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DEDICATION
For my irritating but ever so sweet husband. I love you.




Chapter 1

Mallory
The blue cushioned seat in row 23A is comfortable enough. My flight is relatively short and on an older plane, so there’s no movie this time. Unfortunately, flying means I have no service on my phone, which also means that the books in my e-reader app are useless. I should have bought a magazine at the kiosk. But because of my lack of planning I’m stuck on an almost two hour flight with nothing but my thoughts.
One thought in particular won’t leave me alone—why am I going back?
It’s not the quietness of a small town or because the stars shine brighter away from the city. And it’s not for the friends I’ve made, because Jess is the only one who’s texted me since I left. What’s pulling me back is what’s kept me away for so long—Beau. And the possibility of seeing him again turns my stomach.
I’ve ran more scenarios about how this day will go in my head than I can count. I’ll show up to Rob and Jess’s house looking fine as hell. I know Beau will be there. But when he sees me flirting and playfully touching someone else his jealousy will get the best of him. He’ll finally talk to me and tell me why he forced me out of his life. And most importantly, he’ll give me the closure I deserve.
Jess’s twenty-first birthday party has created the perfect window of opportunity. She called last week, begging me to come out. I wasn’t going to come, but the all-expenses paid ticket to Georgia was hard to refuse. However, now that I’m getting closer to Atlanta, I almost wish I was still sitting on the beach, drinking my memories away, pretending that Beau didn’t shatter my heart into a million pieces.
I close my eyes and hear Beau’s voice in my head.
“You’re foolish to come. Go back to Florida before you become broken beyond repair.”
I sigh and open my eyes. I am foolish, but that’s because only fools fall in love. Or perhaps it’s that they rush in? I don’t know. I guess I did both—rushed into a relationship and fell too hard. Either way, I’m a fool.
I slide the window shade up and notice the pilot is circling the runway. Once, twice, three times.
Why is it taking so long to land?
Finally, fifteen minutes later, the plane touches down and I’m allowed to de-board. I grab my rolling carry-on bag and my backpack from the overhead compartment then shuffle my way through the sea of bodies in the Atlanta terminal.
A young girl is behind the counter at the rental car kiosk. Her bubbly demeanor and inability to find my vehicle reservation is trying my patience. I pinch the bridge of my nose and take a deep breath. Maybe this is a sign. Maybe coming back is a bad idea.
Two and a half long hours later, I can finally the yellow one-bedroom cottage that Jess and Rob call home. The small, flat-roof house is tucked away on a corner lot. One side of the chain-link fence enclosing their backyard faces a dimly lit street lined with houses. The opposite side of the fence looks at a small field of grass that’s used for the neighboring church’s overflow parking. Tonight, however, it serves as a parking space for me and more than a dozen other vehicles.
Opening the front door, I’m hit with the familiar odor of weed, whiskey, and sex. The music’s loud, I can barely hear the polite hello’s from people who probably have no idea that I moved back home. Looking around, there’s few familiar faces loitering inside, playing video games, but almost everyone is in the backyard hanging out by the fire.
I take a deep breath, hoping it will settle my nerves and head for the kitchen. Tonight isn’t a night that I want to tackle sober. Grabbing a Bud Light from the top shelf of the fridge, a high-pitched squeal startles me. I jump, hitting my head on the edge of the freezer door. Rubbing my new sore spot, I close the fridge and look around. Jess runs into the kitchen, her hands waving about like a madwoman, before she throws them around my neck. The sheer force of her embrace makes me stumble back against the fridge.
“Good to see you too,” I say through a laugh.
“You have no idea how much I’ve missed you. Two months is just too long.” She squeezes me tighter.
“How’d you know it was me.”
She pulls back and gives me a lopsided grin. “Please, I’d know that ass anywhere.”
I can’t help but laugh when she slaps me on the butt. It feels good to be back. As much as I hate to say it, I’ve missed this tiny house. Most of all, I’ve missed Jess, but the thought of leaving again is already tugging at my heartstrings. Fighting a frown, I twist the cap off my beer and take a sip.
Someone clears their throat and I realize we’re still blocking the fridge. I look up and step to the side, out of the way. Jess’s boyfriend, Rob, holds his hand up for a high five.
“Long time no see, lady,” he says as our hands slap together.
“Yeah, it’s been a minute.”  I force a smile, feeling my heart sink. I avert my gaze to scan the room. My heart gallops, filling my ears with violent thuds.
“It’s all right,” Rob nudges my arm, like he knows who I’m looking for. “He’s not here.”
Both disappointed and relieved, I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.
“I went and saw him once after y’all split,” he says. “I’ve never seen Beau so tore up before. It’s like something inside him snapped.”
I take a sip of my beer, unsure of what to say. I doubt Beau was that tore up over me. If he was, he would have called by now. Or texted. Or something. Right?




Chapter 2

Beau
Eight weeks. Mallory’s been gone eight weeks, but it feels like a lifetime. My mind has been playing tricks on me since she left. She’s everywhere and nowhere all at once, but my house is the worst. There isn’t a single room in it where I don’t have memories. They flood my brain, taking over my senses, nearly crippling me.
Driving to tonight’s party, I look at the passenger seat where Kevin sits and my pulse quickens. Shaking my head, I sigh, remembering all the time Mallory and I spent together in my truck. So many memories.
A sharp ache stabs at my gut as I think about her. The day I pushed Mallory away was the worst day of my life. It’s the day I lost my best friend. The day alcohol became my drug of choice.
If not for Kevin dragging me out of my garage-apartment, I’d never leave. But he insists, reminding me that it’s not healthy to drown my sorrows in a bottle alone in the dark. So, Kevin and I go out and I drown them on someone else’s couch, watching the world move on without me.
That’s how we ended up in my truck on a desolate road that will eventually take Kevin and I to Rob and Jess’s place. I haven’t been over to their house since Mallory left and if I’m being truthful, I’m terrified. I know it’s been forever and that Mallory is back in Florida, but I can’t shake the fear that I’m going to run into her.
“Dude,” Kevin says, staring out the window. “We should have made hunch punch. Jess loves hunch punch. She drank that every day for a year.”
Jess and her binge drinking is something I’m all too familiar with. Rob used to be poison running through her veins. She’d drown her pain and I’d always be the one to make sure she was all right. Rob was usually passed out somewhere, oblivious to Jess’s dependency issues. I rub the back of my neck and let out a nervous laugh. “Yeah. She used to get wasted on it.”
Kevin shakes his head. “Do you remember that time Jess got so drunk she ran away and followed some cat back to the house? Like, how do you forget where you live?”
I nod. That was a bad night. Kevin and Rob don’t remember it like I do. They don’t remember the hysterical crying or that she came back with half her clothes missing. They know only what I chose to tell them, what Jess was comfortable with them knowing. I force another laugh. When we stop laughing it’s quiet. I’ve never been a fan of quiet. I turn the radio on, filling the void where our conversation should be.
Kevin turns back to the window. “You think this is a good idea?”
I shrug and he takes that as a yes.
The grassy field beside Rob’s house is overflowing with cars. I park in an empty slot down by the street light. Without a word, Kevin gets out and heads to the party. Looking over at the church, the pain in my gut returns. More memories.
I grab the bottle of Jack Daniels from the back seat and stare at the crowd of people lingering by the firepit. I’m nervous, a feeling I never had before Mallory walked into my life. My hands shake. I clumsily break the seal on the bottle and take a shot. I chase the pain in my gut away with another shot and then another. The liquid burns as it goes down, but it’s a slow burn. One I’ve gotten all too used to over the past two months. I put the cap back on the bottle and take a slow breath. It’s now or never.
Walking over, Kevin’s got his arm up, leaning over some redhead by the front door. She looks familiar, but he hooks up with so many girls I can’t keep them straight.
Walking into this party is like reliving a memory. Only this time I’m not the center of attention. People don’t acknowledge me. There are no high fives, no “where’ve you been’s,” no dirty looks. It’s like I don’t exist anymore.
I twist the cap off the bottle again. Placing the opening to my lips, I fill my cheeks until they can’t hold any more, then swallow. The alcohol is slowly working its magic, lulling the pain a little.
Someone shoves my shoulder forcing me to take a few steps to the right. Before Mallory left I would have been heated, ready to throw down. Now, I just don’t care.
“What do you think you’re doing here?” my assailant asks. A half second later the voice registers in my groggy brain. Rob’s standing a foot away with his tattoo-covered arms crossed in front of his chest. He snatches the bottle of whiskey from my hand and takes a swallow before glaring at me again.
“In my defense, you said not to come back until I was over her.”
Rob’s eyes narrow at me. “And are you?”
My gaze falls to the ground. I don’t think I’ll ever be over her. She’s like a unicorn-rare, exquisite, magical. The pain in my stomach comes back again. Mallory had the ugliest pink unicorn pajama pants. Stupid memories.
“I think you should leave.”
I cover my heart with my hands and pretend to be hurt. I am, but I can’t let Rob know that. “What? Why?”
Rob looks over his shoulder. My eyes are drawn to her like a magnet. I couldn’t look away even if I tried. Her brown hair has been highlighted, and her figure is a little fuller, but she’s still the same beautiful girl I fell in love with.
Mallory’s head is thrown back laughing at god-knows-what some dude said. He brushes a lock of hair behind her ear and the whiskey bubbles up in my throat. I swallow it and bile back down. Every inch of me wants to leave, but my feet are glued to the ground.
“Rob what are you—” Jess’s words cut off. Her mouth falls open and the color in her face washes away. I swallow the knot that’s built up in my throat and manage to wave.
Mallory looks at Jess. Her brows push together as her eyes move from Jess over to me. What’s left of Mallory’s face blanches, her smile disappearing as soon as our eyes lock. Her beer slips out of her fingers, the yellow liquid spills all over the floor. She turns and runs into their bedroom.
My gaze flits around the room. No one’s chasing after her, not even the guy she was just flirting with. Everyone’s just staring at me, like this is my fault.
Rob puts a hand on my shoulder, instinctively knowing my next move. I shove him of and walk through the crowd of people, ignoring their judgy eyes. I look around the bedroom but Mallory’s nowhere to be seen. The adjoining bathroom door is shut, probably locked. Taking a deep breath, I exhale through my nose. This is it. The moment I’ve been putting off for far too long. I could turn around and leave but I’m selfish. I need to have her in my arms again.
I lean my forehead against the door. It’s cold, shocking my system. “Mallory, can you open the door please.”
“No,” she screams, her voice cracking. The sound of her sobs is audible through the wood. I take a deep, pained breath and close my eyes. She’s just as broken as the day I met her. Only this time, it’s all my fault.
A firm hand rests on my shoulder. “Hey man, come on.”
I know the voice without looking and shrug the handoff. Kevin touches my arm this time and says, “Dude, leave her alone. You’ve done enough already.”
“Leave me alone,” I deadpan. Kevin clenches his jaw. He holds his hands up in surrender and stalks away, mumbling under his breath.
I pound my fist against the door, more desperate to reach her than before. “Mallory, open up.”
“No,” she cries.
“Baby, I need to talk to you. Please.”
The door rips open and a soft white light casts a halo around Mallory. She looks like an angel. A sad, broken angel with wet trails of mascara running down her cheeks. It takes every bit of restraint I have not to wipe away her tears.
Mallory’s breaths are coming in short huffs. I reach my hand out to her, but she flinches and takes a step back. I sigh, letting my gaze fall to the floor.
I’ve majorly screwed things up.
We stand in the doorway. The silence eats away at me but I don’t leave because Mallory hasn’t turned away yet. And being with her in this awkward state is better than not being with her at all.
She raises her fist and clashes it into my stomach. “I hate you.”
The blow is more shocking than painful, but I double over, wrapping my hands around my waist. Mallory’s eyes widen, probably not expecting my reaction. She gasps and hurls herself into me, her delicate hands clutching at my shirt collar.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I just missed you so much.”
Straightening up, I wrap my arms around her, relishing in the feeling of holding her again. The sweet smell of coconut fills my nostrils and I let it take over.
My body begins to react to the way hers molds into mine. I can’t help it, she’s my kryptonite. “I missed you too, baby. I’m sorry there’s—”
Both hands press against my chest, shoving me away as Mallory rears back. There’s a cool breeze where her body once was.
“No,” Mallory growls. “You don’t get to call me ‘baby’. You don’t have the right anymore.” Her face pinches together making three small wrinkles near her nose. I try not to laugh because she’s too cute when she’s angry.
Realization hits and fire begins to tickle at the back of my throat. Mallory’s right. I don’t have any rights when it comes to her anymore and I certainly don’t deserve her. The only thing I deserve is that punch and if she wants to do it again, I’ll let her.
Mallory turns away from me. She closes the lid on the toilet and takes a seat, burying her face in her hands. The sound of soft whimpers echo in the small space.
Stepping into the bathroom, I close the door behind me and lock it. Crossing the room in three long strides, I fall to my knees. My hands grasp at the back of her calves. I lean my forehead against Mallory’s legs, half expecting her to kick me away but she doesn’t.
“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”
My apology is long overdue and probably worth nothing at this point, but I owe her at least that much. Mallory sniffles. She touches my shoulder, sending a tingling sensation throughout my body. I look up into her pained eyes, puffy and red from crying.
“Why didn’t you call me or text me or something?” Her wet eyes bore a hole into what’s left of my shattered heart. “I could have forgiven you, but you shut me out.”
There’s a thickness in my throat a shot of whiskey could fix, but it’s out in the living room and I can’t bring myself to leave Mallory yet. My gaze falls to her feet.
Not knowing how to answer her question, I shrug. I should have called her. I should have gotten on a plane and went to her, but I didn’t. Instead, I stayed here drowning my pride in every bottle I could find, like a coward.




Two Months Earlier




Chapter 3

Mallory
I didn’t know what to expect when my Aunt said she’d arranged a friend for me to hang out with this weekend. I guess when she agreed to let me visit for a few weeks, she didn’t expect me to become a hermit. I’ve hidden in my room every night the past week with a bottle of wine, trying to forget how my ex-fiancé screwed me over. And tonight, because she threatened to send me back to Fort Lauderdale if I didn’t matriculate back into society, I’m in a borrowed car on my way to my very first friend-blind-date.
After two and a half hours of directions and a half hour of deciding my way would be better, and being completely wrong, Siri’s lead me to a single-story house in a cookie-cutter neighborhood one could only describe as “cute.”
The girl I assume to be my new friend, Shannon, is leaning against an older style red Nissan, probably waiting for me.
“You Mallory?” she asks when I park and open my door.
“Yeah.”
“I’m Shannon. Let’s go.”
After grabbing my phone and purse from my car, I climb in her passenger seat. Fingers crossed this weekend isn’t a disaster.
***
It’s been a long night of party hopping. I end up driving Shannon’s Nissan because I’m the least drunk out of the two of us. And I don’t want her crappy driving skills and her delayed reflexes get us killed.
Katy Perry’s song “I Kissed A Girl” blares through the speakers. Shannon, with her overly dramatic hair flipping and hand gestures, is making her best attempt at singing like a rock star. Unfortunately, the sweet vocals of Katy Perry are lost under Shannon’s dying cat sounds.
“I kiss-ed a gurrl, and I liked it!” she howls.
Shannon leans over and plants a wet kiss on my cheek. I cringe, remembering the tongues she’s swapped spit with tonight. I fake a laugh and rub off the slobber she left with the back of my hand.
“Shannon, how much did you drink tonight?”
“I dunno,” she says, throwing her head between her legs. “Shoot.” She finds the back of the seat again with a thud. “I think I lost my phone.”
“Umm… it’s in your bra.”
“Huh?” She looks down. The end of her bright pink iPhone case is visible between her massive chest and orange top. She squeals then laughs. “There it is!”
I roll my eyes. My aunt knows how to pick them.
“Hey, I know that truck!” Shannon yells, pointing out the window.
“What truck?”
A set of bright, white headlights nearly blind me as they pass. Shannon pulls her phone from her shirt. Squinting at its backlight, she manages to find the number she’s looking for. 
“Hey, you sexy thing,” she screeches into the phone. “What are you doing?”
Her high-pitched voice falters while the mystery man on the other end talks. I can hear a deep murmur but can’t understand what he’s saying.
With a nod, Shannon hangs up and says, “Turn there.”
“No. It’s like two in the morning. I want to go to bed.”
After being dragged from one house to another all night, I’m kind of over her promiscuous way. Because let’s face it, why else would we be about to meet a random man in the middle of the night?
“Come on, don’t be such a party pooper.” Shannon sticks out her bottom lip and bats her big brown eyes.
Not wanting to hear how I’ve cock-blocked her the rest of the night, I concede. “Fine.”
Shannon shrieks and points at an upcoming streetlight. After more wrong turns than right, we finally make it to an empty church parking lot.
No more than five minutes later a black, purring, diesel truck pulls up a few spaces to our left. Shannon jumps out of the passenger seat before the truck gets out of gear. I watch her wait like a kid on Christmas for someone to come out. The truck reverses and adjusts itself.
My eyes are drawn to a white sticker on the back glass. Don’t laugh, your daughter might be in here. As much as I don’t want to, a laugh escapes me. This dude sounds like a tool already.
A lanky, blond steps out from the driver’s side. He holds his arms out and Shannon runs into them, jumping and latching her legs around his waist.
I roll the window down and shout, “Uh…hi. I’m Mallory.”
After a second of waiting for a reply that I don’t receive, I roll up the window and they disappear into the darkness of his truck.
Well, at least I’m not stuck outside.
I lean the seat back and close my eyes, enjoying the rocking sensation in my head. The door opens again and I squeeze my eyes tighter, casting out the overhead light’s brightness. I sense a body next to me, but it doesn’t smell like Shannon. It smells like whiskey, spices, and wood.
Peeling one eye open, I turn my neck. A black cowboy hat shadows most of the face that is looking at me. I open both eyes and lift my head off the seat. The guy tips the front of his hat at me. I blush, not because I’m flattered, but because people don’t do things like that where I’m from.
“Hey, there sexy thay-ung.” He has a thick, southern accent and his words slur. I press my lips into a firm line, fighting a smile as I sit my seat back up. The passenger door closes and the overhead light goes out almost immediately, but the glow of the streetlight is just bright enough that I can kind of make out his face.
“You’re so day-um pri-teee.”
I can’t tell if the over annunciation is from his southern twang or the alcohol. “Thanks.”
I feel his eyes on me. My stomach flutters.
Why is it fluttering?
No. I can’t go down that rabbit hole again; it’s too soon. Needing a distraction from my treacherous heart, I grab my phone from the center console and troll Facebook. This dude can’t keep flirting if I refuse to look at him.
I watch Mr. Cowboy shift from the corner of my eye. He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, hands clasped together.
What is he doing?
Abruptly, he turns to me and says, “I’m a bull rider.”
“Excuse me?”
Mr. Cowboy sits up straight and leans closer, his warm whiskey breath blows on my face. “I’m a bull rider.”
“So?”




Chapter 4

Beau
Shannon is on Kevin like white on rice before I can make it around the truck. Knowing Kevin, he would have done Shannon right there in the parking lot, but that’s not cool. Shannon may be easy, but she still deserves some semblance of respect.
“Y’all wanna use my—” they climb in before I can finish getting the words out.
Shaking my head, I make my way over Shannon’s car. Knowing her, she left it unlocked and running for a quick get in-get out kind of thing. Opening the passenger door, I have every intention of laying the seat back and closing my eyes. With those two, this little sexcapade could last a while.
The overhead light clicks on when the door opens and my breath catches in my chest. The most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen is sleeping in the driver’s seat. She looks like an angel. There are no other words for her. Long brown hair curls over her shoulders and that red shirt of hers is practically painted on, hugging her chest, exposing the top of her breasts which look massive against her tiny frame.
She’s so small. I’d probably break her if we ever tangled up together. I try to hide my smile as I picture her naked on top of me. Sleepily, she opens one eye and looks up. Realizing the light must have woken her up, I tip my hat and sit down in the passenger seat. Closing the door, the light clicks off and I silently curse it for making her beautiful face that much more difficult to see.
“Hey, there sexy thing.” Oh, Christ, did I just say that? What the heck is wrong with me?
She doesn’t say anything.
The streetlight down by my truck casts just enough light through the windows to see her face once my eyes adjust. She doesn’t smile, but her gaze darts over to me a few times. Maybe I can save this. “You are so damn pretty.”
“Thanks.” She says, pulling out her phone. The bright light illuminates her angelic face, and I swear I swoon. I blame the alcohol. My eyes fixate on her, waiting for her to look at me.
One second.
Two seconds.
Four seconds.
Shit. I must seem like such a creeper just staring at her while she refuses to look at me. There’s no other choice. I pull out my go-to line. “I’m a bull rider.”
It all starts with her eyes. They find me first, then her head turns. The corners of her mouth turn up in a small but noticeable smirk.
She’s hooked. That line always gets them. There’s a sweet satisfaction knowing that I’ve broken through her façade. But all I want tonight is a kiss. The amount of alcohol coursing through my system would make me useless for anything else.
“Excuse me?” she says.
Leaning closer, I can smell her. The sweet scent is intoxicating and makes my head swim. Flashing my best smile, I say again, “I’m a bull rider.”
She pauses. Her eyes scan me from head to toe. Finally, she says, “So?”
I grin again. Her resistance is endearing. Most of the girls around here throw themselves at me, but not this one. The fact she doesn’t want me makes me want her even more. One way or another, I will win her over.
***
I grunt and force my eyes open. Looking around, I realize I’m in my bed but have no idea how or when I made it home last night.
I try to swallow but my throat is dryer than the tenderloin my brother cooked last Christmas. Rubbing my eyes, I sit up. My head spins inside itself, and I instantly regret killing that bottle of Jack Daniel’s last night.
Grabbing a glass of water from the kitchen, I saunter into my living room. Kevin’s sprawled out on the couch with one arm hanging off the side and the other behind his head. I swat at his foot hanging off the armrest. 
“Hey. Wake up.”
“Ughhh.” Kevin turns, rolling deeper into the couch, his snoring muffled in the fabric of my cushions. After quenching my parched throat, I rest my cup on the side table.
He wants to be difficult?
Fine.
Walking behind the couch, I squat. My fingers find its bottom edge. In one swift motion, I stand, lifting the couch’s hind legs off the ground. Kevin rolls off, landing on my hardwood floors with a thud.
“Dude. What the hell?” Kevin yells, finally awake. He stumbles to his feet. There’s dark purple bags under his red eyes, he looks like he’s been hit by a semi.
Grabbing a clean shirt from the laundry basket on my recliner, I throw it at him.  “Get changed. I’m hungry.”
***
“So, who was that chick last night?”
“Which one?” Kevin asks, uncertainly.
“The one from the church.”
The blank look and slack expression says enough. He didn’t see her. I’m not surprised.
Kevin’s brows furrow. “You mean Shannon?” Mumbling under his breath, he shakes his head. “See, this is why I was driving last night.”
“I wasn’t that wasted. I’m talking about the one in Shannon’s car.”
Kevin shrugs.  “I didn’t know there was one.”
“That’s right. You were too busy sucking face to notice anything.”
Kevin shoots me a sly grin. “That’s not the only thing that was sucked last night.”
“Dude.”
Kevin holds his hand up for a high five. Our hands slap together then he’s back to slurping the last few sips of his tea.
“You think you can ask her?”
“Ask who?”
“Shannon.”
“Ask her what?”
“Who the chick was.” I groan. This is pointless.
“Why do you care?”
I shrug. Nothing I could say would make sense. I met a girl that I can barely remember, but what I do remember about her rocks me to my core. “I dunno, man. I just do.”




Chapter 5

Mallory
The air is thick with sex, pot, and sweat, as it should be at any summer party. It’s not huge party—at least not compared to the one’s back home. There are maybe twenty or so people squished into a one-bedroom house the size of a shoebox.
People nod or smile as they walk past me, but no one’s stopped to say anything more than a passing “hey.” I lie to myself that it’s cool. It’s not like I’m making this huge effort to be social. There’s no point. After tomorrow, I’ll probably never come back to this shit-hole town. The only friend I need is the beer in my hand and it’s time for another.
The distraction is nice though. Any other Saturday night I’d be crying into a wine bottle, drinking alone in my room, scrolling through my ex’s social media. I’m a glutton for punishment. Seeing pictures of him with my so called “best friend” hurts, but I can’t seem to stop looking.
So, I lie to myself all the time these days. Pretending that all the happy couples around me don’t twist my stomach. They do. I used to be them—that obnoxiously happy couple who couldn’t keep their hands off each other. At least, that’s who we were in public. Too bad he was cheating on me the whole damn time.
The ear-piercing sounds of Shannon’s squeals pull me from my thoughts and back to tonight’s party. She’s hurled herself onto a dark-haired girl with rich caramel-colored skin. After a brief interaction, Shannon takes the girl by the hand. My stomach lurches when I realize she’s bringing her to the corner I’m hiding in.
“Mallory, this is Jess. Jess, Mallory.”
“Hey,” Jess says. Almond-shaped eyes the color of the sea are glossy and a little droopy. She looks drunk. Or high. Or maybe both.
I force a smile that probably looks halfway genuine. “Hey.”
“Mallory’s not from here. She’s visiting her Aunt from some beach in Florida.”
Jess raises an eyebrow.
“She’s got that half right,” I say. “I’m visiting colleges in the area. My Aunt is letting me crash at her place while I’m here.”
That’s a lie. My mom was worried my wallowing would ruin her reputation at the country club. I may or may not have caused a scene when I broke up with Lauderdale’s most eligible bachelor. So, fearful of another outburst, she sent me to Georgia for a few weeks.
I’m glad.
I’d rather be here than stuck in Fort Lauderdale, forced to mingle with the people who ruined my life. But no one needs to know my dirty laundry, and college is a reasonable excuse to be visiting.
“Cool,” Jess says.
I tune their voices out as Jess and Shannon carry on a conversation. Frankly, I don’t care what they have to say. I’ll probably never see Jess again after tonight.
Why should I allow myself to care?
To listen to her life.
To make a friend.
Better to be a bitch and keep everyone an arm’s length away than give someone the chance to hurt me again. Walls. Building walls and drinking beer.
The hair on my arms stands on edge. I look around, unsure of what’s caused the sensation. My breath catches when I see him again, the drunken cowboy. It was dark last night, but there’s no denying it’s him.
It’s the first time I’m able to see him properly. He’s ruggedly handsome, with a strong jawline that’s got the beginnings of a five o’clock shadow and lustrous brown hair. Hair that’s ruffled like he just had sex. Probably because he just did. Tight, dark blue wranglers hug every inch of him right down to his yellow and brown cowboy boots. He has on a black button-down shirt that’s a little tight around the arms and falls in such a way I can make out the lines of his muscles underneath.
Mr. Cowboy walks in, high fiving nearly everyone he passes, a panty-dropping smile that most girls would go crazy for on his face. If I wasn’t such an emotional wreck, I’d probably be one of those girls right now.
How many hearts has that smile broken?
There’s a nervous tingle deep down in my stomach. I turn my back to him and hide my face between Shannon and Jess.
“What’s wrong?” Shannon asks.
“He’s here,” I whisper.
“Who?” Shannon turns. Her hand slams into my chest, spilling the beer in her Solo cup all over me.
“Really?” I look down at my drenched blouse.
Shannon and Jess burst out laughing. “Sorry, Hun.”
I peel the sheer shirt off and someone starts whistling. My eyes bounce from face to face until they find Mr. Cowboy again. A cheeky grin taunts me while he talks to the guy Shannon hooked up with last night. Kevin, I think it was.
Shannon’s most recent piece of ass cups his mouth with his hands and howls. Mr. Cowboy laughs, shamelessly eyeing me up and down until our gazes tangle. He gives me an upward nod. My cheeks flush, a fire lit in them and in my stomach.
Why does my body have to betray me?
Why does he have to be so hot?
It should be illegal to be that hot.
Stop looking at him!
A few other guys near them start hooting and hollering, probably hoping I’ll take another layer off. It’s not gonna happen. I step behind Jess, shielding myself from the wolves.
Shannon on the other hand passes her cup to Jess and tries to dance. Her shirt climbs up her torso, exposing the bottom of her tits, before sliding back down her stomach, and then up again. Stepping onto a coffee table, she keeps the charade going.
“Is she always like this?”
“Yeah. Pretty much,” Jess says. “But we all love her. The nights are never dull when Shannon’s around. How’d you two meet?”
“Shannon’s mom works with my aunt. My aunt arranged for her to hang out with me.” I let out a breathy laugh. “I sound like a loser.” 
Jess takes a sip of her beer. “Nah, you’re just new. Come on. I’ll introduce you to the rest of the gang.” Her thumb hitches in the direction of Mr. Cowboy, the Kevin dude from last night, and a big, burly-looking man with tattoos that cover almost every inch of his arms.
I dig my heels into the ground. “Nope, I’m good.”
“What? Why not?”
I nudge my head in the direction of the door. “Him.”
“Who?”
“The dude in the black button-down.”
“Beau? Beau Cooper?” Jess giggles. “He’s like every girl’s wet dream and great in bed from what I hear. Come on.” Her cold hand intertwines with mine.
Every inch of me knows I shouldn’t let her take me to him.
He’s too handsome.
He’ll break down my walls before I can get them fully erect.
So why can’t I make my feet stop moving? 




Chapter 6

Beau
Shannon latches on to Jess as soon as we get to the party, dragging her over to some chick I’ve never seen before. The new girl’s pretty, like real pretty. She looks familiar, but I can’t figure out where I’ve seen her before. She catches me checking her out and our eyes lock. The corner of her lips turn up into the smallest smile before she looks away. She turns her back me and this view is almost as good as the last.
Kevin’s practically drooling. His eyes rake over her body and there’s a burning sensation in my chest. I don’t want him to look at her like that. “Dude, check out the ass on that one. Dibs.”
I shake my head and backhand him across the chest. “The only way you’d nail a girl like her is in your dreams.”
“Whatever,” he mumbles.
Shannon’s beer spills all down the new girl’s shirt. The girl’s face blanches but Shannon’s got the smallest smirk. Knowing her, she dumped it on the poor girl on purpose.
The new girl’s sheer blouse is probably ruined. Too bad, it looked great on her. The new girl likely comes to the same conclusion and takes it off, revealing a black tank top underneath.
Kevin puts two fingers in his mouth and lets out a loud whistle. The new girl looks around and her eyes lock on mine again. I shove my hands in my pockets and flash her a grin. Her face flushes the brightest shade of red I’ve ever seen before looking away.
A few other guys behind us let out some howling sounds and a few more whistles. The poor girl ducks behind Jess. I chuckle, not able to take my eyes off her.
Jess literally drags the new girl over to us. The new girl keeps spinning around in Jess’s arms to go back to the corner they came from, but Jess is persistent.
“Guys, this is Mallory,” Jess says when they’re a few feet from us. “She’s here for the summer from Florida.”
Mallory has a shy smile. Her downcast eyes drift up and bounce from me to Rob to Kevin and then back to me.
“That handsome man there with the tattoos is my Rob,” Jess says, proudly.
Rob gives an upward nod, pulls a joint from his cigarette pack and lights it. Holding it to his lips with his thumb and forefinger, Rob sucks in a deep breath, the end of the white paper glowing a bright orange. On an exhale he holds the joint out to Mallory. She shakes her head, and Rob puts it back to his lips.
“This joker is Kevin.” Jess pats him on the chest. “Don’t let him fool you. He’s a dog, fleas and all.”
A blond chick Kevin hooked up with a few nights ago passes by, with an inviting look on her face.
“Oh, look. A flea,” Jess exclaims.
Mallory rolls her eyes, letting a slow smile cross her lips, setting my nerves on fire.
What is she doing to me?
Jess turns to me last. “And it sounds like you’ve already met Beau.”
“I know you,” Kevin says, a little too enthusiastically. “You’re Shannon’s friend.”
“No shit, Sherlock. She was with her like literally two minutes ago,” Rob says on an exhale. A cloud of white smoke surrounds us as he passes the joint to Kevin.
“Well, yeah,” Kevin says, after an inhale, “but weren’t you in the car last night?”
Mallory laughs and the sound makes my heart flutter, and it isn’t even a full laugh. More like a nervous chuckle. I inch closer. She smells sweet, like coconuts and summer.
The smell triggers memories lost in my mind. She is the girl from the last night. That shy smile, those piercing sapphire eyes. How could I have forgotten those eyes?
“I’m surprised you noticed.” Mallory’s shy smile has transcended into more of a smirk.
“How could I not notice a sexy thing like you?” Kevin’s so full of shit.
Mallory rolls her eyes. “You screwed the only person I might call a friend around here in the back of your truck last night. Tone it down there, Romeo.”
A sense of pride washes over me when she doesn’t fall for Kevin’s bullshit. “Actually, it was my truck, and you have us now. Can’t claim to have only one friend anymore,” I say with a grin.
Mallory looks me up and down, sending my pulse into overdrive. Our gazes tangle together, heating the longer they hold. Her chest rises and falls, her bottom lip drops just enough to make a small space between her lips.
Mallory breaks eye contact to look behind me. Her eyes dart about. The sound of the party around us lulls and for all I know everyone at the party’s disappeared. I take a risk and step close. I reach out and my hand settles on Mallory’s hip. Her breath hitches. She looks up at me and bites her bottom lip again.
I brush a soft brown curl behind her ear, my fingers grazing across her cheek. I don’t know if she did it on purpose, but she flinches away from my touch and takes a step back.
Kevin clears his throat. I look at him, breaking the spell she has me under.
“Well, since you’re un-woo-able,” he says to Mallory. “I’m going to find someone who finds me irresistible.”
Chuckling, I slap him on the back. “Good luck with that, buddy.”
Kevin flips me the bird and leaves to search for a girl he can score with. I look around. Rob and Jess have disappeared somewhere, Shannon’s giving some guy a lap dance, and Kevin’s somehow already found his next conquest.
It’s just Mallory and me now. Me looking at Mallory while she looks everywhere but at me. I shove my hands in my pockets.
Why does she make me so nervous?
“Fuck it,” she says, breaking the silence. Her eyes narrow on me. “I need a drink.”




Chapter 7

Mallory
Why does Beau have to be so good looking? People like him should be locked up, away from society. He’s hazardous to my health.
And when he held onto my hips…I thought he was going to kiss me. I wanted him to kiss me. But then his hand went to my face and I flinched. I couldn’t help it. I had to take a step back and when I did Beau’s hand fell from my hip.
I sigh and look around. Apparently getting lost in Beau’s eyes makes people vanish because I don’t know when Rob and Jess disappeared. I might have been fine, but then Kevin left, leaving Beau and I alone.
My heart pounds. Butterflies somersault in my stomach. I tilt my head to look Beau in the eye. He’s so close, I could easily touch him. I could run my hands down his chest or brush my fingers across the stubble on his cheeks.
“Fuck it. I need a drink,” I say, trying to get the image of us together out of my mind. If I’m going to be spending all night with him, I need something to occupy my hands...and mouth.
Beau probably meant to grab my hand, but he gets my wrist instead. I freeze. Out of reflex, I yank my arm back as hard as I can and hold it to my chest. He turns around, eyes wider than when they were sizing up my chest.
Panic floods through me. Beau probably thinks I’m crazy. First, I flinch and now I pull myself away from him. Tears prick at my eyes. I swallow hard, waiting for Beau to leave, but he doesn’t. Instead, he comes close. Real close, his face only a few inches from mine.
My heart’s beating so fast and so loud I’m surprised he can’t hear it. I look down at the ground, beyond embarrassed.
Beau puts two fingers under my chin, raising my gaze until our eyes meet. “Are you okay?”
He cares?
Why does he care?
“I’m fine,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper.
Beau’s brows draw together. He’s probably trying to figure out if I’m worth the effort.
I’m not.
Neither of us speaks. Neither of us moves. His big brown eyes are locked on mine.
Can he see the tears welling in them?
One blink and they’d be free but I refuse to let him see how weak I am. Unfortunately, my body’s betraying me. My eyes burn and I don’t know how much longer I can keep my tears at bay.
Beau clears his throat. Taking a step back, he holds his hand out to me. I clutch my wrist against my chest. He didn’t hurt me, but my childhood memories send a chill I can’t shake down my spine. Beau waits motionlessly for me to trust him.
Thump. Thump.
My heart’s racing.
Thump. Thump.
My chest tightens.
I try to smile, but I’m sure it looks as forced as it feels. It’s hard to push past the prickling feeling in my spine telling me to run. But Beau waits for me to be ready.
I’m not ready.
I’m not ready to give my body to him like he probably expects. And I’m certainly not ready to give him my heart, although I doubt he wants it. I maybe could be friends, but men that look like him don’t talk to girls like me because they want to be friends.
Still, he waits.
I extend the hand clutched to my chest. Our fingers intertwine in a loose grip. Beau gives me a grin that’s indisputably sweet. There’s a touch of acceptance and the right amount of shyness in it. An unexpected warmth runs through me.
Beau pulls me close to his body, wrapping a protective arm around my shoulders as we walk through the house. A small part of me wants to push him away, but a greater part is telling me to give him a chance. It’s that part I listen to as I let him put a crack in the walls I’ve only just begun to build.
“Pick your poison,” he says, opening each cooler on the back patio. Beer, beer, and more beer. I must have stared too long because he asks, “Not feeling it?”
I shake my head.
“I think I know what you need.” Beau’s hand goes to the small of my back. His soft lips stretch into a grin that reaches his bright eyes. Eyes that lock onto mine a little too long to be innocent. Friends, I remind myself. We can only be friends.
“Ready?” he asks.
“Uh-huh,” is all I manage to get out.
The night is warm, but a cool breeze sends a chill down my spine causing goosebumps to break out across my flesh. Beau pulls me closer, rubbing his hand across my arm to keep me warm. I rest my head against his shoulder while we walk through the back gate and down the street.
Beau’s parked at the end of the vacant lot, almost at the church, but I instantly recognize his truck from the sticker on the back glass. Reaching into the bed of the truck with one hand, he unlatches the toolbox. He then lets me go to peer inside it. The sound of metal scraping against metal hurts my ears as he shuffles things around. Finally, he finds what he’s looking for. In one hand is a bottle of Jack Daniels and in the other is a grey long sleeve shirt. He drapes the shirt over my shoulders and I slide my arms through.
“Better?”
I nod. “Yes, thank you.”
I eye the bottle of whiskey, not looking forward to shots. But seeing as we walked all the way out here, it would be rude to refuse his offering. Beau twists the cap and puts the bottle to his lips. After his swallow, he holds it out for me. Shutting my eyes, I tip the bottle back. The bitter flavor is stronger than I like. I bite back the urge to spit it out and swallow with a grimace. He grins. I hand back the bottle and he sips the liquid, as if it doesn’t burn going down his throat. After taking three terrible shots, my head’s light. The world is swaying and I’m moving my hips to keep up with it.
Beau unlatches his tailgate and sits on it. The radio plays just loud enough for us to hear. I can’t help myself. Between the swaying of the world and the moving of my hips, I find myself dancing. His eyes follow me, watching me like I’m some sort of prized possession.
Beau scoots to the edge of the tailgate. He leans forward and sticks a finger through one of my belt loops, pulling me to him. It’s so sudden that I trip over my feet. My hands land beside him to steady myself, while his wrap around my waist. The fluttering in my stomach from his touch takes my breath away.
Beau’s head dips, his lips press against the crook of my neck. I freeze, unsure if I want him to stop or to keep going. His mouth keeps moving, peppering me with soft kisses until his lips are next to my ear.
My eyes drift closed. I give into the feeling of falling, the feeling of letting my guard down. I let myself want Beau because I do. It might be the alcohol, but I have this sudden need to have him closer. His lips part beside my ear, the warmth of his breath sending my senses into overdrive.
“You’re beautiful,” he whispers.




Chapter 8

Beau
Giving Mallory shots may have been a bad idea. This girl’s the epitome of white girl wasted, but she’s adorable—her hips sway from right to left, a little up and then a little down out of rhythm to the music. Yet, somehow, the movements are still sexy.
I slip my finger through one of Mallory’s belt loops, drawing her into me. She loses her footing and almost falls. I grasp onto her hips but braces herself, her delicate hands on either side of me.
Doesn’t she know I won’t let her get hurt?
Mallory’s between my legs, her chest presses against mine, and the sweet smell of coconut floods my senses again.
Scarlet tints her cheeks when her eyes meet mine. A smile spreads across my face. I like that she’s blushing and that she hasn’t pulled away from me yet.
Giving in to my desires, I lean closer. Mallory’s breath hitches when my lips graze the crook of her neck. She shudders in my arms from the feel of my mouth.
Mallory’s skin is as soft as silk. Hands that were just at my hips grasp the sides of my shirt. My lips move up her neck leaving a pathway of kisses behind them. A soft moan escapes her lips when I finally reach her ear.
“You’re beautiful,” I whisper.
Mallory melts into me. She turns her head and our lips are mere centimeters from each other. Warm breath tinged with whiskey tickles my skin. Her lips fall open a fraction and the hair on the back of my neck stands on edge. I want to satisfy her. To give her a kiss that wipes all others from her memory. Her eyes close, and she sways in my arms. It’s then I remember how drunk she is. The last thing I want is for her to regret kissing me, to blame her indiscretion on the alcohol.
I clear my throat. Mallory’s eyes flutter open and the tinge of regret I feel from the downturn of her lips surprises me. I’ve shot girls down before; some have even cried. But this, watching the hurt flicker across her face, makes me wish I could go back to a few moments ago and kiss her.
Mallory flashes a smile too big to be genuine. Spinning around, she grabs my arm and says, “Come on.”
Her delicate fingers slide down my arm and intertwine with mine as she pulls me back inside the house to the middle of the living room. A wave of nausea washes over me when I realize what’s about to happen.
This is the Casper Slide Part Two, the speakers bellow, and it’s time to get funky, funky.
If there is one thing I could never do again in my entire life, it would be dancing. It’s not that I have two left feet. I can dance. There’s just something about bumping and grinding out in public that makes me cringe. Even slow dancing makes me uncomfortable. For me, dancing is intimate and personal and just feels wrong to do out in public. Yet, I can’t stand the to see the glimmer in Mallory’s eyes go out again. So, I stay beside her and get ready for the worst four minutes of my life.
Mallory follows the song’s directions and claps her hands. The corners of her lips twist up and her boisterous laugh draws me in. I roll my eyes, unable to fight the smile forming and clap along with her. She gives a little skip then steps to the left as the dance begins.
About halfway into the first verse of the song, a group of people have gathered around us. As much as I hate dancing, I’m oddly surprised when I don’t want the song to end. Watching Mallory slide and jump is worth it. When she steps in the wrong direction, she throws her head down in a fit of giggles, her cheeks the brightest shade of red when her face finally resurfaces from under all her hair. A smile ear to ear.
When the song ends, I grab two beers from the fridge and hand one to Mallory. As we walk over to an empty spot in the living room, I can’t help but notice how almost every man who catches sight of Mallory does a noticeable double take, and for some reason, it makes me feel some kind of way.
Mallory stops walking and looks around the room. I tip my beer back, guzzling it in one swallow. It slides down my throat with ease, the cold liquid joining the churn in my gut. Mallory abruptly turns around and rests her head against my chest. As I grasp onto her hips, she tilts her head and smiles up at me. Her plump, pink bottom lip slips between her teeth. Those bluebell eyes drift to my mouth.
Two seconds.
She lifts herself up on her toes until our gazes are almost level.
Four seconds.
My lips tingle with the need to touch her. I should kiss her. I want to kiss her. I just don’t want her to regret it. Regret me.
Six Seconds.
Screw it.
I dip my head but I’m too late. Mallory lowers back onto the soles of her feet. Her shoulders slump forward. She steps away and saunters across the room, probably for another beer.
My phone vibrates once in my back pocket. I reach for it.
Shannon: You got Mallory
Me: Yeah. Why
Shannon: I left with Scott
Me: WTF he’s a jerk and you’re supposed to be taking care of your friend
Shannon: Whatever take her home with you
Me: She doesn’t know me
Shannon: She’s drunk and seems pretty comfortable with you. She’ll be fine
Me: You’re the worst
Shannon: And you’re a jerk. Just be careful. She’s broken
Me: WTF does that mean?
Shannon: It means she just got out of a long relationship.
Me: You’re a peach Shannon
I can’t believe Shannon would ditch Mallory. Shaking my head, I look up from my phone, expecting to find Mallory at my side again, but she’s gone.
Just gone.
I scan the room, looking at every face yet unable to find the one I’m looking for. My chest feels like someone’s squeezing the life out of me. I can’t get a good breath. Mallory’s drunk and beautiful and vulnerable, and she’s not here.
My jaw clenches tight at the thought of her passed out somewhere, or worse. I’ll be damned if anyone takes advantage of her. I move through the party like a madman. I find Kevin, still in the corner where I last saw him with his hand up some chick’s skirt.
“Dude, have you seen Mallory?”
I try to keep the panic out of my voice, but it’s hard. What if she’s blindly hooking up with some man-whore like Kevin? His lips on her lips. His hands touching her…I shudder at the thought. Kevin waves me off.
I slam my hand against the wall near their faces. “Dude!”
Kevin snaps his head up, eyes wide.
“She’s gone.” I can’t get a good breath. I feel like I’m going to hyperventilate. “I need you to help me find her.”
“Why? She’s just a chick.”
I sigh, unsure of how to explain. “No man. She’s more than that. I can’t explain it, but she is.”




Chapter 9

Mallory
I’m having more fun than I thought possible. Between the alcohol, the dancing, and the eye candy hanging on me, I couldn’t be happier. But I can already tell being just friends is going to be difficult. Beau oozes sex and probably pisses confidence. I bite my lip and sneak a glance at him as I’m coming back from the bathroom.
He has this sexy, flirtatious, frustrated look about him. Only this time it’s not aimed at me. It’s at his phone. All giddiness that I feel disappears. The lively butterflies that danced in my stomach die and fall into a pit of darkness.
Deja vu washes over me accompanied by the sickening feeling of not being good enough. I wasn’t good enough for my dad, he walked out on me when I was four. I wasn’t good enough for Tristan, which is why he cheated on me with my “best friend” for the last six months. And now, I’m not good enough for Beau because there’s obviously someone else. There’s always someone else.
How could I be so stupid?
I was foolish to think a man that good looking wouldn’t have a girlfriend. I mean, why else would Beau have avoided kissing me…twice. I need a drink. My mother’s voice echoes in my head.
“Classic Mallory,” my mother would say. “Drown your problems instead of facing them.”
She’s a bitch, but she’s right.
I look at Beau again. He’s still engrossed in his conversation. The corner of his mouth tips up, his head moving side to side as he writes. There’s a pain in my side from watching him.
I want his brandy eyes to look at me again. I want his warm, strong arms to wrap around me, to pull me tight against his body. But what I want is irrelevant. That is probably his girlfriend he’s texting. I’m not gonna be that girl, the one who sleeps with men in relationships. My “best friend” back home was that girl. There’s only one thing for me to do to save myself from heartache.
Leave.
I have to leave right now.




Chapter 10

Beau
“I seriously could be getting some ass right now,” Kevin growls as he peers through an open doorway.
He’s pissed and I don’t blame him. I would be too if our roles were reversed. The blond he was making out with looked ready to eat his face. But Kevin’s a good friend. He left her to be with me because, let’s face it, bros before hoes.
We search every inch of the house, looking in every closet and every dark corner, but Mallory’s not in any of them. Panic begins to take over because I know first-hand that at least half of the dudes here are sketchy. What if one of them took her?
Stop it. Quit thinking like that. She’s fine.
I’m losing my shit. My chest is so tight it feels like I’m breathing through a straw. I back against a wall and try to steady my breathing so I don’t pass out.
Kevin eyes me, a concerned look on his face. “You look like hell.”
“I’m fine,” I deadpan.
“No, you’re not. You’re all sweaty and shaking. Did you take something tonight?”
“No, I’m just… Mallory could be passed out somewhere being raped or something, and I can’t find her.”
“That’s cryptic.”
I bite my tongue and glare at him. He doesn’t get it. Hell, I don’t get it but I need to find her.
“Relax.” Kevin puts a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “I’m sure she’s fine. Come on, let’s keep looking.”
We split up, Kevin going in one direction down the road towards the church and me in the other down by the houses. I look in every car window on both sides of the street, check all the doorways and side walls. I’m glad no one sees me, or they might think I’m casing the neighborhood. I run my fingers through my hair and pull at the root until it hurts.
Where is she?
I pull my phone from my back pocket.
Me: Find her?
Kevin: Nope
Kevin: Maybe she left with Shannon
Me: No. Shannon left a while ago
Kevin: I don’t know dude, but I’m going back to the party
I put my phone in my pocket and kick the ground. Dust from the dirt road makes a cloud in the air and the white powder covers the toe of my boot.
How could I have lost her?
One minute she’s standing next to me having a good time and the next she’s gone.
I walk two more blocks, looking in every dark space I can find. Nothing. Doubling back, I continue searching in the other direction. After an hour of walking up and down the neighboring streets, I’m ready to give up.
Then I hear something. The sound is so quiet that had I not been trying so hard to listen to everything around me I would have missed it. There in the darkness off to my left is the quick, staggering sound of someone crying.
I climb over the four foot tall chain-link fence beside me and follow the whimpering sound to the backyard of a rundown house. The windows are boarded up and the grass reaches my ankles. But hidden deep in the shadows at the base of a large oak tree is the curled up figure of someone. I approach slowly, careful not to startle her.
Mallory’s wrapped her arms around her legs. Her head is against her knees and her long brown hair shields her face from the world. I stop about a foot in front of her and stare. Shannon was right; this girl is broken in the worst of ways, but all I want to do is be there for her. 
Mallory looks up at me. The whites of her big blue eyes are bloodshot and her lashes are brimmed with unshed tears. My heart breaks for her.
Through labored breaths she says, “How did you find me.”
I hold my hand out, ignoring her question. Mallory’s head tilts to the side. She tucks her hair behind her ears and wipes her eyes with the back of one hand. Both arms wrap around her knees again, ignoring my outstretched hand. She probably expects me to leave, but I can’t. The need to save her, to keep her safe consumes me.
Sliding down the trunk of the tree, I sit beside her. Without warning, Mallory’s body molds against mine. Her arms wrap around my waist. I hold her, pressing her so close that I can feel her racing heart against my chest. Cold tears drip down her cheeks and onto my shirt collar. She grips me tighter, crying harder.
“Did someone hurt you?”
Mallory takes her time answering. Through a staggered breath, she says, “No.”
I let out an exaggerated sigh, both relieved and confused.
“Well,” I say, not sure what could have made her upset, “are you okay?”
She looks up at me, her eyes full of sorrow, and nods. I chew on my lip, carefully choosing my words. “Shannon’s bailed on you.”
Mallory lets out a breathy laugh. “Of course she did. She didn’t by chance give you the keys, did she?”
I shake my head.
Mallory must feel my movement because she says, “Perfect.”
“Come home with me,” I say, without thinking.
Her muscles tense. “What about your girlfriend?”
I lean back. Placing my knuckle under her chin, I raise her face, forcing her to look at me. “What girlfriend?”
“You were on your phone…I thought…never mind.”
Is that why she ran away? 
“I haven’t had a girlfriend in years.”
Mallory’s lips curl up into a small smile. Her eyes twinkle, perhaps with a glimmer of hope. She sniffles. “I’m not sleeping with you.”
I chuckle, my arms holding her tighter. “Who said anything about sex? You need a place to crash and I happen to have one.”
She groans. “Don’t pity me.”
“Mallory, I’m not. I promise. I like being around you. I’m hoping with a little more time together, you might like being around me too.”
Mallory looks up at me. Her eyes are bloodshot and puffy, her cheeks are tear stained, but she’s still the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.
Mallory inhales deeply and exhales loudly. Her eyes search my face. When they find what she’s looking for, she whispers, “Okay.”
“Yeah?” I sound too excited.
“Yeah,” she says, through a laugh.
I stand first then extend my hand out to her again. Mallory’s fingers intertwine with mine, letting me pull her to her feet. She looks up at me. I take a risk and brush my finger against her cold cheek, pushing a rogue strand of hair behind her ear. Her breath catches.
Clearing my throat, I take a step to the side. Walking towards the front of the house I ask, “How did you get back here anyway?”
“I hopped the fence,” she says, like it’s no big deal. 
A small chuckle escapes me. Beautiful, broken, and daring. Where has she been all my life?




Chapter 11

Beau
As I shift my truck into park, Mallory moans. Her eyes flutter open one at a time. Half asleep, she sits up. Opening the door, she stumbles out of the passenger side. Her balance wanes as she sways from side to side while climbing the steps to my garage-apartment. Fearful she might fall, I hurry up behind her. Placing one arm on her back and the other under her legs, I sweep her off her feet…literally.
Carrying Mallory up the rest of the steps, I make great effort not to trip or let her slip from my arms. She’s not the least bit heavy, but the thought of dropping her and causing her any more harm terrifies me.
I manage to unlock the door and get Mallory inside without dropping her or banging her head against the door frame. Letting out a sigh of relief, I look down.
She’s so small in my arms.
Carrying Mallory into my room, I squat and pull back the top sheet on my bed with the hand under her legs. I lay her down and slip my arm out from underneath her head. Allowing my fingers to run along her soft skin, I brush a strand of hair that’s fallen upon her cheek.
Mallory rolls over, her sleepy eyes opening halfway. Beautiful plump lips curl into a smile. She reaches a hand up and takes hold of the back of my neck. Slowly, I touch her wrist, careful not to startle her again.
Mallory pushes herself up onto her forearm. She hugs me, catching me completely off guard. But then her hand moves from my neck to my shoulder and down my chest until the warmth of her touch spreads across my stomach. I swallow, feeling my pulse everywhere.
Mallory tilts her head up and presses her lips against mine. The kiss is quick and rough, but her tongue exploring my mouth feels amazing. I thread my fingers through her hair. She moans, momentarily deepening the kiss before pulling away.
Mallory lies back down, a sleepy smile on her face. The soft sound of her snores return. I pull my sheet up to her shoulders and head to the door. The idea of staying and cuddling all night crosses my mind, but I don’t want to betray her trust. I step out, closing the door behind me.
***
Red rays from the rising sun begin to peek through the blinds. Lying flat on my back, I’m wide awake. I have been for a while. I tossed and turned all night, unable to fall asleep. This couch was not made for a six-foot man. I don’t know how Kevin does it every weekend.
Mallory’s kiss has been playing on a loop in my head all morning.
Will she remember kissing me when she wakes up or was she too out of it?
I sit up, the muscles in my back aching. Tiptoeing down the hallway, I crack the bedroom door open and peer in. Mallory’s still sleeping, curled up in the fetal position. I close the door and head to the bathroom for a quick, cold shower.
Grabbing clean boxers and a pair of shorts from the laundry room, I head to the kitchen to start some coffee, fully intending to get dressed once it begins to brew.
I turn at the sound of my bedroom door squeaking open. Mallory eases into the kitchen. She leans against the counter wearing her spaghetti strap shirt and a pair of my gym shorts. She crosses her arms, hiding her braless chest. I can’t help but stare at her, wide-eyed, and take her in.
Mallory catches me checking her out, and her cheeks flush. She bites her bottom lip. Her eyes find a spot on the floor and she fingers her hair behind her ear.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I went through your dresser last night and stole these.”
I shake my head, a goofy grin on my face. Mallory’s arms drop to her sides.
“Uh.” My brain isn’t working. “Coffee?”
“Maybe in a minute.” She says, walking back to my room.
Splashing water on my face, I’m grateful for a moment to get myself under control. I’m acting like a fourteen-year-old boy who’s never seen boobs before.
I can do this. She’s just a girl.
“So, I’m thinking of going for a drive this morning. Want to come?”
Mallory steps out of my room again wearing last night’s blue jeans and one of my T-shirts. I clear my throat and try to keep my eyes focused on her face.
She grabs a mug from the dish rack. As she fills it with coffee she says, “Sure.”
***
The radio’s playing, warding away any lingering awkwardness as we ride in near silence in my truck. My stomach is in knots. Every so often I catch Mallory looking at me from the corner of her eye, a shy smile on her face, but she quickly looks away.
When the light turns red, I lift the armrest, eliminating the barrier between us. Mallory looks at me, the corners of her mouth turning up, as she slides into the newly-created middle seat. I loop one arm around her waist and lace her fingers with mine.
“So, you’re a bull rider?” Mallory asks, breaking the silence.
“I was, but I quit when I accepted a spot on Georgia University’s football team a few years ago.”
“If you’re not a bull rider, then why did you use that line on me?”
I chuckle. “Because if  I wanted to ride a bull again, I could. Besides, that line’s never let me down before.”
“It didn’t work the other night. I guess it’s not a sure thing anymore,” she snickers.
I shake my head. “Guess not.” I pause, unsure how to ask my next question without offending her. “Um…I was wondering, who are you staying with?” 
“My Aunt, but she lives about forty-five minutes from here. She arranged this crazy blind-friend-date with Shannon.”
“Why’d she do that?”
“Eh, it’s a long story. The short version is I was spending too much time…inside. Anyway, Friday I stayed at Shannon’s house and last night with you.”
“Hmm.”
“Do you still play football?”
I groan. “No, and it’s a sore subject around town.”
“Why?”
“Some would say I used to be a big deal. If  I stuck with it, I probably could have been drafted but football was never my end game. I quit playing and dropped out of Georgia University last semester.”
“What are you going to do now?”
“My granddad has a ranch. He’s getting old and needs help. My mom’s a nurse, so she can’t help with it, and my brother’s in medical school. That leaves me. If all goes well, one day I’ll run it with my own kids.”
Mallory looks up at me all doe-eyed with grin the size of Texas on her face. She’s not looking down on me or judging me for my decision and I like her that much more because she gets it.
Feeling energized and confident, I ask, “What are you doing tomorrow?”
Mallory raises an eyebrow. “Tomorrow is Monday.”
I bite back a chuckle. “Yeah, so?”
“So, I work tomorrow.”
“Oh. Okay.” Goosebumps prick my skin accompanied with an overwhelming amount of emotions. What if this is the last time we see each other? “What do you do?”
Without skipping a beat, she says, “I’m helping out with my Aunt’s charity. We have a fundraiser this week that I’ve been helping to plan. It’s Thursday night.”
“Cool.” I hesitate, my heart racing in my chest. “Can I see you again?”
“I… I don’t know. To be honest, I’m kind of mad at Shannon for bailing on me. I mean, I’m grateful you’re a true gentleman and all. But last night could have been a disaster!”
I nod. Damn straight I’m a gentleman!
“That was pretty messed up of her to ditch you like that.”
“Yeah, it was. Like, you could have raped me.”
“Hey now,” I let go of Mallory’s hand and lean closer to the door, forcing her to sit up. “I’d never to that to you or any other woman.”




Chapter 12

Mallory
Beau’s muscles tense. I reach out and touch his bicep, but he shrugs my hand off with a grunt. His usually bright whiskey-colored eyes narrow on the road and you could cut the tension in the truck with a knife.
“Good to know,” I say, through a breathy laugh.
Did I make him mad? Of course I made him mad. I just accused him of being a rapist!
We need to talk about something else, anything else. “Where we going? Are you taking me out to the middle of woods to kill me?”
I’m joking, but the afterthought that I don’t know him creeps in. I grip my phone in my lap, just in case. Then it dawns on me, I’ve just called him a rapist and a murderer.
“No, not today,” Beau says. His jaw relaxes and a sly smile creeps across his face.
Beau puts his hand on my leg, palm up, inviting my fingers to lace with his. I oblige. Maybe I’m not screwing this up.
“Listen, I know you’re mad at Shannon, and I don’t blame you,” he pauses, “but I’d like to see you again. Like soon. I mean… I know I’m seeing you now, but after now. I…I just…I don’t know.”
I giggle, amused by his nervousness. “I appreciate what you did for me last night, but where would I stay?” I pause, pondering my options. “Maybe I could drive over for a few hours and drive home later that night.”
His eyes flick over to me briefly before going back to the road. “I need more than a few hours with you.” He pauses, chewing on his cheek. “Why don’t you stay with me?”
Did he just ask that?
I can’t.
I won’t.
Last night was a fluke, a one-time thing. I don’t think I can keep my hands off Beau if I wake up in his bed again, the smell of him surrounding me and taking over my every thought. It was hard enough not to jump his bones this morning! Beau looked so hot in the kitchen, his shirtless body still glistening from a shower as he made coffee. A shiver trails down my spine just thinking about it. No, staying at his house again will complicate this friendship thing.
I shake my head. “I can’t do that.”
“Why not?” he asks. “You already stayed with me last night. So, you know I’m not some pervy-creeper who’s gonna pressure you into sex.”
I bite my lip. Maybe that’s the problem. Maybe I want him to sleep with me.
No. No, I don’t. I’m not ready for anything complicated.
“Please. I’d like to see you again. After today that is,” he says.
I sigh and look down at my hands. Beau has to want something from me. Why else would he be trying so hard? The question is, what do I want from him?
Friendship?
Sex?
A relationship?
Friends with benefits?
Maybe I’m overthinking things.
Beau’s honeycomb eyes look my way, begging me to say yes. Taking my time to answer, I watch his muscular chest rise and fall under his white shirt. Each breath becomes quicker and shallower the longer I wait.
“I’ll think about it.”
Our eyes meet, and there’s a hint of competitive challenge in his before I look away. Beau lets go of my hand, his fingers finding loose strands of my hair that has fallen from my ponytail. He tucks them behind my ears. I turn my head to the window hoping to hide the heat in my cheeks.




Chapter 13

Mallory
Beau makes a right turn, somehow finding a dirt road that seems to come out of nowhere. The trail is winding and bumpy, throwing me closer to him with each pothole.
Where are we going?
Wild backcountry sex maybe?
Nope. No sex. I’m not allowed to want him like that…
Beau turns again, following a barbed wire fence until it ends at a pin pad adjacent to a metal gate. He rolls down his window and punches in a four digit code and the gate swings open at a snail slow pace. Once the space between the gate and the post is wide enough, he drives on through.
The driveway turns into a dirt road before leading us to a grey double-wide with a screened-in porch on a large lot surrounded by cows. Beau puts the truck in park beside the double-wide, near a shed.
“Wait here for a minute.” Beau gets out but leaves the truck running for me.
I watch him in the side-view mirror as he walks up to the front door. I bite my lip, realizing I like looking at him more than I care to admit. Between the grease-stained wranglers he’s wearing now and the towel he had on this morning, I don’t have to imagine much.
I’ve only spent a few hours with Beau, but I’m drawn to him. It doesn’t feel like a rebound thing, but I have to maintain self-control. I can’t give in. We will be just friends.
A few seconds after getting to the door, he’s inside and I’m left alone with my thoughts.
Whose house are we at?
Why is he so respectful?
I gasp. Oh. My. Goodness. I bet he’s a player!
Is this his game, woo me then screw me?
How many girls has he been with? I bet he’s screwed every girl within a five mile radius. He did say that bull rider line had never failed him before.
The last thought makes me cringe. I pull my phone from between my legs. Opening the Facebook app, I type in his name—Beau Cooper.
Next to his name is picture of a man, probably him, riding a bull. The man in the picture is wearing the same black cowboy hat Beau had on the night we met at the church. Yellow chaps cover most of his blue jeans, and he has on some sort of vest, hanging on for dear life with one hand raised above his head.
Okay, I guess Beau really was a bull rider. Searching through the rest of the pictures, there seems to be a common theme. In almost everyone, Beau’s got a drink in his hand. Picture after picture, they’re all the same. All but one.
One picture makes my stomach churn. Beau’s got his arm around some pretty blond in a bright pink bikini. It’s the only picture he’s got with another woman and he’s looking at her like she’s God’s gift to earth. They, as a couple, look so happy it’s physically making me sick.
Crap. I’m jealous. I nibble on my lip. Maybe I do want to be more than friends. I swipe to the next picture and pray that girl isn’t in this one too. She’s not.
In this one, Beau’s sitting shirtless on a green airboat. I don’t know if it’s water or sweat, but his chest is glistening. Those rock hard abs of his are on full display, the deep lines of his hips begging to be held. If women have love handles, these are lust handles. My body tingles just looking at him.
Whhaaappp.
Kevin’s hand slaps against the window. I jump and drop my phone but quickly bend down to grab it before I get caught Facebook creeping. Kevin walks away, laughing like a hyena at my expense.
Beau opens my door. He smiles at me, his dimples deepening, mocking my almost heart attack. He reaches across me and takes his key out of the ignition.
“Come on out, babe.”
Babe? Did he just call me babe? 




Chapter 14

Beau
Mallory looks around, her eyes slowly taking in the scenery. “What are we doing ?”
I bite back a grin, knowing what she sees—a herd of cows, too many acres of grass to count, and a sun-faded double-wide. She probably thinks we’re white-trash.
I put my arm around Mallory’s shoulder and link her fingers with mine. I ignore her question, waiting until we get to the field of grass behind Kevin’s shed to answer.
“So, around here,” I say, “when shit’s eating at you, we blow things up.”
Mallory’s mouth falls open. With a chuckle, I put my finger under her chin and push it closed.
A few hundred yards in front of us, Kevin’s set up a half-dozen half-filled water bottles. He walks back towards us, my black 308 rifle on his back and his 12-gauge shotgun in hand.
“We’re out of things to blow up…safely.” I say, pointing at Kevin. “So, the next best thing is to shoot something.”
Kevin hands me the shotgun first. I raise it to my shoulder and take aim. I’m ready to shoot but hold off to look over at Mallory. She bites her lip, her eyes giving me a once over that she probably doesn’t think I see.
“Might want to cover your ears,” I say, “It’s pretty loud,”
Mallory’s delicate hands reach over her ears and I aim again.
BANG
My shoulder hitches from the kick. I rechamber and shoot two more times, hitting each target until the gun clicks, signaling that I’m out of shells. Taking a few steps back, I rest the gun against the shed.
Mallory chews on her bottom lip. She looks like she’s ready to eat me and I’m strangely turned on by it. I wave her over and she practically runs to be by my side. We walk up to the targets and replace my leaking water bottles with new ones that are waiting under the table.
“Dang,” Mallory says, her head nodding in approval. “Not bad.”
I know I’m a good shot, but it’s nice to hear her praise. I swell with pride and stand tall. “Thanks.”
Back at the safety of the shed, Kevin picks up the rifle and shoots at his targets. Mallory watches him take aim and fascination dances across her face.
The gun goes off and Mallory flinches. I wrap my hand around her waist and pull her close. Mallory rests her cheeks against my shoulder while her fingers play at the hem of my shirt.
Mallory lifts her head to look up at me. Without a word, she rises up onto her toes and presses her lips against mine, both her arms wrapping around my neck. I pull her closer, my body burning out of control.
Kevin clears his throat. Mallory’s lips leave mine cold and wanting more. Her gaze falls to the ground before looking over her shoulder at Kevin.
Mallory
Beau doesn’t seem too interested in shooting anymore, not since I kissed him. Kevin’s shot two rounds to his one. Kevin finishes resetting the targets for another round, then hands Beau the rifle. My heart skips, excited to watch him shoot again.
Beau turns to me, excitement in his eyes, and says, “Your turn.”
Panic sweeps through me. He and Kevin shoot so well, as if they practice every day, hitting almost every target they aim for. I, on the other hand, have never shot a Nerf gun, let alone a rifle. As intriguing as shooting may be, I’d like to keep this halfway decent impression I’ve got going on.
I raise my hands in protest. “Oh, no. I don’t think so.”
Beau opens his mouth to argue but changes his mind. Without warning, he crouches down and takes me by the legs, flipping me over his shoulder. I scream, not expecting to be lifted off my feet.
My screams quickly turn to laughter as Beau carries me out into the field, fireman style. His grip loosens around my thighs as he sets me back on my feet. One hand slides up my thigh to my lower back, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake. Beau remains still, devouring me with his eyes.
“Any day now!” Kevin shouts, breaking the trance we’re in.
Beau clears his throat and takes a step back. He walks to a black duffel bag resting on the ground and props the rifle on top of it. He lies down on his belly. Closing one eye, Beau looks through a small black cylinder on the top of the gun. Satisfied with what he sees, he turns his attention to me and pats the grass beside him.
On the outside, I feel like I’m walking over to him with confidence and grace. On the inside, my stomach is churning, my hearts is racing, and the little voice in my head is begging me not to get down onto my belly. I don’t listen.
“This rifle is a 308,” Beau says. His eyes flick to the gun and then back to me. “We call it that because .308 is the caliber of bullet it uses. It doesn’t have as much kick as a shotgun, but it can still leave a bruise if you’re not careful.”
“Great,” I mumble.
“I want you to shoot this lying down. The duffle bag will take most of the shock.” Beau looks over his shoulder at my backside and grins. “Also, I don’t want you falling on your ass. That bit there”—he points to the black cylindrical piece on top of the gun.—“you’re going to look through it. It’s called a scope. You need to line up the ‘T’ that you’ll see when you look through it with your target. That’s called the crosshairs. Once your target is in the center of the crosshairs, pull the trigger.”
“Got it.”
I suck in a deep breath and hold it, hoping my nerves will settle, then let it out. My body quivers as I close one eye and look through the scope.
Lining up one of the bottles in the crosshairs, I draw in a quick breath, holding it as I pull the trigger. The blast is loud. My ears are ringing and my shoulder is throbbing. Beau moves the gun from the duffle bag to lie beside him. I stick a finger in my ear and twist it. When I pull it out, the ringing is a million times better. I can actually hear again.
“Well,” Beau says, rubbing the nape of his neck, “that’s one way to do it.”
I roll up onto my knees. “What do you mean?”
“You’d have a better chance of not missing if you keep your eyes open,” he says through a chuckle.
I missed? The bottle was lined up. I should have hit it.
Beau stands then extends a hand to help me to my feet. My legs are shaky. I’m not sure if it’s from how Beau’s making me feel or from sitting on the grass.
“Want to shoot again?”
I shake my head.
Beau rubs at the back of his neck. “I’m gonna go check on the targets,” he says walking away from me.
“Uh…okay.”
Not sure what to do but knowing that I don’t belong in the middle of the field, I turn and walk back to the truck.
“You need to just get it over with,” Kevin says as I approach. He leans against the front of Beau’s truck, arms crossed in front of him.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“All right, be that way but you’re going to give into him eventually. I can see it already, even if you can’t.”
Kevin’s words make me nervous. Is my attraction to Beau that obvious?
“Whatever you think you’re seeing, you’re wrong. Beau and I are just friends.”
“Friends that kiss?”
I stare at him, expressionless.
“Whatever you say, Sunshine,” Kevin says, leaving to join Beau.
They each take a gun and shoot until they’ve run out of things to hit. Beau helps Kevin pick up the busted targets and take them to the trash can beside the house.
“Kevin,” Beau says, slapping him on the back, “it’s been real and it’s been fun, but it hasn’t been real fun.”
Kevin snickers and pulls Beau in for a hug. “See you later, brother.” Kevin tips his hat at me. “Mallory, until next time, darlin’.”
“Bye Kevin,” I say, with a wave.
***
I try not to think about how Beau knows where Shannon’s house is. I’m hoping it’s a “small town” thing and not an “I’ve slept with her” thing, but I can’t bring myself to ask him. His big black diesel takes up her whole driveway. Beau puts the truck in park and gets out first. Shuffling around the truck, he opens the door for me. He slides his hand into mine and walks me to the silver Jetta my aunt has loaned me.
“So,” Beau says, his voice husky and low, “you never answered me. Will you come back next weekend?”
“I…” My chest constricts, each breath becoming a struggle. “I don’t know. Probably not.”
Beaus’ jaw hardens. He pauses and stares off into the distance. Abruptly, Beau pulls his phone out of his back pocket. “Can I have your number? Please?”
I let out a breathy laugh, easing the tension in my chest a little. With trembling hands, I take the phone from him and type my number in under the name “the sexiest girl you’ve ever met.” It’s a bold move, but when I hand Beau his phone, a smile tugs at his lips.
“Yes, ma’am, you are.” Beau shoots me a text, and my phone dings in my back pocket. His finger brushes against my cheek, touching me delicately, like a rose petal he doesn’t want to bruise. I look up at him, my breath catching in my throat.
“I’m fighting the urge to kiss you right now,” Beau whispers into my hair. His lips press against my neck, lingering longer than necessary, sending a vibration through my core. He takes a step back, a cool breeze replacing where his body once was.
“I’ll see you soon, Mallory.” Beau says, backing towards his truck, a cocky smile on his lips.
I watch him climb into his truck and speed away, unable to chase the butterflies away.
What have I gotten myself into?




Chapter 15

Mallory
“Mallory,” my aunt calls from one of the many rooms as I enter her house. “How were things with Shannon?”
“Great,” I say, climbing the stairs to my room. “Glad I went.”
I close my bedroom door behind me before she can ask any more questions. Without bothering to flip on the lights, I fall onto my bed and close my eyes. Beau’s smiling face instantly comes into view. I reach my hand up and touch my neck, still able to feel where his lips brushed my skin.
My phone dings in my back pocket. The sound is almost foreign to my ears. Not one of my friends have bothered to check on me since I broke things off with Tristan. Looking at the screen, there’s two messages waiting for me.
Unknown number: Hey it’s Beau.
Unknown number: It’s Beau again. Did you make it back to your aunt’s house yet?
My phone dings again.
Unknown number: Just in case you were wondering, I made it home safe.
I let out a breathy laugh.
Me: Yes, I made it. Glad you’re safe too. XOXO
Clicking on the number, I type in his name. As I’m hitting the “save” button, my phone dings again. Heat radiates through my chest when I open the message.
Beau: So, about this weekend…
Me: What about it?
Beau: Why can’t we hang out again?
Me: There’s a fundraiser Thursday night I’m organizing.
Beau: That’s Thursday. Why can’t I see you Friday? Or even Saturday?
Me: I’ve got to get through this fundraiser. I can’t think about anything else until after that.
Beau: Alright beautiful. I’ll talk to you soon.
***
Monday passes with no call and no texts from Beau. My heart sinks into my stomach each time I check my phone and there’s nothing from him. I’m not sure why I expected him to message me; no one else does. Still, I can’t help feeling like a schoolgirl again, waiting for him to make a move. It’s exciting and frustrating all at once.
Finally, on Wednesday as I’m going over table settings with a volunteer, my phone dings. I jump at the vibration in my back pocket, knowing it’s not anyone related to the fundraiser. My heart’s pounding so violently it could bruise my rib cage.
Beau: About this fundraiser…
Me: What about it?
Beau: Can I come?
I smile. Those stupid butterflies I haven’t felt since I left on Sunday spring to life in my stomach.
He misses me.
Okay, maybe he doesn’t miss me. But he wants to see me enough to make a forty-five minute drive. I take a slow breath, failing at steadying my racing heart.
Me: I don’t know. It’s fancy. Dress pants, nice shirt, and tie.
Beau: I have all of that
Me: I…
Could I handle Beau being at the fundraiser? Or would he be a distraction? Beau probably looks amazing in a suit…
Me: I don’t think it’s a good idea.
Beau doesn’t respond. I put my phone in my pocket and get back to work. It’s probably for the best. I can’t be distracted right now. There’s food counts to finalize, raffle baskets to pick up, and thank-you notes to handwrite to the donors, all fifty of them.
Later that night, as I’m lying in bed looking over the spreadsheet on my aunt’s iPad, my phone dings. My stomach flutters as I reach over to the night stand for it.
Beau: What r u wearing?
Mallory: Lol, well hello to you too.
Beau: I’m wearing….
loading
I gasp as the picture comes into focus. Beau’s lying shirtless on his bed. One arm’s outstretched, holding the phone while the other is curled behind his head. A happy trail of hair stretches from beneath his boxers, up past his belly button, stopping in the center of his abdomen between both lust handles. The hardlines and dips of his impossibly perfect torso are on full display.
Beau: Like?
Yes!
Me: Maybe
Beau: So, what are you wearing?
Uh…how do I respond to that? Wait…is he flirting? He is isn’t he. Okay, I can do this. I can be fun, playful, flirty Mallory.
Me: Oh, a little of this, a little of that
Beau: Pic??
My stomach jumps. I’ve never sent a naughty picture before. Looking down at my pink unicorn pajama shorts and baggy shirt, I bite my lip. I’m not wearing anything worth sharing.
A scandalous idea pops in my head. Going to my dresser, I grab a pair of panties. I can’t bring myself to actually send something dirty, but he doesn’t need to know that. Crawling back in bed, I kick my unicorn pants off slide the lacy, black thong up my legs, just over my knees, then take the picture. It’s deceptively angled to look like I’ve taken off my panties for him. My thumb hovers over the send button, unsure if this is a good idea. The phone slips out of my hand. Fumbling to grab it before it hits the floor, my fingers brush over the screen. Circumstance, or perhaps fate, sends the picture for me.
Beau: Woman! What are you trying to do to me??
Me: Only what I want you to do to me.
Oh. My. God.
Did I just say that?
Does that even make sense?
I drop the phone in my lap and throw my face into my hands. This isn’t me. This has never been me, but I want to be different. I want Beau to want me, even if I’m not sure what I want from him yet.
I pick the iPad up and try to focus on my spreadsheet, but the image of Beau’s bare chest won’t leave me alone. I roll onto my side and look at the time. Almost half an hour has passed since Beau’s last message. Maybe he fell asleep…
DING.
Beau: Did you think I forgot about you
Me: No
Yes.
Beau: Tell me something about you
Me: I’m a girl
Beau: I knew it!
Beau: Seriously though...
Me: I really am a girl
Beau: And you’re the prettiest one I’ve ever seen
My cheeks grow hot. Damn my body for betraying me and falling for his charm.
Beau: Tell me something no one knows
Me: Only if you tell me something first
Those three little dots seem to stay on my screen forever. Appearing and disappearing. Over and over again. I chew on my thumbnail, impatiently waiting for them to change into words.
Beau: When I was six my brother hit me in the head with a baseball bat. It was an accident but totally sucked. I had to get a bunch of stitches. He almost took off my ear. I have a wicked scar, but my hair hides it. That’s why I wear my hair kind of shaggy
Oh my God!
Me: That sucks I’m sorry
Me: And your hair is def not shaggy
Beau: Well most guys around here have their hair buzzed short. Mine is long compared to theirs
Beau: Your turn
Uh…
Me: I have an irrational fear of the color purple
Beau: Seriously?
Me: Yup
Me: Anything purple gives me the heebie-jeebies. I can’t explain it. I get goosebumps and chills and everything
Beau: That’s so weird
Beau: So, I should throw out my super soft purple comforter? lol
Me: Ha Ha
Beau: :D
My thumb hovers over the keyboard, unsure what to type next.
Me: Tomorrow’s the fundraiser
Beau: Yeah?
Me: So, I won’t be able to text. Like at all
Beau: Jeez. Is it a 24-hour thing?
Me: No, but setup starts at 7am. The fundraiser itself is from 5-10 and then there’s the cleanup.
Beau: It’s gonna be great. You’re gonna be great.
Me: Well aren’t you sweet.
My eyes are heavy. The last thing I hear before drifting off to sleep is the sound of my phone alerting me of another message. I peel my eyes open and hazily read the text.
Beau: It’s midnight
Beau: See you soon beautiful




Chapter 16

Beau
Turns out, there is only one fundraiser tonight in the tri-county area; a benefit for a local girl who’s been diagnosed with Cystic Fibrosis. I was able to call this morning and purchase a ticket at the last minute—a two hundred dollar ticket. Mallory better feel loved.
Every space in the parking lot is taken. So, I park behind a red Mercedes-Benz on a side street. Flowers in hand, I follow a stream of people inside. After checking in at a table near the entrance, I’m given a card with my table assignment and allowed to enter.
The room is brightly lit with pastel pink accent lights, adding a calming ambiance. There are at least a dozen round tables scattered about, covered with white tablecloths. After locating table five and putting the flowers in my seat, I head to the bar.
In a room filled with people who have more money than God, I feel out of place. My dark slacks, white button-down shirt, and black tie look similar to those around me. However, like a shark sniffing out blood in the water, somehow these people know I don’t belong. People step out of my way, as if I have the plague, upon reaching the bar.
“What can I get you?” the bartender asks, not bothering to look up from the drink he’s mixing.
“Jack and Coke, please.”
The bartender looks up at me, brows pressed together and recognition spreads across his face. “Cooper. How are you doing, man?”
“Uh, good. Do I know you?”
He shakes his head. “Probably not. I was a fan in the stands at the football games. Sucks you quit.”
I shrug. He hands me my drink and I walk back towards my table. Pressing the cup to my lips, I swallow it in one big gulp, welcoming the burn. This going to be a long night.
“Good evening. If everyone could please find their tables, we’d like to get started,” a cheery voice says through the speakers. I recognize it immediately.
Mallory stands at a podium on the stage. She smiles at the crowd. Her eyes flit across the room, bouncing from person to person until they stop on me. Her gaze falls to her papers, cheeks flushing red, before darting back up to me.
“Thank you all for coming out tonight. As you all know, eight-year old Laura was diagnosed with Cystic Fibrosis last summer. Cystic Fibrosis is a terrible disease that damages the lungs and digestive system. While scientists have had many breakthroughs, there is still no known cure, and the medications are costly. All proceeds from tonight’s auction will go towards Laura’s never-ending medical bills.” Mallory pauses, letting the crowd whisper amongst themselves before adding, “and now, I’m going to turn the stage over to Hank. Let the auction begin.”
The room erupts in applause as Mallory steps to the side of the stage. The auctioneer, Hank, begins rambling off words and numbers at an alarming speed while the runner delivers basket after basket to the highest bidders.
Two hours later, the auction is over, and everyone is allowed to mingle again. Mallory makes her way across the room, periodically to shake hands with patrons before finally making her way over to me.
“What are you doing here?” Mallory asks, her arms linking around my neck for a brief hug.
“I thought I’d surprise you.” Taking the bouquet of flowers from under my seat, I hand them to her. She bites her lip, surprise dancing in her eyes.
“You’re so sweet.” Mallory looks around. “I should get back to making my rounds, but I’m glad you came.” She turns, heading back to her guests. Looking over her shoulder, she adds, “Don’t leave before saying goodbye. Okay?”
I nod, a goofy grin on my face.
***

“I’m exhausted,” Mallory says, sagging into the chair next to me.  The fundraiser ended over an hour ago, but I stuck around to help with the cleanup. “You didn’t have to stay. Don’t get me wrong, your man-strength was amazing, but you have a forty-five minute drive home.”
I chuckle. I’ve never heard the phrase “man-strength” before.
“Every back-breaking minute was worth it since I got to spend more time with you,” I tease, nudging her arm with my elbow.
Mallory throws a dirty napkin at me.
“So, about tomorrow…”
“What about tomorrow?” she asks.
Reaching both arms above my head, I stretch, a yawn escaping me. “Now that the fundraiser is over, and everything is picked up, how about coming to spend the weekend with me.”
Mallory groans, her eyes rolling. “Are we back to this?”
“Yup.”
“You’re not going to give up, are you?”
“Nope.”
She sighs. “Fine.”
“Really?” I say, a little too enthusiastically.
“Really.” She giggles. She lays the palm of her hand against my cheek. “You’re cute when you’re excited.”
I shift in my seat, warmth spreading through my body. “It’s getting late. I should get going. Bring something nice to wear; I have big plans for us”
She raises her brow at me. “Oh yeah? What are we doing?
“It’s a surprise.”




Chapter 17

Mallory
Exhausted doesn’t come close to explaining how I feel this morning. It’s like I fell off a wagon, was run over by another, then had to run a mile home. I did not plan on being up before noon, but the sound of my phone dinging has ruined my plans to sleep in.
I drag myself over to the side of my bed. Who in their right mind is texting me at eight in the morning? This person is about to get my wrath.
A smile spreads across my face upon seeing who it is, all anger gone. Butterflies flutter in my stomach. Or perhaps it’s the rumble of hunger. I try to convince myself the feeling is because I’m hungry and not because of Beau.
Beau: Today’s the day!
Me: Lol I’m aware of that
Beau: What time will you be here?
Me: Um, not sure. I have to help with the last of clean up and take care of a few things before I can leave. So, Idk maybe 5 or 6
Beau: How much further from the fundraiser do you live?
Me: My aunt lives…
I start to text, but then change my mind and delete it. I’m not sure I’m ready to tell him. My Aunt is one of the wealthiest women in the tri-county area. If not for her being my mom’s sister and having a different last name, I don’t think I could have kept who she is a secret for so long. I have nothing against Beau, or his friends. I just don’t want them treating me differently. The anonymity has been nice.
Beau: ???
Me: My aunt has a lot of property. It’s kind of far out
It’s not a lie, but it’s not the whole truth.
Beau: That’s cool.
Beau: I told you my Granddad has a ranch, it’s pretty far away too. We should go sometime.
Beau: Drive safe babe. Can’t wait to see you.
I’m not sure what to say. Thanks? You too sunshine? Can I call him sunshine? Is it too soon for a pet name? I type sunshine and babe over and over, deleting it only to type one or the other again just to delete it a few more times. Texting shouldn’t be this difficult. I’m sure those three little dots are driving him crazy. They drive me crazy.
Beau: See you soon beautiful
***
My stomach feels like it’s on a rollercoaster, lifting high into my throat as I get closer to his place, then dropping deep down into my seat as I pass it. I’ve circled the block twice already, trying to decide if staying with him again is a good idea. After two more drive-bys, I park my Jetta beside his truck. Unable to move, I pull at the hem of my shirt.
What am I doing here?
Knock. Knock. Knock.
I look up. Beau’s at my window, his lips curling into a smile that reaches his eyes. I click the unlock button and Beau swings my door open.
Seriously, where did you come from?
“Are you gonna come in or gonna circle the block once more?” He holds his hand out to me.
I look down at my lap, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. Busted.
I take Beau’s outstretched hand. He pulls me out of the car and into a big bear hug. His strong arms wrap around me, pressing me into his body. Closing my eyes, I breathe him in, his smell making me dizzy.
I crane my neck to look up at him. His big brown eyes stare down at me. He leans back and smiles. There’s a burning sensation of anticipation in my chest and I find myself blushing again.
I grab my overflowing backpack from the back seat but Beau immediately takes it from me, swinging it over his shoulder as if it’s an empty pillowcase.
He clears his throat and looks over at his house. “Come on.”
Inside the garage apartment, Beau shrugs. “I know you’ve been here before,” he holds his hand out, gesturing to the room, “but here it is.”
I smile, closing the door behind me.
“Uh…you can have the bedroom this weekend. I’ll sleep on the couch,” he says, guiding me to where his room is.
Beau opens his bedroom door and everything is the same as I remember, not that I expected anything about it to change. The king size bed is the focal point of the room, clad in the same deep blue comforter as last weekend. He sets my bag on the bed and walks over to a set of bi-fold doors.
“Uh.” His hand rubs the back of his neck again, it’s definitely a nervous habit.
Do I make him nervous?
“I thought you might like some space of your own while you’re here,” he says, pointing to the empty hangers and bare shelf in the closet.
My crimson cheeks betray the calm bravado I’m trying to portray. Giving me a space to call my own is a simple gesture, but the same gesture took my ex-fiancé, Tristan, two years to do. Beau, someone I barely know, is already twice the man my ex was.
Beau turns and walks away without waiting for my reaction. I follow him into the kitchen. Reaching for his arm, the muscles in his bicep tense. Ignoring my quickening heartbeat, I stand at full height.
“Thank you. You don’t even know how great this is.”
Beau gently threads his fingers through my hair. “It’s nothing.”
My lips tingle from anticipation. This is it. He’s going to kiss me again…but he doesn’t.
Beau retracts his hand. “I hope you brought something nice to wear.”
“I did.”
“Good, we are going to dinner. Then, if you’d like, I thought we’d hit up Cowboy’s tonight?”
“What’s that?”
“A bar on the outskirts of town. There’s usually a band on Friday night.”
“That sounds like fun.”
Beau’s finger brushes against my hand. Swallowing, I take a step back and he takes a step forward. When I step back again, I’m up against the bedroom door. He follows, stopping inches away, trapping me to the spot. My pulse beats wildly. Beau gently threads his fingers through my hair.
“I’m glad you’re here.” He kisses me, making me blush all over.  His lips press against mine until I’m breathless with a flurry of butterflies in my chest.
Beau’s lips curve into a slow, sexy smile. “I should let you get ready.”




Chapter 18

Beau
Waiting on the couch while Mallory gets ready is a strange type of torture. Knowing that she’s naked in my room and I can’t touch her drives me crazy. And trying to distract myself with the nonsense on TV is pointless—Mallory’s naked body is all I can think about.
When Mallory steps into the room, my breath stops short. A black dress hugs her chest down to her waist, then spills out over her hips, stopping near her knees. Those sun-kissed legs of hers look like they go on for days. She does a little spin and the hem of her skirt creeps dangerously high up her thighs.
Taking hold of Mallory’s elbow, I pull her down onto me. Her legs settle on each side of my hips straddling me. My hands wind her waist.
I lean forward. With my lips brushing against her ear I say, “You look absolutely stunning.”
Mallory’s shoulder and cheek pinch together. “Thanks.” She giggles.
As much as it pains me, we need to leave if we are going to make our reservation. I lean back against the cushion. “We should probably get going. It’s about an hour drive to dinner.”




Chapter 19

Beau
Mallory chuckles upon seeing the giant concrete bulldog statue in the parking lot . My insides melt at the sound. Every minute I’m with her seems to be adding cracks the playboy facade I’ve held for so long.
Mallory’s heels click rhythmically against the wooden floor as we approach the hostess’ station. Looking around, I’m surprised. The place is dead for seven o’clock on a Friday night.
The hostess seats us at a table near the back of the establishment a few minutes after we arrive. She gives us our menus and informs us our waitress will be along shortly.
My knee bounces under the table. I rest my hand on my leg, trying to steady it. Mallory chews on her bottom lip as she reads the menu.
“What do you want?” Mallory asks.
“Huh?”
Her pink lips curl at the corner. “What. Do. You. Want. Tonight?”
I bite back a smile. “You.”
“Well, that’s definitely not on the menu,” she says through a chuckle.
A waitress comes to take our drink orders, then brings us a basket of bread. Mallory looks around the room, taking in the rustic decor. Our date must seem awkward to outsiders because a different waitress approaches our table and clears her throat. She’s pretty in an untraditional way. Round face, dark skin, and emerald eyes, with an exotic look, but she doesn’t hold a candle to Mallory. Her eyes fixate on me.
The waitress, whose name tag reads Emma, puts her hand on my arm and asks, “Is everything okay here?” She bats her eyelashes, an inviting smile on her face.
Mallory looks up at her. “Yes, we’re good. Thank you.”
Mallory’s a better person than I am. If some man were blatantly hitting on my date, I’d be spitting unkind words, but Mallory’s smiling.
Emma looks at me and pushes her tits closer to my face. “If you need anything, baby, I’d be more than happy to help you.” She slips a paper, presumably with her number on it, in my shirt pocket and winks. “Anything.”
“Thanks,” I say, keeping my eyes on my menu.
Once Emma’s out of my line of vision, I take the note and drop it on the floor. Mallory eyes me curiously, the gears visibly grinding inside her precious mind.
“Did she seriously just do that?” Mallory asks through a breathy laugh. There’s a timid smile on her face.
“Yeah, I guess she did.”
“And you let her do it?” Mallory teases, throwing a piece of bread from the basket at me. The tension on her face lifts when I swat at the bread and it almost hits the woman sitting at the table across from us.
We’re still laughing when Jack and Coke I ordered is (thankfully) brought to the table by our original waitress. I sip my drink, allowing the burn to ease my nerves.
Our order arrives a moment later. I dive into my steak, but Mallory’s just sitting, staring at her food.
“What?”
She looks up from the food she’s barely touched. Her face is lit up with a smile so big it reaches her eyes. “This is the strangest first date I’ve ever had, but I kind of like it.”
I rub at the back of my neck. “Yeah, I’m not very good at dating. To be honest, I haven’t taken a girl on a proper date in years.”
Her eyes widen. “Really?”
I nod. “There hasn’t been anyone I’ve wanted to get to know outside of the bedroom since high school.”
A small crease appears between her brows. “But you’ve had girlfriends before, right?”
I let out a sigh and lean against the back of booth. “I’ve had one real girlfriend and she did a number on me, but that was ages ago. Every girl after her has been someone to pass the time. Things would last a week, two at best, before I ended it.”
Mallory looks at me, horrified.
I chuckle. “Don’t look at me like that. Those girls knew from day one that I didn’t want anything serious. If they got hurt, then that’s on them.”
Her eyes narrow. “And what do you want now?”
Letting out an exaggerated sigh I say, “Truthfully, I don’t know.”
“Huh,” she says, taking a bite of her burger.
I drop my gaze, waiting for her to say something other than ‘huh.’ Seconds turn into minutes, the silence eating away at me.
What does she want out of this?
“Let’s play pass-or-play,” I say a little too eager.
“What’s that?”
“It’s a game I used to play with my mom when I got in trouble. We get to ask each other five questions and you have to answer, but you can pass on two.”
She looks at me quizzically. “Were you in trouble a lot growing up?”
“Is that your first question?”
She stares off into space for a moment, probably thinking if she wants to play, then nods.
“Pass.”
Mallory’s jaw falls open. “That’s not fair.”
I shrug. “We each get two.”
She throws another piece of bread at me, a playful scowl on her face. It hits my chest, falling onto my lap.
Brushing the bread onto the floor, I ask, “How long are you staying?”
“At your house?”
I shake my head. “No, here in Georgia.”
“Um,” she pauses, gazing into the distance lost in thought. “I’m not sure. Maybe two more weeks. I have to go back for a dress fitting for my brother’s wedding; it’s in about four months.”
“And after the fitting?”
“Don’t know. I guess stay in Florida and deal with.” She freezes, her gaze falling to her hands. “Everything.” That last word comes out so quiet it’s almost a whisper.
Two weeks? A sharp pain forms in my chest. What if this is the last time I get to see Mallory? I need to make this weekend the time of her life. She needs a reason to come back to me.
“My turn,” she says with a smirk. “How old are you?”
“Twenty-one. And you?”
“Nineteen.”
“How many girls have you slept with?”
I sputter, spitting my drink all over my food. Mallory bites her bottom lip, her eyes twinkling with laughter.
When I can finally breathe again, I say, “Pass.”
My turn. “What’s your last name?”
“Pass.”
“Seriously? It’s just a last name. You know mine.”
“You said I get two passes. Now drop it.”
Why won’t she tell me her last name? Maybe she’s a fugitive or something. I chuckle at the thought.
“What’s so funny?” she asks, eyeing me.
“I was just thinking you might be a fugitive on the run from some bank robbery or something crazy in Florida. Then I realized you’re too pretty to be a criminal. Prison would eat you alive.”
She laughs too. “I’m definitely not a criminal. My turn?”
“Nope. You asked an extra question. Do you have any siblings?”
“Just an older brother.”
Right. She already said that. Way to waste a question.
“What are you afraid of?”
Her question takes me by surprise. What am I most afraid of? You leaving me before I get the chance to get to know you and make you mine. I sigh, realizing that I can’t say that. So instead I say, “Spiders.”
Mallory’s nose wrinkles. “I hate spiders and all creepy-crawly bugs. Favorite food?”
“Frog legs. You?”
“Pasta. I’ve never had frog legs before.” She grins. “I think we’ve gone over five questions.”
I nod. “They taste like chicken by the way.”
Mallory’s head cocks to the side. “What does?”
“Frog legs.” 




Chapter 20

Mallory
We pull up to a nightclub called Cowboy’s and the front parking lot is packed. Beau turns around the back of the building and makes his own parking space in a vacant lot. I chuckle because never in my life have I been with someone who makes their own parking space.
Getting out, I wobble, my heels sink into the grass with each step I take. Beau must see me struggling because he puts a supportive arm around my waist, ushering me out of the grassy lot and to the sidewalk. Nestled close to his body, the smell of his cologne is heavenly. It’s the kind of smell that makes me want to bury my nose in his chest and not come up for air for hours.
“Sorry,” Beau says as we approach the front of the building. Rob, Jess, Kevin and Shannon are huddled in a group, likely waiting for our arrival. “Kevin must have opened his big mouth about us coming here tonight.”
I force a smile. “It’s fine.”
I was enjoying our alone time, but I guess all good things must come to an end. Beau’s hand slides from around my waist, down my arm until our fingers tangle together.
“Sup, man,” Rob says as we approach, his hand up in the air for a high five.
“Not much.” Beau high fives Rob then  back hands Kevin across the stomach. We walk in front of the group to be the first ones through the door.
“Hey, Mallory,” Jess says, playfully from behind me.
I look over my shoulder and give Jess a little wave.
We barely get through the door before the bouncer cards us. Digging in my purse I realize I forgot my fake-ID. Feeling more than embarrassed, I extend my hand and the bouncer-dude puts a big black X on it.
Beau chuckles, his brown eyes twinkling with flirtation. He leans in, his breath tickling my ear as he whispers, “Don’t worry beautiful, I’m done drinking tonight. I’ll get you whatever you want.”
***
Cowboys is nothing like the nightclubs I’ve been to in Fort Lauderdale. The building room is divided into three sections. There’s an L-shaped bar with a dozen or so chairs to my left, to my right is a game area with four red pool tables, three dart boards,  and the bathrooms. Straight ahead of me is a stage and a dancefloor that’s full of people in boots and jeans. My insecurities peak because not only am I the only one of us underage but I’m also more than overdressed.
As if Beau can read my thoughts, he brings his mouth to my ear. “You are the most beautiful girl here.” His lips kiss my skin before pulling away. “Go with the guys, I’ll catch up in a minute.”
I follow Kevin and Rob to the game area while Jess and Shannon make their way to the dancefloor.
After feeding the dart machine more quarters than I can count, Kevin and Rob engage in a heated game of rock paper scissors to see who’s going to throw first.
Beau appears a few minutes later, a large red drink with a mini umbrella in one hand and what looks to be a Coke in his other. He hands me the red one. I look up at him, straw between my lips, and take a sip. He holds my gaze a little too long for two people this attracted to each other not to be doing something.
My pulse drums in my ears.
Is he gonna kiss me again?
Better yet, why do I want him to kiss me again?
That’s a stupid question. Beau’s the best kisser I’ve ever had. I can only imagine what he’d be like in bed. My cheeks heat at that thought.
Beau winks at me before he joins the guys.
Three mystery red drinks later and I’m feeling good. Beau stands behind me, his arms clasped around my waist. I rest my head on his shoulder and close my eyes. His fingers strum against my skin, lulling me to sleep.
Beau’s thumb abruptly stop moving. I peel my eyes open and look up at him, expecting a warm smile to greet me. But Beau’s jaw is tense as his eyes follow someone across the room, near the bar.
“Listen,” Beau says to me, his tone is firm and ominous. “There’s this girl from my past, she’s down there at the bar.” He tilts his head in the direction of the girl, but I have no idea who I’m supposed to be looking for. “She’s probably going to come over here.” He pauses to look me dead in the eye. “Full disclosure, we fooled around a few weeks ago, but it was just sex. She doesn’t mean anything to me. Okay?”
Wait, what? I force a smile, feeling my heart sink.
Beau places his hand under my chin and lifts my chin. “Remember, I’m here with you.” His lips press against mine for a fraction of a second, leaving me confused and wanting more.
Jess skips up to us, her arms linked with some big-boobed blond. They stop at the dart board, saying hey to Kevin and Rob, before coming our way. Beau’s arms fall from around me and he takes two steps to the side. He runs a jerky hand through his hair and forces a smile.
The big-boobed girl runs at Beau, throwing herself into his arms. Beau gives her type of hug I’ve only dreamed of getting—the lift you off your feet, heart racing, butterflies fluttering, no one in the world matters but you kind of hug. As if that wasn’t bad enough, her ruby red lips meet his. The kiss was brief, maybe a fraction of second, but it’s enough.
I lean against the wall, trying to resuscitate the dying butterflies in my stomach. Beau and the girl talk, but I can’t hear what they’re saying over the sound of my pulse in my ears. Beau laughs and sips his beer.
 My eyes burn. Tears well in them, waiting to be set free. Unable to stomach their interactions anymore, I give into the nagging urge to leave. Turning away, I make it ten steps before pressure on my shoulder stops me in my tracks. I turn and find a confused Beau looking at me.
“You okay?” he asks, his voice laced with what sounds like genuine concern.
“I’m fine,” I croak.
“I’m sorry about Amanda.”
Oh, so that’s her name.
“I didn’t know she was gonna kiss me,” he says, apologetically.
I shrug. “It’s whatever.”
It’s not whatever. It feels like I’m dying inside, every cell in my body aches. I haven’t felt this kind of hurt since catching Tristan knee-deep in my ex-best friend against our washing machine.
“Are we okay?” Beau studies my face. “We can leave if you want.”
“We’re fine.” It’s another lie. My gaze falls to my feet. “Be with your friends. I’m going to the bathroom.”
“Mallory—”
“Really,” I say, cutting him off, “it’s all good.”
Turning my back to Beau, I force my feet in the direction of the bathroom. I lock myself in the oversized handicap stall and scrub at the X on my hand
Convinced the black mark is gone enough, I leave and find a seat at the far end of the bar.
“You look like you’re having a rough night,” the bartender says.
“That obvious?” I ask through a breathy laugh.
The bartender pulls out two shot glasses and pours the contents of a bottle into them. He hands me one glass and a lime and keeps the other for himself.
“On the house.”
I hold my glass up. “Cheers.”
Placing the glass to my lips, I swallow. The Tequila burns going down, but it’s the kind of burn that chases away your sorrows.
Before I’m finished sucking on the lime, he says, “Want another?”
“Yes, please.”
Three shots and another fruity red drink later, I’m practically stalking Big-Boobs-Magee from a distance. My eyes follow her every move, envious as to how easily she joins the conversations.
“Jealous is does not look pretty on you,” Kevin says, sneaking up behind me.
I jump, my hand flying to my heart, irrationally thinking my own touch would steady it’s racing.
Crap, I’m caught.
Kevin laughs at my reaction and drags a stool over to sit beside me. He pats the bar. “Bud Light.”
The bartender gives Kevin his beer, but hovers close by, probably wondering if Kevin’s gonna steal me away now that I’m all boozed up.
“You’re drunk,” Kevin says, in a matter-of-fact way.
I stick my tongue out at him.
Kevin rolls his eyes. “You never answered me.”
“And you never asked a question,” I rebuff. Drunk me has got this.
“Why are you down here by yourself, wasted?”
I turn in my chair to face the pool tables but lose my balance, nearly falling out of it. Kevin takes hold of my elbow and steadies me. I point in the direction of the group. “I’ve been re-play-said.” 
He chuckles. “Lord Almighty, your accent’s thicker than mom’s gravy.”
I shrug, not fully understanding Kevin’s comment. And then it hits me, he didn’t deny it. That girl replaced me! I hold my empty glass up until the bartender acknowledges me. “Can I get another one?”
Kevin waves off the bartender then puts his hand on my shoulder. Looking me straight in the eye, he says, “Beau asked me to check on you.”
“Why? He too busy to come talk to me himself?”
Kevin shakes his head, brows drawing together. “Let’s dance.”
“Pffft.” I think I spit on him.
Kevin wipes his cheek with the back of his hand then stares at me, waiting for an answer.
I shrug. “I can’t line dance.”
“It’s a slow song.”
I need another reason to say no, but I’m drawing a blank. I look around the room. My eyes quickly find Beau again, still up by the pool tables, still talking to Big-Boobs-Magee.
“If you’re worried about Amanda,” Kevin says, as if he can read my thoughts, “who by the way has nothing on you, then let’s make Beau jealous.”
I shoot Kevin a questioning look and he chuckles again. He has a nice laugh. I sigh. Too bad he’s a man-whore. He’s kind of nice.
Did I just find something about Kevin attractive? Whoa. Maybe I have had too much to drink.
I shake my head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“Sure it is. When Amanda sees how jealous Beau’s about to get, she’s gonna be pissed.”
“I don’t think one dance is going to make Beau jealous.”
Kevin takes my hand and drags me to the dance floor. “Oh, you don’t know Beau like I do.”




Chapter 21

Beau
I realize the night is probably ruined the moment Amanda hurls herself into my arms. Everything that happens next is reflex—the swinging, the hugging, the laughing. It’s all a routine we’ve fallen into over the years that’s as natural to me as breathing. I didn’t mean for it to happen, but it did.
Mallory goes to the bathroom and then down to the bar. I know her feelings are hurt. I could see it in her eyes when I confronted her.
I toy with the idea of following Mallory down to the bar but decide to give her some space. The last time Mallory got upset she ran away; maybe that’s what she’s doing now. At least this time I can keep an eye her and make sure she’s safe.
I watch Mallory sit down at the bar. The dude behind it is serving her more shots than she can feasibly handle. She pounds them back, one after another, then starts on a mix drink. I chew on my lip. I know I should do something, pace her drinking but I don’t want to come across as this crazy, controlling boyfriend. Not that I’m her boyfriend…yet.
Amanda touches my arm, pulling my attention back to her. She tilts her head toward the back corner of the room, a tantalizing grin on her face. She isn’t subtle about her desires but I don’t want that tonight. I don’t want her. I want Mallory. I shake my head. Amanda’s eyes widen and then narrow. I watch an array of emotions cross her face: shock, sadness, and finally anger.
“I’ll have you again sooner or later,” Amanda whispers into my ear. She pulls away, but not before licking my cheek.
I wipe her slobber off with the back of my hand and look at the bartender again. He makes my blood boil. It’s obvious he wants Mallory. I clench my fist and take a deep breath.
I can’t be mad. She hasn’t done anything with him. She’s barely talked to him. Still…
“Hey, Kevin,” I holler over the sound of the band.
“What’s up?” He walks around the edge of the pool table, probably to hear me better.
“Mallory’s been down at the bar a while.”
“So?”
“Can you go check on her for me?”
“Why don’t you go?”
I should be the one going down there, whisking her away from that douchebag, but I know if I go down there now the bartender will say something smart. I’ll end up punching him in the face and Mallory will never look at me the same. The sparkle in her eyes when she looks at me will burn out and I’ll be lumped in with all the other douchebags in her life.
“Because, I don’t want her knowing that I’m jealous.”
“You’re being stupid, but whatever.” Kevin strolls across the bar, ignoring the girls cat-calling him along the way. He drags a stool beside Mallory and sits down. She laughs at whatever he’s saying to her and I relax a little. Kevin’s good peoples, he’ll keep her safe.
Out of nowhere, Amanda screeches, “Kevin’s got himself another piece of ass! Whooooo! Get it, Kevin!”
My eyes effortlessly find Kevin on the dance floor. His hands cradle some girl’s face, his lips pressing against hers. I smile, amused at how easily he pulls tail until I realize who he’s kissing.
What the hell?
My vision tunnels and all I can see is Kevin and Mallory. I cross the club faster than I thought possible, pushing everyone in my way aside. I’m not nice about it. A few people shout at me, spitting ugly words as I barrel through them, but I don’t care.
Grabbing Kevin by the arm, I turn him to face me. It takes every inch of willpower I have not to knock his teeth out.
Kevin chuckles upon seeing me with a shit-eating grin a mile wide and it sets me off. Without thinking, I draw back and punch Kevin in the face as hard as I can. He stumbles back a step, then touches his bottom lip.
“Not bad, Beau,” Kevin says, his voice calm and steady. “I didn’t know you had it in ya.”
I grit my teeth and look at Mallory. She stands beside him, pale-faced and wide-eyed. Her mouth hangs open, making a perfect O between her lips.
Amanda sneaks up behind me. Her hands slide up my chest, her cheek pressing against my shoulder. I shudder. “Aw, you look like you’re gonna cry,” she mocks.
“What’s your problem, Amanda?” I say, all my frustrations directed at her.
“Excuse me?” Amanda’s hands fly to her hips.
“Get it through your thick skull. We’re done. You were nothing to me but an easy piece of ass and I don’t want it anymore.”
With an exaggerated huff, Amanda opens her mouth to say something but changes her mind. She turns and sulks away.
“About damn time,” Kevin says, hand up for a high five. “I’ve always hated that bitch.”
I ignore Kevin’s hand and turn my attention to Mallory. Her face is blotchy and red from crying. I suddenly remember why I was heated in the first place.
“Why the hell are you kissing him?” I yell at her. “We came here together, in case you forgot.”
Mallory gasps. Her shoulder brushes against me as she runs past me to God-knows-where.
Kevin steps closer, stopping inches from my face. Pointing behind me to wherever Mallory’s run off to, he says, “That chick drove almost an hour to be with you tonight. She likes you, even if she doesn’t realize it yet. And what do you do?” He pauses, likely waiting for me to respond. When I don’t reply, he says, “You decide to ignore her the moment Amanda shows up.”
Kevin reaches out, shoving me in the shoulder. “She sat at the bar, by herself, and drank her shit away instead of causing a scene.”
“Kissing you wasn’t a scene?” I ask, a little too loudly. People twist their necks to look at us.
“She only agreed to a dance. A dance you should have been dancing with her.” Kevin pokes me in the chest with his finger. “I kissed her and she instantly reared back. Then your shitty ass comes down here and starts acting like a jealous prick. Tighten up before I steal your girl for real.”
My stomach drops. The rage I felt only a moment ago is replaced with shame.
“Hell,” I run my hand through my hair. “I did exactly what I didn’t want to do”
Kevin rests his hand on my shoulder. “It’s all good, dude. We’re good dude.” He pauses, then adds, “If I get to drink on your tab the rest of the night.”
“Sure man. Whatever you want. Sorry about the lip.”
“I’m not the one you need to apologize to.” Kevin slaps me on the butt and turns toward the bar. “Go get your girl!”




Chapter 22

Mallory
Sitting on the sticky floor of the handicapped stall in the bathroom isn’t where I thought I’d end up tonight. Yet, here I am crying my eyes out, ruining the makeup that I worked so hard to make perfect.
“Mallory? You in here?” a voice calls out to me. “It’s Jess.”
I suck in a breath, desperate to choke back my tears and be as quiet as possible.
“I know you’re in here. I can hear your sniffling.” Jess pushes on the stall doors until she reaches the one I’m in. The lock clangs as it rears against itself. She bends down, sticking her head under the door. “Open up or I’m crawling under.”
Refusing to look at her, I sit still as a statue. With a huff, she crawls under the door and finds herself a place on the ground beside me.
“Seriously, I need a shower now. This floor is nasty,” Jess says, wiping her hands on her pants as if that would magically make the germs disappear.
A laugh escapes me between sobs. Jess puts an arm around me and I let my head fall onto her shoulder. She doesn’t try to talk. Instead, she sits there letting me cry until I run out of tears.
“He likes you, a lot,” Jess says, her hands running through my curls.
“Who?”
“Beau.”
I shake my head. “He probably thinks I’m a slut for kissing Kevin.”
Jess pulls back, forcing me look at her. “No, he doesn’t. He was just mad and everyone knows that kiss was all Kevin. I told you, he’s a dog.”
“More like a pig,” I mumble.
If knowing this was all Kevin’s fault was supposed to make me feel better, it doesn’t. I’m now just one of the many girls Kevin’s kissed and passed on to his friends. Great, I’m sloppy seconds! I burry my face in my arms and ugly cry again.
“I’ve been around a few years now,” Jess says, “and I’ve never seen Beau try this hard. He’s done nothing but drill Shannon about you all week.”
I sniffle and look up at her.
“Beau makes mistakes,” Jess says, wiping tears from my cheek with the back of her finger. “He’s hot-headed and has a temper like no other, but he is the most amazing guy I’ve ever met. If I wasn’t with Rob, he’s one of the few guys in this county I’d consider being with. Give him another chance.”
Jess pulls a handful of toilet paper from the dispenser beside her. She hands it to me and I blow my nose.
I understand why Beau got mad. Hell, I was just as upset when Big-Boobs kissed him, only I kept it inside. Standing up, I evaluate myself in the mirror. My eyes are bloodshot and puffy and I’ve cried off most of my makeup. Wetting a paper towel, I scrub my face. There’s not much I can do about the rest of my makeup, but at least I don’t have dark circles under my eyes anymore.
“Mallory?” Beau’s voice echoes in the bathroom.
“We’re in here,” Jess calls out. She puts a hand on my shoulder and gives an approving nod before unlocking the stall door. “I’ll stand guard,” Jess says to him.
Refusing to turn and face Beau, I watch him from the mirror. He hovers in the entryway of the stall with his hands in his pockets.
“I’m sorry,” Beau says, taking a few steps towards me. “I didn’t mean to yell at you.”
“You’re a jerk,” I say, still watching him from the mirror.
“I know.” Beau runs his fingers through his hair. “I saw Kevin’s lips on yours and everything went red. It drove me crazy. I…” His shoulders hunch forward.
Beau backs against the stall and slides down the siding to the floor. Feeling a little bad for him, I walk over and sit down too. Jess is right, he was angry and people say things they don’t mean when they are mad. Thinking back, Beau didn’t say anything mean. He just yelled at me.
“I really wanted to make a good impression,” Beau says, his gaze fixated on the wall in front of us.
I shrug. “You were batting a thousand before coming here.
“And now?” Beau’s sad eyes look at me and my frustration with him fades away.
The bathroom door swings open, and Jess hollers, “I hate to interrupt, but we are getting a line out here.”
Beau nods to himself and stands. Extending a hand he says, “Let’s get out of here.”




Chapter 23

Beau
I’m antsy. My skin is practically crawling inside itself, making sleep impossible to find.
How could I have let tonight go so wrong?
Mallory lies beside me on the couch with her head in my lap. My fingers thread through her hair and the smell of coconut floods my senses.
About twenty minutes into a movie, that she picked, Mallory’s eyes drift closed. I listen to her breathe. Goosebumps prick my skin and for a moment I’m flooded with warmth. I take a staggered breath, my chest expanding and the sensation runs through me, down to my toes.
“Mallory?”
“Mmm,” she says, her eyes still closed.
“Are you sleeping?”
“Umm-hmmm.”
“All right, baby.” Not convinced she’s asleep, I add, “Just so you know, I have the world’s largest penis ever.”
“Mmm,” she says.
Mallory’s definitely asleep.
“I won’t tell you when you’re awake. Not yet, anyway. But I more than like you,” I whisper. “I can’t get you out of my head.” I pause, unable to fight the smile creeping across my face. “Trust me, I’ve tried.” My finger brushes against her cheek. “I’ve never met anyone who makes me feel things like you do.”
***
Cradling Mallory in my arms, I carry her to my room. Pulling the sheets back with one hand, I lay her on my mattress, then cover her up.
“Where are you going?” Mallory says, her voice hoarse from sleeping.
“To the couch.”
Mallory sits up, her eyes half open and shakes her head. She scoots to one side of the bed and lifts the sheet.
“This bed is big enough for both of us. Lie with me.”
My heart gallops in my chest. Forcing myself not to rip my close off and dive under the covers with her, I strip down to my boxers, one article of clothing at a time. The mattress dips as I scoot beside her.
Mallory shifts and presses her back against my chest. Reaching my arm across her, my fingers creep under her shirt and strum against her soft skin of her stomach. Mallory’s back arches, pushing her butt against me. I groan, trying hard to fight how my body reacts to hers.
Mallory turns in my arms. “Why haven’t you kissed me again?”
I stare down into Mallory’s big blue eyes, trying not to get lost in them. My stomach flips inside itself. If only she knew how much I want to kiss her. How much I crave to have her lips on mine, to have her skin on my skin. If she was any other girl, I’d take her right now, but she’s not.
“You’re screwing this up by not kissing me.” Mallory rolls on her side and scoots away from me. Her fingers clutch my blanket, pulling it up to her chin.
I sit up and lean over her. I need her to look at me. Mallory turns, looking over her shoulder and her eyes lock onto mine.
“I royally screwed up tonight.” I sigh and lay back onto my pillow. Staring up at the ceiling I say, “I don’t want to taint the memory of your amazing kisses. Does that make sense?”
Mallory’s quiet for a long time. She exhales loudly. “No, it doesn’t but whatever.” Mallory shifts again, making herself comfortable.  I don’t know what to say. So, silence fills the room. Within a few minutes, Mallory’s fallen back asleep. But I’m wide awake, trying to wrack my brain for a way to redeem myself this weekend.




Chapter 24

Mallory
Rolling onto my side, my head’s killing me. I peek one eye open. The curtains are drawn, blinds closed, but it’s still too bright. Sitting up, I look around. I’m still in Beau’s room, alone, and fully clothed. Relief washes over me because I didn’t throw myself at him like a drunken fool. Tiptoeing to the door, I peek my head out and listen. Silence.
Where did he go?
I listen a minute longer. Still nothing. Convinced Beau’s not inside, I sneak into the bathroom and steal a shower. Fifteen minutes later I feel refreshed and ready to take on the day. Walking out of the bathroom, in just a towel, I stop in my tracks.
 Beau’s standing between the kitchen and the bathroom, eyes wide, giving my body a once, no, a twice-over. He clears his throat. “Uh…morning.”
My cheeks burn from embarrassment. I can’t believe I let him catch me makeup-less and in a towel no less. “Morning.”
We stand there, staring at each other.  The tension in the room thickens. Finally, Beau points towards the living room. “Um…I’ve got breakfast. I’ll be in there waiting.”




Chapter 25

Beau
“So I thought we might go fishing today,”  I say, carrying our plates to the sink.
“That sounds like a great idea.”
I’m surprised. One, because I’ve never taken a girl fishing and two because Mallory genuinely sounds interested.  “Really?”
Mallory nods, taking the wet dish from my hand. She grabs the dishtowel beside the drying wrack and hand dries while I wash. “I don’t know if you know this, but I’m an expert saltwater fisherman,” she says, her head held high.
“Yeah?”
“Yep. My dad and I have competed in fishing tournaments every summer since I was seven. The team with the largest fish won. Granted, there are categories for each type of fish and sub-categories by age, but it was still awesome. Especially when the fish I brought in won two years in a row.”
The image of Mallory fishing in some skinny, little string bikini and her Daisy Duke shorts comes to mind. She probably reeled in a monster of a fish like a swordfish or a shark.
“What?” she asks.
I blink a couple times, trying to clear my thoughts. “What, what?”
Mallory giggles. “You were staring off into space with a goofy look on your face. Where’d your mind go?”
I try to keep a straight expression. “In the gutter.”
***
Saltwater fishing and freshwater fishing must be different because I’ve caught three fish to Mallory’s nothing. She casts her line, lets it sit for a few minutes then slowly reels it in. That perfect bottom lip of hers juts out every time the worm comes back without a fish but as frustrated as she is, Mallory keeps trying, and I love that about her.
“What am I doing wrong?” Mallory puts her rod in the holder, finally giving up. I reel in my line and put my rod in the holder next to hers.
“Are you sure you’re a fishing expert? Because from where I’m sitting, you kind of suck at this.”
Mallory leans over and punches my shoulder. Her hand lingers on my skin a second longer than necessary and our eyes lock onto each other. She bites her lip. I love
it when she bites that lip.
“Come on.” I hold my hand out to her. Mallory crosses her arms over her chest. “Let’s teach you how to freshwater fish.”
“Seriously?” she says, more than a little frustrated.
I can’t see Mallory’s eyes through her thick aviator glasses, but a small wrinkle appears in the middle of her forehead. In that moment, a boat flies past ours. Its wake rocks our boat, knocking me off my feet.
Mallory giggles, obviously amused by my bruised behind, then says, “Fine.”
I press my back against Mallory and place my hands on top of hers. We hold the bottom of the rod in one hand and the reel with the other. Drawing the rod back, we cast the line. It flies roughly twenty yards, landing in the center of the lake with an oomph.
“Now,” I say, “you’ve got to let the worm slip down near the bottom. After about a minute or two, give it a little pop, then slowly reel it in.”
“Like this?” she asks, making the line bounce.
“Yeah,” I say, through a laugh.
One cast after another, Mallory lets me guide her. She’s doing great, but as we reel the line in, we don’t get a fish.
By the fourth cast, Mallory can easily handle the rod herself, but I don’t want to let her go. I love the feeling of our closeness. On her fifth cast, Mallory squeals, finally hooking a bass.
“Aren’t you going to take the hook out of its mouth?”
Mallory shakes her head, wrinkling her nose.
“I’ll get it for you,” I hold up a finger, “on one condition.”
Mallory’s lips twist sideways before she says, “And what might that be?”
“You’ve got to let me take a picture of you with your first fish.”
Mallory backhands me across the stomach. “This is not my first fish.”
“Fine,” I hold my hands up in surrender, “your first freshwater fish.”
Mallory’s lips press into a firm line, but she nods. The fish is small, maybe two-thirds the size of my forearm but she’s proud. Sticking her thumb in its mouth, she pretends to give it a kiss.
Lucky fish.
I grab my phone from the dry box and snap the picture.
Throwing the fish back into the water, she beams and my heart swells knowing I’ve had a hand in her happiness.




Chapter 26

Beau
Mallory’s phone is linked to my Bluetooth speakers. She’s happy, singing along to a Taylor Swift song, hands waving around in what I think are supposed to be dance moves. Enticed by her, I almost forgot about the lingering text messages until my phone buzzes in my pocket again. At the next stop light, I pull it out.
Kevin: They’re fighting again
Kevin: Jess is really pissed this time
Kevin: Can you come get me?
The song switches to Maroon 5, but Mallory stops dancing in her seat. Her eyes focus on me, brows pushed together and there’s a hint of concern on her face.
“What’s wrong?” she asks.
I take my cap off, run my fingers through my hair, then throw it up onto the dash. She looks at me, all wide-eyed and worried. “So I planned for this weekend to be just us but…um.” I let out a sigh. This sucks.
“Oh, God,” she says, her voice almost a whisper. “You do have a girlfriend.” Mallory eyes fall to her lap. She twirls the hem of her shirt between her fingers. “I’m so stupid, I—”
“Mallory, no.” I say too loudly, my voice echoes in the small cab of my truck. “It’s not like that!”
I’m practically yelling. Not angry yelling, just loud, but it did something. Mallory’s face blanches. Her hands tremble, and her bottom lip quivers. Tears are on the brims of her lashes, eager to break free, and I feel like a complete jerk.
“Mallory, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell.” She’s not looking at me. My chest tightens, as adrenaline laced with panic courses through me. I’m screwing up again. “You were panicking and the music was loud. I just, I don’t know. I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine,” Mallory whispers, her eyes glued to her hands.
It’s not fine.
We’re not fine.
I pull over into the Winn-Dixie parking lot and shut off the truck. I search Mallory’s face for a sign that we really are fine, but she won’t look at me. She’s fiercely rubbing her palm with her thumb. Feeling defeated, and desperate to redeem myself in her eyes, I reach over and put my hand on hers.
“Hey,” I say.
Mallory’s eyes drift up and lock onto mine.
One second.
Two seconds.
Three seconds later, she finally says, “Hi.”
“I’m sorry,” I say, hoping she can hear my sincerity, “I didn’t mean to yell. You were freaking out, and I wasn’t sure how to make you stop.”
Mallory’s eyes pull away and fixate on something out the window. She nods and a rogue tear runs down her cheek. Leaning over, I brush my thumb against her soft skin, wiping the tear away. Her breath hitches.
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
Chewing on her cheek, she nods. “My ex,” she pauses, probably searching for the right words. “He would get loud when he drank…”
A fire sparks inside me along with a laundry list of questions I don’t want the answers to.
Was Mallory verbally abused?
Did he ever lay a hand her?
I swear if he did I’ll find him and kick his ass.
That low-life probably cheated on her. Does she have Stockholm Syndrome? I bet he locked Mallory away in a dungeon and she was only allowed out at social gatherings?
Okay that last thought’s a little far-fetched. But Shannon did say that Mallory just got out of a bad relationship. I can’t help but wonder if this is what she meant by bad.
Fighting back the heat in my chest I ask, “So your relationship sucked, huh?”
Mallory gives a sad, half smile. “Only at the end.”
“Did he hurt you?”
Mallory’s quiet a long time before finally saying, “Never on purpose.”
What the hell does that mean?
I reach out to touch hold Mallory, to comfort her, but she flinches. My heart falls to my feet.




Chapter 27

Mallory
After a long fifteen minutes of reassuring Beau that I’m fine (I’m not sure if actually he believes me) we pull up to Rob and Jess’s place. I sit up in my seat upon hearing something glass breaking inside their house.
“Should we go inside and check on them?”
Beau shakes his head. “No, it’s best to let them hash things out on their own.”
Déjà vu hits me. I’m brought back to my childhood, listening to my parents argue, watching my father turn violent. I push the memories away but am unable to shake my concern for Jess. I unbuckle and reach for the door handle.
“Stay out of it, Mallory.” Beau warns.
Ignoring him, I open the door. I hurry across the yard. Beau’s door slams behind me. He groans, then jogs to be at my side.
“This is a bad idea,” he says as we approach their house, the inaudible sound of yelling and shattering glass getting louder.
Kevin stands upon seeing us and walks over from the firepit. “It’s bad this time.”
Nervous goosebumps prick my skin. I hover at the back door, terrified of what I might see on the other side. Something else shatters. I can’t take it anymore, I open the door.
“I hate you,” Jess throws another plate. Rob ducks and it hits the wall behind him.
“Nothing happened, I swear,” Rob pleads, his hands in the air in surrender.
“Liar,” Jess screams. She picks up a cup, ready to throw it, but stops when she sees me standing in the doorway.
I freeze, not expecting Rob to be the one needing saving.
“What the hell are you doing here, Mallory?”
“I…uh…”words…where are my words?
Beau comes up from behind me and snakes a hand around my waist. “We came to get Kevin. Mallory had to pee but she can wait.” He looks at me. “Right, babe?”
“Uh…yeah. Sorry guys.”
Beau takes my hand, closing the door behind us as he drags me away. “I tried to warn you.”
I’m so embarrassed. I let my demons get the best of me again. “I know, I’m sorry.”




Chapter 28

Mallory
I’ve only got one week left in Georgia. It’s not enough time. If I didn’t have a tea-party-thing with my Aunt this morning, I never would have left Beau. My phone dins as I hide in the bathroom.
Beau: So tomorrow is the Fourth of July
Me: And?
Beau: What are you doing for it?
Me: I have a luncheon with my Aunt at her country club
Beau: Ok never mind
Me: ?
I leave the bathroom and walk the perfectly manicured grounds of the country club. I wait thirty minutes, an agonizing, excruciatingly long thirty minutes for Beau to respond, but he doesn't.
Is he still mad about the Jess thing?
Time’s ticking away, my Aunt will be looking for me soon. Unable to wait any longer, I call Beau’s number. He picks up on the first ring.
“Hey,” he says.
“Hey.” Neither of us speaks for a few seconds and I instantly regret calling. Maybe things weren’t as great as I thought they were this past weekend.
“So, what’s up?” he finally asks. He sounds nervous or maybe preoccupied…I shouldn’t have called.
“Nothing. I should go.”
“Wait!” Beau calls into the phone. “I want you to come over tomorrow and stay again. I don’t have to go to the ranch until Wednesday.”
That’s two more days together. I smile, grateful he can’t see my blushing cheeks.
“Okay.”
“Will you come after your lunch thing?”
“Wait…I um.” Shoot. “I promised Jess I’d go to a barbeque with her and Rob on the fourth. I completely forgot. I can come by after…if you still want me to.”
Beau chuckles and that low rumble of his sends a vibration deep into my core.
“What’s so funny?”
“Jess is good,” he says.
I can see Beau now, shaking his head, a wide grin on his face. My face, on the other hand, probably doesn’t look so cute right now, all twisted and contorted.
“I’m very confused right now. What is so funny?”
“Jess invited you to my Fourth of July party.”
“Oh!” I say through a laugh. “She is a sneaky one, isn’t she?”
“Jess wouldn’t be Jess if she wasn’t meddling. Um…fair warning, it’s a pool party and it’s at my house.” He pauses.
I’ve been to Beau’s house before. What’s the big deal?
One second.
Two seconds.
Three seconds.
I’m going crazy with anticipation.
Finally, he says, “You’ll get to meet my mom and my brother.”
My heart begins to race. Are we at the meet the family stage? We aren’t even dating? Or are we? I thought this was a friends with benefits thing. I’m overreacting. It’s just a bunch of friends having a party at his house. I bet all of his friends have met his family before.
“Mallory? You still there?”
Shit! Shit! Shit! Beau probably thinks I’m freaking out. Hell, I am freaking out. “Err, sorry. I got distracted. Sounds great, Beau. I can’t wait to meet them. See you tomorrow.”
***
“Why do you keep looking at your phone? It’s rude. We invited you to out luncheon to socialize, not fall into the social media wormhole,” my Aunt says, giving me the stink eye.
I drop my phone into my lap, ashamed to have gotten caught. “I…uh…have another celebration to get to today.”
Her eyes narrow on me. “With that Beau boy again?”
“Oh, Trisha, give the girl a break,” my Aunt’s friend Nell says. “You wanted her out, socializing and that’s just what she’s doing.”
“Socializing is one thing,” my Aunt says bringing her tea cup to her lips. She takes a sip then says, “but fraternizing with a country-bumpkin is another.”
Nell gives my Aunt a knowing look. “You were about her age when you met Don. He was…what did you call it…a country-bumpkin?”
I take a bite of my blueberry muffin to hide my laughter. My Aunt’s eyes dart over to me, as if she knows I’m laughing at her expense.
“Eric was sophisticated,” my Aunt says, with more than a hint of irritation n her tone. “Lord only knows what kind of man this Beau character is.”
“He is a gentleman Aunt Trisha.”
“Well then I’d like to meet him.”
“Trish—” My Aunt holds up her hand, silencing her friend.
“I know you Mallory. You get attached far too easily and you’re sleeping with this boy—”
“I am doing no such thing!” I interject. A few people turn their heads. My Aunt’s face turns red, angry with the attention I’m drawing.
“You will bring him for lunch Friday. It’s not up for negation.”
I look at Nell, my eyes pleading with her to say something but she remains silent. “I’m leaving next Tuesday for Florida. There’s no point.” Maybe my Aunt will see reason. Beau and I aren’t dating. We’re barely friends in the eyes of anyone that matters. Why must she insist on meeting him?
“He will join us or so help me God child, I with withdraw all the money I’ve contributed to your college fund over the years.”
I feel the color drain from my face. My Aunt’s not a woman who bluffs. She’s forcing my hand and she knows it. Defeated and a little embarrassed I nod. “Fine Aunt Trisha, we will be there.”




Chapter 29

Beau
Mom’s house is full, just like it is every year, with a mix of my brother’s friends and mine but it’s hard to enjoy the party when Mallory’s not here. I’m trying my best to be sociable, talking with everyone who comes up to me, but my mind is elsewhere. It’s on the screen door, waiting for her to arrive.
A loud whistle pulls me out of my daze. I look around, wondering if anyone is trying to get my attention when I finally see her. Mallory appears dressed in a yellow knee length tea dress that makes her hair glow.  
Mallory scans the crowd and our eyes find each other almost immediately.
I push my way through what feels like heaps of people before finally wrapping my arms around Mallory’s waist. I pull her into me, lifting her off the ground while I spin her around. Mallory makes a squealing-laughing sound.
Setting Mallory back on her feet, her mouth opens but I don’t give her the chance to speak. Instead, my mouth covers her in a hungry, needy kiss, until I’m gasping for air. My fingers run through her hair, gently pulling her lips from mine. Her lips curl up into a contagious grin and I find myself smiling too, the flavor of her kiss still alive on my tongue.
Mallory
“Oh, my heavens is this her?” a woman squeals as Beau and I walk into the kitchen. She puts down the bowl of potato salad she’s fixing and pulls me in for a hug. Both arms wrap around me as she rocks me a time or two before putting her hands on my shoulders and pushing me back a few inches. “Let me get a good look at you, sugar.”
The woman has the same brown hair as Beau, only hers is much longer and pulled into a messy bun on her head.
Her grin reaches her ears as she says, “Mercy me, Beau, she’s a beauty.”
My cheeks burn, embarrassed by the flattery. Beau slips his arm around my waist and pulls me away from her.
“Mom,” Beau says, hugging me close. “quit. You’ll scare her off.”
“Oh, hush now, child,” Mama Cooper says to her son. Her eyes meet mine again. “Darlin’, I’m Sandy Cooper. Most kids around here call me Sandy.”
“Or Mama C,” someone says, coming around the corner. The voice is owned by an older, more muscular, blond version of Beau. His cheeks are fuller and his eyes are a deep blue, but other than those differences, he’s the spitting image of Beau.
“I call her Mama. I’m Landry,” he says, holding out a hand.
“Mallory,” I reply, shaking it and taking in the two faces beaming at me.
Landry pulls me out of Beau’s arms and twirls me once. “How did my brother score a fine piece like you?”
Mama C backhands her son across the chest. “Landry Allen, I taught you to talk to ladies with more respect than that.”
I stifle my laugh. These two are amazing—so warm and welcoming. My Aunt judged Beau simply for being southern whereas Beau’s family accepts me, no questions asked. But Beau doesn’t seem amused by his family’s antics and quickly pulls me back into the safety of his arms.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” I say.
“Look at that, Landry,” Mama C says, her hand flying to her chest. “she’s got manners. Lord help me, Beau, if you screw this one up, I’ll tan your hinny.”
Beau groans in frustration. “Damn it, Mom! I’m not five. You can’t say that anymore.”
“Watch your mouth around me, son,” Mama C picks up a spatula from the counter and waves it at him. Beau ducks behind me, hiding his face in my hair.
“Now, Mallory, dear, after everything I’ve heard about you, I expect to join our  family dinners from time to time.”
“It’s all lies I swear,” I tease, my cheeks so hot I probably have third degree burns.
“Oh, hush now, darlin’. That boy couldn’t tell a lie to save his life. He’s real smitten with you.”
“Mom!” Beau, facepalms himself.
“Well it’s true!” Mama C leans over and not so quietly whispers, “He hasn’t brought a girl home since that one lass back in high school.”
“Ma, we don’t bring girls home because you embarrass the shit out of us,” Landry says. Mama C swings the spatula, but Landry jumps back a step before she can hit him.
“All right, Mom,” Beau says, backing us towards the door. “You’ve met her. We’re going out to the party now.” 
We almost make it to the back door when Mamma C yells, “Don’t use protection, dear. Y’all would make such cute babies!”
“Oh, dear Lord,” Beau mumbles, shutting the door behind us.
Once outside, Beau heads straight a set of coolers near a ping pong table. Lifting the lid, he hands me a beer before taking one for himself. Before I’m finished swallowing my first sip, Beau downs half his bottle in one swallow.
He rubs at the back of his neck. “Sorry about them.”
I shake my head. “I love it. Your family is so kind and welcoming and mine…mine isn’t.”
Beau nods, then finishes his beer. “My brother, Landry, is basically an older version of Kevin.”
My eyes dart over to Kevin. He’s got some girl straddling him, her lips locked on his. I take a sip of my beer, fighting a smile.
“He’s a player from way back,” Beau continues.
“Aw, come on. Landry seems nice.”
Beau shakes his head, a tight-lipped smile on his face. “See, that’s how he gets ya. He makes you think he’s all nice and sweet, but once he screws you, he’s gone.”
“First of all, Landry and I will never be tangled up together,” I take a swallow of my beer. “but that does sound a lot like Kevin.” Silence creeps into our conversation. Beau looks over at the pool. “Your mom seemed pretty great.”
Beau smiles, his eyes quickly finding their way back to me. “Mom’s the best. My dad died when I was eleven but she never remarried, just raised us on her own.” He pauses. “I think she’s given up hope on Landry settling down.”
“That sucks,” I say before finishing my beer. “Just so we are on the same page, I’m not down for babies.”
“Ever?”
I shrug. “Maybe one day in the future, but that day is not today.”
“Agreed.”
I look down at my watch and a yawn overcomes me. It’s only nine-thirty, but I’m beat.
Beau draws in a sharp breath, exhaling slowly. “You want to get out of here?”
“What about your friends and your party?”
He shrugs. “I can see them tomorrow. Tonight, I just want to spend time with you.”




Chapter 30

Mallory
Beau takes my hand, guiding me away from the party and to his apartment. I’ve spent more time here this past week than I ever thought I would but for some reason, I still get butterflies climbing these steps.
Beau unlocks the door and goes inside the apartment first, flipping a few lights before heading to the bathroom. I press my back against the door and wait.
A minute or so later, he’s standing in the hallway in nothing but a pair of plaid shorts, the sight of him half naked sets a fire inside me so hot it’s almost overwhelming.
Beau eyes me, curiously.
“What are you doing?”
Chewing on my bottom lip, I grin. He shakes his head, chuckling under his breath. He crosses the room, stopping only inches away from me.
Beau puts a hand on either side of my shoulders, trapping me in my spot. I let out a nervous laugh and brush hair from my forehead.
Beau’s head dips, his lips finding the crook of my neck, sending electric shivers down my spine. “I’ve never felt like this before,” he says between kisses.
I open my mouth but can’t speak. The words I want to find are lost somewhere inside me, replaced by moans of pleasure. Overcome by desire, the need to have him closer consumes me. I thread my fingers through Beau’s hair and pull his face into mine. My eyes close as I melt deeper and deeper into our kiss.
Beau’s hands find my waist. He lifts me off the ground and instinctively, my legs wrap around him. He carries me across the room until we fall onto his bed. My eyes open the moment his lips leave mine. My body’s tingling, hyper aware of Beau’s every movement and his swollen manhood pressing against me through the thin fabric of his shorts.
Beau groans, his forehead falling against mine. Neither of us speaks. We don’t have to; our bodies are saying enough. My hands run down Beau’s sides until my fingers find the band of his pants. I push at the fabric, wiggling it an inch or so down his hips.
Beau’s head pops up. Staring me dead in the eye he says, “Don’t tease me, Mallory.”
I bring my legs up, hooking my heels at his waist and kick Beau’s pants down to his ankles. Sliding my hands under me, I lift my hips and drag my panties down to my thighs. Beau takes the hint and finishes pulling them off me while also kicking his shorts to the floor.
“Are you sure you want to do this?”
My hands wrap around his neck, pulling his mouth against mine, kissing him until my lips tingle. Gasping for air I say, “Yes.”




Chapter 31

Mallory
We spent all of last night and most of the morning tangled up together. My body’s tingling and sore all over but I can’t get enough. Beau’s the best sex I’ve ever had and I want more but I’m not sure my body can handle more.
After a day of swimming and hanging out just the two of us Beau says, “We have two options for tonight. We can stay in and have a Netflix and chill kind of night or we can go out to Sprocket Pond. There will be a bonfire and a bunch of people just hanging out. It’s usually a good time.”
“Well,” I say, “I’ve never been to a bonfire, but I do like it being just you and me. Your call.”
He pauses, likely going over the possibilities, then says, “Considering we ditched everyone last night, we should probably go to the bonfire.”
I give him a quick kiss on the lips and say, “Okay.”
***
“What’s wrong?” Kevin hollers over the music blaring out of Rob’s speakers. 
I shake my head. “Nothing. Just a little bit of culture shock.”
Culture shock doesn’t come close. We are drinking beside an oversized puddle. I sigh, I don’t think I’ll ever get used to things around here.
Beau kisses my temple. “You’ll be all right, I promise. Have a few beers and relax. It’ll be a good time.”
Beau steps away to grab some beers from his cooler while I hop onto Rob’s tailgate. I lean over and give Kevin a quick hug.
“This is Caymi,” Kevin says.
The girl beside him smiles brightly and extends her hand. I shake it but don’t commit her name to memory because Kevin changes girls more than he changes his boxers.
Jess pokes her head out of the back-glass window and waves before disappearing back into the cab. The truck begins to rock and we all pretend that them screwing right now is no big deal.
After a few hours into the night, I’m tired. I slip out from beside Beau while he’s talking to one of Landry’s friends and head for the truck. No more than five steps away, Beau takes my hand. I turn and see a puzzled face with glossy eyes staring at me.
“Where are you going, baby?”
“I’m tired, I’m going to go lie down in the truck.”
“All right, honey. I’ll be there in a few minutes. Let me say goodbye to Landry and the gang.” Beau leans in, his lips pressing against my forehead before turning to his friends again.
I’m almost to the truck when a hand touches my shoulder. I turn, expecting to see Beau, but instead I’m met with the face of a man I’ve never seen before. He reminds me of a lumberjack with his dark jeans and red and black shirt. The man has a thick, bushy, brown beard and dark eyes that send a shiver down my spine. I can’t explain it, but something about him feels off.
“Are you all right?” he asks, his voice deep and husky. The man eyes me like a rabid dog that’s found his next meal.
“If you don’t mind me saying.” He takes two steps closer, I take two steps back. “You’re awfully pretty to be walking around here by yourself.”
I fake a smile. “I won’t be by myself long. My boyfriend’s over there saying goodbye to his friends.” I push his hand off my shoulder then turn and walk to the truck.
My senses are on high alert. I can hear the shuffle of heavy steps behind me. My heart races, panic consuming me when I realize that the man’s following me. Picking up the pace, I’m able to create a few feet of distance between us. I reach Beau’s truck in a matter of seconds and lift the door handle.
Locked.
A knot forms in the pit of my stomach. I turn around and the lumberjack is mere inches away. The rank smell of his body sours my stomach.
“It’s just, if you were my girl, I wouldn’t leave you alone like this.”
He takes a step closer, pinning me against the truck. My heart’s beating a mile a minute. I’m trapped. Scanning my surroundings, I realize everyone’s too far away.
“A lot of creeps out here,” he says nonchalantly.
My stomach churns. Looking over his shoulder, I find Beau. He’s a few yards away, talking to somebody, not paying any attention to what’s happening to me. He probably thinks I’m safe, asleep in the truck. My eyes dart over to Rob’s truck, but Kevin’s nowhere to be seen.
“You got a name?” I ask.
His face curls into an ugly, toothy smile.
“I do.”
“Are you going to tell me it?”.
The man shakes his head. “No, I don’t think so.”
I try to swallow but my throat sticks.
His fingers brush against my cheek, making me shudder, before they cover my mouth. My legs shake.
He snickers, then puts his lips to my ear. “The less you fight, the quicker I’ll be done.”
I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to fight back tears. The lumberjack places his hand on my chest pushing me back a step, pinning me against the truck. His hand slides across my chest over to my breast, squeezing me so hard I wince. I push against his chest with both hands, but he doesn’t move. Laughing at my feeble attempt to get free, he releases my mouth and slaps me across the face. My tongue brushes against my quivering lip, licking the blood away.
No! No! No! No! No! Please, no!
“Hey!” Beau’s voice bellows. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
I open my eyes, recognizing the voice. The lumberjack in front of me ignores him. His fingers fumble with the button on my jeans as he tries to get them over my hips. I push my butt against the truck, trying to fight him off as long as I can.
Beau closes the gap between us faster than I thought possible and puts his hand on the man’s shoulder. He pulls the lumberjack to face him, draws back, he punches him in the face. The man hisses. The intensity of the blow forces the man away from me a step.
Beau draws back and punches the man again, and again, and again. In the blink of an eye, they’re on the ground. Beau straddles him, his fist repeatedly connecting with the lumberjack’s face two more times before.
“What the hell?” Kevin runs up and pulls Beau off the barely conscious man.
Beau steps around what’s left of the lumberjack to get to me. Cupping my cheeks with his hands, he wipes something from my nose. Blood.
Great.
Beau’s chest is heaves up and down. His brows draw together as his eyes rake over my body. Finally, he asks, “Are you okay?”
I nod, unable to find words. Beau exhales loudly. His arms wrap around me, pulling me into him. His fingers curl through my hair before leaning down and kisses my forehead.
Looking over Beau’s shoulder to where the lumberjack lays, Kevin’s kicking the man in the stomach. Beau whistles once. Kevin stops mid-kick and walks over to us. He whispers something in Beau’s ear, to which Beau nods.
Beau unlocks his truck and walks me to my door. Once I’m safely inside, he locks it behind him and joins Kevin.
I watch them through the windshield. Kevin effortlessly pulls the man to his feet. Beau points a finger at the lumberjack, tapping the man’s chest until finally the lumberjack nods and walks away.
When the man is out of sight, Beau gets in the driver’s seat. He closes his eyes and grips the steering wheel so tight the whites of his knuckles are visible. His chest heaves up and down and he’s struggling to slow his breaths. 
Beau throws his arms around me, pulling me close. It feels like he needs this hug almost as much as I do. “Goddamnit, Mallory,” he mumbles.
A sob escapes me, and I start crying again. When my breaths steady and my tears stop, Beau pulls back. He looks me over, twice, checking my face and shoulders for any new marks. Convinced I’m alright, Beau puts the key in the ignition and starts the truck, and I’ve never been happier to hear the purr of his diesel engine.
“Let’s go home,” he says.




Chapter 32

Mallory
My phone buzzes when we’re almost back to Beau’s place. I ignore the first alert but then it goes off again, and again, and again. I silently curse my iPhone for the second alert reminding me I have unread texts.
“Read them,” Beau says. “Things don’t stay a secret around here long.”
I groan and take my phone off the center console.
Shannon: OMG I heard Beau went all crazy on some guy out at Sprocket Pond.
Shannon: Maybe I shouldn’t have let you go home with him last weekend. SRY about that BTW. 
Jess: What the crap, Mallory? Are you okay?
Kevin: I swear to God, Mallory, I had no idea what was happening.
Kevin: I never would have let that guy touch you if I did
“Well, what’s the story? Am I a brave hero or a jealous lunatic?”
“Shannon seems to think you’re a jealous lunatic.”
Beau rolls his eyes.
Parking beside the Jetta in his driveway, Beau asks, “Can I see your phone?”
I hand it over. “Go for it.” Looking over his shoulder Beau types:
Me: You’re a peach Shannon
Shannon: Hey Beau. Good looking out tonight
Me: I’ll always look out for her…unlike you
***




Chapter 33

Mallory
Tomorrow’s Friday. I have three days left before I have to fly home and I don’t know how to tell Beau that I’m leaving.
I sigh and lean back into the couch cushion. Beau comes over and sits next to me.
He puts his hand on my knee. “Everything alright?”
“Yeah, great.” I smile, but he doesn’t look convinced.
“What is it?”
I take a deep breath and exhale through my nose. “My Aunt wants us to come for lunch today.”
“Cool,” he says nodding his head. “When?”
I look at my watch. “About three hours.”
“And it takes, what an hour to get to her house, give or take?”
Beau’s got a look, a playful mischievous look. His hand works its way up my thigh, stopping dangerously close to my crotch. I swallow a groan, feeling my pulse everywhere. Beau’s brown eyes shimmer with intensity.
I nod, unable to make coherent words.
He leans in, pressing his lips to my ear. “So, we have at least an hour.”
He grins. “Good, cause you owe me big and I’m cashing in.”




Chapter 34

Beau
The directions to Mallory’s Aunt’s house is similar to the way I went for the fundraiser, but instead of taking the highway until the exit, Mallory has me dive off onto a small road about a mile before getting into town. I like the road—no traffic, tall trees line the sides, it feels a bit like home.
About twenty miles in, iron fencing begins to enclose the land on our right. Logically, the land belongs to the same person but it irks me. Who in their right mind would enclose hundreds of acers with iron? It’s expensive, and illogical, and barb wire does the same damn job for half the price. Curiosity nips at me and I wonder if her aunt owns all of this.
“Turn here,” Mallory says as we approach a divot in the fencing.
I turn, following a long driveway up towards a guard house. My palms begin to sweat. Pulling up to the stopping arm attached to the guard house, I roll down my window.
A perky teenager with short black hair opens the door and says, “Where you headed to, mister?”
“I’m here with Miss. Mallory, ma’am.”
Mallory leans forward and waves. “Hey, Sherry!”
“We have an engagement with her aunt,” I continue.
“Welcome back, Miss,” she says to Mallory. “And your name, sir?”
“Beau Cooper.”
The girl pulls out a clipboard, running her finger down it until she finds what she’s looking for. “Yep. You’re right here. Pull on through and follow the road. I’ll let Mrs. Collins know you’re on your way.”
Collins? As in the
Collins family?
The guard walks back inside, and the arm in front of me lifts. Mallory stares out the window, her leg noticeably bouncing as we venture further down the driveway. I rest my hand on her knee, palm up. She smiles and interlaces her fingers with mine. I may be more nervous than a dog in a lightning storm, but to her I’m calm, collected, and ready.
About five minutes later a three-story plantation-style home appears in front of us. A massive set of stairs leads to the front porch that’s framed with four pillars. As if the house isn’t excessive enough, there’s a large fountain in the center of the circular driveway leading up to the house.
Waiting atop the steps is a woman I’ve only seen in magazines. Her hands are clasped behind her back. Looking at her up close and in person, she reminds me of my elementary school principal—always bitchy and with a stick up her ass.
Parking beside a silver convertible Ferrari, I grab the flowers from the backseat and prepare to face the wolves.
Mallory’s aunt gives me a once over and her smug expression more than happy to let me know that my attire is are not to her liking. I flash a smile and hold out my hand.
“Beau Cooper, ma’am. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
She takes my hand. “Tricia Collins. Come,” she says, turning on her heels. “lunch is on the terrace.”
We follow her through the front door, down a long corridor, and out a set of double doors into the backyard.
“So,” Mrs. Collins says, as she sits down at a small table. Her eyes dart to Mallory’s hand in mine then back to my face. She holds her hand out, gesturing for us to join her. “My niece had been spending a lot of time with you, hasn’t she?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Hmm.” Mrs. Collins’ eyes flick to Mallory, a disapproving look on her face.
“Your home is beautiful,” I say, eager to change the conversation.
“You do realize why Mallory is in Georgia. Don’t you?” Mrs. Collins asks, ignoring my question.
“Aunt Tricia,” Mallory says, caution in her tone.
“You see, Beau,” Mrs. Collins sips at her tea, “Mallory was engaged to be married. June third actually, but Mallory threw a fit and canceled the ceremony at last minute.”
Mallory’s face pales. Mrs. Collins’ eyes never leave my face, watching me, waiting for a reaction. But she isn’t getting one. If anyone has a poker face, it’s me.
On the inside, I’m freaking out. Marriage is a big deal. Hell, being engaged is a big deal. No wonder Shannon said Mallory was damaged. We need to talk about this, but not here. Not now.
“Do you have any thoughts on that, Beau?”
She’s trying to bait me. Evil woman.
“No, ma’am I don’t. If Mallory’s in love and wants to marry somebody who is worthy of her, then I say go for it.”
Mrs. Collins’ smile falls.
Good.
“But, apparently, he wasn’t, because she’s with me now and I damn sure am worthy.”
I squeeze Mallory’s hand. She looks like she’s about to have a heart attack.
Mrs. Collins is staring at us, pale faced, wide eyed and with her jaw clenched.
“You never know, ma’am. If I’m so lucky, you may be invited to another wedding here soon.”
Mallory’s breath hitches. Mrs. Collins spills her tea. A maid hurries over to clean up the mess, but she waves her away.
Oh crap! What did I just say?
The words, they just kept coming. I mean, yeah, I can see a future with Mallory, but I’m in no way ready to get married.
Mrs. Collins dabs her lips with a napkin, then returns it to her lap. She takes a few slow breaths, eyeing us. Mallory sits frozen, silent under the scrutiny but me, I love the awkwardness.
Bring it on, bitch.
“Tristan was named the most eligible bachelor down in West Palm Beach last year,” Mrs. Collins says.

Yay for him.
I take a bite of a scone, chewing as loudly as I can and placing my elbow on the table. “Is that so?”
Mallory’s cheeks flush red. I feel bad for her. I squeeze her hand under the table, hoping Mallory realizes that I don’t mean to put her in the middle of this weird battle between her aunt and me.
“That’s right. He has a corporation all of his own, but he comes from old money. So he was raised right.” Mrs. Collins has a wicked smirk on her face.
If she was a man I’d punch her lights out, but she’s not. She’s Mallory’s aunt, who obviously doesn’t know a damn thing about Mallory’s last relationship. Raised right my ass.
“What do you do, Beau?” Mrs. Collins asks, condescendingly.
There she goes, throwing my name around, taunting me with it like it’s not good enough. She has no idea who she’s messing with.
“Well, ma’am, I was a kicker on the football team for Georgia University, but I decided not to go back this quarter. I transferred to the local community college.”
“Is that so?” Mrs. Collins says, unamused.
Just wait, it’s coming.
“You see, ma’am, my granddaddy didn’t have any boys. And my mama, well she’s a nurse, so that leaves me to carry on the family ranch since my brother has no interest.”
For the first time since this conversation started, Mallory looks up at me, curiosity in her eyes.
“You never told me, what do you do on your farm?” Mallory asks.
“We raise cattle and sell them for meat.” I cut into the steak on my plate and take a bite. With my mouth full I say, “We’re probably eating my family’s beef right now. We are the biggest producers in the tri-county area. Most of the local markets buy our cattle.”
Mrs. Collins looks down at her plate with disgust and I can’t help but grin. There’s a feeling of satisfaction knowing that she thought I was a broke schmuck and here she is eating my family’s food. Putting money in our pockets. Mrs. Collins looks up from her plate with a fake a smile
“W…well,” she stammers, “I just wanted to make sure you understand what you were getting in bed with.” She looks over at Mallory. “It’s not like you know how to keep your legs closed, dear.”
Mallory gasps.
I stand up throw my napkin onto the table. “With all due respect, ma’am, Mallory’s your niece, and you should have more respect for her than that. I sure as hell do.”
I hold my hand out for Mallory. Her eyes are bloodshot and her face is blotchy, but she stands with me.
“Mallory Jean,” her aunt warns, “if you walk out that door, you won’t be welcomed back again. Ever. And your money, it will be gone. Take your pick. Me or him.”
Mallory freezes in her tracks, stuck. Her eyes dart between her aunt and me. I can’t imagine the weight of the decision she’s being forced to make. Truthfully, it will hurt like hell if Mallory doesn’t pick me but I won’t hold it against her. Family is everything.
Mallory takes my outstretched hand and squeezes it. She smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes.
I turn to her aunt and say, “Well, ma’am, I guess you’ll be having an empty room from now on.”
Mallory’s aunt crosses her arms and turns her nose up at us.
“Mallory,” I say, “we might as well get your things so you don’t have to come back and deal with her rude ass again.” I turn to her Aunt. “Ma’am, you may live in the south but you damn sure haven’t learned what southern hospitality is yet. You’ve got some extra money now, take a class or two. Learn how not to be such a bitch.”




Chapter 35

Mallory
The ride back to Beau’s place is silent. My mind’s been replaying the events from lunch on a loop. I don’t know how to handle it. One minute we were sitting down to what was supposed to be a nice lunch; a lunch that introduces Beau to my family because Aunt Tricia asked to meet him and the next… I should have known it was an ambush.
I planned to tell Beau about Tristan eventually, but it never felt like a good time. I mean, how do you say, “I like you, but I’m not visiting Georgia to look at colleges. I’m actually here because my jackass fiancé cheated on me with my best friend and I’m running away from my problems. Oh, and I was supposed to be married back in June, but that obviously didn’t happen.”
Yeah, there’s never a good time for that conversation. Beau parks the truck beside my car. Well, my aunt’s car. I guess I’ll have to get that back to her at some point.
“We need to talk,” he says.
I force a smile. Everything feels different now. “I know.”
“You want to go first?”
“Not really.” I can feel reality’s cold grip on my throat.
Beau looks at me. His brows push together. “You should move in.”
I feel the color drain from my face. “Wait, what?”
Beau reaches over and takes my hand. He looks happy, excited even. “Move in with me. Let’s do this. We’re great together, Mallory.”
I draw my hand back. “Beau…”
“You don’t have anywhere else to go. Let me save you.”
I shake my head. “This is great Beau, really, but I can’t. I’m flying back to Florida on Monday.”
He sits back in his seat and chews on his lip. “When were you going to tell me?”
“I…I don’t know. Tomorrow maybe.”
“You weren’t going to tell me, were you?” Beau’s voice grows louder. “What were you going to do, Mallory, leave in the middle of the night?”
“No, of course not.”
This isn’t good. He’s angry. I’ve never seen Beau angry.
“Do I mean nothing to you?” His voice cracks. I can hear the pain in it, see the hurt in his eyes.
“Don’t be silly. You know I care about you.”
“Then stay. Move in with me, Mallory. Give us a real shot.”
I laugh, not on purpose and not because any of this is funny, but because I’m on the verge of tears. And laughing is better than breaking down right now. I’ve wanted him to ask me to stay but circumstances have changed. It feels different now, almost like he’s pitying me.
“Us? Beau, we’ve never defined what we are. In the eyes of everyone around us, we are friends with some pretty great benefits. How do we explain to your family and to mine that I’m giving up my life and moving to Georgia to be with a man I’ve only known for two weeks?”
Beau shakes his head. He clenches his fists and beats them against the steering wheel. “Two weeks, two years, two months, who gives a damn. When you know, you know. You’re the first girl in years to make me feel something and I don’t want to give that up yet.”
I reach over and touch his arm. “We don’t have to. We have three more days together and after that we can figure something out.”
I search Beau’s face for understanding, some sign that he realizes me moving in right now is crazy. I don’t find it. His expression hardens.
He leans over me and pushes my door open. “What’s three more days. Just leave now. Get it over with so I can get over you.”
My heart falls to my feet, shattering into a million pieces. I like Beau, I like him a lot. I think it’s too soon to call what we have love but given time I know we could get to that. My pulse races, violently thumping in my ears.
“Beau—”
“No, Mallory,” he says, cutting me off. “I need you to leave now.”
Desperation claws at me. I wait, hoping Beau will change his mind or shut off the engine or something, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t even look at me. Defeated and broken, I unbuckle and get out. Beau throws my bags on the ground, then peels out in reverse.
I didn’t think anything could hurt more than watching Tristian cheat on me, I was wrong. Watching Beau drive away, leaving me and what we could have be3n behind is worse.




Present day
The Day I Came Back to Georgia
Chapter 36

Mallory
Grabbing a Bud Light from the top shelf of the fridge, a high-pitched squeal startles me. I jump, hitting my head on the edge of the freezer door. Rubbing my new sore spot, I close the fridge and look around. Jess runs into the kitchen, her hands waving about like a madwoman, before she throws them around my neck. The sheer force of her embrace makes me stumble back against the fridge.
“Good to see you too,” I say, through a laugh.
“You have no idea how much I’ve missed you. Two months is just too long.” She squeezes me tighter.
“How’d you know it was me.”
Jess pulls back and gives me a lopsided grin. “Please, I’d know that ass anywhere.”
I can’t help but laugh when she slaps me on the butt. It feels good to be back. As much as I hate to say it, I’ve missed this tiny house. Most of all, I’ve missed Jess, but the thought of leaving again is already tugging at my heartstrings. Fighting a frown, I twist the cap off my beer and take a sip.
Someone clears their throat and I realize we’re still blocking the fridge. I look up and step to the side, out of the way. Jess’s boyfriend, Rob, holds his hand up for a high five.
“Long time no see, lady,” he says as our hands slap together.
“Yeah, it’s been a minute.”  I force a smile, feeling my heart sink. I avert my gaze to scan the room. My heart gallops, filling my ears with violent thuds.
“It’s all right,” Rob nudges my arm, like he knows who I’m looking for. “He’s not here.”
Both disappointed and relieved, I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.
“I went and saw him once after y’all split,” he says. “I’ve never seen Beau so tore up before. It’s like something inside him snapped.”
I take a sip of my beer, unsure of what to say. I doubt Beau was that tore up over me. If he was, he would have called by now. Or texted. Or something. Right?




Chapter 37

Beau
Eight weeks. Mallory’s been gone eight weeks, but it feels like a lifetime. Driving to tonight’s party, I look at the passenger seat where Kevin sits and my pulse quickens. Shaking my head, I sigh, remembering all the time Mallory and I spent together in my truck. So many memories.
A sharp ache stabs at my gut as I think about her. The day I pushed Mallory away was the worst day of my life. It’s the day I lost my best friend. The day alcohol became my drug of choice.
If not for Kevin dragging me out of my garage-apartment, I’d never leave. But he insists, reminding me that it’s not healthy to drown my sorrows in a bottle alone in the dark. So, Kevin and I go out and I drown them on someone else’s couch, watching the world move on without me.
That’s how we ended up in my truck on a desolate road that will eventually take Kevin and I to Rob and Jess’s place. The grassy field beside Rob’s house is overflowing with cars. I park in an empty slot down by the street light. Without a word, Kevin gets out and heads to the party. Looking over at the church, the pain in my gut returns. More memories.
I grab the bottle of Jack Daniels from the back seat and stare at the crowd of people lingering by the firepit. My hands shake. I clumsily break the seal on the bottle and take a shot. I chase the pain in my gut away with another shot and then another.
The liquid burns as it goes down, but it’s a slow burn. One I’ve gotten all too used to over the past two months. I put the cap back on the bottle and take a slow breath. It’s now or never.
Walking into this party is like reliving a memory. Only this time I’m not the center of attention. People don’t acknowledge me. There are no high fives, no “where’ve you been’s,” no dirty looks. It’s like I don’t exist anymore.
I twist the cap off the bottle again. Placing the opening to my lips, I fill my cheeks until they can’t hold any more, then swallow. The alcohol is slowly working its magic, lulling the pain a little.
Someone shoves my shoulder forcing me to take a few steps to the right. Before Mallory left I would have been heated, ready to throw down. Now, I just don’t care.
“What do you think you’re doing here?” my assailant asks. A half second later the voice registers in my groggy brain. Rob’s standing a foot away with his tattoo-covered arms crossed in front of his chest. He snatches the bottle of whiskey from my hand and takes a swallow before glaring at me again.
“In my defense, you said not to come back until I was over her.”
Rob’s eyes narrow at me. “And are you?”
My gaze falls to the ground. I don’t think I’ll ever be over her.
“I think you should leave,” Rob says, not bothering to wait for my reply.
I cover my heart with my hands and pretend to be hurt. I am, but I can’t let Rob know that. “What? Why?”
Rob looks over his shoulder. My eyes are drawn to her like a magnet. I couldn’t look away even if I tried. Mallory’s head is thrown back laughing at god-knows-what some dude said. He brushes a lock of hair behind her ear and the whiskey bubbles up in my throat. I swallow it and bile back down. Every inch of me wants to leave, but my feet are glued to the ground.
“Rob what are you—” Jess’s words cut off. Her mouth falls open and the color in her face washes away.
Mallory looks at Jess. Her brows push together as her eyes move from Jess over to me. What’s left of Mallory’s face blanches, her smile disappearing as soon as our eyes lock. Her beer slips out of her fingers, the yellow liquid spills all over the floor. She turns and runs into their bedroom.
My gaze flits around the room. No one’s chasing after her, not even the guy she was just flirting with. Everyone’s just staring at me, like this is my fault.
Rob puts a hand on my shoulder, instinctively knowing my next move. I shove him of and walk through the crowd of people, ignoring their judgy eyes.
Taking a deep breath, I exhale through my nose. This is it. The moment I’ve been putting off for far too long. I could turn around and leave but I’m selfish. I need to have her in my arms again.
I lean my forehead against the door. It’s cold, shocking my system. “Mallory, can you open the door please.”
“No,” she screams, her voice cracking. The sound of her sobs is audible through the wood. I take a deep, pained breath and close my eyes. She’s just as broken as the day I met her. Only this time, it’s all my fault.
A firm hand rests on my shoulder. “Hey man, come on.”
I know the voice without looking and shrug the handoff. Kevin touches my arm this time and says, “Dude, give her some space. You’ve done enough already.”
“Leave me alone,” I deadpan. Kevin clenches his jaw. He holds his hands up in surrender and stalks away, mumbling under his breath.
I pound my fist against the door, more desperate to reach her than before. “Mallory, open up.”
“No,” she cries.
“Baby, I need to talk to you. Please.”
The door rips open and a soft white light casts a halo around Mallory.
Her breaths are coming in short huffs. I reach my hand out to her, but she flinches and takes a step back. I sigh, letting my gaze fall to the floor.
I’ve majorly screwed things up.
We stand in the doorway. The silence eats away at me but I don’t leave because Mallory hasn’t turned away yet. And being with her in this awkward state is better than not being with her at all.
She raises her fist and clashes it into my stomach. “I hate you.”
The blow is more shocking than painful, but I double over, wrapping my hands around my waist. Mallory’s eyes widen, probably not expecting my reaction. She gasps and hurls herself into me, her delicate hands clutching at my shirt collar.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I just missed you so much.”
Straightening up, I wrap my arms around her, relishing in the feeling of holding her again. The sweet smell of coconut fills my nostrils and I let it take over.
“I missed you too, baby. I’m sorry there’s—”
Both hands press against my chest, shoving me away as Mallory rears back. There’s a cool breeze where her body once was.
“No,” Mallory growls. “You don’t get to call me ‘baby’. You don’t have the right anymore.” Her face pinches together making three small wrinkles near her nose. I try not to laugh because she’s too cute when she’s angry.
Realization hits and fire begins to tickle at the back of my throat. Mallory’s right. I don’t have any rights when it comes to her anymore and I certainly don’t deserve her. The only thing I deserve is that punch and if she wants to do it again, I’ll let her.
Mallory turns away from me. She closes the lid on the toilet and takes a seat, burying her face in her hands. The sound of soft whimpers echo in the small space.
Stepping into the bathroom, I close the door behind me and lock it. Crossing the room in three long strides, I fall to my knees. My hands grasp at the back of her calves. I lean my forehead against Mallory’s legs, half expecting her to kick me away but she doesn’t.
“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”
My apology is long overdue and probably worth nothing at this point, but I owe her at least that much. Mallory sniffles. She touches my shoulder, sending a tingling sensation throughout my body. I look up into her pained eyes, puffy and red from crying.
“Why didn’t you call me or text me or something?” Her wet eyes bore a hole into what’s left of my shattered heart. “I could have forgiven you, but you shut me out.”
Not knowing how to answer her question, I shrug. I should have called her. I should have gotten on a plane and went to her, but I didn’t. Instead, I stayed here drowning my pride in every bottle I could find, like a coward.
There’s a burn in my throat I choke down. I refuse to let her see the tears that are on the brink of escaping.
I’m a man. I can’t cry…not here.




Chapter 38

Mallory
“I hate you.” My voice is barely above a whisper, but I know he heard me. My words bite into him like a viper, the sting they left written on his face. And now I wish I could take them back because they are a lie.
I don’t hate him. I love him, and that’s the problem. He doesn’t know, and that’s my other problem. He can’t know. Ever.
He can’t know how much he’s hurt me. How often I cry myself to sleep. How every single night I’ve wished he’d call. I’ve read through our text messages a million times. Their words haunting me, breaking me, but they’re all I’ve had.
“Baby,” Beau says so quietly I almost miss it.
Baby. That word cuts more than he knows. It cuts through the walls and the pain, and the tears. That single word makes me want to forgive him. To let myself find comfort in his arms again.
Beau eyes look up at me, pleading. There’s so much pain and sorrow in them but I don’t care. He needs to suffer like I have. He needs to understand what it’s like to hurt.
“No,” I tell him. “I’m not your baby anymore.”
I push past him, leaving the bathroom and shutting the door behind me. A wave a nausea comes over me. I pause in the shadow of the doorway for a beat.
I did it.
I can see Jess watching, waiting for me to come out while she talks to some guy in the kitchen. It takes about half a second for her to notice me. She takes a step, but I hold my hand up, signaling her to stay where she is.
Jess isn’t who I want; I want him. The guy she’s talking to. The one who’s going to make Beau jealous. I don’t know his name and frankly, I don’t care. I just want him.
I walk up to them and curl my fingers around the guy’s shirt. Crashing my lips into his, he opens his mouth, sliding his tongue against mine. My stomach churns, bile threatening to ruin the embrace, so I pull back before he can taste how my body rejects him.
“I’m Logan.”
“You want to get out of here?” I ask.
He looks at me, eyes wide, then wraps an arm around my waist.
I shouldn’t do this.
“Yes,” he says, escorting me out of the house.
Climbing in the passenger seat of his truck, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m making a mistake.




Chapter 39

Beau
Kneeling on the bathroom floor, I watch Mallory walk out of my life and it’s all my fault…again. My stomach contracts so violently I barely have time to lift the toilet seat. Remnants of a burrito and most of the Jack I drank splatters the porcelain walls. I heave again then once more until my stomach is empty.  
I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand then get up. At the sink, I turn the cold water on, rinsing my mouth out and washing my hands. Glancing in the mirror, I look like death’s knocking at my door. The bags under my eyes are as dark as night and my skin’s a ghostly white compared to the sun-kissed tan it’s always been.
I have to make things right.
I take a deep breath and follow Mallory out into the house, prepared to chase after her, but she walks straight into some guy’s arms. A different guy than the one she was just laughing with.
Mallory rushes him, kisses him. Those lips, my lips, press against his. I didn’t know it was possible for my heart to break more than it already has but watching the way Mallory makes him hers breaks me.
They leave together, his arm around her waist. The guy looks over his shoulder and smiles at me. He has a shit-eating grin, like ‘oh yeah, buddy, I got your girl’. I clench my teeth and saunter over to Jess.
“Who the hell is that guy?” I ask a little too loudly, my finger pointing at the door.
Jess’s eyebrows draw together. “Oh, now you care? What happened to the last two months?”
She has that high-pitched ‘I’m so mad at you’ tone. “Where were you back then? Why didn’t you care then?” Jess throws her empty beer can at me.
“I don’t know, Jess. I screwed up and I can’t take it back.”
Jess crosses her arms. “Do you have any idea how many nights she called me crying about you?”
I shake my head, too ashamed to look at her.
“You’re an asshole. You know that?” Jess says.
I nod.
“But you better go get her because that Logan dude is a jerk and I don’t want to see Mallory get hurt again.”
I look up at Jess. She nods, eyes wide and tilts her head at the door.
Jess is right. This is my chance to redeem myself. I run out the door, chasing after Mallory. My hands flail above my head like a madman, but Logan drives away. I watch the tail lights disappear down the street and turn out of sight.
***
I can’t sleep. Every time I close my eyes I see Mallory with that Logan guy and it makes me sick. I toss and turn on the couch, hoping she’ll call and praying she doesn’t at the same time.
And then, it happens. My phone rings and the sweet sound of Zac Brown Band’s “Whatever It Is” begins to play. I try to swallow but my throat’s too dry.
“Baby?” I manage to choke out.
She doesn’t answer. There’s nothing but silence. Mallory sniffles and my heart races to life.
“Don’t move. I’m coming.”




Chapter 40

Mallory
I hear the purr of his diesel engine before I see the truck. A part of me is glad when it pulls up. I want to be with Beau more than I can describe. He’s my safety net, he feels like home, but another part of me wants him to leave me alone. Calling Beau to save me was a mistake. I sigh. I seem to be making a lot of those tonight.
Beau parks his truck and runs around the front. I watch his brows draw together, searching the tall grass for where I’m hiding. It takes less than a minute for his eyes to find me.
Beau lets out an exaggerated sigh and runs over to where I’m siting. He puts his jacket around my shoulders and helps me to my feet. I can stand on my own but the smell of him surrounds me, making my knees go weak.
“How did you find me?” I ask, my voice hoarse from crying.
Beau rubs the back of his neck and shrugs. “I put your number in the Where’s My iPhone app.”
I force a laugh. “Stalker much?”
Beau laughs too. It’s a nervous laugh, but it helps ease the tension in the air. Beau holds his hand out for me and without hesitation I take it, letting him pull me into his arms. Arms that wrap around me and hold me like his life depends on it. I stay in his embrace, letting the butterflies from his touch sweep me off me feet.
All too quickly, Beau pulls away. His hand goes to my lower back, guiding me in the darkness to his truck. Once I’m inside, he closes the door, then walks around to the driver’s side.
Beau gets in but hesitates a beat to study me.  It’s in that moment the strap of my shirt slips off my shoulder, revealing the tear I had hoped to keep hidden. His eyes find it immediately.
“What did he do to you?” Beau growls.
I shrug and look down at my shaking hands. Beau must notice them trembling because he puts his hand on mine. It’s warm. The touch of his skin sends a vibration to my core.
“Mallory,” Beau pleads.
I stare at my hands.
“Look at me please.”
Biting my lip, I look up at the roof, hoping gravity will keep my tears from falling.
“What happened?”
I let out a sigh and bring my eyes to meet his. “I was so mad at you.”
Beau’s reaches up and his thumb wipes away the cool moisture running down my cheek. Stupid tears.
“I wanted you to feel the pain that I’ve felt.” I shake my head, hardly believing the words coming out my mouth.
Beau’s bottom lip quivers, but he holds my gaze, and my hand.
“I guess Logan,” I continue, “thought he was going to get lucky. I don’t blame him. I was the one who asked to get out of there, but I couldn’t do it. He kissed me…”
Beaus face flushes red, his cheeks pulsating over his clenched jaw. I’ve seen that face a time or two before. He’s mad, maybe even jealous.
I pull my hands away, bring my knees to my chest and hug them into my body. Beau’s face softens and he leans over. He presses his lips against my temple and a feeling of calmness washes over me. I smile into my knees because Beau always knew how to calm my nerves.
Thinking about Logan and how wrong tonight was, my smile fades away. “Everything with him felt wrong.” I shrug. “He wasn’t you.”
Beau nods, seeming to understand what I mean.
“Logan’s hands started groping at my chest. It made my skin crawl, he made my skin crawl. I pushed his hand away but then he tried to go down my pants. I pushed him off again.” I shake my head. “Logan didn’t like that. He screamed at me, pissed we weren’t going to fool around.”
Beau’s head hung low. “What did he do?”
“Nothing.” It’s a lie but only a small one. Beau doesn’t need to know how I fought with Logan until he pulled me out of the truck and left me. I dig my nails into my palm.
“I got out of Logan’s truck and he left. And here I am now, sitting in your truck like a pathetic loser.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you.”




Chapter 41

Beau
I’m going to kill Logan. What gives him the right to think he can treat my girl that way?
Crap.
I called Mallory my girl. I guess she isn’t mine anymore, but still. Everyone knows she’s mine. I lift the center console and scoot closer, wrapping her body in my arms. It feels so good to have Mallory there again. I never want her to leave.
“I’m sorry. If I hadn’t been such a dick this would have never happened. He didn’t hurt you, did he?”
“No,” she whispers.
Mallory’s muscles tense. I know she’s lying but I don’t want to push her. If I push her, she’ll pull away, and I can’t lose her again.
“Just my pride,” Mallory adds.
“Where do you want me to take you?”
Mallory stays quiet for a long time. Seconds feel like hours.
Finally, she says, “I just want to go home.”
The sting of regret nips at my insides. I’ve played the day we would meet again in my head countless times and this isn’t how our reunion was supposed to go. I want to make things right. I need her to understand that I know she’ll never forgive me, but she needs to know I love her.
I instead say, “Okay.”
Putting the truck in drive, I head toward the airport.
“Where are we going?” Mallory asks, looking around.
“I’m taking you to the airport so you can go home. Kevin and I will take back your rental car in the morning.”
Mallory shakes her head. “No. I don’t want to go to my home. I want to go back to your home.”
Her words take me by surprise. Without thinking about it, I say, “It’s your home too, baby. From the day you walked into my life it was never just mine anymore.”




Chapter 42

Mallory
It’s strange being back at Beau’s apartment. Everything’s the same and yet different all at once.
The place is a disaster. Empty pizza boxes are piled high on the table, beer cans are overflowing out of the trash can, and there are more liquor bottles than I can count laying around. Letting out a sigh, I grab a trash bag from under the sink.
Beau raises an eyebrow at me. “What are you doing?”
“You can’t live like this. Hell, I can’t stay here with it like this.”
An hour later we have his place looking halfway decent again. I sit on the couch, expecting Beau to join me, but he flops down in the armchair across the room.
He looks sad.
It’s not Beau’s lack of smile but his eyes. They look hollow and empty. Beau’s shoulders slump forward as he flips through the channels. I can’t help but wonder how many nights he spent doing this after I left. I move to stand next to his chair.
Beau’s big brown eyes look up at me. “What are you doing?”
With a smile, I crawl in Beau’s lap and rest my cheek against his chest. His arms wrap around me, bundling the fabric of my shirt in his fists.
Tilting my head up, our lips brush against each other. The touch is featherlight, but it sets me on fire. I need more. Pressing my lips against his, I finally satisfy the craving I’ve had for two months. I shift so I’m sitting across his lap. My hands thread through his hair. I kiss him with unrelenting passion, giving him the pieces of my broken heart all over again.
Beau rears back, his eyes hooded and filled with equal parts lust and sorrow. “I’ve missed you.” The corners of his lips curl down the instant the words are out.
“What’s wrong?” I ask, sitting back so I can see him better.
“I’m selfish.”
I giggle. “That’s for damn sure.”
“I don’t want this if I can’t have you. All of you.”
I groan, my gaze falling to my lap.
“I want to be us again.”
I bite my lip. I want that too, probably more than he does. Sitting up, I look Beau square in the eye, his sad, hopeful eyes.
“You hurt me. You pushed me away when I needed you the most.” I pause. Beau’s not the only one to blame for that night but he is to blame for everything that happened after. Still, I’ve waited weeks for the chance to fix us. “I can’t promise we’ll work out, but we can try.”
“Yeah?”
I nod and stand. This time I hold my hand out for him. “It’s been eight weeks. The memories of our last days together set the bar high. Think you can meet them.”
Beau stands and there’s a glimmer of playfulness in his eyes. He sweeps me into his arms and says, “Baby, I’m gonna exceed them.”




Chapter 43

Mallory
Sprocket Pond is not my first choice of places to be after the events of last night. My stomach’s been churning since Beau said we were coming.
What if Jess is mad I left her party? Or if I run in to Logan again? Or someone Beau’s been hooking up with? What will everybody think about us coming together?
Stop! You’re gonna drive yourself crazy.
I shouldn’t care about any of it, but this a small town and people talk. Beau parks behind Rob’s Chevy. Kevin sits on top of Rob’s toolbox, playing DJ from his phone like the last time we came here. Deja-vu washes over me and I hope history’s not going to repeat itself.
Jess squeals when I walk up beside Beau. “Yay!” She turns to Beau and punches him in the arm. “It’s about time you fixed things. I’ve missed me some Mallory.” Jess’s arms wrap around my waist, enveloping me in a hug.
Kevin jumps down from the tailgate. He pushes Jess out the way and embraces me in a hug almost as intense as Jess’s. “We missed you around here, kiddo.” He pulls back, a goofy grin on his face. “Here,” he reaches into his pocket. “have a beer.”
Jess rolls her eyes. “Stop trying to steal Mallory away, Casanova. Beau just got her back.” She takes my hand and pulls me away from the group. “Come on. Let’s dance.”
We dance by the fire for a few songs, our hips swaying while the boys watch us. Beau comes up with shot of vodka for me in one hand and a beer in the other. I take the shot fast but nurse the beer and he walks away, leaving me to dance with Jess again. I feel good, more than good. That is until I catch sight of Beau.
When did he get over there?
He’s leaning against an older blue truck about five car-lengths down, but there’s a lanky brunette beside him. The girl stares up at Beau, hanging on his every word. I know the look in her eyes. It’s the same look I have when I look at Beau—longing, desire, and worst of all lust. Her hands snake up Beau’s neck, rubbing his muscles. Bile creeps up my throat, and I clench my teeth. Jealousy’s a bitch.
Kevin comes up beside me and grasps onto my elbow. “You okay?”
I nod. “I’m fine. I think I’m just sobering up.”
“I can fix that,” Kevin says with a smile. He takes my hand and pulls me over to Rob’s cooler then hands me a beer.
“Thanks.” I guzzle it down and reach for another. After finishing three beers in about ten minutes, Kevin cuts me off. It’s probably a good idea.
Beau finally comes back and sits down in one of the folding chairs Jess and Rob have set up. That girl follows him and sits herself in his lap. He must have hooked up with her, there’s no other explanation.
My stomach churns, warning me I might puke. Not from the alcohol, but from my nerves. I walk around the front of Rob’s truck and over to Beau’s, but it’s locked. Pulling down the tailgate, I crawl in the bed and lie down. Gazing up at the stars, I’d forgotten how bright they are in the clear Georgia sky.
“You good?” an unfamiliar voice asks. I sit up. A blond man in a black Slipknot baseball cap rests his arms on the side of the bed. He has a pleasant smile—warm and welcoming.
“Yeah. I just needed to get away from some shit.”
His brow wrinkles and his lips form a tight line, pushing that black lip ring he's got a touch away from his skin. After a minute of awkwardly staring at me, he smiles again. “I’ve got something that’ll cheer you up. Come on.” He taps the side of the truck.
Hesitantly, I climb out and follow him to a big black truck a few rows over.
He opens his cooler and says, “Pick your poison.”
Chuckling at the familiarity of that line, I say, “I don’t care. Just give me something strong.”
He nods, opening his driver door. Reaching in, he pulls out a labelless bottle with clear liquid inside.
“Moonshine,” he says, grinning, as if he can read my mind. “There ain’t nothing in the world moonshine can’t fix.”
I laugh. “Is that right?”
“Yup. Constipated? Drink moonshine. Broken table? Drink moonshine, you won’t care anymore. Broken Heart? Moonshine’ll fix that too.”
He hands me the bottle. Twisting the cap off, I sniff the liquor before putting the bottle to my lips. The liquid is sweet and tastes a bit like cinnamon applesauce. It burns going down my throat, but it’s what I need to take the edge off.
“Thanks,” I say with a hiccup. We both laugh. “I’m Mallory.”
“I know. Your Beau’s girl.”
I take another sip and squint at him.
“I’m Sean,” he says. “Beau talked about you to anyone who would listen after you left. He said you were like a unicorn—rare, perfect, and beautiful. I had to meet you myself.”
I take another swallow. “Well,” my words have begun to slur, “I guess I’m not th-aat great. He’s giving that gurl all my attention.” I point over to them.
“Amanda?” Sean rolls his eyes. “They dated back in high school. She never fully got over him.”
I groan. “Why couldn’t he get over me with some random trollop?” The stars begin to swirl in the sky. I hand the bottle back to him. “Thanks, Sean.”
Without saying another word, I throw my hand in the air and walk away, not towards Beau’s truck but in the direction of the entrance.
I don’t know if Sean said something, but I only get a few yards away the road before Beau chases me down. He puts a hand on my arm, stopping me. I turn slowly, exaggerating my movements.
“Where you are going?” Beau asks.
“Oh, now you remember I exist.”
“Baby, what’s wrong?”
“Baby?” My voice has gotten annoyingly high-pitched. “Beau, you haven’t looked at me since Ah-man-duuh came up and threw herself at you. Who is sh-eee to you?”
Beau’s hand goes to the back of his head. He rubs at his hair. “She’s not important.”
I glare at him. “She’s your girlfriend, isn’t she? God, I’m so stupid! Does she know you cheated on her last night?”
Beau sighs. “She’s my ex-girlfriend but that was a long time ago. She doesn’t mean anything to me.”
I laugh, not a “ha-ha this is funny” laugh but a “ha this is a load of malarkey” laugh.
“She’s obviously more important than I am.”
Beau lets out an exaggerated sigh. “How do you even know her name ?”
“Like that even matters at this point.” I laugh again. Stupid drunken giggles.
“What about this is funny, Mallory?”
I throw my hands up in the air, defeated. “I don’t know why I thought we were gonna fix things. Last night was obviously one last hoorah for you.”
“Mallory—”
I hold up my hand, cutting him off.
“Congratulations, Beau. You got down my pants again.”
“This never been about the sex and you know that.”
“Sure, Beau. Whatever you say. You can go back to girlfriend. I’m going home. My home.” I turn my back to him.
“Mallory,” Beau calls out.
“Don’t come after me, Beau. You had your chance.” I walk back toward the party. Beau stands there, watching me, not bothering to try to get me to stay.
“Hey, Sean!” I holler. He stands on his tailgate.
“Sup, Mallory?”
“Can you give me a ride to the airport?”
“When?”
“Now?”
“Sure,” Sean says, without hesitation. “Let’s go.”




Chapter 44

Beau
I’m frozen in place as Mallory gets in Sean’s truck, watching them drive away. How does she even know him?
I think I’m in shock. I honestly don’t know what just happened. Every time I looked over my shoulder at Mallory she seemed fine, dancing with Jess and drinking, just like old times. But then she was gone, and I went to find her as soon as I realized it.
Kevin mentioned Mallory had stumbled off past the trucks. I panicked, fearing she was in trouble again. But when I found her, she wasn’t happy to see me. She was pissed. I don’t get it, but now I’m alone and empty again.
I can only imagine what I must look like walking back to the party without Mallory. Jess nudges Rob’s shoulder, he looks up from his phone.
“You okay?” Rob asks.
I shake my head. Rob looks behind me, he must realize Mallory’s gone again.
“Beau, what did you do to her this time?” Rob asks, the irritation in his voice indisputable.
I look up at him. “Why do you care so much? Are you in love with her too? I bet she’s been two-timing me all along with you and that fucktard Sean she left with.”
“She left with Sean?” Jess asks.
Rob’s ears turn red and his eyebrows scrunch together. I see the hand coming at me in slow motion.
Rob balls his fist, draws back, and punches me in the face. The blow throws my head to the left and my vision blurs for a minute. I probably deserve it, but all I see is red.
I draw back, swinging at him like a skilled ninja. I feel like a boss but am moving like a turtle. Rob dodges my swing and hits me again. A sticky wet liquid drips off my lip. I wipe it away with the back of my hand, grit my teeth and swing again. My fist hits Rob’s jaw. At some point I hear Jess (I think it was Jess) scream. Rob counters my hit with a blow to my eye, he then kicks my legs out from under me and I hit the ground. Rob crawls on top of me and gets two more solid hits in before Kevin breaks us up.
“What the hell are you guys doing?” Kevin asks, pulling Rob off me.
“He jumped me for no reason!” I yell.
Rob throws up his hand, flipping me the bird.
“Cock-sucker.” I know Rob hates being called that. Kevin jumps in between us, holding us apart. Rob turns and sits on the tailgate beside Jess. She looks at his eye and jaw and gives him stupid sympathy kisses on the places I hit.
“Dude. What the hell?” Kevin says to me.
“He accused me of sleeping with Mallory!” Rob yells over to us.
Kevin’s going to make a great dad one day. He has the “I’m very disappointed in you” glare down pat. I should know, because that’s how he’s looking at me right now. I let out a loud, exasperated sigh and throw my hands up.
“I’m sorry. I’m a dick,” I say, looking at Rob.
“It’s good, man. I get it. Women make you do stupid shit sometimes.”
“Where’s Mallory?” Kevin asks.
I drop my gaze to my feet and kick at the ground. “She’s gone again. I don’t even know what I did.”
Kevin puts a hand on my shoulder and chuckles. It’s one of those “son, you have a lot to learn” laughs.
“Dude, you were giving Amanda more attention in twenty minutes than you’ve given Mallory since you walked out here with her.”
I groan.
“He’s right,” Jess says. “You got your girl back and then blew her off. Class act right there.”
I kick the ground again.
“So what are you going to do?” Rob asks.
I shrug. “I don’t know.”
Rob slides off the tailgate and gives me a hug. “I kicked your ass.”
I chuckle. “Yeah, I guess you did.”
Rob pats me on the back then put both hands on my shoulders. “I love you, brother, but you’re a dumbass. You need to get on the next flight and go get your girl. Now.”
I shrug. “I don’t know where she lives.”
Jess slides her arms around Rob’s waist. She looks up at me with the biggest grin on her face I’ve ever seen. “I do.”




Chapter 45

Mallory
I see the shadow before I see him. His hands are in the pockets of his shorts, shoulders slumped forward. I immediately know who it is. Taking a sip of my drink, I wait for the conversation I don’t want to have.
“Hey, Mallory,” he says, his voice barely audible over the sound of the waves crashing against the shoreline. “When’d you get back?”
“Early this morning. Took the red eye. How’d you find me, Tristan?”
Tristan sits down in the sand under the shade of my umbrella. I look at him out of the corner of my eye. I refuse to turn my head. My dark glasses create the illusion of me looking at the water, and for that I’m grateful.
Tristian looks good. Not breathtakingly good like Beau, but just as handsome as I remember. His blue button-down shirt is untucked and looks pristine against his knee-length pastel pink shorts. Tan boat shoes sit in the sun beside him while his toes dig in the sand. He needs a hat, or maybe sunglasses so he doesn’t have to squint in the sun. Old me would have given him mine. New me couldn’t give two shits.
“Maria, your housekeeper, told me you needed to get away.” Tristian shrugs. “This was your spot when you were upset.”
I nod once. In all the years we were together, after all the fights, Tristian never followed me here. I wanted him to. God, I wanted him to be that kind of man back then, but he never could be. And now that I don’t need him to comfort me, he shows up. Figures. I sip my drink.
“I see you’re still an alcoholic,” Tristian says it in such a matter-of-fact way it pisses me off.
I turn to him and take my sunglasses off. I want him to see my frustration, my anger, my hatred for him. He needs to see it all.
“And whose fault is that?” I growl.
He raises his hand, eyes downcast.
At least he admits
it.
“Don’t be mad at Maria. She just worries about you. We all do,” Tristian says.
I put my glasses back on and lie back in my chair.
“Like you care. What the hell do you want from me?”
Tristan’s mouth gapes open. “You’ve never talked like this before. Mallory, what happened to you?”
“I’ve been in Georgia,” I scoff.
Tristian’s brows push together. He’s waiting for me to elaborate and probably waiting for me to beg him to take me back. Fat chance.
“I learned a lot in Georgia…”
I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. Tristan digs his fingers under the sand, dirtying his perfect hands. Soft, dainty hands. Hands that have never done a hard day’s work.
Unlike Beau. Shoot! Stop thinking about him.
“I learned how to get over you. I learned all men are the same, nothing but jerks. So, I’m going to ask you one more time. What do you want?”
Tristian’s eyes search my face for further explanation to what I just said. He’s smart. He can read between the lines. He fingers the sand, grasping a handful of it only to let it drizzle back down beside him.
“Do you ever wonder what we could have been?”
“No,” I deadpan.
He stares off at the horizon for a few moments before saying. “I want to get back together.”
I choke on my drink. “You’re joking.”
“I’m serious, Mallory.”
Tristian’s eyes rise, meeting mine. They’re sad. I’ve seen too many sad eyes lately, but unlike Beau’s, Tristan’s aren’t sorry.
“We were good together. You know my triggers and vices.”
“You mean I know how to hide the bruises when you drink too much.”
Tristan shakes his head, exhaling loudly. “Together, with your name and mine, we could have it all.”
It sounds like Tristian’s making a business proposal instead of begging me to take him back.
“I’m sorry about what happened with me and Britney. We were both drunk, and it happened.”
Did he honestly just say ‘it happened’? Like you slipped and fell, and your dick ended up inside my best friend?
“How many times?”
Tristan rubs the back of his neck. “Do we need to get into this?”
I nod. His silence says more than he realizes. “I figured as much.”
Tristian shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t know what to tell you, Mallory. But you and me, we are good together. I guess…I was just hoping we could find new ways to fall apart.”
I almost feel bad for Tristian because in that twisted mind of his, he misses me. But he did this to us and honestly, I’m better for it.
“Tristan, I loved you once. I loved you with all of my heart and would have done anything and everything for you, but I will never be with you again. There are so many people out there that will treat me better than you did. I deserve better.”
He lets out a long, loud exhale.
I sit back in my chair. “Besides, you tried to win me back with lyrics from a Fun song. You’re pathetic.”
Neither one of us says anything. Tristan sits for another minute or two trying to intimidate me with that glare of his.
Finally, Tristian stands and says, “You know I’m still in the wedding.”
“I figured as much, you being my brother’s best friend and all.”
“So, I’ll see you tonight?” He sounds hopeful.
 Why wouldn’t I go to my brother’s wedding?
“Guess so.”
“Save me a dance?”
I laugh. “Don’t hold your breath.”




Chapter 46

Beau
The flight to Florida is relatively short, right around two hours, but it feels like an eternity. Every passing minute ticks by at a snail slow pace while I wait for the flight attendant to set me free.
Finally, I’m off the plane. Weaving my way through crowds of people, I run to the first rental car stand I can find.
“I need the fastest car you’ve got,” I say, panting and out of breath. The kid behind the counter looks at me strangely.
Is he dense? Car! Now!
“Business or pleasure, my man.” The kid has a surfer-stoner tone to his voice. I can’t help but laugh. Only in Florida…
“I’m here to get my girl back and I needed to get to her like yesterday.”
“Wicked,” the kid says, nodding. A hand runs through his dirty-blond hair, pushing it out of his eyes while he types something into his computer.
Click.
Click.
Click.
Seriously? How long does it take to find a car?
Finally, he says, “I’ve got something that’ll do the trick, but it’s an extra fifty dollars a day.”
“Done.” I say, handing the kid my credit card and license.
After practically signing my life away, I finally get the go ahead and follow the airport signs to the rental agency’s holding lot. I hand the attendant my receipt and a few minutes later he pulls up in a silver Porsche 911.
Hell yeah!
I sling my bag in the trunk (which oddly enough was under the front hood of the car), put the top down, and peel out of the parking lot.
Unlike my truck, it’s a stick shift and the horses purr between gears like angry lions. The in car navigation system says it should take an hour and a half to get to Mallory’s house (thank you, Jess), but in this beast I make it there in forty-five minutes.
Mallory’s house is huge, not as luxurious as her Aunt’s place, but the two story riverfront estate is bigger than anything I’ve ever lived in. Putting the car in park, I jump out and run up the steps. My heart’s racing.
What if she’s not home?
What if she slams the door in my face?
I can’t worry about that. Being here should count for something. I don’t chase girls, never have. She has to know that. Right?
I raise my fist and freeze. I can’t do this. I’ve hurt her so much already. What if being here hurts her more? Defeated, I turn.
Three steps.
I make it three steps before the large wooden door behind me swings open.
How’d she know I’m here?
 Stopping in my tracks, I look back.
“Can I help you, dear?” An elderly woman stands in the doorway with a welcoming grin plastered on her wrinkled face. She wipes her hands on her apron then waves me over.
“Yes, ma’am. I need to speak to Mallory. Please.”
The woman’s eyes scan me, brows pushing together. Recognition spreads across her face. “Oh, you must be that Georgia boy I’ve heard so much about.”
I chuckle and rub the back of my neck. “Well, ma’am, that depends. Have you heard good or bad things about me?”
“A bit of both, dear. I’m afraid Miss. Cross isn’t here.”
Cross? How did I not know Mallory’s last name? I’m such a shitty boyfriend.
“She’s getting ready for the wedding.”
Wedding? Did Mallory go back to that douchebag Tristan? My palms began to sweat, so I wipe them on my jeans.
“If you hurry, dear, you might be able to catch her before it’s too late.”
The woman disappears into the hallway. When she returns, she hands me a folded piece of paper with an address inside.
Yes!
I give the woman a hug, picking her up off her feet.
She laughs.
Setting her down, I turn on my heels and run. I jump into the car without opening the door,  plug the address into the navigation system and go.
Before I know it, I’ve made it to the beachside of Fort Lauderdale.
Seriously, are there no cops around here?
I throw the valet at the Sheraton Hotel my keys and hurry up the steps. A sign in the lobby points down a corridor, welcoming guests for the Cross and Doyle wedding.
Doyle.
What kind of last name is that? Tristan Doyle. It’s a stupid name.
There’s no backing out now.
Placing both hands on the white wooden doors, I push and they fly open with a thud that echoes throughout the room.
“Don’t do it!” I yell, running down the aisle.
At least a hundred eyes turn to me, bride and groom included. It’s then I notice the bride. She’s breathtaking in her big white dress, but she’s not Mallory.
Mallory stands beside the bride in a long coral gown. Her jaw is dropped. Face pale. Eyes wide. My stomach sinks to my feet. She’s horrified to see me.
Maybe this was a bad idea.
“Shit, everyone,” I say, hands up in surrender. “Sorry. I thought Mallory was the one getting married.”
“What the hell are you doing here, Beau?” Mallory yells from the front of the room.
“Beau?” The groom says. It’s more of a statement than a question. Mallory’s head nods once but I’m not sure if even she knows she did it.
I start up the aisle towards her but the groom meets me a few feet from the first row. He has the same dark hair and blue eyes as Mallory.
This must be her brother.
The groom draws back. I know what’s coming. There’s no point in stopping it. I deserve this. I crushed his sister’s heart. I barged into his wedding. My face jolts to the left when his fist connects with my cheek. A sticky liquid leaks from my nose. I wipe it with the back of my hand.
Blood.
Great.




Chapter 47

Mallory
“Don’t do it!” Beau’s voice bounces off the vaulted ceiling. Everyone in the room turns in their seats to see who’s burst through the doors.
My jaw hangs agape. I look around. Everyone’s watching the uninvited stranger in faded blue jeans and a yellow Cinch T-shirt take long strides up the aisle. He stops short, a few feet before the first row of chairs. Wide, brown eyes bounce from Kelly to me.
Never in a million years did I think Beau would fly to Florida. And him busting through those doors is like a scene from a movie. My heart skips a beat when upon seeing him. If this was my wedding, I might be flattered. But this isn’t my wedding; it’s Bobby’s and Beau’s just ruined months of planning.
“What the hell are you doing here, Beau?” I yell from across the room.
“Beau?” Bobby grimaces, his nearly always soft features hardening. Leaving his soon-to-be bride at the altar, he walks down the aisle. He takes his time, all calm and collected.
The room is so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Seconds feel like hours. Bobby finally reaches him and flashes a wicked smile. He draws back. The cracking sound from the bones in Beau’s face snapping could be heard a mile away. My breath catches. People around us gasp.
“That’s for breaking my sister’s heart,” Bobby yells.
Tristan leaves the line of groomsmen. He stops inches from my face, a finger pointing down the aisle. “That’s the two-bit hick you chose over me? What the hell, Mallory? You threw two years down the drain because of two weeks with him?”
Is he serious right now?
As I shove past Tristan, my shoulder brushes against his, pushing him out of my way. I run toward the two most important men in my life. Beau wipes the blood dripping from his nose on the back of his hand. “Sister?”
His eyes dance from Bobby to me. Then over to Kelly.
Not once.
Not twice.
But three times.
Then out of nowhere, he laughs. Laughs! A deep, belly-rolling, tear-jerking laugh.
What the hell is so funny?
Smacking him in the chest with my bouquet of flowers stifles his laugh a bit.
“What’s so funny?” I bite out. I’m trying to be angry. But the blood dripping from Beau’s nose, down his face makes him look like a vampire who’s just finished feasting. It’s hard to hate him when I know he’s hurting.
“I thought you were marrying Tristan Doyle. Your housekeeper made it seem like I needed to get here before YOU tied the knot.”
“What? No!” I say, through a laugh. To think Beau thought I’d run back to Tristan. He’s done lost his mind! “Doyle is Kelly’s last name.”
“I know that now.”
I turn to Kelly. She must hate me. Hell, I hate me. I’ve ruined her special day. The day she’s spent the last year and a half planning. My ex-whatever crashing through the doors and causing a scene was definitely not a part of the big moment she had in mind. “I’m sorry. I’m just going to take him outside.”
“It’s okay, Mal. Go,” Kelly says, holding a hand out to Bobby.
Bobby wraps his arm around his soon-to-be bride’s waist. She nuzzles against him. I nod, graciously, and escort Beau out of the room.
Beau flashes me a smile. Normally that grin of his would make me swoon, but the blood has stained his teeth red and has begun to dry around his lips. It’s anything but a turn on. “Beautiful dress by the way!” he hollers over his shoulder.
I backhand Beau in the chest. My hand is sticky and moist. Blood has dripped from his nose, soaking the collar of his shirt and partway down the front.
In the hallway, Beau sits on the floor. He tilts his head back and pinches his nose with his thumb and forefinger. Grabbing a napkin from the dining hall, I wet it in the water fountain and hand it to him.
He looks terrible even after wiping the dried blood from his face. The greenish-brown bruise under his left eye is swollen. A dark circle is forming under his right eye. His bottom lip is busted and puffy. The knuckles of his right hand are swollen, the skin tinged purple and yellow.
What the hell happened after I left?
I bite my lip and watch him attempt to stop the bleeding.
Do I go back to the wedding?
Do I sit?
Why is this so complicated!?
Every moment has led up to this. I’ve tried to convince myself I don’t want Beau. Tried to forget him. To lock all the pain and hurt and love away. But I don’t have the strength to fight how I feel anymore. I slide down the wall and sit beside him.
Fighting the burning sensation building up inside me, I close my eyes. A hand reaches over and rests on my knee. The touch sends a tingle to my core.
I hate him.
Scratch that. I want to hate him, but I can’t because I love him too much.
We ignore the stares of the patrons who pass by. Their eyes judge Beau for his bruises and blood-stained shirt and me for sitting next to him.
I can already imagine the stories these people will tell, how I’m rebelling against my family with this crazy, bloody man. Or maybe they’ll say that I brought an uncivilized beast to my brother’s wedding to spite Tristan. Their words will be amusing, but those people don’t matter. I could care less what my mother’s so-called friends think of me anymore.
“I am sorry,” Beau suddenly says.
I laugh. A stupid nervous laugh. “I need you to be more specific. Why are you here?”
Beau’s hand slides from my knee up my thigh, finding my fingers and intertwine with mine. Three quick squeezes is all it takes for my heart to flutter and my walls to come crashing down again.
“Mallory, I was an asshole. No, I am an asshole.” Two fingers reach out to my chin and turn my head. Forcing me to look at him. “I should have been more understanding. I get it now. Things were moving too fast this summer and I should have been giving you my undivided attention at the mudhole.”
I sit in silence.
Beau  keeps going, “I acted like a child after you left, pushing everyone away all because I didn’t know how to fix things with the only person I’ve ever loved.”
I shake my head. “You don’t love me, Beau.”
He rests his hand on top of my shaking hand. When did they start shaking?
Stupid nerves.
“Baby, I think I’ve loved you from the first day I met you. I was just too stupid to understand what I was feeling.” Beau squeezes my hand. “When I lost you the second time, Rob literally kicked my ass.” He points to the bruising near his eye. “Kevin might have gotten a swing in too. I think they like you more than me.”
Rob is good peoples. Kevin too. I owe them each a fifth of Jack for coming to my defense. I laugh and choke back my tears at the same time. “Of course they do. I’m the pretty one.” I try to hide my smile, but Beau’s grin says enough. He saw it.
“Rob said if I let you walk out of my life again, you’d be gone for good and Mallory, I can’t live without you. I tried for eight weeks and my world fell apart. So, I grabbed the next flight, and here I am.”
I don’t know what to say. So, I don’t say anything.
“You don’t have to move back to Georgia. We can do long distance if you want. Or maybe I can move down here. I don’t know.”
He takes both my hands. “I don’t know how to make this work, and frankly, I don’t care. But, baby. I want to be with you. Please take me back. I promise I’ll spend every day reminding you how sorry I am and showing you how much I love you.”
Beau wraps his arms around me and pulls me into him. It feels so good to be back in his arms. Like home. The burning inside me is too much. I can’t keep them back anymore.
Stupid tears.
I shake my head. “No.”
Beau rears back. His big brown eyes glassy and bloodshot.
Is he crying too?
“No?”
“No,” I say again. “I don’t want to be long distance.” He raises an eyebrow at me. “I’ll come back to Georgia.”
“God, I love you,” Beau says more to himself than to me.
My heart’s about to beat out of my chest. “You’re a jackass.” He nods. “But I love you too.”
Beau stares at me, all wide-eyed and jaw-dropped. His lips crash against mine. We tumble on the floor, not giving a damn who sees us. When Beau pulls back his lips, pink and puffy from kissing me, curl into a smile. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so happy.
“I’ll move to Georgia on one condition,” I say.
“What’s that?”
I smile. “You be my date to the wedding. Bloody shirt and all.”
“Done.”
Beau brushes my tears away with his thumb. I lean into the hard, calloused hand that cradles my cheek. He pulls my face into his, pressing his soft lips against mine again. The kiss is fierce but gentle. He kisses me like he’s afraid he may never kiss me again, like he really does love me. The butterflies I thought had died deep down in my stomach flutter to life again. Beau pulls back, gasping for air.
“Wow,” I whisper.
Closing my eyes, I press my forehead against Beau’s and enjoy the moment.
He’s mine again.
And me? I’ve always been his.
Beau wraps his arms around my waist.
I look up and ask, “You ready to face the wolves?”
Beau stands and holds out a hand for me. “Baby, I was born ready.”
I can’t help the huge grin on my face. I take his hand, and we set off to face my family. Together.
The End
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Chapter 1

Kevin
Lips. Full and stained a deep shade of purple. That’s all that’s on my mind. Her sloppy, wet lips on mine and if I can get to Rob’s bedroom fast enough, those lips will be doing more than just kissing. I don’t remember her name, Mary or possibly Marie...something like that. It doesn’t matter, I’ll call her Babe and she’ll love it. They always do.
Backing Babe through the bedroom doorway, my shoulder brushes against someone with enough force that it shoves them a step to their right.
My bad.
My eyes flick over to the person that I just bumped into.
“Sorry,” I mumble, with Babe’s lips still pressing against mine.
“It’s fine,” a quiet voice says.
I push Babe further into the bedroom and then against the bathroom door. Her head hits the wood with a thud, she giggles. The sound is as fake as she is, but I’m not here for her personality.
I pepper her neck with kisses, then sink my teeth into her shoulder. Babe moans, so I bite harder and suck on her tanning-bed-tanned-skin, determined to leave some colors of my own.
My lips pave a path back up Babe’s neck to her mouth. I close my eyes, letting myself become more vested in the kiss. Trying to become vested in her.
Red.
The person I bumped into a minute ago was a girl. A girl with red hair. My eyes snap open. My heart skips a beat, although after nearly ten years it should know not to. It’s never her, but my heart has a mind of its own. It’s cruel and cold to every girl. Every girl but Red.
I close my eyes again and try to focus on the girl in front of me but my mind is elsewhere. Consumed by Red again. A color that’s never the right shade—strawberry, fire engine, deep auburn, but never my red.
With a grunt, I pull back. Babe opens her hooded eyes. She bites her bottom lip and reaches behind her for the bathroom door’s handle.
 I can’t believe I’m doing this.
I press my lips into a line and hold up one finger. Babe pouts but nods, reluctantly. I back-pedal through the bedroom doorway and peer into the kitchen. A few feet to my left, is the girl I bumped into. I can’t see her face from where I’m standing, but I can see her hair. Long, scarlet locks fall just beneath her shoulders, almost touching the seam of her tie-dye spaghetti-strap shirt. The same spaghetti-strap shirt that exposes a small strip of porcelain skin on her lower back because it’s an inch short of reaching her black skinny-jeans.
Something about Red feels familiar and the thought that this could be her shoots a flame through my veins that makes my palms sweat. I wipe them on my pants, then walk over to her.
Red’s leaning against a wall that’s supposed to separate the kitchen from the living room; but at some point, someone decided to cut that wall out. However, that person was an idiot because there was a support beam smack dab in the middle. So, now Rob and Jess have this awkward wannabe wall, that’s only about two feet wide, hanging out between their living room and their kitchen. It’s this wannabe wall that Red is leaning against, people watching.
I come up on the right, stopping dangerously close to Red. She smells sweet, like strawberries and a flame ignites inside me. I’m instantly taken back to the tree house and to the girl who stole my heart ten years ago. I shake my head and push the memories away.
“Hey.” I say, flashing a smile that usually makes girls melt on the spot.
Red turns her head, her emerald green eyes shine like a lighter in the dark against her pale skin. The corner of her lips turn up. “Hi.”
“Sorry about a minute ago. I didn’t see you there.”
Red raises an eyebrow at me. “You left the girl you were playing tonsil hockey with to apologize, again?”
I chuckle.
Tonsil hockey?
Who says things like that anymore?
“Yeah, I guess I did. You look familiar. Did we hook up once?”
Red’s cheeks flush crimson as she takes a sip from her pink Solo cup. She shakes her head. Her hair has a mind of its own, bouncing wildly from the movement. “Nope. Not unless you count the time you kissed me when we were twelve.”
Twelve? She must have me confused with someone else.
“Keviiiin,” Babe cries from the bathroom, “are you coming?”
Nope.
“Hang on a sec,” I holler, not bothering to turn my head in the direction of Babe’s voice.
“Listen lady, there’s only one girl I kissed when I was twelve, and she wasn’t you.” Red flashes a smile, and it lights me up from the inside out.
“Are you sure about that?” she asks.
Her words make me swallow wrong and I spend a solid thirty seconds choking on my spit.
She couldn’t be... Could she?
“There you are!” Mallory stumbles her way over and links her arm with Red’s. Her head falls against Red’s shoulder, as if they’ve been friends for years. I watch them interact in a way that only girls do. There’s something about Red. I can’t put my finger on it, but she’s…different. Familiar. Comforting.
“Kevin,” Mallory says in a sing-song voice. “Are you bothering my new friend?”
I want to bother her.
Play it cool man.
I shrug. “Maybe.”
Red rolls her eyes and fights a half grin.
Mallory giggles. “Well, you can’t have Sophie. She’s my friend and I don’t want you scaring her off with your gigolo-like ways.”
Her name is Sophie? I’m not a man who gets butterflies, but every ounce of me flutters like a love struck teenager. It has to be a coincidence. There’s no way that my Sophie has come back. It’s been almost ten years.
“I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Red says to Mallory. “He’s got some babe waiting for him back there.”
Red’s thumb hitches behind her, to the bedroom doorway. I’d almost forgotten about Babe. I walk over to where I left her and peer into the dimly lit room.
As I’m coming back into the kitchen, I stop dead in my tracks. Recognition hits me like a ten pound sack of bricks. Those piercing green eyes. That shy smile. The barely noticeable freckles hidden underneath makeup on her nose. My breath catches and I can’t contain my smile.
“Sophie!” I say a little too loudly, not bothering to hide my excitement.
Mallory’s head snaps up, her eyes wide with confusion. I close the distance between us in record time and slide my arms around Sophie’s waist, pulling her away from Mallory and into me. I hug Sophie close to my body, lifting her off her feet, spinning her around. She lets out a deep belly laugh. I swear, the sound penetrates my soul. Every childhood memory I’ve tried to forget is dredged up all at once.  I hold Sophie’s body against mine as I set her on her feet again, not ready to let her go.
Sophie looks up at me, still laughing, eyes twinkling. “I was wondering if you’d remember me.”
Remember you? How could I forget you? You were my first kiss. The girl I always thought I’d to lose my virginity to. If twelve year-olds could love, you were it for me. But then you moved away. I exhale through my nose, realizing I can’t say any of that.
“Of course I remember you. I just didn’t recognize you, that’s all.”
“Mmm-hmm,” Sophie says, raising her eyebrows at me.
Someone clears their throat. The sound makes me hyperaware of the proximity of our bodies. I take a step back, creating more space between Sophie and I than I’d like. Mallory glares at us with her arms crossed, tapping her left foot.
“Would someone please explain, what’s going on?” Mallory asks.
Before I can answer, Beau sneaks up behind Mallory and swoops her into his arms. She laughs, swatting at him until he lets her go.
“Beau! Don’t do that!” she whines playfully, “I’m trying to be angry. Kevin just got all excited and sappy over Sophie and I want to know why.”
Beau’s gaze snaps up. His eyes bounce between Red and me.
“Sophie?” he asks.
I nod, my pulse starting to thrum to life again.
Beau steps around Mallory to hug Sophie, but Mallory pulls at the back of his shirt. He holds his hands up in surrender. “Not touching.”
Sophie laughs and her nose crinkles. I resist the urge to smile because I can tell that I’m already falling for her all over again.
“Seriously guys! What’s going on?” Mallory stomps her foot like a pouting four year old.
Now that Mallory and Beau aren’t stupidly breaking each other’s hearts, Mallory’s transitioned from a crying-angry drunk to an emotional but happy drunk. It took some getting used to, but I like her better this way. Truth be told, I think everyone does.
Beau drapes his arm around Mallory’s shoulder. “Babe, this is Sophie. We were friends back in the day. That is, until she and her mom moved away to live with her grandma and never came back.”
Sophie punches him in the shoulder. “Hey! I’m back now. That counts for something, doesn’t it?”
I nod, even though no one is paying attention to me. I scan Sophie from head to toe, taking every inch of her amazing body in. There’s something different about her. I mean I know she blossomed, so to speak, but it’s not just her body that’s different. She carries herself with a confidence she didn’t have when we were kids. It’s intimidating and intriguing all at once.
As excited as I am to have her back, caution alarms are going off in my head. Why did she come back, now, after all these years? Is she staying long?
“Awwwww,” Mallory coos, “You’re like Romeo and Juliette, fated in the stars. Well, you know, without the dying part.”
I shake my head. Only Mallory would find that tragedy romantic. My finger brushes against Sophie’s wrist. She turns her head to me. The right corner of her lip twitches, as if she’s fighting a smile. Seeking her hand with mine, our fingers tangle together and I pull her towards the living room; not caring one bit we just abandoned Beau and Mallory mid-conversation. Sophie looks over her shoulder and waves apologetically before picking up her pace to be at my side. She sits down beside me, her body only inches from mine, with one leg underneath her and the other dangling off the couch.
“How long have you been back?” I ask, a little too enthusiastically.
Calm down.
Keep your cool.
She’s just a girl.
Lie.
She’s the girl.
“About a week. I ran into Rob and Jess at Winn-Dixie last Saturday. Rob recognized me almost immediately. They invited me to a party that night, but I had too much to do and never made it.”
A week? Sophie’s been back a whole week and I didn’t know! How could I have not noticed? My heart pounds in my ears, nearly drowning out the sound of her voice.
“How’s Nichole?” she asks, pulling me from my thoughts.
A feeling of dread washes over me. I look down at my hands, wishing I had something to occupy them. “Mom died about a year after you left.”
Sophie gasps, then throws her arms around my neck. She buries her face into my shoulder, squeezing me so hard I can’t breathe.
Only Rob and Beau know how truly devastated I was after mom died. My mom was my best friend, aside from Sophie, when I was a kid. She raised me on her own. And then one day, out of the blue, she said she was sick, cancer. I was thirteen at the time. I knew what cancer was, but I didn’t think she’d die. I mean, she was my mom, she couldn’t die.
But she did.
Child services put me in the foster system for a few weeks while they tracked down my dad. Turned out he’s lived in town my whole life, but he didn’t want anything to do with me back then. Still doesn’t.
“Kevin, I’m so sorry,” she whispers into my shoulder.
Cool moisture dampens my shirt collar. Warmth spread through me knowing that she still cares about mom. I rub small circles against the soft skin of her lower back beneath the hem of her shirt.
“Don’t cry, it’s alright. She died a long time ago.”
Sophie pulls back and nods. She wipes her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Sorry,” she says, through a breathy laugh, “Nichole was like a second mom to me. I didn’t mean to get emotional.”
I tentatively put my hand on Sophie’s knee and bring the other to her face. My thumb brushes against her cheek, wiping away a stray tear and her big green eyes look up at me. She nibbles on her bottom lip, leaving a wetness behind as it slips from between her teeth. My eyes fall to her mouth and the air between us heats.
“You want to go somewhere quieter?” Sophie asks. She reaches her hand out and touches my arm. “You look… uncomfortable.”
I am uncomfortable.
My heart hurts for my mother.
Oddly, at the same time it’s racing because of how close Sophie is.
Our gazes are still tangled together, heating the longer they hold.
“Can’t, I rode with Beau tonight. I’m kind of stuck until he’s ready to go.”
That’s a lie. Beau couldn’t care less if I stay or if I go. Right now, leaving with Sophie could go two ways. One, nothing happens between us and I’m instantly put in the friend-zone. Two, we go somewhere quiet and I make a move. Which would be great if I wasn’t terrified she’d shoot me down. Normally rejection wouldn’t bother me, but this is my
Red.
Sophie scoots back, just out of reach. “Oh, ok.” Her eyes glass over. She looks around the room then over my shoulder, refusing to give me eye contact.
What is she thinking?
Sophie looks down at her watch. “I should probably go. Here.” She pulls her phone from her pocket and hands it to me. “Give me your number. I’d love to catch up. Maybe we could be friends again?”
Heck yeah, we can be friends!
Wait. Do I want to be friends?
Was I just friend-zoned?
Jess and Mallory are the only girls I’ve ever called friends, Mallory more than Jess. And that’s only because they’re dating my best friends. Can I do just friends?
I shoot myself a text, ignoring the barrage of thoughts streaming through my head, then hand Sophie her phone back. The strap of her shirt slides off her shoulder as she tucks her phone in her back pocket. I brush my finger along her shoulder, pushing the strap back in its place. Goosebumps breakout across her skin.
Sophie stands, and it takes a heart pounding second to realize she’s going to leave, but then I stand too. Wrapping both arms around her, I breathe her in. She rubs her hand along my back, making it difficult to think. I force myself to let her go before things get awkward. Sophie leaves me and walks to the front door. Reaching for the handle, she pauses and looks over her shoulder. I sigh, trying to catch my breath because it’s coming in short bursts. Sophie gives me a nervous smile before walking out of my life again.
At least this time it’s only for the night.
Hopefully.




Thank You

I want to say thank you for reading my novel Can’t Let Go. It’s because of readers like you that Beau and Mallory’s story gets to be told. If you enjoyed my novel, please leave a review on Amazon. Reviews are the lifeblood of a novel, allowing it to be found by more readers.
If you’d like to be first to know what’s going on with The Georgia Boys, subscribe to my newsletter at and follow me on Instagram at www.chrissybrownauthor.com
https://www.instagram.com/chrissybrownauthor/
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