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  The first time I saw her I knew that I was going to enjoy our time together. Why wouldn’t I? She was made just for me. I’d been waiting for a moment like this. For a moment when I knew that I was exactly where I was supposed to be. The nervousness coursing through my veins was matched only by the thrill of feeling her under my body. I’d longed for this. Ached to put my hands on her. To turn her on and learn what made her tick. What made her bend to my will. I needed to control her more than I needed to take my next breath. My heart raced as I approached.


  Why am I so nervous?


  I was usually calm in these situations. I was Reid Travers, damn it. I was a professional. The tremble in my hand—the one that I quickly shook off—warned that I was entering some unknown territory. How could something so pretty—so wanted—make me feel this way? Maybe it was the fact that as I approached I could see my future unfolding. The future I’d asked for. Sacrificed everything for. The action-packed, everything-you’ve-ever-wanted, thrill ride that I’d always dreamed of.


  With her.


  I circled her slowly and reached my hand out to touch her. The charge that had been building between us released in a single spark as I first made contact. As I ran my hand over her sleek curves, I was practically salivating. The moment I straddled her, my muscles began to tense. As I settled into position, I took a deep breath and felt my lips curl into a wicked grin.


  She was so responsive. So ready. My body gripped hers and she gripped mine right back. Like I said, she was made for me and I was damn sure built for her. She took all six-foot-three inches, two-hundred pounds of me with ease.


  “So what do you think?” The voice of the man responsible for delivering my new favorite thing in the entire world asked, pulling me out of my intoxicated state and reminding me that we were not alone.


  “She’s perfect,” I replied without looking up. Adrenaline had replaced anxiety and I was more than ready to give her a go. I could have sat there for hours and explained to him why, but what I really wanted to do was see if she ran as good as she looked. “Fucking perfect.”


  “The bike was built to your exact specifications, but everything is adjustable. Suspension, brakes, throttle. I’m sure your mechanic will be able to tweak it all to your liking.”


  “I’m sure she’s just fine,” I assured him.


  He was crazy if he thought I was going to let anyone but me handle her. I’d be making the adjustments. If she even needed any. From where I was sitting she was exactly what I’d asked for, tight and loose in all the right places. Though I wouldn’t know for sure until I did what I did best. I moved into position and within seconds she roared to life.


  It was time to ride.
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  “Where in the fuck are we going? I’m pretty sure we’ve already passed Timbuktu and that was the turn for BFE,” Brett Sallinger practically growled through the phone line.


  “We’ll be there in a few,” I laughed before hanging up on him.


  Looking into my side view mirror of the pick-up I was driving, pulling an enclosed trailer with our precious cargo, I could see him giving me a wide-eyed look of disbelief from the Ford Expedition he was following me in, pulling his airstream trailer loaded with all our belongings we knew we couldn’t live without for the next few months. I shook my head as we drove down the gravel roads that led back to the property I’d recently purchased. Following these roads that I’d driven so many times before, seeing the land unchanged after all these years, I let out a deep contented sigh. I rolled the window down and took a deep breath in, allowing the air to permeate my senses once again. A smell that I never noticed before now brought on a sense of peace I didn’t realize I was missing. His concern for our whereabouts was understandable. Since I was literally taking him into the middle of nowhere and all. But to me? It wasn’t the middle of nowhere at all. It was the middle of everything.


  “It’s been a while, huh?” My brother, Hoyt, said from his seat riding shotgun. I could see the nostalgia on his face as we pulled to a stop on the flat piece of land.


  “Yeah.” I stepped out of the truck and as soon as my feet hit the dirt, it hit me.


  I was home. For the first time in seven years.


  The property we were standing on had once belonged to my parents, and even though I had said I would eventually come back, I hadn’t known if it would ever be possible. When I left, my parents had sold the land I’d grown up on—the land I’d learned to ride on—to fund my racing career. It wasn’t even a career then. It was a whim and prayer that I could take my talent to the next level. Luckily, I had been able to. Which is exactly why I was back. I was going to give them back everything they’d sacrificed to support me. I was going to give them their dream home and finally erase the financial burden they’d carried with them to help me.


  I stared out across the grass-covered land. One hundred acres. It was everything my parents had ever wanted. They had plans—literal blueprints prepared—to build their dream home right where I was standing.


  “Where are the hills?” Brett’s skepticism about the Midwest was evident. “How in the hell did you learn to ride the way you do in a place this... flat?” He walked up next to where my brother and I were standing.


  “There’s a track down there,” I informed him, pointing at the timber on the far side of the property. “Or, there to used to be.”


  My brother, my dad, and I had spent many long days down there clearing trees and building a race track that rivaled some of the best tracks I’d ever rode on. Unfortunately, when I started getting attention for my racing, I really needed to be somewhere where I could practice year round. The Illinois winters were not conducive to a professional career. So my parents sold our house, this piece of land, and we moved to Texas where I trained and perfected my craft.


  “Well let’s get the bikes out and go see,” Brett suggested.


  I knew the eleven-hour drive in a vehicle with four wheels had killed him as much as it had killed me. We were two wheel guys. Dirt bikes, more specifically.


  “Can we at least get situated before we go rip up the dirt?” Hoyt frowned at us. He was the planner, the think-things-through guy.


  We were complete opposites. We may have looked alike—same brown hair, similar build, close in height—and we both loved to ride, but that was where the similarities ended. I was the die-hard and he was the recreational rider. At one point, I really thought Hoyt was going to make a serious run at racing, but he could never fully commit himself. He was just as talented as I was but he was over-thinking things when he should have just gone with his gut.


  It worked out in the end though. I hadn’t suggested it yet, but Hoyt would make a fantastic riding coach. He saw things that others didn’t and I often looked to him for advice when I was on the track. In the meantime, he’d taken on the role as my manager and made sure I was always where I was supposed to be. He kept me in line and made sure I was taking time away from the track to do other things besides race. I would have ridden from sunup to sundown if he would let me.


  “Fellas, hold up a sec. For real,” Hoyt broke in as Brett and I started unstrapping the bikes from inside the trailer I was pulling. I let down the gate of the trailer, continuing my mission while Hoyt continued his speech. “I need to call the realty office and get someone to bring the papers out. We don’t even officially own the land yet.”


  “Relax, Hoyt,” I teased, giving him a pat on the back and stretched my arms out to signify the complete lack of anybody. “You see anyone around?”


  “Seriously?” Hoyt always did have a hard time handling my sarcasm.


  I was already rolling my bike out of the back of the trailer we’d hauled all the way from the Lone Star State and Brett already had his running, headed out across the grass. Dipshit didn’t even know where he was going. He’d always been a little squirrelly. He was a mix of fearlessness and stupidity. The perfect combination for a freestyle motocross rider and a best friend. We’d met on the amateur circuit when I was seventeen and hit it off. When I moved from Illinois and we both started racing professionally, we became inseparable. Unlike some of the other guys, I genuinely like Brett. It didn’t hurt that we competed in different categories. He liked to jump his bike, while I preferred to have my wheels ‘ripping the dirt’ as my brother so eloquently put it. I was a racer. And a damn good one. That’s not me being cocky. That’s a fact. I’d just finished my fourth professional season on the top of the leader board.


  “Fine,” my brother huffed. “But I’m going to go ahead and call about the title.”


  “So call. We’ll be back soon. I just want to check out the track. Or what’s left of it,” I said with a wink as I pulled my helmet on. The roar of Eileen’s motor had my blood pumping in the way only she could. Yes, I named my bike. I name all my bikes. But, Eileen, she was special. She was my first fully custom-built bike.


  Hoyt waved me off and pulled his cell from his pocket to call the realty office. I was halfway down the trail when a moment of nostalgia hit. Memories of being with her. What had seemed like a lifetime ago, was now all I could see. All I could feel.


  Her long legs squeezing my body from behind. Her arms wrapped around my chest as we zipped through the field. The sound of her excited laugh echoing in my ear as we rode like we were wild and free.


  I’d had to make some choices back then and the sudden recurrence of memories I tried to forget had my heart pumping as fast as the gas through my bike. Choices that I was fine with. I had to be. Asking my parents to support my dream of becoming a professional rider. Choosing to race over going to college. Ending things with her.


  I was doing right by my parents. My family. They had no idea that by the end of fall, I’d be giving them the keys to their dream house. The decision to not go to college had been the right one. I’d made enough money to secure a future for myself, plus I was still racing so more was to follow, as long as I kept winning. Which I intended to.


  Ending things with Nora Bennett had been the hardest decision I’d ever made. The one I’d struggled with for a while. Still struggled with, if I was being honest. She’d been my first love, but we were young. Did we even really know what love was? And, what was I supposed to do? Ask my seventeen-year-old girlfriend to wait for me? To give up on having her own life to pine for some dude out in Texas that was trying to capture lightening in a bottle? I couldn’t do that to her. She had a life in Halstead—family and friends. I’d done a pretty good job of not letting myself think about her, but being back in this place—this place where I’d loved her so long ago—had something flowing through me that felt a lot like regret.


  You did the right thing.


  I’d been telling myself that for years and I would keep telling myself until the visions of her in my head stopped. It worked before. It would work again. It had to. I was here for like five minutes in the grand scheme of things. Three months and I’d be back in Texas. I had zero time to be drudging up the past.


  Brett brake checked me forcing me to stop abruptly before hitting my front tire against his back.


  “You taking a nap?” he teased.


  “No.” I shook it off. “Just thinking about what it was like to grow up here,” I confessed and waited for him to start busting my chops about the past. Instead, he gave me a knowing smile. A moment passed between us where I knew that he understood all that I’d sacrificed back then. I’d talked to him about when I first moved to his home state.


  “Let’s go, daydreamer,” he finally said. His Texas drawl might have been charming to most, but it didn’t faze me. A smart ass was a smart ass.


  “Yeah, yeah. I’m coming.” I rode past him to the track.


  The track was in terrible shape. The hills had settled and rounded off from years of neglect, the whoop section was nonexistent and the berms that used to make taking the corners at a high rate of speed possible, now barely offered enough support for a snail’s pace. There where saplings as tall as me and weeds that were going to need a whole lot more than just pulling.


  “Well, fuck. This is a mess.” Brett had already hopped of his bike and had his helmet in hand by the time I pulled up next to him.


  “I can see that, Sally,” I replied. I climbed off the bike and hung my helmet on the handlebars. Brett Sallinger hated two things: losing and being called my favorite nickname for him. He bounced his shoulder off mine, giving me a friendly warning before he started walking the track.


  “I can see it though,” he said as he reached the one-time peak of a double jump, stretching his arms out to either side of him. “This was probably bad ass.”


  “It was.” It sucked that no one had maintained this place. It was a great track. So many hours and sweat had gone into making it my training area and playground. It wasn’t the Texas track I’d trained on for the past seven years, but it was something worth salvaging. “We’ll fix it. We’ve got nothing else to do, right?”


  “Right,” he nodded. We were in Halstead for the next three months. A construction crew was coming to build my parents’ new house. My brother and Brett had come along to help me oversee the process. Well, Brett came along to see what kind of trouble he could get into in a small town and Hoyt came to keep my ass in check. Mostly, I think we really were just all looking for a break.


  The past season had been a tough one. The level of competition had been heated for both me and Brett. This was the first year we were both racing for the same team: Throttled Energy. The energy drink brand was new to the market and thrilled to have both me and Brett on board. Brett and I were thrilled to have factory Yamahas custom made for us. The salary was pretty sweet too. As long we were winning, they were paying us. I’d taken home the title for 450 racing and Brett had nailed down his second freestyle championship. Both of us had been pushed to the max by the pressure, and while it felt good to come out on top, we needed a break before we kicked off our winter training back in Texas.


  I surveyed the land for a long moment, reveling in the memory of what it was like before. Before the money, before the sponsorships and pressure… before the insanity. Fuck. I actually missed this place. Suddenly three months didn’t seem long enough.


  Brett rolled his eyes at me. “Well, let’s get started then before you get lost in your daydreams.”
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  I hadn’t been on the back roads of Halstead in years. There was nothing for me outside of the small town I called home. My family. My boyfriend. My job. Since graduating high school, I hadn’t had a reason to leave the city limits. Occasionally, I would shoot down the highway to the closest town over. They had a mall and the junior college I had attended was there. But the country road I was driving down now? Much less traveled. For good reason. Surprisingly enough, I still knew the way. Down the narrow gravel roads to the unmarked intersection of No Man’s Land and Free Range.


  The green fields of corn and beans had faded to harvest brown—a few of them already cut. The only other people I’d met on these back roads were driving a combine and a tractor pulling a grain cart behind it. It might not have seemed like it, but it was a busy time of year out here. The time when the farmer finally returned to the fields after months of waiting for crops to grow.


  Straight out past the high school. Left at the Baptist Church at the town line. Follow the winding gravel around for about five miles. You’ll see an old barn, take a right.


  When my boss was giving me the directions, I had an inkling of where he wanted me to go. The old Travers’ property. Sure enough, when I looked up the coordinates, I was right.


  “Think you’ll be able to find it?” Mr. Hillcrest had asked as he handed me a packet of documents that needed a signature before the sale could be complete.


  “I’m familiar.”


  “That’s right,” he’d said with a smirk. “You dated one of the Travers boys back in high school. I almost forgot.” No he didn’t. No one did. Typical small town. People remember all the things you want them to forget. And want to forget yourself, for that matter.


  “I did,” I’d said, unable to fake the same enthusiasm. I’d dated Reid Travers all right. I’d also had my heart shattered into fifty million tiny pieces by him, but I doubted Mr. Hillcrest knew that part of the story. All anyone knew about Reid now was that he was some big shot motocross racer these days.


  Guess he got what he wanted.


  I tried not to be bitter when I heard anyone mention his name, and honestly, I hadn’t heard it very often. Sure, he was from Halstead, but it wasn’t like he ever came back around. He left and went on to bigger and better things. Our sweet little town clearly wasn’t big and shiny enough for him.


  “I’m just glad that the place finally sold. It’s been in holding for a few years now. It will be nice to finally make some money off of it.” The people who had bought the property from the Travers’ hadn’t been able to keep up with their payments.


  “Who am I delivering these to?” I’d asked when he handed me the title.


  My boss had scratched his balding head. “You know, I’m not exactly sure. The paper work says RTR Incorporated. The purchase actually went through the bank. We’re just the middlemen at this point.”


  I nodded my head absently as I took the papers from his hand before heading out into the warm late summer air.


  The majority of the leaves on the trees that lined the narrow roads were still full and vibrant, but as I drove with my window down I could feel autumn coming. The change was in the air. The humidity was waning and the summer flowers had begun to wilt. It wouldn’t be long before the days were shorter and the leaves were a fiery palette of colors. I turned up the radio to my favorite country station and with the musical soundtrack blowing up my speakers, my peaceful country drive was complete.


  As much as I hated to admit it, I had actually missed being out here. I’d always connected this place to bad memories, but as I drove through, I remembered a few of the good ones. Riding on the back of Reid’s bike was the first that came to mind. Making out on Reid’s bike came soon thereafter. To be young and in love again. No worries. No responsibilities. It was just me and him, and his bike, of course.


  The bike was always there. I should have known he’d pick it over me one day.


  I shook my head as if that could actually clear the nostalgia from it. That was the past. Reid Travers was my past and that was exactly where he could stay. I’d done all right for myself since he’d left. Graduated from college, received my Real Estate license, started dating one of Halstead’s most eligible bachelors. I was doing just fine without the bitter taste of Reid Travers’ name on my lips. I’d get these papers signed and I’d be back in Halstead and off memory lane in no time.


  The music was suddenly cut off abruptly returning me to the here and now.


  “Incoming call from Georgia Bennett,” the computerized voice of my car nearly gave me a heart attack. “Press Connect to accept.”


  “Hey, sis,” I answered after turning the volume to a more suitable decibel.


  “What are you doing?” Georgia asked carefully.


  “Driving.”


  “Are you on your hands’ free?”


  “Yes, Georgia. I always use it when I’m in the car. You know that,” I reminded her. Georgia was a bit of worrywart, with good reason. Two years ago, her high school sweetheart turned fiancé was killed. He was on his first tour with the Army when it happened. Georgia still hadn’t recovered and the idea of losing other people she loved had become a serious and daily concern for her.


  “Wear your seat belt. Eat right. Exercise. Lock your doors,” she was constantly barking orders at me and our parents to make sure we were healthy, safe, and responsible. God bless her for looking out for us, but I tried to remind her daily that we couldn’t predict the future. We couldn’t stop bad things from happening to good people.


  I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. “What are you doing?”


  “Waiting for you to get home. I thought we had a sister date tonight?”


  “Georgia, we live together. Isn’t every night a sister date?”


  “No. Your stupid boyfriend usually interrupts.”


  “He’s not stupid,” I defended. Beau Gregurich’s high school reputation had unfortunately stuck with my sister. He wasn’t always the nicest guy, but he’d changed just like I had. He was by no means perfect, but he had good qualities, even if my sister didn’t think so. He was attentive and sweet to me. My sister, on the other hand…he and she rarely saw eye to eye on anything.


  “Fine, he’s not stupid but he better not show up tonight. It’s just you and me.”


  “Got it. I’ll be home in about a half hour. I’ve got to drop some papers off for a client.”


  “O—. Be—. See you—” Her response was a jumble of words that I could barely understand.


  “I can’t hear you, G. The signal is terrible out here.”


  “Where ar—” the call dropped.


  I’d call her back on my way home. I had work to do. When I pulled onto the lane that led up to the meeting place, I saw a black Expedition pulling an Airstream trailer and a red pick-up truck pulling a large black enclosed trailer with silver lettering scrawled artistically down the side of it: Throttled Energy.


  Had some energy drink manufacturer bought the property?


  I parked my car behind the Airstream and took a look at myself in the rearview mirror. My hair was a tangled mess from driving with the windows down and I had a few tear streaks where apparently a few tears had leaked without my knowledge during my stroll down memory lane. I smoothed it out the best I could before securing it in a loose bun at the nape of my neck with a random elastic band I found in my cup holder. Then, I wiped away the tear stains and slicked on a coat of lip gloss.


  I grabbed the folder of papers that needed a signature and got out of my car. I didn’t see anyone around, but the back of the trailer was open.


  “Hello,” I called out. The familiar roar of dirt bike motors could be heard off in the distance. Just what this town needed—some Reid Travers wannabe moving in. I would have bet money that whoever it was knew that Reid had learned to ride on this property and thought they could recreate magic. Ugh. And judging from the company name on the trailers, they were probably going to charge admission.


  “Hi,” a voice answered from inside the trailer. “I’ll be right out.”


  “Great. I’m Nora from Hillcrest Realty. I have the contracts for the land deed.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” the man said as he stepped to the back of the trailer with an expression of pure surprise widening his features. “Nora Bennett. Long time, no see.”


  I took in his full frame. He didn’t look like the boy that had moved away with his family all those years ago. Hoyt Travers was all grown up, and quite well I might add, but I still recognized his smile. It was just as sweet as ever. The Travers boys had been blessed with very generous genes.


  “Hoyt? Wow. How are you?” I smiled back at him. He wrapped his arms around me unexpectedly and I giggled like a schoolgirl—something I couldn’t remember doing in years. Hoyt and I had started Kindergarten together way back when. He was actually the first Travers to give me the time of day. He had been the one who invited me over to his house to go swimming the summer before high school. The same summer that his brother finally noticed I was alive.


  “You look good, Hoyt. But you’re squeezing me to death.”


  “My bad,” he replied quickly squeezing me one more time before releasing me. “You look pretty damn good yourself. And I’m doing all right.”


  “RTR Incorporated?” I inquired, gesturing to the lettering. “That’s you?”


  “Kind of.” He shrugged. “Reid Travers Racing.”


  “Of course.” I should have figured the second I heard the dirt bikes. “You buying the land?”


  “We are.” His use of we should have been an indicator of what I was avoiding asking. There was no way he drove both of these vehicles to Illinois by himself, but I really doubted that Reid would have come back now. Or ever. He’d gone seven solid years without so much as glancing back. Why would he start now? “Reid is going to shit a brick when he sees you,” Reid whistled lowly.


  “So he’s here then?” I had not been prepared for an impromptu reunion with my ex. So much for my internal reasoning that he wouldn’t be there. His brother I could handle, but seeing Reid again had a lump forming in my throat that was threatening to cut off my air supply. “I mean... I doubt it,” I choked out taking a deep breath.


  “I don’t know—” Before Hoyt could finish responding, the roar of two full throttles drowned out his voice. Two bikes came racing towards us, both men wearing helmets, but I could tell without a doubt that Reid was on the right.


  He had the same posture, the same style. The same hard determination that he’d always had when riding—gripping the handles and twisting the throttle like it was exactly what he’d been put on this earth to do. I’d been watching him ride since I was fourteen. Ever since I skipped jumping into the pool with Hoyt, took my first ride on the back of Reid’s bike and got the scar on the inside of my left calf. I’d been wearing shorts, a mistake I never made again, when I bumped it on the motor.


  I’d been trying to fade it away for years—coco butter, vitamin E, whatever suggestion I could find on the Internet for removing scars. But, just like remembering how Reid rode his bike, the scar had stuck with me.


  I caught myself nervously tucking my hair behind my ear. I wasn’t there to see Reid. I was here to do a job. I straightened my stance and held my shoulders back. I wasn’t some easily distracted kid anymore. I refused to let him affect all the hard work I’d put into forgetting about him.


  “I just need a corporate signature.” I held up the papers in my hand and tried to pretend like I didn’t see his face when he pulled his helmet off. I also pretended to ignore that I didn’t see the tight stretch of his jeans across his thighs as he sat there on his bike trying to figure out if it was actually me standing on his property. The afternoon sunlight shone behind him—the light breaking around his broad shoulders and head full of thick, dark hair. There was a hitch in my breathing that I covered by clearing my throat.


  “I can sign it,” Hoyt said, reaching out to grab the papers from my hand.


  “Actually, it’s my name on the deed, little brother,” the timbre of Reid’s voice sent a delicious chill down my spine that I tried to ignore. Between the halo of sunlight, the cadence of his voice, and the way he stepped down off his bike, I found myself unable to keep from looking directly at him. I glanced his way, just in time to watch as he pulled up the bottom of his threadbare T-shirt to wipe the sweat from his face.


  Sweet Jesus. I had to pray that he didn’t notice my eyes widen and me damn near drooling.


  Just like his brother, Reid Travers had grown up. He had always been attractive, but time and professional racing had done something to his features and body that he should have thanked the good Lord every day for. His jawline and nose seemed more chiseled. His eyes wiser and brighter. Well-worn jeans hung around his hips, the waistband sitting just below a set of abs that had me thinking all kinds of things—none of which had anything to do with a real estate transaction. While my stomach was a knot of nervousness, below that something inside of me was coiling so tightly that the possibility of shooting straight into the sky seemed feasible. Especially if he kept looking at me the way he was. His brown eyes were locked on mine and I was helpless to look away.


  “Nora Bennett,” he said as he closed the distance between us. He ran his hand down his jawline, the days’ worth of stubble only adding to his new all-grown-up appeal. “How are you?”


  “Fine,” I answered softly as he reached out. The second his hand touched my arm, I knew I was in trouble—his rough, calloused fingertips met my smooth skin and it was like striking a match. I leaned back and held up the folder between us. I refused to be burned by him again. I needed something to deflect him from coming any closer and I needed to leave as soon as possible. The smell of gas fumes and turned up dirt was already tugging at my nostalgia. If he came any closer I wouldn’t be able to stop him. My mouth was dry and I had to swallow hard just to speak. “I... I just need you to sign these. I need to get back to the office,” I lied.


  “Yeah. Okay.” He grabbed on to the papers I was holding up and looked to his brother, who already had pulled a pen from his back pocket. Just like Hoyt. Always prepared, always one step ahead. Even as a kid, he’d always been waiting in the pits for Reid with a bottle of water and some aspirin.


  While Reid was opening the folder on the seat of his dirt bike, the other rider stepped forward.


  “The illustrious Nora,” he said, reaching out to shake my hand. “We finally meet. Brett Sallinger.” Brett smiled, making his eyes crinkle. The swagger that followed Brett Sallinger was hard to miss. From his long, muscular build to his messy, blond hair and blue eyes—he looked like trouble. But not the same kind of trouble as Reid who was threatening to stare a hole through me as he flipped through the pages.


  “Nice to meet you,” I responded politely, wondering how he knew who I was. I knew who Brett Sallinger was. I’d be lying if I hadn’t heard Beau mention his name. While these guys were off on the motocross circuit, my boyfriend Beau had opened a race shop in Halstead. No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t seem to escape dirt bikes in one way or another. I hardly ever went into his shop and the mention of Reid Travers’ name seemed to evoke more negativity from Beau than me. We both just pretended that he never existed. But I couldn’t pretend anymore. Not when he was standing within arms’ reach.


  “Anything fun going on in Halstead tonight?” Brett said, breaking my gaze from where Reid and his brother were reading the fine print.


  Stop staring at him.


  “There’s rarely anything fun going on in Halstead,” I said, a soft laugh escaping my lips. The town I lived in was not known for its booming nightlife. We all barely managed to stay entertained as it was.


  “Hmm.” Brett looked disappointed, but before he could say anything else Reid was standing beside me with the signed documents.


  “You giving her a hard time?”


  “Settle down, RT,” Brett answered. “I was just asking your girl here if there was anything going on in town tonight.”


  “I’m not—” I tried to counter his insinuation that I was anything belonging to Reid.


  “She said no,” Brett quickly added. “Zero amounts of fun to be had.” He shook his head and offered up an exaggerated look of disappointment.


  “Well, let’s see if we can’t change that,” Reid suggested, a devilish grin sat on his lips. “You up for a little fun, Shutterbug?”


  Just hearing him refer to me as “Shutterbug” made my blood boil. The cutesy nickname he’d given me when we were young and I had a camera permanently tethered around my neck. We were not on a nickname, friendly basis and he shouldn’t have been pretending we were. Who was he to come back to my town and disrupt my life? Reid Travers could get back on that dirt bike and ride it off a cliff for all I cared.


  “No thank you.” I bit back the sarcasm that was threatening to tear from my lips, but it wasn’t missed by any of them.


  “Ease up, Reid,” Hoyt warned as his brother.


  “Your loss,” Reid finally said as he handed me the signed deed, holding it tightly as I tried to pull it away. “I’m a lot more fun now than I used to be. I can promise you that.”


  “Yeah, well, you can keep your fun. I’ve been entertaining myself for years,” I said, yanking the papers from his hand. I turned to walk away as his brother and friend gave a collective “oohhh” and a laugh to compliment my burn, but I couldn’t join in the fun.


  It took everything I had not to look back over my shoulder and see if I’d wounded him. Even seeing the tiniest bit of pain on his face would have made me feel better, but I didn’t. He didn’t deserve a second look.
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  When I first saw her standing there, I thought I was hallucinating. Hell, maybe I’d fallen off my bike and hit my head just one too many times.


  Pieces of her hair blowing in the breeze. Her hair was darker than I remembered—somewhere between blond and brown depending on how the sunlight hit it, but I’d recognize her anywhere. Her big blue eyes cutely squinting into the sunlight when she finally looked in my direction. That sweet little heart shaped face I loved to cradle in my hands before I took her mouth with mine. It was her, all right. The girl I’d just been thinking about had manifested in front of me as if my daydreams from only a few moments ago had summoned her. I knew it wasn’t a dream when I saw her lips purse and she huffed out a breath of frustration that showed she hadn’t been looking forward to seeing me. Guess I deserved it. But the past was the past, surely she could understand that what happened back then honestly had nothing to do with her.


  I looked her up and down as she stated her purpose for actually being there. Looks like the wild child I knew had grown up and become a real estate agent. I’d never imagined her doing something so... business-y. The girl I knew loved to be outside and living in the moment. Looks like she’d decided to take the boring route after I left. She even drives a boring car with a boring color. Not the vibrant girl I remember who loved to drive her rusty old Jeep around with the top off.


  Her very professional look was doing something to me that I hadn’t expected, though. I’d always pictured her in cut-offs and a tank top, like she wore in the summers when we were kids, but the polished look was good on her. The white sleeveless silk button down tucked into her fitted black skirt, coupled with the way she had her hair pulled back and the nude heels that wrapped around her feet evoked images of her starring in my very own hot teacher/librarian fantasy. But, no such luck. The second she opened her mouth I knew she was all business. There’d be no eighties’ music video reenactments this afternoon.


  “I need a corporate signature,” she’d said, after leaving me with a “fine” when I asked how she was doing. I don’t know what I expected. Her to hug me and tell me that it was good to see me? Our last time together hadn’t ended on a high note. We’d stood in almost the exact same spot we were standing in just now and I told her that I was moving and I didn’t think we should see each other anymore. They were the hardest words I’d ever had to let roll off my tongue in my life. I’d caught her off guard, but she didn’t even give me a chance to explain that I was breaking up with her because it wasn’t fair to either of us not to.


  “Have a great life, Reid,” she’d said. I still remember her words hitting me like they were dipped in acid, burning straight through my skin and leaving a permanent scar on my heart. She hopped in her car and left me standing in a cloud of dust. So, yeah, I deserved the resting bitch face she was slinging my way.


  When Brett started talking to her, the pang of jealousy I felt when he managed to wrestle a small smile from her with this southern charm had me gritting my teeth. That little dimple she had on her left cheek when she smiled presented itself and I had to fight back the urge to rest my lips against it like I used to.


  Why did she have to be so fucking gorgeous?


  Nora Bennett was, and always would be, the prettiest girl I’d ever laid eyes on. I knew that at fifteen when I’d asked her to be my girlfriend. There was never a shortage of attractive women on the motocross circuit—from track chicks to super models, but none of them held a candle to her. Seeing her again was like casing a jump and having reality slam you into the ground.


  But it was different now. I couldn’t very well throw her over my shoulder and beat my chest like a caveman. I’d lost my right to claim her a long time ago. Actually, I’d given it up. She wasn’t my girl anymore, despite what I was feeling.


  “Real smooth,” my brother teased as we watched her drive away, I could just make out the taillights through the cloud of dust her dark gray Subaru was making. “She got out of here like her ass was on fire.”


  “Maybe she was trying to get away from you two clowns,” I rebutted. But I knew better. I’d made some stupid comment and run her off, when I should have been groveling just to talk to her. I should have asked for a chance to apologize for the way things ended between us. My brother served as a good sounding board from time to time, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to admit that to Brett. As much as we razzed each other, the last thing I wanted to do was give him ammo. “Especially Sally over here… ‘The illustrious Nora,’” I mocked. “What the hell was that?”


  “That was my way of letting her know that you think about her all the time,” he replied. “Pretty smooth if I do say so myself. You. Are. Welcome,” he smiled cheekily.


  “You. Are. Insane,” I laughed, I had to—to save face and all that. “I don’t think about her all the time.” I couldn’t remember the last time I talked about her. “I don’t recall having any conversations about her with you.”


  “Dude, seriously.” He ran a hand through his shaggy blonde hair and pushed it from his face. “And, I said you think about her all the time. Not talk.” He had me there. I did think about her. How could I not? She was the first girl I ever loved. Maybe it made me a chick, but she had a special place in my heart. Not to mention she was fine as fuck and God help me, I would never forget the first time I got to actually fuck her. Or the second. Or third. Or any of the times for that matter… everyone since had sort of fallen… short.


  “You do,” Hoyt agreed when I looked to him for some brotherly support. “Think about her.”


  Traitor.


  Brett continued, “I’ve known you for what, eight, nine years now? Every time her name is mentioned or someone talks about having a girlfriend or settling down, you get this pussified look on your face and we all know exactly who you’re thinking about. Hell, when you first moved to Texas, every time you stayed over and you saw one of my mom’s Nora Roberts books sitting on the coffee table, you’d rub your finger over her name on the cover for a good ten minutes. Remember that?”


  “I remember throwing a book at your head on more than one occasion.”


  “Pretty sure you gave him a black eye once,” Hoyt interjected. He held up his hand for a fist bump and I couldn’t leave him hanging.


  “You did,” he confirmed. “But do you remember why exactly?”


  “No.” I had given Brett a black eye on more than one occasion. That’s just what guys do. We beat each other up sometimes for shits and giggles and then we move on with our lives.


  “The first time was because I suggested that you hook up with someone else to get her out of your system. The second time was because I asked if you’d left your dick back in Illinois and had any plans of retrieving it.” He held up his hands defensively, when I took a step toward him. I was starting to remember exactly why I hurled that book at his head. I clenched my fists and kept my hand at my side. “And the black eye incident we were just speaking of was a result of me joking about taking a trip to Halstead and getting a piece of whatever ass was responsible for turning you inside out.” He kept his hands up.


  He left out the part where he’d said, “She must be one hell of a fuck if you’re still this worked up over her. I really need some of that in my life.” I remembered though. It had pissed me off then and just remembering it now apparently had the same effect all these years later. No one got away with talking about Nora that way. Not even my best friend.


  “Not that I ever would have,” Brett insisted. “I was just busting your chops.”


  “Like she would have given you the time of day,” Hoyt said. Guess blood was thicker than water after all.


  “For the record, I have hooked up with other girls,” I tried to steer the conversation away from me beating the shit out of Brett.


  “Barely. You only take a girl home when your hand isn’t getting the job done. I’ve seen you grip handlebars. You can go months just whipping it in the shower.”


  I rolled my eyes and walked back over to my bike. This conversation was going nowhere, and fast. Brett didn’t know the first thing about my sex life. Okay, maybe he did. I was happy to play wingman for him and my brother. They took girls home all the time. I hardly ever did. It wasn’t like I didn’t want to, but it was hard to find a girl that even held my interest for more than two seconds. The selection of vapid track bunnies just didn’t do it for me. I wanted someone that was capable of holding a conversation, and who understood exactly what my career demanded of me. The last thing I wanted to deal with was some clingy chick calling me every minute of the day. I’d told myself that it was because I was training or that I didn’t want to give a girl the wrong impression or have some crazy bunny boiler fucking up my career, but I think I always knew deep down that it was more than that. I’d been waiting for a girl like Nora. Or, by the way my heart is racing by seeing her now, Nora in particular.


  “What’s your point, Sally?” I asked.


  “My point is you’re still hung up her.”


  “We dated years ago,” I countered but couldn’t deny it. I took in a breath and calmed my nerves. I knew that Brett would never make a play for Nora, and Hoyt was right. She has way better taste than that. “I was just a dumb kid. What was I supposed to do? Keep dating a girl that lived a dozen hours away? Give up my chance at professional racing for high school love?”


  “Look man, I’m not saying that you should go ask her to marry you, but maybe while we’re here, you could clear the air. Let her know that you’ve thought about her over the years. Maybe a fling with her will be enough to get you through the next seven years.”


  “Now, why would I do that? I was the one that broke up with her.”


  “Yeah, but the way she was looking at you and the way she stormed out when you talked to her... I’d say you’re not the only one with unresolved feelings.”


  I looked at my brother, who offered up a shrug. Anticipation bubbled in my chest just like it did before a race.


  Fuck me, but it was hope. I had hope of at least seeing Nora again. No… I had hope for way more than that.


  Maybe Brett was right. Maybe I did owe it to myself, and to her, to find out exactly what those unresolved feelings were. If nothing else, maybe I could get some karma points for making amends.


  


  * * *


  


  After we squared away our living situation for the next three months—Hoyt and I would be bunking up in the little cabin that sat on the back edge of the property, while Brett did whatever it was that Brett did in his Airstream of Sin—we decided to grab showers and head into town for some dinner. Hoyt had suggested we stock the fridge and get a good night’s sleep because we had to meet the construction crew bright and early the next morning, but Brett quickly threw out a veto.


  “I just spent the last twelve hours driving to the middle of nowhere. I’m getting a drink and laid tonight and I don’t care in which order,” he’d said with fervor. I was torn. On one hand, I was exhausted. On the other, the possibility of seeing Nora again had me unable to think straight. And now that I knew she was still in town, I knew that on a Friday night, the chances of seeing her at one of the two bars in town were high.


  “We can’t very well turn him loose in Halstead alone.” I laughed as I followed Brett to his truck. Letting Brett go into town alone would inevitably result in one of two things. One, he’d end up in jail. Two, he’d end up hitting on the wrong girl and end up in a fight, which would probably still end with us picking him up at the County Sheriff’s office. I sure as shit didn’t feel like posting his bail… or seeing Sheriff Harden again—if he was even still the Sheriff around here. It was just as easy to go with him and stop him from stirring up trouble to begin with. Plus... Nora. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her since she’d hauled ass down the lane.


  When we pulled onto the town square and found a parking spot outside of Vera’s Tavern, Brett practically jumped out of the Expedition and skipped to the door. I, on the other hand, took a minute to look around. Not a damn thing had changed. A few of the businesses that I remembered were gone, but as a whole, it was still the same. A large gazebo sat on a grassy lot at the center of the square. A few pieces of park equipment were to the left and a large concrete slab that served as dance floor during the town’s annual Founders’ Day Picnic to the right. If I hadn’t been going into the bar to drink beer I would have thought I’d somehow stepped into a time machine.


  I held her hand walking down these streets many times. I’d kissed her on the dance floor in front of the whole town one night. We’d made memories that didn’t seem to want to let up their constant replay in my head.


  “You coming?” my brother asked when he saw me staring off into space. I’d gotten pretty good at getting lost in my own thoughts over the past twelve hours.


  “Yep.” I nodded and followed him inside. Brett had already ordered a bucket of Miller Lite and had secured us a high top table to the left of the bar. The sticky floors and stale beer smell was exactly what I had always imagined Vera’s was like on the inside. I was still underage when we moved and never did venture into any of Halstead’s hotspots. A few of the bar patrons looked our way, but didn’t give us a second look once we sat down and started drinking. That was the nice thing about motocross. On the circuit we were recognized, but we could still live a pretty normal life in the outside world. It was only occasionally that a fan recognized us and that was fine by me. The only place I cared about being recognized was on a track.


  We ordered from the small offering of Vera’s menu and within the hour we’d consumed burgers, cheese balls, and an order of loaded nachos. Coating your stomach with greasy bar food was the best way to avoid a hangover, right? That’s what I told myself when we ordered our second bucket of beer. To be honest, I needed the alcohol to stop the nervous anticipation of seeing Nora again. At least if she didn’t show by the end of the night, I’d be too drunk to remember.
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  “What do you mean Reid’s back?” Georgia wanted a play-by-play of my meeting with RTR Incorporated. I’d already replayed the encounter on a continuous loop in my head the entire drive home, so I was familiar with the storyline. “Like… back for good?”


  “Who knows? I’m betting no, but he’s here for now,” I answered as I changed out of my work clothes. I suggested to Georgia that we stay in for our “Sister Date.” Ice cream, pajamas and a Netflix marathon sounded like a much more appealing evening to me, but she wasn’t having it.


  “What happened? Did you talk to him?” She rambled on, tucking a piece of her chin-length bob behind her ear. The two of us looked alike, but her hair was shorter and blond. My hair used to be closer to Georgia’s shade, but I let the highlights go a long time ago—along with a whole lot of everything else. “Is he hotter now? I mean, I was young when he left, but he was hot then. He’s got to be hotter, right?”


  “He’s something,” I mumbled. Of course he was hotter. Unbearably hotter. Thinking about the way I looked at him when we were teenagers, it seemed impossible that he could get better looking, but damn did he ever. “I mean, he looks the same I guess. More muscles. Maybe a little taller.” My lips went dry as I described the returned version of Reid Travers. “Oh, and he has tattoos now.” Visions of the ink that wrapped around his midsection and arms when I got that too-brief glimpse of his mid-section drew out a sigh from deep in my chest. “Like a lot of them.”


  “And how exactly did you see said tattoos?”


  “I had to go out to his property,” I answered. I could tell by the look on her face that she assumed I’d went running out there the second I heard he was back in town. “For work.”


  “Sure you did,” she teased. “It’s not every day the love of your life comes back to town.”


  “Love of my life? No.” I shook my head. “I swear.” I went on to explain exactly how my afternoon had played out. “He purchased the land his parents sold,” I said. “Believe me, the last person I thought I’d see today was Reid. I can’t even tell you the last time I thought about him. And, yeah, I may have loved him a long time ago, but that ship has long sailed off.”


  “Really?” Her skepticism was evident. “You never think about him? Not even when you’re wearing one of the five-hundred Fox Racing T-shirts you own? Or when you just happened to be “flipping through” the photo albums you left at mom and dad’s house? Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Nora. I know you better than you think I do.”


  “I may...” I hesitated, “on occasion, look at Mom’s albums. And a T-shirt is a T-shirt. I sleep in them. That’s it.” Georgia’s astute observation of my behavior was alarming. I’d be buying new pajamas immediately. And, the photo albums, well those were special. I’d taken most of the pictures that filled the pages. Back when I thought a camera and Reid Travers were all I’d ever need. Before I grew up and realized that young love was a learning experience and nothing else. I’d learned how to avoid getting my heart broken among other things. When he left, I retired from photography. I just didn’t seem to have the drive to do it anymore. Especially when my favorite subject was racing and the guy that served as the model in the majority of my pictures left me crying and confused.


  “Okay.” Georgia said from her perched spot on the edge of my bed. The two of us had rented a little house a couple years ago. Our parents argued that neither of us needed to move out. The two-story house we’d grown up in did have room for us, but no privacy. At least not the kind of privacy two twenty-something young women should have. Mom said, “You should stay so you can save your money. Or at least wait until you’re married.” I think she thought that at least I would be settled down by now. I kind of did too, but I just hadn’t had that itch to get married yet like most of my friends had. I was content living with my sister and just having a boyfriend. Wedding bells would ring one day, but not in the near future as far as I could tell.


  “Okay, what?”


  “Nothing. Please, continue describing this new delicious sounding version of Reid Travers.” She smiled sweetly. “And keep denying the obvious,” she added with a wink.


  “I don’t know about delicious and I’m not denying anything.” He was definitely fun to look at, I’d give him that. But, that didn’t change anything between us. “He’s still the same guy that dumped me. And with no reason, I might add. Just because I like to reminisce every now and then doesn’t mean I want to get back together with him.”


  “It doesn’t?” She raised her eyebrows. “You sure about that?” I didn’t even bother answering. Instead I picked up the towel I’d used that morning and proceeded to throw it at her head.


  “Okay, I’ll quit,” she giggled as she pulled the towel from her head. “It was shitty,” she agreed. “The dumping part. He was moving, though, and you were not. Maybe that was his reason.”


  “Whose side are you on?”


  “Yours. I’m just saying I don’t think he broke up with you because he didn’t care about you.”


  “Well, he had a really bad way of showing it.” I pulled a coral sundress over my head and turned to face her as I zipped it up the side. “I’m leaving for Texas tomorrow, Nore,” I started to repeat verbatim what Reid had said to me on the last day we spoke, deepening my voice for added exaggeration. I’d replayed that day over and over for years. I knew it by heart. “I don’t think this thing between us is going to work out. I have to focus on racing.”


  “He was eighteen.”


  “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes as I pulled my hair to the side and braided it loosely. A quick slick of gloss across my lips and some mascara finished off my carefree look, even if I was anything but. “He just blindsided me with it. I had no say in the matter and we dated for three years. That’s the best he could do? He never called, texted, emailed. Nothing. Just good-bye.”


  “Well he’s back now. Maybe he has something more to say.” Georgia was always the peacekeeper. She wanted everyone to get along and be nice. I, on the other hand, didn’t have a problem with confrontation. If someone pissed me off, I was going to let them know about it. It was exactly why I left Reid standing in a cloud of dust the day he dumped me. Asshole. Served him right.


  “Oh yeah, he’s matured so much,” I scoffed. “Gave me some stupid line about having a little fun together. As if I’d let that happen. He had his chance and he screwed it up.”


  “So much hostility for someone who’s moved on,” she teased.


  “And, Lord knows what, or better yet, who he’s been doing since he’s been gone,” I continued as if she hadn’t spoken.


  “Would that make you jealous?” she asked. “If he’d been with other women?”


  “Are you ready to go?” I asked, trying to ignore her question. The pang of envy I felt inside when I thought about him with someone else was there, but I wasn’t going to fan the tiny flame burning inside of me. Of course, I was hostile. I shed a lot tears and screamed a lot of empty cries into the air when he left. He’d destroyed my seventeen-year-old heart and I couldn’t just completely let it go. I’d always have to carry a piece of that hurt with me in one way or another.


  “Yep. Let’s get out of here!” she lilted as she raced me to the front door. “Nora,” she said, turning to face me as walked down the sidewalk to the car. “Can I make a suggestion?”


  “I guess,” I smiled with a shrug, knowing that she was going to make a suggestion whether I approved it or not.


  “If you happen to see Reid again while he’s in town, maybe don’t read him the riot act right off the bat. People do change. It’s been a long time. He deserves a chance to apologize.”


  “It’s not like it matters,” I countered. Georgia was right about people changing. I was not the same girl that he knew back then. “I don’t need his apology to move on with my life. I’ve already moved on and I’m doing just fine.”


  “Your call.” She gave a smile as we climbed into the car. “But it might do you some good to actually close that door, Nora. Sometimes we hang on to things even when we think we aren’t.”


  “I have closed that door. I have a career and I have boyfriend. I’ve created a life for myself without him,” I argued.


  “So you felt nothing when you saw him again?” she said pointedly.


  “Yeah, I felt something. Anger. Bitter. Homicidal.”


  “Like I said, just a suggestion,” she said, giving me a look that said she’d back off. Thank goodness. I’d talked enough about Reid to last me a lifetime.


  Sweet Georgia. Her intentions were always well meaning and I could understand her motivation. She’d lost the man she loved at a very young age. I know she had a list of should-haves—things she’d wished she’d said to him or experience with him—but my history with Reid was different. When Georgia took my hand as I was driving, I felt lucky to have a sister that cared about me and my happiness as much as Georgia did.


  “Fine,” I breathed out before looking at her. “If I see him and he asks to talk, I will hear him out. Happy?”


  With a giddy smile and nod of her head, she leaned over and turned the radio up. Well, I made my sister happy today. I just really hoped that I didn’t have to make good on my promise to Georgia in the foreseeable future.


  


  * * *


  


  Georgia and I ended up murdering a pizza at Carlino’s before we settled in at The Pub for drinks. We’d discussed the possibility of Vera’s first, but I recognized the black Expedition parked out front when we drove by. I neglected to tell Georgia that I’d seen it parked at Reid’s earlier on the chance that she’d push her talk-to-Reid agenda. Not that she would have to, he walked through the door not an hour after we’d started to enjoy ourselves.


  “Holy shit, you weren’t kidding,” Georgia gave me a wide-eyed grin when she saw him in the flesh. “He looks good,” she said, drawing out her last word like her stare as he, Hoyt and Brett found three empty barstools. Thankfully, they didn’t see us.


  “I never said—”


  “Hey!” Georgia yelled out over the band that was playing on the small stage. The bar was loud—a typical Friday night filled with live music and people ready to unwind from a long week. I was just trying to unwind from a long day. When no one from Reid’s group seemed to notice my sister, I thought maybe, just maybe, I’d make it the rest of the evening with him not noticing I was there. But then Georgia stood up and waved her hand in their direction as she called out again. “Hey! Travers!”


  So much for that.


  “What are you doing?” I kicked her under the table. “I... I’m not—”


  “Hush,” she warned. “I just want to say hi.”


  Hoyt was the first to see us and waved back before tapping his brother on the shoulder to point out my semi-flailing sister. I took a drink. Actually, I took at long drink from my Jack and Coke as they ordered their drinks and proceeded to make their way over to where we were sitting. I was going to kill my sister when this was all said and done.


  Hoyt and Brett led the charge, but all I could see was Reid getting closer and closer. As he moved through the crowd of people, I could feel my body starting to react to his presence. The fitted polo shirt he was wearing was nice, but I couldn’t seem to focus on that when he was wearing the hell out of his jeans. Each and every inch of him seemed to be sending a signal straight to my libido, from the top of his perfectly chaotic head of hair to his insanely handsome face and down his body that had already stoked the fire that only he seemed to light inside of me. My heart picked up its pace as I tried to steady my breathing. I’d caught myself holding it in when we made eye contact. His gaze hit me like darts and I had to force myself to look away.


  What in the actual fuck is wrong with me?


  I put my glass to my lips and drank back the tiny bit that remained in my glass. None of this made sense. I had honestly thought that I was over him. I had a boyfriend. Not to mention, I hated Reid for breaking my heart and leaving me alone to deal with so much. Apparently, I only mentally hated him. My body, on the other hand, was a big fan. My physical reaction to him was apparently out of my damn control.


  “Hello, ladies,” Brett’s drawl was the first to cut through the tension I felt building around me. “Nora, good to see you again,” he added with a shit-eating grin. “Who is your lovely friend here?”


  I couldn’t be sure if Georgia was waiting for me to introduce her or not, because at the exact moment I required my brain to fire instructions to my tongue, lips, and vocal cords, Reid scooted into the booth next to me. Being twice my size, he easily pushed against my body with his until my ass slid across the torn vinyl of the weathered seat. The casualty of his choice of seats only added to my frustration.


  “Before you get any ideas,” he advised Brett. “This is not Nora’s friend. This is her baby sister, Georgia. And she’s off limits to you.” After giving his pal a warning, he greeted my sister. “Not so little anymore are you, Georgie-Pordgie? You look good.”


  “Thanks,” she said, blushing like she was still back in junior high school getting attention from her big sister’s boyfriend.


  “Nice to see you,” Hoyt said to Georgia, who scooted over in her seat—willingly—to make room for him. Brett was still standing there a bit dumbstruck by Reid’s hands-off admonition.


  “Good looks run in the family,” Reid added, nudging his shoulder against mine. What in the great-wide-world was happening right now? Was my ex-boyfriend literally cozied up next to me in a booth and flirting with me like nothing had ever happened between us? Like he hadn’t been gone for the past seven years without so much as sending a Hallmark card on my birthday?


  “You’re right about her looking good, RT,” Brett finally said, when he pulled up a chair to the end of the table. He didn’t even bother turning it around. Instead, he straddled it and folded his arms on the back rest. I hadn’t noticed before, but he was equally as tattooed as the man sitting next to me at the moment. “But I think it’s up to her, a grown-ass woman,” he added with a wink, “on whether or not she’s off limits,” he smirked. “Brett Sallinger,” he extended his hand, “nice to meet you.”


  “You know,” Georgia contemplated her words and I could tell by the look in her eyes it wasn’t going to be the response that Brett was looking for. He waited for my sister to accept his handshake, but she gave him the once over and tilted her head curiously. “I’ve managed to make it a whole twenty-two years without contracting an STD. I think I’ll hold off on pressing my luck with you.” The laughter that broke free from Reid and Hoyt was enough to have at least half of the bar patrons looking in our direction. “Nice to meet you all the same,” Georgia added, firing a wink back in the same fashion he’d offered earlier.


  “Oh, this is going to be a fun night after all,” Reid proclaimed, tossing an arm over my shoulders and leaning back into the booth to wait for Brett’s response. As funny as my sister’s declaration was, I couldn’t muster up a laugh. I could barely muster up the courage to speak, afraid that I might cry if I did. Concern was coursing through my veins with just how comfortable it actually felt to have Reid’s arm around me.


  Too comfortable. He was too close.


  It was irritating that he was sitting there, I knew that if I leaned into him, my body would fit perfectly in that little nook under his arm. My head could easily rest on his shoulder. The scent of him would wrap around me just like his arm would and I would feel like all was right in the world. At least that’s what I remembered. That was the way I used to feel when he held me. It was even more irritating that I had the desire to do just that—to lean into him and let his larger body engulf my much smaller one.


  No. No, no, hell no. He could not pick me up and put me down and then waltz back into town and do it all over again for his own amusement.


  I had to get out of there. Trapped between the wall and a man that I couldn’t seem to not be attracted to. My rock and a hard place felt like they were closing in on me.


  “Let me out,” I said, feeling my lungs contract. The tightness in my chest a warning that I needed to get as far away from Reid Travers as quickly possible. He’d hurt me once, he was surely capable of doing it again.


  “You okay?” he asked and he removed his arm from around me. I didn’t have time to answer him, so instead I pushed my hands against his arm and shoulder until he slid out of the booth and stood for me to exit. My feet hit the ground and his hand caught my arm to help me stand.


  “I told you before,” I said, jerking free of his grasp. “I’m just fine.”
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  Had I done something wrong in the last five minutes? When Georgia had waved us over in the bar, I’d taken it as a sign that Nora was on board with talking to me, but apparently she was not. We were all laughing at Georgia’s complete shutdown of Brett’s advances when Nora fled the scene like she was wanted for murder.


  “What’s got her in such a hurry?” Brett asked as we all watched Nora exit the bar.


  “It’s my fault,” Georgia said, nudging Hoyt’s side to get him to let her out of the booth. “I’ll go get her.”


  “Wait,” I stopped her. “I’ll go. I have a feeling it has something to do with me.” Georgia stilled herself in the booth and when she didn’t protest, I knew I was right. The guys each gave me a go-get-her look. I’d go get her all right. Go get her and tell her that I was sorry if I made her feel uncomfortable tonight and that I’d missed her. I had a whole lot of other things to tell her too, but I didn’t plan to have that conversation standing inside or outside a bar. That was a private conversation we would be having.


  Did she really hate me so much that my arm around her had set her off? It wasn’t even a move. I was just casually sitting there. Okay, well that was a lie. I might have accidentally grazed her shoulder with my fingertips, but how could I not? Her sitting there all perfect and irresistible in that little dress. I had to test the waters.


  Epic fail.


  “Nore,” I called out when I found her on the sidewalk, leaned up against the wall a few buildings down. “Are you okay?”


  “Am I okay, he asks now,” she mumbled sarcastically, crossing her arms over her chest and anxiously rubbing her hand up and down her arm. I’m not sure if she thought she was speaking just to herself or if I was supposed to hear that part but I’m positive I wasn’t supposed to think it was cute. “You missed your chance to ask me if I was okay a long time ago,” she said louder. I’m positive I was supposed to hear that.


  I leaned up against the wall next to her and let my head fall back. She was right. I’d screwed things up with her. I knew it. She knew it. Hell, everyone in that whole damn bar probably knew it now, if they didn’t already know it, especially after the way she ran out.


  “Fair point,” I turned my head to look her in the eyes as I apologized, but she kept looking straight ahead. There was nothing or no one in front of us so I knew that she was purposely avoiding eye contact. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to ask. Whatever I did in there to make you get up and leave, I’m sorry.”


  “You should be,” she said after a long pause. When she finally turned her head to look at me, her eyes were glassy and I knew it had nothing to do with the liquor she’d been drinking. She kept them locked on mine and looked anxious about whatever it was she was about to say. “Reid, you can’t just come back to town after seven years and sit down next to me like nothing ever happened. You can’t… touch me, Travers. I’m not one of your track bunnies and you can’t just—”


  “I didn’t... I wasn’t trying to,” I placed my hands on her shoulders and turned her to face me. “I’m sorry. It just felt normal to sit next to you. I missed you.”


  “Don’t say that,” she whispered shaking her head.


  “I mean it.” Sincerely. Seeing her again had made me realize it. Telling her only made it that much more true. “You look great, by the way,” I added, hoping to smooth things over with her. “Your hair,” I wrapped a piece of it around my fingers. I couldn’t help myself. Touching her hair used to be something I had the freedom to do. “It’s darker, but I love it.” Her gaze trained on my fingers and for a moment I almost thought she was going to smile.


  “You can’t flirt with me and put your arm around me.” She stepped back, looking away again, putting enough distance between us so that her hair slipped from my fingertips.


  “I know. I shouldn’t have just assumed that it was okay to invade your space like that, but seeing you again... I just... fuck, Nora. There’s something about you. Always has been. I wanted to be near you.”


  “Now you do,” she scoffed.


  “I deserve that,” I conceded. She raised her eyebrows and turned to face me, her arm resting against the wall. I mimicked her stance. “It was never about not wanting to be with you,” I confessed. “I should have apologized for a lot of things the second I saw you. I hate the way things ended between us and if I could take it back I would.”


  “But you can’t,” she replied with certainty. “You can’t take back anything that happened because it’s already said and done.”


  “I know but—”


  “But nothing.” She shook her head. “I’m going to go back into that bar and enjoy my evening with my sister. You’re here for what, a few weeks? A month?”


  “Three actually.”


  “Well for the next three months can you please just stay away from me? We’re both different people now. Whatever it is you feel, it’s just memories. Ancient history. There isn’t anything between us anymore.”


  “If you’d just let me apologize then maybe we could move past this,” I countered, desperately. The way she was just ready to shut me out completely was not sitting right. Things should not be this way between us. “You know this is just like you, never letting me get a damn word in.”


  “Whatever.” She shook her head as if she didn’t understand what I was saying. She knew damn well that she was real good at shutting me down before I had a chance to explain my side of the story. It was exactly what happened when we broke up. She wouldn’t let me explain then and she won’t let me explain now.


  “Can we please just talk?”


  “What’s the point? You moved on. I moved on. Can we please just let it lay? There is absolutely no sense in stirring things up. Let’s just call it like it is. We are strangers now.”


  “Wait just a damn minute, Nora. We’re far from strangers.” I reached out to touch her arm and watched as her skin prickled beneath my fingertips. Her eyes narrowed in on my hand and I could tell she felt the spark between us. It was still there whether she wanted to admit it or not. I took a step forward, closing the distance between us and watched as she held her breath and looked up at me. “I know you, Shutterbug. Always have, always will.” I leaned in until my nose was practically grazing hers. “And I can tell you want me to kiss you right now,” I whispered. Only a few inches separated my mouth from hers, I could have breathed her in if I tried hard enough. She smelled like wildflowers and home. I’d been so stupid to let her go. Her sultry pink lips were waiting for me, but just as I was about to claim them with mine, she stepped back.


  “Don’t,” she said. “Please don’t,” her voice was shaky and I didn’t know how much further I could or should push her.


  “I missed you so much,” I goaded, placing my hands on her hips, but she turned out of my grasp.


  “Really?” she said sarcastically. “Do you have any idea what I have been doing for the last seven years? Did you know I graduated from college at the top of my class? That I got my real estate license and am one of the top selling agents in the area?” That explained why she was the one who delivered the land deed. “Maybe it doesn’t sound like much to you, but I do have a life here.”


  “It sounds like a lot,” I answered. “These are things I want to learn,” I added, but she was uninterested in anything I had to say.


  “It’s too late for that.”


  “It’s not,” I insisted. If there was ever a woman who knew how to get under my skin it was her. She’d always been stubborn, but the grown up version of her was taking it to a whole other level. If she’d just hear me out. I reached out for her hand one more time, but the second I made contact, she folded her arms across her chest and out of my reach.


  “Oh, and did I mentioned that I practically had to glue my sister back to together when Jamie died? Thanks for coming to the funeral by the way. It’s not like you grew up with the kid or anything.” Nora’s frustration at my absence over the last few years was only matched by the contempt in her voice. She just went from under my skin, to punching me right in the heart. I did know about Jamie and I did think about how Georgia was doing. The two of them had been pretty much inseparable as kids and when I heard what had happened I knew she had to be devastated.


  “I would have come, but I was trying to make things easier on you.”


  “Don’t give me that bullshit. You were trying to make things easier on you. You broke up with me. You left. You pretended like me, like this town, never even existed. Don’t deny it.”


  I wanted to tell her that I hadn’t, but it would have been a lie. It was easier to pretend like I’d done the right thing by leaving her behind, but the truth was, I wasn’t so sure. If my leaving had caused her to become so jaded and bitter then maybe I’d made an even bigger mistake than I thought.


  “Okay,” I agreed. If she didn’t want to let me apologize and try to make things right then I guess I owed her that much. She was right, I was only in town for a short time and the pained look on her face was killing me. “I’m not denying that I left this place all wrong.” As she walked away, I added, “But don’t think for a second that I’m not going to try to make things right with you.”


  “It won’t work,” she promised as she pushed past me and made her way back to the bar. I watched her go back inside and when the door closed, I let out the breath I’d been holding. That might have been one of the most painful things I’d ever experienced, and thanks to my career choice, I’d broken bones. Lots of them. At once.


  


  * * *


  


  When I finally picked my pride up off the sidewalk and went back into the bar, I found Brett and Hoyt racking the balls on one of the pool tables in the back.


  “Guessing you struck out, Romeo?” Brett teased.


  “What makes you think that?”


  “She came back in and asked her sister to go to the bathroom with her,” he explained. “Haven’t seen them since. Man, you really know how to scare that one off. What’s that, twice now?”


  “Yeah, she hates me,” I said, hanging my head briefly. “Apparently I did some serious damage when I left.” If she would have just let me explain why I thought what I was doing was the right thing then maybe I could have made her not so mad. So bitter.


  “You tried,” Hoyt offered up. “If she doesn’t want to talk then maybe you should just leave her alone.”


  “You’re right,” I said with a nod. “I tried.” I walked over to the table, where one of them had placed our bucket of beer and pulled a cold one out. Cracking it open, I held up my bottle to my brother and friend. “To trying,” I saluted, before drinking back half the contents. “And to being strangers,” I added under my breath. All I needed was a few more of these and I’d be numb enough to stop thinking about the way she’d looked at me outside. Like I was nothing to her.


  “How about we try and pick up a few of those locals,” Brett said, giving a nod to the group of women sitting a few tables over. They had definitely seen us—all giggling when Brett raised his drink and fired a wink in their direction. Two of them looked familiar, but I couldn’t be sure if I knew them from high school or not. It wasn’t like I looked at any other girls back then. I only saw one.


  “Why not,” I said, clinking my bottle against his. “Might as well find someone in this town that will give me the time of day. Otherwise it’s going to be a long three months.”


  Brett waved the women over about the same time Georgia and Nora came out of the bathroom. Georgia offered up a sympathetic smile as she walked with her sister, but Nora didn’t even cast a look in my direction. If this was what she wanted, to act like the other didn’t exist, then I’d accommodate her request. I refused to be some little bitch that sat around pining over a girl that didn’t want him.


  But I was going to need a few more drinks if I was going to even begin to think that that was true.


  “All right, ladies,” I said as I wrapped my arm around the waist of the cute little brunette standing next to me. “Who’s up for a game?”


  The night blurred on—a haze of alcohol and avoidance. I flirted, I drank, my new pool playing partner was more than happy to keep rubbing up against me, and Nora never once made eye contact with me. At first, I felt saddened by the fact that she was hell bent on ignoring me, but the more I drank, the less I cared.


  I’d be out of this town in no time and I’d never have to see her again. The air had been cleared. She hated me, but I could feel someone staring in my direction and I was pretty sure it wasn’t Georgia. If she was really as over me as she pretended to be then surely she wouldn’t have been worried about me flirting with some girl at a bar.


  “Wanna take a shot?” she said with a giggle that would have normally driven me insane. I’d make the sacrifice if it meant giving Nora something to think about. I glanced in her direction and finally managed to catch her staring. She turned her head quickly, but I was already on to her. I smirked, knowing that I could still affect her.


  “You bet, doll,” I answered, handing my new drinking buddy some money. “Make it a double.”


  When she returned with two shots in her hand, I’d just started to feel like maybe there was a still a chance for me and Nora. Then I saw a familiar face walk through the door and make his way over to where she was sitting. Beau Gregurich. I couldn’t stand the guy in high school and just seeing him again made me want to pick a fight. Fuel was definitely added to the fire the second I saw Nora stand up from her booth and wrap her arms around his neck like she was actually happy to see him.


  What the fuck?


  I tossed back my shot and felt the burn of the liquor coat my throat simultaneously with the rising bile. I watched Beau put his lips on Nora’s and actual pain shot through my body from the proverbial knife I felt her sticking into my back.


  “I’ve moved on,” she’d said. I grabbed the other shot from What’s-Her-Name and brought the glass to my lips. Nora had failed to mention that she’d moved on with the one person in Halstead that I couldn’t stand. Tossing back the second shot, I knew that the next few months were going to be torture. Complete and utter fucking torture.
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  “So what did he say?” Georgia asked when I dragged her into the bathroom.


  Telling Reid that I didn’t want to hear his apology and that I’d moved on should have been liberating, especially after all the nights I cried myself to sleep after he left, but it wasn’t. I’d waited years to give him a piece of my mind, but when push came to shove I couldn’t say that I hated him for what he’d done. Not when he looked at me the way he did. The regret and sincerity on his face had pulled the rug right out from underneath me. As easy as it would have been to forgive him, I had more pride than that. I mustered up the best “I’ve moved on” speech I could manage and left him on the sidewalk.


  “He tried to apologize,” I told her. I felt the tears welling in my eyes and I knew if I blinked it would be game over. I’d start crying. Then Georgia would cry because I was. Then we’d be a couple of nut jobs crying in the bathroom together. I touched the corners of my eyes and tried to push back my emotions. “I told him it was too late for apologies and that we shouldn’t waste our time talking about it.”


  “You didn’t even let him say he was sorry?”


  “Honestly,” I sighed, “I’m not really sure what he said exactly. All I know is that it’s hard to talk to him and I don’t have the energy to revisit the past, G. I just want him to stay away from me and let me live the life I’ve been living. There’s a lot of baggage I’m not even close to being ready to unpack.” If Georgia even knew half of what it had been like when Reid left she wouldn’t be so quick to root for a reconciliation.


  “I’m sorry that I called them over to the table,” she said, wrapping her arms around me. “I should have known it would be uncomfortable for you. I really thought it would help for you to talk to him.”


  “It’s fine.” I hugged her back. “Can we please just go back out there and act like he’s not even here?”


  “Of course,” she promised, dropping her arms from around me and taking her hand in mine. “I’ll do whatever you want.”


  “I want to drink.”


  “Done,” she said, as we made our way back to the table. I didn’t even have to look at him to know Reid was still in the building. I could feel his eyes on me, and as much as a part of me wanted to tell him that I didn’t hate him, I couldn’t. I would not let myself be vulnerable to him again.


  Three months.


  I’d made it seven years pretending he didn’t exist, I could keep doing it. I was suddenly very understanding of the “out of sight, out of mind” concept. It was easy to ignore his existence when he was gone, but here, standing in the same room as me, it wasn’t that simple. He was drinking and laughing with his friends and letting Tally Westbrook hang all over him. Tally was a year younger than me and a typical Halstead barfly, out every night and went home with whoever would buy her the most drinks.


  I should have known that he’d immediately seek out someone to replenish the ego I was sure I’d knocked down after our conversation. I’d meant to hurt him with my words, or at least wound him, but it had backfired. Typical Reid behavior, he sought out comfort after a loss. Anytime he lost a race, he’d beat himself up until I managed to convince him that he was a great rider. Pissed me off now that I thought about it. He was probably doing it on purpose back then just like he was now. He knew he was great. He just loved people fawning over him. Fucking asshole.


  Georgia ordered us a round and I took a drink as soon as the waitress handed me my glass. Reid was doing exactly what I’d asked him to do. We were strangers now. He could do whatever—or whoever—he wanted and so could I.


  I avoided looking over at the pool tables for the majority of the night, but every now and then I’d sneak a glance. I’d expected the booze to help me forget, but it seemed to be having the opposite effect. Why couldn’t he have just gotten fat or went bald? Why did he have to get better looking? Or better yet, why couldn’t he have just stayed away from me and pretended I didn’t exist like he had for the last seven years?


  “What is he doing here?” Georgia suddenly asked, disdain laced in her voice.


  “Yeah,” I agreed. What was Reid doing here? He could have left after our conversation. He didn’t need to stay in the bar and rub in my face that he could have whoever he wanted. That he could totally be a stranger. “What is he doing here? He could have went anywhere else.”


  “Nora?” Beau’s voice let me know that Georgia was not talking about Reid. She was talking about the fact that my boyfriend had once again interrupted my night out with my sister.


  “Oh, hey Beau,” I said, painting on a smile and standing to greet him. It was perfect timing, really. I was getting a little too caught up in the fact that my ex was groping a girl he barely knew. “I missed you.” I wrapped my arms around his neck. Much to Georgia’s dismay, Beau showing up was exactly what I needed.


  “You too,” he said before pressing his lips to mine. I held our kiss for a few seconds longer than normal, and I could still feel Reid’s eyes locked on me. I’d told him I’d moved on and I wanted to make sure he could see for himself. “You really missed me.” Beau laughed when he broke our kiss and slid into the booth where I had been sitting.


  “Why are you here?” Georgia asked.


  “Don’t worry about it.” Beau rolled his eyes and she returned an equally sarcastic glare. The two of them seemed to have mastered the exchange of dirty looks. I ignored my sister and Beau’s general dislike of one another. I had other things to focus on at the moment.


  “You want a drink?” I asked, gaining Beau’s attention. “I’ll grab it.”


  “Okay,” he answered.


  “Be right back.” I smiled, as I pulled some money from my back pocket and walked over to the bar. I caught a reflection of myself in the mirror and I straightened my posture. I could do this. I could not let Reid being here affect me. I’d said I wanted to keep living the life I’d built for myself and I was going to do it.


  I ordered Beau a beer and while I waited, I looked back at him and my sister, now involved in a deep conversation that I was sure included the lines “you always do this” and “this night was for me and my sister.” One day Georgia would like Beau, I just knew it. I’d make her see that he wasn’t the same guy he was back then. He was the guy that wanted me. Who was interested in a life with me. Which was a whole lot more than I could say for Reid.


  “Beau fucking Gregurich,” his voice said into my ear. A shiver ran across the back of my neck from the heat of his whisper and the proximity of him to my body. “Tell me you’re not seriously with him.”


  “I can’t do that,” I answered, looking to my left and straight into Reid’s eyes. The usually inviting chocolate brown of his stare appeared dark and ominous. He could be as mad as he wanted about my choice in who I dated. He had zero say in the matter. “I am seriously with him. Have been for a while now.”


  “You really know how to kick a guy when he’s down, Bennett.”


  “I could say the same about you,” I replied. “For a guy that was just missing me so much, you’ve rebounded quickly.” I rolled my eyes at the self-congratulatory smirk he gave me. “Tally Westbrook? She’s a real peach,” I jabbed. “I’m pretty sure she’s already made her way through everyone in town, might as well add the tourist to the list.”


  “Tourist? This is my hometown too,” he reminded. “And who the fuck cares about Tally? You jealous?” he asked. I shook my head.


  Jealous? Hardly.


  “Was she your mortal enemy in high school?” Reid continued. “Did she do everything she could to ruin your shot at the pros? Like cut the brakes on your bike right before the final race of the season or purposely run you off the track when she knew the sponsors were watching.” Listening to him list off all the reasons he’s hated Beau rendered me speechless. I hadn’t forgotten about why Reid disliked him, but there was a possibility I had activated my selective memory skills. I swallowed hard as he continued to stare down at me, but I couldn’t answer him. “Yeah. I didn’t think so.” His eyes went wide. “Is that why you’re with him? Just to get back at me?”


  “Don’t flatter yourself,” I answered quickly. “Nothing I do has anything to do with you. Period.” Mostly. The crowd standing around us was oblivious to our interaction—the music and the conversation forming a bubble around us where only we could hear the words and see the looks that were being exchanged. How could they not feel the hot tension radiating around us? I wouldn’t be surprised if the place burst into flames from it. “I haven’t thought about you in years,” I assured him. “And mortal enemy? That’s a bit of a stretch.”


  Dramatic asshole.


  “Really?”


  “Really. What is this the Old West? You going to ask him to meet you in the parking lot next for a show down?” I chuckled at my observations, but Reid’s serious expression said he didn’t find it funny.


  “I might,” he said. “But that’s not what I’m thinking about. You really haven’t thought about me at all?”


  “Nope.” I continued to stare him down, refusing to let him believe that for one second I’d missed him. I tried to steady my breathing the best I could, but when he leaned in, practically resting his nose against mine, I felt my chest still the same way it had earlier when we were outside. The sudden urge to feel his lips on mine… or slap him once again overcame me. If I didn’t hate him before, I did now, because no matter how hard I resisted, he seemed to be reeling me in. His hand grazed mine and I felt my knees wobble. The scent of whiskey on his lips tempting me to taste them. “Not... one... bit,” I said, between breaths.


  “Keep telling yourself that,” he said with a wicked smirk, as he stepped back and stood straight. His shoulders and back straightened proudly as if he’d just taken back control.


  “Reid Travers,” Beau said, breaking the trance I’d found myself under. I turned to find him standing directly behind me. I faced Reid again as Beau drew his arms up around my waist and positioned his head next to mine. He must not have heard anything going on between Reid and I or he would have surely been a little less comfortable. “Halstead’s very own celebrity. How nice of you to grace us with your presence.”


  “What’s up, Gregurich,” Reid greeted him. “How are you?” He extended a handshake to him.


  “Not too bad.” Beau answered, placing his hand in Reid’s. The awkward sensation of being trapped between the two men felt like it was crushing me. “You?”


  “Never better,” Reid replied, not an ounce of the anger he’d just shown me reflected in the smile he was giving Beau. “Nora here was just catching me up on what I’ve missed. You two together, definitely didn’t see that in the high school yearbook predictions.”


  “Sometimes things don’t work out exactly how you’d imagined,” I interjected. “Sometimes they work out better.” I added, turning to place a kiss on Beau’s cheek.


  “And sometimes they don’t,” Reid replied under his breath and took a drink of the beer in his hand.


  “What brings you back to town?” Beau asked.


  “A few things,” Reid explained. “Building a house for my parents. I bought back the land they sold a few years back. Mom and Dad are back in Texas right now and don’t have a clue.”


  He was building his parent’s a house? Okay, well… that was really sweet. Damn it.


  “That’s really nice of you.” I hoped that explained the smile on my face, not wanting him to think it had anything to do with our conversation.


  Reid’s parents were good people. They’d always treated me like I was one of their own and the thought that he was going repay them for their sacrifices was tugging at my heartstrings.


  “I’m a really nice guy,” he said matter-of-factly, holding my stare. “Most people think so anyway,” he laughed. “I just hope they are excited. I know that I’m not a big fan of surprises so I hope it’s not a hereditary trait.”


  “I’m sure they will love it.”


  He just couldn’t take a compliment without trying to get under my skin, could he? I could have argued that I wasn’t a big fan of being surprised by his return to town, but with Beau standing so close I decided it wasn’t the best time to start an argument with Reid again.


  “It was great catching up,” Beau said, tightening his hold on me. “But we should probably get back to Georgia.”


  I’d forgotten about my sister sitting all alone in the booth, but when I looked over at her I saw she was fully enthralled with watching Hoyt and Brett play pool. I wondered which one had caught her eye. I knew that Brett had tried, but I’d been so flustered with Reid that I didn’t even bother to ask her.


  “Yeah, we should go,” I agreed. Beau dropped his arms from my waist, but managed to slip his hand into mine as we turned.


  “I’ll see you around, Shutterbug,” Reid added as we walked away.


  Like hell he would.
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  I waited for Beau’s interrogation about why he had just found me in a bar with my ex-boyfriend, but as soon as we were outside, he squeezed my hand in his and led me over to his truck without saying a word.


  I’d explained to Georgia why I was ready to call it a night and that had went over about as well as giving a cat a bath.


  “Every damn time we are supposed to hang out he shows up and ruins it,” she’d pouted. She was right about Beau interrupting our night, but it had a whole lot more to do with Reid being in the same vicinity as me that night.


  “It’s not like that tonight, G,” I had tried to smooth it over. “It’s just been a long day and I can’t be here any longer.” I’d pleaded with my eyes and hoped that she understood.


  “Fine¸” she’d huffed. “But next time, if he shows up,” she glared in Beau’s direction. “I’m going to cut him.”


  “Deal,” I’d agreed, forcing a laugh. “Next time it will just be us.”


  In the two years that I’d been seeing Beau, I could honestly say that he had been a good boyfriend, which made me feel that much guiltier about the mixed feelings I was having about Reid.


  The infuriating way my heart raced when I was near him had me thinking seriously about my relationship with Beau. He was handsome in his own way—perfectly styled blonde hair, crystal clear blue eyes and his crooked smile. He was attentive and we enjoyed spending time together. But still, what I felt when I was near him physically didn’t compare to the way Reid seemed to push my buttons. Before Reid showed back up, it was easy to pretend that what I had with Beau was just as real. That our connection was as deep as what I’d had when I was with Reid. I’d keep batting those swarming thoughts away because no matter what my subconscious was trying to tell me, I refused to let it interfere with my relationship any more than it already had.


  Before I had a chance to climb inside the truck, I felt Beau’s arm wrap around my waist. He quickly turned me into his arms and his mouth found mine. The firm press of his lips was quickly interrupted by a sudden sweep of his tongue into my mouth. I drew my arms up around his neck and tried to kiss him back with as much enthusiasm as he was giving me. It was a bit unlike him. Most of our public displays of affection were limited to hand holding and the occasional peck, but I felt that I owed him a decent kiss after the awkward situation I’d put him back in the bar.


  Seeing Reid again had to be on the short list of things Beau Gregurich probably never wanted to do. He’d never admitted it to me, but I knew that he secretly wished he had been the better rider. That he would have gotten the attention of the sponsors and team owners. And, not that he didn’t enjoy owning a race shop, but I could see the wistful look on his face when he talked about how he used to race with customers.


  I had a history with Reid, and that was something that could never be taken away or erased. Just like Beau’s. Reid had every right to not like the fact that I’d chosen to be with Beau when he left, but he also had no say in the matter.


  That was the thing about history—it was meant to stay in the past. Unfortunately, mine had shown up all shiny and sinfully tempting right here in the present.


  Beau’s hold on me continued to tighten, and when I felt his hands start to get a little more forward, I broke our kiss.


  “Easy there, buddy,” I teased.


  “Can’t help myself,” he said without a trace of apology in his voice. His sudden urge to make-out in the middle of town was followed up with words of urgency. “I just want you to know how much I fucking want you.”


  While it was nice to hear that I had some kind of intoxicating hold on my boyfriend, the out of character response from him had me a bit concerned. His lips found my neck as he continued to try and coax me into returning his newfound passion. I had an inkling that there was more to it than just my irresistibility to blame for Beau’s behavior.


  “Does this sudden burst of passion have anything to do with seeing Reid?” I asked. He didn’t respond immediately and it took me placing my hands on his chest to get him to focus. “Beau?”


  “You want me to lie and say that it didn’t feel good to stick it to him?” He smirked and the expression irritated me.


  “Well no, but I also don’t want you kissing me just because you hope he sees us out here either. I’m not a prize you can flaunt in front of him.”


  “But you are.” He smiled. “You’re the best prize. That asshole has always had a leg up on me, but I got the girl. I won you.” He pressed his lips to mine. I wanted to believe that he was being sincere and charming with his words, but I was starting to feel like his main reason for being with me was to “stick” it to Reid. “Nora,” Beau said, pulling me from my thoughts. “I know what you’re thinking and I’m not just with you to get back at him. I’m with you because you are beautiful and smart. He wasn’t even around when we started dating, so you know it’s not like that.”


  “Do I?”


  “Yes,” he promised. “You and I being together had nothing to do with him. It’s just an added bonus that it pisses him off.” He let out a light laugh and I had to admit, seeing how aggravated Reid was did bring me a little bit of joy. If that made me a jerk, then so be it. He’d gotten to be the jerk for far longer.


  Maybe seeing Reid had put our relationship into perspective for Beau. It had certainly made things a little foggy for me but if Beau’s aggressive want for me had been sparked by feelings of jealousy or even nervousness at the return of my ex-boyfriend, I’d take it. Maybe we both needed a jolt in our relationship to get us to the next step. Whatever that may be.


  While we seemed to have a comfortable relationship, my sister had made a valid point about me not being able to take the next step with him. Most of my friends were either living with, engaged, or married to their significant others, while we were just in some sort of limbo. What Beau and I had was simple and didn’t require me over thinking every single detail, but maybe I should have been. We’d never really had a sexually-charged, can’t-keep-our-hands-off-each-other kind of thing, but we could have.


  “I’m sorry,” I said as his lips continued to travel up my neck. “I didn’t mean for things to be awkward in there.”


  “It was bound to be a little bit awkward.” He leaned back, his arms still cinched around me. “But it is what it is.” He tilted his head and I immediately regretted even putting the thought in his head. Did he really believe what he was saying? Did he not even feel the slightest bit odd standing there with Reid and me? “Unless you’re having second thoughts or something?”


  “No,” I assured him. If he didn’t think it was weird, then I wouldn’t either. This is exactly why I needed Beau in my life. Simplicity. “Not at all,” I added, trying to convince myself. “I just mean... it’s weird to see him, right?”


  “Look, babe,” he pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Both of us have a shitty history with Travers, yes... but it’s in the past. We all ended up exactly where we are supposed to be. He went after what he really wanted and I got you.”


  His words made me wince and I hoped Beau didn’t notice. It still hurt to think that Reid wanted racing more than he wanted me. Even after all the effort I’d put into not letting it.


  “You’re right,” I agreed, pushing my feelings aside. “The past.” The past, which I have apparently been holding onto a little more tightly than I realized. I needed to forget about what I had with Reid and focus on what I had with Beau.


  “Besides that, it’s not like he’ll be here long. Winter’s coming and he can’t train in Halstead for his big, fancy career when the ground is going to be covered with snow.” He shut my door and the sudden reality of it all hit me.


  Reid wouldn’t be around for very long. Three months. Any fleeting thoughts I was having about him had to be dashed. He’d be leaving and I’d be damned if I was going to let it affect me the same way it had last time. I’d keep my distance and keep my guard up. The man sitting next to me starting his truck was the man I was supposed to be with.


  “My place or yours?” he asked, reaching over to grab my hand.


  “Yours is good,” I smiled, knowing that deep down I was making the right call by leaving with Beau.


  Reid had a way of clouding my judgment, and even if there was some merit to the feelings I was having about him, it wasn’t right. Beau drew my hand up to his mouth and pressed a chaste kiss across my knuckles reminding me why I was with him. He was sweet to me. He always had been. And, more importantly, he wanted to be with me for more than just a trip down memory lane. Reid may have said he’d thought about me over the past few years, but it didn’t change the fact that he hadn’t been around.


  


  * * *


  


  The rumble of dirt bike motors still made my pulse speed up and I wasn’t even the one racing them. Just being at the track made me feel like I was a part of it though. A part of the excitement. A part of the thrill. Sometimes I took pictures. Sometimes I just watched in awe of the athletes manipulating metal and rubber across the dirt. There was nothing sexier than a man on his bike, even all covered up with a helmet and riding gear. I knew the way his forearms flexed as he revved his bike and gripped the handles, and the way his thighs squeezed the bike tight as he took a turn.


  I sighed and took in a deep breath trying not to look like I was about to go into heat. It wasn’t just any guy on a bike that did it for me either. One in particular was leading the pack on the final lap. Every other guy was trying to catch the one with TRAVERS on the back of his jersey.


  I wanted to hate him. I wanted to leave that race and not care about watching him finish, but it felt like my feet were stuck in the mud. I was a slave to the race and rider. I always had been when it came to watching him. It was like watching someone do exactly what they were put on this earth to do. Reid Travers was made to ride motocross and I was made to be his number one fan. Even history couldn’t change that fact.


  When the checkered flag flew and he took his victory lap—pulling off his goggles so he could stare out at the crowd—his piercing brown eyes found me and held onto me as he rode over to where I was standing.


  “You came?” he said when he pulled of his helmet.


  Not yet. The dirty thought that ran through my head resulted in my cheeks turning five shades of pink before settling on a deep red.


  “I wanted to see you ride again,” I confessed. The crowd was starting to clear the stands and a few of the fans were nearing us. They’d want photos and autographs so I was sure our conversation was about to be over. “Good job.”


  “Thanks, Shutterbug,” he said, that boyish charm he had that worked on me all those years ago, still ever present. The cheers and calls of his name were closing in on us. The faceless people that wanted to be near him. I understood the draw.


  “Hop on,” he said as he slipped his hand through his helmet to pull it off and gave me a wicked grin. Without hesitation I did as I was told. All of the arguing from the night before had worn me down. I didn’t want to talk about the past anymore. I just wanted to ride on the back of his bike again. I wanted to wrap my arms around his body and feel the wind through my hair as he took me far away from the hordes of people that wanted a piece of him.


  As he drove us toward the back of the track, back to the rows of trailers where the riders and their teams settled in for the weekend, everyone seemed to vanish. It was just us on his bike, the way it used to be. Back when we were happy and in love. Nostalgia got the best of me as I rose up on the seat and pressed my lips to the back of his neck—the salty taste of his sweat hitting all my senses as I flicked my tongue against his skin, instantly making me hum with desire.


  I couldn’t hear his words as he raced the bike between two trailers and out of the way of prying eyes, but I heard him loud and clear when he shut the bike off. He took off his chest protector and gloves, and threw them on the ground.


  “Come here,” he said, tugging my arm and the rest of me around his body until I was seated facing him. The bottoms of my thighs resting on the tops of his as I wrapped my legs around his body. I looped my arms around his neck to steady myself. “You put your lips on me,” he said with a smirk. “You just started something. You know that, right?”


  “I know,” I acknowledged, wanting whatever it was he was going to do.


  “My turn now,” he growled. I had a fleeting moment of protest before he crushed his mouth to mine and once again reminded me of exactly why I loved riding on his bike. He balanced us with his feet on the ground, but his hands had other plans. One pushed my hair to the side and settled on the back of my neck as the other tugged down the front of the white tank top I was wearing.


  I cried out when he bit down on my bottom lip and pinched my nipple between his fingers.


  “I knew you couldn’t resist me,” he said, dropping his mouth to my breast. “I knew that you’d come back to me.” His tongue lashed against my skin. “Fuck. I want you so bad.”


  “I want you too,” I told him, leaning back on to the handlebars to give him better access to my body. The slow way he dragged his tongue between my breasts should have been a warning of what he was planning to do next. I didn’t care what he did as long as he kept on touching me. His rough fingertips grazed my skin as he unfastened my shorts, and again as he slipped his hand down the front of them.


  “What do you want me to do, baby?” he asked, his fingers slicking through my folds and eliciting a moan mixed with a plea for release. “You want me to remind you how good I can make you feel? I know you love it when I touch you.”


  “Yes,” I said, leaning forward to press my lips to his. I wanted him to touch me. To kiss me. Every move he was making with his hand was bringing me that much closer to the edge. He broke our kiss, leaning me back again to move his fingers deeper inside of me—hitting the spot that only he had ever been able to find. “Omigod!” I cried out, not being able to stay quiet a moment longer.


  “You love this, don’t you?” his deep, raspy voice fueling my orgasm along with his mouth and hands. I loved every second of it. He was everything I’d ever wanted. “You want me to fuck you?”


  “YES!” I screamed out as I felt my insides shatter around his hand. The only thing that would have felt better is if he’d been doing exactly what he’d just asked me if I wanted. The waves of euphoria rippled through my body and when I opened my eyes to look at him, to beg him to take it even further, he was gone.


  “Are you all right?” Beau said when I sat up straight up in the bed. My reality was jumbled with my dreams as I turned to look at him. His sleepy eyes as confused as I felt. Had I really just had a sex dream about another man while I was sleeping in my boyfriend’s bed?


  I was going to hell. I should probably throw all of my sweaters away.


  “Yeah,” I said, swallowing down the dryness in my mouth. “I’m okay.”


  “That was crazy,” he said, rubbing his hand down my back, trying to soothe me. “You were screaming out. I thought you were possessed.”


  “I was? Screaming out what?” I said, nervously. What if I’d screamed Reid’s name? What if I’d said some of the things I’d dreamt? Oh god.


  “Couldn’t understand a damn thing.” He chuckled. He wouldn’t have been laughing if he had any idea what had just happened in my filthy sleeping head.


  Yeah. That’s what a real orgasm sounds like.


  Yep... going to a special Hell for filthy dream cheaters.


  “Was it a bad dream?” he said as I planned my afterlife.


  I felt my skin flush hot beneath the surface. “Something like that.” I wasn’t sure what it was, and I wasn’t sure whether I wanted it to never happen again or happen every night for the rest of my life. “It was, um, confusing.”


  To say the very least.
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  Talk about getting kicked in the balls. Seeing Nora with Beau’s arms wrapped around her made me want to vomit. And punch things. And break shit. As in, everything in damn sight.


  Even the promise of bedding Tally hadn’t been enough to calm the rage I’d felt. I’d somehow managed to play it cool when he walked over to where we were in the midst of a very heated conversation. It had taken every ounce of self-control I had not to throw him across the bar. I bet he just loved groping her in front of me. He always wanted what was mine and now he probably thought he’d actually beat me.


  Little did he know, my wheels were turning. Nora had tried to say that she hadn’t thought about me over the years, but judging by the way her body reacted to me and the jealous way she’d rift me about talking to Tally, she was lying. She wanted to play games and act like we were strangers, but after seeing how well she’d “moved on” I was having a change of heart. Making her see that I, that we, deserved a second chance seemed like a much better plan.


  Even if I lost, at least I could say I tried with everything I had. Full throttle. That was how I was going down.


  Much to Tally’s dismay, I ended up going home with Hoyt that night to an empty bed. I tossed and turned until the sun came up. Every time I closed my eyes I saw her kissing him. She should have been kissing me. That was my girl in his fucking arms. She could lie to me all she wanted, but I saw it in her eyes. She couldn’t lie to herself anymore.


  Could she?


  There had to be a way to make this right.


  I’d been up early to meet the construction crew and worked with them most of the day, but I still couldn’t stop thinking about her. I jumped on my bike and hit the trails in the timber surrounding the cabin the second we were done working for the day. If I was going to clear my head, the best place to do it was on two wheels.


  If I wanted Nora Bennett to give me a second chance I was going to have to make it happen. She was as stubborn as the day is long and unless she was pushed, she was never going to back down from thinking that her pretend-it-never-happened way of thinking was wrong. She couldn’t pretend that what we had was nothing any more than I could.


  When I just couldn’t ride any more, I pulled out my phone. What were the odds that she still had the same phone number? It started to ring as soon as I pressed send and my stomach bottomed out as if I’d just jumped my bike over a hill. The sun was starting to sink down for the night and I was trying to think of something to say if she actually answered. It was pathetic. I knew it, but sitting around and wishing I could talk to her would have driven me even crazier. It was Saturday night and while I should have been gearing up to go out with my friends, like a normal, single, twenty-something, I was sitting on my bike trying to decide what I was going to say to a girl who had told me she didn’t want to talk to me.


  “Hello?” she answered.


  “Nora?”


  “Yes. Who is this?”


  “Really? You deleted my number from your phone?”


  “Reid?” She sighed. Of course she’d deleted it. She’d been pretending I didn’t exist. “What do you want?” The agitation in her tone was clear.


  “Just to talk.”


  “We don’t have anything to talk about.”


  “I can think of a few things.” I paused. “Maybe we start with why you’re dating Beau Gregurich.”


  “I told you last night it’s none of your business.”


  “Well, I want it to be my business. He’s a jerk and you know it. Always has been, always will be.”


  “The only jerk is you. You can’t just call me up and expect me to share the last seven years of my life with you. You left.”


  “Yeah, but I’m back. Whatever happened between us back then, I want to fix it. I want—”


  “I don’t.”


  “Too bad.” I told her. It might have been a little pushy, but I knew by the way she looked at me last night that there was unfinished business between us. I also knew the way to get through to Nora Bennett was not to pussyfoot around. She was strong willed to the core and didn’t do well being treated with kid gloves. When she didn’t immediately try and reason her way out of it or hang up on me, I continued. “Just talk to me. Please.”


  “About what? There really is nothing for us to talk about. We’re different people now.”


  “I’m not.”


  “I am and there are things that I just cannot talk to you about.”


  “You can tell me anything,” I argued, my curiosity had been piqued. We’d never kept anything from each other. Or at least that’s how it used to be.


  “Please don’t call me again.”


  “Nora, wait.” I said, trying one last time to get her to not hang up, but it was too late. I was talking to myself.


  


  * * *


  


  Monday morning rolled around and I staked out Hillcrest Realty. I saw Nora’s little gray boring ass car sitting in the parking lot—the same one she’d driven out to the property the first day I saw her. I’d only seen one other person enter the office—Mr. Hillcrest. One of them would have to go to lunch or out to run an errand at some point. Until then, I’d wait.


  As I waited for her to either leave or be left alone, I wondered what happened to the girl that used to drive the Jeep. She had an old Jeep Wrangler that she took the top off of the second the weather permitted. The damn thing had been painted so many times that no one knew what color it was supposed to be. She said it was blue so that’s what we went with, even if I saw more green when I looked at it. We rode around in that thing—among other things—the entire summer she turned sixteen. Listening to some old Bon Jovi CD that was stuck in the dash player. It wasn’t my favorite music, but at the time it was all we had and she loved it.


  Her then blonde hair flying freely around her as we cruised down the back country roads. Her suntanned skin in cutoffs and a tank top teasing me all day long. The smattering of freckles across her nose making her appear way more innocent than she was. I knew back then as soon as the sun was down and we could find a spot to park she’d be all over me. She’d climb into my lap and we’d be unbreakable until curfew. Then we would have sneaked out and met each other if we hadn’t gotten our fill of each other by midnight—which happened on more than one occasion. I missed that girl. That wild, carefree girl who wanted to be with me. And, I missed the guy that I was then. The one who would have broken all the rules to get one more kiss. To get one more light touch to her smooth skin. To get one more good night, not good bye. I wanted those people back. To hell with the girl who wanted to hate me and the guy who pretended like he didn’t want her more than anything.


  I walked down the block to the little coffee shop on the corner. If I was going to be on a stake out I needed the correct supplies—a small black coffee and a couple of donuts. As I was walking back, I saw Mr. Hillcrest leaving the office and felt the smile spread across my face. I finished my donut in two bites and made my way down the street. I’d picked up a chocolate Long John for Nora—remembering it was her favorite. Maybe I could persuade her to talk to me with a deep fried, frosted piece of dough.


  Just as Mr. Hillcrest was pulling away, I opened the door to their office and walked in, a little bell dinged as I entered and I heard her call out from the back office.


  “I’ll be right with you,” her voice said sweetly. Her professional tone was much different than the pissed off one she’d been using with me. I reveled in the moment of her not knowing it was me and pretended for just a second that she didn’t hate me. The tiny waiting room was littered with racks of brochures and a couple of empty chairs. I thought about taking a seat and putting on a show that I was actually a customer, but the draw to her was too much. I walked around the small partition separating the lobby from the offices and followed the sweet smell of her perfume back to her office. I sat my coffee down on a small table in the hallway and checked my reflection in the mirror. I ran a hand through my hair and took a breath. She was going to listen to me whether she wanted to or not. I’d pulled on a red t-shirt that morning, remembering how she always said she’d liked me in that color. The word Extreme was printed across my chest in distressed letters. Fitting, considering that extreme is exactly what I was prepared to be if it meant winning her back. If my charm and good looks didn’t get to her, I’d work the memory lane angle. I settled in the door frame to watch her busily typing away on her computer.


  Her office was cozy—a desk, a small bookcase, and two chairs. The bookcase holding a few framed pictures. One of her family, her and her sister, and one of her with Beau that had me rolling my eyes. Behind where she was sitting was a cork board with a few listing fliers and a few random notes pinned to it. In the corner I saw something I hadn’t been expecting. A first place ribbon from the very first race she’d ever went to with me. She’d been so nervous, chewing her nails and pacing the pits as we waited for the race to start. I gave her a kiss and told her to calm down before heading to the starting line. I’d told her that day that she was my good luck charm and I’d meant it. I won that race because I wanted to impress her. Just like every other one she went to with me.


  Didn’t think about me, my ass.


  She clearly had some loyalty to our memories if she’d kept it all these years.


  She reached over, clicked her mouse, and started to stand up when she realized I was watching her.


  “Jesus Christ, Reid,” she huffed, steadying herself with her hands on her desk. The bent over position she was in had a few naughty thoughts running through my head. “You scared the shit out of me.”


  “Sorry.” I laughed. Proving I wasn’t sorry at all. The old Nora used to get a kick out of sneaking up on someone, and vice versa. Judging by the look on her face she’d outgrown the somewhat childish game.


  “What are you doing here?” she said, straightening up to cross her arms over chest. The way she was trying to relay that she was unimpressed with my sudden appearance was doing nothing but pushing her tits up in the fitted navy dress she was wearing. It clung to her chest and cinched her waist to almost nothing before flaring out around her hips. The hemline hit her mid-thigh and all I could think about was how fantastic her legs look. Even more, how fantastic they would look wrapped around my waist when I finally convinced her to be with me.


  “You know, as much as I miss you in a pair of shorts, these little outfits you wear for work are really working for you. I’m digging it.”


  “What are you doing here?” she asked again, trying to act like my compliment hadn’t flustered her. The blush in her cheeks said otherwise. “Or are you here to discuss my fashion choices?” She brushed her hands down the front of her dress before placing them on her hips.


  “Not your fashion choices, sweetheart,” I assured her as I walked around her office, non-nonchalantly checking the place out. “Maybe your taste in boyfriends, but definitely not what you’re wearing.”


  “Neither of which I feel like discussing with you. Unless you want to talk about my mistake of dating you?”


  “Not a mistake,” I told her, walking over to rest against the edge of her desk. “But fine. No talk of current asshole boyfriends.”


  “What’s in the bag?” Her curiosity had her checking out more than just me.


  “Peace offering.” I held up the bag so she could see the logo. “I shouldn’t have called you the other night.”


  “Chocolate Long John?”


  “Of course.” I smiled.


  “You remembered.” She smiled back.


  “I remember everything about you.” I promised, handing her the bag. She took it and sat it down on her desk. It felt to me like she was fighting a battle to not say something. The obvious tension in her face had me thinking on the fly to put her at ease. I didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable or nervous around me. I wanted her to remember how easy it was to be with me. I grabbed the butterfly paperweight sitting on the corner and tossed it up before catching it. “Gift from your mom?”


  “How’d you know?”


  “Looks like something Becky would pick out.” I chuckled. “How is she?”


  “Good,” she said shortly.


  “And your dad? Still trying to bag that sixteen point buck he swears he saw on Mitchell’s property?”


  “You could always go visit them if you wanted to know. Then you wouldn’t have to come into my office and bother me.”


  “Nah. I think I’d rather bother you.”


  “What do you want from me, Reid?”


  “I want you to admit that dating Beau is a terrible idea.”


  “I thought you said... never mind,” she huffed. “Guess we will talk about it. It’s not a terrible idea. It’s my idea and I, unlike you, can live with the choices I’ve made.”


  “Can you?” I paused, reaching out to brush my fingers down her arm. The trail of goosebumps that appeared had me curious as to if I could make them appear all over her body. “I can tell you from personal experience that some choices are impossible to live with.”


  “Is that right?” she asked, skeptically.


  “Sure is.” I nodded “Some choices damn near kill you and just when you think you can live with them, that you can finally stand to live with what you’ve done, you see something that knocks you right back down.”


  “Well that’s your problem,” she said. Her eyes stared down at her desk and pushed a pen with her finger.


  “It’s our problem, Nora,” I said. Her eyes darted to mine. “I know you still think about me.” She started to shake her head, but I kept pressing her. I pointed at the ribbon on the board. “I know you’ve thought about what it would be like if I came back.”


  “Maybe I used to,” she reached up and tugged the ribbon from the board. The tack holding it in place fell to the floor. “Ancient history.” She held the ribbon out to me and when I didn’t take it she pressed it against my chest. “I’m over it.”


  “No you’re not.” I trapped her hand underneath mine and stood to face her. “You feel my heart beating right now,” I said, moving her hand directly over my heart. “You feel how fast it’s racing. I bet yours is beating just as fast.”


  “It’s not,” she assured me, but the second I stepped toward her and closed the feet between us, I moved my fingers to her wrist.


  “I can feel it,” I told her, pressing her pulse point. “After all these years we still have an effect on each other.” I smiled and moved us until her back was resting against her office wall. Her lips parted as she sucked in a breath when I placed my free hand on the wall beside her. “I still make your heart race.” I leaned and brushed my lips just below her ear. “I still know what makes you tick. What turns you on.” A quiet moan broke from her lips. I released my hand from around her wrist and dropped it to the hem of her dress, dusting my fingertips up her thigh. The blood rushed to my dick and it pulsed against my zipper. “I still know what makes you wet,” I whispered into her ear, my lips grazing the tip of her ear lobe.


  “Reid, please,” she pleaded.


  “I know you want me to kiss you right now,” I said, rubbing my thumb over her bottom lip. It was taking a lot of willpower not to kiss her. She appeared to be exerting the same restraint. Her lips remaining still as she inhaled through her nose.


  “We can’t,” she said, as I pressed my body up against her so she could feel exactly what I meant when I said she still had an effect on me. Even though I wanted to, I couldn’t press her any further. I wouldn’t do that to her.


  “No we can’t,” I said, taking a step back. I wasn’t going to be the other guy in this scenario and as much as I wanted to kiss her right there, I’d wait. “But we could. All you have to do is make a choice.” I took the ribbon from her hand and crouched down to retrieve the pushpin that had fallen to the floor. As I was standing back up, I dragged the edge of the ribbon up the outside of her leg and looked up just in time to see her close her eyes as she tried to swallow the sensation. “It’s there whether you are willing to admit it or not.” I centered the ribbon on her board and pushed the tack in. “Why don’t you come and see me when you’re finally ready to acknowledge that we are far from strangers,” I added before walking out of her office and leaving her speechless. The ball was in her court now, and I had a feeling she’d be passing it back sooner rather than later.
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  He walked out of my office, but not before he turned to look over his shoulder to give me one last look. A look that was a mix of desire and desperation. I wanted to follow him. To push him against the wall and show him that I had missed the feel of his hands and lips on me. I wanted to not be the rational, responsible, off-the-market me that I was, and admit the many things I’d been thinking since he’d returned to Halstead. Including making a reality of my reoccurring dreams I’d been having about him. Images of the two of us in my office would surely replace the track and what we did on his dirt bike would happen on my desk now.


  Damn dreams.


  But, it wouldn’t do me a bit of good to actually make a choice like he suggested. If I ended things with Beau and chose to be with him I’d just end up alone when he left me again. My heart broken into a million pieces. I’d barely managed to put the one I had back together.


  When my boss returned, I told him that I had a few errands to run and houses to ready for showings and that I’d be out of the office the rest of the day. Best part of being a realtor was how easy it was to get out of the office when you needed to. I would have used any excuse to get away from what just happened in there. I tried to sit back down at my desk and pretend he hadn’t just been there, but all I could sense was him. The rough feel of his fingertips against my skin and the heat of his breath on my neck. I could smell the scent of him with every breath I took. He tainted my office with his virility.


  “What are you doing home?” Georgia asked when I walked in the door, slamming it behind me. “And, whoa... let’s not break the door off the hinges.”


  “Sorry,” I huffed, throwing my purse on the coffee table and falling on to the sofa.


  “Rough day?” She surmised. The eye roll and shake of my head were enough to let her know the answer. “Want to talk about it?”


  “Not really.”


  “Well too bad,” she said, sitting down to face me, her legs tucked underneath of her. “I’ve got thirty minutes before I leave for work and I’m not going until I know that you are in a better mood.” Georgia worked as a volunteer at the hospital. It wasn’t enough for her to just go to nursing school, she also spent every waking minute at the hospital. Even after my parents told her that they would pay for her education and that she should focus on her studies, she refused to quit working. “It’s good practice,” she had told them, even though all she did was check patients in and a bunch of other trivial things. I knew the real reason that she kept working and going to school was because if she sat idle for too long, she started missing Jamie and thinking about the future they were supposed to have together. “It will look good on job applications, and when I do my clinical hours there I’ll already be familiar with everything,” she’d added and managed to convince us all that she wasn’t just using it as an excuse to keep busy.


  “Reid showed up at my office this morning,” I finally gave in and told her. Her puppy dog eyes and eagerness to help me solve my problems—and avoid thinking about hers—was too much.


  “And...”


  “And, he is refusing to leave me alone.”


  “How does that make you feel?” she asked.


  “Switching your major to Psychology, Dr. Bennett?” I chuckled, and sat up to face her.


  “I might. You alone could keep me in business.”


  “Very funny,” I deadpanned.


  “Let’s continue our session,” she said, pretending to open a notebook and readied her imaginary pen. “You were getting ready to explain how it made you feel that Reid is being persistent.”


  “If you must know, it made me angry. And sad. And kind of turned on,” I admitted, feeling guilty as the words rolled off my tongue. The heat that swept my face had to be a tell-tell sign that having this discussion was making me uncomfortable.


  “Let’s talk about the turned on part,” she pressed on, ignoring my embarrassment.


  “Do we have to?”


  “I’m the therapist, remember?”


  “Fine. He was all up in my face, telling me how he knew that I still had feelings for him,” I explained. “I didn’t know if I wanted to slap him or kiss him or both. He’s messing with my head. He really needs to just go away,” I groaned. He was messing with me awake and asleep now. I considered telling Georgia about my dreams, but her inner therapist would have had a field day with that information and I was already regretting the discussion we were having. It felt weird to talk about these things, especially when I was talking about doing them with someone who wasn’t my boyfriend.


  “So you can pretend like you don’t have feelings for him?”


  “I don’t know. I mean, I guess I still do. What does that matter, though? I’m with Beau. Reid dumped me, plain and simple. I don’t think I can forgive him for that.”


  “You don’t think you can? Or you don’t want to?” she asked. Her therapy game was a little too spot on. “There’s a difference.”


  “I don’t want him to hurt me again,” I confessed. “You know how I was when he left. You know what it did to me that he just left and never looked back.”


  “I do.” She reached over and rested her hand on my shoulder. “But I also know, from personal experience,” she added. “What it’s like to leave things unsaid and unfinished.” I knew she was referring to her not telling Jamie that she didn’t want him to join the service. It was his dream to follow in his father’s footsteps and join the Army, but it wasn’t hers. The second he enlisted, she’d been sick to her stomach with worry, and I knew that she felt like if she’d just asked him to stay, to go to college or get a regular job instead, he might still be alive.


  “You think we’re unfinished?” The thought that we were anything but finished was threatening to crumble the wall of finality that I’d built up when it came to him. Between wondering what it would be like to be with him again and the actual physical presence of him, Reid was like a wrecking ball. Hell bent on making me feel things I didn’t think I wanted to feel.


  “I can’t answer that.” She frowned. “I wish I had all the answers for you, but it’s your decision to make. Whether you tell him how he hurt you and tell him to piss off for good, or you give him a second chance, it’s your call. I just don’t want you to regret not knowing... whatever the outcome is.”


  “You’re right,” I admitted. If nothing else, maybe explaining to him how I felt when he left would get him to back off this redemption mission he was on. Did I have any other choice but to tell him how he’d crushed me? Did I have to revisit those feelings of everything that happened when he was gone? There was so much more to the story and I wasn’t sure I could handle a retelling. “I guess I never really planned on ever seeing him again, you know?”


  “Yeah. But he’s here and he wants a second chance.”


  “I just don’t know if I’m really ready to give him one.” We sat in silence for a moment, neither of us having the answers to my current conundrum. “I’m going for a run,” I said, standing up. I couldn’t sit here any longer with my thoughts. At least if I was running I could burn some calories while I tried to figure out what I was going to do.


  


  * * *


  


  A half-hour into my run, I realized that in my hurry to get out of the house, I’d forgotten to grab a water bottle and decided to make a pit stop at my parents for hydration. Imagine my surprise when I rounded the corner on my normal route to see Reid’s truck sitting in my parents’ driveway.


  Son of a bitch.


  He was relentless, I’d give him that much. My inclination to run on by and find a drink somewhere else was beaten only by my curiosity. Surely he didn’t think he was going to get to me through my parents. They knew what happened between us. Well... some of it. They saw how upset I’d been. He could be as sweet and charming as he wanted, but there was no way they were going to go easy on him.


  Or so I thought.


  I opened the front door and followed the sound of laughter through the living room and into the kitchen. My mom was pouring Reid a glass of what I hoped was poison, while my dad sat across from Reid at the table. While Reid’s back was turned to me, I could see the elation on my parents’ faces. My mother fawning over him as she handed him his drink. My dad practically slapping his knee at whatever Reid was saying.


  “What could possibly be so funny that I was able to slip into the house undetected,” I said from the door frame. “You know, Georgia would have a fit if she knew you were just leaving the doors unlocked for anyone to walk in.”


  “Nora, honey,” my mom said, guilt oozed from her as she walked over to give me a hug. She ran her fingers through my ponytail that was the same color as hers and gave me a pat on the back—silently saying that all was well. I just shook my head. My dad waved and smiled from underneath his beard. The black hairs, like the ones on his head, were peppered with gray pieces and his mountain man appeal was starting to take on a much more distinguished vibe. Reid turned to look at me. “Reid here has been filling us in on what he’s been up to.”


  “Has he now?” I ignored Reid’s ear-to-ear grin. “I’m sure it’s fascinating,” I added with little enthusiasm. “I just stopped by for a bottle of water.” I walked over to the fridge and tried to pretend that him sitting in the kitchen where we’d shared so many meals with my parents wasn’t weird.


  “That was after I managed to convince them that I wasn’t the spawn of Satan you’ve been painting me as the past few years,” Reid said proudly, his smile not wavering. You would have thought he’d just solved the world hunger crisis by the way he was gloating.


  I stood tight lipped for a moment. “That has yet to be determined.”


  “I had to tell them that it was actually your suggestion that I stop by for a visit,” he explained. “Remember today in your office when I said you should come,” he paused and my eyes went wide when he wet his lips. Was he seriously making a sexual innuendo in front of my parents? Sure my mom was at the kitchen sink and my dad couldn’t see Reid’s face, but he could see mine. And, yet I still couldn’t stop myself from feeling the effect of his words rippling through my system—blood pumping, heart racing, ovaries threatening to burst. “I mean you said I should come see them,” he laughed. “These cookies are so good, Becky, I can’t even think straight” He chuckled, holding one up and taking a bite. He continued chewing, staring straight into my eyes and had yet to wipe the smug smile off his face.


  “There’s plenty more, dear,” she said, taking another plate over to the table. “I’m just pleased that the two of you were able to put the past aside. I know you’ve probably missed each other terribly.”


  “Mom,” I blurted out, nearly spitting a drink of water from my mouth.


  “I know I’ve missed her,” Reid replied. As I stood there slack-jawed and dumbfounded by how this entire thing was playing out, it hit me. I had to be living in an alternate universe. Or maybe I was on a hidden camera show. My eye scanned the room for some sign that said this was all a bad dream. “Now if I could just convince her to stop avoiding me,” he added.


  My mother’s lips threatened her input, but I shook my head and she kept it to herself. I know that my mom had always had this high school sweethearts love story in her head for Reid and me, but I thought when we’d broken up she’d buried it the same way I had. Just because my parents had been together practically since birth didn’t mean that my path was paved with the same everlasting love.


  “Quite a lot of accomplishments for a Halstead boy, don’t you think?” my Dad asked, pulling me back to my actual reality and thankfully changing the subject. My mother might have been ignoring the tension that seemed to follow me into the room, but I could see by the look on my Dad’s face that he understood. I’d wondered why he didn’t shoot Reid the second he’d stepped onto their property. I remembered him promising a seventeen year old version of me that he would. I thought about calling him out on his lie, but my focus was drawn to the scrap book sitting in front of Reid.


  “What are you doing with that?” I asked, pointing at the book.


  “Reminiscing,” he said with a dreamy look in his eye. “Care to join us?” He pulled out the chair next to him.


  “I think I’m good over here,” I pulled out one of the barstools from the island and sat.


  “Oh, you look so pretty in this picture,” my mom beamed, pointing down at the book. “Your first prom. You remember that white dress?”


  How could I forget it? Reid held up the book so that I could see. There I was, strapless white dress, my hair curled loose and pinned to one side and smiling like some love-drunk fool up into Reid’s eyes. Seeing a picture of him from back then allowed me to see exactly how much he’d changed. A bit taller. His shoulders had broadened out and everywhere he used to be lanky, he was now solid muscle. I turned my eyes from him and the picture the second I felt my resolve start to crumble.


  “That’s great,” I said under my breath.


  My mother would have had a stroke right there in the kitchen if she knew that white dress she loved so much ended up on the bedroom floor of the Travers’ cabin where we had our after party. And that her sweet daughter lost her virginity to the overachieving motocross star sitting at her kitchen table enjoying her chocolate chip cookies. There was a passing thought of mentioning the post-prom events, followed by one where my dad actually shot Reid dead for deflowering his little girl, but I decided against it. That night, those memories, those were actually ones I wanted to hold onto.


  I remembered how nervous I was. How nervous Reid was. Both of us inexperienced and unsure. We’d been perfecting making out for quite some time and both of us thought we were ready to take the next step. He’d planned such a sweet, romantic evening—candles, roses, soft music—everything a girl dreamed about. I remembered thinking just how lucky I was to have such a terrific boyfriend. One who cherished me and made sure that I was comfortable with every move he made. While that memory was all well and good, the ones that followed that next summer were not.


  “You looked like a princess,” she continued to gush. “Didn’t she look beautiful that night, Reid?”


  “She looks beautiful all the time.” He responded to my mother, but his eyes were on me.


  “I’ve got to get back to my run,” I said, standing abruptly. He had to quit saying things that made me forget to hate him. He was making it entirely too hard to stay mad at him and I was really good at it. I was the Be-Mad-At-Reid State Champion, seven years running.


  I kissed my mom on the cheek and patted my dad on the back as I darted out the back door. I pushed myself harder on the second part of my run, needing to get as far away from that house—and him—as I could.
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  “Didn’t think we’d ever see you again,” Royce Bennett’s voice was as deep as the day is long and still sent a shiver down my spine. I’d pulled into Nora’s parents’ driveway with the hopes of telling them that I had every intention of winning their daughter back, but seeing her father step out from behind the car he was working on in the garage, I was having second thoughts. His tall, broad frame and gruff appearance had intimidated me as a kid and still did. Despite the fact that I was taller than him and a professional athlete, the fear of him kicking my ass was just as strong.


  “How you doing, Royce?” I had asked, walking up to him and extending my hand.


  “Depends,” he’d said. “What can I do you for, Reid?”


  “Nora actually suggested that I stop by.”


  “That so?” He pondered the words I’d just spoken. “I’m surprised she even gave you a second look.”


  “Well, I’m very convincing when I want to be.” I had offered a smile, but it faded as soon as he failed to reciprocate. My effervescent charm was not working on Nora’s father. Not that I’d expected it to. Flashbacks of the first day Nora had introduced me to her father as her boyfriend replayed in my head. I’d known Royce Bennett my entire life and he’d always been nice to me, until the moment the words my and boyfriend came out of his little girl’s mouth. I was then faced with the challenge of proving my intentions were true and that I wasn’t just some pervy kid looking to score with his daughter. Took me almost a full year to convince him that I was to be trusted, and judging by the way he was staring me down I was back on page one with him. “Look,” I said, taking in a deep breath. “I’m back for the time being and I fully intend on earning Nora’s forgiveness for the way I left things between us.”


  “I’d say that’s the least you could do.”


  “It might not mean much, but I can promise you that I’m not going to hurt her,” I swore. I would have taken a blood oath if he’d suggested it. The wrench he was holding in his left hand said that it might be a real possibility that I’d be bleeding soon. I waited for him to either whack me over the head or tell me to leave.


  “You know, I’ve learned a few things over the years... especially where my daughters are concerned.” A smile threatened his lips at the mention of Nora and her sister. “As much as I want to tell you to hit the road and never look in her direction again, I think it’s probably best that I sit this one out and let her come to her own decisions about you.”


  “I appreciate it,” I replied, sounding more like a question than an answer. I was hoping that he’d say he knew I was the one for Nora and back me up, but I should have known this wasn’t going to be an easy feat. “I think.” Having him say he thought her giving me a second chance was a good idea might have helped, but I knew winning her back was something I had to do by myself. I was used to getting things done by myself on the track. I just needed to put the same effort into things with her.


  “I mean, hell,” he chuckled, “I’ve been biting my tongue about her seeing the Gregurich boy for two years now, so maybe I don’t know what in the hell I’m doing.”


  “Not a fan?” I pressed.


  “I think you know the answer to that,” he said, pointedly. “That little shit ripped through my prime hunting ground one morning on that dirt bike of his and scared off a prize buck. Never even apologized for it.”


  Figured. Beau had always been selfish and unable to take responsibilities for anything he did. Maybe this was Royce’s way of telling me I was already a leg up by admitting my faults and telling him, and Nora, how sorry I was. He wouldn’t say it, but when he asked me to come inside and say hello to his wife, I had a good feeling about winning him over again.


  “Well, my Lord,” Becky Bennett had wrapped her arms around me tight enough to press the air from my lungs. “Reid Travers. Look how much you’ve grown up.” She smiled as she ushered me over to the kitchen table. As soon as I sat down, she cradled my face in her hands and just stared. “You sure look different. In a good way,” she added with a wink.


  “Thanks, Becky,” I felt myself blushing like a teenager. “You haven’t aged a day.” I knew how to sweet talk a mom, especially Nora’s mom. She and I had always had a great relationship and I wasn’t lying when I said she looked the same as I’d remembered. She’d always been a pretty lady and I remembered my dad suggesting that I hold on to Nora because if her future was looking like her mama then I’d be a lucky man. Her sweet, dimpled smile made it even harder to apologize for hurting her girl.


  “Reid, I’m not going to lie and say that I didn’t want to take a switch to you when my baby came home crying the day you left, but over the years I’ve realized that what you did wasn’t to hurt her. You were both kids. It would have been hard to make a relationship work. Especially, with everything you had going on in your life”


  “Try explaining that to her.” I hung my head.


  “I’ve tried, honey,” she confessed. “But you know her. You know how stubborn she is.”


  “Don’t we all,” Royce added. Laughing for the first time since I’d showed up. I had a lot of good memories with this family, and I’m sure Nora had many with mine. We had both been blessed with fantastic role models when it came to making relationships work and being parents. Seeing Becky and Royce again, and thinking about my own parents, made me want what they had. And, I wanted it with Nora.


  “Now how about I get you a drink and something to eat and you tell us what you’ve been up to,” Becky suggested.


  “That sounds fantastic,” I agreed.


  We sat there catching up for about an hour before I heard the voice of the girl whose photographs I’d been looking at. Becky had pulled an album from the bookshelf in the living room and was pointing out some of her favorite memories of my time with her daughter. It was nice to see photographic proof that we’d been happy and together at one point. Each time I saw Nora and she shut me down I was starting to believe that it had all been a dream.


  When she didn’t immediately run out the door upon seeing me, I had to think that I was at least making progress with her. A little bit more time and I’d have her remembering exactly why we were perfect for each other.
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  Want to know what it’s like to have your thoughts hijacked by a guy you swore you’d never think about again? It’s ridiculously fucking frustrating.


  Reid had managed to not only infiltrate my thoughts, dreams, and my office, but he’d went and shown up at my parents’ house. He had to stop his relentless pursuit and I had to tell him.


  When I pulled onto the lane and drove back to the cabin I knew he and his brother were sharing during their visit, I felt the anxiety bubbling inside of me. Could I really look him in the eye and lay it all on the line without letting him get to me with his sweet words and arrogantly, sexy ways?


  I thought back and tried to remember exactly how it felt to hear him say that he wanted to break up with me. I remembered the disengaged look in his eyes and how easy it seemed to be for him to end what we had. I’d been with him for three years and he threw it all away like it hadn’t even mattered. Of course I could tell him.


  I stood on the front porch for a good two minutes before I knocked. I took a deep breath as I waited for him to answer and tried to settle my nerves. The door opened, but it wasn’t Reid standing on the other side.


  “Nora Elaine Bennett,” Brett said when he pulled open the door. “I was wondering how long it would take before you stopped by here.”


  “Is Reid—” I paused, trying to ignore the ridiculous way he was leaning up against the frame of the door—one arm over his head, the other flexing in front of him. “How did you know my whole name?”


  “I’ve been doing my research,” he said with laugh. “I know all about the Bennett sisters.” He winked. “How’s Georgia Yvonne this fine evening?”


  “That’s creepy,” I said, earning a chuckle from him. Despite his stalking, I could tell he was harmless, and kind of cute which made him much less intimidating. “I guess I’ll have to Google you and find out your deep dark secrets.”


  “There’s plenty,” he assured me with a boyish grin. “You here to see RT or did you finally come to your senses about the real stud shacked up in this place.”


  “You are shacking up in an Airstream, Sally,” I heard Hoyt’s voice call out from inside. Brett swung the door open and I took it upon myself to walk in. “And it’s going to take a lot more than internet stalking to win over a Bennett sister.”


  “Truth.” I side-eyed Brett, before turning my attention to Hoyt. “Is your brother home?”


  “He’s in the shower.” he said, standing from the barstool he was sitting on in the kitchen. The cabin was small, but had enough rustic charm to overshadow its size—wooden beams and floors, and a stone fireplace. The small kitchen Hoyt was sitting in, had an island and full sized appliances. I’d stayed the night with Reid in this very cabin many times. I knew that there was a bathroom and two bedrooms up the flight of stairs to my right, which meant a very naked and wet Reid Travers was within walking distance. I swallowed hoping to wet the desert that was my mouth. “Can I get you a drink?”


  “I’m good,” I answered too sharply. I’d readied myself to talk to Reid and now I had to wait for—and fantasize about—him. I knew if I stood there too long I might chicken out. “Sorry,” I apologized to Hoyt. He wasn’t the one I was frustrated with. “You know what, I’ll take a beer if you have one?”


  “If we have one.” Brett laughed from the living room sofa. The cabin had an open floor plan, so it was easy for him to butt into our conversation. “That’s cute. Reid said you were funny.”


  “Ignore him.” Hoyt smiled, walking over to the fridge to grab me a bottle. He opened it and tossed the cap toward Brett who was obviously planning the next sarcastic thing to come out his mouth.


  “Thanks.” I took the beer from his hand and took a drink.


  “So you here to give RT another chance or break his heart for good?”


  Ironic, I thought, knowing exactly how it felt to have your heart broken.


  “None of your business, Brett,” Hoyt said.


  “Don’t act like you aren’t sick of listening to him piss and moan about how he screwed things up with this one,” Brett replied. “I just want to know if she is going to give the guy a shot so he’ll quit moping around, okay?”


  Hoyt shook his head, while I tried not to think about the fact that Reid had been moping around. Over me. What if he really was sorry? What if he meant every word he’d said and I just wrote him off and regretted it for the rest of my life? Well, shit. Now I was even more confused.


  “I... I don’t...” I tried to think of something witty. Something that wouldn’t make me look like a complete basket case.


  “Leave her alone,” Reid said, coming down the stairs. In just a pair of gray sweatpants and still toweling off the water from his hair and body. He was the personified wet dream. The ink that I’d seen on his arms apparently continued to his back and down one side. Something was scrawled down his right rib cage, but I couldn’t make it out from where I was standing. I felt myself trying, squinting even, to read the words Reid wanted permanently on his body. In hopes of avoiding being caught, I let my eyes nervously dart around the room. “Why are you even in here?” he shot a scowl at Brett.


  “It’s lonely out there in the Airstream,” he said, giving Reid a fake pout.


  “You’re an idiot,” Reid replied. I tried not to laugh at his astute observation, but a soft noise escaped my lips. Reid turned to me and smiled. I ignored the fluttering in my stomach.


  “Are we playing or not?” Hoyt said, obviously trying to distract Brett from interjecting himself into the conversation any more than he had. The two of them turned their attention to the television where a video game suddenly un-paused. Dirt bikes roared across the screen as Brett yelled at Hoyt for not waiting for him to grab his controller. These guys were literally all dirt bikes all the time. It was a fact that I was acutely aware of. Motocross guys would always choose bikes over everything else.


  “What’s up, Shutterbug?” he asked quietly as he approached me. The lettering on his side became legible the closer he came and I could see a list of women’s names: Caroline, Layla, Roxanne, etc...I stopped at Valerie, unable to read anymore. Apparently just what I needed to see… his list of past conquests to remind me that even if a part of me wanted to forgive him and give our relationship another chance, seven years had passed. Seven years of him sleeping with God knows who. Seven years of him not contacting me. Seven years during which I’d built a new life for myself.


  “Can we talk?”


  “Of course,” he answered. He walked over to a duffel bag sitting on the small kitchen table by the front door and pulled out a black t-shirt. “Outside?” he asked as he pulled it over his head, the word THROTTLED scribbled across the front. His shirt seemed to understand what I was feeling.


  I nodded. After he slipped on his tennis shoes, I followed him out on to the front porch. As soon as the door was closed behind us, he turned and placed his hands on my hips.


  “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” he informed me. I’d figured as much, and even though the same were true for me, I wasn’t here to kiss and make up.


  “You can’t keep doing this,” I said, pushing his hands away. “It’s not fair. I’m with Beau.”


  “Why do you have to keep bringing up his name?” He growled and reached out for me again.


  “Whether you like it or not, he is my boyfriend, Reid,” I said as I took a solitary step away from him.


  “Doesn’t have to be,” he replied. “You know what we have is more than whatever it is that is keeping you with him.” He grinned. “Don’t you want to see if it still burns as hot as it once did?” He reached out and twirled a piece of my hair around his fingers. “Remember how good I used to make you feel?” The playful tug on my hair as he closed the distance between us once again lit the fire in the pit of my stomach. His words and actions kept reminding me exactly how good he used to make me feel, but I couldn’t base my future on lust.


  “That was years ago,” I said, shrugging off his advance. He released my hair. “We were kids. I got off rubbing up against your leg. You’re mistaking teenage hormones for passion. Things are different now.”


  “Is that a challenge?” he smirked. “Hormones or not, I can guarantee you that no one has ever made you feel the way I do. Tell me I’m wrong.”


  “Reid,” I said, unable to tell him that he was. Which infuriated me even more. “Please don’t make this any harder than it already is.”


  “Fine,” he huffed. “I’ll back off, but only because I know that I’m right.” He took seat on an old glider, red paint chipped and the metal rusted from the weather and neglect. His eyes motioned for me to sit next to him, but I decided leaning against the rail that ran the length of the porch was a better idea. Distance was my friend.


  “That can’t be a good sign,” he said, resting his elbows on his knees. “I might need a drink for this.” I handed him the bottle from my hand, he finished it off and sat it on the ground. “Okay... lay it on me. Tell me you love Beau and that I can go to hell,” he said as he leaned back and stretched his arms across the back of the glider.


  “It’s not like that,” I started to explain.


  “So you don’t love him.” He grinned. “I knew it.”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “You didn’t have to.”


  “Would you please just let me talk? It took a lot for me to come out here tonight and I’m really trying to not throw up right now.”


  “Throw up?” he asked. “Jesus, Nore,” he said, standing and placing his hands on my shoulders and rubbing them up and down the length of my arm. “I’m not trying to make you physically sick. I’m sorry if I’m pressuring you too much, I just... fuck,” he breathed. “All I wanted was for you to see that I still care about you.”


  “It’s okay,” I said, the warmth of his hands seeming to soothe me. It was time to rip off the band aid and really talk. “I came out here tonight because I need you to know exactly what happened seven years ago.”


  “Okay, I’m listening,” he promised. He led me over to the glider and took a seat, pulling me by the hand until I joined him.


  “All those years ago,” I started. “When you left, it hurt.”


  “I know,” he sympathized. “I told you how sorry I am.”


  “You did, but I don’t think you fully understand exactly how bad it was, Reid.” I turned in my seat to face him.


  It was time. Time to tell him the truth, and maybe more importantly, time to admit the truth to myself. There was a reason I’d held onto my anger all this time.


  Anger was safe. Heartbreak was not. Heartbreak was deadly.


  The last of the sunlight was gone and his face was lit only by the dim porch light above us. I could still see the worry on his face as I continued.


  “I was in love with you. The strongest, deepest, most intense love I’d ever known. I thought it was the real thing… thought what we had meant we’d chase our dreams together.” I felt the threat of tears and knew it was pointless to even try and hold them back. “The night you ended it… I’d had something to tell you, too, something I never got to say to you until now.” I pulled in the most air that I possibly could before continuing.


  “Nore… fuck, I am so—”


  “I was pregnant, Reid. I was pregnant with our child and when you left I fell apart. I cried every day. For weeks. Months, if I’m being completely honest. I couldn’t eat. I didn’t care about school. I barely managed to pass my junior year.” I felt a shiver run across my skin as I thought about how upset I’d been by him leaving. “I had my friends worried sick. My parents were beside themselves. I was a mess for a long time. While you were out living it up, I had a miscarriage… you broke me.”
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  Seeing her standing in my living room when I got out of the shower had seemed like a good thing, but as I sat there watching her fall apart in front of me, I knew that coming down stairs to just Hoyt and Brett would have been so much easier.


  “I was pregnant… miscarriage… you broke me.”


  And now I was completely fucking gutted. She’d been pregnant with my child, had probably been terrified to tell me… and had been met with a cold, heartless breakup instead.


  Her words ripped my heart from my chest and crushed it with a fist drenched in blame. Maybe what I’d done had caused her to lose the baby and maybe it hadn’t, but I’d heard the conviction in her words either way. I’d broken her. Me. The tears that were falling down her face were all my fault and I felt helpless.


  “I didn’t know,” it was all I could think to say. I had figured her feelings were hurt, but I had no idea that it was anything like she was describing. I’d sent her into a deep depression. So much for thinking she was better off without me. “Nora, I get why you didn’t tell me. But fuck… we made a baby together? I didn’t know.” I just kept repeating it—I couldn’t believe that she was pregnant and I never got to touch her stomach, to dream about the what could have beens together. I know she didn’t tell me because she didn’t want to feel like I only stayed around for the baby but dammit, I wish she would have.


  “Of course you didn’t. You never looked back.” She pulled her arms across her chest and I watched the chill of the air pucker her skin. “You just went on and lived your life like I never existed.”


  “That is not true,” I tried to explain. I stood quickly from the glider and walked over to the front door. “How could I pretend like you never existed?” I asked, reaching inside the front door to grab a jacket for her. My zip-up sweatshirt I wrapped around her shoulders when I returned was the least I could do. “I thought about you all the time.”


  She tugged the jacket around her and shook her head.


  “I did,” I promised, wrapping my arms around her. She let her head rest against my chest and I wanted to hold her until she felt better. Until I felt better. Learning what she had went through and trying to take it all in would have meant holding on to her until the end. It was too much to process. “I might not have contacted you, but it wasn’t because I didn’t want to. I thought I was doing the right thing. I… fuck, Nora, if I would have known, I would have reached out to you. I really did think it would be easier if I just let you live your life. “


  “My life was you,” she said, her voice cracking. She turned out of my hug and I felt empty. I might have wanted to hold her, but she clearly wasn’t ready. “You were it. Everything that you went and did, we’d talked about doing together. Don’t you remember?” She scooted away. I fought the urge to take her in my arms again. If she needed to get all of this off her chest then I’d let her. I think I needed to hear it just as much as she needed to say it. “I was the one that went to every race with you. Cleaned up every cut. Supported you. Dreamed about the pros. It was always supposed to be me by your side.”


  “I know... I just—”


  “You didn’t want your high school girlfriend tagging along and ruining your fun?”


  “You know that’s not true.” I felt the heaviness in my chest increasing with every word that was said.


  “Can’t reap the benefits of being a big deal with a girl back home. Definitely couldn’t if I was knocked up. Makes it hard to party all the time and sleep with whoever you want, huh?”


  “It was never about that,” I said, frustrated that she would even think such a thing.


  “I saw the tattoos. The list is actually shorter than I imagined,” she said. “You only put the tens on your skin, or what?” When I didn’t answer out of uncertainty as to what exactly she was referring, she continued. “The names, Reid. I’m not stupid.”


  “Oh. That?” I could have argued that she was jumping to conclusions at the very moment, which she was. There was a perfectly good explanation for the list of names on my body, but it was time to be honest about what we were feeling and not argue over something so far from the point at hand.


  “I don’t need to hear any excuses from you. I really didn’t come out here for an explanation of anything. I came out here to let you know why I can’t just pretend that you didn’t hurt me. I had to be medicated just to make it through the day.” She stood and pushed her arms through the arms of the sweatshirt. I followed suit and was standing in front of her before she could take a step. I took hold of her hands, surprised when she let me. “I felt weak and alone,” she stuttered. “I won’t be that girl. I won’t put myself in the position to get hurt again.”


  “I was scared, all right?” I blurted out. “I was scared that I was going to fail and that you were going to be there to see it all. Is that what you want to hear?” I felt the frustrations of this entire situation burning through me as my words exited more harshly that I’d meant for them to. “I... I’m sorry. I just...” I calmed my nerves the best I could. “The responsibility of my parents giving up everything for me. The pressure from the sponsors. It was all too much and I panicked. I broke up with you because I was a prideful idiot who didn’t want the one person I loved most in the world to watch me fall on my ass.” I took her hands in mine as my words sunk in with her. “I didn’t leave you because I didn’t love you, Nora. I left because I was afraid.”


  “Afraid?” she finally said. “I would have supported you know matter what, you know that?”


  “From here? Would it have been fair of me to ask you to put your life on hold while I was a thousand miles away?”


  “It would have been nice to have been given the option.”


  “You’re right,” I answered. Her hands were still in mine and I felt like we were making progress down whatever road this was. “I should have talked to you, but we are talking now, doesn’t that count for something?” This conversation—this mix of argument and heart-to-heart was exactly what we needed. It was painful, but at the same time seemed to be resuscitating what had been lost between us.


  “It does, but I don’t know if I can...” She tried to calm herself with a deep breath. “Things are so complicated. It’s not like I can just change everything in my life because we might still have feelings for each other. Our past isn’t going anywhere, Reid, and it still hurts. Seeing you hurts.”


  “Not might,” I replied. “I absolutely, one-hundred percent, still have feelings for you. And, they are just as strong as the day I left.” I pulled her hands up to my chest and took a step toward her. “I never stopped loving you, Nora. I can promise you that.”


  “I... I...” she mumbled through her words. I wanted to be with her. To kiss away her pain. To let her know that what I was saying was true. “I need some time to think about this.”


  “I can do time,” I answered. “I can give you all the time you need, but I need you to know that there is no way that I’m making the same mistake twice. I’m not leaving you again.” Her eyes went wide when I leaned in, her lips parting slightly like she was anticipating my lips on hers. When I pressed them to her forehead instead, I heard her sigh a breath of relief. I let my lips linger as long as I thought I could without pushing her.


  “Thank you for hearing me out,” she said. I released her hands as she started to walk away.


  “Hey,” I said as she walked down the steps. She turned to look at me, the moonlight bouncing off her hair and the tears on her face. “You know I’m going to fight for you?”


  “Yeah, I know.” The slightest of smiles tugged at her lips even though tears still glistened in her eyes. But there was a certain measure of relief in those beautiful eyes too. Perhaps, it was a good thing that she’d shown up tonight after all.


  


  * * *


  


  She needed time, I’d give her time. I let her go that night, despite wanting to ask her to stay. Even if staying meant just holding her in my arms all night and apologizing repeatedly for what she went through when I left.


  The guilt of knowing what had happened to her, to our baby, was enough to drive me straight up the stairs and to my room that night. How could I have been so selfish? I couldn’t look my brother or Brett in the eyes without them knowing something was on my mind, so I just avoided them.


  I had never really put much thought into being a father, but knowing that I could have been was numbing. I could have a six year old right now. Everything that I’d accomplished in life seemed meaningless in the grand scheme. I could have been a dad. I thought long and hard about what it would have been like to have had a family with Nora. It might not have been something that I’d thought about before, but I definitely wanted it now. It had suddenly become the top priority on my list. I had to make things right between us.


  I had a lot of pining to do if I wanted her to see that she belonged with me. What’s the old saying? Where there’s a will, there’s a way. My phone chimed from the nightstand when I finally laid down that night after nearly pacing a hole through the wood floors in my bedroom.


  


  Nora: Maybe we can try to be friends.


  


  The text message from her was unexpected, considering she’d asked me to give her time just a few hours ago.


  


  Me: I’ll take it.


  


  I replied and went to bed that night knowing that I had the will, and she was giving me the way. If we were friends, at least she wouldn’t be avoiding me and refusing to talk. Friends talk. Friends hang out. Friends turn to lovers. I might have been getting a little bit ahead of myself, but I had a good feeling about us.
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  “Hey,” Reid called out when he saw me standing outside the one diner in town. “Fancy seeing you here,” he teased. It was lunchtime. I either ate at the office or I ate here, same as every other person that worked in Halstead. As soon as I saw him though, I’d really wished I packed a lunch today. I’d told him that I thought we could be friends, but I hadn’t anticipated running into him so soon. Three days ago, I was crying on his front porch.


  Everything that I’d wanted and needed to say to him I did, but nothing was made clearer. I believed his reasons for leaving before. I didn’t like it, but I understood. It was the question of whether or not I was willing to end my relationship, which I knew was on decently solid ground, for one that may or may not blow up in my face.


  “Still not many choices for dining out,” I replied. “What brings you into town?” See? I could totally maintain civility and hold a friendly conversation. Clearing the air had helped. Zero ounces of awkward.


  I felt relieved that I’d told Reid about the pregnancy, but I could sense that he wanted a much deeper conversation than we were having at the moment. I wanted to tell him that despite how terrible everything had been, I’d made my peace with it. I wasn’t ready to raise a baby back then. Especially alone. Life has a way of working out the way it’s supposed to. At least that’s what I kept telling myself.


  “Yeah, I’m picking up lunch for everyone on the crew. They’ve started the work on the house,” he clarified. “You’ll have to come out and see it. Maybe we can talk some more about—”


  “I’m actually meeting Beau.” I felt the need to disclose my reasons for being there, apart from the obvious, and stop whatever conversation Reid was trying to start. The middle of town in broad daylight was not a place where I wanted to discuss our break-up or my miscarriage. Judging from the dirt on the front of his jeans, he must have been helping the crew, and the understanding in his eyes told me that he knew it wasn’t the right time or place for us to talk. I forbid myself from imagining a scenario in which this devastatingly handsome man in front of me was participating in manual labor. The dirt, the sweat, the heavy lifting...


  Well, fuck.


  “Of course you are,” he said, accompanied by a soft laugh.


  “We eat lunch together all the time.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to tell him, but I did. “It’s nice that we both work here in town. We get to see each other a lot.”


  “That’s nice,” he said halfheartedly, taking a step toward me. He crossed his suntanned arms over his chest and I couldn’t help but look at just how toned and muscular they were. The shirt he was wearing was just like every other shirt he had, or at least like the few that I’d seen on him since he came back to town. Tight in all the right places, and apparently made out of some sort of hell spun fabric that made even unavailable women lose their wits. The urge to trace my fingers across the tattoos and veins running across his forearms teased my thoughts.


  “It’s really nice that we get to see each other all the time,” I mumbled, trying to pull my eye from his skin.


  “So you said,” he replied. He had the same mischievous look in his eye that could have gotten me in trouble when we were younger. One look from him and I was sneaking out of my house after my parents had gone to bed or cutting class to make out in the janitor’s closet. We’d never actually been caught doing anything wrong, and I had to admit the thrill of the possibility, the sneaking around, had been exhilarating. He inched a little bit closer to me and I held my breath and waited for his next move.


  “Having a boyfriend that lives in the same town makes life so much easier.”


  “I can imagine that it makes things... convenient.”


  “It does,” I breathed out as he let his tongue lick the corner of his lips.


  “I kind of prefer unpredictability though. Easy has never really been my thing.”


  “I... I...” I tried to form some sort of thought, but constructing a sentence was impossible with him standing so close.


  “Not knowing where or when you are going to bump into someone seems like much more fun. Like this. This is fun, right?” He bit down on his bottom lip and I damn near dropped my phone on the sidewalk. “Why so nervous, Shutterbug?”


  “I’m not nervous,” I scoffed. Easy has never really been my thing. Well, no shit, Sherlock. This is exactly why I’d suggested we stay away from each other before stupidly deciding we could be friends. I was a glutton for punishment. Or at least a fool who enjoyed toying with temptation.


  I refused to let myself get carried away. The thrill of our youth was gone. We were adults and we needed to behave as such. The longer he stood there in front of me, all passive aggressively sexy, the faster I built up my tolerance to his seduction. Us being friends was never going to happen, especially if he kept this up. I felt my stance stiffen and I looked him straight in the eye. I gritted my teeth as I pulled my phone out of my back pocket, and checked the screen to see if Beau was close to being here.


  “I was just pointing out that my boyfriend will be here. Any second.”


  “Something you don’t want him to see?” Reid reached his hands up and rested his hands against the end of the overhang I was standing under. His body stretched out in front of me once again caught my attention. There was no denying that he was attractive, and judging by the wicked grin on his face he was well aware of it.


  “Why would I mind if he saw me having a conversation with a friend?”


  “Oh that’s right.” He dropped his arms to his side. “We’re friends.”


  “We are—” I started to say.


  “For now,” he said under his breath.


  “Don’t get any ideas, Travers. You’re lucky I’m even giving you a chance to be my friend.”


  “You’re right,” he conceded easily. Almost too easily. “Friends is good with me.”


  “Good.”


  “Great.” He said, but I could hear the mocking tone of his voice. “As your friend, I have to ask,” he took in a breath, “was there really no one else you could date in this town? I mean... Beau?”


  “Beau’s great,” I answered. He responded with a look of skepticism. “I mean it. Things are great between us.”


  “All right.” He held up his hands to signify that he was going to back off, when we both heard a car door shut. Beau had pulled up in front of the diner, unbeknownst, to both Reid and me. “Speak of the devil.” He waggled his eyebrows at me before turning to greet Beau. “Hey, man. What’s up?”


  “Just coming to meet my girl for lunch.” Beau smiled back.


  “I was just telling your girl,” he started, “that I’m planning a party this weekend.”


  “You were?” I guessed the actual subject of our conversation was better covered with the story Reid was now telling. “What exactly were you saying?”


  “I’d said the construction crew had started on the house, but I hadn’t gotten to the part yet where I mentioned that they brought some equipment for us to use to get the track back in shape.” He turned to Beau and offered up a head shake. “This girl of yours has trouble paying attention.”


  Beau laughed off his comment, but I did not. I might have had a momentary lapse in judgment where I stared a little too long at Reid, but I was paying attention now. I could see plain and clear what he was trying to do. Get under my skin. It was working. Dammit.


  “So anyway,” he clapped his hands together in front of him, “thought I could invite some folks out to ride. You still ride?”


  “Of course. I own a race shop. It’d be like false advertisement if I didn’t.” Beau chuckled as he slipped his arm over my shoulders.


  “How about you, Nora? When was the last time you were taken for a real ride?” His gaze locked on mine.


  “Actually,” I swallowed hard before I even attempted to answer his question. “I’m not much for rides anymore.”


  “Ain’t that a shame?” He grinned.


  “We could probably stop by,” Beau blurted out.


  We could?


  “Awesome,” Reid replied. “Guess I’ll see you two on Saturday then.”


  Beau confirmed our acceptance of his invitation before I even had a chance to put my two cents in.


  “Guess we will,” I replied, trying not to let the last five minutes of being alone with Reid change the thoughts I’d had about not still having feelings for him.


  


  * * *


  


  “I hope he’s not making a habit of showing up every time you’re around,” Beau said as we sat down to eat lunch. “I mean, I get it, it’s a small town, but every time I turn around there you are... talking to him.” The jealousy laced in his words was clear.


  “Then why did you agree to go to the party this weekend?”


  “It will be fun.” He tried to leave it at that, but I pressed it further.


  “Why do you really want to go?”


  “Honestly?”


  “Honestly.”


  “I want another chance at him,” he confessed. “I want a chance to show him that I am a competitor. He’s not as great as everyone thinks he is.”


  “That’s silly.” I could see the desire to beat Reid written all over Beau’s face, but the fact was, Reid was a professional racer. Beau was a weekend rider at best. How could he have possibly thought he had a chance? I couldn’t let him see that I didn’t think he was capable of beating Reid though. “You’re two grown men, do you really need to compete. Can’t you just go and ride and have a good time?”


  “Doubtful.” He reached over the table and placed his hand on top of mine. “Guys like to compete. We like winning and talking shit and things that go fast. It’s just what we do.”


  “Well it’s stupid.”


  “I am what I am.” He laughed.


  I guess I understood his whole nature of a man argument, but I had a bad feeling about it. I used to love going to the races and watching Reid win. Even though it wasn’t me out there, I was just as excited when he won.


  And the victory sex was pretty fantastic.


  I had to stop letting my mind play tricks on me. Dangling thoughts of the past in front of me to torture me. Especially because I had a feeling I was going to be dragged into the middle of whatever the outcome of Beau and Reid on the track together again.


  “Do you not want to go?” he asked. “Is there a reason we shouldn’t?”


  “No,” I answered quickly. “I mean... no reason I can think of.” I wanted to be honest with him. I wanted to tell him that I’d talked to Reid about what had happened between us, but hearing his reaction to Reid “showing up” all the time and his desire to beat him at a race made it seem like a bad time. How do you tell your boyfriend that you think you might still have feelings for an ex? I knew what it was like to have the rug pulled out from underneath you and I didn’t want to do that to him. Especially when I was still unsure about what I really wanted. Or better yet, who I wanted to be with. “Can I ask you a question?”


  “Sure.”


  “Like a serious question.” He nodded in response. “What kind of future do you see for us?”


  “Long term?”


  “I guess.” I honestly didn’t know what I meant. I’d never pictured the long term. I was doing my best with the day to day.


  “The typical timeline, I guess,” he answered. “Whatever you want.” He shrugged. “Why the sudden interest?”


  “I’ve just been thinking lately.”


  “We could move in together if you wanted,” he suggested. I pondered the idea for about ten seconds before deciding I was nowhere close to ready to take a step like that. I envisioned myself pulling into the driveway in the subdivision on the east side of town where Beau lived. His house was nice. Recently built, with everything a girl could want—a big kitchen, decked out bathroom, walk-in closets. But as nice as it sounded, it wasn’t me that I pictured living there with him. It would have been very reassuring to my psyche if I’d been able to at least take the mental step of living with Beau.


  “Yeah, maybe,” I replied. Or maybe not. I felt like an ass for not being able to give him an answer one way or another, but how could I? And, it’s not like he seemed gung-ho about the whole thing either. We could move in together and then he was eating french fries like he hadn’t just asked me to make a life altering decision. A little enthusiasm would have been nice. From either of us. I had a lot of thinking to do and neither Beau, nor Reid, was making it any easier.


  After I’d eaten my feelings in the form of a bacon cheeseburger, I kissed Beau on the cheek and told him I’d call him later.


  “Is something wrong?” he asked, reaching out a hand and pulling me back to him before I walked away. “You’re not acting like yourself.”


  “Nothing’s wrong,” I told him while trying to remember the last time I actually felt like myself, whoever that was. “I’ll see you later,” I smiled at him before squeezing his hand once before letting go.


  On one hand, I was this girl that seemed to have it all together. I had a good job, a nice boyfriend…I was content. On the other hand, I was seriously tempted to be reckless and forget about the seemingly normal life I had made for myself. To throw caution to the wind and be with Reid.


  I sat in my car for a few minutes as I watched Beau drive away. Today, I was Beau’s girlfriend. Real Estate Agent. Upstanding Halstead citizen. Before that I was the dedicated college girl who’d battled depression, and an almost unwed mother. And, before that, Reid’s girlfriend. I was starting to see that the many hats I’d worn over the years were piling up and giving me a headache. Perhaps it was time to actually think about who I really wanted to be.


  The sun broke through the clouds and reflected off of something stuck under my windshield wiper. A CD case with the words PLAY ME and a smiling face written on it stared back at me. A smiling face that had witnessed the deluge of roles I’d been playing. I retrieved the CD and popped it into my player, hoping that whatever was about to come through my speakers was a voice of reason with answers to all of my life questions. Instead, it was the voice of one John Bon Jovi telling me that he’d be there for me. The same voice that had serenaded me in my Jeep years ago. It might not have been the voice of reason, but I knew the person responsible for the impromptu promise session and contrary to what I’d thought before, I wanted to believe the sentiment of the song.


  He hadn’t been joking when he said he was going to fight for me.
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  “We have to have the track done by Saturday,” I blurted out before I started to explain the situation I’d accidentally forced myself into. “We’re having people over to ride.”


  “Ha!” Brett laughed from the cab of the skid steer he was currently sitting in. I’d waved him and my brother over from the track the second I jumped out of my truck. “I’m good on this thing, but I’m not a miracle worker, RT.”


  “Well you’re going to have to be. We’re having a party and I might have invited Beau and Nora. So it has to be done.”


  “How do you might have invited someone to a party?” Hoyt asked, as he continued to rake over the whoop section, which appeared to be the only part of the track that was actually able to be ridden on. We had managed to get the majority of it tilled up that morning so we had at least one thing going for us.


  “Don’t worry about it.” I shook off his question. “Just worry about raking the dirt and getting this thing somewhat in riding condition in the next four days.”


  “Dude,” Brett said. “Why in the world would you invite them here? I get wanting to win her back, but inviting her boyfriend out with her seems like a bad idea.”


  “Well, yeah, it’s less than fucking ideal,” I bit out, hearing the levels of my frustration rise. I took a deep breath to try to stay calm. I needed to play this whole thing in a calmly manner. I couldn’t be second-guessing every move I made. Every single move I made from here on out had to be perfectly calculated. “I don’t think she would have taken me up on the option to come alone. I’ve got to work with what I’m dealt.”


  Would I have rather had time alone with Nora? Absolutely. We had a lot to discuss and I’d be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge the way she’d been checking me out. The way she was looking at me today when we were standing outside the diner was not the way friends look at each other. It was probably unfair of me to flaunt what the good Lord, and hours of time on the track and in the gym, gave me in front of her the way I did, but seeing her reaction was enough to make me not care. She might have thought she was covering up her desires, but she was a terrible liar. I saw the way she held her breath and her muscles tensed when I stepped toward her. She was still attracted to me. And I was damn sure still attracted to her.


  I’d spent the past few days replaying everything that had happened since I’d returned to Halstead and I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how she ended up with Beau Gregurich. Then it hit me, she wasn’t dating him because she was head over heels in love. She was dating him because when you live in a town the size of Halstead, your options are limited. Beau was the means to an end. He had to be.


  Now that I was back in town, I wanted her to know that the pond had another fish in it. A big, fucking fantastic fish that was willing to do whatever it took to prove to her that he regretted what happened all those years ago. If inviting Beau to my track was the only way to get to see her, then so be it. I’d manage to find time to talk to her one way or another.


  “Seems risky,” Brett interjected. “Having them here together. One whiff of you making a play for her and he’s going to forbid her from seeing you or some shit. You should play the friend card a little longer.”


  “She’s not in love with him. She’s in love with me. I can see it. I can feel it.”


  Hoyt and Brett both looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Maybe I had, but that didn’t change what I knew to be true.


  “She sure looked in love when he was groping her out in the parking lot,” Brett reminded me. He’d reported back to me that he’d seen the two of them when he’d went out for a cigarette. “Looked like she was rather enjoying herself if you ask me.”


  “I don’t care what you saw,” I told him. “Things are different now. There was… stuff… in the past I didn’t know about. We’ve talked and I know that she’s just scared. I have to convince her not to be.” There was a tiny bit of doubt that what Brett witnessed had meant something, but I’d convinced myself that it meant nothing. At least to me. Even if Nora thought she was in love with Beau, I knew that what they had couldn’t even compare to what we had. And, as many times as I heard her say she was with Beau, she’d never once said she was in love with him. I needed to talk to her, and in a setting that allowed for more than just some witty banter and the exchange of a few heated glances.


  “Four days,” I reminded them as I walked over to the backhoe. I didn’t have time to explain to them what my plan was. Besides, even if I wanted to, I didn’t quite have it figured out myself. I had four days to rebuild a track and come up with the exact right thing to say to her to make her see that she needed to give me a chance to be more than just her friend.


  I might not have been planning to stick around Halstead for too long, but we could make it work. We were older now. Wiser. I’d put in the effort to make it work if she’d just give me a chance.


  


  * * *


  


  I pulled on my boots on Saturday morning, making sure my race pants were securely tucked down in them, and buckled them tight. I felt the nervous energy that I usually reserved for an actual race coursing through my veins.


  Tonight was the night I was going to talk to her for more than five minutes. Tonight was the night I laid it all on the line. There was a chance that I was going to end up alone in a cabin in the middle of the woods, but it was a chance I had to take.


  You’re Reid Travers. You win.


  Looking in the mirror that morning, I tried to remind myself that what I was saying in my head was true, it wasn’t until I pulled my bike out onto the track that I started to believe it. The peacefulness of the morning was as undisturbed as the dirt on the freshly sculpted and settled track. The same track where I’d learned to be great. Where I’d learned that hard work and dedication can absolutely pay off. I would put in the same dedication to winning back Nora and the second I felt my tires bite down in the turn and shoot me onto the straight away I knew that I’d get her back.


  I stayed on my bike until my brother forced me to get off and help get everything set up for the party. It wasn’t much—a few coolers and dragging the grill off the porch of the cabin. Burgers and beer for all. A part of me really wanted to pop open a bottle and numb a little bit of the tension I was feeling, but I didn’t drink when I was riding and I planned on putting on one hell of a show today.


  “So what’s the game plan?” Hoyt asked.


  “Well for starters,” I chuckled, just thinking about how this was all going to play out, “I’m going to remind Beau Gregurich why he never made it on the pro-circuit. And then I’m thinking when he’s good and pissed off about that, I’ll sneak away with Nora so I can tell her how I feel.”


  “Could work.” Hoyt shrugged. “If you weren’t my brother I’d totally think you were a dick, by the way.”


  “Ouch.” I slapped my hand over my heart. “Good thing you’re my brother then.”


  “I just hope you’re really doing this for the right reasons.” Always the rational one. “I mean, I know you cared about her, but what you’re about to do is some serious shit. This isn’t a competition. It’s people’s lives and emotions. You sure she’s the one?” Not only was he rational, he was apparently a big ole softie. I appreciated his concern, and I had thought about the ramifications if this didn’t work out the way I’d hoped.


  “I’m sure,” I promised. “I know it might seem like a dick move, but I can’t just stand by and watch her waste her life with Beau. You know as well as I do that he’s probably only with her because she was mine in the first place.”


  “Very possible.”


  “But if there is even the slightest chance that she’s willing to give me an in, I’m going to take it.”


  “Well, let’s see what happens,” Hoyt said, nodding his head toward the roadway that led back to where we were standing. A convoy of trucks and trailers, all filled with bikes and four wheelers, was making its way toward us. Easily a hundred plus people. “I don’t think we have enough food.”


  “I seriously only called like ten people,” I promised Hoyt.


  “I might have invited a few more people,” Brett’s voice called out from the porch. Hoyt and I both turned to find him standing there with a smile. “Gotta love Facebook.”
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  “I’m glad you’re here,” I said to my sister, who was sitting on the tailgate of Beau’s truck next to me. The roar of multiple engines made it difficult to hear one another, but when she nudged her shoulder against mine, I knew she could read my mind. The whole thing was surreal. I was watching bikes go around a track that I’d swore I’d never see again. I almost felt guilty for not cheering for Reid. He was the one who’d introduced me to this sport and he was the reason I’d fallen in love with it. Nothing in my life was making a damn bit of sense.


  “I can’t believe Beau wanted to come,” she said into my ear. “I mean, I’d get it if they were friends, but we both know that is not the case.”


  “This is why,” I pointed at the race track. Beau and Reid’s bikes went rushing by us. They were so close that it was impossible to tell who was in the lead. “He thinks he has something to prove.” I rolled my eyes.


  As soon as we had arrived at the track, Georgia found me, thankfully. Beau readied his bike to ride and put on his gear. He looked pretty good all dressed up. It had been so long since I’d seen a man in racing gear that I almost forgot how sexy it was. I’d purposely avoided looking at Reid. He’d had a fantastic ass in riding pants years ago, I was sure it looked even better now, and I had way too many memories of taking those clothes off of him to even consider it. I was there for Beau, not for Reid.


  “Be careful,” I’d suggested to Beau, knowing that it was an unheeded warning.


  “I should have stayed home,” Georgia said. “This is so nerve wracking. I don’t know how you did it all those years.”


  “I missed it,” I replied once all the bikes started zooming around. The noise, the adrenaline. It was exhilarating and I was just watching from the sidelines. I used to love going to the races, but I hadn’t been back to one, or even watched one on television, since Reid left. I thought it was for the best, but maybe if I’d kept watching I would have seen how much faster and harder bikes were now. And how aggressive Reid Travers had become. He was always a good rider, but now he was a beast. Relentless and calculated, much more polished than the guy I remembered. Beau was doing his best to keep up, but I knew he was pushing his limits. I just really hoped he didn’t hurt himself.


  I tugged at the hem of my shorts and pulled down the sleeves on the long sleeve t-shirt I was wearing. September in Illinois was hard to dress for—blistering hot one day, freezing cold the next. The fall was as unpredictable as the racing.


  Georgia and I continued to watch the two of them go around the track. Reid would take the lead, but every time he started to back off, Beau was right there beside him pushing him into a turn and forcing him to throttle harder. It had been going on for at least four laps and neither showed any signs of stopping.


  Brett and Hoyt watched on, and I could see the nervousness in their eyes from all the way across the track. The faster they seemed to go, the more Hoyt wrung his hands. Brett began to pace the side of the track like a caged wolf. They had to be thinking the same thing that Georgia verbalized.


  “What happens if Reid gets hurt?” she asked. I’d thought it, but I didn’t want to be the one to put those words into the universe. “Doesn’t he have a contract or something that says he can’t be...doing whatever it is he’s doing out there?”


  “I would imagine,” I surmised. “But I highly doubt Reid is the one that gets hurt out there. Why would he keep pushing Beau to ride so hard? He knows that he’s the better rider.”


  “Men.” She shrugged.


  “Well, they’re both idiots.” We laughed, because that’s really all we could do.


  Brett had finally had enough and waved a flag to indicate the final lap.


  Thank God.


  I waited for Reid to rocket off and leave Beau behind, but the strangest thing happened. Reid relaxed—not enough that anyone but me would notice, but he wasn’t full out riding. I knew the move. It was the same one he used when he was racing against his brother back in the day. He’d explained to me that sometimes Hoyt needed an ego boost. Sometimes he needed to let him win to keep him wanting to ride. I understood the move with Hoyt, but why in the world would he think Beau needed an ego boost?


  Beau zipped past him and crossed the finish line. The wheelie he popped and rode across the straight away led me to believe that he actually believed he’d won that race fair and square.


  Reid came to a stop and ripped off his helmet before tossing it to the dirt. He clenched his jaw and proceeded to put on a real good show. Everyone seemed to believe that he’d actually just lost to some amateur rider.


  “Son of a bitch,” he yelled when he shut his bike off. He walked over toward us. Beau was pulling his bike to a stop. I looked at Georgia, wondering if she’d witnessed what I had, but she was oblivious.


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” she said. “He actually beat him.”


  “Looks that way,” I replied. By the time Beau was off his bike, Reid was standing in front of us all.


  “Good race, Gregurich,” Reid said reaching his hand out to shake Beau’s. “Off season has made me a little rusty.” He laughed and waited for Beau to shake his hand.


  “Yeah, well maybe you’re not as good as you think you are,” Beau snapped. “You can’t win all the time.”


  “Beau,” I said, dropping my feet to the ground and standing up. “He said good job, the least you could do is say the same.”


  “I can’t do that,” Beau said, walking over to wrap his arm around my waist. “I can’t because I beat him.” It had been years since I’d heard Beau Gregurich talk so venomously. He definitely hadn’t forgotten how to do it.


  “You don’t have to be a dick,” I replied.


  “It’s fine, Nora,” Reid interjected. “He beat me. Fair and square.”


  Did he?


  “Hear that, babe?” Beau leaned over and rested his chin on my shoulder. Between his bad attitude and his extreme closeness, I was having a hard time not telling him to go away. I felt Reid’s eyes on me, which only added to the uncomfortable situation I found myself in. “I beat him. Now, how about a kiss for the winner.”


  “I guess.” I turned my face to Beau’s, ready to give him a quick peck before I shimmied out of his hold, but he didn’t let me. Instead, he used his free hand to hold my neck in place as he covered my mouth with his. The forcefulness of his kiss was alarming. For show, he dipped me back in his arms until the crowd of bystanders started cheering.


  “Yeah!” he yelled out. When he finally broke his hold on me, my eyes found Reid who was the one person standing in front of me that wasn’t clapping or cheering for the winner. “Let’s get a drink!” Beau gave me one more kiss on the cheek, but the roar of the crowd, and the shock of his behavior, was too much. As soon as Beau let go of me, I walked away.


  I had no idea where I was going when I walked away from the track. I’d started walking east when I knew the path back up to the road was west. Instead of finding my way back to town, I’d found myself walking a trail in the middle of the woods. Terrible logic on my part, especially considering it would be dark soon.


  I could still hear the dirt bikes on the track—probably Beau taking another victory lap—so I figured I still had time to find my way back. I just needed to get away for a minute. I was upset and embarrassed and downright pissed at Beau for acting like such an ass. Not only was he a sore winner, he’d practically mauled me in front of everyone, and for what? To show how big and bad he was? By the time I’d walked off the urge to slap him, I found a fallen tree and took a seat. I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples, hoping that by the time I decided to go back to the track I was calm and able to think rationally again.


  He was just excited. He let it go to his head. He’s not a bad guy. I continued to talk myself down until I heard the unmistakable shuffle of feet, the fallen leaves crunching with every step.


  “Fancy seeing you here,” Reid teased.


  “How’d you find me?” I asked, when I opened my eyes. He’d replaced his chest protector and racing shirt with a Reid Travers Racing T-shirt, but still had his pants and boots on. I couldn’t be sure if it was just a passing thought fueled by my frustration at my boyfriend, but he looked better than I remembered. And if the little bit of sweat and dirt weren’t enough to make him over the top sexy, he’d pulled on a ball cap backwards to cover his helmet hair. I wondered if he’d remembered exactly what that did to me?


  “I lived here for eighteen years,” he reminded me. “I know these woods like the back of my hand,” he smiled. “Plus, I followed you.” He took a seat next to me. I continued to look straight ahead. “Drink?” he asked, holding out a can of Natural Light beer.


  “Natty? Really?” I teased, reaching out to take it from him.


  “Don’t act like it’s not still your favorite,” he said. I responded with a shrug and opened my can. “First beer you ever had, remember?”


  “Yeah.” I laughed, thinking about the time we’d stolen a few cans from his parents. It took all of three beers for me to get loose lipped and tell him I loved him for the first time. Luckily, he’d responded that he felt the same. “I remember. Sorry Beau was such a dick.”


  “You don’t have to apologize for him,” he said, bumping his shoulder against mine. “Did you honestly expect him to react any differently?”


  “I didn’t expect him to win,” I confessed. I turned to face him. I needed to see his face when I asked him the next question. “Why’d you let him?”


  “Who says I did?” He tried to hide his smile.


  “Come on.” I urged, turning to face him as I straddled the log. “I saw you ease up. I know when you’re letting someone win.”


  “I’m flattered that you were paying such close attention.” He moved to mimic my position. “I figured I’d give the guy a break. Let him show off for his girl.”


  “Seriously?”


  “You want the truth?” He asked. I nodded and waited for him to continue. “I knew that he’d act like an ass if he won.”


  “Well that was a bit manipulative, don’t you think?” I playfully slapped his arm. Seeing Beau’s reaction was a reminder of just how big of a jerk he was back in the day. It was my fault for not expecting what I knew was deep down in Beau, but I’d done my best to forget everything about my past, his obnoxious behavior included.


  “And, I plan on stealing his girlfriend, so the least I could do was let him think he won a race.” He continued the second I looked at him, my eyes pleading for him not to. “I said I was going to fight for you. I never said I’d fight fair.”


  I smiled, because I just couldn’t not. He was saying all the right things and I believed him.


  “I just wanted to remind you who he really is, Nore. He’ll always be the way he is.”


  “And you? Are you the same?”


  “Not in the way you think I am.”


  “Meaning?”


  “I’m not just going to run away and not speak to you for seven years.”


  “That doesn’t change things.” I fought the urge to look away from him. “It’s not as simple as that.”


  “It could be. I want you. I want to be with you.” The sincerity in his eyes had me hanging on his every single word. “I want a chance to make up for being such an ass back then. I feel terrible about it all.”


  “It’s fine. What happened happened.”


  “It’s not fine,” he reiterated. “You were pregnant, Nora. With my baby and I should have been there for you. I should have—”


  “We should have done a lot of things,” I interrupted. “I should have told you the truth that day.”


  “I would have stayed,” he assured me.


  “I know you would have. That’s why I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want to be the reason you gave up your dream.”


  “This is not on you.” I could tell what he was doing. He was beating himself up. Taking the blame. But he shouldn’t have been.


  “Maybe we are both to blame,” I told him, hoping to ease the guilt that he felt. Neither of us were prepared for the situation back then. “We were kids. We made mistakes.”


  “Yeah.” He sighed. “Which is exactly why I want to spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I want us to have what we couldn’t back then.” The promise of his words were nice and a part of me wanted to kiss him. To hold each other and plan a future together, but was it possible for us to make up for lost time? Could we just pick up where we left off?


  “What happened to being just friends?”


  “Did you really think that was going to last?” He cautiously rested his hands on the tops of my thighs, his calloused fingers rough against my smooth skin. “And there is a very simple solution to all of this.” I didn’t flinch under his touch, because in that moment it felt like we were exactly where we were supposed to be. “Break up with him.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me.” He leaned forward. “Break up with him.”


  “I can’t break up with him just because you tell me to,” I argued. His grip tightened. Not in a way that was out of anger or frustration, but desperation. He wanted me to pay attention to what he was about to say. I couldn’t have looked away from him if I tried.


  “Then break up with him because you missed me. Because you forgive me. Because you want to be with me. Break up with him because... because of this.” His lips were on mine within seconds. I moaned at his sudden advance, but the sweet taste of him on my tongue again was consuming in a way that made every thought I could possibly have evaporate.


  My arms wrapped around his neck of their own accord as I tried to pull him closer. His lips were full and firm and I needed more. He sensed my urgency and used his hands to position my thighs on top of his before slipping his arms around my back and pulling me closer. The rough feel of his riding pants against my bare thighs sent a reminiscent chill up my spine and the friction that was building between us threatened an implosion of my will power. The feeling of being this way with him again was a jarring realization. I only ever felt this way with him. The throb between my legs needed his attention. I nipped his lip between my teeth and a moan rumbled from deep in his chest.


  “I missed you so fucking much,” he said, breaking our kiss to lower his mouth to my neck.


  “I know,” I answered, breathlessly. I turned my head to give him better access as his fingers kneaded into my thighs as he tugged me closer. “I missed you too.” The effortless way I told him that I’d missed him only made what we were doing seem right.


  I felt myself quickly falling under his spell. “I swear I’ll never leave you again,” he promised, moving his hand to the back of my neck as if he was scared I was going to get away. Despite my desire to believe every word he was saying at that moment, he shouldn’t have been making promises he couldn’t keep. He’d been back in Halstead for all of a hot minute and my carefully laid plans were threatening to scatter like the leaves in the fall breeze. My ability to forgive and forget, to just let myself be lost in the moment, was waning.


  “What about racing?” I asked.


  “We’ll figure it out. I’ll come back on breaks and you can come visit me on the road. We’ll make it work.”


  He will have to leave. He will choose to race.


  “We have to stop,” I said, placing my hand on his chest. “We can’t do this.” I quickly removed myself from his lap and stood up, moving away from his as quickly as possible. As I struggled to catch my breath, the reality of what I’d just done crashed down on me as I stood there looking at him. I had a boyfriend and Reid would be leaving as soon as his parents’ house was finished. Even if what he was saying was true about trying to make it work, I didn’t know if I had it in me. I had a life in Halstead… family, friends, a good career and I was nowhere near close to being ready to make a decision that would upset all of that.


  “Nora,” he called out. “Would you wait just a damn minute!”


  “You promised you wouldn’t push,” I said, reminding him as much as myself before I turned to walk back to the track. I had to get away from him before I did something else I’d regret. “I just need more time.”
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  Well that hadn’t gone exactly how I’d planned. I watched her walk away from me and back toward the party before I stood up and gave the trunk we were sitting on a good kick.


  “Fuck,” I seethed. What had I said that had spooked her? It seemed like we were really getting somewhere. It felt so good to have my lips on hers again and to hold that sweet little body of hers on my lap. It was more than just the physical pull I had to her though. Sitting there with her and talking, hearing her laugh and giving me a hard time for the move I pulled on Beau. Airing how we felt about the past and the mistakes we’d made, it was everything about her that made me want her, including our history, which was the apparent deal breaker in this entire ordeal.


  Did she want me to give up racing and move back to Halstead for her? I wanted to say I was ready to do that, but how could I? I’d given up everything for my career and to just let it go was not something I could do without some serious thought. Thinking about the wounded look on her face when she stood up and walked away from me had me seriously considering parking my bike for good, I would have given anything in that moment to have her back in my arms, but I couldn’t be impulsive. Look where being impulsive had gotten me with Nora. Had I known that ending things with her back then would have had both of us feeling completely miserable, I definitely would have thought it through a little better.


  I gave her a few minutes to get back to the track before I headed that way. I should have just stormed after her and made her say in front of everyone that she still loved me, but the idea of causing her anymore heartache that night was enough to keep me from causing a scene.


  “Where you been?” Hoyt asked when I found him chatting with Brett and Georgia. No signs of Nora anywhere. She’d probably already left with her asshat boyfriend. I couldn’t stomach the thought of her being with him. The way he’d kissed her in front of me and every other damn person at the party earlier had me seeing red. I was relieved when I saw her storm off. A little bit of that spitfire girl I’d fallen in love with a decade ago peeked out from behind that responsibly, well-adjusted adult facade she was so good at wearing now.


  “Needed to clear my head,” I said, grabbing a beer from the cooler next to them.


  “You mean you were scared to show your face after Beau smoked you?” Brett teased.


  “Something like that,” I mumbled, before taking a drink. I wasn’t in the mood for joking around. I was in the mood to drink and try to figure out what exactly happened back in those woods.


  “My sister was clearing her head too,” Georgia piped up. “Any chance you saw her?”


  “Why?” I replied. “Would it even matter?”


  “It might,” she suggested with a shrug. “It might make all the difference in the world.”


  “What the hell does that mean, Georgia?” I was through playing games. If she knew something that might help me it was time for her to start talking. “What do you know?”


  “I know that my sister came stomping out of the woods and told Beau she was ready to leave without so much as a word to me.”


  “What makes you think that it had anything to do with me?”


  “You’re the only person I’ve ever seen her get that upset over.”


  “I didn’t mean to upset her,” I confessed my being with her without even thinking. I thought about covering my tracks for Nora’s sake, but Georgia already knew.


  “What did you say to her?”


  “Just the truth.” I shook my head. “I want another chance.”


  “Why?”


  “What do you mean why?”


  “Why do you want to be with her?” she said pointedly. “It’s not a hard question, Reid. Is this about competing with Beau? Do you just want her for old times’ sake? Or is it more than that?” With every question she stepped closer to me and I was actually feeling a bit intimidated by the 5-foot-4-inch woman standing in front of me.


  “Yes, it’s more than that,” I promised. “She’s it for me. I’ve known she was the one since we were kids. I made a mistake back then and I just want a chance to make it right.”


  “You hurt her once and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you do it again.” Her usually sweet face took on a much more ferocious look. “You better be telling the truth.”


  “I’m a lot of things, Georgia Bennett, but a liar is not one of them.” I looked her straight in the eyes and I hoped that my sincerity was coming through loud and clear.


  “Nora’s different now,” she finally said. She sighed and the tension in her shoulders lessened. “You really did a number on her back then, so she’s much more careful in her decision to let herself fall.”


  “She let herself fall for Beau.”


  “Not really,” she countered. “Their relationship is not what it seems, at least I don’t think it is. They sort of just ended up together, but there’s a reason she still lives with me and hasn’t taken the next step with him. She might not know it for sure yet, but I’m pretty sure the reason is you.”


  “What do I do?” I asked her. The desperation I was feeling was unlike anything else. “How can I make her see that I’m the one she is supposed to be with?”


  “Keep fighting for her,” she said with a smile. “Make her remember how and why she loves you.”


  “Didn’t plan on stopping,” I told her. “I’m going to get her back.”


  “Okay,” she said reaching out to rest her hand on my shoulder. “Life is too damn short to not be with the person you love. And for what it’s worth, I hope she picks you,” she added.


  Georgia’s words were motivation when I was feeling defeated, and knowing that she was on my side didn’t hurt matters any, either. Nora had left the party with Beau, but after talking to her sister I was pretty sure she’d left her heart with me. All I had to do was convince her that mine had always been with her.


  


  * * *


  


  How exactly do you fight for a girl who keeps running away from you? You go to her. Nora had been avoiding me for days. I’d gone to the diner, the grocery store, and every other place I thought she might be, hoping to get a chance to talk to her. No luck.


  Things were about to change though. It was the weekend and it just happened to be her friend Lydia’s birthday. Thanks to a little cyberstalking—yes, I was stooping to Brett’s level—I was able to discern that Lydia was having a party at Vera’s and Nora had RSVP’d weeks ago. I might not have been invited to the party, but Vera’s was public property and I’d be damned if another night was going to go by where I didn’t see her.


  I’d thought about calling or texting her, after Georgia’s little pep talk, but I needed to see her in person, where she couldn’t hide behind her fear and hang up on me.


  Brett and Hoyt had offered to join me at Vera’s, but I told them I thought it would be best if I went alone. I needed Nora to see that I was making a concentrated effort and not just coincidentally bumping into her.


  The party started at seven, so I waited until nine before I went to the bar. Gave her a little time to loosen up and unwind from a long week before I showed up uninvited. When I walked in and found an empty barstool, among the chaos of dancing people and loud music, I looked around until I spotted her. Mingled in with the other girls on the floor, tossing her hands and hair around like she didn’t have a care in the world. The smile on her face. The happiness of just being with her friends, it made me reconsider talking to her. I’d caused her a lot of pain. Did I really want to risk ruining her night of fun by forcing her to talk to me? To think about the decision I was asking her to make? I’d been in Halstead a little over two weeks and I’d already managed to make her run away from me a handful of times. The usual confidence I had about what we could be was dwindling. Could I really handle her rejecting me? And, for Beau?


  I drank a beer while I contemplated what I was doing there before I decided that tonight was not the night for another battle with her.


  As I was standing to leave, she noticed me and her eyes lit up briefly before she waved me over. So much for exiting unnoticed. I’d play it cool. I’d walk over and say hello. Tell her it was good to see her and ask her if we could talk later this week. Maybe if she saw that I wasn’t desperate to have her back, that I wasn’t pushing her too hard to pick me, she’d come to the conclusion that we should be together on her own.


  “Hi,” I said, leaning toward her. She’d walked off the dance floor and met me against the back wall of the bar.


  “Hi.” She looked up at me. Her eyes glassy from the alcohol she’d been drinking. She steadied the sway in her stance, resting her hand on my arm. The feel of her hands willingly on my body felt nice. The tight jeans and low-cut bright blue shirt she was wearing wasn’t helping the noble route of just saying hi I’d been planning on taking.


  “You look like you’re having fun.”


  “I am,” she lilted. “I needed a night out with the girls.” She looked over her shoulder at her group of friends who were oblivious to the fact that one of their own had snuck away from their party. “What are you doing here?”


  “Truth?”


  “Always.”


  “I came to see you,” I confessed. “But, I don’t want to spoil your fun.”


  “You’re not.” She shook her head and smiled. She tugged at my shirt. “You want to dance?”


  “That’s probably not a good idea. Unless of course you’re single now. Then I’ll dance with you all damn night.”


  “I wasn’t single when you kissed me the other night,” she replied, mischievous gleam in her eye.


  “How much have you had to drink?” I asked, earning a grimace from her. She grabbed my hand and tugged me out the back door of the bar to a small patio littered with cigarette butts and empty beer cans. The door closed behind us and dampened the loud blare of the music.


  “Does it really matter how much I’ve had to drink?” she asked, trailing her hand up my arm. She took a step toward me as her hand found the nape of my neck, her fingers twirling my hair. I closed my eyes for a second, unable to look at the seductive pout of her lips, and took a deep breath.


  She’s drunk. This is not what you want. I felt the need to remind myself that kissing her senseless would be a terrible idea. I didn’t want her to choose me when she was clearly inebriated. I wanted her choice to be with me to be a conscious decision.


  “What are you doing, Nora?”


  “Isn’t this what you want?” she asked, pressing her body up against mine. “Isn’t this what you’ve been fighting for?”


  “Not exactly,” I managed to say as she pressed her lips against my neck. The feel of her curves pressed against the hard plane of my chest and her hand creeping up under the shirt I was wearing was making it very hard to think clearly. I told my dick to retreat, but it completely ignored my request. My hands found her hips and I knew it was a bad idea.


  “You want to be my dirty little secret,” she said into my ear. “Until you leave again?”


  What the fuck did she just say?


  “Excuse me,” I said, placing my hands on her waist and pushing her back enough to look her in the eye. “You think that’s what I want? Just to fuck around with you,” I seethed. “You’re drunker than I thought.” I took her hands with mine and removed them from my body.


  “We both know that you’re leaving soon,” she argued.


  “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean all I want to do is sleep with you. I thought you understood that. I want more than just a quick fuck behind a bar and to be some seedy affair under your boyfriend’s nose.” I took a step back and ran my hands through my hair. “Jesus, Nora. Is that all I’m worth to you?”


  “Don’t get pissed at me,” she spat. “You’re the one who kissed me the other night, remember? You’re the one who keeps taunting me. Begging me to do something I’m not ready to do.”


  “I think I should go,” I told her, unable to look her in the eyes. “We’ll talk about this when you’re sober.”


  “I want to talk about it now.” She grabbed my arm and stopped me from opening the door. “You keep asking me to give in to my feelings. To end a perfectly good relationship to give you another chance, but every time I try all I can do is see the guy who hurt me.”


  “That guy is gone, Nora.” I moved her hand from my arm and opened the door. “I was hoping by now you knew that.” I went back into the bar and let the door close behind me. She’d run away from me enough times that I knew how she had to have felt standing out there alone, but I’d be damned if I was going to stand there and let her make a fool of both of us.
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  Knock, Knock.


  “Go away,” I mumbled from underneath the covers of my bed. I’d somehow managed to make it home after making a complete fool of myself in front of Reid last night.


  Omigod. What did I do?


  I’d thrown myself at him. Asked him to be my dirty little secret. What in the hell is the matter with me? I’d been trying so hard to be rational and make a well thought out decision about this entire thing. I’d probably just ruined whatever chance there was for me and Reid with that stupid display of sluttiness.


  The incessant pounding on my door continued.


  “All right!” I threw back the covers. The chill of the air alerting me to the fact that I was wearing only my bra and underwear. I grabbed the first sweatshirt I saw hanging on the back of my closet door and pulled it on along with a pair of shorts off the floor. Whoever the hell was beating on my door better have had coffee. “I’m coming!”


  I glanced in the mirror hanging beside the front door before I opened it. I’d definitely looked better. My hair was a rat’s nest tangled with bad decisions and far too much dancing. The mascara I’d put on before I went out was unflatteringly smeared below my eyes. I licked the tips of my fingers and tried to erase the aftermath of too much to drink and pulled open the door. I noticed Georgia’s purse and keys sitting there along with mine, and wondered why she didn’t get up to answer the damn door.


  In my haste to make the ceaseless pounding on the door stop, I hadn’t even bothered to think about who it would be. The concerned look on Beau’s face was enough to completely sober me from last night’s events.


  “Hey,” I said, as he burst into the room.


  “Where in the hell have you been?” he asked. “I’ve been calling you. I went to the bar last night but you had already left.”


  “I... um,” I thought back. I remembered Reid leaving and me on the verge of tears. And... Georgia. “Georgia drove us home and I went to bed,” I explained. “I might have had a little too much to drink.”


  “Clearly,” he agreed. “You look terrible.” He walked over and placed his hands on my shoulders. “You should have answered your phone...” he trailed off as his eyes scanned down my face to my chest. It was not really a great time for him to be checking me out. I was not in the mood for a morning romp if that’s what his aim was. “What the fuck is this?” The angry way he spit his words and squeezed my shoulders was jarring.


  “What are you talking about?” I asked, shrugging out of his hold. “What is the matter with you?”


  He pointed at the name on the front of the zip up sweatshirt I was wearing. TRAVERS embroidered literally across my chest. “Why are you wearing his shirt?” I saw the blood rush to his face. The vein that ran up the side of his neck throbbing as he stared at me. “Is he here? Is that why you didn’t answer your phone? I swear to God,” he threatened something as he stormed down the hallway to my room, flinging open the door.


  “He’s not here,” I yelled, following after him. “This is not what it looks like.”


  “It looks like you’re a sleeping with your ex-boyfriend again,” he said, once he was satisfied that my room was empty. “For fuck’s sake, Nora, the guy’s been back in town for five minutes and you’re already sneaking around with him.”


  “I know it looks bad and I probably deserve that but you know me better than that.” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. He was about two seconds from completely flying off the handle and the last thing I wanted was a hole in the drywall. “He gave me this sweatshirt the other night when I was at his house. And, there was no sneaking around.”


  “Then why didn’t you tell me that you went to his house?”


  “I don’t know,” I answered, feeling guilty by omission. Beau was right. I probably should have told him that I’d been talking to Reid. I needed to be honest with him and myself. “I’m just trying to figure out all of these feelings I’ve been having. I’m confused. I know it’s a weak excuse, but it’s the best I can do right now.”


  “Did you sleep with him?”


  “No. I wouldn’t do that.” I might have last night, but luckily Reid was enough of a gentleman to stop me from doing something I might regret. “We were just talking. I swear.”


  “Do you want to?” He asked. I took a beat too long to think about how to answer the question without completely breaking Beau’s heart. “Answer the question, Nora.”


  “I don’t know!” I tossed my hands up. “Okay? I don’t know.”


  “Fuck,” he said, shaking his head. “I cannot believe that you would just throw this away for him.”


  “Am I really throwing anything away? Why are we even together, Beau? Neither of us seems to be ready to move to the next step. We’re both content with this boring life where we meet at the same damn diner for lunch every day. We’re stuck in a rut and you know it.” Honestly, I wondered if our relationship had just been a rut to begin with.


  “This is ridiculous,” he huffed. “We were doing just fine until he showed back up.”


  “I don’t want just fine, Beau.” Hearing the words come out of my mouth, finally saying out loud what I knew deep down all along was liberating. “I want more. Excitement. Possibility. I want the unknown.”


  “Well, good fucking luck,” he said, brushing past me, eager to get out the door. “Don’t come crawling back to me when he breaks your heart again.”


  Once he was out the door and pulling away in his truck, I let myself take a nice, slow deep breath. I’d anticipated feeling sad when and if Beau and I ever broke up, but instead it felt freeing. Like the weight I’d been carrying by not being honest with him the second I started to doubt our relationship was gone.


  Clap, Clap, Clap.


  “Are you seriously slow clapping me right now?” I asked, knowing that my sister had finally emerged from her bedroom.


  “Don’t ruin the moment,” she whispered adding to the dramatics as she entered the living room. I gave her a few more claps before I turned to roll my eye at her. “You feel better, don’t you? Finally free of Beau. I know I feel better.” She laughed, pulling me into a hug.


  “Thanks for answering the door by the way. Maybe I could have prepared myself a little better.”


  “No way.” She laughed. “I saw Beau’s truck out the window and decided it was best if I stayed in my room. So, do you feel better?”


  “I do. I feel bad for hurting him, but better because I don’t have to worry about leading him on anymore or doing something I’d regret. Like cheat on him.”


  “Lucky for you, Reid wouldn’t let that happen,” she said, grabbing my hand and leading me over to the sofa. “He’s a good guy.”


  “Omigod,” I said into a throw pillow I’d pulled on to my lap. “I acted like such an idiot last night. He’s probably never going to speak to me again. I threw myself at him. Asked him to be my—”


  “Dirty little secret.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You filled me in on the ride home,” she explained. “Then spent a good hour trying to reason out what you were going to do.” She reached over and grabbed a wrinkled sheet of paper from the coffee table. “Here’s the pro’s and con’s list you made last night, in case you need reminding.” She held it up. The scribbles of a mad woman glared back at me from the paper.


  “I’m never drinking again.” Bits and pieces of my conversation with Georgia the night before trickled into my brain as I grabbed the paper from her hand.


  “This is your handwriting,” I pointed out the line that read: BEAU IS NOT YOUR SOULMATE.


  “It is,” she confessed. “Just pointing out the obvious.”


  “And you think Reid is? What makes you think so?”


  “I see the way you look at each other,” she began. “I’ve been around for the duration, remember?” She had seen my ups and downs with Reid, so I had to give her some credibility. “He gets you. You get him. You laugh at the same stupid jokes. You have the same interests. I saw how excited you were to be at the track.”


  “We have the same interests,” I argued. “Does that make us soulmates, too?”


  “Of course. Soul sisters.” She laughed. “But seriously, Nora, he told me the other night that you were “it” for him. That he’s known since you were kids. I think you feel the same way.”


  “I think I do, too.” I sighed. “What if he hurts me again, G? What if I follow my heart and it just leads me right back to being depressed and numb?”


  “There’s a chance that that could happen,” she said. “But, there’s an even bigger chance that if you don’t at least try, you’re going to spend the rest of your life feeling the exact same way.” She was right. I’d been telling myself that I wasn’t miserable without him, that I had a good life, but the truth was, the last time I truly remembered being happy was with him.


  “I’m supposed to be the big sister,” I told Georgia. “Why are you so much smarter than me?”


  She shrugged. “Not smarter, just well versed in the Nora/Reid saga.”


  “He probably doesn’t even want to see me again.”


  “Yeah, I doubt that,” she said, pulling her phone from the pocket of her sweats. “He’s texted me like thirty times making sure you were okay.”


  I smiled. “I think I should go see him.”


  “I think you should shower first,” she pointed out.


  “Good idea,” I agreed. “Hey G,” I asked, before I headed down the hallway. She looked over at me from the sofa. “You think Jamie was your soulmate?”


  “Maybe,” she answered. The sadness that came along with the mention of Jamie’s name was there, but there was something else. Hope. “But, there might be another one out there somewhere.”


  “I think there is,” I told her. “You’re too fantastic for there not to be.”
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  The guilt I felt for making her think all I wanted from her was to hook up in a back alley behind a bar was eating its way through my stomach lining. Since I’d left her at the bar last night, all I could do was blame myself for her behavior. If I hadn’t kissed her at the party, she wouldn’t have felt the need to get wasted and throw herself at me.


  Maybe I should just leave her alone.


  I’d considered tucking my tail between my legs and backing away from this whole thing, but the thought of not being with her told me to shut the hell up. When her car came down the lane that morning and came to a stop in front of my house, I rushed out the door to meet her, anxious to apologize and let her know I’d back off if that’s what she needed. But before I had a chance to take the blame for what had been going on between us, she started talking.


  “I’m so sorry for how I acted last night,” she said, meeting me half way between the porch and her car. She looked much better than she had last night, her eyes brighter, her skin glowing. Her hair was still damp from her morning shower and falling into loose waves as it dried on its own. The jeans and loose off the shoulder sweatshirt she was wearing made her look younger than she had in our past few meetings, especially with the little make up she’d put on her face. She was beautiful.


  “I’m sorry for kissing you the other night,” I told her. “I know that you asked me for time, I just felt desperate and I couldn’t help myself. I shouldn’t have done anything to make you feel uncomfortable.”


  “Uncomfortable is not the word I’d use,” she said, her teeth biting down on her bottom lip so that she didn’t full on grin. I wished she’d tell me exactly how it did make her feel, but her expression was saying that maybe she liked it more than she was letting on. “Want to hang out today?” she blurted out, when my eyes lingered just a bit too long on her mouth.


  “Um, yeah,” I answered, trying not to look overly excited by her invitation. “What’d you have in mind?”


  “I was hoping you’d take me for a ride?” It took every ounce of self-control I had to not make a sarcastic comment. “On your bike.” She chuckled.


  “Get out of my head, woman.”


  “Get out of mine first,” she said, playfully. The moment that passed between us, empty of tension and stress, was welcomed. She hadn’t mentioned a thing about Beau or staying away from her or needing more time, and I wasn’t about to bring it up. Not when she was asking to spend the day with me. I’d keep my mouth shut and enjoy her company for as long as I had it. “Lead the way.” She pointed toward the trailer where the bikes were kept and I took advantage of her hand being so close to me, and grabbed it with mine. When she didn’t pull it free, I felt a sense of security I hadn’t felt with her in a while.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  


  * * *


  


  Feeling the squeeze of her thighs around my body as she sat on the back of my bike ranked right up there with winning a race and busting a nut. Two of my favorite things. Riding and Nora. Together they had me feeling invincible as we raced across the open field and toward the pond.


  She shrieked in my ear and her arms tightened around my body when we took the crest of the hill fast enough to cause her stomach to bottom out. The laughter that followed when she knew that I had complete control of the situation was refreshing. My wild, carefree girl was back, even if only for a moment.


  I pulled to a quick stop at the edge of the pond. The momentum caused the bike to move forward balancing up on the front tire momentarily before bouncing to a still. Her body tensed, her arms wrapping around me so tightly that I could hardly take a breath as she pressed up against me.


  “You think we were going in?” I laughed, resting my hand on hers as we looked out across the water.


  “There might have been a moment of panic,” she confessed, laying her head against my back. It felt so natural and comfortable to not only be around her but to have her on my bike. I know it wasn’t just happy memories surfacing. That was part of it, yes. But more so it was her. I’ve never felt more myself than when I was in her presence and had her a part of my life.


  “Eileen can stop on a dime,” I informed her, patting the tank of my bike. “She’s a well-oiled machine.”


  “You named your bike Eileen?” she teased.


  “I name all my bikes,” I said, turning just enough on my seat to lift the right side of my shirt. “Eileen, Caroline, Valerie. All the girls are here.” I pointed at the tattoos on my ribcage. The same ones that Nora had assumed were past conquests.


  “I feel like an idiot.”


  “Don’t.” I said. “If you had a bunch of guys’ names tattooed on your body, I’d be a little jealous, too.” I smirked.


  “I wasn’t jealous,” she defended. “Well… maybe a little,” she said coyly, without me having to say a word. Hearing her say that she’d been a little envious of the other “women” in my life and the way she’d reacted when she’d seen me with Tally at the bar made it pretty clear that she still wanted me for herself. Now to just get her to admit it.


  “Did it hurt?” she asked, trailing her fingertips down the ink. The sensation of her hands on me took my breath. I wanted more. I wanted both hands. And, no clothes. And complete surrender to what we’d been denying ourselves. I wanted all of her. Heart and soul.


  “It didn’t feel good,” I laughed. “But once I started, I couldn’t stop. It’d look pretty silly with half a name.”


  “True.” She agreed. “Roxanne. Of course.” She smiled and shook her head. “I remember. The bike you had,” she paused, not adding in the before you left part.


  “See? You’re a smart cookie, Bennett.” I grinned, tugging my shirt back down before I did something stupid, like pull it completely off and beg her to continue touching me and scare her off.


  “Sometimes, I wonder just how smart.” Her smile fell and she pulled her eyes from mine.


  “Smartest girl I know,” I promised. “Speaking of... you know I’d never do anything to intentionally hurt you, right?” I looked ahead at the pond waiting for her to voice her opinion the subject. “On the bike or otherwise.”


  She sighed. “Yeah, I know.” A fast dirt bike might have been involved in that moment, but I knew we were having a deep conversation beneath the surface of our words. If ever there was a time to confess my undying love for her, it was probably then, but she’d made it perfectly clear that she wouldn’t be putting up with any pressure from me, so I bit my tongue. I looked back over my shoulder at her and when she didn’t look away, I knew that she knew. I wanted to kiss her when she moved to look at me, I wanted to pull her around my body and sit her on my lap the way I used to and kiss her until our lips were numb. But I didn’t. Instead, I revved the bike and gripped the handle bars.


  “Hang on, Shutterbug,” I warned. “Let me show you a few new tricks I’ve learned.” I turned us around and sped back across the open grass we’d rode on before. This time popping my front wheel up just enough to earn another squeal of excitement, followed by the melodic sound of her laughter.


  I took a familiar route around the property—along the timber line and back up to the area where my parents’ house was being built. It wasn’t the first time I’d rode over the landscape with her on the back of my bike. We used to take the same route when we needed a break from the motors and people that were usually running at full speed on the track. We’d escape off for a little privacy and a chance to talk outside of the noise.


  We made a pit stop at the construction site and I gave her the grand tour. The basement was poured, the subfloors down, and some of the walls were up. It was hard to envision it, but I walked her through anyway.


  “The kitchen,” I said, stopping in the center of the house and expanding my arms. “Living room.” I pointed across the bare space. “Then two bedrooms, an office, and a couple of bathrooms. It’s not too big, but it’s everything they wanted. I guess it’s kind of hard to tell since it’s unfinished.”


  “I can see it,” she said. “Real estate brain,” she winked and tapped the side of her head.


  “Yeah, how exactly did you become an agent?” I asked. I’d wondered the day she showed up with the land deed. She was always more interested in the arts than business.


  “I’m not really sure,” she chuckled. “I worked for Mr. Hillcrest during the summers when I was on breaks from college and it just seemed like a good idea when he suggested I get my license.”


  “I kind of thought you’d be a photographer or something by now.”


  “I don’t really take pictures anymore.”


  “No?”


  “Haven’t really felt inspired.” She said. My heart sank. Another consequence of me leaving. I was batting a thousand when it came to screwing up her life. Dating a jerk? Check. Gave up her dream of becoming a sports photographer? Check. Settled for less than she deserved? Double check. The photographs she used to take of us riding were good enough to be featured in any motocross magazine. It didn’t seem fair that I was living my dream and she wasn’t. I had a lot of making up to do and even if she didn’t decide to be with me, I could at least push her to do what she loved with her life.


  “Maybe we could change that,” I suggested.


  “Maybe.” She shrugged before steering the conversation back to the house. “This place is going to be perfect, Reid.” She walked over to where a set of French doors would be off the back of the kitchen. “And look at this view.” The grass covered land rolled out and led to the pond we’d just come from. “Wouldn’t mind waking up to this every day.” She turned to look over her shoulder at me.


  “Me either,” I said under my breath as I looked her up and down. Waking up with her everyday would have made me a very lucky guy. “It’s quite a view,” I agreed so that she could actually hear me. The hills were great, but the girl standing in front of me had my full attention. The soft curve of her neck and shoulder tempted me to put my mouth on her skin. I was thankful for this time we were spending together and I wouldn’t do anything to make her have a second thought but I needed to change the scenery. “Ready to go?” I asked. If I got her back on the bike, at least I could feel her body pressed against mine. I’d never thought to use riding as an excuse to be near a girl, but I’d make an exception if it meant being close to her.


  


  * * *


  


  Even though both of us wanted to keep riding, the fuel gauge was arguing otherwise. When I rolled the bike back into the trailer and shut it off next to my brother’s and Brett’s, she climbed off and started to run her fingers through her tangled hair. I watched her walk around the space, carefully inspecting the trophies and tools that were strewn about. The back twenty feet of our forty-foot trailer was a like a mobile workshop. Everything I needed to keep my bike running fast. The front twenty was a living space. It slept four people and had a bathroom. I’d spent more time in this trailer than I did in the apartment I rented back in Texas. This was my home.


  “Leave it,” I said, as I pushed down the kickstand with my foot. “Windswept is a good look on you.” Her cheeks were rosy from the ride and her eyes a bit watery. I reached up and brushed the tears from the corners of her eyes with both thumbs.


  “Is it? Or do I look like a track bunny who’s been rode hard and put away wet?”


  “I’d never put you away wet,” I teased.


  “I’m sure you wouldn’t,” she replied with a smile and I felt a shift between us. That wasn’t the first sexual reference that had been made that day, and she sure hadn’t minded me holding her hand at various points during our ride. “What about the rode hard part?” she asked, taking a step toward me somewhat seductively. It was before noon, so I knew she hadn’t been drinking again. This was clear headed, sober Nora making advances. Something she wouldn’t have done if she wasn’t one-hundred percent sure that she wanted to.


  “I’m fully prepared to show you exactly what rode hard means,” I warned, closing the distance between us. Her lips parted as we stood toe to toe. “But you might want to stop me, if this is something you are going to regret.”


  “I’m not,” she said, reaching out to run her hand down my chest. “I mean, I’m not going to stop you.”


  “What aren’t you telling me, Nora?” The caution I was showing was definitely not what I was feeling inside. I wanted to throw that damn caution to wind and grab hold of her and never let go.


  “Beau and I broke up this morning.” She placed her other hand on me, and before she could move it an inch, I’d covered my mouth with hers. The caution was thrown. Hard and far. One sentence was all it took. I finally heard the words I’d been hoping to hear come out of her pretty little mouth.


  I wrapped my arms around her body and pulled her as close as I could possibly get her to me. My tongue sweeping through her mouth like I was a dying man in the desert looking for a drop of water. Desperate and driven, I kissed her and tried to ruin her for any other man to come after me. Not that any would. Knowing that she was free and clear of her asshat boyfriend, the only man she’d be kissing from here on out was me. Mine.


  I moved us to the workbench that ran the length of the trailer and parked her sweet ass on it, grabbing it with both hands for old times’ sake once more. I felt animalistic manhandling her, but she didn’t seem to mind, matching my excitement with her own movements. Her arms locked around my neck like a vise grip as she held on to me. Her long legs wrapping tightly around my waist.


  I nipped her bottom lip and moved my mouth to her neck. Each whimper and moan that she released fueled my desire to have her. To mark her as mine. Just having the taste of her skin on my tongue again was enough to drive me insane. I pulled her forward on the bench and pressed myself between her legs. The firm length of my cock pressing into her center. She shuddered with delight as I rocked my hips forward creating friction between us. Years of frustration and pent up passion threatened to break both of us apart at the seams.


  “You’re mine, Nora. You hear me? Mine,” I growled.


  “Yes. Yours, Reid. Always.” Her greedy hands pulled my face back to hers as she crushed her lips against mine again. This time her tongue darted between my lips, seeking attention that I was happy to reciprocate. I loved that she was as anxious for this to happen as I was. That she was eager and knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to show me.


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” Brett said, immediately interrupting a very spectacular fucking moment. “Look at that, Hoyt,” he said, nudging my brother who was standing next to him. “The son of a bitch did it.”


  I rested my forehead against hers momentarily composing myself. I was hard as rock and I knew she needed to catch her breath before we moved far, far away from Brett and Hoyt. I didn’t want an audience for what I had planned.


  “The son of bitch hasn’t even gotten started.” I shot them a glare, before placing my hands on Nora’s waist and helping her to the ground, trying to adjust myself as best I could. The pink sweep of embarrassment on her cheeks at being caught by my idiot entourage had me seeing red. “You two have fantastic timing,” I deadpanned, as I took Nora’s hand in mine and led her out of the trailer.


  “Hey, we just came out to ride,” Hoyt yelled as we walked away. “Next time put a tie on the trailer door!” he added. The laughter of both him and Brett chased us into the house.


  “Well that was fun,” she said, masking her embarrassment with a chuckle.


  “Which part?” I stopped once we were inside and pulled her into my arms again.


  “Up until your brother and Brett walked in, all of it.”


  “Don’t mind them.” I said, shrugging off their stupidity. “They just like giving me a hard time.”


  “They’re pretty good at it.”


  “You have no idea.” I walked over to the fridge and grabbed us each a bottle of water. I wanted to drag her straight up to my bedroom and finish what we’d started in that trailer, but I thought maybe we should discuss the part of the morning that led to telling me she was now available. The part before I mauled her like a wild dog. “So, we should probably talk.”
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  “I’m sorry about jumping you like that outside,” Reid said, following me over the sofa. “I got a little carried away when you said you were single,” he chuckled.


  “Yeah, me too. Probably not a good idea to attach my face to the first guy I see, huh?” I joked.


  “I’m just glad it was me,” he smiled. “So, what happened with Beau?”


  “What do you think?” I teased. He shrugged, I could tell he was trying to play off that fact that he was sure it was because of him. I sighed, “He was worried when I didn’t answer my phone, so he came over. I might have answered the door wearing your sweatshirt. Needless to say the conversation kind of took a left turn from there.”


  “I’m not going to pretend like I’m not thrilled that you’re done with him,” he admitted. “But, I’m sorry if it made the situation uncomfortable.”


  “It wasn’t just you. It was a lot of things. We were never going to be that couple that had the epic love story, you know?”


  “But, you think we could be?” he asked, hesitantly. “That couple. I mean, I think we could.”


  “Now, you’re getting a little carried away.” I laughed. “I was thinking maybe we could just get to know each other again. You hurt me, Reid, and as much as I think I’m ready to move past that, I can’t just jump right back in to a relationship with you.”


  “That makes sense,” he agreed. “We can take it as slow as you want,” he said, taking my hand in his. “Just because speed is my thing with my job doesn’t mean I live my entire life that way. I want to take my time with you, Shutterbug. Do it right. I don’t expect you to just forgive and forget what happened back then. I know I have to earn your trust again. And, I will.” I wanted to tell him that I’d already forgiven him and that I was trying to forget that part of my life, but I didn’t think I was ready. When his serious expression turned playful, I knew it was his way of giving me the time I needed. “I do have a few requests though.”


  “Lay it on me.”


  “We get to do this now without feeling guilty.” He leaned in and pressed a soft kiss against my lips. “Any time we feel like it.”


  “Okay.” I nodded. I’d definitely missed the feel of his kiss, and I was done pretending like I didn’t. The skill of his lips and tongue could have won medals.


  “Two,” he said, touching his nose to mine. “I don’t plan on kissing anyone else.” He leaned back. “Can we keep whatever this is, just me and you? I mean, I love a good competition, but not as far as you’re concerned. I want you all for myself.”


  “Deal,” I agreed. The last thing I was planning on doing was playing the field. My life had been super complicated lately, I was looking to simplify. The guy sitting across from me was making it impossible to even entertain the idea of another man being in my life.


  “Oh, and,” he waggled his eye brows, “I’m going to need you to come over for a ride every day. I missed having you on the back of my bike.” He grinned.


  “I could probably live with those terms,” I agreed, leaning in for one more kiss. The impromptu make-out session we’d just had in the trailer had been enough to satisfy the desire I felt for him... for now, but I’d just asked him to take things slow with me and even if I wanted to rip his clothes off, I knew it was a terrible idea. “So, how about you take me to lunch?”


  “Your wish is my command,” he grinned.


  If only I could make a wish that the future be as easy as it was to be with him at that moment. A wish that ensured we could get a happy ending. That hearts wouldn’t be broken. Especially mine.


  


  * * *


  


  “Anything particular in mind?” he asked as we drove down the two-lane highway to the city closest to Halstead. As good as a bacon cheeseburger from the diner sounded, we decided it might be a good idea to lay low in our small town before going out into the world together. Rumors were already going to fly that I’d cheated on Beau with Reid, hell, they probably already were, but there was no sense in giving the town gossips any fuel.


  I glanced around at the signs for the restaurants in the area we were driving through. It was just like any other moderately sized town. A McDonald’s, a T.G.I. Fridays, and a slew of other fast food and chain restaurants.


  “You pick,” I suggested. “I’m not too particular.”


  “Ha!”


  “What?”


  “I know exactly how this is going to go, Nora.” He cocked his brow and looked over at me. “You say ‘you pick’, but you are going to shoot down every restaurant name I say until we end up over at The Cracker Barrel.”


  My mouth watered at the mention of the name. “That’s not true,” I lied. “Just tell me where you want to go, I know you hate that place. Even though I’m not quite sure why. You can get breakfast any time they’re open, who hates that? It seems un-American. It should probably make me question your sanity, at the very least.” I sighed dramatically. “But seriously, we can go wherever you want.”


  “Don’t act like you aren’t thinking about a short stack from there right now.” He flicked on his turn signal and pulled into the turn lane. “You want pancakes and hash browns, plain, not the casserole kind with onions,” he added. “Oh... and, one of the Orange Creme sodas, don’t you?”


  “Maybe.” I pursed my lips. “How do you—”


  “I know you, baby.” He laughed, pulling into the parking lot. I’d missed the easy fun of being with him. And, it didn’t hurt things that he was calling me baby. He had a way of making me feel like I not only belonged with him, but that he was grateful for it. The pro’s and con’s list that I’d drunkenly scrawled with Georgia had been right. We did make each other laugh. There was some unspoken connection between us that I just didn’t have with anyone else. “And, don’t worry, I’ll order bacon so you can steal one of the three pieces from my plate.” This wasn’t the first Sunday morning we’d ate at this restaurant, but it had been a long time. The fact that he remembered my order, down to the specifics, was sweet. “Even though I’m clearly a man who needs his protein,” he said, playfully flexing his biceps as he turned into a parking space and shut off the truck.


  “Don’t worry, Arnold,” I teased. “I don’t eat bacon anymore,” I told him. “I became a vegetarian a few years ago.” I jumped out the truck and walked around to meet him. The utter look of disbelief on his face had me laughing out loud. “I’m kidding,” I said. “I’m still a meat eater. And, I’ll absolutely be stealing a piece from you. Maybe two.” I winked.


  He slipped his hand in to mine and we walked into the restaurant like we had a hundred times before.


  By the time we were seated and had ordered our food, I’d started to see that neither of us had really changed as much as we probably liked to believe. I couldn’t look at him without smiling. Especially as I watched him attempt to finagle golf tees around a tiny wooden triangle, with no luck of completing the infuriating little game.


  “This is why I hate this place,” he said, pushing the game in my direction. “I swear they want to make you feel like a complete idiot before you leave.”


  “Ignoramus,” I corrected. “They want you to feel like an ignoramus.” I pointed to the scoring chart etched onto the game. “You left four tees.”


  “You’re not helping,” he teased. “I bet the inventor of that game can’t jump a double on a dirt bike.”


  “I bet he can’t.”


  “Probably doesn’t even know how to start one,” he smiled proudly.


  “So, tell me about the circuit,” I said. It was as good of time as any to talk about Reid’s future. It was his career after all. If we were going to try and make things work between us, I might as well bite the bullet. “What’s it like to be a professional motocross racer? Everything you’d ever hoped for?”


  “It’s all right,” he said. His mouth said one thing, but his eyes said another. Did he not want to tell me that he loved it? I could see that he did.


  “Reid, I’m serious. I want to know all about it,” I pushed him.


  “It’s really great,” he confirmed my suspicions and went on to fill me in on his many accomplishments. I’d never doubted his ability. That was one of the things that hurt so much when he left. I was his number one fan. I’d wanted to be there cheering for him and celebrating after a big win.


  “I’m so proud of you. I just wish I could have been there...” I trailed off when I saw the smile fade from his face.


  “I know. I’m sorry that I took that away from you. From us. Believe me, I did want you there. It just didn’t seem fair to make you put your life on hold while I got mine started.”


  “I really wasn’t trying to make you feel bad,” I told him. “I do understand why you ended things, believe it or not.” I’d been trying to look at our breakup differently. Instead of being the scorned little girl I’d been back then, I was trying to be the adult, rational thinking woman I was now. “I know that you were worried about failing or letting me down. And I get that you wanted to protect me from the hardships of being a thousand miles apart. It still hurt me, but maybe a little less now than it used to.”


  “I know I have a lot to make up for,” he said. “And, I can promise you that from here on out you’re at every race you want to be at. I know that might not be the taking it slow you were looking for, but I really want you there. I want to share that part of my life with you.” The sincerity in his eyes and the way he was clasping both my hands with his knocked down another brick in the wall I’d built around my heart.


  “I’ll be there.”


  “Good,” he said, the agreeable look on his face had my heart beating a little bit faster. The waitress showed up with our orders before I could tell him how much I really appreciated his words. “Can we get another order of bacon, too,” he asked the waitress. The second she sat down his plate I snaked the first piece.


  “You bet,” she nodded as she walked away.


  “See,” he said. “Some things never change.”
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  After lunch I, being the completely respectable gentleman that I was, took her back to her car and let her go home. It was hard to not beg her to stay. A part of me was scared that if I let her go, she might change her mind about giving me another chance. She leaned over and kissed me softly on the lips.


  “Thanks for lunch,” she said. Her lips still lingering inches from mine, as we stood next to her car in front of the cabin. “And for the ride.”


  “No problem.” I hesitated to kiss her again, wondering exactly what she wanted when she’d suggested we take things slow. I had seven long years to make up for and only a couple months left to do it in.


  I was a professional motocross racer, going slow meant you were losing, so I decided to go for it. In my world, hesitation was the enemy and I wasn’t going to hesitate to claim what was mine. I snaked an arm around her back and pressed my lips back to hers. She didn’t resist me, in fact, she welcomed it. Her hands fisting my T-shirt, pulling me closer. It wasn’t nearly as aggressive as our kiss in the trailer, but it was just as sweet. I felt her hands flatten out against my chest, and I knew that she’d come to her senses. Her senses which told her that taking it slow was a good idea.


  “I should go,” she said, breaking her lips from mine.


  “You should.” I paused. “I mean, unless you want to stay.”


  “Reid,” she sighed. “I want to stay, believe me. But, what would people think? I just broke up with Beau this morning. I can’t just spend the night with you and pretend like the past never happened.”


  “You’re right.” I said when I really wanted to say, “Yes, you absolutely fucking can. And, who gives a shit what people think?” But, I understood, and when she did finally stay with me, I wanted it to be her decision. The last thing I wanted to be was something she was going to regret. I didn’t know exactly how we were going to make it work, but I wanted her to be my long-haul girl. The one that I was with until the end. Seemed all right to take it slow now, if it meant I got her forever.


  “I’ll see you soon.” She turned to open her car door. The competitor in me grimaced, but when she turned and gave me another soft, slow kiss, I knew that I was one step closer to winning her back. For good.


  


  * * *


  


  “There he is,” Brett said loudly when I walked into the house. The shit-eating grin on his face said I was about to be answering a lot of questions about what he and my brother had seen go down between Nora and me in the trailer. “Reid “Ricochet” Travers!” he announced as if I was pulling up at the starting gate for a hole-shot. The nickname that I’d earned on the circuit did seem fitting. I’d somehow managed to ricochet my way back into Nora’s life.


  “Have I told you how ridiculous you are today?” I said with a laugh.


  “I know you love me,” he teased. “So buddy, you got the girl back?”


  “Maybe.” I shrugged. “It sure feels like things might be headed in that direction.”


  “I never doubted you,” he said, when I joined him on the couch.


  “Where’s Hoyt?” I asked, deliberately dodging his comment about doubting me. I didn’t want to admit that I doubted she could be mine again.


  “He had a phone call. He’s out back I think.” Brett said, folding his arms over his lap. He was trying to hide something. When I saw a book sitting open on Brett’s lap, and under his arms, I had to look twice. “Are you reading a book? Do you even know how?” I teased.


  “Yes, I know how.” He shook his head. “I’m not a complete Neanderthal.” He held it up. The Girl on the Train.


  “Really? Chick lit?”


  “It’s not Chick Lit,” he argued. “It’s a mystery. I was bored, okay? I can only ride a dirt bike so much, RT.” He sighed. “Plus I saw Georgia reading it the other day.”


  “Where did you see Georgia?”


  “I ran into her at the diner. She was reading it, so I thought I’d give it a shot.”


  “Uh-huh.” I hesitated asking him my next question. Not sure if I should even be getting involved. But then again, hesitation is the enemy and all that so I went ahead. “And, why exactly would you be interested in something Georgia was reading?”


  “Does it matter?” He said, giving away his exact reason. I’d told him all about Georgia losing Jamie and how I didn’t think she was interested in a fling, especially with a guy that wouldn’t be around for too long.


  “You better be careful, Brett.”


  “I know, but I can’t help it if I’m attracted to her.”


  “You most certainly can. She’s been through the wringer. The last thing that girl needs is for you to hit it and quit it.”


  “You really think I’m that big of dick?” he asked. The usual cheeriness gone from his eyes and replaced with defeat. He closed the book and dropped it onto the coffee table with a thud. “And you’re being a complete hypocrite. You planning on giving up racing to live here with Nora? You ready to put your roots down for a girl?”


  “I might be,” I replied. I knew that I wasn’t going to lose Nora again, and if that meant giving it up, I would. But, I knew for a fact that Brett Sallinger was not ready to make that sacrifice. He craved the fame and the thrill way more than I ever did. As we stared each other down momentarily, I realized that his glare wasn’t going anywhere. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt his feelings. “Maybe I am being a hypocrite, but Nora and I have a history. It’s different.” I countered. “I just know that relationships have never really been your thing. I don’t think you’d intentionally hurt her.” I said, trying to apologize for making him feel like shit. I was just telling him the truth though. It was hard to hear sometimes, I knew from personal experience. I shouldn’t have said anything.


  “Yeah, well it’s going to take a lot more than me reading a book to win her over anyway. She doesn’t seem the least bit interested.” He stood up and dropped the book to the coffee table. “Don’t worry, Reid. She’s safe from me.” he said, walking out the front door and letting it slam behind him before I had a chance to respond. Nothing like having a fantastic day with the girl you love only to come home and royally piss off your best friend. My high became a low real quick.


  I know we gave each other a lot of shit, but Brett was my best friend. I shouldn’t have been so hard on him. I was out the front door and ready to apologize again for doubting him, but I heard his bike fire up and knew that I wouldn’t be seeing him for a while. Riding was therapeutic for Brett, just like it was for me. Sometimes we needed the noise of a motor revving to actually be able to think clearly. Brett took off on one of the trails leading into the woods. I knew when he came back, he and I could talk and make things straight again.


  “Hey,” Hoyt said, walking out the front door and on to the porch with me where I was leaning up against one of the wooden pillars. “Can I talk to you about something?”


  “Sure.” Today was apparently the day everyone wanted to talk. He walked up next to me and rested his hands on the railing.


  “Nick Pilsner just called me.” Nick Pilsner was the head of the Throttled Energy’s sponsorship program. The same guy that had hooked Brett and I up with our contracts.


  “Don’t tell me he wants us to pack up and go on some arena tour or something. I’m not ready to leave Halstead yet.”


  “Not exactly.” Hoyt shook his head. “He wants me to pack up.”


  “Why?”


  “Did you mention something to him about me coaching riders?”


  “I might have.” I smiled. “I know you want more than to just follow my dumb ass around all the time.”


  “Well, he took your word. He offered me a position working with some up and comer. Chayse McCade or something like that. Ever heard of him?”


  “I haven’t. You’re going to go right? I wasn’t lying when I said you’d be good at coaching. You’ve been coaching me since you were twelve. And let’s face it, I’m pretty well seasoned. I’m a big boy now,” I teased. “I mean,” I hesitated at the risk of sounding like a complete chick, but this was my brother. I could be a little mushy. “I’ll always need you on my team, little brother, but I want to see you do something great.” I smiled.


  “You’re right. But, it’s a big step. I’m not sure I’m ready.”


  “You need to go, Hoyt. This sounds like a fantastic opportunity.”


  “It would be cool to help someone get in shape for the pros. And, you’re right about not really needing me anymore.” He sighed and thought for a moment. “I should do it.” I gave him a pat on the back. I was proud of my little brother. I wanted more for him than just being my manager. “Now who is going to keep you in line?” He laughed.


  “I think I might know someone.” I winked. I hadn’t told him yet, but I was feeling pretty confident about Nora being back in my life. Hoyt might have thought he was good at keeping me in check, but there was no one that kept my ass in line quite like that girl.
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  What am I doing? I thought as I lie in bed that night. I hadn’t been able to stop smiling since I’d left Reid’s house, and I hadn’t been able to fall asleep either. Was it stupid that I was giddy over the idea of being with him again? And, not just sleeping with him, not that I wasn’t excited about that part. If the kiss we’d shared was any indication of what was to come, then how could I not be? I meant actually being with him. Being his girlfriend again.


  I felt switched on after years of living in the safety of numbness.


  It was electrifying and terrifying all at once.


  But… no risk no reward, right?


  For the first time in seven years, I was starting to remember who I was and who I wanted to be. The feel of holding on to him on the back of that bike was so freeing and fun and everything I’d thought I didn’t want anymore. Turned out, I’d been completely lying to myself. I wanted to be—no. I was wild and carefree. I wanted to follow my passions and be spontaneous. Being buttoned up and boring was over.


  Less than twenty-four hours had passed since I’d broken up with Beau and told Reid that I was single. I’d become so used to my slow, uneventful life, that with everything that was happening, I felt like I was moving at light speed. No matter how I tried to rationalize the situation the fact was, I wanted to be with him. The risk of having my heart broke again was still there, but it didn’t seem as scary as it had when he first came back to town.


  I believed him when he said he would never hurt me and that he wanted a future with me. I hated that we’d spent five years apart, but I don’t know if the seventeen year old me was actually ready to commit her life to someone else. Maybe Reid had done us both a favor by ending things back then. Maybe we both needed to grow up a little and discover who we were as individuals before being a couple.


  I wasn’t the same little girl that would have followed him around the world, no questions asked. I wanted a life with him, but I still wanted my own life—whatever it was. I was content with my real estate job, but the more I thought about it, the more I wanted to dig my old camera out of storage and give photography another shot. Reid had been living his dream, perhaps it was time that I started living mine.


  I wanted to tell Reid about what I was thinking, that I was proud of him, that I was inspired by him, but stupidly I went home, when I could have spent the rest of the day and the night with him. I was worried about what people would think, but did I really care? Did I really need to put boundaries on what we had? It wasn’t doing anything but making me question what I felt and I didn’t want to do that anymore. I wanted to live in the moment and quit over thinking everything.


  I wanted more moments like the one we shared in the trailer. The way he’d kissed me—the way I’d kissed him. It felt amazingly chaotic and I loved it. It was filled with the passion and desire that we used to have for one another, but different enough that it was still new and exciting. Just thinking about his kiss had my lips tingling in anticipation.


  I jumped up out of bed and grabbed the sweatshirt of Reid’s that had caused so much trouble. A good kind of trouble. A kind that helped me end something that should have been ended long before Reid showed back up. I zipped it up over my pajamas—a motocross T-shirt and a pair of cropped black leggings—and slipped on my tennis shoes. I grabbed my keys as I was walking out the front door and carefully closed it behind me, not wanting to wake my sister. Not that she wouldn’t have supported my new go-after-what-you-want attitude, but I didn’t want to waste another minute. I couldn’t lay in that bed another second wondering about all the what if’s.


  I was done waiting for answers to come to me.


  


  * * *


  


  The glow of the television lit up the windows of the cabin and I was happy to see someone was still awake. I hadn’t called Reid on my way over. I wanted to surprise him. I wanted him to see that I could come to a decision about us all on my own. I parked the car and made my way up the stairs and I peeked through the window. Reid was sitting in the recliner, a blanket pulled up over him, his eyes wide as he stared at the television. Hoyt was on the sofa and looking equally as enthralled by what they were watching. Judging by the way they both jerked at a loud noise and whatever was on the screen, I had a good guess it was something in the horror genre.


  He always was a big baby when it came to scary movies. While I loved them, I practically had to drag him to the theater with me, but he still went every time and held my hand like he wasn’t scared at all. I remembered feeling the tight squeeze of his hand around mine every time something unexpected happened, or how he’d kiss my neck when there was something he didn’t want to see and play it off as him making a move. It was sweet and silly and one of the reasons I fell for him. He might have acted like the big, tough guy, but he had a vulnerable side, even if he only let me see it. He’d probably even gone as far to suggest that he and Hoyt watch whatever it was to validate his man card, which made the sight of him sitting there that much more comical.


  Reid pulled the blanket tight around him, not wanting to cover his eyes and look like the chicken I knew he was. He might not have been scared of fast bikes and big jumps, but put on a slasher flick and all bets were off.


  I rapt on the window—loud enough to draw their attention—before I ducked out of sight.


  “What the hell was that?” Hoyt asked, grabbing the remote and hitting the pause button. “You heard that, right?”


  I covered my mouth, trying not to let them hear the laugh I was fighting back as I made my way over to the door.


  “Had to be the wind,” Reid reasoned. I heard the heavy thud of their footsteps across the floor. I assumed they were walking over to look out the window I’d just knocked on. I counted to three before pounding my fist against the front door. One, two, three times. They both screamed. Deep, masculine screams, but screams nonetheless.


  Reid whipped open the front door and was greeted by the laughter I’d been holding back the entire time.


  “You boys watching a scary movie?” I teased, watching the angry, I’m-gonna-kick-someone’s-ass look on his face fade to an embarrassed smile.


  “Son of a bitch, Nora,” Reid said, taking a breath.


  “I’m sorry,” I said, holding my hands up. “I couldn’t help myself. You were so into the movie. It was like I was being handed a prank on silver platter.”


  “You’re gonna pay for that,” he said, grabbing my hand and pulling me inside, undoubtedly from the monster he was afraid was lurking outside. I was intrigued by his playful warning and even more by the wicked grin that fell on his lips. I had a few suggestions for punishment, starting with the mandatory placement of my lips against his.


  “I’m fully prepared for payback,” I joked.


  “You say that now, but we’ll see,” he said, closing the door behind him. The low slung sweatpants and T-shirt he was wearing said he was in for the night. I hadn’t even thought about what I would have done if he hadn’t been home. Maybe surprised him by hiding in his room. I would have to save that for another night. It was invigorating to actually be thinking of ways to surprise Reid. To have some excitement in a relationship.


  With Beau, I was never spontaneous, he didn’t like surprises or trying new things. He liked routine and familiarity. I thought I did, but the more I thought about it, the more I wanted the unknown. I used to be a free spirit and a little bit reckless, and I had fun. I thought that was one of the reasons I’d been hurt before—because I fell too hard and too fast for a guy that wasn’t as invested. But, looking at Reid and replaying in my head the reasons he’d really left, I knew that it had nothing to do with who I was. Neither of us were to blame. He was trying to make the best out of a bad situation—we were young and he had a lot riding on making the best of his opportunity. I wished he would have confided in me back then, but at least now we were getting a do over. I was getting a chance to be the kind of girl I wanted to be. With him.


  “You’re evil,” Hoyt said, smirking as he crossed his arms over his chest.


  “Oh, come on,” I said as I leaned against the counter. “You would have done the same thing. You two just made it too easy. All huddled up under your blankies like the boogieman was going to get you.”


  “It wasn’t the boogieman,” Hoyt corrected. “It was a possessed demon child.”


  “Even better.” I laughed.


  “Now that you’ve scared the shit out of us,” Reid began, propping his arm across my shoulders as he stood next to me. “Why the late night house call?” I looked up into his eyes and almost forgot why I was even there. He leaned in and I felt an all too familiar burn deep in my belly as he whispered. “Not that I’m complaining.”


  “I was hoping we could...” I wanted to lean into him the rest of the way and close the distance between our lips, but I felt Hoyt staring at the two of us like we were as interesting as the movie he’d just been watching. “Talk.”


  “I think we can... talk.” Reid winked and bit at his bottom lip as he nodded. He turned his attention to Hoyt briefly.


  “Um, yeah,” Hoyt said, clearly receiving the look his brother was giving him. “I’m gonna see if Brett’s still up. Maybe beat my fists on the side of the Airstream and see if I can’t make him scream.” He laughed as he headed for the door. “Good to see you, Nora.” He smiled. “You two have fun talking.”


  As soon as the door closed behind his brother, Reid turned to face me. His arm fell from my shoulders to my waist as he pulled me to him.


  “It’s awfully late at night for you to be showing up,” he murmured and cocked a brow.


  “Yeah well, I decided that this is where I wanted to be,” I said matter-of-factly.


  “Is that so?” he chuckled, lowering his mouth to mine. The fullness of his lips and the taste of peppermint on his tongue as it found mine made me weak in the knees. I wrapped my arms around his neck to hold my body against his and returned his kiss.


  “That’s so,” I said when we parted. As much as I wanted to skip the talking part and go right back to kissing him, I remembered exactly what I came here to tell him. “I don’t care about what anyone thinks.”


  “Okay,” he said with a confused look. “I don’t care either?”


  “I mean, I don’t care if anyone sees us together. Or if they think I ended things with Beau because of you,” I clarified. “I guess what I’m trying to say is, I want to be with you. I want to really try and make this work. You and me.”


  “Man, am I relieved to hear you say that.” He wrapped his other arm around my waist and with the other lifted me up until I could wrap my legs around him. “That’s exactly what I want, too.” With my body pressed firmly held against his, he reclaimed my mouth with his. I could feel my heart beating against his chest as he carried me toward the steps that led to his bedroom. He lowered my feet on the second step up so I was eye to eye with him when he broke our kiss.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m planning on taking you upstairs in a second and showing you exactly how badly I’ve missed you.”


  “Okay,” I agreed. “So why the pit stop?”


  “Just giving you a second to catch your breath before I remind you exactly why you belong to me,” he said with a devilish smirk.
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  I felt like my heart was going to beat clean out of my chest, but I tried to pretend like I was calm and collected as we walked up the stairs to my bedroom. Her small hand was in mine, leading the way. There wasn’t a thing in the world that I wanted more than to take her to bed. I’d been thinking about her since the moment I’d last saw her and the fact that she showed up in the middle of the night, well, that was just like having a genie grant my unspoken wish. The black leggings she was wearing clung to the curves of her hips and ass, leaving little the imagination. The view in front of me was nice, but I had a feeling peeling her clothes off was going to be much more satisfying. She kicked off her shoes when we walked through the door and reached for the zipper of the sweatshirt—my sweatshirt—she was wearing.


  “Let me.” I placed my hand over hers and slowly pulled the zipper down. “It is my shirt after all.”


  “I think I’m going to keep it,” she said with a grin. “Looks better on me.”


  “It does look better on you, but it will look even better on the floor,” I said, pushing the jacket from her shoulders. It fell to the floor in a heap behind her. “Speaking of things you stole from me,” I chuckled, when I saw the motocross T-shirt she had on underneath of the jacket. It was one of the very first TEAM TRAVERS shirts that I’d had made when I was on the amateur circuit.


  “This one is mine,” she corrected. Turning to show me the back of the shirt, her hand brushing her long hair to one side. My racing number, 237, in the middle of a big pink heart. Yeah, that was definitely her shirt. A rush of warmth spread through my chest seeing my number on her body again. A sight I wasn’t sure I’d ever see again.


  “I’m surprised you kept it,” I confessed, replacing her hand with mine and moving her hair a little farther to the side. That fact that she had kept it all these years made me wonder if that meant I still had her heart. The coy smile she was giving me over her shoulder reminded me she definitely still had mine. I lowered my mouth, my lips touching the space where her neck and shoulder met. She trembled against me as I pressed my body up against hers.


  “You know, I just couldn’t bring myself to get rid of it.” She reached for the hem of her shirt and pulled it over head. I stepped back to give her room. She turned to face me, the thin white material of her bra softly cupping her perfect, perky breasts. It reminded me of the night we’d spent together in this very room after prom. The night we’d first had sex and the nervous way she crossed her arms over her flat stomach as if she had a reason to hide her body. There was not a thing for her to be self-conscious about. She was perfect then. She was perfect now.


  “You look incredible,” I told her, moving to place my hands on her hips. “You always did, but even more now.” I paused. “I’m so sorry,” I apologized. “I’m sorry I wasted so much time.”


  “The past is the past,” she said softly. “I don’t want to waste another minute dwelling. I want to be in the present with you now.”


  She was always beautiful, but the way she’d matured since I’d last seen her was enough to make it feel like our first time all over again. I pushed aside any thoughts I was having about not being able to please her the second she let her arms drop and allowed me to really see her. She was mine. I knew exactly what she liked. What she loved. Seven years might have changed some things, but I was confident that I could still make her body hum with excitement. Instinctively, we knew what each other liked, even time apart couldn’t change that. Being able to touch her again, to kiss her, to hold her, it was the best second chance I’d ever gotten. I would make sure that I never took a single moment with her for granted.


  She reached for my shirt and I raised my arms as she slid it up and raised up on the tips of her toes to get it over my head. Her chest pressed against mine, and it took every ounce of control I had not to devour her. Her fingers traced down my chest as her eyes followed the ink that stained my skin. When she placed a soft kiss at the center of my chest, a moan rumbled from deep in my throat urging her exploration of my body. The control that she had was much more than I had myself, so I let her lead. It was a big step for her to come back here tonight.


  I wanted to reciprocate, but I was anchored in place as her hands moved to my hips. Her thumbs tucking under the waistband of my pants as she continued to pepper kisses across my chest. Wearing sweats that night was one of the best decisions I made that day as I could easily remove them, but this was her show. I let her continue her slow assault on my senses, enjoying every second. Her mouth seemed innocent—her kisses soft and unrushed. But when her tongue slipped between her pouty pink lips and flicked against my nipple, I knew that her intentions were anything but.


  When I just couldn’t take it anymore, my hand tangled in the hair at the back of her neck and pulled her face back up to mine. I covered her mouth with mine and kissed her deeply. My tongue swept between her lips and moved against hers as I walked her backwards towards my bed. Deftly, I unhooked her bra before I tugged it from her body and let it drop to the floor.


  There were so many things I wanted to say to her, but showing her how I felt about her seemed to be a more pressing issue. My cock was throbbing and begging to be released as I she sat on the edge of the bed and started to scoot back. Her eyes locked on mine, tempting me to follow her. Before she scooted out of my reach, I grabbed the waist of her pants and pulled them down her long tanned legs, leaving just the scrap of fabric she considered underwear.


  “You forgot something,” she said with a mischievous grin, snapping the side of her panties with her fingertips.


  “I didn’t forget.” I said lowering my body to the bed to hover above her. My head resting just above her stomach. “I need a reminder to take this slow.” I bit my lip, drinking in the image of her, and looked up to see her anxiously anticipating my next move. “Once those are gone, all bets are off,” I warned.


  I began kissing my way up her legs—back and forth between the left and right—until I spotted a small pucker of skin on the inside of her left calf. I pressed my lips to the scar, remembering exactly how she got it. It had been my fault. The first time I’d ever given her a ride on my bike she’d been wearing shorts.


  “You remember?” she asked softly.


  “Of course,” I said, dropping my lips to her skin again. “I should have told you to put on some pants.” I remember how terrible I felt that day. I was only fifteen and thought surely she’d never speak to me again. I was showing off, taking her a little too fast around the curves. I was lucky that burn from the motor was all that happened. My stupid teenage hormones and pride had gotten the best of me. She’d tried to play it off and act cool—fighting back the tears and a scream when we stopped to assess the damage. “Sorry, baby.”


  “Don’t be. I’d do it all over again,” she said. “Reminds me of you every time I look at it.”


  “I felt like a complete jackass that day,” I said with a chuckle as I moved up her body.


  “I think I fell in love with you that day.” She smiled down at me. “You were so worried about me.” I had been worried. I’d hauled her back to my dad’s truck and pulled out a first aid kit like my life depended on it.


  “I never want to see you hurt,” I confessed. That day was the day I realized how important she was to me. “I loved you long before that. First day I saw you.” Maybe even before that. As soon as I started noticing girls, I’d been dreaming up Nora Bennett. She might not have known it, but I was elated when my brother invited her over per my request. Hoyt always was the best wingman. I was an idiot to think that I could ever live without her.


  I trailed my tongue up her body before taking the peak of her breast into my mouth. My tongue swirled around her nipple. Her back arched and her hands grabbed onto my arms as she begged for more.


  “Yes, Reid!” Her fingers dug into my biceps as my mouth continued to work over the most perfect pair of tits I’d ever seen or had the pleasure of touching. Hearing my name roll off of her lips had me feeling like I could do anything. A lot like when she cheered for me at a race. Her voice alone was enough to make me think I was invincible. Each and every move I made sent her writhing beneath me. She was so eager. So responsive. Exactly how I remembered. I knew each and every inch of her skin and what she needed from me.


  “That feels so good,” she panted. “Don’t stop.” She moaned out my name as I pressed the ridge of my hard cock against her center. I knew she was close to coming undone as I lowered myself back down her body and pressed my mouth against her. The wet heat of her pussy radiating through the thin material of her panties. “Take them off,” she begged, as I pressed my tongue through the fabric against her most sensitive spot. “Please.”


  The grin that spread across my face as I pulled her panties down and saw her completely naked for the first time in years was matched only by what I felt when I licked down her center and tasted her. Better, sweeter, and more addicting than my memory was capable of recalling.


  “So fucking sweet, baby,” I said. Her hands tangled in my hair as her legs fell to the sides and she opened up her body for me. Resting on my arms, I continued moving my tongue to alternate between lashing against her clit and delving as deep inside of her as I could. I slipped two fingers inside, her walls clenching tightly as I sucked her clit between my lips. Her body quaked as she came and the sweet sound of her ecstasy echoed in the room.


  When she finished, I looked up to see my wild-eyed girl grinning down at me. Her hair a tangled mess. Her lips parted slightly as she caught her breath. I stood up and pushed my pants to the ground. Her eyes widening even more as she watched my hand stroke my length as I walked over to my suitcase to retrieve a condom. Between work and riding and chasing a girl that I thought I’d never get again, I’d barely unpacked. I was so used to living out of a suitcase that it didn’t seem abnormal.


  “You’re sure?” I asked, as I tore the wrapper open.


  “Absolutely,” she answered, rising up on to her knees. I sheathed myself before joining her on the bed. My lips finding hers as I matched her position. She trailed her tongue along my bottom lip and knowing that she could taste herself on my mouth had my cock damn near bursting. She nudged me backwards until my back hit the bed. She straddled my lap, her arms latching around my neck, as I gripped her hips and lowered her on to me. The position allowing her control as her body familiarized itself with mine again. With my hands on her ass, I guided her up and down slowly, her tightness relaxing slightly around my already throbbing cock. “That feels so good,” she said against my lips. Our easy movements turned when she bit down on my lip.


  “You have no idea.” I said, switching positions and lowering her back to the mattress, sinking even deeper between her thighs. I swirled my hips. Her legs wrapped around my body as I pulled back and thrust into her. Again and again. Until her eyes closed from the pleasure of it all. When I felt her contract around me, I knew I couldn’t hold off any longer. Together, we finished and I kissed her lips before falling onto the bed beside her.


  Any thoughts I had about being able to live without her were gone. She was the first girl I’d ever had sex with and now I was damn sure she’d be the last.
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  “Didn’t you mention something about… what was it? Talking?” Reid asked as we lay side by side, each composing ourselves from the not one, but two times that we’d made love. I was starting to feel like I would never get my fill of him. How had I lived so long without him? He rolled onto his side and pressed a kiss to my cheek before placing his arm across my body and tugged the sheet up around us. My body was still humming. My muscles quivering as I turned to face him. The emptiness I felt between my legs after being filled by him made me want to summon up a second, scratch that, third wind and do it again.


  “I think I’m too exhausted to talk,” I said with a grin. Everything felt too perfect to ruin with talk of what might happen between us. We might make it as a couple. We might not. There was no way of predicting the future and the idea of spoiling the fantastic time we’d just had seemed like a terrible idea. “I kind of just want to lay here. With you.”


  “Sounds just about perfect,” he said as I rolled onto my side and pressed my back against him. He fit his body around me and slipped his arm underneath my head.


  “Reid,” I said right before I felt myself start to drift off to sleep.


  “Yeah, baby?”


  “We are going to make this work, right?”


  “Of course,” he said, burying his face in the crook of my neck. “I’m not letting you go that easy.”


  For the first time in a long time, I didn’t think about the future. I let myself fall asleep in his arms and focused on the present and the feel of the man I’d always loved wrapped around me.


  


  * * *


  


  The next couple of weeks passed in a blur. A hot, lust-fueled blur of kisses and “I missed you” and “don’t stop”. I felt like that teenage girl again. The one that fell with her whole heart and not just a tiny piece of it.


  As comfortable as I was with Reid and as great as our history was, the relationship between us now felt new. We were different people now, but the adult versions of us seemed to have just as much in common as the teenage versions. I still liked to force him into watching scary movies and he still blared that Bon Jovi CD when we were in the car together. I think just to see me smile and sing along. We fell back into what felt like it was always supposed to be. With a past and present so perfectly in sync, it made me hopeful for the future.


  Despite the fact that I’d rushed into his arms the day I’d broken up with Beau, Reid insisted that we do things right. He wanted to date me. To woo me. He wanted me to see that he had every intention of being the kind of boyfriend I needed him to be.


  Between my job and Reid’s building project, we didn’t have much time together during the days, but every night he’d pick me up or I’d go out to the cabin. We’d go to dinner, watch movies, and sometimes we would just talk for hours about everything. We told each other everything that happened while we were apart. I filled him in on my college life and he told me about life on the circuit. I told him more about the miscarriage and how I never told anyone about it. It felt good to finally confess all of the emotions I’d went through. From grief to peace. He sympathized and I knew that it hurt him to know the truth. Neither of us hid anything, good or bad, from each other.


  Avoiding the past seven years would have never worked, and in our talks I realized that I’d forgotten that besides being my boyfriend, Reid used to be my best friend. We didn’t stay together every night, despite knowing that each of us wanted to. Some nights he would kiss me and tell me good night before leaving, others he would ask me to stay or vice versa. I was content with either way. I loved the nights we did stay together, but the nights we didn’t, I loved the anticipation that built up because we were apart.


  The being apart was something I was going to have to get used to. I knew that it wouldn’t be long before he had to go back to Texas and get back to racing. I knew that it was part of the package, and I wanted all of it with him.


  “I sold a house today,” I told him that night when he stopped by my house after work.


  “That’s great,” he said with a smile.


  “I guess. Pays the bills”


  “You should be more excited,” he said, nudging his shoulder against mine as we sat on the couch. “Isn’t the goal to sell a house?”


  “It is.” I nodded. The truth was, I’d sold quite a few houses since I’d started working at Hillcrest Realty. The first time I’d waited for the excitement to hit me, but it fell short. I was proud of myself, sure, but it wasn’t the thrill I’d hoped for. “It’s just a job.”


  “If you don’t like it, don’t do it.”


  “What else am I going to do?” I asked. “I need a job. I have to earn money somehow.”


  “I seem to recall you being a kick-ass photographer at one time. You could always do that,” he suggested. I let my head fall onto his shoulder and laced my fingers between his. He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “You can do whatever you want, Shutterbug.”


  Could I? Could I really just quit my steady job and do whatever it was that made me happy? Could I earn a living taking photographs? It seemed too good to be true. The anxiety of not knowing exactly what I wanted to do with my life turned my stomach. I lifted my head to look at Reid, leaning in to press my lips to his. He knew about taking chances and I could tell by looking at him that he believed what he was saying to me.


  “Not trying to sound like some alpha male here, but I can take care of you if you want to give something else a try,” he said. “I mean, I could help you with bills and stuff until you’ve figured it out.”


  “I can’t take your money.” I shook my head. “You earned it. I need to earn my own.” I’d always considered myself a competent woman, capable of taking care of herself.


  “What’s the point in me having money if I can’t help the people I love?” He had a sweet smile on his face and shrugged nonchalantly as if he hadn’t just offered something monumental. Why did he have to be so considerate? I shouldn’t have been complaining, but he being all flawless had me noticing all of my own shortcomings. The only thing I wasn’t short on was knowing that he loved me. We hadn’t outright said it to each other yet, but he’d made a few comments that led me to believe it was true. I knew that I felt that way about him.


  “You’re too good to be true.”


  “I don’t know about that,” he chuckled. “I’ve got some flaws. Have you seen the laundry in my room? I’m kind of a slob. And, I’ve been told I snore.”


  “You don’t,” I promised. “I would have let you know if that was true.” We’d spent quite a few nights together over past few weeks. If he did snore, I was oblivious. Every night I spent with him I found myself peacefully drifting off to sleep in his arms.


  “Oh, and I hate to lose. But, I’m guessing you figured that one out already,” he said with wink before leaning into touch his nose to mine.


  “I did.”


  “I love you, Nora Bennett,” he said, confirming my suspicions. “And I’ll support anything you want to do. If you want to sell houses, great. You want to take pictures, even better.” He laughed. “Hell, if you tell me tomorrow that you want to audition for the circus, I’ll go out and buy you a trapeze. I want us to be a team. I want us to be there for each other no matter what.”


  “I want that too.” I placed my hand on his cheek and peered into his big brown eyes. “I love you too, you know?” I said before kissing him. I could feel his smile underneath my lips before our kiss deepened. He pulled me onto his lap, my knees settling on each side him as our tongues tangled together.


  “Yeah, I know.” I could feel his smile on my lips.


  My sister was working, the house was empty, and as I felt him harden beneath me I was grateful for her absence. I’d never been so turned on by another person. We could go from having a serious conversation to lust-fueled in no time flat. I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of wanting him or of him wanting me. His hands moved to unbutton my shirt. I was still dressed in my work clothes—a cream colored button down shirt and a pair of black pants. I’d had a wide belt around my waist, but the second I walked through the front door it went on the floor along with the black heels I’d been wearing. There was nothing sexy about the outfit I was wearing, but as he worked his fingers over the buttons, and revealed the nude colored lace bra I was wearing underneath, I watched his eyes drink me in like I was a supermodel. He made me feel sexy, desirable and wanted.


  He dropped his head to my chest, kissing the tops of my breasts as I shrugged out of my shirt. I sat up and he pulled the cups down, my nipples hardening into tight peaks from his gaze and the anticipation of what I knew would be coming. He took one nipple between his lips while his hand worked over the other one, pinching and pulling in the most delicious combination of pleasure and pain.


  “That feels amazing,” I said as I tangled my hands in his hair, inviting him to apply more pressure. He nipped at me with his teeth and for a moment I thought I might just come apart at the seams.


  “You feel amazing,” he said, his cock throbbing into my center. His arms wrapped around my waist and he kissed me again. “Do you know how many times a day I think about being inside of you?” he growled. “Too many to count.” He reached between our bodies and slipped his hand down the front of my pants, his fingertips grazing my sensitive flesh, soliciting a cry for more from my lips. “You’ve been thinking about me too, haven’t you?” He said, slicking his fingers through my already wet heat between my legs. It was true. I thought about sex with him more than I’d ever thought about sex with anyone. “Tell me what you think about doing to me, baby?” His rough whisper in my ear fueled my courage.


  Verbalizing what I wanted to do to him seemed too easy. I wanted to show him. I grabbed his shirt and pulled it over his head, tossing it aside with a wicked grin. I lowered my head to his chest and began kissing my way down, nipping at his solid wall of muscle as I lowered myself off of his lap. My fingers softly scraping down his skin as I moved between his legs.


  “I think I like where this is going,” he said, with a soft laugh. A laugh that immediately ceased the second I cupped my hand around him. Even through his jeans, I could feel just how hard he was. Just how much he wanted me. I unbuttoned his pants and worked them down enough to free his erection. A sight that I had me clenching my thighs together. The sheer size of him alone was enough to have me seeing stars. I licked my lips in anticipation as he watched me run a hand down the full length of him, my fingers unable to wrap around him completely. “Fuck, that feels good,” he said through gritted teeth. The tip of him glistening with just how much he loved having my hands on him. I licked the evidence away before taking him in my mouth. The fullness that I felt as I took him deep in my throat was exhilarating. Knowing I had this big, strong man at my mercy made me feel alive, and knowing that every move I made gave him pleasure was worth even more.


  His head fell back against the sofa as I moved up and down, sucking and swirling my tongue around him until I felt him throbbing inside of my mouth. His quiet moans spurred me on. His hand tangled in my hair, and I knew that he was giving me fair warning that he was close to his breaking point. I pulled him in a little further and felt the first burst of his heat in the back of my throat. I used my hand to help him finish and then wiped the corners of my mouth with my fingers as I sat back on my heels to look at him.


  He didn’t even give me a second to catch my breath before he swooped me up into his arms and stood. Wrapping my legs around his waist, he carried me to my bedroom and kissed my lips until they felt swollen.


  “My turn,” he said as he lowered me onto the bed. The smirk of satisfaction and promise on his lips exciting me for what was about to come.
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  “Hey Nick,” I said into the phone. “What’s up?” I’d assumed that Pilsner was calling to thank me for recommending my brother as a coach for his new rider. I hadn’t been expecting him to say he needed me back in Texas in a week.


  “We’ve got a few press things lined up for you and Brett. Can you make it back here by the twenty-third?” he asked. My heart fell into my stomach when I thought about telling Nora that I had to go. We both knew it was coming. The house was nearing completion and the weather was starting to turn cold. Every free moment I had I spent with her and the thought of not seeing her every day was jarring.


  “Yeah,” I said, mustering up as much enthusiasm as possible. Even if I didn’t want to leave right away, I had to. It was my job. It was something I had to do. “I’ll let Brett know.”


  “Great,” he replied. “And thanks again for suggesting your brother. He’s doing a great job.” Hoyt had left a couple weeks ago and besides a few random texts, I hadn’t really heard from him. I’d just figured he was really busy.


  “I’m glad it’s working out. I hope he’s able to get the new guy into shape.”


  “I think he will.” Nick laughed. “He’ll get the new gal ready for the starting line.”


  “Gal?” I asked. I was confused. “McCade’s a female rider?”


  “Sure is. One of the best natural talents I’ve seen,” he explained. “From a guy or girl. She’s got real talent.”


  “Well, I’ll be damned.” I chuckled. “Hoyt hadn’t mentioned that he was training a girl.”


  “She’s a bit of a wild card. He’s probably been too worried about figuring out how to get her under control.”


  “Well, he will,” I said, confident that my brother could get the job done.


  “I know he will.”


  “We’ll see you in a week, buddy,” I told him good bye and hung up the phone before tossing it on the counter. Nora was working and I had just sat down to have some lunch. My appetite disappeared the second I’d heard Nick ask me to leave Halstead. I grabbed the sandwich in front of me and headed outside to talk to Brett.


  Ever since our discussion about Georgia, Brett had been acting a little strange. He still put on a show that he wasn’t pissed at me, but I knew better. I had to make things right with him. I should have made them right sooner, but I seemed to have become a little wrapped up with the woman I loved.


  “Hey man,” I said, opening the door of his trailer and stepping inside. Much to my surprise, the space was neat and tidy. The small kitchen area was spotless. The floor was clear. I could even see that his bed was made in the small back bedroom. During our time of not hanging out, Brett must have become domesticated.


  “What’s up?” he asked stepping out of the bedroom.


  “Pilsner just called. Said he needs us back in Texas for some promo stuff.”


  “Okay.” He shrugged and started to walk back into the bedroom.


  “Brett.”


  He turned back to face me.


  “Are we okay?”


  “We’re fine.”


  “Are you sure? I mean, I hope you aren’t still pissed about what I said about Georgia. I wasn’t trying to be a dick. I just—”


  “Dude,” he said calmly. “I’m not pissed. You were right. I need to get my shit together before I even attempt to date a girl like her.”


  “Looks like you’ve made a good start,” I said, pointing out his clean living space. And, I couldn’t go without noticing that my usual rough and tumble buddy was clean shaven and wearing a pair of jeans without a single hole in them. Whoever he was becoming was different than the guy I knew.


  “Gotta start somewhere,” he laughed.


  “I know that you’re a great guy,” I confessed. “I shouldn’t have butted my nose into your business.”


  “It’s okay. I think I needed a little bit of a reality check.” He walked over and sat down on the couch. “How are things with the Mrs.?” he smiled.


  “Good,” I answered, not even bothered by the implication. “Great really. I’m not too excited about telling her I have to leave early, but what am I going to do?”


  “Yeah, that sucks.”


  “We knew it was going to happen,” I said, leaning against the small built-in kitchen table. “Just thought it would be a few more weeks before it did.”


  “You love her?”


  “More than anything.”


  “Then it will work out,” he said, giving me a friendly boost. Which is exactly what I should have done for Brett when he needed me. I shouldn’t have been trying to deter him from pursuing Georgia. I should have been lifting him up and encouraging him.


  “Thanks man.” I reached out and bumped my fist against his. “You feel like going out tonight?” I asked. “I know a couple of girls who are looking for a little fun,” I said waggling my eyebrows. Nora had already asked me to join her and her sister out at The Pub tonight. If he wanted to date Georgia, the least I could do was help a brother out.


  “Sounds good.” He nodded. I think he’d already figured out that the girls I was talking about were the Bennett sisters. If not, it would fun to see him squirm.


  “You wanna ride tomorrow?” he asked. “Weather is supposed to be good.”


  “Of course.” There weren’t many days that I didn’t want to ride.


  “You about ready to let me on that 450?”


  “You finally grow a pair and decide to ride a big boy bike?” I laughed. Brett had always rode a 250. It was lighter than my bike and better for the freestyle riding he did, but what his bike lacked in weight, my bike made up for in power. Every guy liked to feel a little more pull between his legs.


  “I can handle Eileen,” he said with a wink. “Let me show her what if feels like for a real man to ride her. Let me get her up in the air.”


  “All right, Sally,” I teased. “You wanna ride her, you can.” It felt good to be razzing each other again. It felt good to just be hanging out with him.


  “Oh,” I said, remembering what Nick had told me about Hoyt. “You wanna hear something good?” He nodded. “Chayse McCade, the rider Hoyt went to train?” He nodded again. “Well, Chayse is a chick. He’s training a female rider.”


  “No shit?” Brett said, pulling his phone from his back pocket. “Let’s just see what we can find out...” he trailed off as he typed her name into the phone. His eyes went wide as he pulled up his search results. “Oh, this is good.” He laughed out loud. “Your brother is in so much trouble,” he said, holding up his phone so I could see what he’d found.


  Chayse McCade was a girl all right. A girl that didn’t mind posing in a bikini and a pair of riding boots while straddling her dirt bike. A wild-eyed brunette with pouty lips and a few other features that I tried not to look at because I was a taken man.


  “Trouble doesn’t even begin to describe what that girl is,” I said. “I can’t wait to see what he has to say about her.”


  


  * * *


  


  “Hey baby,” I said, wrapping an arm around Nora’s shoulders and leaning in for a kiss. Brett and I had come to meet them and as I greeted my girl, I waited for him to spout off a pick up line to Georgia.


  “Thanks for letting me crash your party,” he said, standing next to me. “Y’all didn’t have to invite me.”


  Who is this guy?


  “Of course,” Nora replied. “The more the merrier.” She looked incredible as always—a pair of dark jeans and simple, pale yellow, long sleeved shirt. The girl looked good in anything, but these particular jeans seemed to be hugging her ass in an exceptionally tempting way tonight. Her long hair was down and wavy, looking a little blonder from all of our time outside on the bike recently. She pulled it to one side as I stood next to her, purposely showing off her delectable neck to me. I leaned in a pressed my lips to her skin, chastely.


  “I don’t know about you Brett, but I’m about sick of these two and their constant groping,” Georgia teased. “You wanna grab a drink?”


  “Yeah, they’re pretty gross,” he said with a smile before following Georgia to the bar. As soon as they walked away I turned Nora in my arms and pressed my lips to hers.


  “If they want to see groping, we can show them groping.”


  “You’re incorrigible,” she said against my lips.


  “You love it.” I tightened my arms around her waist.


  “I do,” she said wrinkling her nose. “So, what’s the deal with them?” she asked, turning her head to toward the bar. Georgia and Brett seemed to be having a friendly conversation as they ordered drinks.


  “No idea,” I answered. “I know he thinks she’s hot. You mean you haven’t gotten any gossip from your sister on the topic?”


  “Not really,” she said. I released my arms from around her and took her hand in mine. “She’s been busy at work and I’ve been busy with you so...”


  “Yeah, I’ve kind of dropped the friend ball with Brett, too.” I sighed. “I might have said that I didn’t think he was good enough for her a while back. I don’t think he’d tell me the truth about her anyway.”


  “Hmmm.” Nora stared up at me pensively. “I mean, I don’t think he’s a bad guy,” she hesitated. “And, I think Georgia is pretty good at making her own decisions.” As she was talking, Georgia playfully slapped at Brett’s arm and it appeared that she was actually flirting with him. “We might just have to wait and see how it plays out.”


  “Well, we might not have that much time,” I said, deciding it was best to just tell her that I had to leave in a week.


  “What do you mean?”


  “We’ve gotta go back. For work.”


  “When?” Nora’s big blue eyes were full of concern, a crease had formed between her brows and I wanted to kiss it away. I wanted to tell her that we were going to be fine and that it was all going to work out. I wanted to keep telling her that until she believed it.


  “A week.” I squeezed her hand in mine. “It’s going to be fine though. I’ll be able to come back when the house is completed, and you can fly out for the weekends. We’re going to be fine.” I needed just as much reassurance on this topic as she did. What if she decided that I wasn’t worth the trouble and was the one to end things? I knew she thought it would be me, but I was the one that was worried.


  She nodded, but didn’t say anything. I could see the tears welling in her eyes and I felt helpless. I hated seeing her cry, and knowing I was the reason for her tears was almost more than I could handle.


  “Shutterbug. Please don’t cry.” I pulled her against my chest and pressed my lips to the top of her head.


  “I’m not,” she said, shaking her head and trying to muster up a smile. “I’m fine. I just need some air.” She pulled her hand from mine. “I’ll be right back.”
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  One week.


  It didn’t seem fair. It was too soon for him to be leaving. I paced the sidewalk in front the bar. The sun had set and the street lights had turned on. For a Friday night the town square was exceptionally bare. Which was fine, I really didn’t feel like explaining to anyone why I was wiping tears off of my face.


  I knew that he would eventually have to leave, but the house wasn’t finished. I thought we still had time.


  Stop being so ridiculous, I told myself. Yes, he was leaving, but it wasn’t like last time. This time was different. We’d talk every day. We’d see each other whenever it was possible. We were going to be fine.


  “Nora?” I heard my name and turned expecting to find Reid. Instead I nearly ran right into Beau. I placed my hands on his chest and steadied myself.


  “Sorry,” I said, taking a step back. He looked at me and I knew that he could see the tears on my face.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “Nothing,” I said. “I was just having a moment.” He reached out and rubbed his hand on my shoulder and I looked up into his eyes that were sweetly trained on me. Maybe he did really care about me. “I’ll be fine,” I told him.


  “Rethinking leaving me for Travers?” he said. Of course he would assume that my tears had something to do with him. “I told you it would end this way.”


  “Nothing is ending.” I wiped the last bit of wetness from my face. “For your information, Reid and I are just fine.”


  “Yeah, well, I give it a month.”


  “I get that I hurt you, but you don’t have to be a dick about it.”


  “Actually, I can be however I want to be about it. You’re the one that made the mistake. You’re the one that cheated on me.”


  “Whatever, Beau,” I said, walking past him. I didn’t have to stand out there and listen to a single word he said. I hadn’t cheated on him. Well, not exactly. He could think whatever he wanted, his opinion really didn’t matter to me. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry that things didn’t work out between us, but I’m not going to apologize again. If you want to be pissed for half your life, that’s fine.”


  “Wait just a minute,” he said, reaching out to grab my arm. “You didn’t even give me a chance to fight for you. That’s what really pisses me off.” His fingers tightened around my arm as he stepped closer. He was angry and I could smell the alcohol on his breath. “I could be the right guy for you.”


  “No,” I said, yanking free of his grasp, I took a step back. “You couldn’t.”


  He took a step toward me. I shuffled my feet back until I felt the cool cement of the bar wall behind me.


  “What is it, you only fuck professionals?” he said, pinning me between his arms. The heat in his tone and stare had me worried. “I don’t have enough sponsors for you?”


  “That has nothing to do with it,” I said, trying to move past him, but he wasn’t budging. “Just let me go back inside. I have nothing to say to you.”


  “Well, I think—”


  “I’m going to give you two seconds to get the fuck away from her before I beat your ass, Gregurich,” Reid’s voice broke the trance that Beau was trying to hold on me. I could see Reid over Beau’s shoulder. His fists and jaw clenched, whatever restraint he had was wearing thin as those two seconds passed and he walked to where we were standing. Beau held up his hands, releasing me, and took a step back. Briefly, I thought maybe that would be the end of it. That somehow we could avoid what was next, but just as I reached Reid’s side, Beau turned on his heels and launched his fist toward Reid’s face. The sound alone was enough to draw a scream from me.


  “Omigod,” I yelled, as I rushed to Reid’s side. The punch hadn’t knocked him off his feet, but I could see his cheek reddening and immediately starting to swell. “Are you okay?”


  “I’m all right,” he said to me, before turning his attention to Beau. “I’m going to give you that one,” Reid said. The chuckle that followed surprised me as much as it surprised Beau. The smug smile he had on his face after sucker punching Reid fell as quickly as his fist had. Reid rubbed his hand over his cheek and smiled as if it hadn’t hurt at all. “I deserve a punch for stealing back what was mine, but I swear to God if you ever touch, talk, or look at her the wrong way, I will end you. Do you understand me?” Reid took a step toward him, and he knew as well as Beau that they weren’t evenly matched. Reid could have wiped that parking lot with Beau if he wanted to. “Don’t think I won’t use every connection I have to ruin you.”


  “Go fuck yourself, Travers,” Beau snapped, not wanting to back down.


  “I don’t have to,” Reid said, dropping his arm across my shoulders. “That’s what I’ve got her for.” I tucked myself against him as we walked back inside. The second we were back inside and far from Beau, Reid turned to me. “Are you okay?” he asked. His eyes scanning my body for any trace of Beau being a little too forceful. “Did he hurt you?”


  “I’m okay,” I promised. “You’re the one who got punched in the face.” I brought my hand up to his cheek and he winced a little when I pressed on it.


  “I’m fine,” he assured me. “He hits like a little bitch.” He gave me a wink and smile to let me know that he was really all right and then grabbed my hand. We walked over to the table where Georgia and Brett were sitting.


  “Damn, RT? Who clocked you?”


  “Who do you think?” he replied, before giving his buddy and my sister a run-down of what happened.


  “Did he hurt you?” Georgia asked. Reid shook his head.


  “Is he gone?” Brett said, cracking his knuckles. “We need to go out there and give him a Throttled Energy ass whooping or what?”


  “Just let it go, man. He’s not worth getting into trouble with the sponsors over. We’ve got too much to lose.”


  “He is definitely not worth the trouble,” I agreed.


  I couldn’t help but feel like this was entirely my fault. I hadn’t provoked Beau, but it was my fault he was so upset. Maybe if I would have just been honest with him from the get go, he wouldn’t have felt the need to lash out.


  “I’m sorry,” I said to Reid.


  “Baby, you have nothing to apologize for. He shouldn’t have been out there harassing you.” He ran his hand down my cheek, looking deep into my eyes. “I’m sorry for letting you go out there alone.”


  “No. I ran off.”


  “Well, I should have followed you,” he sighed. “And, I’m sorry for the smart ass comment about having you to... you know.”


  “Well it was true.” I leaned in to kiss him.


  “I guess it is.” Reid chuckled. “But, it’s more of a forever kind of thing for me, not just a fuck.”


  “For me too,” I said with a smile, before pressing my lips back to his. “He deserved a whole lot more than just a smart ass comment from you.” I was still in awe of the fact that Reid had played it so cool. I knew he hated Beau and I’m sure he wanted to retaliate, but he was right about having a lot to lose. He didn’t want to stir up trouble with his new sponsors or get a bad reputation. If he would have hit Beau, I had no doubt that he would have gone straight to the press and spun some story about how Reid assaulted him. I didn’t want to think about it anymore. “Speaking of what you said earlier... can we go home?”


  “Absolutely.” He looked over at Brett and Georgia. “Can you make sure she gets home?”


  “Of course,” Brett answered. I could see the sparkle in his eyes when he turned to look at my sister. Could the playboy actually be looking for more than just a one night stand? Although, maybe what my sister needed was a night of reckless fun. She hadn’t dated anyone since Jamie had died. Perhaps one wild night with a motocross bad boy was exactly what she needed to jump start her love life.


  “I can get myself home, Reid,” Georgia said proudly. Or maybe she didn’t need anything at all.


  “I know you can, Georgia-girl, but just humor me. Let my guy here be a gentleman and all,” he persuaded.


  “I guess it would be all right,” she said, giving Brett a look when she thought he wasn’t looking, but he was and the pink of her cheeks gave away that she was enjoying it.


  “I’ll be home tomorrow,” I said to Georgia as I stood up. Reid was right beside me and we both pushed our chairs back. “Night, G.”


  “Good night.”


  Brett said his goodbyes and as we were walking away, I knew the first thing I’d be asking my sister about when I saw her tomorrow was how the rest of her night went. It was time for her to let herself fall again, and judging by the way that Brett was paying attention to her all night, I’d say he was up for the challenge.


  


  * * *


  


  “So one week, huh?” I had brought up the inevitable as we climbed into bed. I’d pulled on one of Reid’s shirts and left just my underwear underneath. He was down to his boxers as soon as I suggested we go to bed. His lips grazed mine as we cuddled together.


  “Yeah,” he said, his tone heavy and disheartened. “It sucks.”


  “I’ll be okay,” I told him. “We will be okay.”


  “I know, baby. I’m just not ready to leave you yet. I’ll miss you.” He pressed his lips to mine. “And this.” His hand ran down the length of my body before slipping underneath of my shirt and caressing my skin softly on its way back up. “And these.” He chuckled when he found my breasts bare and cupped one, then the other with his hand. “I’m going to miss all of you.”


  “Well then...” I sat up and pulled my shirt over my head, before straddling him. “Might as well get your fill of me before you have to go.” I grinned as he pulled me against his chest and locked his mouth to mine. He was leaving and it might be a month or so before we actually got to see each other again. I was damn sure going to get my fill of him. If that was even possible. We definitely gave it our best effort before we fell asleep that night, neither of us wanting to let go of the other. Six more nights like that and we might have to take some time apart out of sheer exhaustion.


  I woke up to an empty bed but I could hear the rumble of dirt bikes outside and knew that Reid hadn’t gone far. What I was surprised by was the fact that my camera was sitting on his pillow with a note from him.


  


  Come take some pictures, Shutterbug.


  


  I was up and dressed quickly, my hair half-hazardously thrown into a knot on the top of my head. The morning light wouldn’t last long and I was excited to have a camera back in my hand. And not just any camera, my camera. He must have gone to my parents’ house and picked it up while I was at work one day. Just another sweet thing to add to the list of sweet things he did for me.


  As I walked over to the track, I snapped a couple pics of the landscape, to see if the settings were how I’d left them, and if I even remembered how to adjust them. It was like riding a bike, each click and twist seeming natural as I adjusted the lens.


  I saw Reid on the far side of the track, 237 still emblazoned on the front of his bike. He was riding over the whoop section—a succession of small hills, bumps really, that can send a bike off into many different directions if not handled with control. He looked a little looser today than I was used to seeing. His normal, upright position a bit more lax. Perhaps our long night of love making had taken too much out of him to ride today. I felt myself grinning at the memory of last night. I clicked a quick picture of him coming out of a turn. He looked strong and capable, but different. I just couldn’t put my finger on it. I frowned as I looked harder at him on the track, the difference of his riding clear to me.


  The bike revved hard as he approached the double jump and as soon as the bike was in the air, I knew something was wrong. The silence that followed as I watched the bike seize and toss Reid on the landing was worse than watching him get punched in the face. His body lying motionless on the track. My own body frozen in shock, I waited for him to get up. To shake it off as if he hadn’t just hit the ground at an extreme rate of speed.


  I dropped my camera on the ground and took off running as fast as I could. I had to get to him. Trying to see the rise and fall of his chest under the chest protector he was wearing was pointless, but I could see the way his leg was bent at his knee. It wasn’t normal. It was painfully obvious that something was broken. He was not okay and I wanted to get to him. To let him know that I was there for him, but I felt like I was running in slow motion. The grass and dirt I was running through may as well have been quicksand. His injury looked bad and I knew what that meant for his next season. He was going to need me by his side to get him through the disappointment but there was no place I would want to be. The tears were streaked down my face by the time I made it to his side.


  “Reid,” I yelled. “Omigod.” I dropped to my knees beside him and took his hand in mine.


  “Nora,” Reid said, but not from the ground where I expected to find him. “I’m right here.” He was instead on his knees on the other side of whoever was lying on the ground between us.


  “Reid?” I said, hoping that I was dreaming that he was okay. I wanted to smile and ask him to pinch me, but that would have to wait. I was so grateful that Reid was okay and I desperately wanted to hug him and tell him that I loved him, but I held onto the rider’s hand instead. He was the one who was hurt. He was the one who needed someone to hold his hand. As soon as I saw blonde hair fall from the helmet Reid was gently pulling of his head, I knew it was Brett. I’d keep holding his hand as long as he needed me to. As Reid called 9-1-1, he grabbed Brett’s other hand. Both of us telling him that he was going to be okay, both of us trying to keep him from looking down at his leg.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  “What do you mean the bike just seized up?” Hoyt asked when I called him from the hospital waiting room. I’d rode in the ambulance with Brett to the hospital and managed to get a few details from him before they drugged him with enough morphine that he couldn’t speak in full and coherent sentences. And, with good reason. The paramedics stabilized Brett’s knee and I could tell by his face that the damage was bad. Miss a season bad.


  “He said that something went really wrong mid jump. It just shut off. No brakes, no throttle.” I paused, the memory of seeing my friend free falling was clear in my head. I couldn’t imagine that the image was going to be leaving anytime soon. “It just fell from the fucking sky, Hoyt. It was terrible. His knee is really fucked up.” I should have at least taken it for a couple laps to make sure everything was working correctly. “This is all my fault. I should have never let him ride my bike.”


  “Reid, listen to me,” Hoyt said sternly. “This is not your fault,” Hoyt reiterated the same way Nora had when I was blaming myself for my best friend laying on the ground in pain as we waited for the rescue squad to show up. “You know it. I know it. And, I’m damn sure that Brett knows it.”


  “I know.” Or at least I was trying to make myself believe that I did.


  “It’s not like your bike is unreliable and Brett knows how to ride. Something’s up, dude, and I don’t like the sounds of it.”


  “What are you talking about?” I said, sitting down in one of the waiting room chairs. Nora entered the waiting room with a bag full of clean clothes for me and a few things for Brett. She’d offered to meet us at the hospital so that I could go with him. I was grateful she was there because besides her, I didn’t have anyone else in Halstead to turn to. “You mean you think someone messed with the bike?”


  Nora took a seat next to me and laced her fingers with mine. I took in a breath, feeling calmer with her by my side. She didn’t say a word as I continued my conversation, but I could see her concern for Brett as clearly as I could see the relief that it hadn’t been me under that helmet. Seeing her so upset hadn’t helped me keep my cool at all. I’d seen many of my friends—including Brett—get hurt on the track over the years, but this was worse than I had ever seen. I knew how long busted knee would take to heal, and Brett had to have surgery. He was looking at missing an entire season. A single season could be the difference between making it in the pros and being totally forgotten.


  “Could be,” Hoyt suggested. “It’s not the first time someone in Halstead has fucked with your bike.”


  “If he did,” I seethed, thinking about the possibility that Beau could be responsible for all of this. “I’ll kill that motherfucker, I swear to God.” Nora squeezed my hand and gave me a look to remind me that we were in a waiting room filled with people. “I’ll keep you updated,” I promised Hoyt before saying goodbye.


  Before I said a word to Nora, I leaned over and kissed her cheek and pulled her into a hug. A hug I really needed. Call me a pussy, but feeling my girl in my arms was therapeutic. The way she fell into my arms and then smiled through tears when she looked up at me said she needed it just as much as I did.


  “What did the doctors say?” she asked, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands when we released our hold on each other. I kept my arm around her shoulders as we sat side by side, needing to feel her touch.


  “He’s in surgery now. It was pretty bad. I’m guessing a few pins and screws, but who knows. They said they wouldn’t really know until they got in there.”


  “I feel so bad for him,” she said. “It looked like he was in a lot of pain.”


  “He wasn’t feeling anything by the time we got here,” I said, hoping to ease her mind. “He’s in good hands now, babe. I’m sure the doctors will take good care of him.” It wasn’t the pain or surgery that I was worried about, though. It was the long road to recovery that would take him off the circuit that had me concerned. Brett could handle pain. He could make it through surgery. Not being on a track for a year... that was a different story. I knew how I would have felt if someone took riding away from me.


  “Who were you talking to on the phone?”


  “My brother,” I answered. “He seems to think that the bike wouldn’t have just shut down the way it did. Like maybe someone messed with it.”


  “Do you think that?”


  “That bike was grade-A.” I couldn’t even think about the shape Eileen was in at that moment. I’d have to get a new one, I was sure of it, but all I wanted was for my best friend to come out of this whole thing with a leg that still worked and be able to get back to riding as quickly as possible. “They don’t just quit working mid-ride.”


  “You think it was Beau?”


  I shrugged. Beau was the only person that I suspected, and as much as I wanted to start pointing the finger and figure out if I was right, I needed to wait until I knew my friend was all right.


  “Well, you won’t have to worry about taking care of him if it was,” she said. “It was your bike, Reid,” she reminded me. “If he tampered with it and his intent was to hurt you...” she paused with an angry sigh. “I can’t even... I’ll take care of him myself.”


  Was it wrong of me to be turned on right now? The fire in her eyes when she promised to take care of him for trying to hurt me might have been the sexiest thing I’d ever heard her say. My girl willing to fight for me. Willing to seek out those who did me wrong. Could she be any more perfect?


  “Thanks, baby,” I said pressing my lips to hers. “But, don’t you worry. As soon as Brett is out of surgery and I know what’s going on with him, I’m going to find out exactly who messed with my bike. You won’t have to worry about getting those pretty little hands dirty.”


  “But, I want to,” she defended. “I mean, I want to be there with you. I want to help you figure it all out.”


  “Then that’s where you’ll be,” I promised.


  


  * * *


  


  Four hours after they’d taken Brett back for surgery, a doctor came out to talk to us.


  “Are you here with Mr. Sallinger?” the petite female surgeon asked. I wondered how such a small woman—so short in stature—could operate on a big guy such as Brett, but the serious look on her face and the way she cut the small talk and got right down to business said she was a force to be reckoned with.


  “Yes,” I said. “We are.” Nora and I both stood, meeting the doctor as she walked toward us.


  “I’m Dr. Forlani,” she said, extending her hand. “I performed surgery on your friend’s knee.”


  “Is he all right?” I asked, shaking her small hand. For being so small, she had a firm grip which made me a little bit more confident about her opening up my friend’s leg.


  “He will be. Your friend really did a number on his knee. Not to mention, the previous damage and scar tissue from past riding injuries. I think that it will require another surgery, but I wanted to talk to him about it before I did anything drastic.”


  “If you can get him back on a bike before the season starts, then I’m sure he will want drastic.”


  “I’ll go over all the options with him, but I’m confident we can get him back on a bike.”


  “That’s great, Doc,” I said, releasing the breath I’d been holding since she entered the room. I felt so relieved hearing her words.


  “It might not be like it used to be and it’s going to take a while, but I think with physical therapy he’ll be back to at least ninety-percent function in a reasonable amount of time.”


  “Ninety-percent?” Nora asked, taking the words right out of my mouth. Guys like Brett, guys like me, we needed to be at a hundred percent. All the time.


  “He had some significant nerve damage. I can’t guarantee how he will heal from that. Sometimes it all goes away, sometimes it doesn’t,” she replied. “It’s different with every patient.”


  “You think maybe we can leave that part out for now?” I said, earning a confused look from the doctor. “It’s going to be a lot for him to handle when he wakes up. I mean we can tell him about the nerve damage and all, but maybe leave out the ninety-percent.”


  “It’s your call, Mr. Travers,” she said. “You were listed as his emergency contact, so I’m going to assume that you have Mr. Sallinger’s best interest at heart. I’m sure he will be able to feel exactly how much damage was done,” she pointed out. “But yes, I’ll leave off that particular statistic,” she agreed. “Until I know for sure what the best course is for your friend.”


  “Thank you.” I said, reaching out to shake her hand. “When can we see him?”


  “He should be awake in an hour or so. You can see him right after.”


  “Thanks again,” I said, as she walked away.


  “I’m so glad the surgery’s over,” Nora said, letting out a relieved sigh.


  “Me too,” I agreed, grabbing her hand in mine.


  “If you don’t mind, I think I’m going to run home real quick and grab a shower,” she said. “I’ll be back before he wakes up.”


  “That’s fine,” I told her, noticing that she seemed a bit anxious to get out of the hospital. I couldn’t blame her, I didn’t really care to be spending my Saturday amongst the sick and injured either. She kissed me quickly and headed out the door. I would have much rather had her sit with me, but I knew she’d be back. Besides, there wasn’t much that we could do but sit and wait.
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  I’d held it in as long as I could. The tears and the scream that I wanted to release the second I saw Brett crash his bike echoed in my car as I drove out of the hospital parking lot. Don’t get me wrong, I was more than relieved that Reid was okay, but the entire thing had scared me. It wasn’t new to me that people got hurt racing motocross, but I hadn’t ever seen anything like I had that morning. I’d been lucky. I’d been spared the gory details of a career that could possibly result in serious injuries or paralysis, or even death.


  Was I strong enough to be with a man that risked his life every time he got on a dirt bike? I knew that Reid was a talented rider, but so was Brett. There was always a possibility that he could get hurt, but the thought of not being with him hurt just as bad. If I wasn’t strong enough now, I would be. I’d make sure of it. It would never be easy, but it was a risk I had to take if I wanted to be with him. I’d support him in any way I could.


  I wiped my tears as I drove, but before I came to the road that lead to my house I took a left and headed down Main Street. I needed to see someone before I went home. I needed to find out if Beau was responsible for Brett’s accident.


  I walked into Gregurich Motor Sports like a woman on a mission. I didn’t greet either of the two salesmen or Samantha, the cashier. I headed straight down the hallway in the back of the store and into Beau’s office, purposely leaving the door open in case he decided to get all grabby like he had the last time we’d talked. There were three other people working there that day and I didn’t think he would try anything in front of his staff. Or at least I’d hoped he wouldn’t.


  “Nora?” he said, a surprised look on his face. “What are—”


  “Please, please tell me that you didn’t have anything to do with what happened to Reid’s bike today?” I hated to believe that another human being was capable of doing something that could have killed someone, but I knew better. I knew the world was full of all kinds of people, and I’d recently witnessed Beau’s mean and hateful side. I’d seen him act like a complete jackass and let his pride get the best of him.


  “What are you talking about?” He appeared confused, but he refused to look me directly in the eye. He was hiding something.


  I narrowed my eyes at him and tried to get him to look me in the eye as I spoke clearly. “Reid’s bike, Beau. It malfunctioned today,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “It’s a small town, I’m sure you heard.”


  “Most accidents are operator error, Nora,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Maybe Ricochet needs to learn how to ride a bike.” He chuckled. He actually chuckled like this was a laughing matter.


  “This is not funny,” I snapped. “And it wasn’t Reid who was riding it.”


  “What do you mean?” The color drained from his face. It made me sick to think that he was okay with hurting the one person that I loved the most. I might have hurt his feelings ending our relationship the way I did, but that did not justify him doing something so malicious.


  “It was Brett,” I informed him.


  “Oh.” He tried to cover up his shock. “I did hear there was an accident today, but I...”


  “You thought you hurt the other guy?” I walked toward the desk he was sitting behind and placed my hands on the front of it, staring down at him. I wanted to look him in the eye and let him know that I was on to him. “You thought you hurt the man I chose over you because you’re a sore loser and a complete asshole?”


  “Maybe I am an asshole, Nora,” he said. “But you did this. You ended it, not me.”


  “And I’ve told you that I feel terrible for that,” I countered. “But, that doesn’t give you the right to try and hurt Reid. It’s not going to fix what happened.”


  “No, but it might just make me feel a little better about it.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Do you know what it’s like to have everything taken from you?” He asked. His jaw clenched as he spit his words through his teeth. “Travers is a fucking asshole and I don’t feel one bit sorry about anything that happens to him.”


  “So you did do it?” I wanted him to confess. I wanted to hear exactly what he did so I could tell Reid. And, I wanted to slap him in the face because I knew no matter what he said that he was responsible.


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “You didn’t have to. The second I heard Reid say he thought the bike had been tampered with, I knew that it was you.” I paused, feeling a bit sad for Beau. Not because I’d broken up with him, but because he was still holding so much hatred in his heart for Reid, and now me. “I’d wished that it wasn’t you, Beau. I wished that you weren’t a horrible person, that you weren’t capable of doing something so awful. I wished that you weren’t the asshole that everyone it this town seems to think you are, but I can tell by the look in your eyes that isn’t the case. I will never forgive you for this.”


  “You can’t come in here and accuse me of something you have no idea about,” he said, standing up. “Just because you think I did something doesn’t mean shit.”


  “You’re an ass,” I said, matching his stance. Our eyes locked in a standoff that had the tension in the room thick and heated.


  “Yeah well, we can’t all be Reid Travers.” The disdain he had for Reid was clear, but the way he was looking at me like he couldn’t have cared less that we’d actually been in a relationship at one point or that I’d all but condemned him to hell moments earlier was sickening. My sister and Reid had been right about him all along.


  “No you can’t.” I knew that he was never going to confess, but I was certain that he’d had something to do with it. Call it woman’s intuition. “Don’t think you’re going to get away with this,” I warned.


  “Like I said,” he said with a smug smile. “You can’t prove anything.”


  “She might not be able to,” I heard Reid’s voice coming from behind me and turned just as he walked through the door. “But, I sure as fuck can.” He walked over to stand beside me. “And, believe me if,” he paused, “no, when I find out that you touched that bike I will ruin you.”


  “Are you threatening me?” Beau said.


  “That is not a fucking threat, it’s a god damned promise,” Reid said sternly. “I have the best mechanics in the country already and lined up to look at the bike. And, I’ll get the entire thing fingerprinted before they tear into it. One way or another I will prove that you were behind this.”


  “I... you can’t.”


  “I can do whatever the fuck I want,” Reid seethed. “You fucked with my bike. You hurt my best friend. You’re lucky I don’t rip you out from behind that desk and settle this right here.”


  “I wish you would,” Beau said, provoking Reid by stepping out from behind his desk. He stepped up to where we were standing. I had to give it to him. He had balls. I was scared of Reid’s words, not to mention he was standing there with his chest puffed out like he was getting ready to go into battle. Beau really was an arrogant son of a bitch.


  “Oh believe me, I want to,” Reid said, slipping his hand into mine. “But I’ve got too much to lose to touch you. You’ll get what you’ve got coming.” He squeezed my hand as he turned to walk out the door. I followed, but not before Beau opened his mouth once more.


  “Take your stupid bitch and get the hell out of my store,” he said.


  Reid looked over at me, his hand loosening in mine. I wasn’t sure if he was giving me a warning with his eyes or asking for approval, but I knew there was no stopping what he was about to do. He turned, gently pushing me behind him as he connected his fist to Beau’s nose. The crack of bone and cartilage was followed by the sound of Beau’s yelping and a gush of blood. He dropped to his knees, his hands covering the damage.


  “Go fuck yourself, Gregurich,” Reid said before he laced his fingers back through mine and led us out the door.


  


  * * *


  


  I could tell that Reid had a thousand questions for me—namely why he found me confronting my ex when I said I was going home—but we decided to head back to the hospital before the police showed up to arrest Reid for assault. He’d followed me in Georgia’s car back to the hospital, which meant I had a few questions for him also.


  “I thought you were going home?” Reid asked once we were in the parking lot of Memorial Hospital.


  “I thought you were waiting for Brett to wake up?” I said back. “And how did you get Georgia’s car?”


  “You shouldn’t have gone there by yourself,” he argued. “Especially after what happened at the bar.”


  “Probably not. But, you shouldn’t have been there either.”


  “Your sister was working and stopped in to check on Brett, so I asked if I could borrow—”


  “She did? I knew she liked Brett,” I said as we walked toward the entrance. I knew there was something going on between them. When I called her and told her what had happened at the track I could tell that she was upset, but I didn’t think she’d show up at the hospital.


  “We both knew that was the case,” he replied. “She said she knew some of the nurses and wanted to help him with his recovery if I needed it. I’m thinking it had a little more to do with Brett than she was letting on,” he explained. “Now answer the question, Nora. Why did you go there without me?”


  “I had to know the truth,” I confessed. “I wanted to look him the eye and ask him if he had anything to do with it.”


  Reid sighed heavily and took my hand as he pulled me to a stop. “You’re going to be the death of me, Nora Bennett. You should have waited for me.” He closed his eyes and shook his head before looking me in the eye once more. “Do you know what I wanted to do to him when I found you in his office? When I saw him staring you down like he wanted to put his hands on you again?”


  “Punch him in the nose?” I said coyly, hoping that he wasn’t angry with me. I know I shouldn’t have gone alone, but I was glad I was there when Reid showed up. I knew that he had a lot of self-control, but if things would have escalated, I would have been there to at least attempt to break it up.


  “That was just the tip of the iceberg.” He wrapped his arms around me as we stood on the sidewalk. “I would have killed him if he’d laid a finger on you. I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself if he hurt you.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to mine. Grabbing on to his arms, I steadied myself. His kisses still made me feel weak in the knees and the events of the day hadn’t helped my stability at all. The firmness and urgency of his mouth against mine left no doubt in my mind that he loved and wanted to protect me. I felt the same way about him.


  “I was trying to protect you,” I told him when our lips parted. He locked his arms around my waist, not letting me get too far away. “I can’t stand the thought of someone trying to hurt you either.” My eyes were starting to feel a little misty again. “I love you and standing up to him was the only way I felt like I could do anything. I can’t stop you from getting hurt at your job. I can’t stop accidents from happening, but I sure as hell can confront anyone responsible for causing one.”


  “I get it,” he sighed as he kissed my forehead. “But, I want to be the man that protects you. That takes care of you. I want to be the guy that I couldn’t be seven years ago.”


  “You are that guy.” I pressed up on my toes to rest my forehead against his. Holding my stare for a moment he sighed and let his eyes fall shut. “Reid, you’re exactly the guy I need you to be.” It was the first quiet moment that we’d shared all day, and I think that we both needed it. Reid’s phone chimed from his pocket breaking up our moment.


  “I should check that,” he said with hesitation. “It might be about Brett.” We let go of each other so that he could check the text. “It’s Georgia. She said he’s waking up.”


  “We should go in then.” I wiped the tears from my eyes and tucked my arm through his.


  “I know that my job can be stressful, especially for spouses,” he said with pause. “I mean—” He’d just referred to me as a spouse, which was about as far into the future as we could have possibly talked. Not that I was opposed to that conversation, but we’d just gotten each other back. Everything still felt so new.


  “I know what you meant,” I said, smiling.


  “I’m not trying to jump the gun here or anything,” he chuckled. “But, I will marry you one day, Shutterbug.”


  “Good to know,” I replied, feeling completely overcome with admiration for the man walking by my side. As much as I wanted to continue the conversation about the hypothetical marriage he was proposing, I knew that we had much more pressing issues. “So, what are we going to do about Beau? Should we call the police?” I asked as we boarded the elevator to head up to Brett’s room.


  “You let me worry about that,” he said, leaning over to kiss me once more in the last private moment we would probably share that night. “I’ve got a pretty good feeling about karma biting him right in the ass.”
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  By the time Brett was out of recovery and we were able to see him, it was past ten so neither Nora nor I minded when Brett insisted that we go home for the night. I felt terrible leaving him, but according to him he planned on asking the nurse for a double dose of pain meds and sleeping until his leg was healed. The surgeon had talked to him briefly, but was saving the full conversation about rebuilding his knee until he was fully conscious and able to make a clear-headed decision. Getting back on a dirt bike and back in freestyle champion form was going to be an uphill battle.


  “Please go home,” he’d said when he saw Nora struggling to keep her eyes open and me barely able to hold a conversation. The day had been emotionally draining, to say the least, but seeing Brett awake had made me feel a little bit better, and I knew that Nora was glad to be there with me even if she wasn’t saying much.


  Georgia had left a little while earlier, but promised to stop by the next day. Brett hadn’t said much about what they talked about, but it looked like Georgia was shaken up when she left. That seemed to be the only thing that he was excited about, not to mention his mom and dad were going to fly in the next morning. Between Georgia and his mother I was sure he’d be well taken care of.


  “I’ll stop back by in the morning,” I told him. “I’m real sorry this happened to you,” I apologized for what seemed like the hundredth time.


  “It wasn’t your fault, RT.” He gave me a groggy, medically altered smile. “Probably a good thing it was me, anyway. You’re probably too much of a pussy to handle this kind of pain.”


  “That’s real easy to say when you’re speed clicking that morphine, Sally,” I’d laughed.


  Nora leaned over and kissed his cheek before we left, barely saying two words. I could see the guilt she was carrying. It was the same as mine. Brett was hurt because of Beau, and Beau was acting like a jackass because of Nora and me. Even if Brett seemed to not be placing blame, I think we were both pointing the finger at ourselves.


  I’d meant it when I said I was going to make it my mission to ruin Beau. The second my guys figured out exactly what went wrong with that bike, it would be over for Gregurich. I had a pretty good idea of exactly what I wanted to do. I’d been thinking about it since before the accident actually, but I wanted to talk to Nora first.


  I was pissed that she went to his shop by herself, but this whole team mentality thing she’d mentioned—about us being in this together and protecting each other, was pretty fucking fantastic. God, I loved her. I didn’t think it was possible to love her more, but then I heard her telling Gregurich off and if I hadn’t been so consumed with the desire to beat his head against the wall I probably would have bent her over that desk and showed her just how sexy it was that she had my back.


  “We’re home, baby,” I said, waking her gently. She’d fallen asleep on the short drive back to my place. Because we were both exhausted and Georgia took her car home, I’d driven us in her car from the hospital.


  “I can’t believe I fell asleep,” she mumbled. She looked so cute with her tired eyes squinting as the dome light turned on when we opened the doors.


  “It’s been a long day.” We walked into up the front steps of the porch and I unlocked the door. I opened the door and swept her up into my arms, cradling her legs and her back. She looped her arms around my neck and rested her head on my chest. “How about that shower?”


  “Sounds fantastic.”


  After locking the door behind us and carrying her up the stairs, I sat her down on the bathroom counter and turned on the bathtub faucet and pulled the shower lever. As the water heated, I took my time kissing her lips and neck as I pulled her shirt over her head. She returned the favor as I stood between her legs.


  Between Brett and Beau and everything else that we’d talked about that day, neither of us were particularly chatty. The feel of our skin against each other’s as hot water cascaded over us seemed to be good enough. It was something I’d never get tired of, that was for sure.


  “I love you so fucking much,” I said as I backed her up against the shower wall. Every curve of her body was made for me. Was made for my hand and my mouth to touch and cherish. I’d thought I’d had every freckle, every scar, every inch of her memorized before, but with the second chance I was given with her, I was learning to appreciate everything a little bit more. I was noticing things I hadn’t in the past, like how if I kissed her right above the tiny mole on her chest, she would moan and thrust her tits forward into my body. And, if I ran the tip of my cock through her center, she’d find a way to open up for me. That night, she propped one foot up on the side of the tub and invited me to touch her.


  “Please,” she said, when I didn’t immediately fill her. I wanted to, believe me, but in my haste to get her naked and in my arms, I’d forgotten to grab a condom from my room.


  “I don’t have anything,” I said, replacing my dick with my fingers to satisfy her instead. She moaned instantly as I thrust two fingers inside of her. “We’ll have to wait.” I worked my thumb over her clit as the water continued to spray down on me. Her skin was pebbled from being out of the stream and into the cold air. I did my best to keep her warm, covering her body with mine as I continued to touch her.


  “We don’t have to wait,” she insisted between labored breaths. “I want you. Now.”


  “But—”


  “I’m good,” she told me. “I’m on the pill.”


  “You’re sure?” I asked, not wanting to let my excitement get the best of me. The idea of feeling her with nothing between us had my cock steely with possibility. I wanted to bury myself and fuck her until I couldn’t see straight. Which wouldn’t take long considering I knew just how tight and hot she’d be when I felt her with my bare skin.


  “Yes,” she cried out, as I hooked my fingers forward, stroking her most sensitive spot. “God, yes.”


  I grabbed her thigh and pulled her leg up around my waist and thrust into her, bracing one arm on the wall to make sure we didn’t slip. I took her mouth with mine and tried to balance my focus between her kiss and the feel of the walls of her pussy tightening around me. It was too much. She was too much.


  “Jesus, Nora, this feels good,” I told her, resting my head against hers and circling my hips to go deeper. I’d willingly torture myself with the pleasure of her any day of the week.


  “Don’t stop,” she begged. I didn’t want to, but if I didn’t slow down, it was going to be over for me before she was done.


  “I have to,” I said, slowing my pace.


  “No,” she said. “I want to feel you come. Keep going.” She latched her hand around my neck and pulled my face to hers. “Keep fucking me.”


  The fire in her eyes and the words spilling from her lips before she’d kissed me was all the go ahead I needed. I drove into her hard and fast until I felt my restraint fade and I came harder than I ever had before. As soon as I finished, I dropped my forehead against hers.


  “I’m sorry, baby.” The regret I felt for not bringing her to climax was instantaneous. “I tried to hold back. You just felt so damn good and then you told me to keep going. I couldn’t stop myself.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” she said with a satisfied grin. “I wanted you to feel good. And, watching you is the next best thing.”


  “I’ll make it up to you,” I told her as I switched our positions, placing her under the hot water. As she tilted her head back to wet her hair, I soaped up my hands and began washing her body. Lathering her skin was the least I could do. As I watched the water cascade over her skin and wash the bubbles away, I could already feel my cock pulsing for round two.


  As soon as we were clean and dried off, I led her to the bedroom and quickly pulled the towels from our body. Climbing into bed with her, I dragged my tongue down her damp skin until I was positioned between her legs and able to lick through her center.


  “Already?” she asked as she smiled at me.


  “Not quite,” I told her, looking up into her eyes. “But I will be soon.” I flicked my tongue against her clit and watched as her head fell on to the pillow. “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to let you sleep before you’ve at least come twice.”


  I made good on my promise. Once with my tongue and once as we made slow, passionate love before falling asleep in each other’s arms.


  


  * * *


  


  The sunlight shining into the room had woken me, and when I rolled over to look at the angelic woman sleeping peacefully next to me I didn’t mind one bit. Judging by the sun, it had to be before six. The sun was just starting to rise and it was still a little hazy out.


  As much as I wanted to watch her sleep, I had something that I had to show her. The sunrise would only make it that much more memorable for her. All I wanted to do was fill her head with amazing memories and I had a feeling this one was going to be huge. Or at least I hoped it was going to be.


  It was something I’d been thinking about for a while… something I should have done a long time ago. I started kissing the side of her neck until she began to stir.


  “Mmmm...” She turned on her side to face me. “Good morning,” she purred.


  “Good morning, gorgeous.” I kissed the tip of her nose and quickly jumped out of bed.


  “Where are you going?” She sighed. “It’s barely light out.”


  “I know.” I tossed her one of my t-shirts and a pair of sweats that I knew she would have to roll to keep on her waist. “Get dressed. I have something to show you.” I pulled on a pair of jeans and a shirt, and, begrudgingly, she followed me.


  “We better be going to get breakfast,” she told me as I took her hand and led her downstairs and out the back door of the cabin.


  “We can,” I pulled her hand to my lips, “but first I need you to come somewhere with me.”


  “Fine,” she said dramatically, flashing a grin that said she was game for my little expedition. We walked down the back edge of the property, passed the track and to the top of one of the few hills. Her hand in mine and a thousand questions rolling off her tongue. The mystery was eating her from the inside out, which only made me smile that much more as I kept quiet. From the top, we could see out over the pond and if you squinted, we could see the construction of my parents’ house in the distance.


  “All right,” I said, moving to stand in front of her. “Close your eyes.”


  “Just tell me what we’re doing, Reid.”


  “Just do it.” I laughed at her early morning crankiness. “I promise it will be worth it.”
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  Skeptically, I closed one eye waiting for him to just get on with it. What could he possibly have to show me that required an early morning hike?


  “Both of them,” he insisted, placing his hands on my shoulders. When I did, I felt his full lips against mine. If he was looking to take our love making outside, there was a pretty good chance I’d comply if he kept kissing me the way he was. When he stopped, I knew the new fantasy in my head would have to wait. “Okay,” he said, tugging my shoulders a little so I would follow his direction. “A little more. Two more steps. Okay, stop.” I heard him sigh and I couldn’t tell if he was nervous or excited or a little bit of both.


  “What are you doing?” I said, when I didn’t hear him say anything for what seemed like forever.


  “I’m thinking, woman,” he said with a chuckle. “Give a guy a second to get his thoughts right.”


  I was confused and excited, and a tiny part of me wondered if I was going to open my eyes and find him on one knee. If he’d planned on proposing first thing in the morning and I hadn’t even put on makeup I was going to seriously question his sanity. Not that I would even consider saying no. If he was crazy, I was crazy.


  “Nora,” he said, his tone a bit more serious. I started to open my eyes. “Not yet. Just little bit longer.” He cleared his throat and the nervous anticipation I felt building in my chest had traveled to my throat. I tried to swallow it down as he continued. I trusted him and whatever harebrained scheme he was trying to pull off. “Nora. You know I love you?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know that I don’t ever want to be away from you?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ve been thinking a lot lately, and I wanted to run something by you.”


  “Okay...”


  “I wanted to know what you would think about the two of us building a life together.”


  “You know I want that.”


  “I do, but what I mean is seriously taking a step that would make Halstead our home.”


  “I think I understand.” I felt my head tilt as I tried to figure out what he meant. “But...”


  “Open your eyes,” he said, as he walked around behind me. His arms circled my waist and he rested his head on my shoulder. “I mean, I literally want to build a home with you. Right here.”


  Having my eyes closed so long, it took a second for them to adjust. As soon as they did, I was able to take in the scenery. The wide, grassy hillside overlooking the back half of the one hundred acres he’d purchased for his parents.


  “Right where we are standing we could build a house,” he told me. He’d obviously thought a lot about this, and I could see exactly why he’d picked this location. His arms slipped from around me and he walked a few feet to my right. “Our kitchen. Where you cook fantastic meals, and I probably just make a mess.” He smiled, moving to the left. “A living room, where our friends and family come to hang out and where you force me to watch those terrible movies.” He paused, before grabbing my hand with his. “And, maybe one day it will be where we play with our kids and they force us to watch terrible cartoon dinosaurs and singing princesses.”


  My anxiety quickly turned to admiration and hope and every other feeling that you get when you actually start to envision the future with the person you love. Tiny versions of Reid and me running around the very property where we’d grown up was something that I used to think about, especially when I was pregnant, but after the miscarriage and when he left I thought the possibility was gone. But now, seeing him here and hearing all of the big plans he had for us, my heart melted. Reid was the reason I could never see a future with anyone else. He was my future.


  “And over here,” he said, pulling me to the left. “Our bedroom. Where we go to sleep and wake up with each other as much as possible, and where a whole lot of other fun stuff happens,” he said, waggling his eyebrows, which earned a chuckle from me. He tugged me closer to him and kissed me softly. “I know my job is less than ideal for building a life together, but if we actually have a home somewhere to call ours between the traveling and training, maybe it won’t be so bad.”


  “I love it,” I said, practically jumping up to kiss him again. He locked his arms around me and held my body to his as I covered his lips and the rest of his face with peppered kisses. “I love you.”


  “You mean it?”


  “Yes! I want to build a life with you, and the fact that you want to have at least part of it here means the world to me.”


  “I’d never want to take you away from your family,” he confessed. “Besides, my parents are going to be here too, and we might need some help with all the kids, you know?”


  “We might,” I laughed. Yesterday, he’d hypothetically proposed a marriage, today, we were having a brood of hypothetical children. It was terrifyingly fantastic and I loved that he wanted to do it all with me.


  “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you went through back then,” he told me, his eyes dropping to my stomach for a brief moment. “I think you’re right about the timing not being right and how everything worked out the way it did for a reason. But now, it’s different. We can handle it. We can make this work and we can be parents if we want to be. We could... we can have whatever we want out of life.” His admission had left me speechless. I know I might have had concerns that he was a guy with Peter Pan Syndrome, a big kid who just liked to ride his motorcycle, but I could tell he was ready to grow up. He was ready for a life with me. I was ready for a life with him.


  “That sounds amazing,” I finally said, my voice breaking through my anxiety. “I want all of that with you.” I paused. “How will all of this work with racing?”


  “I’m not quite sure yet, but I know that I can train here as long as the weather allows. If I have to go back to Texas or wherever, we can go together. If you want. If not, you can stay here and design our home.”


  “I like this plan, Reid Travers.”


  “Good, because I love you, Nora Bennett.”


  


  * * *


  


  The week passed faster than I would have liked. Reid was set to leave for Texas in less than twenty-four hours and as much as I was looking forward to the life we were planning together, I was upset that I wasn’t going to see him every day. I’d planned on cooking dinner for him at my place tonight, but first we had to get the cabin ready for Brett.


  “He’s really going to stay in Halstead?” I asked as Reid and I put clean sheets on the bed. Brett was taking the room that Hoyt had stayed in and we’d been working all morning to get it ready for him to come home from the hospital, even though I suspected he’d be sleeping downstairs on the couch more often than not. Even though his knee was repaired and he had already started physical therapy, I imagined stairs would be a pain.


  “I guess so.” Reid shrugged. “Said he liked the doctors here,” he chuckled, “but I’m betting it has something more to do with a certain nursing student.” He was, of course, referring to my sister.


  “She’s been by the hospital every day,” I said. “She keeps insisting that it’s purely friendship.” I shook my head. “I’m not buying it.”


  “It’s hard to not fall in love with a Bennett girl.” He winked, as we tossed the pillows at the top of the bed, his words tugging at my heart strings.


  “She needs someone to take care of,” I told him. “It’s kind of her thing. Now that I’ve got my life all straightened out, she’s going to channel her focus on him.”


  “He needs it,” Reid said. “Brett can be a hard guy to love sometimes. He needs someone like your sister to keep him in line.”


  “I don’t doubt she can keep him in line.” I sighed. “I just want her to be happy again. She hasn’t dated anyone since Jamie.” Reid offered up a sympathetic smile, and I could tell he was just as nervous about my sister getting involved with Brett as I was. He was a good guy, deep down, but he had a reputation. Not that either of us had any room to talk about what the right way to be with someone was. If my sister thought Brett was worth a chance then who were we to stand in her way.


  “Time will tell, Shutterbug,” Reid said, wrapping his arm around my shoulders and pulling me toward him. He pressed a kiss to my forehead as we walked down the hallway. “Maybe they will be exactly what each other needs.”


  “Maybe.”


  As soon as we were down stairs, Reid’s phone started to ring. He picked it up off the coffee table and looked up at me.


  “It’s Mike,” he said. “The mechanic who took my bike after the accident.” Mike calling meant he knew what had happened with the bike. It meant that we would know if Beau was to blame. “Hey Mike,” Reid said when he answered. I waited anxiously as they talked, trying to read his face and decipher what was being said on the other end. Not being able to hear what Mike was saying was damn near killing me. “Really? That makes perfect sense.” He nodded his head. “You think?” His jaw clenched. “Son of a bitch.”


  “What’s he saying?” I whispered, knowing that it was not good.


  “Thanks again for taking a look at it,” he told him. “I’ll be in touch soon. I’ve got a new bike on its way.” Reid’s sponsors had re-ordered him a bike for the upcoming season. “Well,” he said when hung up. “We were right.”


  “What did he do?” I asked. I think we both knew that Beau had messed with the bike, but the confirmation cemented it.


  “Replaced the fuel lines,” he said. “Purposely made them too long so they would kink and cut off the flow. Dumbass used lines from his shop so it was easy to track. No one sells the kind he used within a hundred mile radius.”


  “At least we know now,” I said, trying to stay calm. I could tell Reid wanted to rush out the door and find Beau. It wasn’t going to solve anything by Reid beating him up. Beau hadn’t called the cops the last time Reid punched him, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t this time. “What are you going to do?”


  “Well, the thing is we can’t legally prove that it was Beau since the fuel lines aren’t marked, and I’m sure that he will come up with some alibi for where he was that night.” Reid sighed, before a determined look crossed his face. “I’m just going to have to give him a reason to leave town, I guess.”


  “How?”


  “I’m going to run him out of business.” He smirked. “Don’t you think people would rather buy a dirt bike from me?”


  “I think they would,” I said with a nod, already seeing where he was going with this.


  “In fact, I think I’m going to open a track and a shop. The only time that Beau has ever beaten me at anything was because I let him. He wants to play games, then I’ll show him why I always win,” he said with a determined look in his eye. He cracked his knuckles as a satisfied smile took over his lips. “I need to expand my business portfolio anyway,” he shrugged. “Can’t ride forever.” God he was adorable.
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  I was far from the end of my racing career. God willing I didn’t get injured, or worse. The idea of running Beau out of town by taking his business from his was great and all, but owning my own track and bike shop was what really had me excited. Nora would always be enough to bring me home, the business part would be an added bonus. With my brother working on his coaching career, the opportunities for us were endless. The two of us could train riders and really make Travers a household name in racing.


  I’d talked to Hoyt earlier in the week and he’d been so frustrated with his current riding student that I didn’t even bring up the idea of opening a business. Chayse McCade was proving to be a handful on and off the track from what I’d gathered. I knew my brother though, and I knew he’d figure out a way to make things work.


  I picked up Brett from the hospital later than afternoon and got him situated in the cabin. Nora had insisted I drop her off at home so she could start cooking the meal she’d promised me. A home cooked meal before I set out on a publicity tour was going to make eating out for the next two weeks a little more bearable.


  “So you’re putting down roots, huh?” he asked when I told him about the plans I had for Halstead.


  “The roots have always been here.” I laughed, patting him on the back. “I’m just growing into them, I guess.”


  “I like it,” he said. “The track you have is already a good start. Just think what you could do with a few investors. A little more cash flow and you could have it top notch.”


  “Are you saying you want to invest?” I cocked a brow.


  “Of course,” he nodded, “I’ve got nothing else to do with my money. Can’t waste it all on booze and strippers, right?”


  “Well you could, but I’ll happily spend it, buddy.”


  “Well, I’m not a silent partner,” he informed me. “I want to make sure you don’t put little bitch jumps in. We’re going to need a good freestyle section too.”


  “Of course.” I nodded. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  “Good. I’ll draw up some plans,” he said, looking around the living room. He gently hoisted his leg onto the sofa. “I’ve got nothing else do to.” Brett patted his knee-braced leg. With that amount of down time he’d be able to draw up plans for fifty tracks.


  “Not that I mind you staying here, but you’re sure you want to stay in Halstead?”


  “I think I do.” He sighed. “If I can’t ride, the last place I want to be is in Texas or worse, on a press tour where I have to answer a million questions about my injury and if and when I’m going to get back on a bike. Plus, Dr. Forlani is great.”


  “You are though, right?” I asked. “Going to get back on a bike?”


  “Well, yeah,” he laughed. “I’m not really good at anything else. I can’t just rely on my good looks to make money.”


  “Yeah, I wouldn’t go putting all my eggs in that basket,” I teased. “Your ugly mug cannot pay the rent, my friend.” He chucked a throw pillow at my head. I ducked and caught it before it knocked the lamp off the table.


  “Get out of here.” He grinned. “Don’t you have a goodbye dinner and a hot girl waiting for you?”


  “I sure do,” I said with a smile as I headed out the door.


  


  * * *


  


  “Nora?” I called out when I walked into the house she shared with her sister. The lights were dim, candles lit on the coffee and end tables. The smell of something fantastic was coming from the kitchen, but my girl was nowhere to be seen. I walked into the kitchen and found the table set for two. A bottle of wine and fresh flowers in the center of the table. She’d went all out. “Baby, where are you?”


  “Right here.”


  I turned to find her standing in the doorway and for a split second I think my heart stopped as I looked her over. She was wearing my race jersey and, from what I could tell, nothing else. Her long hair a mess of loose curls around her face, her eyes bright with excitement. Her smile was just as inviting as her bare legs. She nervously drew her foot up against the back of her other leg and bit at her bottom lip as I waltzed over to her.


  “This has got to be a dream,” I said, reaching out for her. “In fact, I think I’ve had this one before. Many times.” She playfully pinched my arm as I circled them both around her waist.


  “Not a dream,” she said wrinkling her nose as she smiled.


  “How am I supposed to make it through dinner with you dressed like this?” I asked as I pressed my lips to her neck.


  “The oven is set to keep it warm,” she informed me. “I was thinking we could eat later.”


  “Smart and beautiful,” I said, moving my lips to hers. “How’d I get so lucky?”


  She shrugged as I hoisted her into my arms and carried her to her bedroom. Her hands tangled in my hair as we kissed. The effort that we were both putting in was making it clear that neither of us were ready to say goodbye. Tomorrow I had to leave and as much as I wanted to cancel the whole thing and stay with her, I knew I couldn’t. She knew I couldn’t.


  “I’m going to miss you so much,” I said, laying her down on the bed. I stood to pull my shirt over my head.


  “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” she said, reaching out to grab the waistband of my jeans and pulled me towards her.


  “Okay,” I conceded. I didn’t want to talk about it either. The reality of the situation was enough. Right now, I wanted to focus on her and how sexy she looked laying there with my shirt on.


  Before I could climb on to the bed next to her, she stopped me.


  “What’s that?” she asked, pointing at the white bandage I had on the left side of my torso. In my rush to get to her I’d almost forgotten.


  “Oh, that?” I said coyly. “Brett and I made a stop on our way home from the hospital today. Tattoo shop,” I said, pulling a piece of the medical tape free to show her what was underneath: NORA


  “Reid?” she said breathlessly as she sat up and moved to the edge of the bed to examine it, tears immediately welling up in her eyes. The scrolling font I’d picked out didn’t do her name justice. It was nice, but barely conveyed how amazing I thought she was. “I can’t believe you did this,” she said, leaning in to press her lips against my chest above my new tattoo before replacing the bandage and tape. It was fresh and still needed to be covered for it to heal properly.


  “Only girl’s name that has ever really mattered,” I said as moved onto the bed. I could tell that she liked my new ink, but for me it was more than that. Having her name on my skin was my way of feeling like I had her with me all the time. It was my way of showing her how committed I was to her.


  “I love it.” She scooted back and we laid down next to each other. I swept the hair from her face and looked at her as she turned to face me. Her blue eyes. Her pink lips. The dimple on her left cheek. I wanted to just lay there and look at her. Memorize every inch of her, like I had many times. I’d need the memories of her face, and of her body, to get me through our time apart.


  When I didn’t lean into kiss her, she took it upon herself to cover my mouth with hers. The urgency of her actions as she climbed on top of me made her intentions clear. Placing one leg on each side of my body, she sat up straight and pulled the shirt over her head, revealing what I’d thought to be true. Nothing underneath.


  I was right. And, lucky.


  When she tossed the jersey aside and pressed her chest against mine, I captured her lips with mine and swept my tongue into her mouth. My hands greedily surfacing over her curves. She giggled as I flipped us over in her bed and I quickly removed my jeans.


  The slow, steady way that we made love that night was exactly what we both needed. I savored her. Cherished her. And, she did the same with me.


  “You’re the love of my life, Nora Bennett,” I said, as I held her in my arms. She kissed me softly and I felt her lips spread to a smile against mine.


  “Guess that means you aren’t going to get sick of me anytime soon then,” she said, pulling from arms and sitting up.


  “How could I?”


  “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”


  I was confused by what she meant. I was leaving tomorrow and the last thing I was going to be was sick of her. Sick of missing her, sure. I sat up and watched as she pulled my shirt back over her head.


  “What’s going on in that head of yours?” I asked.


  “I’ve just heard that couples that are together all the time tend to get on each other’s nerves.” She grinned as she walked over to her closet and rolled out her suitcase. Judging by the weight of it, it was packed.


  “Don’t tease me.”


  “I’m not,” she promised. “I decided today that if you’re leaving, I’m leaving.” She stood proudly beside her bag and smiled. “Brett can keep an eye on Georgia. The real estate office will survive without me. My life is with you. Besides, I can’t very well make a living on taking pictures if I never go anywhere, now can I?”


  “Seriously?”


  “Seriously. I don’t want to be apart anymore. I don’t want to spend the next few weeks just talking on the phone and texting. I want to be with you.”


  I didn’t say anything as I jumped off the bed and pulled her into my arms. I didn’t need to. She’d just made me the happiest man in the entire universe. I picked her up and spun her around, her tinkling laughter filling the air.


  Not only did she love me, but she was coming on the road with me. I kissed her until my lips were numb.
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  That afternoon when Reid dropped me off at my house, I’d had a moment of clarity. I didn’t want him to leave the next day and the only thing I could do to make it better was to go with him. My life in Halstead wasn’t going anywhere and I could afford to take a few weeks off work. Getting to be with him and seeing what his job was like day to day was worth it. He’d been making a lot of promises about our future and I wanted him to know that I was as committed to him as he was to me.


  Seeing my name in black ink on his body solidified what I was feeling. On the left side and right below his heart to boot. It was the sexiest tattoo I’d ever seen, and made me want to shout the surprise I had for him on the spot. But I didn’t. We made love like it was the last time we were going to see each other and it made me taking out my suitcase and telling him I was going with him that much sweeter.


  “I can’t wait to experience this with you,” I told him when we stopped kissing. We continued our night as planned, but instead of him getting up the next morning to tell me good-bye, we loaded up his truck with my luggage next to his and set out for Texas. Together.


  The press conference and photo ops that he had to do for work were just as much fun as I’d thought they’d be. Exhausting yes, but seeing Reid in the spotlight was amazing. He’d earned his success and the way he humbly carried himself when he met fans and the press made me love him that much more.


  I’d made good on my time, taking my camera with me and snapping pictures of him at work whenever I got the chance. He showed me what his life had been like over the past few years, including a tour of his practice track and the apartment he’d called home. The place we’d call home together when we came back here for his training that winter.


  By the time the press tour had wrapped up and we were headed back to Halstead, both of us were eager to get the ball rolling on our new house and setting up the businesses that Reid had decided he wanted to own. On top of that, he was flying his parents in for their surprise. It had been so hard to keep the secret of their new house when we visited them in Texas.


  When we picked them up at the airport and drove them out to the place they once called home, the smile on Reid’s face was priceless, only matched by their tears of joy and gratitude when we pulled up in front of the newly built house.


  “They loved it,” I’d told him when we left them for their first night in their new home. Thanks to internet shopping and Georgia and Brett’s help, we’d had the entire thing furnished and decorated by the time we’d arrived back in Halstead.


  “They did, didn’t they?” He smiled. If the whirlwind of the last few weeks were any indication of what my life was going to be like, I was going to be a happy girl. That night when we crawled into bed together back at my house in our hometown, I knew that choosing to be with him was the best decision I’d ever made.


  Reid’s plans to open an official racetrack in Halstead were underway, along with his plans to open a shop in conjunction with the track. Vendors were already canceling their deals with Gregurich Motor Sports to go into business with Reid. Ricochet Racing would be opening soon and who better to be in business with than a professional rider.


  Word on the street was that Beau was changing careers. Reid and his team might not have been able to formally charge him for tampering with the bike, but they’d made damn sure to put him on a blacklist with anyone involved with racing in any aspect. I’m sure the countless phone calls that Brett had been making while he was stuck indoors recovering had a lot to do with it. His vendetta was even more justified than Reid’s. Beau Gregurich had pissed off the wrong people this time. I had a feeling that our conflict with Beau was far from over, but at least in that moment I was content with knowing that he was on his way out.


  “As excited as I am to have a front row seat to seeing his business crash and burn, I’m more excited to get this fucking knee back in shape so I can give him the beating he fully deserves,” Brett had told us. He still had a few weeks left in the cast so for the time being Reid wasn’t too concerned with him doing something he might regret. One thing was for sure, I didn’t want to be around if and when Brett Sallinger ever got a hold of Beau.


  Reid and I spent the next few days at his parents’, helping them move their things in that arrived on a truck from Texas. My family came out for a dinner and it was like no time had passed at all—our mothers gushing about how happy they were for us. Our dads talking about hunting and racing seasons.


  Georgia and Brett stopped by, but I could tell they wanted to be alone. The heated looks the two of them were exchanging either meant they wanted to kill or kiss each other. I didn’t ask. My sister’s life was her own and I knew that she was smart when it came to her heart. I’d have plenty of time to catch up with her later. We had a few weeks in Halstead before we had to return to Texas for Reid’s winter training. I hadn’t officially resigned from my job at Hillcrest Realty, but I had a feeling that if I wanted to, Reid would support my decision.


  After seeing the pictures I’d taken of Reid while he was on the track, Throttled Energy had offered me a job as the publicity photographer. Maybe I could have a career as a sports photographer after all. Though he was kind of a special subject. One I loved and planned to spend the rest of my life with. Made taking flattering photographs of him pretty easy.


  As I waved goodbye to my sister and Brett from the driveway, I felt Reid’s arms wrap around my waist as the sun set on another day together.


  “My new bike came in today,” he said resting his chin on my shoulder.


  “That was fast,” I replied, letting myself melt in his arms.


  “It’s all in who you know,” he laughed. “I’m kind of a big deal.”


  “Really?” I teased. “Never heard of you.”


  “Mm-hmm.” He said, turning me in his arms and grinning down at me like he was fully prepared to show me who he was. “Keep telling yourself that.” He pressed his lips against mine quickly. “You want to see the new bike?”


  “Of course.” I knew how excited he got over two wheels and a motor. Far be it from me to deny him the chance to show off his new toy. “Got a name picked out for this one?” I asked as I followed him to the bike trailer. His hand squeezed mine and I thought I felt him shaking. He must have been over excited about this new bike. The trailer was all shut up like he was scared someone was going to steal her. He had good reason, I guess.


  “I’m still thinking on it,” he said, stopping us in front of the trailer door. He turned to me and quickly pressed another kiss to my lips. “Close your eyes.”


  “Not this again,” I said with chuckle. When I saw that he was being serious, I closed my eyes with a sigh. “Fine.”


  “Good girl.” He murmured, kissing my forehead as he released my hand. “Now wait here.”


  “I’ve seen a dirt bike before, Reid,” I said, my eyes still squeezed shut. “What’s the big deal about this one?”


  “Would you just give me a second?” I heard him say over the sound of the trailer door lowering. “Haven’t you ever heard that patience is a virtue?” He laughed. “Or something like that.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” I sighed. “Can I open my eyes yet?” I asked.


  “Yep.”


  I fully expected to see a dirt bike made out of twenty-four karat gold and drenched in precious jewels from the way he had been going on about it, but what I found when I opened my eyes was a single solitary diamond set in a platinum band being held up to me by Reid Travers. Down on one knee. Looking more amazing than I’d ever seen him.


  “Omigod,” I managed to choke out, before covering my mouth with my hands, tears already threatening their escape. The back of his trailer lit by candles and full to the brim of red roses. Not a dirt bike in sight. I looked down into his eyes and saw him nervously smiling up at me. “Yes!” I blurted out before he even had a chance to officially ask.


  “Really?” He laughed. “Not even going to let me get a word in?” I bit my tongue and gave him quick head nod to continue as I placed my shaking hands in his. “Marry me, Nora Bennett. Marry me and make me the happiest, luckiest, most grateful man on the planet. Will you?”


  “Absolutely,” I said, dropping down to my knees to kiss him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on to him like this was all a dream that was going to slip away from me. When I felt him hold onto me I knew it was real.


  “I love you, Shutterbug,” he whispered in my ear before breaking our hold on one another.


  “I love you too,” I replied, watching him slip the most beautiful ring I’d ever seen on my finger. I admired it as he placed his arms back around me and pulled me against him. “I really thought you were going to show me a new bike,” I confessed, overjoyed in a moment that I was certainly not expecting. We’d talked a lot about our future, but I didn’t think we were close to this yet.


  “You’re more important than any bike. Always have been, always will be.”


  After all these years of watching him ride, I finally got it. The exhilaration. The adrenaline. The rush of victory. I understood exactly what it felt like to come in first. I was taking home the trophy and I couldn’t have been happier.


  


  


  Want more of the Wild Riders?


  Then don’t miss Brett & Georgia’s story WHIPPED coming soon from Elizabeth Lee!


  He’s a guy who’s never been in love. She’s a girl that’s not sure she can love again.


  


  Sign up for Elizabeth Lee’s newsletter HERE for news and release info!


  In the meantime, check out all of Elizabeth's releases HERE!


  


  


  


  


  And now, a sneak peek at INTERLUDE coming soon from Anna Cruise


  


  


  There’s this rhythmic sound coming from the front of the house. I think it’s Joey, banging some girl in his room, and I flip over and smash the pillow over my head. It stinks of bad breath and sweat, but I don’t wanna hear the tempo pick up, or the bedframe squeak, or the moans and groans that’ll follow.


  But then I remember. Joey isn’t here. ‘Cuz I kicked his sorry ass out for dealing. Not because I just found out and went all narco on him. I’ve known that’s his gig, and I told him I didn’t give a shit what he does at work or outside the house, but the minute he brought his junkie friends through the front door to swap his shit, he was out.


  I sit up a little and listen. The sound isn’t rhythmic, and it isn’t coming from Joey’s old room. It’s pounding. At the front door.


  I fall back on the mattress and squeeze my eyes shut. Probably Joey.


  It’s been three days and I haven’t heard a word from him. No text, no Snap, no voicemail. He cleared out his shit in two hours—he didn’t have much—and last I heard from him was a loud, bitter “Fuck you.” Shitty way to end a living arrangement, but it was his fault it went down like that. I always knew how he got the cash to pay for his room, and I told him I didn’t care. As long as it didn’t involve me, he could do whatever the hell he needed to do to get me his $400 a month. Except bring drugs in my house.


  The pounding gets louder. I listen. It isn’t angry or forceful, the way Joey would knock if he’s high on shit and wants to rail on me. It’s softer, insistent, the way a dog wanting to go for a walk might tug on a leash.


  I grab my phone off the nightstand. One o’clock in the morning. Who the hell is knocking on my door at one a.m.?


  Sara. An image of her long black hair and soft lips flutters through my still-foggy brain. And then I remember: Sara is pissed at me. Kicked me out of her place earlier, sent me home with no dinner and no sex. Some shit about not understanding her needs, not being responsible, not taking life seriously. I know what her needs are—she needs a boyfriend she can parade around the marketing firm where she scored a job a few months earlier. Not some college dropout who earns a living running lights at frat parties.


  The banging doesn’t stop. It’s not a polite, sweet dog anymore. It’s a dog who’s like, “Dude. I have to go out right fucking now.”


  I fumble for the bat I keep under the bed. The wood is smooth and cool and I hold it tight. I slip out and head down the hall, bits of cat litter crunching under my feet. My big toe nudges a pile of wet goo and I pull back and mutter under my breath. Goddamn cat gets sick every single night.


  I reach the foyer and listen. Someone is definitely pounding on the front door. A few knocks, then a pause, then more knocks. Sherlock is sitting a safe distance away, his ears cocked, his pink nose twitching, and I think for the hundredth time how stupid it is to have a cat instead of a dog. A dog would bark and growl and scare the shit out of anyone. The cat just sits there. Waits for me to do something about the noise so he can go back to sleep. After he throws up a hairball or kicks more litter out of his box.


  I take a tentative step forward and lean toward the peephole. My heart races a little, wondering if I’m all wrong about what mad knocks sound like and maybe Joey is out there, wild-eyed and high as fuck, aiming a gun at the peephole, ready to blow my brains out. He’s my friend—was, I guess—but I wouldn’t put it past him. Because he’s a crazy ass motherfucker.


  I level my eye with the peephole and steal a quick glance. But there’s water on the hole ‘cuz it’s raining outside and all I see is a murky silhouette, like some dark, watery painting.


  I clear my throat and move to the left of the door, up against the wall, clutching the bat a little tighter. If someone has a gun, they’re gonna aim dead center, right?


  “Who’s there?”


  The knocking stops. “Hello?”


  It’s a girl’s voice. Not one I recognize.


  I step toward the peephole and peer through it again. It still looks like a Monet painting—the one with the fog and the building that looks like Dracula’s castle, all blurry and out of focus—but the figure is more visible. Or maybe I just think it is, because I now know there’s a female voice attached to it, which means the person standing on my doorstep is not my drug-dealing ex-roommate looking for revenge. Or a dog that needs to take a piss.


  “Who’s there?” I repeat. Just because I know it’s not Joey doesn’t mean the fear is totally gone. Because there’s still someone knocking on my door at one o’clock in the morning. And if it’s a girl…hell, I don’t even want to think about what that might mean.


  “Lydia.”


  I frown and mentally go through the list of ex-girlfriends, hook-ups, and old classmates. Pre-Sara, of course. No Lydia.


  “I think you have the wrong house,” I tell her through the closed door. Rain taps at the windows and a streak of lightning flashes the sky.


  “Nash, is that you?”


  She knows my name. Shit.


  I set the bat down and turn the deadbolt.


  A girl in jeans and a skimpy black tank top is on my doorstep. Her hair is wet, plastered to her scalp. I think it’s brown but don’t know for sure. Her eyes are red-rimmed and I can’t tell if it’s because she’s been crying or because she’s high. Or both. Beads of water trickle down her cheeks and she wipes at them. Rain.


  “Can I… can I come in?” she asks.


  There is nothing familiar about her. I haven’t dated her. I haven’t slept with her. I didn’t have classes with her.


  But she’s on my doorstep and she knows my name. She’s wet and shivering and she’s either scared or stoned. She’s looking at me and she’s asking me if she can come in.


  And I don’t know what the fuck to do.


  


  


  INTERLUDE releases October 2015.


  Sign up for Anna Cruise’s newsletter


  for updated release date and your chance to win a free ARC.
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  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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