was, I was more into blondes these days. One specifically. If getting back on the track had taught me anything, it was that I was a persistent son of a bitch.


  Georgia and I might not be on at the moment, but I wasn’t going to risk it on the off chance she changed her mind. If being miserable for a little while longer without her was what it took, I’d suck it up.


  “Thanks for the offer,” I told Alicia with a shrug. Her flirty smile fell by the wayside. “But I’m going to have to pass.”


  “Oh,” she said, her brow furrowing. “I thought I heard you and your girl were off.”


  “We are, but—”


  “But it’s complicated,” Georgia’s voice interrupted evenly, cutting right through our conversation.


  I thought I was imagining it at first, but the sudden distance Alicia put between herself and me said that it wasn’t a hallucination. I turned to find her standing just a few feet away from me and the sudden dryness in my throat made it hard to swallow. Georgia Bennett looked sexy as hell and as angry as a swatted wasp. The jealousy was written all over her face as she glared at Alicia. “And the last thing we need is you making it more complicated.”


  Alicia, eyebrows rose, looked over at me for confirmation, or at least waiting for me to defend what Georgia had just walked in on. I shrugged. This was all news to me. I didn’t mind getting to see the feisty side of Georgia. The last person I thought was going to show up today was her. Especially seeing as how I hadn’t heard so much as a peep from her in two weeks.


  “Is that right?” I asked. I pulled my neck and chest protectors off and tossed them on the ground. I wouldn’t let her see how excited I was that she was there. I kept a straight face and crossed my arms over my chest. Who was she to just waltz in here and think that I’d just forgive and forget? “Last I heard there was nothing going on between us.”
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  “Maybe that’s something we should talk about,” I told him. He wouldn’t even look me in the eye. I glanced at Alicia, wondering exactly how long it was going to take her to figure out that she didn’t belong in the middle of this conversation. “If you aren’t too busy hooking up with the first girl that comes along.”


  The first thought I had when I saw him standing there wasn’t that he was letting some other woman hang all over him. It wasn’t even the fact that I saw him staring at her chest or her mouth. It was that I barely recognized him. His hair was short—almost to his scalp. The bright eyes I’d let myself fall into on more than one occasion were clouded and the circles under his eyes added even more darkness to his appearance. His face was shadowed with stubble. His lips were pursed and his brow was furrowed as he watched the woman’s movements.


  All I could think was that I was watching another person. This wasn’t the man I loved. The man I loved had sweet, kind eyes and a smile that made me think everything was going to be okay. This guy was hard and unwavering as he let the woman hang all over him. Had I done this to him? Had I made him unrecognizable? It didn’t matter if I had, the real problem slowly unfolding in front of me was that I’d pushed him into the arms of another woman.


  “You think I’d really just go hook up with the first girl to come around?” he asked, defensively. “She’s not the first, either. For the record,” he informed me, adding insult to injury. Of course, he’d make it clear that he could have any woman he wanted. I guess I deserved it... kind of.


  “You don’t owe me an explanation. I was actually here to give you one.” If you’ll stop glaring at me like an asshole. My blood had boiled as I watched him with her. I wanted to attack her and tell her to get the hell away from him because he was mine, but I couldn’t move from where I stood. He had turned her down, so I hoped that meant he still wanted me. I swallowed back the fear of being rejected. I’d come too far—all the way to Texas to be more specific. I had no choice but to find out. I wouldn’t live with the regret of not knowing. I regretted enough already when it came to him.


  “Oh, now you want to talk about it?” He huffed out an impatient breath and shook his head. “Nice to know that I have absolutely zero say in what goes on between us.”


  “That’s not true.” Or at least I didn’t want it to be. I’d been unfair to him. I had to make him see that I’d made a mistake.


  “I wanted to talk about this weeks ago.”


  “I know. And I didn’t. But I’ve had time to think, to miss you like crazy, so now I do,” I said, matching his stance. If he wanted to scream and yell, I’d let him. I was ready to fight for him, with or without an audience.


  I could feel Alicia’s eyes on us and the second she opened her mouth to excuse herself I was relieved. Bye, Felicia.


  “Good luck working all this out,” she said as she left. Oh, we were working it out. I wasn’t leaving the state of Texas without him knowing how much I loved him.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked when we were alone.


  “I told you I’d come to one event,” I said. I smiled, hoping to break the tension, but when his expression didn’t change, I pursed my lips and sucked in a breath through my nose. “I wanted to see you,” I confessed. “I think I made a mistake.”


  “You think or you know?” he asked plainly. He stepped up to me. His arms still crossed and his back straight as he stared down into my eyes. “‘Cause I’m real tired of you thinking that you know.” I held my breath as his face leaned toward mine. “This is more than just an ‘I’m sorry’ situation,” he added. “If you came here thinking that I’d just forgive you, you were wrong.”


  “I know it’s more than that,” I told him, reaching up to touch his arm. He didn’t flinch. I moved my hand back and felt completely frustrated. The stoic way he was standing in front of me had my heart beating double time. He was intimidating me, which I was pretty sure was his exact intention. “And I am sorry.”


  “For what exactly?”


  “For not talking to you about everything I was feeling,” I began. “For hurting you.” He swallowed hard at that and I knew that it was true. At least I was getting some kind of response out of him. The strong silent approach he was taking had me in a cold sweat, the desire that I still had for him was the only thing that was keeping me from freezing up completely. “For wasting time not being with you,” I said, slowly reaching out to touch him again. I couldn’t stop myself. I wanted him to know how badly I needed him. His body tensed under my hand and I could feel the heat coming off of him even through his jersey. “For being scared and acting on a stupid impulse that I should’ve discussed with you like an adult instead of behaving like a scared kid.”


  His eyes fell shut for a brief moment and the overwhelming hope that he was ready to forgive me lingered right in front of me.


  “Do you know how fucking frustrating it is to have the one person you want to talk to more than anything ignore you? Block you?” he said, reaffirming his stance. “I did everything I was supposed to do to make things work between us. I put in the effort and you didn’t even care enough to talk to me about why you wanted to end things.” He punctuated the last statement with a sigh. “I don’t know, Georgia. Maybe I’m not boyfriend material after all.”


  Panic stung like bees in my belly. “It wasn’t you, Brett,” I swore. He had been the perfect boyfriend. I felt terrible for making him feel insecure about it. He’d been patient with me when I needed it the most. And supportive and loving. I couldn’t fault him for a single thing. “It was all me. I panicked. I was afraid of what would happen if I lost you, if something happened to you. I didn’t know what else to do.”


  “I can’t be with someone who can’t handle the stress,” he snapped. “My job is a risk. I need someone who will support me. I need someone who knows how important this is to me. I’m sorry you lost someone before, but I can’t change who I am and what I do. You wouldn’t like me as that guy anyway.”


  “I never meant to hurt you,” I promised. “And I don’t want you to change. I want to be with you just as you are,” I continued to plead my case and earn his forgiveness. “I lov—” I wanted him to know that I was that person, but the second we heard two dirt bikes roar past the shed we were standing in my voice was lost in the noise. The open doors allowing anyone who wanted a front row seat to the Brett and Georgia show full access. If I needed to declare my love for him publicly I would. I’d go to the announcer’s stand and make a fool out of myself if that meant winning back his love. I knew by the way his eyes were lingering on my lips that he knew what I was trying to tell him. I love you.


  He grabbed my hand and led me to the back corner of the shed. Behind all of the equipment I assumed they used to prepare the track, we were completely concealed from prying eyes. We were alone. As he turned me in his arms, pulling my back against his chest and circling his arms around my waist, I knew that had been his motivation.


  “I really am sor—” I tried to turn in his arms, but his arms tightened around me.


  “Don’t move,” he said, his voice deeper and more commanding than I’d ever heard. “I need you to hear me,” he added. “I know if I look you in the eye I won’t be able to stay mad at you and I need to tell you a few things first.” His hands moved to my hips. “I get that you were scared,” he began. “I know that you’ve been through a lot and being with me is terrifying, but I’m done with the back and forth, Georgia.” He slowly pushed my hair to one side. The warmth of his body against mine was matched by the feel of his breath on my neck, causing my body to feel as if it could burst into flames at any moment. I let my head fall to the side as he held his lips only centimeters from my skin—teasing me, but not letting his mouth fall on my skin. “If you’re here, and you seriously want to be with me, then I need to know that it’s for real. That it’s forever.”


  “I do,” I insisted, my voice a breathy whisper. I could feel the rise and fall of his chest against my back. I wanted to turn and look him in the eye. I wanted him to know how serious I was.


  “I can’t just keep hoping that you won’t bail every time you get scared.”


  “I won’t,” I promised.


  “If you’re mine then you’re mine,” he said, finally touching his mouth to my neck. “For good.”


  “Yes,” I breathed out as his lips drifted slowly across my skin—down the slope of my neck to my shoulder and back. “Forever,” I promised, my words a plea for him to continue. I’d missed his touch even more than I’d thought. My thighs clenched together as he held me against him. Even the thick material of his riding pants couldn’t hide the fact that he wanted me just as badly.


  “And for the record,” he said. “I haven’t been with anyone else. You’re the only one I want.”


  “Show me. Please,” I begged, his words spurring more determination inside of me to convince him that he was all I wanted.


  His grip on me loosened and I slowly turned in his arms. I expected to waste no time pressing my lips to his, but the second I looked in his eyes, he spoke.


  “I won’t be able to take you walking away from me again,” he whispered, his eyes almost misty as he spoke.


  “I’m not going anywhere.” I placed my hand on his cheek. “I love you too much not be with you. Whatever the risk.” His mouth was on mine almost immediately—a welcomed sensation that I had worried I’d never feel again. I grabbed his shirt and closed the distance between our bodies. As our lips and tongues re-familiarized themselves, he backed me toward the wall. Blindly, I let him position our bodies where he wanted and enjoyed his mouth on mine.


  One hand slipped under my dress as he lowered his mouth to my chest. The other hand slipped the strap of my dress down my shoulder until my breast was revealed. He wrapped his lips around my nipple and toyed with my flesh until I was writhing. I tugged at his shirt, wanting to feel his skin against mine. He tore it over his head as I reached for the fastener on his pants with shaky hands. I couldn’t move quickly enough. I’d never wanted him more than in that moment. I felt the sting of elastic as he ripped my panties free from my body.


  The nervous energy jolting through my system was met with need as I pushed his pants down enough to free him—curling my fingers around him. Our hands and mouths greedily wandered over each other’s bodies.


  “I’ve missed you so fucking much,” he growled as he placed his hand on the back of my thigh. As he lifted my leg and thrust into me, I bit down on his shoulder to stop myself from crying out. The metal wall was cold against my back as he held me against it. His body was warm against mine as I held on to him. Each movement he made was deeper than the last, but I wanted more. I wanted him as deep inside of me as I could get him. It would never be enough.


  I pulled his face to mine and kissed him as fiercely as he was driving into me. My hands clawed at his back as I felt my muscles contract around him. I moaned against his lips as his cock throbbed inside of me. I held on to him tightly, not wanting the sensation to end.


  “I love you,” he said, resting his forehead against mine as we slowly caught our breaths. He kissed me softly.


  “Me too,” I whispered. “More than I’ve ever loved anyone.”
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  I thought getting back on my bike in front of a crowd was going to be the highlight of my day. Then I saw Georgia standing in front of me, willing to fight for our relationship. Willing to put herself out there when I knew she was scared. Willing to take a risk and be with me. I admired her for many things—for this most of all.


  I hadn’t planned on fucking her in a shed surrounded by heavy equipment, but the second I felt her in my arms again and felt her lips on mine I couldn’t control the urge to bury myself inside of her. She was mine and she needed to be reminded of that. We both did.


  My faith in love was restored the second she admitted that she loved me more than she ever loved anyone. I knew the feeling. I wanted to take her back to my trailer and continue our reunion, but I heard Nick shouting for me.


  “Yo! You plan on coming to the meet and greet, Sallinger?!” his voice echoed off the walls of the metal shed as Georgia’s cheeks turned from a satisfied pink to an embarrassed shade of red.


  “Omigod,” she whispered, quickly pulling her dress back in place. I removed myself from inside of her and chuckled as I zipped and re-fastened my pants.


  “Just a sec!” I hollered back at Nick. “Just adjusting a few things... on my bike,” I added, hoping like I hell that he wouldn’t wander back to where we were hiding. “I’ll be right there!”


  “Okay, Romeo,” he laughed. “Your bike looks fine from here,” he noted, obviously standing right next to the machine I’d lied about working on. “I’ll see you up front. Some people want to talk to you.”


  “You got it, boss,” I said shaking my head as I pulled my shirt back on. Georgia covered her face with her hands as we waited for him to leave and we tried not to laugh at the situation we’d found ourselves in. I would have given my left nut for ten more minutes alone with her, but we’d have plenty of time to give the whole make-up sex a second round after we finished up at the exhibition. I grabbed her hand, squeezing it with mine, as I gave her a wink. “Come on.”


  “I’m not going out there,” she said, keeping her feet firmly planted.


  “Yes. You are,” I insisted. “I want you with me. It won’t take that long,” I assured her. “And besides that, as soon as I’m finished kissing the sponsors’ asses, I fully intend on giving you the same treatment the minute this place clears out.”


  “Is that right?” She smirked and took a step toward me. “I think I’m the one who still has some kissing up to do,” she admitted. “I’m so sorry for the way I acted. I should have just talked to you about the way I was feeling. I will in the future. I swear.”


  “I know.” I nodded. “But I get it. And I believe you when you say you won’t haul ass again the second you get scared. Not that I’m going to let you, but still...” I leaned toward her and kissed her lips softly.


  “Not going to let me, huh?” She grinned.


  “Not a chance.”


  “I won’t,” she promised. “I love you.”


  “I love you too,” I said, feeling warmth spread in my chest. Having her here with me was definitely making my return to motocross that much sweeter.


  “You were great out there today,” she said as we started walking out of the shed. “It was like nothing I’ve ever seen before. The videos online don’t do it justice.”


  “Thanks, babe,” I said, tossing my arm across her shoulders as we walked. “I’m glad you came today.”


  “Me too. I get it now. Seeing you out there in your element helped with the anxiety. Not to mention I see just how much precaution you take.” I did take every precaution I could—protective gear and precision planning and execution. I never did a jump or trick that I hadn’t weighed all of the possible outcomes of. Riders got hurt all the time, but most of the time it was because of lack of ability or attention to detail. There was a reason that I was the Freestyle Champion. Hearing that Georgia was starting to trust my abilities—and seeing the excitement in her eyes as she described what it was like to watch me—was reassuring. I believed her when she said she was done being scared. I knew that she was going to fight for our relationship like I did, and overcome her fears.


  “I know it seems like we’re all just adrenaline junkies who only want to ride, but I promise that everything we are doing is well thought out. And there’s a whole team of medical professionals on the course at all times. If something went wrong, they’d be there in an instant.”


  “I know that... now,” she said smiling up at me. As we approached the crowd of people surrounding the small pavilion where Nick had set up the meet and greet, I was glad that she was there with me. I wanted to show her off and show her that this business was more than just riding.


  “You’ve got a lot of fans,” she said as she looked around. We spotted Nora and Reid across the way and started to make our way toward them.


  “I only need one,” I whispered in her ear. As great as it was to be loved and hear them chant my name, I knew that in the long run there was only one fan I couldn’t live without. If Georgia hadn’t shown up that day, there was no doubt in my mind that I would have been on my way to Illinois that night, trying to win her back.


  “You got her,” she said, leaning into me.


  “Oh hey there,” Nora said with a smile as wide as her face. “Glad to see you two together. I hope you made her work for your forgiveness,” she added.


  “She worked for it all right,” I said raising my eyebrows and earning an elbow from Georgia.


  “We’re getting there,” Georgia told Nora as I pulled my arm from her shoulders and grabbed my newly bruised rib. “He’s willing to look past my neurotic behavior.”.


  “We all do it,” Nora snickered. “‘Cause we love ya.”


  “Aww... thanks,” she said shaking her head.


  “We better get up there,” Reid said, nodding toward Nick who was frantically waving us over. Three men in suits stood next to him, waiting to meet us. “Pilsner’s head looks like it might explode if we keep them waiting any longer.”


  “We can’t have that.” I kissed Georgia’s cheek before Reid and I started our walk over to where Nick was on the verge of spontaneous combustion. “Don’t let me forget to remind you that you lost to a girl when this thing is all over.” I slapped my hand on his back. “That really happened, right?”


  “It really happened,” he confirmed. “But, you know, I feel okay about it. I mean, if I’m going to get beat at least it was because she’s a damn fine athlete,” he shrugged. “Not to mention, I think it helped my brother’s morale a little too. That girl has been wearing him out.”


  “Yes she has,” I said, pointing out that Hoyt and Chayse were standing in the corner. The heat coming off the conversation they were having was palpable. “And I don’t think she’s anywhere close to being finished.”


  “Poor bastard.” Reid shook his head and we both laughed as we commiserated with his brother. We all used to think that figuring out how to become motocross champs would be our main concern in life. We were wrong. So damn wrong.


  The second the Bennett sisters showed up in our lives—or we showed up in theirs—there was a shift in priorities. Handling love was so much harder than handling a dirt bike. From where I was standing, Hoyt was in the same boat with Chayse McCade. Except she was making him work for a life raft before letting him in the boat.


  “He’ll figure it out,” I told Reid. “We did.”


  


  * * *


  


  “Finally,” I said, opening the door of the Airstream. I found Georgia waiting for me and wearing one of my t-shirts. Only one of my t-shirts. My pulse started racing the second I saw her legs and picked up speed as I let my eyes drink her in from head to toe. How was it possible that she got more beautiful each time I saw her?


  “Hi,” she said, nearly jumping into my arms and kissing my lips. The meet and greet had lasted nearly three hours. Luckily, between autographs and posing for pictures, Nick had secured a contract with Valiance Apparel, the newest outfitters of Throttled Energy riders.


  Georgia and Nora had their fill of the excitement and told us they would see us at home. Nora had gone back to her and Reid’s apartment. My home was on wheels at the moment, which meant Georgia had come to the Airstream and taken a shower. I was ready to be alone with her.


  “I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed some clothes,” she said stepping back to look down at the worn, black t-shirt she’d pulled from my dresser. I had to smile at the ‘I Like it Fast’ wording printed over the image of a dirt bike. “My luggage is at Reid’s apartment.”


  “I don’t mind,” I said, letting my hands drift down her bare thighs. “You look better in this than I do.” I knew that if I let my hands go up any farther, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. “I’m going to grab a shower,” I started to tell her my plans for cleaning up and then ravaging her, but my attention soon shifted. “Is this the right trailer?” I quickly realized that the inside of my trailer was completely different. New paint on the walls, new rugs on the floor.


  “Yep,” she said. Nora had shown up with the trailer the day before and I hadn’t had time to do anything except hook it up in the RV court at Mill Valley. “I spruced it up a little.”


  “A little?” I said, checking the place out. The kitchen was spotless and the usual clutter I had strapped to the top of the counter was gone. My coffee pot, my portable bar, my collection of trophies, were all missing. She opened a cabinet to show me where she’d stored all of the items that once littered the countertop.


  “If I’m going to be staying in this thing when I visit you, I wanted it to be less... bachelor pad.”


  “You mean you didn’t like the movie posters and duct taped renovations?” I laughed, silently thanking the heavens that she was staying. I’d always thought about redoing the place, but was always sidetracked with something. Riding mostly. Or chasing after a pretty blond, anxiety-ridden nurse.


  “I didn’t hate them,” she assured me, wrapping her arms around my waist. “I just thought that maybe it needed freshened up a bit.” She pointed out the new leather sofa and shelf she’d installed to display my trophies. My flat screen television was neatly mounted on the wall, and my video games and console were organized—probably alphabetically—beneath it. “Do you not like it?” The concern on her face was sweet.


  “I love it, babe. Thank you.” I kissed the crease between her eyebrows. “I want you to feel at home here.” If a few throw pillows and a good cleaning were all it took to keep her on the road with me I’d let her do it. Hell, I’d let her paint it pink and cover the damn thing in lace if it meant she’d be visiting me more often.


  “Good,” she said, letting out a sigh of relief.


  “When did you find time to do all this?”


  “I’m a fantastic multi-tasker,” she answered proudly. “And you know how I like to keep busy.”


  I nodded. That she did.


  “Speaking of multitasking,” she said, rubbing her hand over my short hair. “When did you find the time for this?”


  “Oh, you know, I might have had a ‘she broke up with me, I need to do something drastic’ moment of weakness,” I confessed.


  “Sorry,” she said with a forgive-me smile. “Good thing you look super sexy with short hair,” she added.


  “Don’t I?” I leaned in for another kiss, but she shook her head.


  “You do, but there’s more to see before we start making out,” she insisted with a laugh and giving me a quick peck on the lips. “Come see the bedroom.” She grabbed my hand and led me through the small kitchen, to the bathroom, and through the curtains she’d hung to separate the bedroom. When she pulled it back, I was blown away by what she’d done. It wasn’t just a queen-sized mattress on the floor and few blankets thrown on top of it like I’d had. There was a bed frame, nightstands, and new gray and white linens.


  “This looks incredible,” I told her, wondering exactly how she pulled this off on a nursing student’s budget. “Did you pay for all this?”


  “You did,” she said biting her lip. “I didn’t spend much,” she assured me. “Your PayPal password was stored on my computer,” she confessed. “I was going to call and ask you first, but I wanted it to be a surprise.”


  “It’s fine,” I told her. I didn’t care if she spent my money, especially on something for both of us. We were a couple and that meant we’d share everything... including money. “I’ll get you a credit card with your name on it,” I added. “I want to take care of you Georgia.”


  “I know that,” she said. “And I’ll be adding to the pot very soon. Only a few more months until graduation. Maybe I’ll look for a job in Texas,” she added.


  “You’d do that?”


  “I told you that I want to be with you,” she said.


  “I know, but I don’t want you to feel pressured.”


  “I can be a nurse anywhere and I think it might be time for me to spread my wings a little,” she said. “Besides, the being apart thing wasn’t really working for me.”


  “Me either.” I wanted her with me all the time, and the fact that she was actually willing to relocate for me meant more than she’d ever know. I hugged her tightly. I wanted to toss her on our new bed and show her how much I appreciated what she’d done, but I needed a shower. “It actually feels like a home,” I said, cupping her face in my hands. “Especially with you here.”


  “You’re getting a little sappy,” she giggled as I pressed my lips to hers. “Brett Sallinger is supposed to be a hard ass motocross champion,” she teased.


  “That’s on the track, baby,” I said. “In here... with you... I’m as sappy as they come.” I used to be that guy who didn’t have a care in the world other than riding. I didn’t want a commitment that didn’t involve getting paid by a sponsor. Now, as I looked around the room and felt her in my arms, all I wanted to do was to make her happy.


  “I won’t tell,” she playfully whispered. “Can’t have your reputation being tainted.”


  “Wouldn’t want that,” I said, playing along. I kissed her again, this time more out of passion than gratitude. My tongue swept between her lips as I let my hands roam over her body. The sensations zipping through my body were a mix of desire and fulfillment. She was here. With me. I’d thought I’d lost her and she’d come back. There was nothing else I needed to feel complete. “Don’t want them thinking I’ve gone soft.”


  “I don’t think that’s ever going to be your problem,” she said, cupping my hard dick in her hand. Adrenaline started pumping through my veins the second her hands were on me. I immediately leaned into her touch, wishing that pants weren’t separating us. We’d reconnected in the shed and as hot and exciting as it was, I wanted to take my time with her and enjoy our reconciliation. I wanted to put my hands and mouth on every inch of her body and remind her exactly why we were so good together. I wanted to watch as she remembered and feel her touch on my skin. “Go take a shower,” she insisted. “I’ll be waiting right here,” she added, falling onto her stomach on the bed. Her shirt riding up enough to show the lower curves of her ass and driving home a reminder that I’d ripped her panties off her body earlier that day.


  I let out a breath and closed my eyes. “Don’t fucking move,” I said as I shook my head. “I’ll be right back.”


  One more glance at her body sprawled on my bed and I changed my mind. Hell with it.


  “On second thought, you need a shower too, babe. We’re in this together right?” I lifted Georgia’s petite body over my shoulder and was rewarded with the sound of her sweet laughter. It was a sound I’d never get tired of hearing. Even better than the roar of an engine.


  “Forever, Sally,” she said, earning herself a firm pat on the ass. “Forever.”
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  A few months later...


  


  


  The moment I zipped up the back of Nora’s wedding dress and saw the smile on her face, I knew that there was no way I wasn’t going to cry that day.


  “You look beautiful,” I said, resting my chin on her shoulder and hugging her from behind. The dress she’d picked out for the day was perfectly Nora. The long lace sleeves and low cut back accented her figure perfectly. “Reid is going to love it.”


  “I hope so,” she said with a smile. She reached back and took my hand, pulling me to stand next to her. “You look pretty amazing too,” she said. I looked at our reflections, her in her wedding gown, and me in a long flowy, navy dress—the compromise she’d agreed to instead of royal—the top was lace with cap sleeves that complimented Nora’s. The small changing room we were in was attached the chapel where, in just a few moments, my sister would be marrying the man of her dreams. “I’m sure Brett will think so.”


  I gave her a wink. “We should probably get out there,” I said, pointing at the clock. “It’s almost time.”


  “Yep.” She took in a deep breath and nodded. “Let’s do this.” Just as we were getting ready to walk out the door, our mother came bursting through it.


  “Girls, come on! You’re going to—” The second she saw the two of us standing there, ready to go, the worry that we were going to be late dropped from her face. “You look beautiful,” she said, walking over and wrapping her arms around us. “I have the prettiest daughters on the planet,” she gushed.


  “I don’t know about that, Mom.” I laughed.


  “You’re going to wrinkle us all,” Nora said, giving our mother a sweet pat on the back. I looked over and watched her delicately wipe a tear from under her eye, careful not to smudge her perfected make-up.


  “Stop crying,” I insisted, shaking my head and fighting back my own. “We don’t have time to cry.”


  “She’s right,” Mom said. “There’s a very handsome man waiting to walk you down the aisle,” she said nodding toward the door. Our dad was dressed in a tux and grinning as he peeked in. Seeing Mr. Outdoors himself, Royce Bennett, in a three piece suit was quite a sight.


  “You do look handsome, Daddy,” I said, placing a kiss on his cheek as I led my mother toward the chapel doors. I looked over my shoulder and saw my sister and father having their moment. A part of me wondered when I would get to have that moment with him. The moment where he told me how proud of me he was and how lucky the man I was about to marry was. My mom gave me one last squeeze before the doors opened and the music started.


  A white runner filled the aisle that was surrounded by white orchids, roses, and lilies accented with navy and silver. Crystals and pearls gave the room added sparkle, and the soft candlelight made the room feel intimate and romantic.


  A soft melody began playing the second I started down the aisle and saw Brett standing next to Reid and Hoyt, I knew that my moment with my father wasn’t going to be too far off. Especially considering how things were progressing in my relationship with the very fine-looking co-best man. He was adorably handsome in gray. The suits my sister had picked for them were perfect. If the way he was looking at me at the moment was any indication of how he’d look at me on our wedding day, I’d be a lucky woman. The idea of getting engaged hadn’t exactly come up in our conversation, but in my heart I knew that he was the one for me. He gave me a wink and then whispered something to Reid, who was nervously wringing his hands. He was calmer on a starting line than he was waiting for my sister.


  I took my place on the altar and the crowd rose to their feet. A simple guitar solo played as my sister and father entered. Most of the wedding guests probably hadn’t identified the melody yet, but the music was a simplified version of I’ll Be There For You—the quintessential hair ballad that my sister and Reid had claimed for their own. I’d grinned when she told me their wedding song. It was so perfectly them. I was glad that Brett and I were more John Legend than Jon Bon Jovi though.


  My dad’s misty eyes might have been the sweetest thing I’d ever seen. And, I’d never seen my sister smile more genuinely than she did when she locked eyes with Reid. The nervous energy he was carrying on his shoulders seemed to melt away the closer my dad escorted Nora to him. I pulled the tissue I’d stuck in the handle of my bouquet and dabbed my eyes.


  As Reid and Nora exchanged vows—promising to love each other without fail, to trust in each other, to be faithful, patient, kind and understanding with each other. I couldn’t help but think how all our lives had changed over the past few months. Change used to terrify me, but the more I learned to embrace it, the happier I became. Change wasn’t a bad thing. It was... inevitable. I reminded myself of that anytime something came my way that was unexpected.


  My sister had never expected to see Reid again and now here they were making their love for each other official. I’d never expected to fall in love again, but I did. Brett and I were in such a good place that I honestly had no complaints in life. Well, except maybe that I still had three months of school left before I could take my boards. I’d already been looking at hospitals in Texas. There were Per Diem positions that allowed flexibility in scheduling. I’d already started the application process, hoping that I’d get hired as soon as I passed my nursing exam. I’d be able to work when I wanted and travel with Brett.


  “Please don’t put my career ahead of yours,” Brett had said to me when I was telling him about the job opportunity. “I know how much you love it.”


  “I’m not,” I assured him. “I’m also applying for a position with MotoRx.” It was an organization that specialized in mobile health care for extreme sports events. “I’ll actually be working some of the events that you’re participating in.” It was the best of both worlds. Having learned more about the safety precautions motocross riders take and seeing Brett compete was making me a more confident fan... and girlfriend.


  As Reid and Nora exchanged rings, I wondered what the next chapter had in store for all of us. Was it actually possible for us to all get our happy endings? Every time Brett sneaked a glance in my direction, I felt like it might be. “Love you,” he mouthed as everyone else had their eyes on my sister and Reid. The heat and promise in his eyes had my heart fluttering.


  We’d all be back together in Halstead before too long. The new T&S Track and ProShop—Reid had insisted that Sallinger be added to the title—was going to open in the spring. I was proud of both of them for planning for the long term. The opening would probably happen right around the time I graduated, so we’d all be together soon. Bonus, it was going to be sweet to see Beau Gregurich finally get what he had coming to him. I knew we were all anxious to see him leave town. The karma train was slow going, but it would catch him eventually.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” the officiant said. “I’m pleased to introduce for the very first time, Mr. and Mrs. Reid Travers.” The applause was as loud as I’m sure that chapel had ever heard. A room full of race fans and family will have that effect. Reid swept Nora in his arms, dipped her low, and placed a kiss on her lips that would have made any woman jealous. Hell, it might have made any man jealous.


  The two of them walked down the aisle hand in hand, I wiped the tears from my eyes that I seemed to be unable to stop.


  “Come on, pretty girl,” Brett said, walking up next to me and offering me his arm to escort me back down the aisle. I smiled widely, my heart was completely full. Of love for him. Of love for my sister and her new husband. Of love and gratitude for the life I’d been given. “There’s a party for us to get to.” I tucked my arm through his and he kissed my cheek.


  “Care if I join you two?” Hoyt stepped up on my free side.


  “Let’s go,” I said as I looped my other arm through his and the three of us followed the happy couple out of the chapel. I didn’t miss the lingering look Hoyt gave a certain female rider as we made our way over to the reception hall.


  “I’m glad you brought a date,” Brett said. “I don’t mind sharing this one for a short stroll,” he said, giving me a wink, “but I’m the only one dancing with her all night long.”


  “Lucky girl,” Hoyt teased. “Try not to step on her toes all night long.”


  “You know I’m the best dancer here,” Brett defended. I started to tug him away from the battle of wit he and Hoyt would have continued for far too long.


  “And for the record,” Hoyt clarified, “she’s not my date. I didn’t have much of a choice.” Hoyt may not have brought Chayse McCade to the wedding by choice, but he was watching the door pretty hard, waiting for her to enter.


  “Yeah, let me know how that works out for you,” Brett added as a parting remark. His arms were around my waist as he spun me around the room, the wedding guests were already starting to trickle in. “You look beautiful,” he said.


  “Why thank you,” I said, kissing the tip of his nose. “You in a suit is not a bad look, either.”


  “I might have to wear one more often, if you’re into this kind of thing.” He lowered my feet to the ground. “Mr. Sallinger will see you now,” he said, adjusting his tie. The devilish look in his eyes was as tempting as the smug grin on his face.


  “Don’t get any ideas,” I deadpanned.


  “I can’t stop them from flowing,” he said with a shrug. I laughed and shook my head.


  “We should probably go congratulate the happy couple before they’re swarmed by the masses,” I said, before he had a chance to suggest I let him tie me up. Not that I was opposed to the idea, but my sister’s wedding was not the time or place to discuss it. I slipped my hand in his and started to lead him off the dance floor only to be tugged back into him once again. “And I think we are supposed to go take some pictures,” I reminded him.


  “One more kiss,” he said, pressing his lips to mine. He leaned back and looked into my eyes. The rush I felt every time I was with him didn’t seem to be fading. In fact, I think it was growing stronger each time we kissed. “Two more,” he said, lowering his face to mine.


  “I love you,” I told him, smiling against his lips.


  “I love you more.”
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  Wrapped in Hoyt’s arms on the dance floor, I forced my mind to replay his earlier comment to Brett over again in my head.


  “She’s not my date. I didn’t have much of a choice.”


  It stung. Each and every word was like an angry hornet with a taste for pain. But remembering them over and over kept me grounded. Kept me from getting lost in the scent of him, the sound of him, and God help every woman who ever came near his rock hard body, the feel of him.


  I was stupid to think that when he’d asked me to come with him to his brother’s wedding that it was anything more than a work obligation. Of course he’d asked me as way of making sure I stayed out of trouble.


  “You look beautiful tonight,” he said as we swayed back and forth to the slow song. I tried to stifle the chill that wanted to run down my spine in response to his low words in my ear. I wouldn’t have agreed to dance with him after what I’d heard him say, but the bride had insisted.


  “Just dance with him, please,” Nora had pleaded. “I don’t have another bridesmaid and the picture will look terrible if he’s standing out there by himself.”


  It was her day after all. And she was damn near the nicest person on the planet. I could at least make things a little less stressful for one person.


  When his hands rested on my hips, I told my body to ignore the way it made my heart race. I thought that we’d turned a corner in our relationship. I apparently didn’t hate him anymore and I thought that maybe he was feeling more amicable toward me as well. On the track, I was listening to him. I was taking his suggestions seriously. Most of them, anyway. I was taking my career seriously for the first time in my life. Off the track, we were getting closer, learning to trust one another a little more each day. But I must have imagined that line blurring between us. The one that separated friendship and more than.


  When he’d asked me to join him for the weekend in his hometown, I had assumed it was because he wanted me here with him. Me, Chayse McCade, woman in a date-like capacity. Not the immature, impulsive rider the company hired him to tame.


  I felt so stupid that I was literally having a physical response to my personal shame. The heat in my body wasn’t just because I was angry at him for not being honest about why he wanted me here. I was angry because I’d made the painfully incorrect assumption, when, after a lifetime of my dad letting me down, I knew better by now. Or I thought I did. But Hoyt Travers had majorly messed with my hardwiring. I’d started to let myself fall for him. It was infuriating that I enjoyed the way I felt in his arms. That I felt alive looking up into his eyes. That I craved being close enough to him that I could smell his cologne. But I’d heard him after the ceremony. Heard those painful words I couldn’t unhear.


  Thank God. Otherwise I might have humiliated myself this weekend.


  “You don’t have to say that,” I snapped. “I’m not your date after all. Wasn’t like you had much of a choice, right?”


  The look on his face made it clear that he had no idea I’d overheard him. Until now.


  “Chayse. I—” he began.


  “I don’t need you to make excuses,” I said, pulling myself from the warmth of his arms. “And I don’t need a babysitter either. I know why you asked me to come here. I’m not an idiot.”


  I actually was an idiot, but there was no need to admit it right this moment. Leave a girl with some shred of integrity, why don’t you. I stalked off the dance floor and made my way as far from Hoyt Travers as I could get.


  This is exactly what I need, I thought to myself as I swiped a bottle of whiskey from behind the bar in the corner.


  The Travers’ wedding reception was well underway. No one would notice if I disappeared. I just needed a few minutes to myself. And a drink. Or ten.


  If anyone would have told me a few months ago that I’d be attending superstar motocross racer Reid Travers’ wedding, I would have said, “Awesome. Looks like I’ll finally reach my potential as caterer waiter.” At least I wasn’t dancing around a pole, fishing for tips from drunk, overweight men like my mother did.


  Up until a little over a year ago, I was a nobody. Just a girl who liked to ride dirt bikes. And then in one chance encounter, someone decided that I was actually worth more than just tips and hand me down race equipment. Pretty soon it was sponsorships and contracts and a whole hell of a lot more than I signed up for, but you can’t turn down an opportunity that might actually make something out of you, right?


  The last thing I wanted was to be painted as the next big thing. And I sure as hell hadn’t planned to become some ‘role model’ for female extreme athletes. The whole situation was overwhelming—the practice, the focus, the know-it-all coach that kept pushing my buttons. More buttons than I cared to admit—even to myself.


  The whiskey in my hand was going to help numb the ache of pressure that I constantly felt in my chest. God bless it.


  I found an open door and walked into the dimly lit changing room that Nora and Georgia must have used to get ready. Clothes and makeup were scattered around every surface and even in little landmines on the floor. I locked the door behind me before plopping down on an empty bench. Letting out a deep breath, I willed myself not to cry. I’d hold my breath if I had to.


  I never cried. Not when I crashed. Not when I lost. And never, ever over a guy.


  My reflection taunted me from the mirror across the room. My dark hair was beautifully curled and my makeup was more demure than the heavy charcoal liner and sweep of color I usually applied when I was going somewhere “fancy.” Any other day, dirt would have been the only thing on my face.


  I despised everything about this damn day.


  I hated that I actually felt pretty. I abhorred the fact that I liked the simple black dress that someone had picked out for me. The fact that I’d relaxed while being pampered at a salon that morning and wanted to know all of the tips that the hairstylist and makeup artist were doling out? In-fucking-sufferable.


  Something was happening to me in this Godforsaken town and I needed to get out of it. Soon.


  “It will be good for your image,” Nick Pilsner, the head of Throttled Energy’s PR department had said. “Reid is your teammate and we’re a family. You should show your support.” What the hell was I supposed to know about family?


  My chest felt tight as I thought about how I’d let Hoyt finally convince me to join him in Podunkville.


  “Come with me,” he’d said, his sincere brown eyes pleading and promising things I must have imagined. “It will be fun.”


  If I would have just used my head and said hell no like I’d originally intended, then maybe I wouldn’t be sitting in an empty room feeling sorry for myself. But I’d pictured myself on his arm and I’d liked what I saw. It felt like a promise of…something more. But like bones, promises could be more than broken. They could be shattered. I knew about both all too well.


  Damn it all, my eyes had even threatened to water when Reid and Nora exchanged vows. A part of me—a part that I promptly told to shut the fuck up—decided that I, too, wanted a beautiful wedding and a man to pour his heart and soul out to me in a room full of friends and family. One day.


  Most of all, I loathed the fact that the second I saw Hoyt Travers in a three piece suit, I wanted him to see me as more than just his newest pain in the ass pupil. And I wanted badly to see the body under that suit. It appeared as if his eyes had widened when he’d seen me in this dress, but maybe I’d been hallucinating.


  Of course I had been.


  I’d never met a man like him. He was so dedicated and focused and always doing the right thing. He was the epitome of everything I wasn’t. I had a knack for screwing things up. Just ask my dad, who only acknowledged my existence when I was wearing a helmet. Hoyt, like everything else I had encountered that day, was something I’d never deserve, never be worthy of.


  I was just a girl from the wrong side of the tracks who got lucky. My dad liked to remind me that the only reason I was even on the circuit radar as a pro-rider was because my last name was McCade. “Good luck filling the boots I left behind,” he’d said, referring to his own career as a pro. A career that he lost because my mom got pregnant with me.


  I twisted the cap off the whiskey bottle and let it fall to the floor. As the sweet burn coated my throat, I fought the constant turmoil that was brewing inside of me. The battle of good versus evil. Should I suck it up and prove that I was actually worth the trouble Hoyt and Throttled Energy were going to, or say to hell with the whole thing and catch the next bus out of Dodge, or wherever in the hell I was currently located?


  I was leaning toward buying a bus ticket when a sharp sound startled me.


  Knock, knock.


  “Just a second!” I answered quickly before cursing silently under my breath. My eyes scrambled to find somewhere to stash my stolen bottle.


  “Chayse,” Hoyt’s voice called out gently. “Can we talk?”


  Pilsner had given me a strict no alcohol policy after I’d missed a couple practices. Hoyt would report back to him, I was sure of it. I scooted over to the edge of the bench and pushed the clutter in the top of the trashcan to the side before burying the bottle on the bottom. I felt the panic start to subside the second I covered the bottle and pulled a piece of gum from my small leather clutch.


  “Please,” Hoyt said again.


  I had no desire to listen to his apology. No matter what I’d let my head dream up about us, it wasn’t going to happen. I had to mentally close that door completely before I could open the literal one he was on the other side of. He could wait out there for a few more minutes while I got my shit together.


  When I attempted to move the trashcan back a little, it tipped over and a few of the contents fell out onto the floor. I practically growled at them. Slipping the bottle back into the wastebasket to hide the evidence of my failure to obey the rules, I realized that maybe my life wasn’t all that bad. So I had a dark past, a stressful career, and man trouble in the form of a smoking hot coach who would never want me. At least I wasn’t in here covering up a pregnancy test like the last person who must’ve been looking to hide something in this very same trashcan.


  Despite the ick factor and the fact that it was none of my business, I took a second glance at the long, slender test that lay on the floor.


  Two lines were visible in the little window.


  It was positive.


  


  


  Can Chayse and Hoyt find common ground on and off the track?


  Or will their secrets and the secrets of those around them present obstacles they can’t outrun?


  


  CLUTCHED


  


  Book three in the Wild Riders series, COMING FEBRUARY 2016!


  


  Sign up for Elizabeth Lee’s newsletter HERE for news and release info!


  In the meantime, check out all of Elizabeth’s releases HERE!


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  There aren’t enough words in the English language to express how thankful I am to everyone who has supported me. From my amazing street team, critique partners, beta readers, friends and family—I can’t THANK YOU enough for sticking by me.


  And, to everyone who picks up one of my books...thanks for giving me a chance!
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