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I hate when Mom and Dad play in the bedroom without me. But it’s better than when they fight.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
[image: image]


Ryan Harper's arm tingled on the edge of agony, and his brain pounded against his skull with every breath, but he’d endure the pain forever to keep this woman in his arms. Haley O'Connor had been his best friend since their diaper days, and for the past few years, she'd become his everything. 

Until the shooting. 

She'd survived. Their relationship hadn't.

Last night was the closest he'd been to happy and whole in a long time. He had Haley back in his life, in his bed. He’d treasure it for as long as he could. As long as she’d allow.

Haley moaned, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder, inhaling deeply. Always said she loved his smell. 

A strip of light filtered through a gap in the curtains, searing his eyeballs like a laser. He slammed his eyes shut and planned their day while letting her sleep off the worst of her hangover. He'd start by cooking her breakfast. Heavily buttered toast, greasy bacon, and mushrooms—her preferred hangover cure. Maybe a shower together after, where they’d get a whole lot dirtier before getting clean, then they’d take Duke for a walk and drink coffees in the park. Mundane, everyday life. What he'd missed most.

The mattress shifted and the warmth on his chest disappeared. Haley sat up and swung her long legs over the edge of the bed. He peered at her through one slanted eyelid, barely stifling a moan. Thick waves of copper cascaded over soft ivory skin. Muscles toned from dedication to her job on the force signaled her strength but took nothing away from feminine curves that filled his hands perfectly. 

She bent to reach for her clothes but stilled, holding her head in her hands. 

Patron definitely claimed two victims this morning.

When Haley indulged his brothers from the firehouse last night, sticking around to watch the Hornets and the Celtics, he'd had no idea it would lead to hot sex and hangovers. Not after they'd basically avoided each other since their breakup six months earlier. Eventually, the guys Uber'd it home, but he and Haley—at least a mile past drunk on their way to plastered—decided to indulge in a drinking game. 

His stomach rolled at the thought of all the tequila they'd consumed. When he chose the rules—watching Sharknado and one shot per death—he'd forgotten just how many ridiculous ways a flying shark could kill. Somewhere between four and four million shots later, they'd ended up naked. 

His gaze traveled down to her lush ass, setting off fireworks in his veins. Blue linen bunched around his hips, hiding his growing hard-on. Damn, he wanted her. Even the jackhammer pounding his skull couldn't dampen his craving for her which raged with the ferocity of a wildfire. 

He took in her soft skin, every dip and curve of her spine, faltering at the puckered scar below her shoulder, and forced himself to look away from the reminder of what tore his life apart.

A rattling doggy snore cut through his thoughts. Thankful for the distraction, he glanced at Duke's massive German Shepherd frame sprawled across the doggy bed in the corner. His lolling tongue dripped drool on the hardwood. Just as well the apartment didn't have carpets. 

He pulled himself up to lean against the headboard, the mattress squeaking with his movements. Haley spun to face him, wide-eyed, guilt-ridden, like the summer her mother caught them sneaking out for a midnight swim at the waterfront. She struggled for balance and slipped on the hardwood floor, clutching at his sheet then pulling it loose and regaining her balance.

Her gaze dropped to his dick, now at full salute, and a flush spread across her cheeks and down over her breasts. She jerked her gaze away, grabbing the sheet and tucking it under her arms to hide her delectable body. 

A waste of time. He knew every inch of that body, covered or not.

She snatched his boxers off the floor and threw them at his chest. “Can you cover up, please?” Her flush intensified from slightly pink to strawberry. How was it possible for her to be so damn sexy and adorably cute all at once? 

He forced himself out of bed and stood stark naked, briefs dangling from one finger. The chilly December air did nothing to diminish the evidence of his desire. “You've seen it all before.”

“That was different.” She swallowed and turned away, clutching at the sheet while struggling into her plain black cotton panties and bra. Haley didn't do frills. 

She shimmied into her jeans and Rudolph the Reindeer sweater he'd bought her a year earlier to add to her impressive collection of dorky Christmas knits. His girl was cuckoo for Christmas.

Except she's not your girl anymore.

It became more evident by the second that Haley didn't view their night together as quite the happy reunion Ryan hoped for. He pulled on his boxer briefs, ending with a satisfying snap of elastic against his hip. She flinched at the sound and groaned, rubbing her temple. 

“We're getting old. Can't handle our liquor like we used to.” He pulled on a t-shirt.

“I blame the Patron. Gets me in trouble every damn time.”

“And the sharks. Don't let those murderous bastards off the hook.” 

Her lips tipped up into a smile and warmed him like the sun peeking out from behind winter clouds. “The Sharknado drinking game was your idea, so technically I should blame you.”

“Probably. But it was totally worth it.” One hundred percent unrepentant, he flashed a smile, ignoring the fact his head was marble-statue-heavy and about to topple off his shoulders. He'd put up with far worse if it meant waking up with Haley every morning.

She didn't respond, just pulled a hair tie from her pocket and twisted her curls into a messy bun, then picked up her sneakers. Duke clambered to his feet in excitement at the prospect of a walk. The dog pattered across the hardwood to sit in front of her at the edge of the bed. She yanked on a sneaker. “I have to go.” Her rough voice hinted at tears and Ryan struggled not to reach for her. She glanced at him over her shoulder. “I'll pick him up Saturday.”

He could fight. Beg her to stay. Tell her last night wasn't a mistake, it was the only thing that had made sense between them in a long time... but they'd been here before and spent months barely maintaining a fragile friendship. He'd been a fool to think one incredible night together would fix anything, let alone convince her to come back to him. If he pushed too far, too fast, he could lose her from his life completely. 

“Sure. Saturday.” He gave a jerky nod and stepped back, surprised to find his legs kept him upright when he was sure he'd crumble at any moment. 

“Merry Christmas, Ryan.” Her breath caught on his name and tears spilled over onto her cheeks. Then she left, each thunk on the hardwood stairs like another stab to his heart. 

With limbs like cement, he walked to his dresser, and opened the top drawer, avoiding his reflection in the dusty mirror, not wanting to see the pathetic creature he'd become. His hand rifled through the cotton socks and briefs until his fingers brushed suede. He plucked out the blue box and placed it on the oak surface, then opened the lid to reveal the diamond ring he'd stashed before Haley's shooting. His mother's ring. 

He stared at the diamond and white gold band, the future it represented, the future he'd lost, until his vision blurred. A tear stained the satin lining of the box. He wondered if he'd ruined it like he'd ruined everything else. 
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Sometimes I dream that we all live together again... and our house is made of jerky.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Six months later...

Haley knelt on the grass with one arm wrapped around Duke's neck in an attempt to keep him still, while her other hand tugged at the ridiculously short skirt of the Mrs. Clause outfit she'd been conned into wearing for the charity calendar. The things she did for her friends.

“Sis, I love you, but your dog is defective.” Addi, smart enough to volunteer as a behind the scenes helper and therefore wearing jeans which actually covered her ass, blew a long streak of purple hair out of her face and gritted her teeth while attempting to get Duke's hind leg into his Christmas Elf onesie. 

“Don't listen to Aunty Addison. She's just cranky they don't want her fancy rabbit in the calendar.” 

Addi's glare could burn a thousand suns, but a lifetime of exposure allowed Haley to build a tolerance to her sister’s ire. Photographer for the day, Shayla, skipped towards them from the gazebo where she'd been putting finishing touches on the backdrop for the Christmas themed photo shoot. 

The historic wooden structure decked out in red, green, and gold tinsel, a fully decorated Christmas tree, and approximately five thousand gift-wrapped boxes—Haley's fingers still burned with tiny paper cuts from the torturous task— created a stunning backdrop for the December calendar photo. The cluster of Douglas Firs behind the gazebo, sparkling with strategically sprayed fake snow, perfected the winter wonderland theme...despite being the beginning of summer. 

“We're ready for our superstars.” Shayla's voice trilled with excitement. Her petite friend's waist-length black hair was pulled into the same high ponytail she'd sported since high school, and although they graduated almost a decade ago, she barely looked old enough to drink.

Shayla squatted next to Duke and gave him a piece of jerky, which he swallowed whole before wiping drool on her black jeans while he searched for more doggy-treats in her pocket. Her friend simply laughed and pulled a travel pack of wet wipes from her fanny pack to clean the trail of saliva on her leg. Prepared for anything. Classic Shay.

Addi covered Duke's ears with her hands. “Sorry, Duke's no superstar. Starbuck would have handled this whole thing like a pro. At least she comes when called and if I wanted to put her in a onesie, she'd let me.” 

Unfortunately, Addi was right. Her K9 Academy drop-out was less obedient than her sister's fluffy rabbit. 

“Remind me why I'm putting myself through this again,” Haley grumbled, accepting Shayla's hand so she could get to her feet without flashing her red undies to the rest of the park.

“Because our good friend Charlie needs this calendar to raise money for the animal shelter and save all the poor, unloved creatures of the world.” Shayla twirled her ponytail and pulled a hair tie off her wrist, then secured her hair in a messy bun. “Save your pouting for the camera.” 

Taking advantage of the distraction, Duke slipped out of Addi's grip, knocked Shayla on her ass and bounded across the park, one leg of the lime green onesie flapping in the wind behind him. 

“Duke. Stop.” Haley's firm voice worked it's magic, for a few seconds at least, until he crouched low and began making his way closer to the water, one slow, sneaky step at a time. Well, as sneaky as a dog in a lime green onesie could be. 

“It's such a mystery how Duke never made it onto the police force.” Addi's voice came out soft and teasing as she struggled not to laugh. “And I think I just figured out why he's so distracted.” 

Attention back on her dog, Haley stiffened at the sight of Duke prancing in circles around Ryan on the grass beside the running track. Her stomach flipped, her heart raced, and her tingling limbs turned to wilted celery sticks, struggling to keep her upright. 

Just the usual reaction to the love of her life. Unchanged since she'd developed her unrequited crush on him at fourteen years old, although it'd become much less pathetic three years ago when he'd finally seen her as a woman instead of “one of the guys” and they'd fallen in love. Move-in, adopt-a-dog, plan-a-life-together love. She'd had everything she ever wanted; perfect job, perfect guy, perfect life... Until it imploded.

Apparently, it's not possible to have it all. Lesson learned. 

With everyone distracted, she took a moment to check out the man she'd thought would become her husband. Black track pants hugged his lean hips and firm ass as he bent over to pat Duke mid-butt-wiggle dance, reserved especially for his dad. Her unhealthy fascination with Ryan’s toned shoulders and biceps leveled up at the sight of the red t-shirt stretched over his sculpted physique. Firefighters needed strength for their work, but she'd been more impressed with the way he could use those arms to toss her onto a bed or hold her up against a wall as they made love.

A flash of memory from their mind-blowing night together over Christmas short-circuited her brain and sent blood rushing to places it shouldn't. She shook the traitorous thoughts from her head even as her lady parts, starved for attention, geared up for a repeat they could never have. 

Since that incredible, but disastrous encounter, Ryan had done a one-eighty. No more flirting or trying to convince her to come back to him. She'd set the rules after their breakup and he was finally following them, being the old Ryan, her best friend...and she was miserable, and totally alone in struggling with her feelings these days. 

Ryan jogged over to the group. His dark brown hair, usually kept military short, had grown out and the soft wave curling over his forehead moved with the breeze. He also hadn't shaved in a few days. Did he know the scruffy look was such a turn on?

She should not be getting hot and bothered from the sight of his delectably sweaty arms or the slight bump in his nose from when he'd broken it fighting with a bully who'd been teasing her in fifth grade. Her heart swelled and fluttered and expanded her chest uncomfortably.

Let me strangle myself with that damn onesie.

“Who's responsible for this animal abuse?” He plucked the fabric of the elf costume between his fingers and flashed a grin with full wattage that made his brown eyes sparkle and her heart trip over itself.

Shayla popped her hip and pursed her lips, looking as formidable as a fairy-sized woman could. “Don't dis the onesie! I made it especially for Duke and he is going to slay this photoshoot.” 

Ryan lifted his hands in surrender. “Anything for a good cause, right?”

“I'm glad you said anything.” Shayla stepped forward, her full lips pulled wide and a determined glint in her eye. “Congratulations, you're now joining Haley and Duke as Santa.”

Ryan's eyes widened and he looked to Haley for backup, but she was too busy wrangling control of her heart and hormones to intervene. Addi grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the gazebo.

Just freakin' great. She did not need to spend the next half hour up close and personal posing for the camera with a man she wanted to jump, but who she'd ordered to keep his hands off her. Close proximity spelled danger at this point. For her at least.

Ten minutes later, Haley’s fingers itched to strangle Shayla for putting her through this torture. The knot in her gut tightened each time the breeze lifted her flouncy red velvet skirt with white trim, or when she bared an eyeful of cleavage courtesy of the skimpy matching vest. Even worse, Ryan resembled a male stripper, bare above the waist except for the Santa hat they'd taken from her costume to perch on his head. How would she survive up close and personal to all that temptation?

They both knelt on a fleece blue and white snowflake blanket behind Duke who lapped up the attention. Ryan barely touched her unless asked by Shayla for a particular pose, but he radiated heat, her skin sizzling from his proximity. Or she could be burning up from the inside.

A crowd of locals gathered, fascinated by the sight of a scantily clad firefighter and police officer. The horde of women slavering over Ryan's sculpted pecs and six-pack didn't help her mood, but Shayla and Addi loved it. Projected sales of the calendar would skyrocket. These women would sell their souls to get their horny little hands on Mr. December. 

“He can slide down my chimney any day.” 

A low growl escaped Haley's throat with each comment from the crowd. She locked eyes with Ryan who sent her a panty-melting wink before turning back to the camera.

“Didn't realize you freelanced as a stripper these days, Ryan.” Nate Hawthorn leaned against the railing of the gazebo, grinning. He’d just found the perfect way to torture his friend for the next five hundred years. 

“Just giving the people what they want.” Ryan waved to the women in the crowd, who hollered like tweens at a Bieber concert.

Unwanted jealousy bubbled in her gut, a toxic soup of emotions driving her mad with the need to poke out every set of eyeballs ogling her man. 

Her ex. 

Damn it. 

He didn't seem to mind the attention, and that bothered her more than anything. Ridiculous of her to mourn him moving on when she'd told him, begged him, to do just that. 

He didn't have to get over me so quickly. My head's still spinning. 

Not his fault she hadn't been tempted to so much as look at another man since the breakup. Ryan could look at, or flirt with, whoever he wanted. 

Nate rolled his eyes at Ryan before his gaze roamed down her body and he let out an appreciative sigh. “Looking good, Haley.”

The town's biggest player never hit on her, not even before she and Ryan became romantically involved. Flirting with her in an attempt to get a rise out of Ryan, ultimately had nothing to do with her, but that didn't stop the heat flowing from her cheeks down to her chest as she tugged at the hem of her skirt. So focused on the attention Ryan received, she'd almost forgotten her own assets on display.

Being the only female officer in Hideaway Bay PD meant working harder to prove herself, and to fit in as one of the guys. More so since she caught a bullet, and underwear-clad pictures of her ass circulating around town would only make things worse.

The warmth of Ryan's hand settled on her hip in the small gap between her Barbie doll-sized skirt and vest, and sent a lick of flame roaring through her blood. He’d breached the physical contact no-go zone. One touch of his skin against hers and her damn body went into full rebellion against her brain. 

Shayla clapped her hands to regain their attention. “Alright, we're almost done. We're just going to pull over the bench seat so we can get a shot of Mrs. Clause on Santa's lap.” 

“Take off the pants, Santa.” Another round of cheers came from the crowd and Ryan's cheeks bloomed with a pink blush. An annoyingly sexy, yet adorable blush.

Haley bit back a curse and stood to the side as they arranged the new set up.

Nate stood beside her, arms crossed over his chest, shaggy blond curls waving in the breeze. “You'd better watch your man with these piranhas.” 

“You know he's not my man anymore, right?” They both glanced at Ryan who lifted the seat with ease and settled it into position. He stretched his shoulders, watching Haley and Nate with an intensity that took her breath away. In a blink, it disappeared and he looked away, but she couldn't unsee it. Apparently, his show at being over her had simply been some Academy Award-worthy acting. Warmth blossomed in her chest, but she tamped it down. Her body would not rule her head.

“Don't think Ryan got the memo. I'm gonna go before he demands a duel at midnight.” Nate sent her a knowing look and gave a quick wave before walking away.

“Haley. Earth to Haley.” Addi stood beside Ryan who sat on the chair now draped with the snowflake blanket. Duke sat at Ryan’s feet, his tail thumping against the floor. “You ready?”

Haley nodded while her mind screamed, “No.” Sitting on Ryan's lap should be harmless, playful at worst. 

Yeah, right. It was DEFCON 1 dangerous. She shifted from foot to foot, building up her courage before Ryan's arm shot out to wrap around her waist and pull her sideways across his lap. She squawked like a churlish chicken and Duke jumped up, placing his paws on her thighs and licking her cheek. 

Haley giggled and hid her face in Ryan’s neck to avoid Duke's rough, slobbery tongue. Ryan's chest heaved against her, his deep laughter and spicy scent firing pin-pricks of desire through her body while Duke squirmed in front of them, desperate to join the game. 

“Give her a kiss, Santa.” 

Haley's laughter ceased and she wiped at her cheeks as the crowd began to chant. “Kiss. Kiss. Kiss.” 

She swallowed at the tightness in her throat and looked up at Ryan who shrugged as if his world wasn’t tilting off-kilter. “Why don't we give them a show?”

The part of her brain controlling reason shut down and she pressed her lips to his, intending a short, sharp peck for the camera and the crowd. All good intentions flew out the window at the warm touch of his hand on her cheek and soft lips moving against hers. She sighed against his mouth. A sigh of relief. Of desire. The sigh of a woman desperately clinging to the man she couldn't get out of her system. 

His tongue wet the seam of her lips and she opened for him, welcomed him inside with soft strokes as she twisted on his lap, wanting, needing to get closer, her arms wrapping around his neck as her breasts pressed against his muscled chest.

A wolf whistle shattered the moment like hot water on an icy windshield. Her chest heaved and she scrambled off Ryan's lap, her eyes locking with Officer John Ambrose who stood in front of the crowd, his chest puffed out like an emperor penguin and his beady eyes sparkled with triumph. Of course, the douche who'd hated her since she'd kicked his ass in every test at the academy would be the one to catch her out like this. Mortification singed every nerve ending in her body. 

“Lookin' good, O'Connor. You might wanna cover up before I have to arrest you for public indecency.”

Duke appeared beside Haley his throat rumbling in warning. She placed a hand on his head until he sat with a disgruntled whimper. 

Ambrose deflated slightly and took a step back. Haley forced her arms to stay by her side. She would not show any sign of vulnerability. Bullies like Ambrose fed off insecurity; used it to build up their own fragile egos. She'd continue to do what she'd done for the past few years, resist smacking the superior smirk off his face.

“Give it a rest, Ambrose.” Officer Jenkins rolled his eyes at his partner and nudged him to keep walking, but Ambrose wasn't done with his taunting. Fueled by the whispers of his audience, Ambrose's gaze slithered from her to Ryan. “At least you have a backup career helping Santa with his naughty list. It’ll come in handy when you finally decide to leave catching the real criminals to the rest of us.”

Ryan tensed beside her, then took a step forward. She gripped his wrist, shaking her head when he looked down at her, murder in his eyes. The last thing Haley needed was her ex-boyfriend arrested for assaulting an officer. She really would be nothing more than a joke at the station. 

“That's enough.” Jenkins, who outranked Ambrose and outweighed him by at least thirty pounds, pointed towards the waterfront. “We've got a job to do.”

The smirk slipped of Ambrose's face and he lifted his arms in surrender. “Hey, don't be so damn serious. O'Connor can take a joke.” He pasted on a fake smile and nodded at her “Right?”

She gritted her teeth and forced herself to nod once. “Sure.”

Jenkins sent her an apologetic look and gestured for the crowd to disperse. “Show’s over folks.” 

At least one officer wasn’t out for blood.

Duke leaned against her leg. “Good boy.” Haley grabbed track pants from her backpack and pulled them on to cover her exposed skin, but not her vulnerable heart.

Ryan caught her arm and turned her to face him. “You okay?” His eyes bore into hers and the air around them buzzed. 

She shook off his hand and concentrated on tying the cord of her pants, then unfastened the side zip of the skirt and let it fall to the ground. She wanted to trample it into the grass or stuff it down Ambrose’s throat. She wanted to burrow into Ryan’s chest, accept the comfort and support he offered. But that would show weakness. 

“Hales?”

“Of course. Why wouldn't I be?” She didn't look at him, instead pulling a shirt on over the top her skimpy vest. She didn't know how to hide her feelings, so hiding her body would have to do.

“You shouldn't have to put up with that shit.” He ran his fingers through his hair, the muscles in his chest and arms flexing with every movement, and she hated herself for noticing. Because Ambrose made her feel small, silly, and unworthy. The fact she'd lost herself in that kiss, and couldn't even focus on anything other than Ryan's hot body right now, just proved that jerk right. 

“I can handle Ambrose.”

“I know you can. Doesn't mean I don't want to deck him.” Ryan frowned and rubbed at the back of his neck. “I'm sorry I put you in that situation...with the kiss.”

She kept her face neutral and shrugged. “Just a bit of fun for a good cause. Besides, they’ll be lining up for copies of the calendar after word spreads of our...antics.” Her entire body felt heavy and rubbery like Play-Doh, and she hoped her attempt at a smile masked her mortification. 

Where’s a lightning strike when I need one?

He observed her carefully, waiting for a reaction, probably waiting for her to crumble, the same way Ambrose and some of the other guys at the station watched and waited, but she would never give anyone that satisfaction. She’d prove them all wrong. 

He sighed, grabbed his shirt off the floor, and pulled it on before giving her a final smile. “You looked gorgeous, by the way.” He jogged away from her, never missing a step, or breaking his stride. 

Because apparently, his world remained intact, unlike hers which had been shaken like a snow globe. 

Confusion combined with an epic case of pent up desire warred within her. She'd spent a year pushing down her feelings, and even though she'd been stupid enough to kiss her ex today, it didn’t take Einstein to figure out a line had been crossed. 

The state of play would inevitably change. 

Again. 
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Chapter Three



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


I hate when Dad has nightmares... but then he lets me snuggle under the covers.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Ryan hammered a nail into the timber playhouse with almost enough force to shatter the wood. He surveyed the frame for the sliding window he and his dad installed and let out a breath of satisfaction. Manual labor never failed as a frustration-buster and he needed a distraction. 

“I appreciate the help, but I'm trying to build something here, not break it.” Jack Harper raised his brow knowingly. In the shade of the big leaf maple tree, dressed in old jeans, a t-shirt, and work gloves, the Harper patriarch barely broke a sweat. Everyone said they looked alike. Not a bad compliment really. His dad kept in top shape since his retirement from the Fire Department a year earlier, and the way women still swarmed around him, Ryan assumed he was considered a good catch. 

And he didn't beat around the bush either.

“So, what happened with Haley?” his dad asked.

Taken by surprise, Ryan lost his grip on the hammer and swore as it landed on the edge of his sneaker, hitting his little toe and making it throb like a bitch. He shot his father a dirty look. “Who says it's got anything to do with her?”

His father shrugged. “You kidding? You're always a special kind of pissy when it's Haley related.” 

“Whatever. I’m here to work, not gossip.”

Ryan clenched his fist around the hammer, as tight as the fist around his heart. First, he'd been dragged into that ridiculous photo shoot, forced to stand inches away from Haley in the hottest little outfit he'd ever seen. The red vest showcased her spectacular tits, and don't get him started on the teeny skirt short enough to give him glimpses of red ass-hugging panties. And what an ass. Plump. Pretty. Perfect. 

Down boy.

He deserved a medal for not drooling all over her.

Unfortunately, his friend also noticed, and when Nate ran his gaze over Haley, Ryan wanted to pummel him. Being a good guy who would never go after a friend's girl didn’t matter because in that moment Nate Hawthorn became the enemy. 

And for the first time in a year, the possibility of Haley moving on with someone else morphed into reality. Back in that moment with his chest tight, the air suddenly thick as soup, he wanted to lash out. When Nate finally left, Ryan could breathe again. 

Then there'd been that kiss. How idiotic to think they could play along for the crowd with a harmless peck of the lips. No, natural instinct kicked in to deepen the kiss and she’d been right there with him, oblivious to the outside world. That kiss rocked his whole foundation. She hadn’t moved on despite how well she’d try to act otherwise. She still loved him and now he had no idea what the hell to do about it. Back to square one.

Fuck.

Ryan picked up the hammer and tossed it in his dad's toolbox, the clatter of metal sending birds screeching from the trees. He should probably quit before he did some real damage.

His dad shook his head with a sigh. “Let's take a break. Have a beer.”

A few minutes later, settled on a deck chair with a cold bottle of local ale in his hand, Ryan's gaze snagged on his mother's flower garden. She'd tended the roses, lilies, and lavender like children. Fostered a gift for gardening that did not pass down to Ryan or his siblings. But they'd managed to keep those flowers alive for almost twenty years now, mostly through sheer determination.

He missed her so much it hurt. 

When she'd died, his brother had been in college, and his sister in high school. But Ryan had been the baby of the family, only nine years old. Didn't seem fair to have fewer memories than the rest of them.

Nothing had seemed fair for a while now.

Policing in Hideaway Bay should be safer than in the cities, but danger found his loved ones twice. The day his mother had been shot and killed should have been like any other day on the job. But a simple welfare check on a local farming family turned to a nightmare, his mother stumbling on a whole family slaughtered by a man mid-psychotic break. She never stood a chance. 

Two families shattered that day.

“You gonna tell me what's got your boxers in a twist?” His dad's gruff voice pulled him back to the present.

“Just having a bad day. Got roped into posing with Haley and Duke for that charity calendar.” 

“Can't have been that bad.”

“I was a shirtless Santa for Chrissake.” He grimaced and let out a half laugh, half groan.

His dad slapped his thigh and laughed so hard his shoulders shook. “You're never gonna live that one down at the firehouse.” The tension in Ryan's chest eased and he laughed along with his dad. “So, what happened with Haley? I thought the two of you were getting along.”

“We were. We are. Things are just... I don't know what they are. That's the problem.” Ryan shook his head. “People kept stopping by to see what was going on, getting a little rowdy. We played it up for them. We were supposed to have an innocent kiss, in character, you know? Santa and Mrs. Clause. Things got a little full-on.” 

His dad cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable with the topic and placed his beer on the table. “You two have been dancing around each other far too long now. When are you going to get her back?”

Ryan's head flew up, his fingers curling around the armrest of the chair. “She ended it. Not me.”

“And she was right to.” The words fell off his dad's tongue, plain and matter-of-fact. No BS with Jack Harper.

“Thanks for reminding me.”

“I'm not trying to be a hardass, but we both know you drove her away.”

Ryan closed his eyes, trying to chase away memories of the mess he'd become after her shooting. Nightmares. Cold Sweats. His mother's funeral on repeat every night, except it morphed into Haley's. The scent of flowers, morning dew, and gunpowder. The sobbing. The closed casket. 

The memories no longer wrenched the breath from his lungs, but his chest tightened a little. 

He inhaled.

One, two, three...

Exhaled.

One, two, three...

His dad's hand on his shoulder brought him back to the present. “A lot has changed since then. You've changed.”

He had. 

Months ago, he'd have lost himself in those memories, in the panic any time he couldn’t escape reality by fighting fires or drinking with his buddies. Now when the anxiety hit—not as often—he could handle it with a few simple breathing techniques. Doctor Whittaker would be proud. If he'd gone to therapy when Haley asked a year ago, he might not have lost her.

“I know she still cares, but I'm not sure it matters. Think I fucked it up beyond repair.” He launched from his chair and paced the deck.

“You didn't fuck up.” 

Ryan met his father's eyes. “She needed support, but I was too busy dealing with my own shit to be there for her. I asked her to quit her job. I made her miserable.” 

“And you got help. I only wish I'd realized you needed it sooner. I saw you struggling, but I didn't know how to talk to you about it.” His dad ran a hand down his face, eyes full of regret.

“It's not your fault, Dad.” Ryan dropped back into the chair, deflated. “This mess is all on me.”

“I should have told you back then that I understood. That moment before you say goodbye in the morning when you pray it's not the last time. That churning in your gut every time you hear a siren or a news report that a cop has been injured or killed.” His father's mouth twisted in a rare show of agony. “Believe me, I understand all of those things.” 

The feet of his dad's chair scraped on the wooden deck as he turned it to face Ryan. He leaned forward, intensity radiating from him in invisible waves. “I should have told you what happened to Haley was a close call, but that's likely the worst day she'll ever have on the job. Just because we lost your mo...” His voice broke and he cleared his throat. “Just because we lost your mother, doesn't mean you'll lose Haley.”

Ryan swallowed. His dad was a good man, a good father, but he'd never been one for touchy-feely conversations. Opening up this way filled him with relief as if part of the burden lifted. 

“I love her and I want her back, but how do I know I'll handle the fear this time? I can't expect her to take me back if there's a chance I could put her through that pain again. I still worry about her.”

“And you always will.” His dad leaned back again and took a sip of his beer. “Have the nightmares stopped?”

Ryan nodded. It had been months since he'd woken up drenched in sweat.

“What does your therapist say?”

“He thinks I'm ready, but I have no idea how to prove it. To myself or to her.”

“Have you talked to her? Told her about therapy or the support group you set up?”

Ryan shook his head and picked up his own bottle, picking away the edges of the label. “Haven't told anyone but the chief.” 

He'd worked so hard to heal himself, and help others to heal., He took pride in that. But the shame over what happened, over needing help, still lingered. 

“Tell her. Show her. Ask her to come to the support group. She went through hell and probably needs it as much as anyone else.”

She went through hell. The words hit Ryan hard in his chest. He'd been so messed up back then he hadn't really thought about Haley's trauma until he'd discussed it with his therapist. Shame washed over him for letting her down when she needed him most. He couldn't change the past, but he could focus on doing better.

“I'll try. Hopefully, it's enough. I’m enough.”

His dad slapped him on the back. “That girl only has eyes for you. Been that way since back when her friends were swooning over all those boy bands.”

Ryan smothered a laugh. “She's still got a mad crush on Justin Timberlake, but she'd kill me for telling you that.”

“She waited ten years for you to notice her. My bet is she's still waiting for you. Go get her.”
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Mom cries when she’s sad. She should just eat jerky.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Haley's stomach rumbled loudly as the rich aroma of spicy Mexican food hit her nostrils. Summer in full swing equaled Sangria Sundays with her friends. She and Addi shared a bench seat on one side of a timber picnic table by the waterfront. Shayla and the McQueens sat opposite, a shared lunch of tacos, burritos, salad, and sangrias on the picnic table between them.

Charlie and Melanie McQueen may have been as different as two sisters could be in looks and personality—not surprising with Charlie being adopted—but they always had each other's backs. Haley understood the relationship dynamic of wanting to murder your sister one minute, and not being able to live without her the next.  

Even after the lunch rush tourists buzzed around the food trucks, taking advantage of the sun which shone down on them, tempering the cool breeze from the bay. Their dogs hovered nearby, patiently waiting for scraps to fall from the table, or to be not so discretely thrown their way. 

Duke lay deceptively still, his head resting on the grass between his feet as he watched the group for any sign of fallen food. Baxter snuggled in on his left, his long lean athletic body tucked in close with his head resting on Duke's leg, the greyhound moving only when he lifted his nose to sniff out potential snacks or nuzzle Duke's fur. 

On the other side, Charlie's Staffy sat upright, panting happily, her tail swishing in the green grass. Buffy, named after the bad-ass vampire slayer because she'd survived the horrors of a dog fighting ring, was actually happiness and rainbows stuffed into an irresistibly cute, but scarred, doggy package. 

“I'm so glad we could get together this week.” Charlie wiped her mouth with a napkin after finishing her third taco. “Today it's my treat for all the work you've done on the calendar.”

“We're happy to help.” Haley placed her burrito back onto her paper plate. “You already work practically every minute of every day keeping the shelter up and running, it was the least we could do.”

Addi nodded. “It was fun.”

“I don't know what I would have done without you.” 

Haley felt the same. Their tight-knit group of five looked after each other like family. Technically most of them were family in some way. Except for Shayla, who arrived in Hideaway Bay during high school, the rest of them had been born and raised in the small town, friends since they could walk. She'd do anything for these girls, and they’d do the same.

Didn't stop them from calling each other out on their bullshit, though.

Mel could have passed for a model with her sleek blonde bob, dark blue skinny jeans, and a ruby red tailored blazer. She tapped her short but neat nails on the side of the plastic tumbler which held the pink drink currently magnifying her tell-it-like-it-is manner. “Heard you made out with Santa last week.” 

Haley choked on her own pink drink, coughing and spluttering while Addi slapped her back. 

“No comment.” 

“I didn't even get to see it and now you won't spill? Not cool.” Mel's nude glossy lips pouted, but after twenty-seven years, Haley was immune.

Shayla, ever the peacekeeper, cleared her throat. “Let's get our drink on.”

Half a burrito and three sangrias later, Haley’s mind fogged around the edges. She'd laid off alcohol since the drinking game incident, so her tolerance remained low. But she couldn't bring herself to care. She took another bite of her burrito and sighed with pleasure, the spices and zesty guacamole dancing on her taste buds.

“Foodgasm.” Shayla joked, taking a sip of her diet coke. “That must be some burrito.”

Haley blushed. “What? I'm hungry.”

“Hungry for something. I may not have been there last week, but word around town is you and Ryan practically ate each other alive.” Mel’s eyes sparkled with delight. “Is Ryan's burrito really that impressive, or are you just super horny because it's been a year since you had your taco filled?”

“Classy, Mel.” Charlie rolled her eyes, but couldn’t hide her chuckle. 

They teased each other this way all the time, but today she couldn't get in on the joke. To them, a stupid kiss one year after the breakup meant nothing. Nada. A blip. 

To Haley, it highlighted the relationship loop she and Ryan couldn’t escape. She'd forced herself to forget about that night, unable to confide in anyone like a healthy, functioning adult. Instead, she buried it deep down never to be spoken of again. Not so healthy.

She rubbed a fist against the fire in her chest. Heartburn or heartbreak?

The stupid sangria forced her guard down and those hurricane-force emotions battered her defenses. Love, guilt, desire, and grief breached the levy banks she'd used to contain them all this time. 

She took another bite, delaying the decision, but food now tasted like ashes in her mouth as memories of her amazing night with Ryan rushed back, followed by the heart-shattering morning after. She sucked in a breath, taking some food down her airways and launched into a second coughing fit that drew more than a few stares from others around them.

Addi slapped her back several times, dislodging the stray piece of food. Haley took several gulps of the sangria and wiped the tears from her face.

Peering at Haley across the wooden table, Mel crossed her arms over her chest. “Something is up. You need to spill.” 

Charlie nodded. “Things have been super weird between you and Ryan since Christmas.”

“I slept with him.” Haley heard the words shoot out of her mouth like bullets from a gun.

A chorus of shocked voices erupted around her and she wanted to swallow the words; take them back. Her throat tightened and a tell-tale tickle in her nose warned of imminent tears. She sucked in a breath and slammed her eyelids shut, determined to hold them at bay. 

Duke, sensing her distress, crept closer and laid his head on her thigh. She welcomed the distraction, anchoring her to the now, tearing her away from all the what-ifs and maybes that preyed on her until she wanted to scream.

“Oh, honey.” Charlie's soft, compassionate voice undid her, and a tiny squeak escaped followed by deep gasping sobs. Haley swiped at her tears, accidentally elbowing Duke in the snout. He groaned his displeasure and retreated to safer territory with the other dogs on the grass. 

Shayla rounded the picnic table and motioned for Haley to scooch to the center of the seat until she became sandwiched between her friend and her sister, their arms wrapped around her.

That night played out in her head like a corrupted video file, jumping randomly from moment to moment. 

“I don't even know how it happened. I dropped Duke off while he and the guys from the firehouse watched a game. They asked me to stick around for a while. After they left, Ryan and I kept drinking. We were having such a great time hanging out and it'd been so long. One minute we're doing tequila shots...and the next I'm up against the fridge clinging to him like a spider monkey.”

“Hot.” Melanie sighed, a wistful look on her face. “Good for you. Sometimes a good fuck can fix everything.”

“Not this time.” Initially, they’d been out of control and powered by desperation. Easy to explain away. But then they moved from lust-fueled sex to making slow and tender love, so achingly familiar, like coming home. She could have stopped then. Could have ignored the way desire arced between them as his muscular arms carried her to their bed. No. His bed. Could have pushed him away instead of pulling him down to rest between her thighs. 

She crossed her legs in an attempt to kill the errant pulsing heat at her core. 

What a mess she'd made. “It didn't end well. We try so hard at being friends again but things are...” 

“Super awkward,” Addi chimed in.

“Yeah.” Haley slumped, resting her head against the table.

“I would never have asked him to do the photo shoot or pose for a stupid kiss if I'd realized.” Shayla rested her head on Haley's shoulder. A welcome comfort. 

“It'll get easier.” Addi's tone softened as her hand moved in slow, soothing circles on Haley's back. “But if you're really serious about moving on for good... you might have to avoid being alone with him, at least when there's alcohol involved.”

Tears threatened again. “I know limiting contact is the best thing for now, but I miss...” She hiccupped. “I miss him so much.”

“Of course you do. You love him but you can't be together. That's a special kind of painful.” Shayla pushed Haley's hair back over her shoulder, her eyes full of understanding. And Haley realized Shayla did understand to some degree, still in a self-imposed limbo with her ex. 

Haley took a Kleenex from Mel and wiped away her tears, taking a moment to compose herself. “Sorry to cry all over you guys.”

“It's perfectly normal.” Charlie sent her a soft smile.

“Yeah. Maybe this is the emotional release you needed to finally get over him.” Mel raised her brow as she topped up Haley's glass.

“Mel!” Shayla's stern voice never failed to amuse Haley, and always failed to reign in their blunt yet spirited friend. 

“What? If a guy can make you this miserable, he's not worth it.” Mel shrugged and took a sip of her drink, ignoring Shayla's glare.

“Don't listen to the man-eater. She has a heart of stone.” Charlie nudged her sister. “I think she’s heard enough of your helpful advice.”

Addi shook her head and brushed the tears from Haley's cheek. “Mel's right. After the shooting, you were so wrapped up in the Ryan situation that you barely took time for yourself. I don't think I saw you cry. Not once. You push yourself to be the best, to prove to everyone how strong you are. How the shooting was nothing more than a minor blip on your radar. But it wasn't minor. It turned your life upside down. You need to lay down your armor and allow yourself to be vulnerable.” 

She turned to her sister, ready to argue she'd cried an ocean worth of tears, but the fact she’d never let anyone see her cry kind of proved Addi's point for her. Ridiculous for the insight to come from her sister, a woman who built a fortress around her heart so big, Haley worried she'd never let anyone in. 

Haley's vision prickled and her shoulder ached, the scar of her wound tingling as it always did when she thought of that day. “I don't know how to be vulnerable without being weak. Every day on the job people glance at me like I might fall apart any second. Still. After all this time. I have to go harder and be better than everyone else to prove I'm okay.” She swallowed, the weight of the truth pressing down on her. “Because what if I'm not okay? What if the next time there's danger, I freeze up and someone gets hurt? Or worse.” She looked around at her friends, their faces filled with love and concern. “All of this would have been for nothing. I've already lost Ryan, I can't lose my job, too. It's all I've ever wanted to do.”

Charlie reached across the table and covered her hand. “Maybe the fact you're trying so hard is what has them concerned. You've always been an amazing cop, Haley. But you've been pushing yourself pretty hard. I'm thankful for all the runs you've dragged me on, but I'm exhausted thinking about all the other training you've taken on. Kick-boxing, jujitsu, krava-whatsit.” 

“Krav Maga.” Haley’s lips twitched at her friend's attempt to pronounce her favorite martial art. She could now see she'd been on a mission, determined to be the best and strongest she'd ever been. Determined never to be hurt again. 

But none of it would have stopped that bullet if the shooter had better aim. She couldn't always protect herself and that unspoken fear crippled her. “All this time I thought everyone else doubted me. Turns out I lost faith in myself.” No wonder Ryan's fears triggered her so severely. 

“Whatever you need, we've got your back,” Shayla said, and they all nodded in agreement.

“Thank you.” Haley wiped away her tears. She lifted her glass of sangria in a toast. “Here's to us. The very best group of friends anyone could ask for.” 

All five of them raised their drinks. “To us.”

Haley's cell vibrated in her pocket. While her friends returned to light-hearted chatter, her heart hammered in her chest as she read the text from Ryan.

I need to see you. Can we meet at The Mean Bean tomorrow night? 6pm?
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I try to be good... but sometimes I forget.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Haley rechecked her watch. 6:02. He was only a couple of minutes late. But she'd been almost ten minutes early, so it felt more like a week that she'd been sitting on her own waiting, wondering...obsessing. 

Duke sat at her feet, lips quivering in anticipation of treats. She fed him the last piece of her blueberry macadamia cookie, chucking as he swallowed without chewing or tasting. Glutton.

She took a sip of her chai latte, the real kind brewed in milk, not the sugar-coma inducing syrup, and leaned against the back of the chair outside The Mean Bean cafe, resisting the urge to re-read Ryan's text.

She could recite it from memory now anyway having read it approximately fifty times before she'd responded, agreeing to meet with him. And that didn't count the other thousand or so times over the past twenty-four hours she'd tried to decipher some hidden meaning in the letters on the screen. She still had nothing.

Actually, nothing would be a relief. Nothing would have allowed her to go about her life as usual. Instead, she'd obsessed over every possibility repeatedly. 

Does he want to get back together? 

Her rebellious heart jumped in her chest like an overzealous cheerleader. 

No, not likely. As much as the idea appealed, sending her heart into a gallop, logic and reason still held the reins, demanding she move onto the next option.

Is he seeing someone else?

Her stomach somersaulted, a wave of nausea washing over her. Nope. Next option!

Does he want to stop all contact? A complete and definite end to our relationship in all its forms?

Her vision blurred around the edges like an arthouse movie fading to black. She gasped, sucking desperately needed air into her lungs. 

How had she forgotten to breathe?

She shook her head, fighting off the anxiety clutching at her throat. He wouldn't do that. He cared about their friendship as much as she did. 

And he needed that relationship intact. Since that last slip-up, they'd focused on rebuilding their friendship, and more of the old Ryan continued to emerge. Yes, awkwardness still plagued them, but he appeared happier, more grounded, less twitchy. The answer must be friendship.

So, what was with that kiss?

“Sorry I'm late. A call-out ran long.”

Haley startled at the sound of Ryan’s voice. He crouched down by Duke and gave him a hug, then took the seat opposite her dressed in familiar worn jeans and Hideaway Bay Fire Department polo shirt, oblivious to the meltdown he interrupted. 

“No problem.” She mustered a smile and pushed the coffee she'd bought him across the table. “Black, no sugar.”

He accepted the cup with a smile. “Thanks, but it should be my treat. I invited you here.”

She shrugged. “Why did you invite me?”

His grip on the cardboard cup tightened, steam rising through the lip of the lid. “Take a walk with me?”

She nodded and followed his lead. If nothing else, a walk would help ease her restless energy. They strolled in silence along the main street, sipping their drinks with Duke by their side, occasionally stopping to sniff something on the sidewalk. Her curiosity warred with her inclination to avoid difficult conversations, and she decided to wait it out. Ryan would talk in his own time.

There weren't many people around. Most shops like the bakery, post office, and gift shop closed at five, but tourists who road-tripped the beautiful Southern Oregon Coast for the summer filled the cafes and restaurants. The main street ended at the edge of the park where several walking paths and cycling lanes forked off to the marina on the left and the pier and promenade on the right. 

They crossed the almost empty, but well-lit park following the bitumen walkway until it separated the sand from the lush green parklands. The large recreational space spanned the length of the shore, between two tree-lined cliffs dotted with houses. They turned right, past the busy pier teeming with tourists who either headed toward, or came from, The View. The modern restaurant built onto the end of the large wooden pier boasted floor to ceiling glass windows which showcased the bay with its boats and yachts and the occasional pod of Bottlenose dolphins putting on a show. The restaurant cemented Hideaway Bay as a must-see tourist destination on the Oregon Coast.

Further along, the promenade had emptied out except for a few teenagers splashing and laughing as they jumped off the diving boards and pontoons into the water below.

During the day, tourists and locals swarmed the semi-circular wooden walkway above the water to take in the view of the bay. Swimmers, particularly young families, enjoyed the security of the on-duty lifeguards and the reinforced bars which reached down into the ocean floor to keep out sharks or other sea life. 

But tonight, with the light fading, Haley enjoyed the relative peace. 

Haley and Ryan discarded their cups in the trash and strolled along the promenade, the ocean set aflame by the dying orange sunset. She let Duke off his leash, confident he wouldn’t wander far as he took the time to inspected every crevice and crack in the wood below his feet. She inhaled a deep breath of salty air and smiled. How did she get so lucky to live in heaven on earth? 

“I know we haven't spoken about what happened at Christmas...” 

Haley had done such an excellent job of distracting herself, his mention of that particular disaster took her by surprise, and she stumbled on a gap in the wooden planks, grabbing for the railing. Ryan's hands gripped her hips firmly, steadying her, then fell away as she gazed into the calm, blue water, entirely at odds with the storm of emotions inside her. “Ryan, I feel awful about what happened. I didn't mean to lead you on.”

“You didn't. For months you told me it was over, but I wouldn’t listen because I thought if we could just spend some time together, things would work out. I needed that night to happen. Needed the wakeup call.”

Her head snapped up with surprise. “Really?”

He leaned against the railing and gazed out at the strip of horizon visible between the cliffs. “I'd been in denial far too long. Had no idea how screwed up I was, waiting for you to come back to me as though that would fix my problems. When you walked away that day, I knew I needed help.”

Curiosity piqued, she turned, leaning back against the railing, her elbows hanging over the side. His face appeared somber as he swallowed roughly. This was hard for him. “You got help?” 

Ryan nodded and gripped the railing, stretching his arms. “Finally got some therapy. I'd been carrying so much baggage already from losing Mom. Your shooting opened up that old wound. It's taken a lot of work, but the nightmares have stopped and I'm feeling like myself again.”

Instinctively, she reached out to him, laying her hand on his forearm. “I'm happy for you, Ryan. It hurt to see you suffer.”

He laid a hand over hers. Tingles broke out on the skin of her fingers and moved quickly up her arm until her body sang with relief at the familiar touch. Her gaze met his and she lost herself in his eyes. The love and hope she saw there mirrored her own growing feelings, and set off an alarm in her brain. Heart thudding, her fight or flight response kicked in. It overwhelmed her. She snatched her hand away, tugging at the hem of her red cotton tee.

Duke barked playfully at the teenagers tossing a neon pink and green beach ball and pranced along the promenade waiting for it to be his turn to play.

A welcome distraction.

“Duke, come here.” Ryan snapped his fingers and Duke reluctantly trotted back to them. He sat and stared at the kids in the water, his head ping-ponging as he tracked the movement of the beach ball.

“There’s something else I wanted to discuss.”

Please don't ruin this fragile friendship.

Confirmation he’d been able to tackle his demons made her wonder if being free of their relationship had been good for him. Would reuniting, essentially exposing him to daily anxiety over her job, undo the progress he'd made. She could never allow it. She loved him too much. 

“I've been part of a project to start a support group for First Responders and their family and friends.”

“Oh.” Her stunned brain struggled to produce a response to the surprising news. It was possibly the last thing she'd expected. 

Talk about self-centered. This had nothing to do with her, or him wanting her. At this moment he wanted to reach out, sharing his journey and achievements with her. His friend. She wanted that, too...but a victory like this shouldn’t feel hollow.

“The program trial's been running for a couple of months and we’ve recently received approval to continue permanently. They're even going to run a trial in a couple of other counties, too.” He grinned and shook out his hands, an adorable way to release excess energy. “I can't believe it's actually come together and we'll be able to help more people.”

Time to lock her ridiculous thoughts and feelings away. She could obsess over them with a truck-load of sweet and salty popcorn later. Haley focused her attention on her best friend; once again the man she knew and loved. Her heart swelled with pride. He'd done it. Fought his own demons and figured out a way to help others. “That's incredible. I'm so proud of you.”

For an awkward moment, she debated hugging him, but he stepped back and blushed—a reaction she’d seen several times lately. Strange for a man who’d proven immune to embarrassment since birth. “The group is meeting tomorrow night and I hope you’ll come along.”

A simple request, and she'd have accompanied him without question in the past. But this meant something. The intensity in his eyes captured her, drew her in. If she went with him tonight, the door of possibility between them opened, because the biggest roadblock to their happiness—his inability to deal with the risks of her job—no longer existed. Theoretically.

But she couldn't trust her own judgment. Her instincts and ability to read this man no longer foolproof. The riot of emotions building inside began to suffocate. She'd spent a torturous year determined to let go of Ryan and their relationship. It became part of her purpose, along with proving to her colleagues, her family, her friends—hell, the whole damn world—that she was strong, confident, a survivor.

Now what? Knowing Ryan overcame his issues only highlighted how little she acknowledged her own. Self-doubt crashed down on her. 

Haley cleared her throat. “I'm happy you found the help you needed and you've been able to help others, but I don't think it's a good idea for me to join you.” 

She backed up from the railing, and pulled Duke’s leash from her pocket, ready to turn back to shore, but the warm grip of Ryan’s hand on her upper arm stopped her. She looked up at him, and his big brown eyes begged for her to listen. “Please? Not for me, but for you.”

Her breath caught at the notion he’d witnessed her struggling. Apparently, just like her friends, he’d seen through her bravado. A tendril of shame curled its way through her veins, but she ignored it. She was stronger than this. “Why do you think I should go?”

“Since I pulled my head out of my ass, I've seen the way this has changed you. I see how hard you push yourself physically. I see the walls you've built around yourself emotionally.” He tucked a stray curl behind her ear, his thumb softly stroking the skin of her cheek as if gentling the harsh reality of his message. “Haley, I see the strong, caring, passionate, and fearless woman you've always been standing right in front of me. I wish you could see her, too.”

Haley never doubted herself this way...not until the shooting. That bullet stole her identity. Or she thought it had, but maybe not, because Ryan always saw her clearest of all.

“You sound like a shrink.” Her smile wobbled along with her voice. 

“I've spent a lot of time with mine...and you may have come up in discussion a time or two.” His self-deprecating smile tugged at her insides. He stood straighter, determined. “I hijacked your recovery, Hales. We should have been focused on you and how you were coping, but I managed to make it all about me. It's been the biggest realization in therapy. It’s my biggest regret.”

Her throat tightened and her eyes misted as she absorbed those words. Blame for giving up on him, making him miserable, had festered within. Now, the guilt which gripped its sharp talons around her chest finally loosened. 

“Thank you for saying that.”

Everything stilled and she found herself trapped by his warm gaze. She could drown in the love, longing and regret swirling in those gorgeous brown eyes. His breath hitched and he moved closer, leaving only inches between them. His tongue swiped against his bottom lip and her own lips tingled with the need to kiss him. 

A deep bark shattered the moment, followed by a large splash which sent water droplets flying up at them. The teens on the pontoon cheered and hollered as Duke surfaced from the water and paddled toward them after his dive. 

Haley’s heart thundered and she gripped Ryan’s arm like a vice until Duke scrambled onto the pontoon, and shook, spraying seawater over his new friends.

He’s fine.

But damn if he hadn’t wiped a good ten years off her life.

“What’s his name?” a boy in board shorts with tight blonde curls shouted up to them as he knelt by Duke’s side.

“Duke,” Ryan called out in response.

Haley peered over the edge of the promenade. The drop couldn’t be more than six feet, not even as high as the diving board, but still, she could kill Duke for scaring her like that. How did people cope with actual human children? 

“Is it cool if we play with him for a while?” A girl in a bikini, her dark hair caught in a ponytail, grinned up at them from the wooden pontoon. Beside her, Duke rolled onto his back, accepting belly rubs from several of the teens who appeared around sixteen years of age.

Ryan shrugged at her. “There’s no way to get him back up here, he’ll never make the stairs. May as well let him have some fun before he goes ashore.”

Their furbaby lapped up the attention and Haley didn’t have the heart to ruin his adventure. “Fine. But you’re going in after him if he won’t get out.”

“Deal.” Ryan sat on the inner edge of the promenade, his feet hanging over the edge, his arms dangling over the railing Duke must have ducked under before his jump. 

Haley sat beside him and smiled at Duke as he jumped back in the water to paddle after the beach ball. 

“The support group meets tomorrow night.” Ryan turned to face her. “I hoped you’d check it out. And I'm happy to give it a miss this week if you'd prefer me not to be there.”

She'd enjoy opening up to a bunch of strangers as much as she enjoyed a bikini wax, but she needed this. Needed to be brave. 

But could she open up in front of Ryan? The vulnerability in that act could be paralyzing.

“Whatever you need, Hales. I've got your six.” 

I've got your six.

They'd picked up the line from their favorite cop show in second grade and had used it ever since. And just like that, her best friend returned. She wanted his support through this.

“What if I say something to upset you?”

Ryan shook his head. “It's not about me. I've worked through this stuff and know my blame in it all. Besides, I've almost run out of things to talk about in therapy. You might give me some new material.”

A laugh escaped her lips and she leaned into him like she'd done a million times before. He wrapped his arm around her, holding her close. It felt good. Like she belonged.
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Dad’s stopped tossing and turning at night... but I still sneak under the covers.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Ryan's life fell into two distinct categories. 

Before the shooting.

After the shooting. 

Happiness.

Loss.

Now his worlds collided. Was he was insane for bringing Haley to his safe space tonight? The familiar old red brick walls and grey linoleum flooring of Hideaway Bay's Community Center seemed a little foreign with Haley by his side. In truth, his whole world had been slightly off-kilter since their chat the night before.

He glanced around the space with fresh eyes. Only a few folding chairs remained empty. Familiar faces watched him and the woman beside him with undisguised interest.

He'd introduced her to the group over pre-meeting coffee and donuts. Everyone had heard so much about her these past months, and understandably she'd seemed a little disconcerted by that at first, like he may have painted her as a villain in his story, but she soon relaxed as others welcomed her warmly, like any other new member of the group. He'd been truthful about knowing his blame in the situation, and these people witnessed his journey of figuring that out. 

The meeting followed its usual format, starting with a discussion about dealing with anxiety, this week's theme being mindfulness, including techniques ranging from yoga to coloring books. Then the floor opened for group members to speak. He hadn't expected Haley to take that step tonight. His first meeting had been so overwhelming that if he hadn't been the one to organize the program, he'd happily have sat at the back of the room pretending he wasn't even there. But that wasn't Haley's style. She faced things head on. 

She stood at the front of the group fidgeting with her watch, her gaze darting from person to person until it settled on him. He sent her an encouraging smile which she returned before taking a deep breath and rolling her shoulders with the same determination she showed getting ready for a sparring match. 

“My name's Haley and I'm an officer with the Hideaway Bay Police Department. A year ago, my partner and I were called to a domestic disturbance and I was shot.” 

He listened, captivated by her explanation of all that happened that fateful day, the consequent unraveling of their relationship, and her struggles at work. The fellow cops in the room nodded in agreement as she discussed the need to project confidence and control at all times. 

He'd known it would be painful hearing Haley express how she saw the events unfold, but it hit him harder than he'd expected. His guilt at missing the signs of what she'd been going through sat heavy in his gut, but he'd learned to accept those difficult emotions were part of the process and he needed to sit with them, then let them go.

But the longer she spoke, her story so entwined with his, a small sense of unease settled over him. Tonight should help her sort through her own issues, but even now she focused so much on him and his struggles, the problems in their relationship—worst of all the guilt she felt for giving up on them—instead of how the shooting affected her, separate from the fallout at home.  

He glanced across to the group leader, his therapist, Dr. Whittaker who watched Haley thoughtfully. He didn't let much show, but as Dr. Whittaker sat taller, his dig deeper face emerged. Ryan knew that particular expression, and what would follow. 

“Haley, thank you for sharing. That's a lot of trauma you went through and it was brave of you to share with us today.” The group nodded and murmured their agreement. “You've been so open about the breakdown of your relationship, which is extremely difficult to discuss, but I'm wondering if you'd be willing to expand on how you coped with the incident. How did being shot affect you personally, separate from your relationship with Ryan?”

Ryan squirmed, familiar with how uncomfortable it could be when forced to examine your feelings that way, but he'd brought her here to confront her issues. He straightened, straining with every atom, every cell to be closer to her. To support her.

“Um...” Haley untied and retied the elastic in her hair, then tugged at the bottom of her shirt. “I thought I was fine. Honestly, focusing on someone else helped me get through those first few weeks.” Her eyes sought his again and she bit her lip before looking back to Dr. Whittaker. “I guess I was in denial because it completely took me by surprise the first time I flipped out and lost my cool.”

Ryan frowned. She'd never seemed anything but in control of her emotions. He’d missed the signs.

“My physical therapy progressed well with the expectation I’d return to work for light duties as soon as possible. Things had been strained at home and I decided to make Ryan a nice dinner after he came off a twenty-four-hour shift, but I was still in a sling and I struggled with the simple act of getting water in the pot, let alone unscrewing the lid off the pasta sauce... I felt so weak and useless.”

She swallowed roughly and blushed with embarrassment. “It infuriated me that I couldn’t manage this one basic task. I threw the jar against the wall...and the damn thing didn't even have the decency to shatter. Something finally broke inside me. I threw the jar again until it shattered then sobbed for a good hour...”

He remembered that day. He'd found the broken glass jar in the trash and wanted to ask her about it, but she'd been quiet, withdrawn, and went to sleep before he made it to bed. Now he knew why.

“I had a lot of those days, but the shame prevented me from speaking about it with anyone. Not even the counselor assigned to me by the department. Getting back to work was supposed to fix everything, but it didn't. I feel like everyone is waiting for me to screw up or fall apart. I don't know if that's real or paranoia, but either way, I'm on edge. Sometimes I worry that the next time I'm in danger I'll lose my nerve. Freeze up.” She huffed out a breath and one single tear escaped which she wiped away. “So, I guess it's a good thing I'm here.”

Ryan moved to stand, but Dr. Whittaker locked eyes with him and shook his head. 

He'd never been able to handle Haley's tears on the rare occasion allowed them. She hadn't cried when she'd twisted her ankle pretzel-ing herself in a super competitive game of Twister, or when she'd broken her arm on the halfpipe in sixth grade. Not even when her douchebag ex spread a rumor that she'd slept with the whole basketball team. Instead of tears, she marched onto the basketball court in the middle of practice and kneed him in the balls. 

So, to see her cry in front of all these people, over something he'd not only failed to protect her from, but had made worse for her—she may as well have reached into his chest and torn out his heart.

She sat beside him, slid her hand into his, and squeezed. And somehow he felt better despite being more confused than ever about where they stood.

Ryan hung back at the end of the meeting and packed away furniture while other members of the group spoke with Haley. His gaze sought out hers regularly, seeking any sign she needed him. She didn’t, of course. Haley handled the aftermath of her vulnerability with the strength she used to tackle life. 

He could use some of that strength now. Emotions ran wild through his system as he attempted to process all that she’d shared tonight. All the ways their relationship had shifted in the past twenty-four hours. Impossible. Not here. Not with Haley twenty feet away.

Soon he waved goodbye to the last of the group and Haley smiled tentatively at his approach. “You were great.” 

“Thanks. Thought I was going to hurl for a minute there.” Her gaze dropped to her well-loved sneakers then jerked up to watch him intently. “I didn't want to hurt you.”

“Don't worry about me.” He took her hand and clasped it between his, kissing her palm. “I'm sorry I didn’t help you when you needed me most. I'm sorry I let you down.”

Her warm hand wrapped around his and his heart fluttered. Fucking fluttered like a guy in one of the teen romance movies Haley made him watch in high school. 

God, he'd missed her touch, her smile. He even missed her terrible taste in movies.

“I'm sorry, too. We both made mistakes, but it's done now. I'm sick of not having you in my life because I need you.” She smiled up at him and his breath caught in his chest as hope bubbled in his gut. She didn't expand on what role he would play in her life and he was too terrified to ask. 

He pulled her in for a hug. “You've got me, Hales.”
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We all played fetch at the park today! Maybe Mom will come home soon.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Haley sucked in a breath of cool, crisp ocean air and stretched out her back, sore from bending over a table preparing food for the past hour. Hideaways Bay's Fourth of July Festival was the town's busiest event, and Haley's favorite, drawing tourists from surrounding counties as well as those trekking up and down the Pacific Coast Highway. She loved it all. The carnival rides, market stalls, musical acts, and fireworks. Especially the fireworks.

Each year she volunteered for the local community center which raised money with a BBQ cookout. The makeshift kitchen marquee on the edge of the park held a prime position close to the main stage. Musical artists from all over the state would play through the afternoon and into the evening, attracting hungry festival goers. They should raise enough money to fund several community programs.   

Unfortunately, this year she felt like more a hindrance than a help. A particular sexy firefighter occupied almost every thought, making even the simplest of tasks a challenge. Since he'd taken her to his support group something had changed, shifted between them. For so long they'd managed to perfect the art of avoidance, but lately, they were drawn together like magnets. 

Instead of frequenting the park at different times, Ryan had jogged up beside her one morning, and for the past two weeks, they'd run together with Duke like they used to. She'd also started frequenting The Mean Bean before work, Ryan's preferred place to get his caffeine fix, instead of settling for sub-par weak lattes offered at the diner. And when their group of friends gathered at The Hideaway on the weekends, she and Ryan found themselves gravitating toward the back of the bar for a game of pool rather than using their friends as buffers to avoid one-on-one time. They never openly acknowledged this new relationship, or friendship, or whatever the hell they had going on, and the ambiguity of it all would slowly send her grey. She refused to reach that aging milestone before her sister.

“You're so distracted today.” Addi's comment snapped her out of her daze. Her sister peered at her from across the counter where she mixed hamburger helper with the onions and spices in Grandma O'Connor’s recipe for her famous burger patties which flew off the grill at the cookout every year. 

Without the full sleeve of tattoos on Addi's left arm and the long streak of purple in her hair, she would be the picture-perfect nineteen fifties pinup model, complete with blonde up-do and cherry print swing dress which clung to her ample assets.

Haley had no complaints about her smaller breasts, it was easier to chase down a runner and practice martial arts without huge humps of flesh getting in the way, but today, the urge to compare niggled at her. When you wore a dress for the first time in years, insecurities were bound to flourish.

“Tired, I guess.” Haley shrugged and sliced into a tomato, which sent red juice squirting across her forearm.

“Here, wear this.” Addi tossed the red, white, and blue star-spangled apron to Haley who looped it over her head and tied the strings behind her back. “I don't know what miracle occurred for you to wear that dress today, but Mom will kill you if you ruin it.”

“It'll be fine. Why is everyone so obsessed with this damn piece of fabric?” Haley grumbled. The wolf whistles from the other volunteers when she'd arrived in the uncharacteristic outfit had been nothing compared to her mother's squeal of delight which carried across the park out to the bay like a fog horn.

Shayla grinned at her from where she stood next to Addi, grating carrots for the slaw. “Maybe it's nothing to do with the dress, but who you're wearing it for?”

Haley's cheeks flamed and she wiped her hands on the apron. Not for the first time, she questioned her decision to ditch her usual summer outfit of a tank top and jean shorts for the dress her mother bought her at Christmas. She’d thought of only one man’s reaction when impulsively grabbing the white cotton sundress from the back of her closet where it lived with all the others she'd received but never worn. 

Apparently, her feelings for Ryan had addled her brain, pushing her out of her comfort zone and right into girly-girl territory. Thankfully, comfort won out over vanity, and she’d dismissed the idea of wearing the one pair of strappy sandals she owned, instead opting for the patriotic look with her limited-edition stars and stripes high tops. 

She glanced up to find Shayla grinning at her. “Don't start.”

“What? I didn't say anything.” Shayla shrugged but failed to hide her smirk.

“Your smug face says plenty.”

“Can we assume operation keep-it-platonic is over and done with?” Her sister's raised brow spoke volumes about her opinion on the matter.

“I'm not sure. And I know you won't approve if I change my mind.” Her sister loved Ryan like a brother, but fierce loyalty to her actual blood relatives placed him on her shit-list since the breakup.

Addi's brow crinkled, her eyes filled with concern. “Haley, all I want is for you to be happy. If he hurts you again, I'll castrate him.” 

Haley glanced at the wooden spoon in Addi's hand, thankful it wasn't a knife. Her sister could be scary overprotective. “No need to go full psycho-killer. It's probably nothing.” 

It was not nothing.

Over the past weeks, the possibility of reuniting with Ryan somehow became real. Spending time together highlighted all the ways he'd changed, and she was changing, too. She'd only been to the support group a few times but left every meeting lighter. Lighter and steadier and more confident in herself. 

The biggest surprise came from Ryan being a part of that; supporting her and encouraging her every step of the way. 

And she loved him for it. 

No matter how much she'd tried to deny it over the past year, she'd never stopped loving him. But rather than the heavy, suffocating love that dragged them both into darkness, this love made her world brighter. She just hoped he felt the same way. 

Addi leaned her hands on the table and stared Haley down. “You've been smiling like an idiot for weeks, and now you're dressed like the Haley version of a runway model. Either you've been body snatched, or you're in love.” When Addi caught hold of an idea, she could be worse than Duke with a rope toy—she never let go.

“Okay, so the idea of giving it another with Ryan may have crossed my mind a time or two.”

Or five hundred.

Shayla's squeal rivaled Mariah Carey’s glass-shattering high notes and drew questioning stares from the other volunteers. She chuckled and flashed a rueful smile. “Sorry. I'm excited.”

“Don't hire a skywriter just yet. I have no idea if it's what he wants. We've both hurt each other pretty badly.”

Shayla shook her head. “That’s all in the past, and you're both in a better place. Besides, that man is cuckoo over you. He wants you back.”

Haley hid her smile and got back to work, her stomach fluttering madly with nerves.
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If Mom and Dad get back together, I’ll give up jerky.

For a week.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Ryan grinned as he approached the marquee, his excitement and need to see Haley like that of a child waiting to open gifts on Christmas morning. Over the past couple of weeks, spending time with Haley every day became second nature again. 

It both excited and terrified him. He wanted her back. Had put in the work to be the guy she needed, strong enough to support her risky career which scared the hell out of him. Even Dr. Whittaker’s tick of approval couldn’t drown out the gravelly whisper of doubt in his mind which questioned if he would win Haley back, only to let her down again.

But he was determined to do better this time. She deserved it. They both did.

“Hi, ladies.” Ryan chuckled as Haley jumped back from the counter, the pineapple she held slipping from her shaky hands to roll along the smooth surface toward the far edge. He caught it before it fell to the grass and brought it to her. 

“Here you go, butterfingers.” He held the runaway fruit in front of her and when she reached for it, their fingers connected, and a shiver zipped down his spine. 

“Thanks.” She took the fruit from him, and his heart rate jumped at the sight of her sweet smile, and the soft touch of her fingers. 

The scent of apple blossom perfume tickled his nostrils. She only wore it for special occasions, but he'd recognize that sweet scent anywhere. And she’d styled her hair, sides swept back and clipped in place by the cute ladybug pins he'd bought her a couple of birthdays ago.

She untied her apron and slipped it over her head. He let his gaze wander over her, delighting at the expanse of soft, pale skin beneath her white dress. He'd never seen it before but approved of the fancy detailed neckline and bodice that molded to her chest and waist, showcasing her rocking body before flaring out into a fuller skirt. He paused slightly where the hem of the dress revealed her bare legs below the knee—he was a total leg man, after all—and grinned when he reached her feet. The red, white, and blue high tops were so completely Haley, they made her outfit shine.

He met her eyes and leaned in close to ensure the others couldn't hear. “You're stunning.” 

“Thank you.” She blushed at the compliment and a triumphant smile blossomed. 

She’d dressed up for him. She’d worn a freakin’ dress for him. He resisted the urge to beat his chest like the modern equivalent of caveman shouting mine, mine, mine.

Heat arced between them. The same heat which intensified with every interaction over the past couple of weeks, drawing them together with each smile and look of longing. It was exhilarating. Exciting. Terrifying.

A group of volunteers arrived to collect the already prepared salads on the table, and she looked away from him, clearing her throat. He made room for the others, moving close enough to feel the heat radiate from her skin without quite touching. A fucking miracle when that damn inner caveman begged to drag her away somewhere private. 

He glanced at his watch. Only ten minutes until he needed to set up the logs for the wood chop contest. He leaned down and whispered, “You going to cheer me on this year?”

She shook her head and laughed, poking him in the chest with her finger “You did not lose the stupid contest last year because I wasn't there to be your personal cheer squad. Besides, you don't need me, you've got the Fire Flies for that.”

Her eyes danced with humor, but he couldn't hold back a grimace. He hated being teased about his groupies. Fire Flies swarmed around firemen the way Badge Bunnies chased cops, and Buckle Bunnies slobbered over bull riders. 

He placed his hand over hers, stilling the knife. “You're my lucky charm, no one else.”

She looked up at him with a soft smile and a suspicious sheen to her eyes. The world blurred and faded to grey until he saw nothing but Haley. He could never resist those eyes, the way they could kick his heart into a canter, or suck the breath from his lungs. “I'll be there.”

Relief washed over him. Haley had cheered him on every year for well over a decade, as his best friend, then as his lover...until last year when their still-raw wounds hurt like death by a thousand cuts. Having her back in the crowd, on his team, meant more than it probably should. 

“Thanks.” He pressed his lips to her cheek, her fruity scent washing over him as he relished her soft skin against his. He should pull away, should step back, but he couldn't. He turned his face slightly, let his cheek brush over hers. She stilled then leaned in, the soft press of her breast against his arm sending an unexpected thrum of heat through his veins. 

His mouth slipped into the smirk that never failed to fire her up. Her gaze zeroed in on his mouth, and she sighed, her tongue running along her bottom lip. Fourth of July fireworks had nothing on the explosions in his chest. 

“See you over there.” He waved goodbye and got the hell out of there before he could no longer walk away. 

An hour later, Ryan grinned as he held the wood chop trophy above his head. Easiest win of his life. Every thwack of the ax against the stump, every strain in his muscles, every bead of sweat on his brow powered him further, faster, knowing Haley watched on. Knowing he would win for her.

The crowd cheered, and he sought out Haley, her copper curls shining in the sun. She clapped and hollered with their friends. 

He made a beeline for her as soon as the presentation ended, accepting congratulations from spectators and slaps on the back from his colleagues. He kept a steady pace toward Haley, ignoring those who obviously wanted to stop and chat. Nothing mattered but getting to Haley. She waved goodbye to Shayla and Addi as they headed off toward the other side of the park where the sounds of a new rock band floated across the air from the main stage. Addi hadn't been his biggest fan lately, but she nodded at him as she left, the best show of approval he could expect. 

“Told you, you're my lucky charm,” he said before Haley threw her arms around his neck like she'd done since his first contest in high school. He wrapped his own arms around her and lifted her off the ground, reveling in not only the physical contact but the comfortable familiarity he'd missed.

Reluctantly, he put her back down, enjoying the glide of her body against his.

She frowned at his arm. “You're bleeding.” 

He glanced down to his bicep where a trickle of blood stained his flesh. Haley leaned forward to inspect the injury, and her warm finger prodded his arm, sending a sharp jolt of pain. He cursed, pulling away.

“That's one hell of a splinter. Serves you right hauling those giant logs around while shirtless.” The teasing lilt in her voice, the sparkle in her eyes, and that soft, supple mouth only inches from his, made the pain disappear. Her gaze dropped to his lips, and he fought back a groan as blood rushed to his groin.

“Want to go to the first aid tent?” 

They could, but then he'd have to talk to his colleagues, the paramedics on shift today. That didn’t gel with his plan to get Haley alone. He pointed to the fire truck and ambulance parked under a cluster of trees behind the first aid tent. There was little chance of either being needed today, which meant no interruptions. “There should be a kit in the ambulance.”

He borrowed a set of keys from the chief, then Haley wrapped her small hand around his and pulled him away from his colleagues who made crude gestures at the couple’s expense. He was so happy he didn't bother flipping them off. 

He unlocked the bus and they stepped inside before he shut the door behind them.

“Sit.” She pointed at the inbuilt bench seating against the wall where the paramedics sat while transporting patients. “Where’s the first aid kit?” 

He followed her order to sit and pointed to the overhead cabinet on the other side of the vehicle. She retrieved the kit and sat beside him, placing the large red bag on the bench, unzipped the flap, and rummaged for the supplies she needed. 

She worked in silence, her tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth as she concentrated on carefully removing the large splinter from his arm. Each tug of the tweezers hurt like a bitch, but a grown-ass man didn’t cry like a child over a superficial boo-boo. Especially when the woman tending that boo-boo survived a god damn bullet to her shoulder. 

She held the splinter up in triumph. “It’s a monster.”

Damn, she was cute. And sexy. And the view down the small gape in her neckline, along with her fruity scent, kicked up Ryan’s heart rate. He forced his thoughts toward less arousing subjects. Kittens. Whales. Humpback Whales... No, that brought him back around to humping. Fuck. He was still halfway to a hard-on.

Thankfully, she finished by placing a band-aid over the top and smiled at her handy work. “All done.”

“Thanks, Hales.” His voice rasped as though desperate for water, but he was desperate for something else.

Her eyes widened, and she glanced down to where he struggled to hide his thickening length against his zipper. He sighed and closed his eyes, frustration warring with desire. This limbo of the past couple of weeks gave him hope, but the way she fled from him after their last night together played on repeat in his mind. He couldn’t risk pushing her away again.

Soft skin slid against his jaw, and his eyes flew open. “Hales?”

“I need you to be honest with me, Ryan.” Her soft voice skittered across his skin as he stared into her beautiful blue eyes. “The therapy, all the work you've done these past months...is it enough?”

He’d questioned his own ability to be the man she needed, but every last doubt fled as he looked into her eyes and saw their future together. 

He'd done the work; could be supportive, and make a life for them both where the baggage of his past didn’t weigh him down or control him.

“Yes.” He covered her hand and removed it from his face, entwining their fingers. “If you give me another chance, I won't let you down. I promise.”

She leaned in and pressed her soft lips to his. He savored the touch, the sweetness, the love, the longing. 

A small moan escaped as she opened for him. He craved her taste, his tongue sweeping across her lower lip, sending a shiver of need down his spine. The air around them crackled with electricity, and he shifted closer, pushing his hands through her silky curls to cup her neck and deepen the kiss. Their tongues dueled, fighting, searching for something they'd both missed for far too long.

His erection swelled in his boxer briefs, trapped against the zipper of his jeans. He groaned and pulled away breathless, panting for air which brought minimal relief. 

Swollen lips and lust-glazed eyes transformed her from pretty to perfection. His dream come true. She lifted her chin resolutely and threw a leg over his lap to straddle him. 

Shocked but grateful, his hands wrapped tight around her waist, holding her close, half scared she'd run away. He leaned forward and rested his cheek against her chest, the rapid beat of her heart soothing him almost as much as the way her fingers did as they massaged his scalp. 

“I've hated every minute apart from you,” she whispered into his hair.

He turned his face and pressed his lips to the puckered scar on her shoulder. She tensed for fraction of a second before kissing the top of his head.

A year ago, one look at that scar could trigger an anxiety attack. Now, it represented bravery, growth. The second chapter in their lives. He kissed his way down to the curve of her breast above the neckline of her dress. 

“Me, too. Let's never do that again.” He followed up his kisses with a nip of her skin and a soothing lave of his tongue. It would leave a mark. She always loved it when he marked her, which she confirmed with an answering moan that filled him with deep satisfaction. 

She let go of his head and wrapped one arm around his neck before leaning back with a cat-ate-the-canary smile. He wanted to turn the tables and devour her. Then she pulled down the zipper on the side of her dress and slipped her arms out of the straps until the fabric fell to her waist, leaving soft creamy breasts in a nude strapless bra. 

No satin or lace for his woman. She didn’t need either.

“Fuck you're beautiful.” He ran his hands up her sides, muscles fluttering beneath his palms, but he never took his eyes off hers. His thumbs slipped beneath the bra, caressing the underside of her breasts, and she bit her lip, thrusting them forward. No further instruction needed. He pulled the cups down and circled her hard, rosy nipples which grew firmer with each circle of his thumb.

“More,” she demanded, pulling his head close until he licked one nipple and then sucked the tight nub into his mouth. Her shuddered breaths urged him on, along with the way she ground against him, rubbing her panties against his jeans, seeking relief. He was going to come in his pants like a virgin in junior high.

Haley took his hand, sliding it under her dress and along the dampness of her panties to press against her clit. He loved that she knew her own body, her own desire, and showed him what she needed. He moved his fingers in slow circles until her head tipped back and her breathing became quick and shallow. 

“I want you inside me.” Her small fingers quickly unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans, granting him sweet relief.

“Wait.” He wrapped an arm around her back, pulling her close and leaned to one side, pulling his brown leather wallet from his back pocket. 

She plucked it from his fingers and flipped it open, withdrawing the condom from the back. He pushed down denim and cotton until his dick sprang free. Her lips curled into a smile, and she locked eyes with him as she tore the foil wrapper with her teeth. He almost came on the spot.

The first touch of her warm skin on his aching arousal set him on fire. She ran her soft hand up and down his length several times, ripples of white heat pulsing through him, and a low growl ripped from his throat. She rolled the condom from tip to base. Her sexy smirk of satisfaction almost pushed him over the edge, but he shouldn't be the only one having fun. He slipped a finger beneath her panties and pulled them to one side, his mouth watering at the wet heat between her legs. Applying pressure to her clit with one hand, he speared the other into her hair, claiming her mouth, tasting her, owning her, slaking his thirst after so many long lonely nights.

She kissed him back, love and longing communicated with every thrust of her tongue. She rose on her knees, bringing the tip of him to her entrance and lowered herself down.

Slow.

Tortuously slow.

So slow he wondered if she was taking him to Heaven or Hell.

He didn’t care.
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Hurt my mom... and I’ll hurt you.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Haley sighed with relief as she took him into her body. 

He filled her. Completed her.

Unlike last time when mindless lust almost shattered the fragile relationship remaining between them, this coupling was fueled by mutual love and understanding and hope for the future.

She didn't move, instead savoring his hard warmth inside her and his hand on her clit. His answering groan brought a smile to her face, knowing he felt the same way. His other hand slid under the white fabric of her dress and up her thighs to knead her ass and she met his gaze as he looked up at her.

“I love being inside you.” His voice came out deep, gravelly, and tightly leashed like a stallion ready bolt. 

She rocked her hips, and heat whispered through her veins at the slow, sweet friction. Ryan’s hands tightened on her flesh and she moved again, falling into a light rocking rhythm that built up her desire one glorious notch at a time. Ryan pulled her nipple between his lips. A jolt of pleasure arced through her and she pushed up on her knees until only the tip of him remained inside her, then sank down again, the breath rushing from her lungs at the delicious fullness. 

“We should be quick. Someone might come,” she murmured against his lips before picking up the pace. No one could walk in on them, but it'd still be embarrassing to be caught in a compromising position. He hit just the right spot deep inside her, and thoughts of consequences fled her mind. Only Ryan existed. Only Ryan and his magic mouth, magic hands...magic everything. 

“Oh honey, we're both going to come,” he whispered, gripping her hips, thrusting up as she pushed down, their tempo increasing with the rapid beat of her heart. 

Sweat bead dotted her brow, and her breath labored like she'd run a marathon, her body working hard for their mutual release. His breathing matched hers, and along with his heavily lidded gaze, Ryan Harper stole her breath away. A sex dream come to life. 

She leaned down and kissed him. A fiery kiss where every emotion she'd suppressed flowed from her, spoke for her, telling him how much she'd missed him, needed him.

Small lights danced behind her eyelids and heat built in her core, coiling tightly on the precipice of release. When Ryan's thumb pressed against her clit again, the coil snapped, wave after wave of blinding heat and ecstasy washing over her whole body as those tiny lights exploded and sparked through her veins.

Ryan kissed her deeply, swallowing her scream of pleasure, stiffening as she contracted around him until he jerked beneath her with his final thrusts and followed her into the abyss.

“Haley,” He growled the name into her shoulder, and fell back against the seat, panting. He pulled her to rest against him and she buried her face in his neck, gasping for air to fill her desperately empty lungs. As she lay in his arms, sucking in ragged breaths, tears pricked at the back of her eyelids. She bit her lip to stop from crying. 

It didn't work.

Ryan pulled back, his brow creased with concern. “Hales?”

“It’s nothing—I'm just so happy. And relieved.” She wiped at the few errant tears and gave a wobbly smile. “And satisfied.” 

He returned her smile and ran a thumb along her cheek to capture another tear. “I love you so much.”

Gravity shifted and the sensation of floating hit as her heart skipped a beat. She grinned and threw her arms around his neck, pressing her lips to his. “I love you, too.”

An hour later, Haley floated on cloud nine barely resisting the urge to pinch herself. After collecting Duke from Ryan’s dad, she and Ryan walked hand in hand through the crowds at her favorite event, Duke tugging on his lead as he sniffed out morsels of food dropped from takeout containers.

The perfect day. 

A group of lycra-clad seniors walked past, rolling their bikes and smiling widely. One of them shouted, “About time, you two.” 

Haley giggled and Ryan pulled her closer and chuckled into her hair. Everyone knew everyone's business in this tight-knit community. News of their reunion would be spread far and wide before the fireworks lit up the sky.

She'd always loved the markets along the waterfront. The excited chatter of children in the playground and the cheerful haggling of shoppers. The way they could journey around the world with delicious aromas from food trucks selling hot dogs to Hokkien noodles. Baklava to burritos. 

Over the past year, she’d missed Sunday strolls with Ryan and Duke, sharing ice cream in the summer, or churros in the winter, and Duke making sport of scrounging all the food from the ground. 

How did she endure six months of strained exchanges as they swapped custody of their dog, like divorced parents whose relationship had deteriorated into silently handing over their kid in a fast food restaurant parking lot? 

She must have tensed because Ryan pulled her off the walkway between food trucks. He lifted her chin, his eyes filled with love and concern. “You okay?”

Warmth enveloped her from head to toenail. 

This man owned her heart and every other piece of her. She’d never let him go again.

“I'm fantastic. Nothing could ruin this day for me.” 

He pulled her close and kissed her deeply until a few young teenagers nearby made gagging noises “Get a room.”

She pulled away; her cheeks flushed with heat. “As much as I’d love to continue this show, Addi will murder me if she hears about us from someone else.” 

“Why don't you go find her now and I'll bring everyone some churros?”

“You're a prince.” She kissed him quickly, rubbed Duke behind the ears, and walked towards the markets. Rather than going to straight to Charlie’s stall where she’d roped Addi and Shayla into helping promote the animal shelter, Haley decided on a quick detour. 

She visited a stall with handmade soaps and lotions and purchased a jar of edible body paint. 

Ryan's body would make a beautiful canvas.

She paid for the item and placed the jar in her purse. Her cheeks hurt from the carnival-clown-grin splitting her face, but Haley didn’t care. Life was good and nothing would ruin her buzz.

A hitched gasp sounded behind her. Haley's scalp prickled. She turned slightly, enough to see a handmade jewelry stall in her peripheral vision. A man stood in front of the stall, and his emaciated hand shook, something metallic glinting in the sunlight. A black hoodie concealed his face, but not the nervous jitter traveling through his body. 

The low gravelly sound of his voice was unmistakably threatening, but his words were impossible to hear. The employee's stricken face told Haley a robbery was in progress.

Training kicked in and she casually inched closer. Thank God no one else picked up on the signs. Panic led to more danger.

The perp's eyelid twitched. He turned, eying the handful of people milling about nearby stalls and food trucks. The glint of steel she'd caught earlier was a knife.

At least it isn't a gun. 

With a better view of his face, she noted beads of sweat on his upper lip, dark circles under his eyes, and his trembling hands. A junkie jonesing for a fix. He jerked his hand at the stall keeper who dropped the bills she'd gathered from her cash box. 

Haley tensed, reaching for her weapon, but finding only soft cotton against her hip instead of a holster.

Damn. 

The perp focused on the cash. She took a deep breath. 

I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.

She crept forward and grabbed his arm, squeezing the Kote pressure point near his elbow. He screamed, dropping the knife, his cries drowning out the clatter of metal against bitumen. Before he could react, she kicked the knife away and wrenched his arm up behind his back. 

He hissed in pain. 

A child wailed and a male shopper ran toward them. 

“I'm a police officer. Stay back.” She issued the command calmly and clearly but recognized the adrenaline-fueled look of a wannabe hero. This guy was not going to let her do her job.

The perp struggled as the shopper charged closer, arm pulled back ready to land a blow. She stepped back and twisted, shielding them both from the shopper's swing. His fist flew past her face, but he overbalanced, tripped, and slammed them with the force of a Mack truck. 

Haley relaxed her body to minimize the damage when they hit the ground. The sharp sting of gravel shredding skin on her knee and elbow burned but was better than a broken bone or two.

“Aaaargh,” the shopper cried out, clutching his calf. 

“Get off me, bitch.” The perp's voice was threaded with fury as he thrashed in her grip. 

No thanks for saving him from a punch to the face. Figures. She stood, half hauling, half dragging the perp to his feet and hoping she didn’t flash her undies to the crowd. A dark patch of blood bloomed around a tear in the shopper's jeans and the knife lay next to him on the gravel, red marring its shiny surface. 

Shit. Paperwork’s gonna be a bitch.

Why did men always underestimate her? Now an under-control situation had turned bad. Fast. 

Pain exploded in her cheek, and her head snapped back. 

Son-of-a-bitch. The junkie had hit her. She shook the spots from her vision, and he jumped to his feet. Bolted.

“Haley. You okay?” Ryan's panicked voice was like a guilt-laced bullet to the gut. 

Please don't freak out. Don't let this ruin us.

He dropped to his knees beside her, eyes wild with worry. Duke growled and tugged on his leash, watching the perp sprint away.

Ryan pulled her to her feet with his free hand and inspected her cuts and grazes. She wanted to cling to him. To be comforted by the man she loved. But she had a job to do. She tugged out of his arms, bracing herself for a fight. 

Ryan closed his eyes, his Adam's apple bobbing as he swallowed roughly. When he opened them again, he nodded towards the park behind her. “You go. I'll call it in.”

Her heart skipped a beat and she sucked in a breath, relief piercing her adrenalin bubble. 

He trusts me.

She spun away and broke into a run, wincing as her brain bounced like a pinball in her skull and her grazed flesh burned with every stride. Her feet thundered on the ground, almost as loud as her heart, and she'd be eternally grateful for choosing the high tops instead of sandals.

Duke sprinted past her, his blue leash trailing on the ground behind him. 

Shit.

“Duke. Stop.” Her shout sent starlings screeching from the Douglas Firs and drew the attention of several families sitting on picnic rugs nearby.

The perp disappeared behind a wall of trees, closely followed by Duke, who true to form, ignored her command. She wished for Duke's speed because there's no way she'd get this guy if he left the park and crossed the main street into downtown.

She reached a fork in the bitumen path and stopped, bracing her hands on her knees, catching her breath. 

“That way.” A pale-faced woman crouching protectively beside a stroller pointed to the path on their right. 

“Thanks.” Haley set off again, quickly reaching a public restroom. Duke's barks echoed inside the red brick building 

Secure the scene. 

The entrance to the male and female restrooms stood side by side, and a quick walk of the perimeter showed barred windows with no other exits. The moron had cornered himself. 

Dumb, but possibly still dangerous. Her stomach clenched. He'd dropped his knife, but could he have found another weapon. 

Duke's growls echoed in the building, punctuated by deep throaty barks. 

“Fucking dog. Fuuuuck.” The perp's voice rose steadily, ending on a squeak. A cornered, strung out junkie... Time to get Duke out of there. 

“Duke. Come.” 

Her dog bounded out of the building and sat at her feet. Definitely one of the more unexpected events of the day. He panted, tongue hanging out with an I-kicked-butt gleam in his eyes. She grabbed his leash as a precaution and sighed with relief at the sweet sound of sirens filling the air. 

Ten minutes later, with the drama over, her body buzzed with adrenalin. She’d caught the bad guy. Her instincts and training kicked in, and she kept her cool. 

I’m still a badass.

She and Duke, both. 

Duke sat at her feet, panting with excitement as her fellow officers arrested the perp and walked him to the patrol car. She squatted gingerly, and hugged Duke tight, hissing as grazed flesh stretched over her knee, “You're such a good boy.”

Officer Ambrose approached and she stood, trying to relax her suddenly rigid muscles as she waited for the snide comments to spew from his pinched rodent-like mouth. But she wouldn't let him get to her. Not anymore. 

“Nice work, O'Connor.” He mumbled the words, struggling to make eye contact.

Her jaw almost dropped to the ground but she quickly shut her mouth and nodded with a shrug. “Thanks.”

Police Chief Higgins joined them and patted her shoulder, offering a wide smile. “Damn fine work, actually.” The chief stared pointedly at Ambrose who cleared his throat and looked down at his shoes. “From what I hear it was an impressive chase, especially after a knock to the head. And in a dress, no less. Great job, O'Connor. I want you to enjoy the rest of your day. Leave the paperwork for tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Chief.” She nodded and smiled as he walked back towards the car.

Ambrose looked after the chief but didn’t follow, instead shuffling his feet in the dirt. When he looked up, she raised her brow and pursed her lips. She would not be his verbal punching bag or the butt of his jokes any longer. She deserved respect.

“I heard you took him down with some magical martial arts move.”

Was that admiration she heard in his voice?

She nodded and stood taller. “I can show you sometime if you want.”

“Thanks. I'd like that.” He offered her a smile and then gestured to the patrol car. “Anyway, I'd better go. See you next shift?”

She nodded and returned his smile. “Sure.”

She turned away from him and grinned, barely resisting the urge to break out in a happy dance. She had Ryan back, she’d caught the bad guy, and she'd finally got some respect from her colleagues. 

Was this even real? This time she needed proof, and gripped the skin on her forearm between her thumb and forefinger.

“Ouch.” She rubbed the angry skin and smiled. 

Not a dream.
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Chapter Ten
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They say I’m a hero. I say heroes eat jerky.

~ Duke Harper-O’Connor

––––––––
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Ryan tapped the back door of the ambulance, glad to see the back of that particular patient. The so-called tough guy tried to help but instead put Haley in serious danger and hurt himself in the process. Nothing a few stitches wouldn't fix but the way the guy carried on you'd think he'd lost the whole damn leg. 

He turned to Officer Jenkins who'd been sent to the scene to interview witnesses. “Any news?”

Jenkins nodded. “They made the arrest and Haley's fine. She's at the North East corner of the park near Oceanside Drive.”

“Thanks.” Ryan looped the strap of Haley's discarded purse over his head, not caring how ridiculous he looked, just desperate to get to her. His heart still pumped violently in his chest and his fingertips itched with the need to touch her, reassure himself she was okay. The anxiety must have shown as shoppers frowned at him, or maybe at the purse, but still didn't get out of his way. Damn it. Moving across this sea of people was like wading through molasses. He finally reached the edge of the park and all the adrenalin pumping through his veins kicked in, pushing his run into a sprint.

More strange looks, but he didn't care. Nothing mattered but getting to Haley.

His lungs burned with each breath and the only sound was the hammering of his heart as he bypassed the footpath and ran through the gardens and line of trees near the edge of the park. When he cleared the trees, red and blue lights flashed, although they grew distant as the patrol car pulled away from the park. 

Copper curls never looked so good. Haley bent low talking to Duke, holding her dress in place with one hand and ruffling his fur with the other. Duke licked her face and Haley’s laughter carried on the breeze; the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. 

The pressure in his chest eased. The air no longer thick like smoke in his lungs. 

She was okay. Duke was okay.

His family was okay.

The strap of Haley's purse dug into Ryan’s already too-tight skin, so he pulled it over his head and placed it on the grass. He needed a minute to collect himself and braced his hands on his knees, focusing on one breath after another. 

He inhaled.

One, two, three...

Exhaled.

One, two, three...

He didn't want to spook her, make her think he was freaking out... Well, freaking out more than anyone would expect to in this situation.

Haley dealt with the threat in her typical fashion—like a freakin’ boss. And he'd coped. Relief coursed through his veins, calming the heart about to beat right through his ribs. 

Duke saw him first, tugged his leash out of Haley's hand, and bolted towards him. The giant furball pranced around Ryan’s legs as though separated months, not minutes.

“Duke caught himself a bad guy.” Haley's warm voice washed over him like sunlight breaking through clouds. Exactly what he needed to calm the flood of emotions he'd been dealing with since he'd let her go. 

He strode closer, his gaze trapping hers. “You’re amazing. I'm so damn proud of you, Hales.” 

She’d obviously been nervous about his reaction to the events because her answering smile stole his breath away. “You're not freaking out at all?”

Duke dropped to the grass and chewed the end of his leash.

Ryan tucked his hands into his pockets and swallowed the tennis ball in his throat. “Not gonna lie. I freaked out back there. When he hit you...I wanted to kill him.” 

At the mention of the hit, Haley lifted a hand to her cheek and winced. “But you didn't. You trusted me to do my job.” 

The need to touch her overwhelmed, so he slid his hands along either side of her jaw and cupped her cheeks, careful to avoid the injured area. “Yes. Being scared for you didn’t change the fact I knew you could handle yourself.”

The truth in those words comforted him. Proof of his progress.

He'd been worried but avoided running through every worst-case scenario until he struggled to think or breathe. He'd pulled himself together using the techniques he'd learned in therapy and focused on how he could help the patient, the one thing in his control.

“I wanted to throw myself between you and that asshole. It took all my self-control to stand back and let you do your thing, but I did it. I think I'm going to be okay.” 

She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his forehead down to hers. “I think you're going to be great. We're going to be great.”

All the doubts he’d harbored about himself, could finally be laid to rest. 

The tension which held his body hostage for the past year dissipated and his muscles sang with relief. The past year had been bland monotone, and having Haley by his side transformed life back to bright technicolor.

He dipped his head and pressed his mouth to hers. The soft pressure of her lips, and every warm sweep of her tongue, a familiar welcome home. What a kiss. A kiss of lovers who'd lost it all and would never let go again. A kiss he'd remember for the rest of his life. 

Duke barked and they reluctantly pulled apart, breathless. The dog nudged Ryan's leg, reminding them of his presence and desire for attention. The hero of the day deserved it, after all.

Ryan scratched Duke's ear, grinning at his groan of satisfaction. “Our boy, the hero. Who would have thought, huh?” 

“I can't wait to rub it in Addi's face. Duke has finally one-upped her stupid rabbit.” Haley’s eyes danced with glee.

“You love that stupid rabbit,” he reminded her even though he loved the ruthless way she defended their boy. 

She pouted then sighed dramatically. “I do. Damn Starbuck for being so fluffy and cute.” Her sullen admission was peak adorable Haley.

The O'Connor sisters teased as big as they loved. He may not understand the dynamic, but the sibling rivalry provided plenty of entertainment. 

“I think Duke deserves a special reward tonight. A giant steak with a side of jerky. Right, Duke?” He grinned as Duke barked in approval.

“I hope I’m getting a reward, too? And I don’t mean steak.” Haley laughed followed by a wince and touched her cheek gingerly again. 

He hated seeing her hurt. “That's going to need some ice and we really should clean up those cuts. Want to go to the first aid tent?”

“No ambulance this time?” Her voice lowered, Jessica Rabbit style. She fluttered her eyelashes and ran a finger down his chest to rest on the button of his jeans. “You could fix me up and give me my reward.” 

Fuck. Yes. 

He planned to reward her for the rest of his life.

“Shit.” Ryan could kill the idiot who’d been injured in the scuffle and now cock-blocked him by hitching a ride in the ambulance. “It’s at the hospital.”

She wrapped her arms around his waist and beamed up at him, her blue eyes shining with love. “Another time. I guess you’d better take me home.” 

Home. 

The word never sounded so sweet.

They all went home together. Where they belonged. 
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