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    Chapter One


    Beckett


    


    “Beckett, where’ve you been all summer?” a tall blonde asked as soon as I walked in the door. She seemed to know me, but I had no idea what her name was. That was usually the case when it came to coeds and me—except for one.


    Trying to forget someone. “Traveling,” is what came out of my mouth as I smiled down at her. She was tall for a girl, but couldn’t compete with my 6’2” frame. And she was forgettable. I shifted my shoulders, feeling restless. I could spend the rest of my night tolerating a sure thing, or I could scratch this itch that had somehow turned into a chronic, endless rash. “I’ll find you later, yeah?”


    “All right,” she giggled. She put a delicate hand on my shoulder and rubbed my collarbone with her thumb.


    There was a time in my life when I would have taken that hand and immediately led her to a back room at whatever campus party we happened to be at. That time was at least six months ago.


    But I was a changed man these days.


    Thanks to a drunken decision and the softest lips I’d ever kissed. That’s right, Beckett Harris, one-time baseball star and all-around ladies’ man was felled by a drunken make out session.


    It did not get more pathetic than this.


    The last three months of summer were spent in desperate pursuit of forgetting all about that one-night stand—and believe me, I was clear on how wrongly that description was used—and the girl who wanted nothing to do with me.


    Which was almost inconceivable to me—I was a catch. A goddamn eligible bachelor.


    She was quirky and way too focused on school. She was young, too young for me, and best friends with my sister. She was all kinds of wrong.


    And I couldn’t get her out of my head.


    I pushed my way through the crowded living room of some random undergrad’s apartment and kept my eyes open for her. I was very aware that my behavior was stalker-ish, gravitating toward desperate. But to be fair, I stayed away for the last three months.


    Wasn’t that was nice of me?


    I accepted a Solo cup full of beer and drank it without hesitating. I knew girls had to be careful at these parties, but honestly, who wanted to roofie me? I would be pretty useless knocked out cold. And after growing up with two older brothers that spent their teenage years hazing a sister who liked to “prove” herself by joining in the antics and me, pranks didn’t often phase me.


    The beer was cold, but tasteless and light, typical college fare. I wasn’t an alcohol snob per say, but my oldest brother Lennox usually brought back interesting beverages from around the world and shared with our other brother Grayson and me. I’d much prefer a craft beer over this garbage. Or better still, twelve-year single malt scotch.


    Dark hair floated in my peripheral, and I craned my neck to see if it was her. I was playing damned detective to find her. I just got back into town last night and couldn’t suppress the need to see her. I wanted to make sure she was doing okay this semester, make sure she hadn’t taken on more than she could handle.


    Ok, enough bullshit, I wasn’t that thoughtful.


    What I really wanted was to make sure she wasn’t dating anyone.


    It wasn’t like I wanted to date her.


    But I did not like the idea of someone else putting their filthy hands on her. Not at all.


    I decided to make my way toward the backyard. The house was packed with undergrads, all celebrating the first week of classes. I had another week before grad school started, but I knew enough of the student body that I could show up anywhere unannounced. Playing baseball the last four years had its perks.


    I walked through a group of guys watching ESPN highlights on a pathetic excuse for a TV and answered their greetings, but kept my destination in sight. The longer it took to find her, the more uncomfortable I was starting to feel.


    What if she wasn’t here? 


    I got a text from one of the guys I played ball with in college. He had a confirmed visual, but that was over an hour ago. She could have easily left by now.


    Except her MO usually kept her at the same party all night. She didn’t come out to parties often, but when she did choose to spend her time at one, she made an all-night appearance.


    I liked that about her—although I couldn’t figure out why. It was like she was picky, but when she finally decided on something she committed all the way. I liked that kind of loyalty. I liked that she wasn’t flaky like most of the other girls I spent time with.


    I glanced back at the TV, hearing a particular score I was curious about. The announcer brought back a rush of memories, and I couldn’t stop the smirk from changing my expression. I was definitely finding her tonight.


    The first, and only time we’d hooked up had been at a party just like this one. We had run into each other during a game of beer pong. We played against each other, flirting and laughing the entire night. We were both pretty tipsy by the time the game was over, but when we went our separate ways I didn’t think anything about it.


    It was later in the night after most everyone else had disappeared that I was sitting in a recliner, watching the late-night highlight reels. She came out of the kitchen looking like an exotic goddess in her long, flowing dress and crawled right onto my lap. Her knees straddled my lap, her hands rested on my neck and her huge green eyes looked down at me like they were starving.


    She bent down and kissed the corner of my eye. It was sweet, not sexy and I was confused by the gesture. I didn’t need my little sister’s best friend developing any kind of crush on me. At the time, I was worried she was about to make things really awkward, but she felt exactly right sitting on my lap the way she was, and my drunken brain didn’t feel like talking her out of whatever mistake she was about to make.


    “I want to be a fangirl tonight,” she murmured and then slid her tongue over my bottom lip.


    I immediately forgot any reason to talk her out of this. Her luscious body fit perfectly in my hands as I cupped her behind and adjusted her across me, right where I needed her.


    “Let’s pretend I love baseball,” she whispered, leaning forward to nibble on my ear. “And that you’re my favorite player.”


    “I am your favorite player,” I reminded her in a voice I barely recognized. God, this girl had turned me on faster than anyone I could remember in recent history. She smelled like seduction and tasted like sweet sin. Her thighs wrapped around me as if they were made for my body, as if I were made to fit her this way. Whatever hesitation I’d had… whatever reluctance had been pressing the brakes quickly disappeared in place of need and desire.


    “So then you won’t mind if I…” she trailed off and gave me a slow, hot kiss right on the mouth.


    “Not at all.” And that was the truth.


    I deepened the kiss immediately until she was wiggling and squirming in my lap. I liked the whole girl-on-top thing she had going on, and in my alcohol-infused state, my brain thought she was the sexiest thing I’d ever had my hands on. She was gentle, but hungry at the same time. She was obviously innocent but still so sweetly responsive.


    One of my hands started traveling north over the curve of her hip, across her flat stomach and to a place I’d fantasized about more than one time in our brief interactions. I groped her carefully, gauging how she would handle this. When her moan broke our kiss and her back arched her further into my hand, I think I lost my mind completely. I did the same thing with her other breast in my other hand, and her reaction was even more intense.


    This was turning into a very good night.


    But then she pulled away, laughing gently. “No, no, no, Beckett Harris. I’m not that much of a fangirl,” she shook her head and moved my hands down to her waist.


    I let her have her way. Everything about her was nice, even her hips. Especially her hips. I gripped her tightly, digging my fingers in to keep her in place. I had one thing on my mind, and if she wanted to pull back, I was gearing up to convince her to stay right where she was.


    “Besides,” she continued, wiggling enough to make me groan. “I don’t even like baseball.”


    “Now you’re trying to be cruel.” I yanked her forward so that our bodies were impossibly closer and she let a squeal of surprise. “Where you going, Britte? I’ll be good, promise.” At this point, all I could focus on were those gorgeous lips and how they felt against mine. I was a desperate man—desperate to taste her again.


    She was driving me crazy with her teasing kisses, the way her tongue tangled with mine and her body moved against me in this perfect rhythm of careful desire. I’d obviously lost my mind if I was promising her insane things like good behavior and begging for innocent kisses.


    “I don’t believe you,” she whispered, granting me another long, slow kiss. “I don’t think you’re capable of being good.”


    I returned her gesture and teased her with a seductive move with my tongue that always worked. She whimpered against my mouth.


    “Sure I can,” I tried to sound serious, but it came out more like a growl. “This time.”


    “All right,” she quickly agreed. “This time.”


    And as I kissed her into oblivion, I kept my promise to her to play nicely, while I swore to myself I would have her next time—that there would be a next time.


    Only there wasn’t a next time.


    There hadn’t even been an almost next time.


    But only because she wouldn’t give me the goddamn time of day.


    I noticed her then, in the kitchen, sitting on the counter next to the keg. She was wearing sinfully small white shorts that made her long legs look like they went on for days. Her huge green eyes had red eyeliner around them. She chose the weirdest colors for her makeup, but somehow they always made her look sexy as hell. She was wearing a loose, silky tank top that didn’t exactly show off her figure, but it did reveal smooth, sexy shoulders—which made me feel a little strange that I was checking out her shoulders.


    At this point, I couldn’t help myself.


    And she hadn’t even realized I was in the room stalking her.


    Which gave me the advantage.


    I needed to stay on the offensive—get to her before she could make her getaway. She was really good at avoiding me last semester, but I was hoping she didn’t know I was back in town yet.


    Her head tipped back and she laughed in her infectious way at something one of the guys around her said. She looked back at him with an adoring look that made me instantly murderous. Bastards. Whoever they were. But then she patted him on the head like he was a child, and poured him a cup of beer. That was a good sign—girls didn’t treat men they wanted to sleep with like puppies.


    I sauntered over to her, throwing off my signature confidence, even though for the first time in a long time, I didn’t actually feel as smug as I was acting. She had rejected me too many times for this to feel like a sure thing.


    Two things kept me moving forward. One: Those damn legs. And two: If I didn’t kiss her again soon, I was going to die. I was. It was a forgone conclusion. Somehow, while I had been making out with her, convinced I was just doing it so I wouldn’t hurt her feelings, she’d made me addicted to her.


    And I’d been too long without a fix.


    The three guys—all younger than me—moved out of the way when I made it obvious where I was headed. Britte looked at me and immediately glowered. She obviously wasn’t happy to see me, and I was right, she hadn’t heard I was back in town by the subtle lines of surprise that lifted her eyebrows.


    I should have been irritated, or maybe even offended, but instead I felt challenge buzzing just beneath my skin. I saw the defiance in her eyes and couldn’t ignore the way my heart rate spiked and my blood pulsed with fresh resilience. She was an opposing team I wanted to teach a lesson. A dare I couldn’t help but take. She was the theory I had to test. The contest I needed to win.


    It was her fault really. She brought out everything competitive and sportsmanlike in me. This was my true nature. I was an athlete. I couldn’t help but pick up the gauntlet and play to win. 


    I bravely walked up to her and stepped in between her legs where nirvana awaited. “Hey, Britte,” I used the voice I reserved for the bedroom and trailed my fingertips up her thigh because I couldn’t help myself.


    In every other area of my life, I was the epitome of self-control—my workouts, my diet, my studies. But this girl was going to ruin me with her legs.


    What did that say about me?


    Apparently, I needed to end this recent dry spell.


    And fast.


    “Beckett, you’re in their way. They wanted drinks,” she motioned to the guys still standing awkwardly behind me, like they were waiting for me to leave.


    I glanced back at them dismissively, knowing they would figure out what was going on before she did. “They’re good.” I shrugged casually, and I felt them disappear back into the party.


    “Why did you do that?” she hissed. “They were legitimately thirsty!”


    “In no way, were they legitimately thirsty,” I laughed. “At least, not for beer.”


    Her scowl deepened. “What do you want, Harris?”


    Her hands rested on my shoulders as if she hadn’t remembered to push me away yet. I took that as a good sign.


    “A drink?” I improvised. Her nose wrinkled, and I stopped myself from laughing. Had she always been this cute? “I’m legitimately thirsty, too.”


    “You are not.” She sighed, but her fingers trailed a line along my collarbone, and I felt like shivering.


    I didn’t—I was a man after all. But it was proof of what her touch could do to me. I wasn’t leaving here without her tonight.


    I couldn’t.


    “Maybe I’m not thirsty for beer either.”


    Her lips twitched like she was trying not to smile. “I thought we talked about that.”


    “We did,” I agreed quickly. “But I forgot the finer points of our agreement. Maybe you should spend some time reminding me.” I swiped my tongue along my lower lip, unable to hold back my anticipation for something I decided was in my reach.


    “I am so not drunk enough to make those kinds of bad decisions,” she laughed. I laughed too, I couldn’t help myself. She pulled me into every part of her, made me laugh when I didn’t want to…made me see reason when I didn’t think I was capable of it.


    “Then let’s get you drunk enough,” I suggested, shooting a glance at the keg.


    “You’re cute,” she smiled at me.


    I did not want to be cute. No guy wanted to be cute. Sexy, irresistible, hot as all hell, but not cute.


    She needed to get all thoughts of cute out of her head right now. And I should probably help with that.


    Deliberately moving my hands from her thighs to her hips, I jerked her forward so that she straddled my waist, and our lips were that much closer together.


    “I promise I’ll be good again,” I whispered. I leaned in and ran my nose up the graceful line of her jaw. I forced my mouth to stay closed, to wait to kiss her until she couldn’t stand the thought of not kissing me—until she was as tortured as I was.


    Her sharp intake of breath told me I was heading in the right direction.


    “Beckett, you are a bad, very bad idea,” she murmured even while she turned her head and kissed my jaw. “I don’t have time for you.”


    Okay, that stung my pride a little, or a lot.


    “I don’t have time for you either,” I declared. But it was a dirty lie. I would make time for this girl.


    “But, God, Beckett,” she hissed as I finally gave into temptation and kissed her throat.


    “I promise I’ll be good again, Britte,” I whispered against the fleshy part of her ear. What the hell was I thinking? I in no way wanted to be good with this girl.


    “I don’t know,” she hesitated, pulling back again.


    I let my lips trail a path down the column of her neck, inhaling her as I went. I wasn’t even close to drunk; the half glass of beer I’d consumed did nothing to affect me. But hell, if she wasn’t more intoxicating than alcohol.


    “As long as we—”


    She was just about to let me have my way when a clearly masculine voice spoke from over my shoulder.


    “Oh, hey, Britte,” he sounded awkward after interrupting what we had going on. He should feel uncomfortable, damn it. “Sorry. I was just looking for the keg.”


    “You found it,” Britte laughed nervously. She shoved my shoulders so I would step back. I stopped kissing her, but I earned this spot between her legs. I won it, and I was an f-ing athlete and competitor to my core. We never gave up our trophies. Fed up with me she growled lowly, “Move, Beckett.”


    I wasn’t one to force my way with any girl, so I obliged by backing up and leaning against the counter space next to her. I turned my attention to the guy who’d ruined everything for me tonight, meeting the curious stare of Jameson McKay. He was the last person I wanted to see. But he was one of my little sister’s friends and so that made this...obnoxiously polite.


    “Hey man,” I nodded.


    “Hey, Beckett,” he nodded back. “Didn’t know you were back on campus.”


    “I got in last night,” I offered. I put a palm on Britte’s knee to stake my claim—but she shoved it off and huffed like I was annoying.


    Me? Annoying? Impossible.


    “All right, well, see you guys around,” Jameson tipped his full cup our direction and then rejoined the party.


    “Oh my God, Beckett,” Britte groaned. “You have got to leave me alone!”


    An outrageous thought slithered down my spine, and I instantly bristled at the idea. “You don’t mean because of McKay?” I pointed at the still swinging door that led to the rest of the party. Then I glanced back at Britte; she was blushing crimson red.


    Hell, no.


    “Please, Beckett, just, can you leave me alone?” she whispered, her voice shaking with embarrassment.


    Shit.


    Shit.


    I didn’t realize I had competition. What the hell?


    But it wasn’t exactly like I could do anything but what she asked. I was a good guy. Or at least I kept telling myself I was. If she wanted me gone, then I had to go.


    I stood up and walked to the middle of the sticky linoleum floor and turned around to face her. I narrowed my eyes and crossed my arms—classic tough guy look. Maybe I could intimidate her into what I wanted, you know, typical good guy actions. I stifled a frustrated groan.


    “Beckett,” she pointed a stern finger at me, sliding off the counter. “I don’t have time for this.”


    “You already said that,” I reminded her dryly. And then I decided I didn’t want to be the good guy anymore. I gave it a shot. There had to be a better way, a speedier, more efficient way. “I’ll make you a deal.”


    Her eyebrows furrowed suspiciously, “What kind of deal?”


    Smart girl, she shouldn’t trust me. “I’ll leave tonight and you can go…you can go back to the party.” The idea of what or who she was going to do at said party made bile rise in my throat like before any important game. My muscles tensed and my fists clenched. Game face. “If you go to coffee with me tomorrow afternoon.” I didn’t drink that bullshit, but from experience, I knew girls loved that kind of pumpkin flavored shit.


    “No way,” she shook her head quickly.


    Time to put the pressure on, “Fine, let’s go find Jameson then. I’ve been wanting to ask him about…his running program anyway,” I lied.


    “Liar.”


    “Really? Because I could talk to him about running all night long. I have a million questions about running. I can’t wait to ask him about running.” Okay, now I was just being an asshole, but I’d make it up to her tomorrow.


    She glared at me for a full minute. When I didn’t flinch or back down, she huffed out an irritated, “Fine. Fine. I’ll have coffee with you, just go. Now.”


    I broke out into a smile. Victory. I loved to win. But I wasn’t going to stick around for her to change her mind either. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at three o’clock.”


    “No, I’ll just meet you—” she tried to counter.


    “You know what?” Now I was just taunting her. “I’ve always wanted to know how they train for hurdles. That’s Jameson’s specialty, right? Or is it lunges? Or long jump? How do you think they—”


    “Fine, Beckett. Pick me up. I don’t care. Just get out of my hair tonight.” She shoved my bicep, obviously exasperated with me.


    “See you tomorrow, Britte.” I swooped down and pressed a lingering kiss to her mouth. She didn’t move until I was finished. She let me have my wicked way with her. When I pulled back, I couldn’t help but grin at the glazed look in her eyes.


    Tomorrow.


    I would get more tomorrow.


    I turned around then, leaving her sputtering and bright red. Good. She could hang out with Jameson as often as she wanted as long as she had my mouth on her mind.


    


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Britte


    


    “Eleanor!” I screeched at the top of my lungs. “Eleanor, where are you!”


    I heard something slam into the open door behind me and then my roommate’s exasperated voice. “I’m here. Good God, B, I’m right here. Where’s the wreck?”


    “I need your perfume,” I demanded desperately while I tossed clothes behind me on the bed. “And a pair of your earrings. And…oh! A scarf! Do you still have all your old scarves?”


    I glanced over my shoulder and fought my dark hair out of my face. Ellie scrunched up her nose and then wrestled her chestnut colored hair into a messy bun on the top of her head. She was such a nerd in her short red track shorts, high school track t-shirt, and white knee-high socks. Her boyfriend was supposed to stop over in a few minutes, and this was how she planned to meet him.


    I didn’t understand her decisions sometimes.


    But then again, Fin seemed to love her no matter what she wore, so I didn’t question it.


    “I think I gave most of them to Goodwill,” she said. “But maybe I kept one or two? Why do you need them?”


    I started to explain, “I—”


    “Are you stealing my identity? Oh, my God, Britte, please don’t steal my identity!”


    I laughed because I couldn’t help it. “I am kind of stealing your identity, but not like Tara the Terrorist. There will be no gambling or selling all your possessions, and as long as you don’t ask me for three more days, I’ll be able to pay my half of the rent this month.”


    Her mouth lifted in a relieved smile. “Okay. Please explain what you are doing.”


    I stood up and turned around. I hadn’t figured out what I was going to wear to coffee with Beckett yet, so I was still in jeans and my bra. Ellie stood waiting for my explanation, unfazed by my state of undress.


    “I ran into your brother last night,” I confessed. A smile threatened to erupt on her lips, but she did her best to suppress it. Which probably saved her life, judging by the mood I was currently in.


    “And?”


    “He wants to have coffee today.”


    Her eyebrows rose expectantly. “And?”


    “And he convinced me to say yes. So now I have to convince him to get over this, this, thing he has for me.”


    “B—”


    “Els, stop playing matchmaker. This isn’t true love. This is your horny, superstar brother not used to getting shut down. He doesn’t want to sweep me off my feet into a happily ever after. He wants to slip a roofie into my latte and mark another notch on his bedpost.”


    “That’s not very nice.”


    It was my turn to raise my eyebrows at her.


    “But probably accurate. Except for the date rape. He would never do that.” She crossed her arms and tensed defensively as I continued to stare at her mockingly. “Well, he wouldn’t.”


    I sighed. “It was a joke.”


    “It was mean.”


    “Help me!” I squealed. “Please.”


    “Okay, fine,” she groaned. “I’ll dress you up like me and then be super weirded out when it doesn’t turn him off.”


    I finally smiled. “Yay!”


    Nerves fluttered through me. What if she was right? What if it didn’t work and he didn’t care that I reminded him of his sister? Not because he was a weirdo, but just because he didn’t even notice the lengths I’d gone to.


    On the other hand, what if she was wrong? What if it did work? What if I managed to turn him off and he never wanted anything to do with me again? Disappointment swirled through me. Something panged inside my chest. It felt very much like hurt and sadness and regret.


    Which didn’t make sense.


    I didn’t want this. Mostly.


    Mainly I just wanted Beckett to leave me alone and today was how I was going to accomplish that.


    “It’s not going to work, babe,” Ellie insisted.


    “It’s going to work.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Get dressed and then I’ll rub my clothes all over you.”


    Ellie left me to it, and I finally got to work dressing. I wanted to turn Beckett off for sure, but I was just vain enough to still want to look nice. I finished buttoning up my skinny jeans and tugged on a loose gray tunic that slid off one shoulder. My makeup was already done in my usual tones with some green eyeliner to pull out my green eyes and enough coats of mascara to make my lashes seem lush. 


    I tugged on some strappy flats and a long locket on a chain that had once belonged to my grandmother—my dad’s mom. My mother’s family was dead to me. I finished the look with pink lip gloss and a cluster of bangles.


    I wandered into Ellie’s room and stepped over her open textbooks that were scattered along her already messy floor. Clothes and shoes piled everywhere amidst schoolwork and empty soda cans.


    “Isn’t Fin coming over soon?”


    She chucked a scarf at me. “Yes, he’s staying for a few days.”


    Ellie’s boyfriend Fin had recently moved a couple of hours away to attend grad school. They usually tried to see each other on the weekends. Either he would stay with us for a few days or she would visit him for a weekend.


    They were so obnoxiously happy even though the long distance was hard for both of them. Plus, they were pretty much the cutest couple ever, so they deserved all the relational bliss they brought each other.


    When Ellie caught me eying her incredibly messy room, she sniffed. “Fin loves me for me.”


    “You’re just hoping he’ll clean this up for you.”


    She pressed her lips together to hold back her smile. “I just don’t want him to get bored while I’m working on homework.” She gave me a sideways glance. “Plus, he likes to clean.”


    I snorted. Fin had enough homework to keep him much busier than Ellie, but I didn’t point that out. A good best friend supported her friend no matter what, even when she was innocently manipulating her boyfriend. And it was true that Fin liked to clean. Maybe that was the wrong way to say it. He liked things neat, orderly and controlled. Ellie drove him crazy because she was none of those things. But I also knew that was why he’d fallen so hard for her to begin with.


    A knock at the door made us both jump.


    “Relax,” she whispered with saucer-sized eyes. “It’s probably just Fin.”


    “What time is it?”


    She glanced at her clock before squeaking, “2:58 p.m.”


    We both made another squeaking noise. The knock came again, followed by a muffled, “Britte?”


    “Shit,” I mumbled.


    “It’s going to be fine,” she assured me. “Stop freaking out.”


    “I’m not freaking out.”


    “You’re totally freaking out.”


    “You’re making me freak out. Stop it!”


    “You stop it!”


    “Britte?” Beckett called out again.


    “Just a minute!” Ellie shouted back at him. Then to me she said, “Here, put this on.”


    I looked down at the pretty cotton infinity scarf with mustard-colored chevrons woven throughout. “I really like this one.”


    “Thanks. I’m kind of bummed I gave them all away. I had a seriously impressive collection.”


    “I’m kind of sorry I made fun of you for wearing these all the time. I’m starting to see the appeal.”


    She threw her head back and laughed. “It’s not going to work, B. He’s very focused when he finds something he wants.”


    “Well, he needs to focus on someone else.”


    She patted my shoulder as she walked by. “And he likes to win.”


    I grumbled something offensive under my breath, and tugged on the scarf. I looped it around my neck twice and checked myself out in the mirror while Ellie answered the door and let her brother inside. They talked animatedly while I sprayed on some of Ellie’s signature scent and slipped a pair of her silver studs in my ears.


    There. I looked as much like Ellie as possible. And I smelled like her.


    I was pretty sure this would be a major turnoff for Beckett. He was obviously a man-whore, but someone that looked and smelled like his baby sister would surely be off limits for even him.


    I didn’t want a relationship with Beckett, not that he was offering one, but I didn’t hate the guy. He was actually pretty decent as far as best friend’s brothers went. And he adored Ellie and always made sure she was taken care of.


    However, I didn’t have the same faith that he would treat me the same way. I had been skittish with men my whole life, and I wasn’t about to open up to Beckett only to have him break my heart the next morning.


    See, the problem was that Beckett was a player. And I wasn’t the kind of girl that could handle getting played.


    I could barely handle when a guy didn’t call me back after our first date, which happened way more often than I wanted to admit.


    I didn’t seem to have problems getting the first date. It was after that date when the trouble began. Most men seemed to find me slightly neurotic and way too focused on school.


    Beckett would be just like everybody else if I gave him a chance. Hell, he might not even last all the way through the date before he abandoned me in the restaurant and ran for the hills. The boy had a short attention span, to say the least. And he’d left a trail of broken hearts across campus. I just could not be that girl. I didn’t have time for it.


    A knock on the door pulled my attention from my terrified expression and straight to Beckett’s sharp gray eyes. “Are you done hiding in my sister’s room?” he asked me with a devil-may-care smirk on his too-perfect face.


    God, Beckett. Go easy on me.


    It just wasn’t fair that he was so good-looking.


    Muscles, check. Tall, long, lean body, check. Mysterious gray eyes that lasered straight through me, check. Smile that made me want to kiss him every time he shot it my way, double check.


    He stood there in low-slung jeans and a baseball t-shirt with his dark hair tousled and falling just so on his forehead. There was nothing spectacular about his outfit and yet, I wanted to lick him.


    That was so not a normal reaction.


    “I’m not hiding,” I told him courageously. “I just finished getting ready.”


    His eyes traveled down my body, taking in every inch and ounce of me. I watched him frown at the familiar scarf, and his eyes did this surprised double-take thing. Then they seared a path up to my face where he met my gaze and lifted a challenging brow.


    He jerked his chin toward the hallway and commanded, “Come on then.”


    That low, rumbled demand did something to me. Something I wanted to call anger. Something I knew was decidedly not anger.


    I gathered my scattered nerves and nodded slowly. I didn’t want to go to coffee with him this afternoon. I didn’t want to go to coffee with him any afternoon. I just wanted to hide in the apartment I shared with Ellie and collect cats.


    At this point in my failed dating career, I was pretty sure my soulmate was a cat.


    “Where are we going?” I asked Beckett once we were both in the hallway.


    “Coffee,” he answered simply. “Bye, Els,” he called out once as we walked through the living room. I stopped to talk to her, but he wrapped his big hand around my wrist and tugged me through the front door before I could put a sentence together.


    “Have fun, you two!” she called after us. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”


    I glanced back at her, wide-eyed and desperate for her to shut up. She stood in the doorframe waggling her eyebrows at me.


    Some best friend she was. I needed an upgrade apparently. Just kidding. I loved that woman with the fire of a thousand suns.


    Beckett led the way to his car. We stayed silent most of the way. It wasn’t until he opened the door to his fancy black car that I even looked him in the eye.


    “You’re so quiet,” he commented as I awkwardly climbed into the passenger’s seat.


    I shot him a look. “You haven’t said anything either.”


    One side of his mouth kicked up into a crooked smile. “Maybe I’m nervous.”


    Yeah right. The day a girl made Beckett Harris nervous was the day I… did something out of character.


    Like eat vegetables by choice.


    He shut the door behind me and jogged around the front of the truck. I ignored the way he held his shoulders back and dipped his chin. I ignored the way he swung into the driver’s seat with a grace that belonged to a jungle animal, not a human. I ignored the way his long fingers wrapped around the keys and turned them in the ignition or how they settled on the gear shift or how they stretched and flexed as he wrapped them around the steering wheel or…


    Oh, my God. I was fixating on Beckett’s hands.


    On his hands.


    There was something wrong with me. Majorly wrong with me.


    “Britte?”


    I snapped my head up and met Beckett’s concerned gaze. “Yeah?”


    “You okay?”


    He had said my name in a way that made me think he had said it more than once.


    “I’m fine.” I shifted in my seat so I could stare at the road.


    He made a sound in the back of his throat, but didn’t push it. “Is the Quirky Cup good for you?”


    “Sure.” Okay, this needed to stop. I needed to pull myself together and not be a complete spaz around Beckett.


    He turned in the direction of the adorable little coffee shop that was only a few blocks from campus and I slid my nervous palms over the tops of my thighs hoping my jeans would absorb the sweat gathered there.


    I had always been unacceptably anxious around Ellie’s brothers. For as down to earth and amazing as my best friend was, her brothers seemed larger than life. They were gorgeous. They were successful. And they had enough testosterone between them to dwindle the entire male supply worldwide.


    But I didn’t have to see Lennox or Grayson very often. They weren’t around as much. And Beckett hadn’t been either for the last few months.


    I thought he’d given up whatever game he wanted to play with me.


    Apparently, I was wrong.


    When he showed up last night, I had lost all ability to think straight or function normally. He did that to me. Which was why I couldn’t let moments like last night keep happening.


    The first and only time Beckett and I kissed had been magical. It had been all fireworks and explosions and potential orgasms. It was also alcohol infused.


    I honestly hadn’t expected Beckett to remember that it was me that crawled up on his lap like the brazen hussy I was.


    Well, the brazen hussy I was just that one time.


    And when he not only remembered, but wanted to talk about it, I had contemplated a quick change of profession. Forget med school when I could join a Disney Cruise and spend the rest of my days dancing around dressed up like Belle.


    Or Snow White.


    Or…damn, were they any other brunette princesses?


    What was up with that?


    “Where are you at, Britte?”


    I turned my head to see that Beckett had parked the car in front of the Quirky Cup and turned off the engine. I blinked at the adorable little, eclectic section of La Crosse, Wisconsin, and let out an elongated sigh.


    “Sorry,” I said sincerely. “I’m lost in my head today.”


    Beckett watched me for long moments. His gray eyes seemed to see more than I wanted him too. They swept over me with intelligence that always surprised me.


    It wasn’t that I thought Beckett was stupid.


    Just more brawn than brain.


    Maybe I was wrong about that, though.


    All at once he was in motion. He stepped out of the driver’s side and hurried around the front again. I jumped into action too, anxious to unbuckle and get out of the car before he could open the door.


    I wasn’t fast enough.


    Or maybe he was too fast.


    “Thank you,” I murmured again when he’d shut the door behind me.


    He flashed a boyish grin that stretched wide across his face and revealed straight, white teeth and a little dimple to the left of his full lips.


    A dimple.


    My heartbeat sped up.


    He just wasn’t playing fair.


    “Do you ever come here?” he asked as we stepped out of the warm August air into the cool air-conditioning of the building. The interior was painted in bright colors, one wall purple from floor to ceiling, another wall in blocks of reds, greens, yellows, and blues. Overstuffed furniture crowded the small space, arranged in intimate groupings meant for couples or solo studiers.


    We squeezed between the abundance of loveseats and cushy chairs on our way to the counter. “Sometimes, to study,” I told him.


    “Me too.”


    “Grad school, right?” I hadn’t had a conversation with Beckett in months, but Ellie always talked about her family. For as much as they drove her crazy, she loved them fiercely. She had this mindset of, “Why wouldn’t you want to know everything my brothers are up to?”


    We paused to order our drinks and Beckett paid. When we moved to stand at the end of the counter, he stepped closer so he could lean against it. I wouldn’t have thought anything of it except for the cocky smile plastered on his handsome face told me he caught me admiring him.


    I stepped back.


    “I’m studying Business Administration,” he explained, his gaze tracking my distance.


    That shocked me, and I couldn’t stop my reaction as my eyebrows lifted with surprise. “Really?”


    His smirk wavered. “You’re surprised?”


    I shook my head, trying to play it off. “I expected something a little less…white collar.”


    He seemed disappointed as his smile faded into a frown. “I’m in grad school, Britte. Not clown college.”


    I smiled at that. “I pictured something more like sports science. You know, big aspirations to be a PE teacher and all that.”


    “Hey now. PE teachers are the foundation of every thirteen-year-old’s journey through puberty. I would never have survived middle school without mine.”


    He was serious. “I do apologize. My middle school PE teacher was a dinosaur that made us play kickball every day.”


    Beckett leaned in with his hand raised to his mouth, “Mine made us play baseball every day.”


    The conspiratorial tone along with the mental image of this man, this gorgeous, fit, muscled, man as anything but what was standing in front of me forced a laugh from me. “Was that where it all started?”


    “Was that where what all started?”


    “The love of the game?”


    His gray eyes twinkled and his dimple deepened. “It is indeed. I finally found something I was good at. It meant something to me.”


    Beckett had been a star baseball player at UW-La Cross for the last four years, right up until he graduated last spring. He’d led the team to countless wins, several regional championships and two years straight to the division three championships. He was in fact, good at it.


    But I couldn’t help but tease him, “You’re telling me you weren’t good at anything until baseball? I find that very hard to believe.”


    “Sure, I was good at everything. But it didn’t matter until I was better at something than Lennox and Grayson. Then my life really began.”


    I laughed again, this time somewhat in disbelief. “What an epiphany for a thirteen-year-old boy.”


    “I can tell you don’t have brothers.”


    I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing again.


    The barista appeared and smiled at us, handing us our separate cups. “Chai Tea? Caramel Macchiato, soy, no whip, extra shot?”


    I had been too nervous to pay attention to Beckett’s order. I raised an eyebrow at him. “Chai Tea?”


    He cleared his throat and looked away. “I don’t like coffee.”


    “Well, then we just cannot be friends.” I squeezed between another set of closely grouped chairs and plopped down onto a wide overstuffed chair made from green corduroy.


    Beckett took the navy blue monstrosity next to me. “It all makes sense now.”


    I slid him a sideways glance. “What makes sense?”


    “You’re a snob.”


    “I’m not!”


    He gave my white cup a pointed look. “I don’t even know what you ordered. I think I need a coffee dictionary to figure out what went into that drink. You’re a coffee snob. You look down on those that don’t worship at your coffee god’s feet. I’m sorry I’m different, Britte. But I hope you can find it in your heart to accept me just the way I am.”


    I couldn’t help but laugh, despite myself…despite the riot of nerves in my stomach…despite my no-Beckett policy…despite his ridiculous sense of humor. He was getting to me. “You are different, but I’m not judging you based on your choice of hot, caffeinated beverages.” Of course, there was a whole slew of other reasons why I had judged him the way I had. But I didn’t need to bring those up now.


    “Yeah, right. I know your type.”


    I couldn’t help but take the bait. This was actually kind of fun. “My type?”


    “Yeah, your type. Beautiful girls that don’t have time for Chai. You probably troll Starbucks for double-shot-espresso-drinking douches. Your perfect guy has yellow, coffee-stained teeth and the shakes.”


    I slapped a hand over my mouth to keep from sputtering coffee everywhere. Super classy. Note to self, don’t take a big sip of any beverage when Beckett starts telling jokes.


    I had no choice but to swipe my palm over my chin to catch the little droplets of latte that had escaped my mouth. Once I had finally swallowed everything and was confident I wasn’t going to drool anything else all over my face, my cheeks bloomed with heat.


    God, there couldn’t be anything more embarrassing than spitting coffee up, right?


    At least it hadn’t come out my nose.


    Beckett’s gaze danced with amusement as he watched me clean myself up. I narrowed my eyes and hoped he didn’t notice my face was now the color of a ripe tomato. “Warn me next time you’re going to be funny.”


    He leaned forward and ran his thumb slowly over my chin. A shiver rippled down my spine at his nearness and the sensual feeling of his skin against mine. “You got a little something…” he murmured.


    I pressed my lips together, feeling embarrassment wash over me again. “It’s your fault.”


    His full lips split into a big grin. “I’m not going to apologize, if that’s what you’re looking for.”


    I leaned in, unable to resist his charm, his absolute allure. But before I could speak I was interrupted by reason and logic and the universe warning me away from Beckett with bright neon signs.


    Er, what I meant was, a girl approached. A gorgeous, skinny, perfect-haired fangirl.


    “Beckett, I didn’t know you were back!” she squealed with an excessive amount of enthusiasm.


    Beckett’s attention was ripped from me as he swept the cluttered coffee shop space for the source of the psychotic sound. “Oh, hey,” he finished with a mumbled sound I couldn’t make out.


    I realized he didn’t know her name.


    The girl didn’t notice Beckett’s garbled greeting. She hopped closer and leaned over the arm of his chair as if I didn’t exist. “When did you get back?” Her voice dropped low and husky, “I thought you were going to call me…”


    Beckett had the grace to look embarrassed. His eyes slid to mine before they darted back to mystery girl. “I, uh…” He cleared his throat and tried again. “I just got back. Yesterday.”


    It was the girl’s turn to look at me and when she did I felt the ice radiating off her in what felt like sheets of stabbing drizzle hitting me directly in the face. I sighed and struggled not to roll my eyes. If this girl was sizing up her competition, she needed to know that I wasn’t competition.


    She could have Beckett.


    For the entire one night, he could keep his attention on her.


    This had been a bad idea. Arguably one of my worst. Even ‘just coffee.’


    An aching feeling settled in my chest, hollow and disappointed. There were not words to accurately describe the torrent of emotions that tugged at my heart, forcing a feeling of lonely desperation that I didn’t usually acknowledge.


    The bells jingled over the front door, and a group of girls wandered into the Quirky Cup, backpacks slung over their shoulders. Their eyes scanned the couches in a synchronized motion that made them look Stepford-ish. Their hive-like minds synchronized and tagged Beckett at the same time and they called out to him across the room.


    A small sense of satisfaction sliced through me when Beckett’s eyes widened at the sight of them swarming over to him. I noticed a deep look of embarrassment settled on his features, tingeing his tanned cheeks a deep red. He also looked frightened.


    Good.


    It was more than I should hope for, but I hoped this was torturous for him.


    I stealthily picked my purse up off the ground and slipped from my chair, avoiding the gaggle of girls hovering over Beckett, pinning him in place.


    What had I been thinking?


    I hadn’t been. That was the problem. Beckett did that to me. He robbed me of my intellect, the one thing I relied so heavily upon. He turned my brain to mushy hormones.


    And mushy hormones were not to be trusted. They couldn’t be counted on to think rationally or make logical decisions. They said yes to coffee when they should be saying hell no while running in the opposite direction.


    So now, instead of enjoying my Sunday afternoon and getting a head start in the too many credit classes I stupidly signed up for this semester, I had to live with this throbbing feeling in my chest and try to forget how good it had been before Beckett’s fan club had shown up.


    Beckett wasn’t even an undergrad anymore. He didn’t play baseball. He didn’t live in the dorms. And he still had girls drooling over him.


    I knew, I just knew that was how it would always be for him. I wasn’t the only one drawn to him. I wasn’t the only one that looked at him and couldn’t turn away.


    I was just the only one stupid enough to believe, even if it had been for the shortest second of my life, that I could be different.


    That I wasn’t the only one looking at him. That maybe he was looking at me too and finding it just as hard to look away.


    Stupid, Britte. So. Stupid.


    I pushed through the glass door and stepped into the hot August afternoon once again. I turned toward campus and settled in for the walk. It would take me twenty minutes or so, but I’d made the trip lots of times before.


    A warm hand wrapped around mine seconds after I’d cleared the door. “Where are you going? Are you okay?”


    I turned around and tried to hide the irritating emotion I felt brimming in my eyes. I stared at where he touched me, not feeling the tingly warmth that usually buzzed through me. This time, I only felt cold regret. “Home,” I mumbled.


    I felt his confusion in the way his body tensed, but I refused to meet his eyes. “We just got here.”


    “And so did your fan club. You won’t even notice I’m gone.” I lifted my gaze and courageously met his. “I promise.”


    “Britte—”


    I tugged my arm from his hold and held my hand up. “Seriously, Beckett, stop. Go back to your harem. I’m good.”


    His jaw clenched, and his fists curled at his sides. “That’s not fair. I didn’t know they were going to show up.”


    My tongue lashed out before I could temper my anger. “That’s the point, though, isn’t it? They’re everywhere. All over this city. Listen, don’t waste your time with me, when you have a whole gaggle of females dying for your attention inside.”


    To his credit, he didn’t even turn around to look at them, “At least let me give you a ride home.”


    “I’d rather walk.”


    “Now you’re just being stubborn.”


    I lifted my chin and then hated that it proved his point. Even though I knew the difference. This wasn’t stubbornness. This was self-preservation. “It’s fine. Really.”


    “It’s not. Get in the damn car.” He held up his keys and unlocked his needlessly expensive car from across the lot.


    I looked at the sky, hoping for another option to drop in my lap. Why didn’t I have a harem that followed me around? Why wasn’t there a bevy of boys for me to ask for a ride from instead of enduring the ensuing extreme awkwardness with Beckett?


    “Fine,” I relented through gritted teeth. “Thank you.”


    He didn’t say anything. He just turned and stalked to his car. I followed after him, my stomach tight with knots.


    The car ride back to my apartment was everything I knew it would be. Painfully uncomfortable, and aggressively tense. Neither of us spoke except for my final “thank you” when he pulled up in front of my building.


    Even still, he waited for me to get inside where I pathetically hid around the side of the lobby and watched him pull away out of the corner of the window.


    It was nice of him to take me home instead of abandoning me to the orgy that waited for him at the Quirky Cup. Nice, but it didn’t change anything. 


    Last spring, I had known Beckett was a mistake, and I had eventually convinced him of that too. I didn’t know why he came back to campus just to torture me, but my mind hadn’t changed.


    It didn’t matter that Beckett made me laugh. Or that when his gray eyes settled on me, my heart raced, and my pulse jumped.


    It didn’t matter that Beckett excited me in a way that no other person ever had before.


    It didn’t.


    Not even a little bit.


    Because as funny as Beckett could be, and as sexy and protective and dominating and just completely being him…he was…the bottom line was, he wasn’t interested in me. He didn’t care.


    I had a crush on him. A crush that could turn into something so much more if I gave it even a little bit of room.


    And all he wanted was to get laid.


    Well, he had an entire fan club for that.


    He wouldn’t even notice I was gone.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Three


    Beckett


    


    She left me.


    She left me alone in the goddamn coffee shop surrounded by females I didn’t even know.


    Or she tried to.


    I hadn’t even realized what she was doing until it had almost been too late. It hadn’t even occurred to me that Britte would storm out in the middle of our date just because a few random females interrupted us. If she had given me three more minutes, I would have gotten rid of them.


    But she didn’t. She just left.


    She wouldn’t have even turned around had I not run after her.


    God, I wanted to throttle her the next time I saw her. Or at least yell at her. Okay, at the very least, point out the flaws of her irrational fury.


    Hey, I was a lover, not a fighter.


    Besides, at this point, three days later with three unanswered calls and five unanswered texts, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be seeing her again.


    Something hit me in the face. I looked down and saw that it was a potato chip. I picked it up and popped it in my mouth.


    “What’s with you?”


    I looked up and met my oldest brother’s curious stare. Lennox and I had gathered at Grayson’s apartment for our weekly poker night—where we routinely bet too much money and made the loser pay for beer the following week. This meant I paid for the beer every week.


    Lennox usually won because he could lie about anything. And Grayson won almost as much. But not because he was a good liar. He was just a really good cheater.


    I could never keep a straight face when I tried to cheat. So I always got caught. Every damn time.


    And cheating meant you lost twice as much. Because…brothers.


    Not that we discouraged cheating. It was pretty much the opposite. You were allowed to cheat as long as you got away with it. If you got caught you were disqualified from whatever it was, pickup games, board games, poker, stupid bets—whatever, name it. But winning by cheating made you practically king around the house.


    If we were home, my mom would even make the cheater, umm, winner a sandwich.


    She made the best sandwiches.


    Grayson could get away with it until he got away with it. Then he had to gloat. He had a sandwich tally that he kept up to date. He would shove his superior sandwich numbers in our faces every time he got the chance.


    I was such a good person compared to my brothers.


    Lennox widened his eyes with impatience. “Dude, are you stoned?”


    I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be an idiot.”


    Lennox looked at Grayson. “He’s so full of himself.”


    Grayson nodded, leaning back in his chair and kicking his legs out in front of him, effectively crowding the rest of us under the table. Grayson was the biggest out of the three of us. He had wrestled through college, and his bulky, Hulk-like body told the story of a pretty successful career.


    But now that he didn’t need his bulging muscles to win matches, they were just overkill. And in my freaking way. I shoved my foot into his and glared at him.


    He reluctantly shifted his legs out of my way and glanced at Lennox. “Someone should knock him down a peg or two. Teach him a lesson in respect.”


    I let out a weary sigh. I didn’t have time for this. “Are we going to play or what?”


    Lennox snorted. “Geez, you are pissy tonight. Is it that time of the month, Becks? PMSing again?”


    I threw the empty box of cards at him with a flick of my fingers. It sliced through the air, but he swatted it away before it made contact. “I can’t believe you have a job. You’re like a twelve-year-old.”


    Grayson chuckled, “We should have asked Ellie to play tonight. At least she would have tried. Even when she’s moody, she still wants to win.”


    “She’s not moody anymore,” Lennox acknowledged thoughtfully.


    “That’s because she’s in love.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized I was going to say them. For the second time this week, embarrassment flushed over me. God, that was irritating. I needed to get control of my runaway mouth before one of them bought me a box of tampons.


    Both of them started laughing. Grayson tossed his head back, and Lennox leaned forward on the table using his bent elbow to support him. He was still dressed for work in a white oxford with the sleeves rolled at the forearms, although his jacket and tie had been discarded somewhere else in the apartment. Poker and potato chips scattered around him while he leaned over the table uncaring of the mess he was making.


    “I’m just saying,” I muttered pathetically. I ran a hand over my face and contemplated just walking out of here. I didn’t need this shit. I checked my phone for the millionth time and resisted the urge to throw it across the room.


    “Seriously, Becks, what is going on?” Grayson asked through puffs of laughter. “You’re moody as shit, and you won’t stop checking your phone. Did someone die?”


    Lennox sobered, leaning forward further and staring so intently at me I felt the intense urge to poke him in his beady eyes Three Stooges style. “It’s a girl. He’s hung up on a girl.”


    Grayson started laughing again.


    I clenched my jaw together and ground my teeth so hard I thought they might crack.


    “It is a girl,” Lennox declared. His entire face brightened at the possibility. He was like a dog with a bone. He would never let this go.


    “It’s a girl,” I confirmed.


    “She give you the HIV?” Grayson asked on a snicker.


    “She pregnant?” Lennox echoed.


    “She cheat on you?” Grayson was having fun now.


    Lennox couldn’t help himself. “She’s a man, isn’t she? You found out she’s really a man.”


    “You’re both idiots.” I ran a hand over my face and dug deep for patience I didn’t have.


    “Come on, little brother,” Grayson coaxed. “Tell your older, wiser, more experienced brothers what’s going on. We can help.”


    “Because you’re both in steady relationships with girls that expect you to call them the next day?”


    They glared at me. 


    I let out a frustrated sigh and admitted, “It’s Britte all right? Ellie’s roommate.”


    “Ellie as in our sister Ellie?” Lennox narrowed his eyes at me, completely confused. For someone that did so well in the corporate world, he wasn’t exactly the brightest crayon in the box.


    Grayson didn’t seem any more clued in. “The dark-haired girl? The one with the weird makeup?”


    “It’s not weird,” I defended immediately.


    “Holy shit, he’s got it bad,” Lennox whistled while Grayson grinned like a clown.


    I regretted opening my mouth. I should have just told them it was gonorrhea and let them bleach Grayson’s apartment together.


    Lennox sat up, fully alert. “Well, my, my, my, our little Beckett is in love. I thought I’d never see the day.”


    “Look,” Grayson chuckled. “He’s laughing at us.”


    “I think I know why both of you are single.” I methodically popped my knuckles. I needed to appear unmoved by their stupid statements. If they caught the scent of any kind of weakness, I would have to hear about this for the rest of my life. And I did not want that.


    For obvious reasons.


    The most obvious being that my brothers thought they were funny, when they clearly were not.


    Grayson leaned forward, “So you’re dating her then?”


    I groaned and dropped my face into my hands. “I’m trying to date her. She keeps disappearing on me.”


    “Is she Houdini?” Lennox laughed. “Maybe she’s not into you.”


    “Maybe she’s just really into magic,” Grayson put in thoughtfully.


    “She’s into me,” I argued and even I could hear the desperation in my voice. I wanted to pretend it was conviction, but I wasn’t sure anymore. I thought we were having a good time on Sunday. I thought coffee was going well and that she was having fun. She practically snorted coffee out of her nose…that had to mean something, right?


    But then she just ditched me. She walked out without even telling me where she was going. I had to practically throw her in my car to make sure she got home safe. And nothing makes you feel like a bigger asshole than demanding an unwilling girl get in your car. Trust me on that one.


    “If she’s into you, what’s the problem?” Grayson asked.


    I looked up to see him watching me intently. He did that. Usually, he was the most serious of the four of us. He always had this drive to prove himself, to prove he could be better than anyone else. It was annoying. But it was also part of what made him him.


    For as much fun as he had been having tonight, I felt it drain out of him. I felt the good humor leave him, and serious intensity filled its place. He saw a problem, and now he needed to fix it.


    It would have been funny if I wasn’t the problem he wanted to fix.


    “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I don’t get it. We have great chemistry. I can tell she wants to be with me. But there’s something stopping her.”


    Lennox’s eyes narrowed, and he adapted the same investigative attitude as Grayson. “Did you cheat on her?”


    “We’ve never been officially together. How could I cheat on her?”


    He shrugged one shoulder, “I don’t know. Girls are weird like that. Sometimes they think you’re together before you’re actually together.”


    That was true. I had been in that place way more times than I wanted to admit. But never with Britte. “Trust me, she knows we’re not together. She is constantly putting on the brakes.”


    “It really hasn’t crossed your mind that she doesn’t like you?” Grayson asked, now defensive for her.


    He didn’t even know her.


    “She does. She’s all about me, when I can get her to focus. It’s just that, I don’t know. She’s scared or something.”


    Lennox nodded along. “Yeah, I get that.”


    “Dude,” I groaned. “Come on.”


    “Is she like Ellie?” Grayson asked.


    “No!” I fought the repulsion comparing Britte with my sister stirred inside me. “That’s gross.”


    Grayson rolled his eyes dramatically. “That’s not what I meant, dumbass. I mean, is she competitive like Ellie. Does she get worked up like Ellie? They’re good friends; I’m wondering if they have those things in common.”


    I thought about Britte running in the mornings with Ellie. My sister was many things, quirky, funny, smart and thoughtful. But she was also competitive. Very competitive. It was something my brothers and I had been proud to foster in her. It had made her a great athlete. And while she hadn’t wanted to compete at the collegiate level, she could have. She still worked out as if she did.


    And Britte always worked out with her.


    I knew because that was something I enjoyed paying attention to.


    Britte. Not my sister.


    Ew.


    I thought about Britte and her biology major. Her intent focus was on school and getting great grades.


    I thought about Britte leaving the coffee house a few days ago. It was the girls. I knew it was the girls even while I was too nice to push them away. Was that jealousy?


    Obviously.


    Yeah, she was competitive.


    “She’s competitive,” I agreed.


    “But you think she’s scared too?” Grayson led the discussion where he wanted it to go. Damn, Grayson. He was too perceptive for his own good.


    “Yeah,” I confirmed again. “I do.”


    “Then take the fear away and turn it into something she wants to win.”


    I stared at my older brother and tried to sort through the confusion. “What do you mean?”


    Grayson rested his elbows on the poker table; his elbows depressed the green felt, and his pointer finger tapped a poker chip impatiently. “Look, you think she’s scared of you, right? Scared of…I don’t know, whatever could be between you?” I nodded. “Then make it so she’s not afraid. Make it so she feels like it’s a challenge or something. Make her want to win it.”


    A slow smile spread across my face as I realized what he was telling me. And I liked it. “Yeah, okay.”


    “But don’t trick her,” Lennox added. “If she’s not into you, you have to back off, Beckett. You’re not a caveman. You don’t get to hit her over the head and drag her back to your cave. No means no.”


    “Yeah, thanks, Dad.” I slid to the edge of my seat, ready to bolt. I had a plan now. I wanted to put it in motion.


    “I’m serious, Beckett.”


    I looked up at Lennox and shot him my most serious glare. “Dude, I know. Trust me, I know. And if she was saying no, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation right now because I would already have moved on. But she is not saying no.”


    “Have you talked to Ellie about this?” Grayson asked when I pushed from my seat to stand up.


    I made a sound in the back of my throat. “What, you think I need to ask for Ellie’s permission?”


    “It wouldn’t hurt,” Lennox smiled. “She’s pretty loyal to people she likes. You need her blessing.”


    Everything inside me resisted the idea of getting my little sister’s permission to date a girl. But maybe it would help if I had her on my side. Plus I could pump her for information and see if she knew anything I didn’t.


    “This is a lot of work for one girl,” I sighed. I had chased girls before, but I’d never put this much time or thought into it. It made me pause and wonder if it was really worth it. What if she never came around? What if she never saw what could be between us?


    Disappointment and exhaustion rolled through my body. It only took a second to remember what it was like to kiss her, to feel her legs wrapped around my waist and her body pressed against mine. I remembered laughing with her and how comfortable I felt.


    That didn’t happen with most girls. Usually, I felt like I had to be on my game and had to force myself to pay attention and stay focused for the entire night. But with Britte everything was easy. She captured my attention immediately. And held my attention effortlessly. She smelled like peaches and bubblegum and her. Even at the coffee shop when she didn’t smell exactly right, she still did.


    It didn’t make sense. I didn’t make sense. I couldn’t remember ever noticing how someone smelled before unless it was a particularly bad smell that I couldn’t forget. And yet, Britte was different. In every, unexplainable way, she was different for me.


    Another thought followed quickly on the heels of that rabbit trail: What if she did see what could be between us?


    What if it was all worth it?


    Warmth and something deeper, something heavier came over me, and I shifted my shoulders to hide my reaction from my brothers.


    “This is more than a quick lay for you?” Grayson asked from where he reclined in his chair.


    I met his stoic expression and shrugged. “I’m not sure.” And I wasn’t. I wanted to finish what I started with Britte last spring. But what else did I want from her?


    “You’re thinking girlfriend material?” he pressed.


    “I’m not sure,” I repeated firmly.


    “You’ll have to take her home. To mom.” Lennox had that shit-eating grin on his face again and my hand itched to punch it off.


    “Well, I’ll cross that bridge when I get to.”


    Lennox swung his gaze to Grayson. “First, he has to get her to talk to him.”


    “She talks to me.” That might have been a little bit of a lie. She hadn’t said anything since my miserable attempt at a date.


    My brothers turned their attention back to the poker table. They’d moved on.


    “Good luck,” Grayson muttered. “You’re going to need it.”


    “Let us know if she files a restraining order,” Lennox added. “I know some good lawyers. They can keep you out of prison hopefully.”


    “Yeah, well, when this finally does work, you two jokers can come to me with your women problems. Clearly, you need help.”


    They just laughed as if that was the most adorable thing they’d ever heard. The rat bastards. I shrugged it off and decided to buy the cheapest, shittiest beer next week. That would teach them a lesson.


    “Whatever, assholes. I’ll catch you later.” I turned my back on them and moved to the door, flinging it open and letting it slam behind me.


    I pulled my cell from my pocket on the way to the lobby. I punched in the code and scrolled through a couple of texts and social media updates. When I reached the parking lot, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to put this theory to test. I took a chance and texted her.


    Are you scared to talk to me?


    I pushed my shoulders back, disliking the nervous feeling coiling in my stomach. I hated being unsure of myself. I hated this dark uncertainty and ominous feeling of disappointment. I didn’t want to put up with it.


    I wanted to fix it.


    I wanted to figure out a way around it.


    I had spent my entire life overcoming obstacles. Maybe they weren’t the kind of obstacles that got turned into books or movies, but they meant something to me. They’d shaped me. They’d molded me into the man I was today.


    I was proud of them.


    Baseball for instance. It had taken a lifetime of dedication to become the player I was today. It had taken that same focus and drive to shape my body into someone worthy of the sport. I had applied the same amount of attention to my grades so that I would always be eligible to play, so that I could be eligible for a scholarship.


    Britte was just one more unattainable goal that I would reach. It would take concentration. It would take training. It would take my complete effort and inventive creativity. But I would get there.


    She didn’t stand a chance when I thought about it.


    By the time I reached my black Dodge Charger, a graduation present from my parent’s last spring, she’d already texted back.


    I’m not scared, Beckett. I just don’t have the time for you.


    I smiled at her response. Well, damn. Grayson actually knew what he was talking about.


    Give me another shot.


    Her response was immediate. No.


    Scared?


    No.


    I slid into the driver’s seat and sat there for a minute, thinking of something intelligent to say. Finally, in my infinite maturity, I decided on: Chicken.


    Two full minutes passed before she came back with: You’re a child.


    I let the conversation drop after that. I could sense her patience waning, and I didn’t want her to shut the door on me completely.


    I just wanted her to feel the spark of a challenge, the dare I laid down. I wanted her to stay interested in me even if she didn’t want to think that she was.


    I thought of Lennox’s words. No means no.


    I knew that. That wasn’t something I had to learn as an adult. My dad had drilled that into my head as soon as I was old enough to understand it. I had been raised to respect women, to treat them carefully.


    And I did.


    Britte would be no exception.


    But I couldn’t ignore this spark between us. I couldn’t deny that we had this unbelievable chemistry. And I wanted to explore that. I wanted to see where it could take us.


    I tried to walk away from her. I took the summer to get over her, and it didn’t work. She was inside my head and deep in my blood, making every other woman unappealing.


    That was power over me I didn’t understand.


    Maybe it was her that laid down the challenge first. She’d dared me to get over her when I clearly couldn’t. She’d kissed me with her wicked mouth and then asked me to stop.


    I couldn’t.


    At least, not yet.


    If she wanted to be a challenge, then I would rise to the occasion. And I would make her rise with me.


    Until we’d both had enough of each other. Until I flushed her from my system and got her out of my head.


    Until I could think about something, anything else besides her.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Four


    Britte


    


    I stepped out of class, blinking my eyes at the bright sun hanging high over lush green trees. The autumn breeze had just turned crisp and cool, so the leaves hadn’t started to change yet, and the weather was still beautifully bearable.


    I yawned and resisted the urge to stretch. My biology lab had been brutal. And long. And I wanted to fall on my bed face first and stay there for the next twelve hours.


    Instead, I needed to grab something quick to eat, cram as much as I could before my anatomy quiz this afternoon and inject caffeine straight into my veins.


    I loved this campus and the friends I’d made here. Ellie was like my sister from a different mister. That girl got me in ways very few people did.


    But now she had a boyfriend.


    And she was in love.


    And it was ick.


    And by ick, I meant…ugh. Because I couldn’t help what was happening to my heart. I felt like the Grinch when he suddenly realized that he could love again.


    My heart that had previously been three sizes too small decided that it was done being lonely and wanted a man. Right now.


    It was all gimme-gimme-gimme for love, and I didn’t have time for this shit.


    I had a game plan.


    I’d had a game plan since I was eight years old and realized if I wanted anything done, I was going to have to do it myself.


    Like, graduate at the top of my class so I could go to a reasonable college with a reasonable enough medical program. Like, study my ass off and work hard and never stop working until I had the job I wanted with the paycheck I wanted and the life I wanted.


    Of course, in my imagination, the husband that came with that life and all the little rugrats that had my great hair and his metabolism somehow just showed up the moment I crossed the finish line.


    Like in my imagination, I crossed the proverbial finish line with all my ducks in a row and a massive paycheck held high over my head and my picture perfect family was just on the other side, cheering me on. My two point five kids were gorgeous in their matching outfits and perfectly shiny teeth. My husband was the same only more. Loving. Doting. Supportive. Faithful. His thoughts and his eyes never wandered to other women. He was always proud of me and never got resentful of my excessive work hours or social obligations I was always dragging him to.


    But the reality wasn’t quite living up to my expectations. 


    I didn’t factor in having to actually work for the husband. Or even the boyfriend.


    And if I was honest with myself, I wasn’t ready for any of that.


    I had a biology degree with honors to nail down. MCATs to study for next year. Med school to finish. Again with honors. Then there was residency and boards and the whole finding a position I wanted in a hospital I wanted to work at.


    Or private practice.


    I hadn’t decided that part yet.


    In my fantasy, my fake future husband always gave perfect advice when it came to this sort of decision.


    But I also didn’t want to wake up at thirty, still a virgin with zero prospects on the horizon because no real guy was brave enough to face a second date with me.


    And now that Ellie had this great life with her great boyfriend and all of their great extracurricular activities…this loneliness had taken root.


    So I’d done what any impulsive, twenty-one-year-old college girl would do. I sat down and wrote a pros and cons list of all my prospective future husbands.


    Not because I necessarily wanted to marry any of them. But because I couldn’t waste my time on someone that wasn’t at least worthy of consideration. And the list made me feel like I had some control over this whole crazy conundrum.


    I was smart.


    I knew what happened when a boy and a girl got together after hours.


    Just ask my mom.


    No seriously, ask her if you see her since I’ll never get the chance.


    “B!”


    My head snapped up, and I realized I had walked by the cafeteria without noticing it. Ellie stood ten feet down the sidewalk talking to our friend Jameson.


    “Hey!” I smiled at her and tried to pretend I knew what I was doing with my life. “What are you doing here?”


    She smiled at me. It was crooked and endearing and so Ellie. “Shopping. This is where I find all my hip style.” Her hand waved toward the school t-shirts hanging in the window of the Student Union.


    I turned to Jameson. “And you’re here to stop her?”


    “Wrong.” He stood up from the bench he’d been sitting on. “I’m here to help her. We’re in this twin phase right now. We’re going all matching. From here on out.”


    I couldn’t help but laugh. “The two of you, huh?”


    Jameson nodded. “Obviously. People are always commenting on how similar we look. This is clearly the next step.”


    Ellie nodded along with Jameson and stepped next to him. They looked nothing alike. Ellie was all dark hair, dark eyes; she was a petite girl. Jameson was tall and not tanned or dark in any way. His hair was an unruly auburn that worked for him because it was great freaking hair. His skin was not exactly pale, but not tanned either. And his eyes. They were so startling blue. It was like they glowed.


    Ellie owned every part of her. But Jameson was all pieced together randomness that only worked because he was confident in his skin.


    But to play along, I told them, “I get you guys confused all the time. Just last week I walked into my kitchen, and I was like ‘Holy crap! Jameson and Fin are making out like monkeys!’”


    Ellie threw her head back and laughed, but Jameson cocked his head to the side and asked, “Uh, Britte? What do monkeys look like when they make out?”


    I leaned forward. “Obviously, someone doesn’t watch enough National Geographic.”


    His wide mouth lifted in a goofy grin. “Or maybe someone watches way too much National Geographic.”


    I tried to think of something clever to say in response, but all I could think of was research…which was so pathetic I couldn’t let myself get away with it.


    So instead, I winked at him and hoped that it came off as cool.


    It didn’t.


    Just so everyone is aware…it didn’t.


    “So really, Britte, what are you doing here?” Ellie asked after the silence dragged on.


    I looked back at the cafeteria. “Lunch.”


    “Were you going somewhere?” She peered around my shoulder. “I mean, other than the cafeteria.”


    “I got lost.”


    Jameson quirked an eyebrow. “You got lost?”


    Sighing deep enough that my toes vibrated, I explained. “I was lost in my head. I forgot where I was going.”


    Ellie laughed again. “Oh, you poor, poor college student. Don’t you ever go to sleep?”


    Through a yawn, I declared with conviction that my body was not feeling, “I can sleep when I’m dead!”


    “Maybe food will help,” Ellie offered sympathetically. “We were going to grab something too. Want some company?”


    “Yes, please.” I did an about face and Jameson fell into step next to me. When I looked back at Ellie, she had pulled out her phone and was busy texting with a silly smile on her face.


    Fin.


    It had to be.


    “So what are you in the mood for, Nichols?” Jameson asked, pulling my attention back to him. “Pasta? Taco bar? Ice cream again?”


    “That was one time.”


    “But it was an impressive time.”


    “Have you never seen a girl eat ice cream before?”


    He gave me a sideways glance, and I could feel the doubt rolling off of him. “Not like that.”


    I smiled at my feet. “Go big or go home.”


    He lunged forward and grabbed the door for me. “Is that what you’re in the mood for today? Record breaking banana splits? Or those gross sandwiches Ellie always makes?”


    “Burgerwiches?” He made a face, and I laughed. “That’s apartment food only. When we’re out of all other options.” I walked by him and breathed in the scent of his cologne. Jameson McKay was the kind of guy you breathed in. It couldn’t be helped. “But, I was actually thinking waffles.”


    “Waffles?”


    I turned around and grinned at him. “I’m in the mood.”


    He had paused in the door to wait for Ellie to catch up to us and when he smiled back at me it was like a moment. Or it should have been a moment.


    He had my complete attention. I stared into those bright blue eyes, almost too bright, and willed myself to work up some butterflies. Some nerves. Some…sweaty anxiety! Anything but this sense of platonic comradery that was as opposite of attraction as possible.


    Instead, awkwardness swirled as my gaze became a little too intense and the silence stretched on between us with nothing else to joke about.


    Ellie squeezed by Jameson and our bizarre-o staring contest finally ended. I looked down at my feet and breathed a sigh of relief.


    Jameson was hot, no doubt. I liked him. He made me laugh. He had a solid future ahead of him. And he was best friends with my best friend’s boyfriend.


    Double dates for life.


    Other positives were he didn’t make me feel too hot. Or nervous. He didn’t get under my skin and drive me crazy. He didn’t have a terrible reputation for being a girl using skank monger. He didn’t seem to always know what I was thinking. Or what I wanted. Or that maybe I didn’t have it all figured out—because I did.


    I totally did.


    And best of all, he wasn’t Beckett Harris.


    So winner winner, chicken dinner.


    “Ready?”


    I blinked, and Ellie and Jameson appeared again. “Sure. Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”


    Ellie raised both eyebrows. “You’re kind of spacy today, B. You okay?”


    I chewed on my bottom lip and took a deep breath. “I’m tired,” I admitted. “My last lab kicked my ass. I need sustenance, or I might shrivel up and die.”


    Jameson chuckled. “Well, let’s avoid the shriveling.”


    Ellie linked her elbow with mine and spun me in the right direction. “And the dying.”


    “You guys are real friends. You know that? Real friends.”


    We laughed our way into the cafeteria. There was a process in which I had to swipe my lunch card and Ellie and Jameson had to pay for their lunch. Then it took a bit to move around the cafeteria stations and figure out exactly what it was that I wanted.


    Which was waffles.


    But I also thought I should add fruit since Ellie and I rarely splurged on fresh anything with our poor college student budget. And I grabbed some cucumbers and ranch. Say what you wanted about cafeteria food, but they made good ranch. I also grabbed two chocolate chip cookies, and extra whipped cream for my waffle.


    Because dairy.


    And protein.


    I finally sat down across from Jameson and Ellie, promising myself I would run this off later. Ellie and I ran together daily. If it weren’t for her, my freshman fifteen would have evolved into a freshman fifty. And possibly a sophomore sixty. And junior…gigantic.


    You got the point.


    It had been a stressful year so far.


    Ellie and I both ran competitively in high school. She was significantly faster than me, but I could kill her in long distance. That had been my thing. Cross Country was my jam.


    Except now I ran just so I could eat cheeseburgers and waffles. So I was still technically running competitively. Only now it was with the scale.


    Jameson coughed when he noticed my plate. His eyebrows raised and he said, “Wow, Britte, your lunch is really…”


    “Well-balanced,” I supplied for him. “The word you’re looking for is well-balanced.”


    “You can’t eat an entire bowl of whipped cream.”


    Since I had a spoonful of it on the way to my mouth, I made a show of chomping down on it and sucking the spoon dry. I turned to face the voice of the naysayer, none other than Beckett Harris.


    He loomed over me, all dark hair and tanned skin. I resisted the urge to close my eyes as I fought the erratic sensation beating in my chest.


    This was how I knew he was the wrong choice… the bad decision. I couldn’t even begin to sort through my feelings or thoughts or intentions with him. My body jumped with lust and desire and something scorching hot. But my brain dug its heels in the ground and skidded to a stop.


    I couldn’t deal with this on a regular basis.


    I couldn’t even deal with it on a sporadic basis.


    He was too much alcohol and lowered inhibitions. That was it. My rational, logical mind knew better.


    “What are you doing here?” I demanded.


    He slid into the seat next to me and reached across the table to steal one of Ellie’s fries. She slapped his hand with the back of her fork. He smiled, and it was because of Ellie, and it made my heart thump.


    “I was on campus. Ellie texted that you were having lunch. Thought I’d swing by and say hi.”


    “Hi!” Ellie said brightly.


    Beckett waved back at her like a dork. “Hi, Ellie!” He turned to me. “Hi, Britte!”


    Jameson snorted. “I don’t get a hi?”


    Beckett looked at Jameson and practically hollered, “Hi, Jameson!”


    I ate another bite of whipped cream.


    Beckett’s elbow nudged mine. I ignored the warmth from his body heat and the soft feeling of his skin against mine.


    It was an elbow’s bump for God’s sake!


    “Waffles?”


    I refused to look at him. “What does everyone have against waffles? They’re nutritious.” I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Ish.”


    “Ish?”


    “Well, they have nutrition.”


    His lips twitched. “How’s your day?”


    His question caught me off guard. I had been ignoring him since I ditched him at coffee. I expected him to bring that up or at least mention it. I really expected him to be irritated.


    Instead, he seemed openly curious. My thoughts tumbled together until I ended up just answering him. “Fine. Better now.”


    “Now that you have waffles?”


    I smiled before I could talk myself out of it. “Waffles are pretty hard to beat.”


    “I’m more of a pancake man.”


    “Pancakes are okay,” I relented. “But I prefer the pockets.” I pointed at my huge Belgian waffle. “For the syrup. Pancakes just soak everything up and then you’re constantly re-syruping.”


    Beckett’s lips twitched again. “Re-syruping?”


    I wrinkled my nose at him. “I’m just being practical.”


    “I’m just impressed with all your thoughts on breakfast food.” He reached over and snagged one of my cucumbers. “I feel like an amateur comparatively.”


    I met his gaze and held onto the edge of the table. “You are an amateur. Sorry, Harris. I’m in the breakfast big leagues, and you’re still swinging in the minors.”


    This time, his mouth broke into a full smile. It crinkled his eyes and stretched wide across his too handsome face. “Was that a baseball joke?”


    I squirmed and struggled to keep my poker face. “I’m speaking a language you understand. Since you clearly don’t know your breakfast.”


    His smile stayed in place. “Clearly.”


    “So why are you here? On campus, I mean.” The question came out before I knew I wanted to know the answer. My heart fluttered, and my stomach dipped nervously. I busied myself with eating a big bite of waffle.


    His voice dropped low as if he didn’t want to be heard. “I stopped by to visit my old coach.”


    I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. “Miss him?”


    He chuckled. “So much. I lie awake at night wishing I could call him.”


    I couldn’t help but laugh. “So you just stopped by to say hi?”


    He fidgeted next to me, shifting his shoulders and suddenly seeming too big for the chair he sat on. “Yeah, sure. He had a couple of things he wanted to run by me. It was no big deal. I start my internship next week, so I had some time today.”


    “Oh, right. The big fancy internship.” I turned and let my gaze float over him. “Hope you’re not planning on keeping that haircut. I’m pretty sure they frown on anything that doesn’t scream clean cut and douchy.”


    His surprise laughter gave me a confusing sense of pride. “Are you calling Lennox a douche?”


    I bit my lip. I hadn’t meant that. Ellie had shared that Beckett’s internship was with their oldest brother, Lennox’s company. It was some marketing firm that paid their people insane amounts of money. It made sense to me that Beckett would follow in his older brother’s footsteps and continue the family legacy of wealth.


    I expected nothing less than for Beckett’s future to be filled with fancy suits and shiny shoes driving impractical sports cars and throwing money around like it’s candy.


    Maybe my vapid opinion of him wasn’t exactly fair, but if he went to work at Lennox’s firm, then it was in the cards whether he intended it or not.


    “I’m not calling Lennox a douche. I’m just saying he knows a lot of them.”


    Beckett ran his fingers through his slightly too long hair and brushed it back from his face. His eyes twinkled when he said, “He can be a douche sometimes.”


    I smiled at him. “I’m going to tell him you said that.”


    He leaned in, pointing his finger at me. “Don’t you dare.”


    I resisted the strange and intense urge to bite his finger. “The internship is exciting, though, right? It will be nice to have prospects before you graduate.”


    He sat back, and I watched him shut down. His eyes dimmed, and his smile disappeared. “Yeah, sure. It’s a great opportunity.”


    I opened my mouth to ask him about a thousand questions, but Jameson cut me off. He stood up and pulled my attention to the other side of the table. “Well, I’m taking off,” he announced.


    I turned to look at him and felt a flood of embarrassment. Since Beckett sat down, I had totally forgotten about Jameson and Ellie.


    “A-are you?” I stuttered.


    He smiled at me, but it looked forced. “Class.”


    “Oh, right.” I glanced helplessly at Ellie, but she had already engaged Beckett in conversation. I looked back to Jameson. “Are we still on for this weekend?”


    He pulled his backpack on and looked around the cafeteria before meeting my gaze. “Sure. If you’re up for it.”


    I nodded. “I am.”


    “I’ll text you later, yeah?”


    “K.”


    “Bye, Britte.”


    “Bye, Jameson.”


    God, that was so awkward.


    As soon as Jameson left, Beckett stood up. “I have to take off too.”


    Ellie narrowed her eyes at him. “Big plans today?”


    He grinned at her. “Grayson and I are going golfing.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, the hard life of grad students.”


    Beckett’s hand landed on my shoulder, and I flinched from the heat and spark and unbridled strength of him. “I forgot my hat,” he insisted. “The sun’s going to be in my face the whole time.”


    She laughed at him. “The struggle is real.”


    With a wink and a wave, he said, “Bye, little sister. Stay out of trouble”


    She saluted him.


    To me, he said, “Bye, Britte.” I turned to say bye,because I was polite and nice and not normally a snarky biotch. But he was right there, in my ear, his lips brushing my cheek as he murmured, “Answer my texts next time.”


    My eyes went big, and before I could fumble through something sarcastic, he walked away.


    I struggled to swallow as he moved through the cluster of tables looking larger than life and move-star perfect against the gray, muted backdrop of sloppy college students. Maybe that wasn’t fair. Maybe they were all very normal looking college students, just compared to Beckett and his god-like perfect they seemed blah.


    And because of that, I willfully decided not to answer his texts again. Even while my fingers itched to pull them up so that I could read through them again.


    The cafeteria felt oddly silent after the guys left. I raised my eyebrows at my best friend and waited for her explanation.


    When she didn’t have one, I gritted out, “What just happened?”


    She held my stare. “You tell me.”


    But I couldn’t.


    I had basically ignored Jameson the second Beckett showed up. Which was so frustrating. I was still mad at Beckett for what happened at the coffee shop. And even more determined not to let him get to me.


    I was focused on Jameson. That was the decision I had made. Jameson was reliable. And nice. And everything I wanted in a potential partner.


    Beckett shouldn’t get to monopolize my attention. He shouldn’t get to dominate the conversation and my thoughts and the whole freaking cafeteria.


    Next time I would remember to ignore him.


    Next time I’d stick to the plan.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Five


    Beckett


    


    The screen blurred in front of me and rows of striped shirts distorted into a blob of different colors and buttons.


    I rubbed my eyes and blinked the page into focus. Britte had been right about my hair. It was too long for Lennox’s firm. And because he had pulled so many strings to get me the internship, and only because of that, I had decided it was time to clean up my act and finally come to terms with my looming MBA.


    I had to do something with it. I had to grow up eventually. I had to get a job. Make a paycheck. Be a grownup.


    And Lennox’s firm was perfect. My degree in economics would fit in perfectly. If the internship worked out, they would start paying for part of my MBA. And when I finally graduated with my masters, I would be in a perfect position to step into the company as a junior associate.


    Plus the job had perks.


    Lennox had seen the majority of the world over the last seven years. He had a great salary. And benefits. And a car and a condo and all his important life needs were checked.


    That could be me if I did well.


    A man had to have goals, right? Those seemed good enough to me.


    Except coach’s words kept bouncing around in my skull and I couldn’t seem to forget them. He had called me in to “discuss” something about my future.


    I’d thought he had some kind of contact in the business world and wanted to offer me a connection. Instead, he’d sat me down and offered a position on his staff.


    As a coach.


    He wanted me to coach with him.


    Nothing super important right away, but he saw potential in me.


    Coach had always seen something in me that wasn’t necessarily there. One of the reasons I’d chosen UW-La Crosse was because of how hard he’d come after me. I had looked around at a few colleges that had better baseball programs, or at least more winning seasons, but Coach Benson had been the best wooer.


    He’d also made me a starter when I was a freshman when half the team hadn’t thought I’d deserved the spot. Then he’d made me captain before I thought was ready.


    Now he wanted me to be a coach.


    I’d played with those guys last year. No way were they going to take me seriously.


    I couldn’t even take myself seriously.


    I rubbed my hand over my face again and went back to shopping for shirts. I tried to focus. I really did.


    But my thoughts went right back to the baseball job. Coach was adamant that I could fit it in with the internship and grad school. I wasn’t so confident.


    My internship was only twenty hours for a probationary period. And I had two nightly grad classes, but a lot of my credits were weekend intensives or online.


    If I was honest with myself, it was doable.


    Plus, I wasn’t ready to give up baseball. I could admit that.


    It was still under my skin and on my brain. My body felt the loss of not training. Even though I stayed fit and had a daily routine, I wasn’t working toward something. For the first time since I was a little kid, I wasn’t getting ready for a season. Or in the middle of a season. Or thinking about the next season.


    My brain seemed to be missing this huge part of where I used to spend a ton of mental energy. My muscles felt lazy and boring now that they didn’t have skills to practice, to get better for.


    A couple of months ago, this was a big part of my life that I thought about all the time, and now it was just…gone.


    But was coaching the answer?


    Or was I just trying to prolong the inevitable?


    In high school, one of the guys that had been a senior when I was a freshman used to come back for our games. He would sit behind the dugout and yell at us during the entire game. Then he’d show up at the parties afterward and try to talk to us about what we were doing wrong or how we could have played better.


    I didn’t want to be that guy.


    Slamming my laptop lid down, I jumped to my feet and decided not to think about it anymore. I was only feeling more depressed about giving up baseball, and less than thrilled for this internship opportunity.


    I needed to push all of those dumb thoughts out of my head and focus on what was important.


    My parents still paid for my apartment. They’d paid for Grayson and Lennox’s too until they got a job after graduation and could eventually support themselves.


    I hadn’t thought anything about it until my sister had gone all rogue with her money and refused to let my parents help at all. She wanted to be independent. Pay for her own shit.


    At first, I’d thought she was just rebelling in her very Ellie-like way. But after a while, I realized she was serious. It was important for her to support herself…to take care of herself.


    Those thoughts mingled with all the others. It was like once I heard all that shit from Ellie, I couldn’t unhear it.


    Now I was overcome with obsessing; it infected me like a disease.


    Coach said he’d pay me if I joined his staff. It wouldn’t be a ton of money, but enough to cover rent and the few bills I had. I’d still need help from my parents to pay for school.


    There wouldn’t be an offseason either. I would stay on board to help with recruiting and player conditioning.


    It wasn’t an assistant job or anything. But it would keep me in the game.


    But was that what I wanted?


    Did I even know what I wanted?


    I glanced at my phone sitting on my coffee table. I knew what I wanted. At least I knew one thing I wanted.


    I stretched out on my couch, a deep leather thing that my mom and Ellie had picked out for me when I moved in, and grabbed my phone. I scrolled through some texts I didn’t feel like answering and checked some scores before opening the contact I’d been trying to avoid.


    It had been four days since I sat with Britte at lunch. I had been trying to give her space. It hadn’t been easy.


    Especially after she’d been all flirty and giggly with me in the cafeteria. She could pretend like she didn’t want anything to do with me all she wanted, but I knew the truth.


    I just needed her to see it too.


    I want to see you.


    My thumb pushed send before I could talk myself out of the text. Sure, it was bold and forward and probably going to scare her off. But I was tired of playing games with this girl. I wanted to get to some substance.


    I wanted to get back to where we left off all those months ago.


    When she didn’t reply right away, I flipped on a late game and tried not to check my phone every thirty seconds. Twenty minutes later she finally got back to me.


    I’m studying.


    I smiled at my phone. I hadn’t meant tonight. I didn’t even think to hope for tonight. Closing out Britte’s text box, I opened Ellie’s.


    And stared at it.


    It was embarrassing to ask my little sister for advice. I didn’t really want to stoop to that level. I’d asked my brothers for advice and that had been bad enough. But I was so out of my league with Britte.


    Girls didn’t usually put up this much of a fight. Until I didn’t call them back. Then the claws came out, and they decided to show me their true colors.


    Britte was the opposite of everything I’d ever experienced. She wouldn’t even give me a chance. The one date I’d convinced her to let me take her on had ended as quickly as it started. When we were together, it was impossible to deny our chemistry. Only that’s all she did.


    Deny. Deny. Deny.


    She was the queen of denial.


    And the thing was, if she really wasn’t interested, if she really wanted nothing to do with me, I would have backed off. There had been girls in the past, albeit few and far between, that wanted nothing to do with me. I wasn’t their type. Or they already had a boyfriend. Or they were aliens. Whatever. They weren’t interested in me, and I could respect that.


    But that wasn’t Britte.


    She had been the one to initiate this whole goddamn thing and then when shit got real she ran away.


    I finally closed Ellie’s text and opened Britte’s again. She hadn’t said no. Tomorrow then.


    Only five minutes passed before she texted back this time. I have plans. Another minute later she added, With Jameson.


    This time, she made me smile. Trying to make me jealous?


    I don’t know what I’m trying to do with you…


    I laughed out loud. The sound ricocheted against the baseball announcers and filled my usually silent apartment.


    How about you go to dinner with me? You could try that.


    I imagined I could hear her sigh through the phone. Your tenacity is exhausting.


    I’m tenacious???


    It took another five minutes before she said. Where would you take me?


    Cheddars.


    I smiled because I knew that would piss her off.


    Her reply was almost instant. Wrong answer.


    My next pick was the restaurant she worked at with my sister. Bailey’s.


    Are you trying to get me to say no?


    I smiled at my phone. Are you actually going to say yes?


    If you pick the right restaurant.


    It was at that point I decided to make her wait. I left my phone on the table and took a shower. I had run earlier tonight, and I hadn’t rinsed off yet. Then I pulled out some classwork and got ahead on some reading.


    Hadn’t I just said that I was tired of playing games?


    What I meant was that I was tired of losing her games.


    I was fine with winning.


    It was near midnight when I decided to go to sleep. I grabbed my phone and headed to my bedroom. I stretched out in bed and finally gave into the urge to see if I’d gotten to her.


    I had three missed texts from Britte. See? She wanted this.


    Were you joking?


    Beckett?


    You’re so annoying.


    I finally texted back. My best guess. Thai. 


    Ten minutes later she surprised me by texting back. When?


    If you’re busy Friday night, let’s go Saturday night.


    Her reply was instant. Maybe…


    I probably should have quit while I was ahead, but I decided to play it a little risky. I wasn’t ready to let her go yet. What are you still doing up?


    I’m studying…I have like three hours left. Or until I fall asleep. Whichever comes first.


    Geez. Late night.


    It was another minute before she texted, The usual.


    Your life makes me tired.


    You make me tired.


    I didn’t know what to say after that. But then she sent a winky face. If I had to bet, I would say it surprised her as much as it did me.


    I sunk deeper into my bed. I have a big night ahead of me, too. If I don’t stop texting you soon, I’m not going to get my full eight hours of sleep.


    Are you trying to make me jealous?


    I’m trying to make you horny. You know, since you’re now picturing me in my bed. Naked.


    I laughed again when she immediately texted, Oh, my God. Goodnight, Beckett.


    Night, Britte. See you Saturday.


    Because she was Britte and because she couldn’t let me get the last word, two minutes later I got, Maybe…


    There had to be something wrong with me, but I loved that about her. I loved that she didn’t take my shit or give me exactly what I wanted.


    I had too much of that.


    Friends had always been like that. School had been like that. Girls had been like that. Even my parents were like that.


    Sometimes. Even though I loved them, I knew I was spoiled.


    But baseball had never been easy. I’d worked my ass off. Sure, maybe there was some natural athleticism in my genes, but that didn’t mean I picked up a bat and started swinging aces. I had to work to get good and stay good. And get better.


    Coach started me freshman year because I deserved it. Because I hustled harder than any other person up for my position. He made me a captain for the same reason. Because I put in the time and the effort and didn’t give up. I was determined to win and be the best and make my team the best.


    Now I didn’t have baseball anymore, and I’d lost this huge section of me. I still had the drive. I would always have it. It wasn’t something I could lose after all these years.


    But it needed a direction. There was too much energy and will and like Britte said… tenacity.


    I needed a challenge.


    I needed a goal.


    Britte would be a perfect redirection of energy. Not that she was some project, but that I found I wanted to win her. I wanted to prove to her that I wasn’t this horrible person she thought I was. I wanted her to see me—really see me.


    And I had never wanted that before.


    It had never mattered before.


    So like with most things, I decided to go after what I wanted full speed ahead. I didn’t question my motives or give into my fears. I examined the problem, I considered the risks and I determined my method. But it wasn’t a question of why.


    It was a matter of how.


    I’d start with dinner. Saturday. She could hang out with Jameson tomorrow night and me on Saturday night and compare the two of us. It didn’t take a genius to see that she wanted to want Jameson. I’d witnessed enough of the two of them together that I knew she was trying to get his attention. And because Jameson wasn’t an idiot, she had his attention.


    But I also had the cafeteria to compare with. She’d not said two words to him once I showed up. Not until he left.


    Britte and I had something. Sparks of something that could be hot and electric.


    Whatever she was trying to do with Jameson was nothing but lukewarm and forced.


    That meant Thai food couldn’t just be Thai food. It had to be something bigger. Something to prove to her that she should give up on Jameson and give us a chance.


    At least a chance.


    That was a lot of pressure for this date. Good thing I played well under pressure.


    I kicked my covers down so I could roll underneath them. Reaching over I plugged my phone into the charger and set it on my nightstand. I clicked off my lamp and lay on my back, looking at the now obscured ceiling overhead.


    My mind had trouble shutting off at night. For the majority of my life, I would go over plays and repetitions to lull my brain to sleep. But the difficulty had flared up since the season ended last summer and I didn’t have that anymore.


    Tonight my thoughts bounced between Britte and Coach’s offer. If I took the coaching job, I would be the difficult asshole with my internship. The one that probably ended up getting fired because he could never work overtime or weekends. During the season, I would have to travel a ton. And most of my nights would be tied up with practices.


    I reached for my phone again. Coach had told me to call when I had my answer, but it was too late for that. Still, I needed to get this off my chest so I could go to sleep.


    I opened my email app and intended to tell Coach it just wasn’t going to work. It was time for me to grow up. I had to leave baseball in the past, and think about my future.


    It was time to be responsible.


    I ignored the gnawing feeling in my gut and started the email. But by the time I pushed send the uneasy feeling had disappeared. I wasn’t exactly elated, but I felt better.


    I felt like I could breathe.


    Like maybe being an adult wasn’t such a bad thing.


    Although, maybe I wasn’t a grown up yet. Since instead of doing the responsible thing, I’d replied, “Coach, I’ll do it.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    Britte


    


    “Whoa!” Ellie’s voice filled my room. “Looking hot, mama!”


    I tugged on the hem of my skirt. “Do you think it’s too much?”


    “For a date? Woman, you look insane.”


    I smiled at my friend in the mirror. She was the opposite of me tonight. In a pair of a Fin’s sweatpants that had been rolled at the waist and still hung off her narrow hips, she was dressed down and ready to stay in. Fin was here for the weekend again, so the two of them were not leaving the apartment for thirty-six hours straight. Consequently, I wanted to be here as little as possible.


    “For studying,” I admitted with a sheepish smile.


    “Oh.” Her eyebrows scrunched together over her nose. “In that case you look a little slutty.”


    “Ellie!” I whirled around and looked for something throw at her. “You’re not supposed to just say that.”


    She shrugged. “You asked! Besides, a good friend always lets you know when you’re tramping it up. And I’m a good friend.”


    I laughed. “You are a good friend.” Then I examined my closet again. “Maybe I should change.”


    “Who are you studying with?”


    I glanced over my shoulder, embarrassed to admit the truth. “Jameson.”


    Her eyebrows raised, “Oh, oh, oh! Now I get it. You’re trying to lure Jameson in with your boobs.”


    “If I had boobs, I would agree with you. I just want him to notice me.”


    “Why?”


    Her question caught me off guard. “What do you mean, why? That’s not even a relevant question. You know why.”


    “I don’t.”


    “You do.”


    She let out a frustrated sigh. “B, if Jameson hasn’t already noticed you, then he’s either secretly blind or an idiot. You’re smokin’ hot and hilarious and super smart and all the things he should want in a woman. If he hasn’t figured that out by now, then maybe you should look elsewhere.”


    I made a growly sound in the back of my throat. “I don’t like any of the things that just came out of your mouth.”


    Her smile gentled. “What’s going on with you lately? This isn’t you. I’ve never seen you dress like this to impress a guy.”


    I looked down at my scoop neck t-shirt and short, flouncy skirt. “I dress like this sometimes.”


    “Yeah, but because you want to. Not because you’re trying to get a guy, who has been your friend for the better part of nine months, to check you out.”


    I sunk down on the edge of my bed, my shoulders sagging with defeat. She was right. This wasn’t me. Not that I was opposed to amping up the vavoom for a party or night out, but this was a little ridiculous.


    And worse, it felt a little desperate.


    More than a little.


    “I didn’t mean to upset you.” Ellie walked over and sat down next to me. “I’m sorry, Britte.”


    “It’s not you,” I told her immediately. “It’s me. I don’t know what I’m doing.”


    “What are you trying to do?”


    I cringed, not wanting to admit to her the truth. “I don’t know. There’s something wrong with me. Suddenly, I feel very alone and…lonely. You have Fin now, and I love that. You’re so happy. He’s so perfect for you. It’s not like I’m jealous.” I looked at her, holding her gaze. “Please don’t think I am. I just…I just didn’t know I wanted that until you had it. I’ve always been happy as a loner. And then there was us, and I was happy with that, too. But I also didn’t know that what you and Fin have really existed. I thought it was all like chick flick crap and fiction. It’s so cool to see you guys in love and happy and together. But I’m so busy with school. And it’s only going to get worse.”


    “And you like Jameson?”


    “Sure, I like Jameson too.”


    “That’s not very reassuring.”


    I raised my eyebrows. “What?”


    “Well, the way you say you like Jameson is the way you talk about studying for a test. Like it’s an obligation.”


    I felt a blush creep over my face. “It’s not. I don’t feel obligated to like him. He’s cool. And funny. And hot.”


    “All reasons to like someone,” she agreed. “But usually there’s something more, too. Like you just can’t not like him. Like he’s the person you want to spend all your time with. The person you hope to run into when you’re out and about. The person that you always want to text.”


    I glanced at my phone, feeling another embarrassing flush from my text messages last night. “I don’t feel all of those things,” I admitted. “At least, not yet. But I want to get to know him more. I can’t deny that. And I like everything I know about him so far.”


    “Okay.”


    I narrowed my eyes and stared her down. “Why don’t you sound like you believe me?”


    “I just don’t want you to try too hard with Jameson because you’re afraid to try with someone else.”


    I pushed off the bed and started rummaging around in my closet again. Picking out a pair of skinny jeans and a lacy, boho tank and cardigan, deciding I would stay a little truer to my style. “Someone else as in your brother?”


    She flinched, and I knew I had caught her. “He asked me for permission. It was adorable.”


    Electricity buzzed over my skin. “Permission for what?”


    “To date you.” Her nose wrinkled. “Or at least, try to date you.”


    “He asked you? Like you’re my dad or something?”


    She laughed like I’d told a joke and wasn’t on the verge of being super irritated. “No, not like I’m your dad. Because I’m your friend. He wanted to make sure it wasn’t weird for me or anything. He was being considerate.”


    “For you. Not for me.”


    “Britte, I know my brother is…crazy. But he’s not a jerk.”


    I leaned back and contorted my body to button my ultra skinny jeans. Then I met her gaze. Ellie and I never fought. We never miscommunicated or disagreed. We pretty much shared a brain, and it was frustrating that my words were getting so jumbled tonight.


    I felt off. Like my skin was too tight, and my bones were too big. Something inside me felt itchy and misplaced. I took a deep breath and tried to focus my spinning thoughts.


    “I know he’s not a jerk, Ellie. I swear I wasn’t calling him one. He’s a nice guy. I just…I just don’t think he wants the same thing that I do.”


    “What do you mean by that?”


    Her question was sincere without a hint of hurt or judgment. It gave me the courage to go on. “Has he even had a long-term girlfriend before? I mean, we used to make fun of him all the time for having a ‘fan club.’ I’m not trying to insult him; I’m just trying to be smart about this. I have fun with Beckett. And it would be fun to let myself go with him for a little while. But then what? When he’s done having fun and ready to move on, what am I supposed to do?”


    Ellie remained silent for a minute. I finished getting dressed and checked myself out in the mirror attached to my closet again.


    Better.


    Much better.


    I took a deep breath and reclaimed my self-confidence. I wasn’t desperate. I wasn’t skanky.


    I was goal driven and focused.


    Maybe a little intense.


    But not pathetic.


    I touched up my makeup with some red eyeliner and bronze shadow, then applied a few more coats of mascara. Grabbing some gold bangles and chandelier earrings, I turned to Ellie.


    She smiled at me, and it was genuine. “Much better.”


    “Beckett wants to take me to dinner tomorrow night.” I resisted the urge to wrinkle my nose. “Any advice?”


    She leaned back on her palms and crossed her legs, looking casual and nervous all at the same time. “He had a girlfriend in high school. I don’t know if that makes this better or worse. But they dated for two years.”


    “What happened?”


    “She went to college in Arizona. He played ball and didn’t have time or energy for a long distance relationship. She was nice. But Beckett went through his manwhore phase or whatever. I’m just saying he can stay committed. He has it in him. Maybe he just hasn’t met the right girl yet.”


    I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Ellie could be so naïve, especially when it came to boys. “Are you telling me Beckett has just been trying to find the right girl? That’s why there’s been so many?”


    Her lips tilted in a goofy smile. “That’s wishful thinking, isn’t it?”


    “You want to think the best of your brother. I get it. But I have to have eyes wide open, or I’m going to get hurt.”


    Her smile died. “So are you going to dinner with him tomorrow night?”


    “I haven’t decided yet.”


    “You should go. At least to see for yourself.”


    “See what for myself?”


    “See him try. I’ve never seen it. It could be interesting.”


    A tingle zipped down my spine. She was right. It could be interesting.


    “Well, first I have to study with Jameson. So let’s get me through tonight first.”


    She stood up and dropped her hands to her hips. “Good plan.”


    We walked out of my room together and down the hall to the living room and kitchen area. Fin sat on the couch playing with his phone. He looked up when we walked into the room and smiled at Ellie.


    It was too adorable and sweet and hot all at once. Fin was not even human with his hotness. It was ridiculous.


    “Hey, Fin,” I said loud enough to break the happy couple out of their ogling.


    His gaze reluctantly moved to me. “Hey, Britte. How are you?”


    “Same. You?”


    His smile widened. “Same.” His eyes moved over me. “You look good. Big night?”


    I blushed. Fin always said what was on his mind. He and Ellie were a lot alike in that way. He was also super nice. I didn’t have a lot of good guys in my life, but Fin was one of them. Fin and my dad. That was it. They had become the standard for all things I compared men to. And for good reason. “I’m just working on some homework with your pal Jameson.”


    His smile stayed frozen on his face. “Oh yeah? Careful with that one. He’s handsy.”


    My cheeks turned bright red. “Uh-oh. Maybe I should have picked a less sexy subject to work on.”


    Fin’s eyes twinkled. “What are you working on?”


    “Statistics.”


    Fin’s bark of laughter made me laugh. “That is a sexy subject. I don’t know how McKay is going to control himself.”


    I let out a weary sigh. “I always have this problem. The second I start talking probabilities men just throw themselves at me. I’m like, enough already.”


    Ellie plopped down next to Fin. “You’re such a dork.”


    I stuck my tongue out at her. “Takes one to know one.”


    Fin laughed at us. “Oh, I’ve missed you girls.” Ellie snuggled into his side and threw her arm around his stomach. That was my cue to leave.


    “All right kiddos, I’ll catch you later.”


    “Bye, B. Love you.”


    “Love you, too, Els.”


    “Say hi to Jameson for me,” Fin called after me. “Tell him I’ll text about tomorrow.”


    “Will do!” I squeezed through our apartment door and hurried down the stairs to the parking lot.


    I had an old beat up Taurus that my dad had given me when I turned sixteen. We had never had a ton of money, even though it was just him and me. But he’d done everything he could to make sure I had a car the day I turned sixteen. And he’d kept it running for me. It would never be the prettiest car in the lot, but she was my pride and joy. Especially now that I lived on my own. She reminded me of my dad, and I loved her even more because of it.


    But Jameson and I were meeting at the library, so I left my car in the parking spot I’d claimed with blood, sweat and mostly a whole lot of driving around until someone had vacated it. I had just a short walk to campus and the big, beautiful building with warm lights and stacks and stacks of beautiful books.


    The library was one of my favorite places in the world. It always had been. It had been an escape for me. Shelter. Refuge. And then when I got older and realized if I wanted to do something with my life, I was going to have to buckle down and do it myself…it became hope.


    I pushed through the doors and glanced around at the busy but quiet tables filled with fellow students cramming on a Friday night. These were the diehards…the overwhelmed and undernourished. These were my people.


    While our peers partied hard and drank their weight in keg stands, we willingly gave up our liberty and our weekend nights to cram as much knowledge into our tired heads as possible.


    I found Jameson around a few corners, at a table that stayed hidden in the research section. I smiled and said hello even as I wondered at his strange choice of tables.


    “Hey,” he smiled at me. “Fin texted to say you were on your way, so I grabbed this table. Hope it’s okay.”


    “It’s great.” I looked up at the lights and noticed the center track had burned out. I’d barely be able to see my work.


    I sat down next to him and pulled out my books, notebooks, water bottle, pens, sticky notes, and lip balm. It took a good five minutes for me to organize everything and get myself situated. I didn’t think anything of it until I glanced over at him when I was finished. He had a notebook and our textbook and one pen.


    Feeling a little neurotic, I let out a shaky laugh and tried to appear casual. “Sorry. I like things a certain way. It helps me concentrate.”


    He reached for my egg shaped lip balm. “Is this all it takes? Maybe I should get some for me.”


    I smiled at him. “I think you’re more of a gloss guy.”


    “The shiny shit girls put on their lips?”


    I laughed. “Yeah.”


    He shook his head. “I hate that stuff.”


    “You hate lip gloss?”


    He leaned forward, and his auburn hair flopped over his forehead. “I hate when it gets all over my face, and I have to taste bubble gum for the rest of the night.”


    Now I was beyond confused. “Why are you eating bubble gum lip gloss?” I leaned toward him too. “Why are you wearing it at all?”


    His mouth quirked up in a smile. “When I’m making out with a girl, Britte. I’m not wearing the lip gloss. She is.” 


    “Oh.” I dropped my face into my hands and laughed at myself. “Oh.”


    Jameson’s amused voice only added to my embarrassment. “I take it you’re not one of those girls that shellacs her lips to lure the boys?”


    I took a deep breath as images of my last make out—the one where I crawled onto Beckett’s lap and basically sexually assaulted him—flooded my mind. I felt my cheeks heat and an irrational, panicky fear that Jameson could suddenly read my mind and see all my dirty secrets. “No,” I told him, pulling my hands down and attempting to look at him again. “I’m not one of those girls.”


    “I can see that,” he acknowledged. “So what tricks do you use?”


    “Tricks?” I snorted. I pushed the embarrassment away in favor of indignation.


    “Methods,” he clarified. When I frowned, he turned on the teasing grin and suggested, “Skills? Talents? Wiles?”


    “My wiles?”


    His eyes twinkled playfully. “Your womanly wiles.”


    I couldn’t help but smile, giving into the ridiculousness of the conversation. “I don’t have any. Honestly. I’m kind of a train wreck when it comes to dating.”


    “I don’t believe that.”


    “It’s true! I can’t even remember the last time I was out on a date. At least, one that didn’t end in total disaster.” Or me making out with my best friend’s brother.


    “Ah. I’ve had a few of those.”


    I cringed, “I’ve had more than a few.”


    Jameson leaned back and threw his arm over the chair next to him. “Well, they’re idiots.”


    “I will agree with that.”


    “It can’t last forever, though, right?” His lips twitched with a self-deprecating smile. “That’s what I tell myself.”


    “You don’t have trouble getting normal dates,” I said it like I meant it. He didn’t. He couldn’t. There was no way.


    He quirked an eyebrow at me. “I can’t find a normal girl to save my life. Why do you think I’m still single?”


    “Because you want to be!”


    He laughed. “No. Hard no.” He reached for his notebook so he could spin it around on the table and didn’t have to look at me. “I swear I’m attracted to crazy girls or something. Every girl I date turns out to be bonkers.”


    This was it. This was my chance. I wanted Jameson to notice me, so all I had to do was think of something flirty to say. Give him an opening. Make it obvious that I was interested. And not crazy.


    Instead, I said, “It’s better than players. I can only get the guys with little black books the size of encyclopedias.”


    His gaze lifted from the table. “You’re talking about Beckett Harris?”


    I swallowed. I hadn’t meant to be so transparent. My stomach jumped with anxiety, but not because of Jameson…because of what I wanted Jameson to say about Beckett. “He’s the most recent, yeah.”


    Something flashed over Jameson’s face, and I didn’t know what to think of it. Disappointment? Pity? Rejection?


    “He’s not so bad.” Jameson’s declaration shocked me. “He’s actually a pretty nice guy. Especially now that baseball’s over.”


    My mind refused to make sense of this information. I tried, I really tried. But since when were the two of them friends? “Wait…you like Beckett?”


    “Well, don’t say it like I’m the one trying to date him.”


    I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m just surprised to hear you stick up for him.”


    He shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not trying to stick up for him. I’m just saying he’s not that bad of a guy. I mean…I know he’s going after you bad right now. I just think…maybe, don’t be so hard on him.”


    I wanted to gape at him, but I forced my face to remain cool. “You think I should give him a chance?”


    Jameson shrugged. “He’s your best friend’s brother. You trust Ellie. I don’t think they’re so different.”


    Smiling at him to soften my words, I teased, “You’re crazy.”


    He chuckled and opened his notebook. “Maybe.”


    “Probably.”


    He met my gaze again and held it, “Probably.”


    We fell silent for a few minutes while my mind whirled with his thoughts on Beckett. They were shocking in and of themselves because Beckett and him were not exactly friends. But even more than that, it was his blessing to date Beckett. And not him.


    If I had thought there was anything between us, I was wrong. And I didn’t know how I felt about that.


    No. That was wrong. If I let myself be honest, if I listened to whatever crazy voice lived inside me, I knew I was okay with that.


    Which was a weird feeling.


    I had been pursuing this Jameson thing for months. Okay, kind of pursuing him. Gently pursuing him. On paper, he was my number one choice.


    Why didn’t it feel like I’d just lost my number one choice?


    His voice broke through my thoughts. “Well, should we get started?”


    I nodded, unable to speak for a second. And when the words finally came out they were weak and soft. “Yeah, let’s do this.”


    “Hey, Britte?”


    I turned to Jameson. He smiled softly at me. I couldn’t work up a smile. I just stared at him.


    “You’re a catch, yeah? You could have any guy you want.”


    I licked dry lips. I didn’t know what to make of that either. “Thanks, Jameson.”


    He nodded once. “Okay, now we work.”


    “Now we work.”


    And we did. We got down to it. Jameson and I studied well together. We laughed and joked around like usual. He explained a few things to me, and I did the same for him.


    The whole time we studied, I tried to work up the energy to flirt with him or at least feel flirty. But it just wasn’t there. I couldn’t force my logic and reason into emotion. It was frustrating and irritating. And I realized I was beyond hope.


    He was hot and single and at the top of my list! And still, I only found him attractive in this sort of clinical way. Objectively I knew he had a muscled, athletic body; his smiles made me smile, and I couldn’t help but notice how handsome he was.


    But his looks didn’t do anything for me. They didn’t make me warm or too hot or like I couldn’t breathe right around him. His jokes and teasing made me laugh, but I didn’t think about them later… analyze his words and nuances and touch.


    Jameson was this fantastic guy that should be everything I wanted. And yet, my brain and body were at war. My brain said yes! And my body shrugged and said, meh.


    I blamed Beckett.


    This was his fault somehow.


    He had done something to me. Or put a spell on me. Or ruined my mojo.


    I had to figure this Beckett shit out and fast, or I was going to be doomed to bad relationships for the rest of my life.


    I refused that. I refused that future. I would rather be celibate. For real.


    And the worst part was that I was still a virgin! I would die a virgin.


    This was not a test. This was my freaking life.


    Ugh.


    Maybe I just had to get Beckett out of my system. Maybe he was an itch that needed to be scratched. Again.


    For the third time.


    And then it would be over. Then I could go back to focusing on viable options and real marriage candidates.


    Then I could analyze my future with a clear head and rational heart.


    Because that was how this whole love thing worked, right?


    Sure.


    Right.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Seven


    Beckett


    


    When she finally texted earlier this afternoon, I had almost given up.


    Almost. But not quite.


    Call me the perpetual optimist, but deep down I knew she would come around.


    Or at least that was what I was telling myself now that she’d texted. Not that it was an encouraging text.


    Fine, Beckett. Thai tonight.


    She was starting to give me a complex. It was like I was forcing her into this date. Part of me liked the challenge. Liked that she wasn’t easy or compliant. I liked that she had a bite.


    But I also liked my ego. And it was hard to pursue her without taking a few hits.


    Nevertheless, I was indomitable.


    Or at least that was what I used to tell myself before games.


    Indomitable.


    Resilient.


    Resolute.


    This was just like a big game. I was even a little sweaty. Yeesh, pull it together, Harris.


    I had planned to go to her apartment door to pick her up, but when I pulled up, she was already waiting for me on the stoop. She stood when I pulled up, and I forgot all my reservations.


    God, she was beautiful.


    Her short skirt revealed long, toned legs, ending in little ankle boots that were sexy for no other reason than they were on Britte’s feet. Her top wasn’t tight or too revealing, but it had her style that I liked so much. Like hippie, but more trendy or something. What the hell did I know about girls’ fashion? I couldn’t explain it; I just knew it looked hot.


    She looked hot.


    Her hair was down and wild around her shoulders. She carried a purse and a sweater. And her makeup was just as funky as always. Bright green around her eyes that made them glow in the twilight sky.


    I jumped from the driver’s seat of my Charger and met her at the passenger door. “Hey.”


    She looked up at me from her curtain of dark hair and blinked. “Hey back.”


    “I’m glad you texted.”


    Her lips lifted on one side. “Yeah, that might change.”


    I laughed, shocked by her brazenness. “And why is that?”


    She shrugged, and the movement drew my eye to the slender line of her shoulder. “I’m practicing my wiles on you. This could end in disaster.”


    My gaze popped up to hers. “Your wiles?”


    “I need better wiles.”


    “I don’t follow.”


    Her lips stretched into a genuine smile. “See? It’s working already.”


    I leaned in, I couldn’t help it. “This doesn’t sound so bad. Just as long as wiles isn’t code for stealing my identity.”


    Her poker face didn’t break. “It’s code for stealing your virtue.”


    My head tipped back, and I laughed deeper than I had in a long time. “You’re way more dangerous than I give you credit for, Nichols.”


    Her hand closed around the handle, and she tugged it open. “You have no idea, Harris. No idea.”


    I took the door from her, pulling it open all the way. She climbed inside while I enjoyed the view. It wasn’t my finest moment in chivalry, but it was well worth it.


    Back in the driver’s seat, I took off for Thai Town. It sounded cheesy, but it was the best Thai food in La Crosse. Or that’s what Ellie had told me when I texted her a few days ago desperate for Britte-approved restaurant ideas.


    “There’s a parking lot in the back,” Britte suggested after I’d nearly passed the tiny, nondescript building.


    “Oh, right.”


    I felt her eyes on me. “Have you ever been here before?”


    I thought about lying, but I figured she was smarter than that. “I haven’t, but Ellie’s told me good things.”


    “Do you like Thai food?”


    I nodded. “Sure. Love it.”


    She laughed. “Beckett, have you ever had Thai food?”


    I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. “I eat Chinese food all the time.”


    She laughed harder. “Not the same thing. Not even close to the same thing.”


    I pulled into a narrow parking spot in a gravel lot and tried not to cringe at the shoddy surroundings. Where were we?


    Her light touch landed on my forearm, and I turned to her out of instinct. “We don’t have to go here,” she suggested. “We can go somewhere you like.”


    “This is fine.” She didn’t look convinced, so I leaned in and said honestly, “I don’t know I don’t like Thai because I’ve never had it before. I might love it, right?”


    “That’s true.”


    “But if I come here on my own, I’m guaranteed to order badly. At least I know you won’t let me get monkey feet or pig brains or anything.”


    She bit her lip to keep from laughing. “Oh, my God. There are no monkey feet or pig brains. You’re safe.”


    “That’s exactly what Indiana Jones thought.”


    She smiled at me. “Ready for this?”


    “Probably not,” I told her honestly. “But I trust you.”


    Her smile disappeared, and her eyes narrowed. But she didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. I felt her change immediately. She’d been all relaxed and flirty. Now she pulled back. Fast.


    It was like that bright, glowing part of her that lured me to her like a stupid moth to a deadly flame blew out. She just…withdrew.


    Was it that weird for me to trust her?


    Apparently.


    I decided I better retreat as well. For her sake. And for the sake of this date. I wanted that light back. I wanted her glowing and on fire and present. I couldn’t stand the idea of losing her. Not even a little bit. “Just kidding. I’m half expecting there to be razor blades in my food. Did you pay the cook to poison me?”


    Her lips lifted in a careful smile. “I did,” she confessed. “Sodium Monofluoroacetate goes down so nicely.”


    I coughed a surprised laugh. “I know we’re talking about killing me…but that was maybe the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard. Forget talking dirty. I might need you to go over the periodic table later.”


    She tipped her head back, revealing the long column of her throat, and let out a waterfall of laughter. “You are a strange, strange man, Beckett Harris.”


    I yanked the door open for her and let her walk through. I didn’t reply. I didn’t need to. She was back. Open. Flirty. Feisty. Sexy as hell. The wall had been temporarily lowered. Her defenses were down. Or maybe not down, but not waging actual war.


    I knew Britte was a complicated woman. I accepted that. It was part of what compelled me to chase after her so hard in the first place.


    But I hadn’t known she was going to be this complicated. I thought she had a problem with my reputation. Maybe she didn’t want to mess up her relationship with Ellie. I could respect both of those reasons. I was planning on ignoring them. But I could respect them.


    There was something else going on here. Her reasons for staying away were deeper and far more deeply rooted than I gave credit. I wasn’t even sure this was entirely to do with me. She might be like this with all guys.


    I knew she hadn’t had a serious boyfriend since she’d been at La Crosse, because after my sister broke up with her douchy ex-boyfriend, Ellie used to talk about how single her and Britte were. As if there were varying degrees. And how they were going to stay that way forever. Because solidarity!


    But then Ellie found Fin.


    The hostess took us to a small table in the back of the restaurant. A server dropped off two glasses of water and greeted us before disappearing again.


    It was dark as shit in here. And not in a romantic way. This was the kind of restaurant that hid things by dim lighting and rugs. There were a lot of rugs.


    I didn’t get uneasy often, but this place made me think twice about picking up the menu. Maybe Britte hadn’t been lying about the whole poison thing.


    “You look nervous.”


    I lifted my eyes from the greasy plastic table cloth and bravely met her eyes. “Me?”


    Her lips spread in that gorgeous smile, and my heart knocked around in my chest. I swallowed and tried to appear unaffected.


    She leaned forward. “I was kidding about the poison.”


    I swayed toward her. “You have to say the whole word.”


    Her nose wrinkled briefly, and her eyes rolled, but then she dropped her gaze, lowered her voice to a sultry tone and murmured, “Sodium Monofluoroacetate. I was kidding about the Sodium Monofluoroacetate.”


    “God, woman. Your patients are going to riot.”


    She laughed again. “You are out of control.”


    “Honest,” I told her, watching her closely. “I’m just being honest.”


    Britte cleared her throat and reached for her water. “So, I’m guessing you’ll need a menu tutorial?” Her eyebrow lifted. “Unless you’re going rogue. Then by all means, happy diarrhea.”


    “I’ll, uh, renew my faith in you, Nichols. I’d be happy to avoid the snake.”


    She stilled in her menu perusal and gave me her full attention again. “The snake?”


    I grinned. “It’s what we called it on the road. You know, if a guy had, er, bathroom issues before a game. Or multiple games. We called it the snake.”


    She laughed, “Do I even want to know how you came up with that?”


    I shook my head. “No, you don’t. I promise you that.” Her eyes sparkled with humor. The small candle in the center of the table made her glow; her complexion was stunning, all tanned skin and perfectly pink cheeks. She was by far one of the most beautiful things I had ever seen. “Why are we even talking about this? Terrible form on my part.”


    Her smile gentled, “I’m the one that brought it up.” With a sly wink and fidgeting fingers, she said, “Besides, I’m pre-med, none of that really grosses me out anymore. Everybody poops.”


    I should have been grossed out. Up until this moment, I preferred to think of all women devoid of this one function. And yet, somehow, with Britte, it was endearing. Kind of adorable.


    “Isn’t that a book?” I asked.


    She nodded. “I think it is.”


    I picked up my menu and glanced over the names of dishes I couldn’t pronounce. “Okay, genius, guide me in the direction of the non-diarrhea inducing food.”


    “Happily.” And she did. She pointed out all the food she thought I might like. Most of it was mild compared to the rest of the menu, but that was okay with me.


    I had to admit that I wasn’t the most adventurous eater. I knew what I liked and tended to stay in the meat and potatoes food groups. But Britte handled the menu like a pro. It was quite impressive. In the end, I just let her order for me. It was hard to tell, but I was pretty confident that earned me some bonus points.


    She might have freaked out earlier when I said I trusted her, but she liked to be trusted.


    Noted.


    Even if I had to do it stealthily. I couldn’t figure her out. She was open and brave and confident in one breath. And in the next, she was tightly wound, shy and overly protective of certain parts of her life. But every chance I got to spend time with her, I was cataloging all this information, storing it in my mental Britte Nichols folder.


    I didn’t usually do this with girls, but most girls didn’t come at me with a whole list of quirks and secrets. Most of them dumped their obvious personalities at my feet, right next to their clothes.


    Just kidding. I wasn’t that much of an ass.


    Britte was different, though. And even though I wanted her clothes off her body and somewhere near my feet, or my floor…or thrown somewhere in my car, whatever, I also wanted to get to know her. I wanted to see how all her pieces fit together. I wanted to understand why she could be so fearless about some things and closed off about others. I wanted to see what made her tick and what threw her off and put her back together and how I could do all three of those things. 


    We started with spring rolls and something that looked like a donut, only it was made out of vegetables, although they were fried. I was skeptical at first, but she promised me she hadn’t ordered anything I wouldn’t like. And she was right about that.


    For my main course, she got us both noodle dishes. Mine seemed pretty straight forward, not too many weird things involved. Hers was a little more on the risky side. She let me try it, and I had to admit, it was good.


    By my second bite, I knew I would be back. Hopefully with her, because I had no idea what she ordered me and that could be a problem in the future. But I was now a big fan of Thai.


    “So?” She stabbed a piece of sautéed broccoli. “What do you think?”


    “It’s good,” I told her honestly. “I usually stick to the same places, and none of them are this…exotic.”


    Her pretty smile came back. “Exotic?”


    “Well, prior to tonight, my idea of eating ethnic food was hitting up Taco Bell at three a.m.”


    I loved the sound of her laughter as it tumbled out of her. “Well, then I suppose this was a boundary expanding experience.”


    “Consider my boundaries expanded. Mucho.”


    Her smile stretched. “Thank you for dinner, Beckett. I had fun.”


    “Good. But it’s not over.”


    She raised an eyebrow, but waited for the waitress to drop off the check and clear our plates before she asked, “It’s not?”


    “Well, we haven’t had dessert yet.”


    “Dessert?”


    “Obviously.”


    “You Harris’s are all the same.”


    “Are you telling me dessert is not a part of your regular diet?”


    “Are you kidding me? Dessert is my favorite food group. But I’m so full. I’m going to have to run two extra miles tomorrow to burn off those spring rolls.”


    I rolled my eyes. Her body was insane. And it drove me to the point of insanity thinking about her body. “A little ice cream never hurt anybody.”


    “Except if you’re lactose intolerant. Then you get the snake. Big time.”


    This girl. “Are you lactose intolerant?”


    “Well, no. I’m just saying. Ice cream is painful for some people.”


    “Okay, well, since it won’t hurt you and we’re celebrating, I’m taking you to ice cream.”


    “You don’t care what I want, do you?”


    I shook my head at her. “Wrong. I do care. I just know you want ice cream, and your words are all lies.”


    She laughed. She couldn’t help it. I was hilarious. And I loved making her laugh. The way her whole face lit up. The way her eyes widened as if she were surprised that I could make her laugh. I loved the sound. And the movement of her body. And every single thing. Damn, she was something else.


    “Wait, what are we celebrating?”


    I held her gaze. “I survived dinner. No poison. That’s a big reason to celebrate, I think.”


    It was her turn to shake her head. “You’re a dork.”


    That was something coming from Britte. “So, ice cream?”


    “Okay, Beckett. Ice cream.”


    My cheeks started hurting from smiling so much. I paid for dinner, and we walked back to my truck side by side. I wanted to take her hand so badly, but I refrained. If tonight had taught me anything, it was that Britte spooked easily.


    And I didn’t want to spook her. That was the last thing I wanted to do.


    In fact, the more time I spent with this girl, the more time I wanted to spend with her. She was an enigma like that. I wasn’t even trying to get in her pants.


    Not yet, anyway.


    This was the long game. I had to play my cards right if I wanted a chance with Britte. I knew that. She was not into the whole one and done thing. And I could respect that. Usually, I didn’t want to deal with the work, but we’d already established that Britte was the exception.


    It was just such a freaking shocker. I kept waiting for that moment where I wanted to get on with it so I could be done with her.


    Instead, I felt my entire body apply the brakes. If this had to go slow, then I was on board with that. Not that I wouldn’t have totally been into whatever action Britte was into. But, I knew she wasn’t.


    At least, not yet.


    Ice cream would help. And then whatever it took after that.


    I drove us to a place near her apartment and parked the Charger away from the order window. It was the kind of place without indoor seating, but it was still nice enough that we could sit outside and not freeze our asses off. In another month, the trees would start changing colors, and the temperatures would drop.


    “Okay, Nichols, do you know what you want? Or should I guide you through the menu?”


    She stepped forward in line. Kids I recognized from campus packed the place tonight. Like, I said, it was nice and warm, so the college kids were out in droves. This September still felt like summer. You couldn’t beat Wisconsin autumns, but we would take as much heat as we could get.


    There was a chance a girl I’d spent time with in the past could show up, but I wasn’t worried. I had a past. I couldn’t change that. And neither could Britte.


    But what I could change was what I wanted now. And that was Britte. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. If girls showed up that thought they knew me, I would just prove to Britte who I’d rather spend time with. They needed to know.


    And Britte sure as hell needed to know.


    “Yes,” she agreed. “Order for me.”


    I liked that. “Give me a direction. Are you a fruit and nuts kind of girl? Chocolate? Vanilla?”


    She glanced around at the patio. After a second, she decided. “Chocolate. So much chocolate.”


    “I think I could have guessed that.”


    Her attention turned to me. “Am I that transparent?”


    I held her gaze. “In no way are you transparent.” I leaned in, and she didn’t back away. I could feel her body heat, smell the sweet scent of her perfume. “But, I get the impression that you don’t often break rules, but when you do…you go all out.”


    She nibbled on her bottom lip, and I wanted to be the one to sink my teeth into her…to taste her. “There’s no proof of that.”


    Not a denial. I liked that. We stepped up to the order window next, and I ordered for us. “I need two Death by Chocolates.”


    The cashier took my order and my card and went to work on our order. I could feel Britte’s focus on me again. “What?”


    “I did not peg you as a chocolate lover.”


    I kept my eyes on the ice cream. “I like the brownies they put inside it.”


    “The brownies?”


    I heard the smile in her voice without looking at her. “Brownies are bomb.”


    She laughed this time. She laughed so hard she leaned on me and grabbed my arm. It was the first time she’d really touched me tonight, and I couldn’t help but turn toward her and rest my hand on her hip. It was natural, instinctive…inevitable.


    Her hand fell on my chest, and her forehead dropped to my shoulder while she continued to laugh.


    “What is so funny?” I demanded.


    Her head lifted, and her eyes glistened with humor. “Brownies are bomb? Who says that?”


    I squeezed her hip and she squirmed but didn’t step away. Then when the cashier handed our ice cream mixers through the window I handed hers over. “Try this and tell me the brownies aren’t bomb. I dare you.”


    Her eyes narrowed with the challenge. We walked over to an empty table and sat down. I straddled the bench so I could still look at her, but she leaned back against the table, crossing one of her long legs over her knee.


    I watched her take a bite of ice cream and reconfirmed my position on these brownies. Because I could watch her eat this ice cream all goddamn day. Holy shit.


    I stuffed a spoonful of ice cream in my mouth to distract me, raising my eyebrows at Britte for her opinion.


    She rolled her eyes but scooped up another bite. “Fine,” she sighed. “I can admit, these brownies are bomb.”


    I gloated. It was called for. “See? I know my brownies.”


    “I’m a brownie believer,” she admitted. “You’ve convinced me.”


    “So what you really are is a Beckett believer.”


    She shook her head at me, but smiled around her spoon. “You’re so full of yourself.”


    I leaned closer to her, unable to resist her absolutely captivating mouth. “Only when I have cause to be.”


    She leaned into me, dropping her voice and lowering her lashes, “What am I going to do with you, Beckett Harris?”


    I set my ice cream down and then reached for hers. “Kiss me,” I told her. “You should kiss me.”


    I waited a beat for her to pull away, but I didn’t wait long. I had goals and aspirations and needs.


    Mostly I had needs.


    And I wasn’t going to give her the opportunity to get in my way. When she didn’t immediately tell me to stop, I closed the distance between us and found her mouth waiting for me.


    Her lips were cold and sticky. She tasted like chocolate. She was goddamn delicious.


    I didn’t want to push her, even though I couldn’t get enough of her. But because I knew she would run at the littlest provocation, I kept the kiss as short as I could. Just enough to give her an idea of what else could happen if she’d give us a chance.


    I let my tongue run over that plump bottom lip I’d been staring at all night. When she opened her mouth on a gasp, I deepened the kiss until she was breathless and pressed against me.


    She was so sweet. And it wasn’t just from the ice cream. It was Britte.


    It was her. Sugar and spice, side by side, one inside the other. A goddess wielding fire and vengeance. A warrior queen. She was this gorgeous woman with drive and passion, and she was completely brilliant. But there was this edge to her too. This lethal bite. She tempted me in every way all the while flashing sharp, deadly teeth.


    But it didn’t matter.


    I was already in too deep.


    I just wanted more. And more. And more. Until I felt her bite. Until she sunk her teeth so deep into me she drew blood.


    Until I could feel her in my bones and veins, and everywhere I needed her to be. 


    She was like a present wrapped inside a present. Every time I unwrapped another layer of her, she grew more compelling, more bewitching. I wanted nothing else than to just keep unwrapping her until she was bare and open in front of me. I wanted to know all of her secrets. I wanted to know all the hidden, protected places she kept locked up. I wanted to explore this kiss until I knew every road it led to…until I knew what happened next in every possible scenario.


    Her lips moved against mine with that building passion I remembered from our one other time together. She lit up so fast. She pretended to be cold and withdrawn…hard to get. But this girl was an inferno that would consume both of us whole if we ever let it blaze unchecked.


    She made a sound in the back of her throat, and I had to pull away. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to, and things would get really crazy. In public.


    I pulled back, ending with a soft kiss to the corner of her lips. I took my time leaning back, though. I couldn’t help it. I didn’t want to lose this moment. I didn’t want to lose her.


    I knew, in my gut, that she would pull back again. I had been through this enough with her that I just had to wait for it. And that was what I hated. It was one step forward, two steps back.


    Licking my lips, to savor that last taste of her, I grabbed her ice cream and handed it to her. “It’s melting,” I explained.


    She blinked at the ice cream. Her hands were jerky as she took it from me. I loved that I’d flustered her. My confidence swelled, and I probably would have commented on it had she been any other girl.


    “I should probably get back,” she said. I watched her shut down again. The shutters closed. The door locked tight. The walls rose.


    I had been prepared this time, but it still didn’t sting less. My ego? Yeah, not quite so big anymore.


    “Sure,” I told her, trying to play it cool. “But you should probably finish your ice cream first.”


    Her gaze lifted to mine. “I’m so full.”


    Picking mine up, I took a big bite. “Think about all the kids without ice cream right now. What would they think?”


    “The kids without ice cream?”


    I smiled, hoping to coax one out of her. “I don’t know. That’s just what my mom used to say to us about our vegetables. All those starving kids wishing they could eat creamed peas. I guarantee those kids would much rather have these bomb brownies than my mom’s mushy peas.”


    Her mouth lifted at the corners. “You’re probably right about that.” She took a small bite. Victory! “But also aren’t most kids in bed right now? I mean, there are like a ton of kids without ice cream at this moment.”


    “Then we could make the argument that there has never been a more crucial time in history to eat ice cream.” I tapped the bottom of her cup. “For the children, Britte. For the children.”


    She finally smiled. It was small and subdued, but it was better than nothing. “You’re out of control, Beckett Harris.” She met my gaze, holding up her ice cream. “And you’re a bad influence.”


    I erased some of the distance between us. “You’ll thank me for that later.”


    Her lips pursed. “Pretty sure my ass is going to blame you for this later.”


    I leaned to the side, giving it a healthy glance. “Pretty sure your ass has absolutely nothing to worry about.”


    When I looked back at Britte, her cheeks had a pretty blush spreading across them, and her eyes were narrowed dangerously. “I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment,” she told me.


    Genuinely confused, I countered with, “What else would it be?”


    I spooned out the last bite of ice cream and jumped to my feet, holding my hand out for Britte to take. She reluctantly did, but for all her resistance, she left it in mine all the way to the trash can where we threw away our cups and then to the car where I pulled the door open for her and helped her inside.


    Once in the driver’s seat again, we fell back into that easy banter that had been with us most of the night. Conversation was natural and fluid. I made her laugh. She made me laugh. By the time I pulled up in front of her apartment, I couldn’t think of another date where I’d laughed so much.


    I put the Charger in park and looked at her. Her eyes stayed intently on the windshield while she played with her hair, tying it in knots and wrapping it around her fist.


    “Should I walk you to the door?”


    Her eyes darted to mine. “No, thanks. I’m good.”


    “Sure?”


    Her face flashed with that all that skittish emotion she kept so close to the surface. “Positive.”


    “I had a fun night, Britte.”


    Her smile was shaky, but she admitted, “Me too, Beckett.”


    She apparently didn’t plan on giving me any encouragement. Luckily for her, I didn’t need much. “We should do it again sometime. Like sometime soon.”


    She wrinkled her nose. “Maybe.”


    I wanted to growl. This girl. “Well…I’ll text you.”


    Her expression gentled, and she leaned into me. For a second, I thought she might kiss me. Which would have stunned the crap out of me. Her gaze dropped to my lips, and I held perfectly still, afraid to frighten her away. In the end, she didn’t do anything I wanted her to. She pulled back and murmured, “Goodnight, Beckett,” before jumping out of my car and racing inside.


    If she had been any other girl, I would have assumed she wasn’t interested in me and that this was an epically failed attempt on my part.


    But this was Britte, so I knew it was more complicated than that. There was something else going on. She had kissed me tonight. I hadn’t imagined that. That had really happened. I had witnesses.


    And I knew she thought about kissing me again just now before her constantly overthinking brain talked her out of it.


    I was just going to have to get more creative with this thing. There had to be a way to convince her to give us a shot.


    To give me a shot.


    I would bet anything that we would be good together.


    If she would just give us a chance.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Eight


    Britte


    


    I woke up the next morning to the sound of an incoming text.


    Beckett hadn’t kept me out especially late, but I had tossed and turned for most of the night. I just couldn’t sleep. Which was nothing new for me. My mind constantly spun. It was hard for me to shut it down, especially at night. Sleep always felt so useless to me. I had so much to do; so much to learn and study for and work on. I had hours of homework and a job, and my dad to take care of. And as I tried to close my eyes and fall asleep, my mind would conjure up the thousands of things I had on my To Do List and parade them in front of me, calling me a failure every single night.


    Luckily, I usually had enough homework that the few hours of sleep I did get a night usually came when I could no longer keep my eyes open. Last night, I’d been too wired from my date with Beckett to even consider homework. And for the most part, thanks to my study session with Jameson the night before, I was caught up.


    That meant I flopped around for hours as all the pressures I put on myself compounded in a frustrating, never-ending loop inside my head.


    Needless to say, when Beckett’s text came at nine this morning, it was too early. I was too tired. And I definitely wasn’t expecting to hear from him before tomorrow.


    Or next week.


    Wasn’t there a social rule about that?


    I swiped my finger across my screen and pulled up the text. I had prepared myself to be irritated and cranky. I hadn’t even had coffee yet for God’s sake. So the smile spreading across my face surprised me.


    Survived the night. The snake didn’t make an appearance. I’ve decided you are not totally bad at ordering Thai food.


    My fingers clumsily moved over the keyboard. Did you doubt me?


    His response was instant. Absolutely. You’re a dangerous woman, Nichols.


    A huge smile stretched across my still sleepy face, pulling at tired muscles and making it impossible to ignore. Beckett was nothing like I expected.


    And that was saying something since we weren’t exactly strangers.


    But, for the entire time I had known him, he had been this serious athletic superstar, worshiped on campus and adored by his family. I had seen him be silly with Ellie before, and joke around with his brothers, but last night he was like an entirely different person.


    He hadn’t even looked at another girl the entire night. And trust me, I had been cataloging every glance and gaze, waiting to catch him in the act.


    We’d also miraculously avoided any more fan club invasions.


    Last night, as far as first dates went, it was kind of perfect.


    Beckett Harris was kind of perfect.


    Only I knew better than that. Nobody was perfect. Nobody was really who they seemed to be. With the exception of maybe Ellie.


    But that was only because I loved her so much. She could have had faults for days, but I would have remained willfully blind to them.


    Hashtag squad goals.


    I scooted into a sitting position, hovering over my phone as early morning light streamed through the window. My brain wasn’t fully awake yet, so when my dad’s name and number flashed over Beckett’s text, it took me a second to figure out what had happened.


    I’m not really a smart person until I’ve had coffee.


    My dad didn’t usually call this early or ever. We texted updates to each other in a clinical, loving sort of way.


    I would text him, I passed my final! He would text back, Proud of you, girl.


    He would text, Stained the deck this weekend. I would text back, Proud of you, old man.


    Just kidding.


    I could usually think of something deck related to say in less than three sentences.


    Worried that something terrible had happened to prompt this unprecedented morning phone call, I tapped the right buttons and moved the phone to my ear. “Hello?”


    “Hi, sweetheart, it’s your dad.”


    “Hey, Dad.” It was better to not remind him that I already knew that because of the caller ID. But to be fair, my number might not be programmed into his phone—or any numbers for that matter—so maybe he didn’t get the whole caller ID thing. I was mostly impressed he hadn’t clung to his cordless when I suggested he upgrade.


    My dad was the quintessential blue-collar man’s man. He’s worked hard. Every single day of his life. He was a mechanic in my home town, and memories from my childhood were always filled with his black-stained hands and the smell of oil and grease when he got home from work.


    I loved my dad. Don’t get me wrong. He was my hero. My standard for everything male and manly. He was completely devoted to me and raising me and making sure my life was everything that it could be after my mom left.


    Oh, I didn’t tell you that part yet? Yeah, my mom left my dad, and consequently me, when I was eight years old. My dad had never told me the real reason she left. He’d made up bullshit stories about how she struggled to be responsible, and there was something wrong inside her that just wouldn’t let her settle down.


    But when I was eleven, I’d found the letter she left him buried in his sock drawer, worn and wrinkled like he’d read it a hundred times. I saw the truth of that letter the second I picked it up. She hadn’t even had the courage to confront him face to face. She’d walked out in the middle of the night because “this wasn’t the life she’d dreamed of for herself.” Apparently, my mom had wanted big things out of her life, and she didn’t think my dad could give them to her. Plus, the whole having a kid thing was such a downer.


    She hadn’t said that specifically. But it wasn’t like she’d offered me the chance to go with her.


    Not that I would have. I was utterly loyal to my dad. Even back then, I liked to believe I would have seen how screwed up her behavior was.


    But try being the kid left behind. Try growing up with the knowledge that my mother wanted something different out of life than my dad and me so much that she left us both…abandoned us…completely disappeared and never reached out once. That was the kind of person she was.


    That was the kind of person I fought every day not to become.


    That was why I had a plan.


    That was why I stuck to the plan.


    That was why I never deviated.


    My dad’s low, scratchy voice pulled me from my thoughts. “How’s college life?”


    My dad said the word “college” like some people said Dior or Nobel Peace Prize or the Superbowl. It held respect and something deeper, reverence of a sort.


    He was so proud of me. He did everything in his power to help me out, even though we both knew I’d rack up some hefty student debt during med school. But it also kind of embarrassed me.


    He was a smart guy, but he didn’t always remember that. And intelligent people intimidated him. He thought I was this big deal just because I went to college and had done so well in school. I hated that he didn’t think much of himself. That he didn’t see his value and worth like I did.


    “It’s good,” I told him. “And bad. And kind of exhausting. But mostly good.”


    “Putting that brain of yours to good use. That’s always a good thing.” That was his standard reply.


    I smiled into the phone. “Trying anyway.”


    “Hey, listen, baby girl, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”


    Oh, God. “Are you okay, Daddy?” I sounded like a child. My voice came out tiny and weak, submerged in instant terror. This was my dad. The only person still alive on this earth that loved me. And I sometimes rolled my eyes at his goofiness or argued with him or felt misplaced pity, but he was still my dad.


    I would not tolerate anything being wrong with him.


    Not a single thing.


    He let out a soul-deep sigh that made my toes curl and my free hand dig into my comforter and hold on for dear life. “Well, Britte, I-I’m not exactly sure.”


    “Is it cancer?” I whispered. My brain instantly started spinning with what little I knew about treatment and types and stages.


    “Cancer?” His laugh grated through the phone rough and surprised. “Why would you think I got cancer?”


    Tumor, then. It had to be a tumor. Or liver failure. Or, oh god, Lupus. No, wait. It was never Lupus according to Gregory House. “Daddy, just tell me what’s wrong.”


    The suspense was killing me, but when my dad finally put me out of my misery, his words cut through me like a hot blade. They dug deeper than I expected them to, twisting with a jagged, uneven edge until my mutilated heart was hemorrhaging internally.


    “Your mother called, baby. She wants to see you.”


    His words bounced around in my head. I couldn’t speak for a full minute. I just stared at my feet, my purple toenail paint that had chipped, the trio of freckles that sat just along my arch, my second toe that was longer than my big toe.


    My big hallux.


    The technical term.


    My hallux was just one of my phalanx bones. Then the metatarsus. The tarsus. The-


    “Britte,” my father’s gravelly voice boomed through the phone. “You still there?”


    “Sorry,” I murmured. I swallowed, realizing I’d just woken up and hadn’t brushed my teeth yet. I ran my tongue over my furry teeth and wished for a cup of coffee to appear in my hands. I needed coffee before I approached this conversation. “I’m here.”


    “Well, did you hear me?” I opened my mouth to stop him from saying those hateful words again, but I wasn’t fast enough. “Your mother reached out to me. She wants to talk to you, honey. I think she wants to see you even.”


    “I’m twenty-one.”


    He was silent for a few seconds, digesting my response. It didn’t make sense. I’d stated a fact when he expected an opinion. But my father, my dad who barely had a high school education, understood exactly what I meant. “She wants to explain why she’s been gone so long. She’d at least like the chance.”


    I ignored him. “I thought you had cancer. When you told me you needed to talk to me, I thought it was something serious, like cancer.”


    His smile reached through the distance and wrapped around me, warming me and easing some of my panic. “Would you have preferred it if I had cancer?”


    I laughed at his dark sense of humor. “I haven’t decided yet.”


    “Well, you’re lucky that I don’t. And you’re lucky that your mother wants to talk to you.” His words were firmer when I started to argue, and he had to speak over me to be heard, “Now, Britte, I don’t care what she’s done in the past or how long she’s been gone. She’s your mother and that gives her a right to talk to you.”


    “Dad-”


    “What it does not give her a right to is your love and affection. Or even your trust. Those things belong to you and are yours alone to hand over to whom you see fit. She might never get them. And that’s fine by me. But you do owe it to her to speak to her, face her if that’s what she wants, and listen to what she has to say.”


    “I owe it to her? How? Why? What in the world? I don’t owe her anything! That woman owes me a childhood back. And puberty! And my freaking senior prom!”


    “Without her, baby girl, you wouldn’t even be a thought in the sky. She gave birth to you. She raised you for a good chunk of your life. And she got you a good daddy that took care of the rest when she couldn’t. Seems to me that you do owe her something.”


    Despite my bad mood, I smiled. “She did give me you.”


    He laughed again. “I want you to call her.”


    Iciness swept through me and my blood turned to sludge, dusted with frost and thick with hard, solid icicles. “I love you, Dad. But I’m going to stick with no.”


    “Britte.”


    “I’m still trying to catch up to the fact that she called you after thirteen years of radio silence. I can’t just jump into a phone call with her and pretend like she never left.”


    “Nobody’s asking you to do that.”


    “You’re asking me to call her! That’s pretty much the same thing.”


    “It’s not and you know it. You know better.”


    Great, now he was scolding me. “Dad, I can’t do it. I don’t want to do it. And you know what? She didn’t want to raise a child. She didn’t want to stay married to you. She didn’t want to be a grown up and be responsible and be an adult and be a decent human being. So I’m taking a lesson from her and not doing what I don’t want to do.”


    He huffed a curse word under his breath. “You’re more like her than you think.”


    Since I was the one that initially made the comparison, I had to swallow the bitterness burning in my throat. “My argument stands.”


    I thought he would lose his patience with me. My dad was a lot of different things, but understanding wasn’t always one of them. He thought I got my stubbornness from my mom. But that was only because he didn’t realize how stubborn he could be. Instead, his coarse voice gentled, and he backed off. “All right, Britte. I should have known better than to expect you to open your arms for this woman. But promise me you’ll at least think about it. I think you need to hear what she has to say. I think she’s worth listening to.”


    I let out a defeated sigh. “I can promise you that I’ll think about thinking about it. How’s that?”


    His chuckle chased away the frustration between us. “You and your words. All right, baby girl. You think about thinking about it, and I’ll call you in a few days.”


    “Love you, Daddy.”


    “Love you, too. Now go study hard.”


    “You got it.”


    We both clicked off without a formal goodbye. I couldn’t remember my dad ever actually saying the word goodbye, but it was just another thing I loved about him. We’d both been so damaged by my mother’s goodbye that refusing to say it to each other felt like there would never be that horrible thing between us. We lived just one long, never-ending conversation and relationship with each other.


    He wasn’t going to leave me.


    And no matter where school or work took me, I would never leave him either. Not really. Not like she did.


    I crawled out of bed, fully awake now. I needed coffee stat, or I was likely to turn into my alter ego: Indominus Rex.


    Only my version sadly didn’t come with Chris Pratt.


    Ellie was already leaning over a cup of coffee when I stumbled down the hallway. Her sleepy eyes lifted from the mug of black gold, took in my disheveled, terrifying state and widened with fear. She moved to the cupboard without a word and pulled down my favorite mug. And because she was the best human on the planet, she poured me a cup just as I reached the counter. Next came the creamer, because we weren’t barbarians, and a spoon.


    “Thank you.”


    She smirked into her coffee. “I fear for the villagers.”


    I mixed up my creamer and took a healthy swallow. “As you should.”


    “Easy, Mr. Hyde. Don’t burn your tongue.”


    I lifted the mug to my lips again. “It’s worth it.”


    Her voice softened with concern. “Was it your date with Beckett last night? Was it that bad? Did he get handsy? Oh my God, did he try to roofie you?”


    I gave her the side eye. “Do you really think your brother would roofie a girl? Ellie, come on.”


    She blinked at me. “Under normal circumstances no. But he really likes you.”


    “So you think he would drug me in order to have sex with me?” I demanded dryly.


    She shook her head quickly. “Sex! God, no. What kind of man do you think my brother is! But maybe he’d slip you something so he could drag you to Vegas and marry you. He’s totally capable of that.”


    I glared at her.


    “Just kidding?”


    Pointing a stern finger at her, I warned, “Roofies aren’t funny.” I took a sip of coffee. “Neither is marriage.”


    “Okay…random.”


    We were silent for a few minutes as we stared into our coffee as if the creamy depths could whisper secrets about our future. I didn’t know what Ellie was thinking about, probably the hunky med student still sleeping in her bedroom. But my thoughts were whirling words as I tried to snatch them from the tornado of my mind and speak them into sentences.


    Ellie’s parents had this idyllic marriage that she didn’t, and probably because of lack of other experience, couldn’t appreciate. She saw them as these overbearing dictators threatening to smother her with their love and concern.


    From an outsider like me their affection was endearing, and their strong, healthy marriage was envy-inducing. I didn’t have a relationship to compare to. Nothing to hold as the standard for my future relationship goals. Except for Ellie’s parents.


    When she’d held them at bay last year, desperate to make a way for herself, I couldn’t help but, secretly, think she was a moron. My dad helped as best as he could, but my student loan debt was going to be a monster. I had a scholarship for undergrad, but my future was a gaping black hole made up singularly of dollar signs. Red dollar signs.


    Ellie’s hopeful chirp shattered my thoughts. “So your date with Beckett went well?”


    I gave her another side eye. Stalling for time, I took another sip of my coffee. Truthfully, I’d kind of forgotten all about Beckett once my dad called. And last night? Had it gone well?


    “It wasn’t terrible,” I conceded. “He wasn’t bombarded by his fan club. I didn’t have to walk home. When I put it like that, it was a major improvement from the first time we went out.”


    She laughed. “My brother is an idiot, B. That’s a given. But he’s also kind of nice when he wants to be.”


    “He is.”


    “So are you going to go out with him again?”


    I looked at her fully, shocked by her hopeful smile and wide, open eyes. She looked like a puppy. Like a sweet little puppy I was about to dropkick down an alley.


    “I don’t know…”


    “But you said it went well!”


    “I said it didn’t go badly!”


    Her mouth turned down in a frown. “Britte Tallulah Nichols.”


    “My middle name is not Tallulah.”


    “You are being unnecessarily difficult!”


    “I’m not being difficult at all! I went out with him!”


    She crossed her arms in a huff. “You’re ruining my happiness.”


    I glanced toward her bedroom door where Fin’s snores floated into the hallway. “Pretty sure your happiness is naked in your bed right now. Have you ever thought about a CPAP mask? I think he has some apnea going on.”


    Her cheeks flamed with a bright red blush. “He’s not naked!”


    But I had made my point. “I don’t know if we’re going out again. Beckett didn’t ask for a second date. Or is it the third? What number are we technically on right now?”


    She waved away my questions. “Just promise me you’ll think about it. About him.”


    Like I could not think about him, but her question rubbed my raw nerves. My dad had asked the same thing, only about my mom.


    I didn’t want to think about my mom and why she was back or what she had to say. The truth was, it didn’t matter. Nothing she could say would make up for the last thirteen years of my life. Nothing she could say would erase the hurt, pain, and rejection that had burrowed so deep in my heart, it had become a living, breathing part of me. Nothing she could say would make me believe she was even the tiniest bit sincere.


    It was easy to come back now. After I was grown. After I had built a life for myself. After I lived on my own, worked on my own, had my own future carved out of the wreckage she’d left behind.


    After I didn’t need her anymore.


    My dad and I had a really good life together. It hadn’t been easy. He’d never dated again or even considered it after she’d left. I didn’t know if he was still in love with my mom or just too heartbroken to face another relationship, but I did know he’d never fully recovered from her absence.


    I’d worked through a lot of damage and some major trauma as well. I’d spent years of my life blaming myself for her abandonment and why she stayed away. But somewhere along the way, I’d realized my dad was enough. I didn’t need her. Maybe I’d wanted her, or at least a woman’s opinion and influence, at different places in my life, but I didn’t need her.


    My dad was my everything. He was my world. I didn’t want her coming back into my life and ruining that. Or making me regret the last thirteen years even more than I already did. And I couldn’t shake the feeling that talking to her would be disloyal to my dad.


    After everything he’d done for me. After all he’d sacrificed and given up and worked for, I couldn’t face my mom. I wasn’t ungrateful or entitled enough to forget that I was a better person because of my dad…because my mom hadn’t been around and it had forced my dad and me to be better people.


    More than all of those reasons, I didn’t want to see her for me. Yes, I was loyal to my dad. And yes, I didn’t need her anymore. But I didn’t want her either.


    Anger and resentment burned through me. Bitterness clawed up my throat and threatened to choke me. My hands trembled at the thought of ever speaking to that woman again.


    I would have welcomed her back a year after she left. I would have accepted her all through middle school. I would have found a way to move past the hurt in high school. But I was in college now. I had become my own woman with a bright future ahead of me. All on my very own.


    She didn’t get to come back now and try to make things better. She didn’t get to apologize now and get my forgiveness or my time or anything about me.


    She didn’t get to come into my life and erase all of that like it meant nothing.


    I wouldn’t let her.


    I didn’t want to think about Beckett either. Especially with my mom scraping at my nerves and poisoning my thoughts. I needed someone loyal…someone dependable. And that wasn’t Beckett.


    I was not going to live the life my dad had lived. I wasn’t going to start a family, a life…a…a…home, only for Beckett or any man to walk out on me the second things got a little rocky.


    I needed someone that was going to stick around for the hard stuff.


    I needed someone that wanted to stick around for the hard stuff.


    I needed someone that wanted to stick around for me.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Nine


    Beckett


    


    “Hey, you free for lunch today?”


    My older brother’s voice filtered through the stack of tasks I was compiling in my head while I sorted through an even bigger stack of papers and folders. I looked up at Lennox. “No, actually. Somebody’s working me to the bone.”


    His hand waved at his chest. “Who me? I’m not your boss.”


    “Well, your boss is working me to the bone. No time for lunch today. I’m leaving at three, and I have to get all of this crap sorted and filed before then.”


    Lennox let out a low whistle and made a show of examining my workload. “That’s not going to happen. You definitely don’t have time for lunch. I’m not even sure you have time for supper. Or tomorrow’s lunch for that matter.”


    I lifted my focus from the tottering papers to Lennox. “You’re not helping.”


    His answering smirk was all I needed to see.


    I let out a slow breath and wrestled my reaction under control. It wouldn’t do me any good to bark at Lennox and then get pegged as the office’s new pet. I didn’t want people to know I was the little brother with special privileges. I might be related to one of the junior partners, but I didn’t get special privileges. And I didn’t get the job because of my connections.


    Or at least only because of my connections.


    I had a great work ethic, damn it. And a small, but growing resume. And I deserved this unpaid internship that made me work way too many unpaid hours for way too little appreciation just as much as any of the other unpaid interns.


    Lennox leaned over my cubicle wall, smelling like expensive cologne and pricey suits, aka Eau de Douche. “Why do you have to leave by three? Does Mr. Morrison know you have to leave by three?”


    I dropped my attention back to my work and ignored his first question. “Yeah, I cleared it with him when I started.”


    “You have an appointment?”


    “No.”


    “A meeting?”


    “Yes.”


    “For what?”


    “For nothing.”


    “What kind of meeting is more important than your job?”


    I met his stare. “First of all, this isn’t a job. A job implies I get a paycheck. I don’t get a paycheck here. This is an internship. And while it’s a good one, I’m still not getting paid.”


    His shrewd eyes narrowed. “Okay. So then what’s this meeting for?”


    “It doesn’t concern you.”


    “Is it like a religious thing? Are you like in a doomsday cult now?”


    “No.” I glanced up at the ceiling. “And I’m not sure that happens at a meeting.”


    “Cancer?”


    “You think I have a cancer meeting? Do I have cancer? Or do I just go to meetings where other people have cancer?”


    Undeterred, he guessed, “AA?”


    “That’s anonymous.”


    “Boy Scouts of America!” He pointed his finger at me. “Girl Scouts of America!”


    “Is that an insult?”


    “Dude, come on. The suspense is killing me.”


    “I can see why they made you junior partner.” I leaned toward him and dropped my voice. “Cream of the crop, you are.”


    “Don’t be an idiot.”


    I snorted. “Don’t be so nosey.”


    One of his partners walked by causing Lennox to straighten up and take a step back. It was my turn to smirk.


    Lennox dropped his voice. “I’ll find out why you’re cutting out of here early, Becks. Don’t think I won’t.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t care. Either way.”


    His frown told me that he did though. And I’d kind of lied to him. I did care if he found out. I had talked to Mr. Morrison about leaving at three today to take care of paperwork and what not for the coaching gig, I’d secured. But the rest of the week, I should be good.


    My internship was only three days a week, and my coaching job could work around them, plus Saturdays once preseason started. And then there would be the travel when the actual season started.


    But so far, I could make both work and that was good. I just needed to keep it from Lennox or he would open his big mouth and tell everyone that I hadn’t given up baseball after all.


    And then they’d all look at me with pity, like they had at the end of last season when I’d decided not to try out for the minors. My dad would say something like, “I thought you decided to give all that up, son?”


    I didn’t need that today. Or tomorrow. Or really any day ever.


    Looking down at the stack of papers I was supposed to digitally transfer and then re-file, I let out a long sigh. I was supposed to give up baseball.


    That was the plan.


    Play baseball through college, then get a real job. A substantial job. A job that would last.


    So if this was the kind of job I’d been working toward for years, why did I hate it so much?


    I’d only been here a week, it should at least still feel new and exciting. I should be considering all the possibilities and potential growth. I shouldn’t hate it yet, right?


    I played with the cell phone in my pocket. Maybe it was just the work. This was tedious and beyond boring. If they gave me something challenging, then I’d be interested in this line of work.


    Except, I didn’t even think Lennox had worked up to the interesting stuff yet. I was pretty sure his job description used words like mundane, routine and vanilla in his online profile.


    Or at least synonyms of those words.


    I gave into temptation and pulled my phone out. Swiping the texts and updates I wasn’t interested in out of the way, I pulled up Britte’s number and tapped out a quick: I’m craving Thai food. What does that mean?


    Three minutes later, she replied with a snarky, That you’re pregnant??? Congratulations!!!! That explains the belly bump.


    I smiled at my phone. And why I missed my period this month.


    Seriously, you should get that checked out. They’ll want to start you on prenatals stat.


    God, I love it when you talk nerdy.


    You’re a dork.


    Maybe, but she was texting back, so apparently, she liked the dorky side of me. Let’s go out again.


    It took longer for her to respond this time. I set my phone down and got forty-five minutes of work done before it started blinking with the text notification.


    I have midterms coming up…


    Undeterred, I tempted her with food again. I’ll let you pick the ethnic restaurant this time. Ethiopian? Vietnamese? Uh…Antarctican?


    Antarctican? What do they eat?


    Penguin. Polar bear. Elf. All the usual endangered species that live near the North Pole. 


    Oh my gosh, so much of that is just…wrong.


    I laughed, realizing Antarctica is by the South Pole, not the North. But whatever, she didn’t say it in her text, but I knew she was laughing too.


    Another minute later, she sent, When?


    Now I was stuck because for the next few days I was pretty busy. I wanted to see her. More than anything. But I had work and coaching stuff and night classes and homework. If I would have had time for her, I would have made time. But I wasn’t even sure if I was going to sleep at this point.


    Saturday, I told her instead, making it seem like I would give her prime dating real estate.


    I have to work.


    How late?


    Till close…


    Damn. How about Sunday?


    Realizing that I’d have to gear up for another crazy week, I added, Afternoon?


    I’m working then too.


    Sunday night then? I’d probably regret it come Monday morning, but then it would be worth it, wouldn’t it?


    Hell, yes.


    Just dinner. I have classes Monday morning.


    I have to work Monday morning too. So just dinner it is. Where are we going?


    While I waited for her response, I pictured her staring at her phone, nose wrinkled, eyes lined in some funky color. I suddenly regretted pushing her off till this weekend. Sure, I was trying to do the responsible thing, but now I just wanted to see her.


    Besides, when had the responsible thing been any fun?


    I’m going to think about it. She finally replied. I’ll come up with something good.


    Just remember I’m morally opposed to eating penguin. Polar bear is okay. But no penguin.


    I’m just impressed you’re morally opposed to something. I didn’t think you had it in you.


    I frowned at my phone because I knew she was serious. Still, in the text, I played dumb. Opposition?


    No. Morals.


    Oh, woman. I’m full of surprises. See you Sunday.


    Deciding I would not respond if she texted again, I tucked my phone into my pocket and focused on work again.


    Or tried to.


    Britte’s last few text messages bothered me. Not that I was mad at her, but I could feel her honesty through the distance. She didn’t think much of me. This was a problem since I wanted to take things further with her than witty text messages.


    To use the baseball terminology I was so familiar with, we were sitting in the dugout, and I needed to start hitting some bases, or I was going to lose my mind.


    Or my balls.


    One or the other.


    At least she had started agreeing to go on dates with me. That was a step in the right direction.


    I hoped.


    The rest of the day went on as smoothly as could be expected. I wasn’t awesome at the internship yet, but that would come. I first needed to learn more about the business and procedures and what they expected from me.


    Most of my job entailed my ambition. I could see why it would be such a great opportunity for someone motivated to succeed. The problem was, I wasn’t motivated to get a full-time job here.


    In fact, every time I thought about getting offered a position here, I would magically become unmotivated to do anything for the next hour.


    I imagined my life like Lennox’s, and it made me feel queasy. Which wasn’t the natural response when you took in all his nice shit and his global travel and his whatever else his nice job could give him. I should want that. That was what grownups did. They grew up. They became something better. They made decent money. And lived fulfilling lives.


    Only I couldn’t make myself believe that life would be fulfilling for me.


    It was freaking me the hell out.


    I’d been accused my entire life of being immature. By my brothers, by my sister, by angry females that wanted me to commit to relationships I wanted no part of. Even my parents had hinted at it lately.


    I was doing everything I could to prove everybody wrong. I’d gotten the internship. I’d made it work in my busy schedule. I was kicking ass at school. I had my own place. I had found a girl I wanted to be monogamous with. At least for a while.


    That hadn’t happened since high school.


    All of the pieces for my mature life were lining up, and yet I couldn’t make myself believe I wanted any of it.


    Least of all the job that would make me feel so…responsible.


    There had to be something wrong with me.


    Maybe I was the immature jackass I’d always been accused of. Maybe I couldn’t settle down or grow up or adjust to adulthood.


    Or maybe this just wasn’t the life for me.


    My parents were super successful. Lennox had gotten lucky, but he’d turned it into success. Even Grayson was showing signs of pulling his shit together. So now it was my turn.


    All I had to do was go hard at this job and prove myself. The rest of my adult life could be set up for me.


    So why couldn’t I do that?


    Why had I spent the whole day thinking about my meeting with coach this afternoon and the possible responsibilities he was about to hand over to me?


    When I looked at the next fifty years laid out in front of me, why was it surrounded by metal bleachers with dirt and grass beneath my feet and the game in my blood?


    I had to give it up.


    I had to say goodbye to baseball.


    That was the right thing to do.


    The responsible thing to do.


    So, why did I feel like stabbing my eyes out with my stack of perfect paperclips on my perfect desk at my perfect dream job every time I tried to give myself this pep talk.


    At 2:55 pm, I set my work down for the day, grabbed my shit and headed for my car. I’d thrown a change of clothes in my backseat just in case I felt like changing, but since this was still technically an interview, I decided to keep the oxford, tie, and wrinkle-free pants. I even straightened my tie.


    Coach is going to think I’m so pretty.


    The drive to campus took longer than I wanted it to, but I still made it by 3:30.


    Three of the assistant coaches and Coach Benson were waiting by the time I walked through the door to the game room. They were all sitting around a conference style table, heads bowed over stats and figures from opposing teams.


    Coach took in my suave appearance and grinned at me. “You don’t have to get gussied up for us, Harris. Grab a polo on your way out today.”


    I laughed and walked to the table. “I was at my internship earlier. They expect me to gussy up every day. But I’ll be happy to change as soon as I walk out their door.” My fingers automatically found my collar and unbuttoned the top button and loosened my tie.


    I stretched my neck and enjoyed the cool air on my stifled throat.


    “Internship, huh?” the defensive pro, Coach Haney, asked suggestively.


    “With a marketing firm,” I explained. “I had already committed to it before Coach approached me about this position.”


    “Treacher quitting was a surprise to all of us,” Coach explained. “We’re in need of a good pitching man. Figured you’re the best I knew.”


    That couldn’t have been true. This was a big enough university that coaches around the state, maybe even further, would have been lining up for the job.


    I also didn’t realize I was the pitching coach. He’d said assistant coach. But I’d heard, assistant to the assistant coach. Surely, he wouldn’t give me this job. I had no coaching experience. At all.


    And at the moment, I couldn’t even remember how to pitch. Maybe it was nerves. Or maybe I was having a stroke. But suddenly I felt like, baseball? Do you play that with your feet?


    “Don’t look so nervous, Son,” Coach ordered. He had my attention all over again. “Santos is going to have the official position this season,” he explained, nodding to one of the other long-time assistants. “But if you’re up for it, I want to eventually hand it over to you. We’ll get some experience under your belt, teach you the ropes, see how you handle the guys you used to play with, and in a couple of years, the guys you are helping recruit, and then we’ll give pitching to you.”


    The world seemed to tip upside down. I couldn’t believe it. “You’re grooming me?”


    “It pays shit,” Coach continued. “At least, the first few years. You’re going to have to look at the big picture to find any kind of dignity in it.”


    My slow-stretching smile reached from ear to ear. “Are you trying to talk me out of it?”


    “It’s not an internship in a big, fancy marketing firm. This is grunt work till it ain’t. You got it?”


    The smile didn’t disappear. “Now you’re just flirting with me.”


    Coach finally smiled. “Harris, I’m putting a lot of faith in you kid. I’m going out on a limb because I see potential. Don’t let me down.”


    I sat back in my chair, acting offended. “Have I ever?”


    Benson snorted, but one of the other coaches mumbled, “We just won’t talk about the championships last year.”


    It was said in jest, and I found that I didn’t hate being reminded of our eventual loss after a freaking amazing season. It was one of the reasons I knew I had to quit baseball. Those last few games had been brutal, and I just hadn’t had what it took.


    It was a harsh reality to come face to face with.


    Even worse was giving up the future I’d wanted so desperately.


    But this? This was like a rebirth.


    Or something.


    At the very least it was a second chance to do the thing I loved most in this world. Grunt work or not, my hands would be dirty, and my feet would be tired, but I would get to hold onto the last few pieces of a dream I thought was dead.


    There wasn’t anything better than that.


    Coach dove into an explanation of what they were doing and how I could help. They showed me around the offices, a side of the locker room I’d never really had any privileges to before now and he hooked me up with some logoed polos. Tomorrow I would have to fill out the necessary paperwork, but as of today, I was officially hired as an assistant coach.


    With minimal responsibilities.


    And it was awesome.


    I left that night close to eight o’clock. I got in my car and immediately wanted to call or text someone to share the good news, but I stopped myself.


    My family would just get all down my throat, and I didn’t feel comfortable telling the other guys I’d played ball with. I wanted Coach to break the news to the ones I’d be coaching. And the others might not think it was that cool.


    By the time I pulled into my apartment complex, I had already decided there was one person I could tell. One person I couldn’t actually wait to tell.


    Something really cool happened today. I texted Britte as soon as I’d shut the engine off.


    By the time I’d walked through my door, she’d texted back. Do I get to know what it is?


    I started to type the words, but they looked so anticlimactic in a text. So instead, I told her, I’ll tell you Sunday.


    Her response was immediate. I can’t believe you’re going to make me wait after all that!


    It was kind of cruel. And my lame text back of Lol… didn’t help.


    I was surprised when I got one last incoming text from her. Even more surprised when I read what it said.


    Whatever it is, I’m happy for you, Beckett. You deserve cool things. All the cool things.


    I grinned like an idiot at my phone when I ended our conversation with, You too, Britte. Like dinner with me Sunday. You deserve that.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Ten


    Britte


    


    It was easier to pick out something to wear this time. It probably shouldn’t have been. I should be more nervous. Or paranoid. Or something. But instead, I felt more like myself.


    Don’t get me wrong, I was nervous. Beckett was hilarious and gorgeous and charming. Whenever I was around him, I felt like giggling like a maniac and puking at the same time.


    And could you imagine that?


    Seriously imagine someone laugh-puking.


    So gross.


    He also made me paranoid. I didn’t get why he had this thing for me. He could have anybody. Or nearly anybody. Throughout his undergrad, girls flocked to him. He had a new flavor every week, or two. Fangirls followed him around naked. Or nearly naked. So, why was he interested in me?


    And because of that, I didn’t trust him. I didn’t trust that he wanted a relationship with me because I assumed he just wanted to finish what we started the night I drunkenly made out with him. I hadn’t exactly been subtle with my seduction attempt. Although I did chicken out. So that counted for something.


    Also, I didn’t trust that he wouldn’t bail the second someone better came along. And someone better would come along. There was nothing spectacular about me. I wasn’t ugly. I wasn’t stupid. I wasn’t lazy. But I wasn’t enough of the things that would keep a man like Beckett’s attention for long.


    And then what?


    So, no. I didn’t trust him.


    But at the same time, I was tired. I was physically exhausted from a weekend of late night study sessions and work and years of this same old routine catching up to me. I was mentally exhausted from trying to master everything I needed to learn before my looming midterms. I was emotionally exhausted from fighting and grappling with all of these thoughts and feelings from Beckett and my future and my mom’s sudden reappearance in my life. Although I was trying to think about that last one as little as possible. I gave her two minutes every morning where I looked myself in the mirror, thought about the last thirteen years of my life and exclaimed, “What the hell?” dramatically for my audience of one.


    Then I went on with my day.


    So by Sunday night, after all of this, what I looked like didn’t exactly hit high on the priority list.


    I did shower. I should get points for that. But after coming home from Baileys and smelling like fry oil, rib baskets and chocolate lava cake, I couldn’t even stand the smell of me. It was bad.


    So, I showered again. And then it seemed right to get all pretty. Because of the laughing-puking feeling I knew would be here soon. I was pretty comfortable in my own skin, but in case of emergency, I needed to at least look pretty while the puking-apocalypse happened.


    My hair looked amazing. My makeup was on point. My outfit was…me. Boho-style loose lacy top with silver beading and a gray cardigan that hit my hips. I added faux leather leggings and ankle boots because the weather had gotten decidedly cooler this week.


    I threw on some bangles, a dangly necklace, some chandelier earrings and a mood ring that I’d gotten out of a vending machine and felt ready for battle.


    Or a date with Beckett.


    Either way.


    Ellie whistled when I walked into the kitchen. “I know,” I told her, full of swagger that was only outfit-deep.


    “B, you’re so hot.”


    I smiled at her. “I know!”


    “Are those new boots?”


    I kicked my foot out like a ninja just to get rid of some of the building nerves pooling in my belly. “They are. It’s BOGO at Payless.”


    “Ooh!”


    Neither Ellie nor I had a huge amount of cash to shop with. That didn’t mean we didn’t shop. We just had to be picky about our choices. Luckily, we’d gotten amazing at finding great pieces in our budget for our style. Thrift stores, Payless, the clearance bins at most mall stores. If you knew what you were doing, you could not overspend and still look great.


    That was to say, we didn’t overspend often.


    Let’s face it, sometimes cute clothes were more important than eating. Or paying bills. Or having gas for our cars.


    She was leaning over a bowl of cereal. “Is that your dinner?”


    She looked down at her Golden Grahams. “Yep.”


    “Is that all we have? I swear there are some chicken nuggets in the freezer.”


    She waved me off with her spoon. “No, really. This is all I want. Fin spent the weekend trying to overfeed me because he’s convinced the only thing I eat are Ramen noodles and burgerwiches. I swear the man is on a mission to make me gain twenty pounds every time he comes to town.”


    “Ellie, you do only eat Ramen noodles and burgerwiches.”


    She pointed the spoon at me now like a weapon. “I like burgerwiches. And Ramen is so cheap. I can’t not eat it.”


    “You can,” I assured her. “You can not eat it. Pretty easily.”


    “Anyway,” she cleared her throat. “I’m so sick of food nothing else sounded good. If I ever see another French fry again, I’ll puke.”


    I laughed at her dramatics. “Well, we both know that isn’t true.”


    She stuck her tongue out at me and took a big bite of cereal. “At least give me a couple of days to recover.” Her intuitive gaze swept over me again. “So what’s up with you? I take it you won’t be joining me for cereal tonight?”


    “I have a date.” I felt the blush creep over my cheeks and spread to my neck.


    “Oooh,” she singsonged. “With Jameson? Did your study sesh go that well?”


    I rolled my eyes and dug deep for courage. I knew I had her blessing; she’d only given it to me a million times. But it was still weird to confess feelings for Beckett to his sister. “Uh, actually with Beckett.”


    She nearly choked on her Golden Grahams. “With Beckett?”


    “Don’t choke to death,” I ordered.


    “Britte, are you for real? With Beckett?”


    “Yes. I’m for real.”


    “Two dates? In two weeks? Are you guys dating? Is this like a permanent thing? Oh, my God, are you getting married?”


    “I would throw my shoe at you if it wasn’t so difficult to get on and off.”


    She grinned at me. “It’s so fun, though. You get so uncomfortable. It’s like a game.”


    “It’s not at all like a game.”


    She held up her thumb and pointer finger close together. “It’s a little like a game.”


    “You’re a horrible person. I never did this to you and Finley.”


    “Well, that’s obviously because you’re nicer than me. Nobody is arguing with you.”


    I rolled my eyes. “We’re not getting married, but this is a second date. I guess. Or is it the third? Or fourth? Honestly, I have no idea what our date number is.”


    She grinned at me again, and it made me nervous because of how happy she looked. “You like him.”


    “Els…”


    Her spoon flashed through the air again. “I’m not getting my hopes up. I know you have a thing with…a thing. I’m just happy you’re giving someone a chance. And I’m even happier that that someone is my brother.”


    “What if I break his heart?” She threw her head back and laughed like a maniac. I didn’t blame her. I knew it was impossible too. But to save my pride, I pushed, “What if I crush him? Damage him beyond repair? What if he never dates again because I’ve squashed his poor little pea-size heart beneath the heel of my fabulous boots?”


    Still laughing, she met my gaze and suggested, “Then you’re probably doing womankind a favor. Think of how many hearts he’s smooshed beneath his baseball cleat? There must be reparations.”


    “I thought you were on his side?”


    She shrugged. “I’m always on his side. He’s my brother. Plus, I think he’s a pretty good guy beyond brotherly love. However, I also know what happened when he was Mr. Baseball Super Stud. Girls were disposable. It’s not the same for him anymore.”


    “What are you saying? Now that he doesn’t have access to his fan club, he’s picked me to waste time with.”


    Her brows drew down with concern. “How did you get that from what I just said?”


    My stomach clenched with unease. I felt uncomfortably insecure, and I hated it, so I chose to shrug and not answer her.


    “B,” she sighed. “That was not at all what I meant. Truly, I think he’s realized his glory days are over. It’s time to settle down.” Her spoon pointed at me again. “And don’t even take that in a negative way. He’s getting serious about his future. That’s a compliment to you. Not an insult.” She looked down at her bowl. “Great, now my dinner is soggy.”


    I smiled. My best friend was amazing.


    No wonder Fin fell head over heels for her.


    “El, I love you.”


    She was already in the process of dumping out her milk and mushy Golden Grahams and refilling her dinner. “I love you too,” she said sweetly. “Now go away so I can eat my dinner in peace.”


    I had just decided not to go away just to bug her when a knock at the door caused a riot of butterflies to assault my insides. My hands shook as I opened the door and let Beckett in.


    We stared at each other for a few seconds before he stepped through the doorframe. His smile was soft and maybe a little tired, but adorably crooked and filled with all that charm he carried with him.


    “Hey,” he rumbled from deep in his chest.


    “Hey.”


    “You look really good, Britte.”


    I chewed my bottom lip while I thought the same thing about him. His army green short sleeve button up accentuated his toned biceps and tanned arms. The jeans that hung from his hips were nice and dressy, but still casual enough that I didn’t feel underdressed. His hair was pushed back and styled away from his forehead, and I just wanted to…


    Lick him.


    “Hey, Becks,” Ellie called from the kitchen. “Don’t talk to me, I’m eating.”


    Beckett turned to his sister. “Okay…”


    She shoveled a big bite of cereal into her mouth and mumbled, “You two kids have fun.”


    Beckett looked back at me with his eyebrows raised.


    “I think she’s dismissing us,” I offered.


    His lips twitched, and I wasn’t sure if the near smile was for me or his sister. “Clearly.” He reached for the door and tugged it open, gesturing for me to go first. “Should I be concerned that my little sister is eating cereal for dinner?”


    I smiled at the care and concern curling around each of his words. “She says she’s detoxing from Fin’s weekend visit. Apparently he’s always trying to feed her. She’s tired of real food.”


    Beckett laughed behind me as we made our way down the stairs to the lobby. “Only Ellie would get tired of eating normal. She’s probably jonesing for Ramen and ketchup sandwiches.”


    “Those were almost her exact words.”


    We reached the bottom floor, and he held the door to the parking lot next. His side eye glance caught my attention. “How into Ramen are you? Should I be concerned?”


    I laughed. “The only kind of ramen I can handle is the real kind.”


    “The real kind?”


    “You know like the kind with an egg in it and pork belly. The good kind.”


    “I’ll take your word for it.”


    I laughed again because he sounded so uneasy. “But I’m a big fan of burgerwiches. Although I can’t eat them as often as Ellie does.”


    “Those are her pickle and ketchup sandwiches?”


    “Sometimes we add tomatoes and mustard.”


    “That’s so gross.”


    I turned and dazzled him with my brightest smile. “Says the man letting me pick the restaurant tonight.”


    His warm gray-blue eyes flashed with fear. “How weird are we talking?”


    Leaning in, I inhaled the deliciousness that was Beckett Harris. “I’m going easy on you tonight. Sushi.”


    “Sushi is going easy on me?”


    I couldn’t help but laugh. “Relatively speaking.”


    He took another step into me and dropped his hands on my hip. We’d managed to stop just in front of his Charger. “What if I told you I don’t like sushi?”


    My hand landed on his muscled chest, and I closed my eyes briefly because the sensation was too hot… too intense. “I’d probably assume you didn’t know how to order it.”


    His low chuckle burned low in my belly. “Ouch.”


    My eyes lifted from the hollow of his throat to those silvery eyes. “You really don’t like it?”


    One side of his mouth quirked up. “No, I like it. Although compared to you, you’re probably right. I am ordering it wrong. Are you sure that’s where you want to go? We can go anywhere. I’ll eat whatever weird food you throw my way.”


    “I love sushi,” I told him. “Plus, I love it even more when someone else is paying for it.”


    He dropped his lips close to mine. I sucked in a breath and tried not to spaz out.


    “Imagine that,” he murmured.


    I had nothing to say to that. Plus, my heart had started galloping in my chest, and my mind was a muddled haze of anticipation and hope.


    Kiss me, I willed.


    I couldn’t help it. There were a hundred valid arguments that this was the dumbest idea I’d ever had but with him this close, with his warm hands holding me to him, with his chest pressed against mine and his surprisingly soft lips so close, there was only one logical thought.


    Only one idea I was capable of making out clearly.


    Kiss me.


    And then he did.


    My eyes fluttered closed as soon as his lips touched mine. I shivered from the light, gentle touch. I had thought I remembered the way he kissed perfectly. I’d only thought about it a hundred thousand times since the last time we’d been out.


    But I had been wrong.


    I hadn’t even been close.


    Because nothing could have ever tasted this sweet or felt this…perfect. We moved together like we were supposed to kiss. Like our lips and mouths and bodies had been designed just for each other.


    He kissed me, and I forgot all of my reasons for staying away from him, for keeping my distance. I forgot everything but the taste of his tongue and the sweetness of his lips. I forgot everything but this man and his touch and the way his heart pounded against mine.


    “Britte,” he whispered, pulling away too soon. “I had to do that.”


    I blinked up at him, letting the world reappear slowly behind his head. “You had to?”


    He recovered much quicker than I could hope to. His half smile was there again. His twinkling eyes. His cool, collected charm. “It’s been a weird week. I needed something to hold me together.”


    My belly flipped, and my fingers tingled. What did that mean?


    No.


    My heart was miles ahead of my brain. I couldn’t think like that.


    When I just stared at him, my head at war with my heart, he pulled back completely and opened his car door for me. “But let’s go eat. I’ll tell you about it over sushi.”


    I got in the passenger seat and blinked rapidly until he climbed in on his side. I turned and smiled, hoping it looked normal. “Do you have a favorite place?”


    He shook his head. “I told you, you get to pick.” His hand reached out and squeezed my knee. More butterflies. “Where’s your favorite place?”


    I gave him the name while wondering if I was even going to be able to eat anything tonight. Beckett had me completely twisted up inside. One second, I was adamant that nothing could happen between us. And the next, I was all a melting pool of pathetic, heart-hammering girl.


    I needed to get my libido under control.


    And fast.


    We shared some small talk on the way to the restaurant. It wasn’t too far from campus, but the drive lasted long enough for us to go over things like Fin’s visit, my recent late night study sessions and his internship- which he’d remained pretty vague about.


    I was able to jump out of the Charger before he opened my door, but he snagged the restaurant entrance. I didn’t know what to make of his overly chivalrous behavior.


    Was he trying to be super suave?


    Or was that how he was raised?


    I would grill Ellie later.


    The hostess sat us, and we spent a few minutes looking over the menu. Eventually, he just passed me the paper and small pencil.


    “I was serious before. I’m pretty sure you’re the expert when it comes to all things culinary. So you should probably order for us.”


    I took the pencil. “That is not at all true. I just eat things other than meat and potatoes.”


    “Hey, if it weren’t for you I’d still consider the Chinese food in the grocery store adventurous.”


    “The Chinese food in the grocery store is adventurous,” I promised him. “You know, if you like to take your chances with Listeria.”


    “Exactly,” he laughed. “So go ahead. Make it good.”


    “If you’re sure,” I warned. I waggled the pencil back and forth while I perused the menu again. “Well, is there anything you for sure don’t like?”


    “Salmon,” he answered quickly. “I hate salmon in sushi.”


    I lifted my gaze to meet his, surprised by his answer. “Me too. It’s one thing I can’t stand.”


    His smile stretched across his handsome face. “Well, that makes sushi easy.”


    I swallowed nervously. He had this look in his eyes I couldn’t interpret. I had no idea what it meant, just that I suddenly felt too exposed.


    Vulnerable in ways I never had.


    “Okay, so no salmon.” I dropped my gaze back to the paper and quickly filled it out with my favorites and a couple of small plate appetizers I thought he would like.


    The waitress reappeared and brought our drinks. She took the order and disappeared again.


    For one silent minute, Beckett peered at his beer while I sipped my cocktail. Another perk of going on a date, someone else bought the expensive fru-fru drinks.


    Beckett lifted his gaze from his drink and met mine across the table. It wasn’t a special moment. There was nothing happening other than a second date and dinner at a nice-ish restaurant on a normal Sunday night.


    Our gazes clashing together from a few feet apart shouldn’t have felt like something significant. It shouldn’t have felt like the world shifted beneath my feet or the stars aligned over my head. It shouldn’t have sucked the breath from my lungs or burst like fireworks in my blood.


    It shouldn’t have made me feel like everything was about to change.


    Like I would never be the same again.


    Like this was some cataclysmic crashing of planets and worlds and souls. Like Beckett was more than a boy that wanted to make out with me. Like this was more than a second date.


    Like I was more than just a girl trying to get through life without having her heart broken.


    But it did.


    There was something in his look, in the depth of his gaze…there was just something about him.


    He drew me to him, pulling me in with his looks and attention and all that magic.


    But it was more than that.


    And it was more than warm feelings I felt for him.


    There were nerves too. And fear. And absolute panic.


    I felt like jumping up from the table and sprinting from the room, knocking over tables and chairs and waiters in my frenzy, uncaring of the scene I would make or the confusion I’d leave behind with Beckett. I wanted to get out of here.


    I had to get out of here.


    My fingers gripped the edge of the table, and I knew I was about to act out my hysterical fantasy.


    Until his low, smooth voice anchored me in place. “Stay, Britte,” he ordered. “I don’t know what spooked you, but stay.” I licked dry lips and formed an apology in my head. Then he shattered whatever hope of resistance I’d managed to build when he whispered, “Please?”


    All I could do was nod in defeat, felled by just that one simple word. How could he do that? How could he capture me so easily?


    Where were my principles?


    My independent strongholds?


    My liberated feminism?


    I uncurled my fingers from the table and dropped them to my lap. “Sorry,” I whispered, not knowing what else to say but feeling like I needed to break the tension I’d created.


    “I don’t need you to be sorry,” he murmured. “I just need you to stay.”


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    Beckett


    


    She looked frightened across the table. I didn’t even know what to think about it. I tried to figure out if it was something I had said or done, but as I mentally flipped back through everything that had happened in our short time together, I couldn’t put my finger on anything blatantly stupid.


    I thought about asking her if she was okay, but I sensed danger. Whatever spooked her had happened in her head. I didn’t want to keep her there.


    “I’m coaching.” The words fell out of my mouth. I had prepared this whole speech on how I was going to tell her what I’d decided and how I’d carefully come to that decision. I had planned to sound like a grown up, damn it.


    Instead, this happened.


    But it worked. She narrowed her eyes at me in confusion. “You’re what?”


    “Coaching,” I repeated. “It’s probably the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. I’m cutting my internship hours by a ton, and I can barely keep up with grad school, the internship, and the coaching gig. The season hasn’t even started yet. I don’t know what I’m going to do come spring.”


    “Wait, Beckett, back up. You’re coaching where?”


    “Here.” When she looked around at the sushi restaurant, I realized I sounded like an idiot. “I mean, in La Crosse. At school. Coach asked me to be one of the assistants. Right now I’m more of an assistant to the assistants, but eventually, I’ll have more responsibilities.”


    Her eyes widened with surprise. “You’re coaching your team? Beckett, that’s huge.”


    I shrugged. “The offer was completely out of the blue.”


    “But welcome, right? You’re excited?”


    I leaned forward and rested my elbows on the table. “I don’t know what I feel.” I was surprised with my honesty. I hadn’t meant to say that either. Damn. Britte was like truth serum.


    She laughed, but it was gentle. “Well, what do your parents think?”


    I swallowed around the sudden lump in my throat. “I don’t know. I haven’t told them.”


    “Oh.”


    I shook my head and prepared myself for more truth. “I told them I was done with baseball. I promised them I would move on. Get a real job. Be an adult and do adult things.”


    “And you don’t think coaching is that?”


    Her perceptive gaze made me want to fidget, but I held still. “I don’t know what it is.”


    “Are they paying you?”


    Her question surprised me, and I laughed, despite the way my insides were twisting around each other. “Yeah, of course. It’s a job.”


    “Well, is your internship paying you?”


    I chuckled, “No. No, it’s not. Well, not for the first six months anyway.”


    “Okay, see? What’s more grown up? A job that pays you? Or a job that doesn’t?”


    I saw her point, but I wasn’t sure it would hold much ground with my family. “That’s not the point. It’s all about the future possibilities. The internship could eventually pay me a ton of money. You need to think long term.”


    Her pretty lips pressed into a frown. “So what about you? Are you thinking long term?”


    I shrugged. “I’m not sure what I’m thinking.”


    She folded her hands on the table and leaned forward. “Liar.”


    “Liar?” I shook my head at her, surprised by her response yet again.


    “You know what you’re thinking. You might not want to share it with me, but you know what you’re doing.”


    I narrowed my eyes at her, not liking that she’d picked apart my defense so quickly. “I want to coach,” I confessed, even more surprised that I felt the words so deeply. “Okay? I want to. There’s not much other thought than that. I promised my family I would give up the game, but I don’t want to. And I figure coaching for a legit team is better than trying to struggle my way up through the minors. At least I get to be involved on my terms.”


    Her frown became less…accusatory. “And the internship?”


    I laughed, but it lacked my usual sense of humor. “You’re going to make me say it?”


    Her eyebrow arched. “Damn straight.”


    “I don’t want it. That’s Lennox’s life, not mine. Or at least not yet. I’m not ready to hang up my cleats for loafers. The thought of spending the rest of my life in that cubicle depresses me. I know there’s more to it than that. Lennox travels all over. Lennox doesn’t work in a cubicle; he has a nice office with a view. He has paychecks he can be proud of and a stable life. But none of that excites me. None of that makes my blood thrum or my pulse pound like baseball. None of it makes me want to get out of bed in the morning. Or ever.”


    Her face had gentled until she was nothing but soft angles and open features. I wanted to pull her across the table or better yet, drag her from the restaurant and back to my place.


    “So what does make your blood thrum and your pulse pound?” Her voice had dropped low and breathless. I didn’t think she was purposefully trying to be sexy as hell.


    But…damn.


    You, I thought. But I couldn’t say that. At least not yet. Not while we were talking about my future and it was the first time I felt right about it…the first time guilt hadn’t piled up like cement blocks around my feet.


    “Baseball.” I ran a hand through my hair and then regretted it instantly when product stuck to the tips of my fingers. “Baseball has always been the thing I’ve lived my life for. And then suddenly, it wasn’t. So, for the first time since my last game, I feel like I’ve found the thing that’s been missing for me and I…I can’t imagine letting it go again. I need it, Britte. Like I need air and beer and sex.”


    She laughed, and I took a deep breath, enjoying this strange connection I hadn’t expected to form over sushi.


    “And you’re okay with just coaching? Is it the same thing even though you’re not playing?”


    I nodded. “Yeah, strangely it is. What’s funny is that I never considered coaching. Not once. But then, I don’t know. It was like Coach gave me something I didn’t even know I needed. And now that I have it? I can’t let it go. I mean, I’ve only been doing it a week, but it’s so right. I can’t even tell you. It’s like, maybe I played baseball all those years just so I could get to this point in my life and coach.” I looked up at her, embarrassed by my rambling. “I’m not even sure that makes sense. But it’s true. It’s like my entire life has been leading up to just this one thing.”


    Her smile made my heart pinch in my chest. I didn’t know what it meant or if it was good or bad. It was two parts sad and one part amused.


    Her gaze held mine when she said, “That makes perfect sense.”


    “I’m pretty sure you’re the only person that’s going to think that.”


    “Not true,” she immediately argued. “Ellie will be on your side with this one.”


    My little sister that threw her middle finger up at anything that didn’t agree with her would most certainly be on my side. But it wouldn’t matter. I would never say it out loud, but Ellie’s opinion didn’t really hold much ground around the Harris household. At least, not when it came to matters like this.


    Ellie got to do whatever she wanted to do because she was the spoiled rotten baby of the family. My parents would have let her quit society altogether and move out to a treehouse in the middle of the woods living buck naked with the raccoons for the rest of her life. And they would have thought it was adorable the entire time. Aw, Ellie, our little troublemaker.


    It was less cute when I did stuff that went against their expectations of me.


    I had two successful brothers to live up to. I had a legacy to build and a last name to carry on.


    Beckett Harris, assistant coach, sounded severely less brag-worthy than Beckett Harris, marketing guru.


    Or Beckett Harris, CFO.


    Britte leaned back in her chair again. “So are you going to let other people’s opinions of you dictate your life? Or are you going to do what it takes to get where you want to be? Where you know you belong?”


    Again she’d surprised me. The girl was just full of surprises. She might as well have been a jack-in-the-box. I felt like I kept cranking the handle, and she kept popping out of the box to scare the shit out of me.


    I should stop turning that damn handle, but it was like I was addicted or something.


    I just couldn’t help myself.


    Before I could answer her aggressive question, the food came. The waitress set down big plates in front of us and a few smaller ones. It looked like a ton of food, which I was thankful for.


    It also looked like I’d been right. Britte knew how to order sushi.


    I decided to keep this girl dating me until we’d at least been to a few more of my favorite restaurants. This was a skill I needed to learn. And I liked the idea of her teaching me how to do it.


    The waitress went over everything we’d ordered, pointing out which roll was which. Then disappeared to bring us waters.


    I met Britte’s amused gaze across the table. “What did she say?”


    She pointed her finger at me, “I knew you weren’t listening!”


    We laughed, but she graciously went over everything again, explaining what was in each roll. Then we dug in.


    The conversation never returned to me or my future or my job, but we laughed at my failed attempts at chopsticks and seeing who could eat the biggest bite of ginger without making a face.


    By the end of the meal, I was satisfied in more ways than just food. There was something about talking to this girl that made me feel like a superhero. I loved making her laugh. I loved the pinch between her eyebrows whenever she had to think about something. I loved the way her nose would wrinkle when she laughed or didn’t like something or felt embarrassed.


    I loved the way she ate, for God’s sake. She could pick up sushi like a pro, and there was something so goddamn sexy about her that even eating a meal with her felt like foreplay.


    I offered to order dessert, but she swore she was stuffed. And since I was overly full I didn’t push her. I paid the check, and we headed out to the car.


    “What should we do next?” I asked as I opened her door.


    “What’s on the agenda?” she countered.


    “Pretty sure we need to go get another drink.” I waited for her to turn me down and tell me she had school in the morning. It would have been the smart thing to do.


    The responsible thing.


    I shouldn’t have even offered. I had a busy week ahead of me too. But I had never been known for my maturity, so I left it up to her.


    She brushed by me, walking intentionally close and letting her body press against mine for the briefest second. “Pretty sure we need to get another drink too.”


    I shut her in the car and hurried to my door, afraid she would change her mind. She didn’t. I breathed a sigh of relief and drove her to one of my favorite places. A little dive bar with a good beer list and free popcorn.


    Sure, we were stuffed. But there was always room for popcorn.


    Leading her inside, I waited for her reaction. Britte had been the food expert so far, and although this place didn’t serve food, her opinion was important to me.


    I had no idea why.


    It wasn’t like I planned on forcing her back here if she hated this place. But at the same time, it was my favorite…


    I wanted her to not hate it.


    The small bar didn’t bother with ambiance. The lights stayed dim, a game always on the TV in the corner of the bar, overpowered whatever background music hummed through the air. The draft selection was one of the bigger ones in town, but you had to sit on worn stools with the stuffing showing and uneven legs.


    The popcorn popper along the back wall was probably the crowning jewel of the whole place. But despite its flaws and lackluster, the bar was kept clean and comfortable, and they always turned the station to the game I wanted to watch.


    She didn’t say anything as we took our seats on two stools I was fairly confident wouldn’t break once we put our weight on them. The place was pretty empty on a Sunday night. I recognized a few of the regulars situated around the scuffed bar, but the rest of the tables sat empty.


    Britte reached for the draft list and read through it.


    “Are you uncomfortable?” I whispered to her.


    She didn’t look at me, but I watched her lips lift in a smile. She shook her head. “No.”


    “We can go someplace else if you want.”


    “I don’t want,” she said firmly.


    “Seriously—”


    “Beckett,” she growled, and I couldn’t help but smile at her. “Stop. They have New Glarus on tap. I’m good.”


    Could this girl hide any more surprises? “You like beer?”


    She swiveled on her stool to face me; her hand landed on my thigh and for a few seconds, my mind went completely blank. I swallowed through a suddenly thirsty throat and willed her words to make sense.


    “Gross, plain beer? No. I don’t like that. But super fruity, sour beers? Yes, please. New Glarus is one of my faves. And this place doesn’t make me uncomfortable. On the contrary, I like it’s…character. It reminds me of my dad.”


    I looked at her. Like really looked at her. God, she was gorgeous, but there was more this time. It was like there were layers of her beauty. I hadn’t noticed at first. I’d only seen her tight body and need to finish what we started. But she kept revealing more of herself as we got to know each other. And there was always more to see, more to know.


    She was pretty on the outside, yes, but she was a goddamn bombshell on the inside.


    I liked the way she knew her way around a menu and wasn’t afraid to order food. I liked her work ethic and how hard she tried at school. I liked her sense of humor—that snarky, sassy side of her that bit back. I liked that she didn’t take shit from anybody.


    Least of all me.


    And now she liked beer. Sure, we wouldn’t be throwing back MGD during the Series, but she could hang with me at my preferred dive and not check her phone every five seconds, wondering when we were going to leave.


    Realizing she was staring at me, waiting for me to say something, I asked the first thing that came to my mind, “Your dad?”


    Her gaze moved around the small space, “Yeah, you know, it’s kind of old and gruff around the edges, but there’s substance inside. You walk in and immediately feel chill, like this place won’t judge you for what you’re wearing or what you’re drinking or what you’re going to talk about.”


    “So that’s what your dad is like? Comfortable but gruff around the edges? Non-judgy?”


    She smiled, and it was all I could do to keep from kissing her just so I could taste that expression on her lips. It was so soft, the softest I’d ever seen her. Filled with some deep affection, only her dad would ever get from her. And so goddamn beautiful.


    “Yeah, that’s my dad. That’s him exactly.”


    “And your mom? Is she like that too?”


    The softness in her expression died instantly, and I knew I’d asked the wrong question. Her eyes turned to ice, and she immediately pulled back, physically and emotionally. “I have no idea what my mom’s like,” she admitted shortly. “She left when I was a kid. I haven’t seen her since.”


    Well, that explained why she loved her dad so much. But holy shit, I was an idiot. “Sorry,” I said immediately. “I didn’t mean to—”


    “To assume everyone’s parents love each other as much as yours?”


    I sat back now too, afraid I’d get frostbite from the frigidness in her tone. I had no idea how to respond to that. She’d been irritated with me before, but never irate. Never like this.


    Finally, when it didn’t seem as though she’d apologize, I shrugged and said, “Ellie never said anything. I didn’t know.”


    She looked down at her hands, and I finally saw some form of remorse when her cheeks heated with a pretty blush. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to freak out on you. She called my dad recently. She wants to see me. I don’t know what to do about her. I haven’t seen or heard from her in thirteen years. I’m kind of hoping she will just go away.”


    My initial reaction was confusion. I thought we were talking about Ellie. But then I realized she meant her mom. She hadn’t talked to her mom in thirteen years and now her mom wanted to see her.


    I sat there for a minute trying to figure out what I would do if that were me. I couldn’t even put myself in her place.


    My parents had been nothing but a united support system over my entire life. Sure, they could be intense, and their expectations could feel painful sometimes. But they loved each other. And they loved us kids. That was never in question.


    They would never have left each other. If for no other reason than because they wouldn’t have left us kids. Not for anything.


    So I couldn’t even make my mind imagine what Britte had been through. Her mother had left her when she was just a kid. What kind of mother did that? I really wanted to know, so I asked her, “Why? Why would your mother do that to you? God, that sounds awful.”


    She dragged her gaze to mine, blinking away the wateriness. “What?”


    “I don’t get it,” I told her honestly. “She had you. She had a responsibility to you. Having beef with your dad is one thing, but you deserved more, Britte. I’m sorry you had to have her as your mother.”


    My gaze stayed riveted to hers, watching the play of emotions flicker through the depths. Her eyeliner had smudged in the corners, and her hair was a little wilder than when I’d picked her up.


    She looked like a feral creature like this, a wounded animal that was ready to maul the first poor idiot that stumbled along to try and help.


    Irrational fear curled in my gut. At the same time, a punch of appreciation socked me in the chest. This girl, this wild, untamed goddess was the most beautiful thing that had ever happened to me.


    But she was more than that.


    She was more than pretty looks and interesting personality. She had depth to her, hidden wounds she didn’t show to anybody. She had dreams and goals and desires. She was a flame that burned as hotly as the sun, but only if you knew her.


    She only showed it to you if you somehow made it past all of her miles and miles of defenses, over those thorn-covered walls, across the mine fields and boggy quicksand, and managed to get to the heart of her.


    Her voice shook as she finally replied, “I’m sorry she’s my mother too.”


    I decided I wouldn’t let her scare me. I wouldn’t let fear of her pulling away or running away bother me. This girl needed truth.


    She needed to know someone saw her fire and wasn’t afraid of it.


    “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t see her, though. She’s still your mother.”


    A bitter laugh fell out of her mouth. “Wow, Beckett, I had no idea you knew so much about my life. This is amazing.” She stood up. “You’re amazing. You know that? You have your perfect family and your perfect life and your perfect…perfect you…and so you can just sit where you are and judge me. Is that right? Just tell me how to live my life?”


    “That’s not what I’m doing.” Was that what I was doing? “I’m not judging you. And I’m not telling you how to live your life. I just think maybe your judgment is clouded.”


    “I didn’t even tell you anything about it! I said like three sentences. You have no idea what’s going on in my life. None. You’re hung up on this one little kiss we had forever ago, but there’s nothing here. Not really. You’re just a dog with a bone.”


    “You’re the one that’s wrong, Britte. You have no idea what’s going on. You think I’m stuck on that kiss, and maybe I am because that was a hot fucking kiss. But that’s not what has me dating you. That’s not enough for me to go through all this with you and still want to keep going. Trust me on that. You’re a hell of a lot of work, woman. There better be a whole lot more than a kiss at the end of this.”


    She took a step back, horrified by my words. I didn’t think what I’d said was that scary, but this was Britte. Who knew what was going on in her complicated head?


    “I want to go home.”


    We hadn’t even ordered a beer yet. “Fine,” I wasn’t in the mood to argue with her.


    She turned around and walked out to my Charger, sitting like a king in the middle of the parking lot. God, that car was something else.


    I watched the fiery woman stomping her way toward it. But even my pride and joy couldn’t compare to her.


    Would her fire burn me? Hell, yes.


    It had already started to leave marks.


    And it still wasn’t enough.


    I was ready for more. Maybe I’d take a whole goddamn bath in it.


    We drove back to her apartment in tense silence. I couldn’t even begin to guess the thoughts in her head or if she would ever talk to me again after today.


    I probably should have been questioning whether or not I would ever talk to her again, too. But my thoughts on that we crystal clear.


    Hell, yes.


    I had a lot to figure out in my life right now, but Britte Nichols wasn’t one of them.


    She’d already made her mark. Left her burn. Peaked my curiosity until I knew there would be no stopping until I’d gotten to the bottom of her. Until I’d uncovered every mystery, surprise, and secret scar.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    Britte


    


    I didn’t understand. And by that, I meant, I had no clue what the hell was happening around me.


    There was a guy up front, a grad student, not the professor. And he was going on and on and on and my brain couldn’t even begin to hope to comprehend the words he was saying.


    I felt like a first year trapped in the final exams of my senior year. This may as well have been a class in Russian.


    My fingers moved over my laptop keyboard as I struggled to take notes on concepts I hoped I could figure out later. There was reading I had missed for today. I’d somehow forgotten to write it down in my planner.


    Sure, it was on the syllabus, but the first day of every class, I tried to plan out all of the homework, day by day, week by week, so I knew what I had to study for or read throughout the semester. Sure, my days got filled up fast, and as the semester went on, I would only add to those already tightly packed days. But somehow I’d missed this.


    And instead of double-checking my planner with my syllabus on Sunday, like I usually did, I’d been on a date with Beckett, ruining any chance of there ever being another date.


    Ever.


    Oh, my God, I just wrote Beckett instead of biology.


    What the hell is wrong with me?


    Class wrapped up slowly…painfully slowly. I wanted to pull my hair out by the end of it. But at least it was my last class for the day.


    All of my classes had pretty much gone this way. This last one was made slightly better by the fact that nobody asked me a question I had to fumble my way through.


    Like my first class of the day.


    Teacher: “Nichols, what is the distinguishing characteristic of a P-type pump?”


    Me: “Uh, the…P?” Head to desk.


    Answer: It must be phosphorylated during the cycle.


    Duh.


    My professor had asked me if everything was okay after the end of class. I’d lied and told her that I had been up late studying for a quiz in a different class, and my brain was too tired to retain any other information right now.


    She’d completely understood.


    What was also sad, was that she hadn’t been surprised at my answer.


    Apparently, that was not an uncommon response.


    I was officially worried for health care across the country.


    College was this weird thing. I grew up thinking doctors were these super smart human beings that could never be wrong because it was their job not to be wrong. The same with teachers. And scientists. And business owners.


    But now I went to school with the future versions of all of those things. I was going to be a doctor. Me! Not anytime soon, but eventually…one day.


    I mean, did I trust myself? Did I think I could retain all of this information and one day be responsible for the primary care of all my imaginary patients?


    Or what about Ellie who would one day be a psychologist? Sure, she was brilliant and intuitive and quick. But she was also too afraid to do her laundry in the complex laundry room because it was in the basement and there wasn’t a window.


    What if I get trapped down there, B? What if nobody can hear me scream?


    And her boyfriend, Fin. Sure, he was awesome. He was going to be a doctor too. And he was way smarter than me. But he had also run an under the table poker game during his four years here. He met Ellie because he thought she owed him a huge sum of money and he’d come to collect it.


    Mobster style.


    So he didn’t exactly restore my faith in humanity.


    All of these kids that spend their weekends doing keg stands and streaking across campus were the future of America.


    And I knew them.


    Sometimes that frightened me.


    I dug into my bag, reaching for my phone on my way out of the building. The autumn wind whipped me in the face as soon as I pushed through the glass doors. I gasped and rolled my shoulders forward to protect myself from the arctic chill.


    Wisconsin temperatures had dropped over the last few days. It had been sunny and bright all weekend, with the last fingers of summer desperately clutching the days. But that warm grip had finally let go, leaving with threats of rain, gray skies and tundra-like winds.


    Tightening my plaid scarf, I pushed into the wind and braced myself as I struggled toward my car. I just wanted to get home, put on my fuzzy socks and drink a hot cup of coffee. I had an hour and a half before I had to be at Bailey’s to waitress tonight.


    I’d started there as a hostess, but over the summer, I’d trained to be a waitress. The hourly was worse, but the tips were better.


    Thank God. I needed all the cash I could carry.


    Other students had dressed warmer than me, apparently prepared for the day to continue dipping toward frozen. I’d grabbed my huge blanket scarf, but opted to leave my coat at home.


    Stupid.


    Stupid mistake.


    Still, the kids I passed, had their heads dipped low and their arms wrapped around their bodies as they fought against the wind on their way to class or the cafeteria.


    “Nichols!” A muffled shout carried on the wind. I could have almost believed I’d imagined it. But then I heard it again. “Nichols!”


    I turned around, and the wind hit the back of my head, but I could hear clearly. “Britte!”


    My gaze moved to the source of the sound. Beckett. Shit.


    It was too late to pretend I hadn’t heard him now. Even though I could have gotten away with it just three seconds earlier. Damn, why had I turned?


    He wore a goofy grin on his face, and a maroon and gray school polo beneath a black fleece zip up. He jogged toward me, and I realized how unfair life was.


    It shouldn’t be so difficult to turn around and walk away from him. I had acted like the biggest idiot the other night. Surely he hated me.


    And if he didn’t, he should. I wasn’t too self-absorbed to realize he had done nothing wrong except been oblivious to all of my issues. I’d bit his head off for just mentioning my mom.


    There was no way he could have understood the deeper issues I had with her and why it was so impossible for me to ever see her or speak to her. He assumed the entire world revolved like his world, where everything was set out perfectly before you and opportunities just fell into your lap.


    Beckett was in grad school with the perfect job lined up for him. And if he didn’t want that job, he could chase his dream job instead and be a coach. Sure, he was having an existential crisis, but it was between two fantastic options.


    And no matter what, his picture-perfect family would be there to support him through everything.


    Sure, I had the support system in my dad too. But my future was less certain, less neatly lined up. My future was not a Hallmark movie.


    It was a series on the Disaster Channel.


    Oh, there wasn’t such a thing? Because nobody wanted to watch tragedy after calamity after catastrophe. It was painful.


    He stopped in front of me, shoving his hands into his pockets and keeping his boyish smile. “Hey.”


    I should have just opened my mouth and apologized. That would have been the right thing to do. But I was so confused why he wasn’t avoiding me, that I stood there awkwardly until he raised his eyebrows. Then I managed a smoothly brilliant, “Hey.”


    He was unfazed. “Just get done with class?”


    I shifted my bag on my shoulder. “Yep.”


    He took a big enough breath that his shoulders lifted and for the first time since he’d arrived, I realized he wasn’t unflappable. He didn’t know what to do with this strained energy between us anymore than I did.


    No, that was a lie.


    I knew I should apologize. I just wasn’t going to.


    He glanced over his shoulder. “I have work to do. That’s why I’m here.”


    My chin jutted forward. “I recognized the polo.”


    His eyes glanced down at his chest as if just remembering what he was wearing. “Oh, right.”


    Silence followed and stretched and thickened the air between us.


    “I have to work tonight too,” I said just by way of filling up the space. “In like an hour.”


    “Is Ellie working with you?”


    I nodded. “Yep.”


    He shook his head, and the smile reappeared. “I don’t know what Ty is thinking always scheduling you two together. You’re trouble.”


    I bit my lip to keep from smiling. I had wondered the same thing more than once. “He loves us. And he loves our trouble.”


    “It’s pathetic what you two do to men.”


    I didn’t know how to reply to that, so I didn’t. We honestly didn’t really do anything to men. Other than mess things up with them.


    Or maybe that was just me.


    Ellie seemed to be doing fine with her man.


    “Hey, Beckett, about the other night—”


    He waved me off, “Don’t worry about it, Britte. I get it. I had no idea what I was talking about, and I shouldn’t have assumed my advice was welcome.”


    “Well…” I had already started in on an argument to tell him the very same thing so when his words finally penetrated my brain, I didn’t know where to go next. “Yeah, er, right.”


    His smile stretched to his eyes. “I’m the one that’s sorry, Britte. But you should know it might happen again. We’re just getting to know each other. I’m going to try to not stay stupid stuff. But odds are not in my favor.”


    A smile finally broke free on my face. “You still want to get to know me?”


    He took a step forward, “You’re kidding right? That’s pretty much all I want to do…get to know you…” His fingers brushed down my arm. “Every single piece of you.”


    His hand encircled my wrist, and I suddenly found it difficult to breathe. And had I been complaining about the cold? Because now I was pretty sure I was burning up from the inside out.


    His touch seared through me, straight to the bone. I found it comforting and unnerving and distracting and centering all at once. My emotions whirled through me like a brewing storm, dark on the horizon, filled with heavy weather and bursts of bright lightning.


    “I don’t like how we ended our time together the other night,” he murmured, stepping closer.


    His hold on my wrist felt like an anchor now. There was a part of me that wanted to run…to escape this intense moment that went against everything I had decided about Beckett and a relationship with him.


    But his touch kept me in place. His touch erased doubt and concern and fear.


    “What do you mean?” I managed to ask.


    His head dipped toward mine. “I let you go,” he whispered. “When I should have chased after you.”


    I closed my eyes against the assault of intense emotions. It was too much. Beckett was too much.


    His lips brushed against mine, whispering words that made my heart pound in my chest and my skin tingle with anticipation. “And I should never have let you leave without this.”


    And then he was kissing me and stealing all reason and logic and rational thought. I melted into him without a fight…without resistance.


    He kissed me, and I kissed him back. That was it. Like it was supposed to happen all along. Like I was meant to kiss him. Like I was created just to bring his lips happiness.


    His hand moved from my wrist to my waist, tugging me against him at the same time he tilted his head to deepen the kiss. Our tongues tangled together in blissful connection, and I made a sound in the back of my throat that I should have been embarrassed of.


    It only encouraged him, though. His other hand joined the first on my waist, holding me against him until I felt his entire body pressed up against mine, all hardened muscle, and masculine power. I felt soft against him, delicate and feminine, but powerful in the same breath.


    There was something about his hardness against my softness that gave me the advantage, not him. I felt it wash over him as his fingers curled into my hips and his kisses became hungrier…greedier.


    My hands landed on his chest and then slowly smoothed over his shoulders to entwine around his neck. This position was better. This position let me feel him even more. My nipples tingled where they pressed into his chest and my belly burned with something primitive and needy.


    His teeth bit into my lower lip, but his tongue was quick to follow, soothing the sting. I mimicked him a minute later, letting my teeth sink into his full bottom lip, enjoying the feel of it before running my tongue over the same spot.


    He made a growly sound and tipped me back, supporting my weight with one hand on my lower back and the other cupping my nape, holding my head in place.


    His kissed moved over my cheek, along the curve of my jaw and down my neck until he found the hollow of my throat. His tongue dipped into that spot and then he sucked, hard. I laughed, surprised by the sensation.


    His chest rumbled with laughter too, but then he was kissing lower, brushing the tops of my breasts through my scarf and sweater. My fingers dug into his hair, desperate for support. I felt his smile as he slowly kissed his way back to my mouth, enjoying every single inch of me.


    With one final, sweet kiss on my lips, he pulled back so he could stare down at me, still holding me to him, still keeping me wrapped in his strong, firm arms.


    Looking up at him was like staring directly at the sun. He was too bright…too hot. His lids were only half-raised, droopy with lust and warmth. His pupils were dilated, nearly blocking out that heated gray. His smile was seductively crooked, promising wicked secrets I was desperate to know.


    How could this gorgeous man be real?


    He belonged in a romance novels and chick flicks.


    I blinked, realizing that I didn’t. I wasn’t fiction worthy. I was bookish and awkward and neurotic. I also realized that we were standing in the middle of campus and that people had had to move around us while we made out on the sidewalk like two horn dogs.


    I cleared my throat and stepped back. “I have to go to work.”


    His hands grabbed mine, holding on loosely. “Me too.”


    I licked my lips. “I’d rather keep doing that, though.”


    His gaze dropped to my mouth. “Me too.”


    I didn’t know what to say after that, so I took another step back, and our fingers reluctantly let go of each other.


    “Bye, Beckett.”


    Those heavy gray eyes lifted to mine. “I’ll text you later, Britte.”


    I nodded, biting my lip to hide my smile. “I figured.”


    His mouth kicked up in a half smile. “Good.”


    I turned around quickly, afraid that if I stood there for a second longer with him staring at me like that, I would throw myself on top of him, wrap my legs around him like a spider monkey and attack his face with my mouth.


    I shook my head at my own desperation. I had never felt like this about a guy before. Never. Not even Jameson could incite this kind of crazed lust in me. And Jameson was my top pick. He’d made the top of the list. Top one percent.


    I should so feel this lusty for him.


    Instead, I saved all my stripper emojis for Beckett Harris. A guy I was pretty sure would be tired of me in no less than three days.


    My palm slapped my forehead as embarrassment washed over me. What was I even doing with my life?


    Three hours later, I was well into my shift and ready to go home. Since it was a weeknight, I only had to work until around nine, but I had a massive load of homework waiting for me and the hours I’d been here already had not gone smoothly.


    I looked down at my still damp uniform and cringed. I’d spilled a twenty-two ounce beer all over me and the guy it belonged to an hour ago. He’d gotten a new drink, his meal comped, the night off of tipping me and to go home where he could change into dry clothes. I’d gotten stiffed and a sopping wet uniform that smelled like yeast and cheap beer.


    It had been the start of an epic evening.


    But I’d at least been able to change out my apron. That had been a bonus since I’d needed a new one but hadn’t wanted to pay for it.


    Ty, my manager, had turned a blind eye to my petty theft. I knew he felt sorry for me when the pockets of my old apron started foaming.


    Ellie was here tonight too, so I had moral support. But in the last thirty minutes, even she had started to avoid me and my stench.


    “You need to throw your shirt away,” Steve, one of the hosts commented when I walked over to replace some menus. We called him Creep-O Steve-O because he could be pretty creepy. He was just a high school kid, but more perverted than most. Or at least more upfront about his perverseness than most. “I can help with that,” he added. “Help you take it off, if you know what I mean.”


    See?


    Creepy.


    “I know what you mean, Steve,” I sighed. “The entire restaurant knows what you mean.”


    He grinned at me, and I wanted to take a shower for an entirely different reason now. “So that’s a yes?”


    “That’s a hell no.”


    He continued to grin at me.


    “Hey, Creep-O, get away from my girl.”


    I saw Steve’s eye roll even if Ellie didn’t. “I hate when you guys call me that. I’m not a creep.” His grin returned. “I’m an opportunist. You girls are fly. I gotta get in while you’re both still single.”


    I quickly said, “She’s not single.”


    At the same time, Ellie announced, “Neither of us are single.”


    Steve turned so he could face us both. This time, he rolled his eyes for our benefit. “Eleanor, you’re not not single. That guy is just a phase. Eventually, you’ll see you need a real man. And that real man is me.”


    I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. Steve was adorable in his own, weird, really weird way, but he was still a lanky seventeen-year-old. Ellie was dating a former college track star in med school.


    “Good luck with that fantasy, Steve-O.” I put my arm around Ellie. “But maybe she’ll invite you to the wedding.”


    “We’re not getting married,” Ellie announced in a strangled squeak. “At least not yet. Not for a long time. Not, you know, until I graduate and he graduates…again. And we’re older. Much older. And we have some stability in our lives. And—”


    I squeezed her shoulder to shut her up. “We get it, Els. You’re still afraid of commitment. You still love the man, though. Good grief.”


    Her mouth melted into a dreamy smile. “I do love him.” She looked at Steve. “She’s right. I do love him.”


    Undeterred, Steve turned to me. “What about you, B? Looking for some love for yourself?”


    I wrinkled my nose and tried not to physically gag. “No, thank—”


    “She’s taken,” Ellie announced.


    “I’m not—”


    “She’s dating my brother.”


    “We’re not dating—”


    “They’re basically in love too.”


    Okay, it was time to put my foot down. “We are not in love.”


    Ellie ignored me completely. “They’ve been on three dates. That’s the most I’ve ever seen her date anybody. Pretty sure they’re soulmates.”


    “Oh, my God, Ellie!”


    Steve watched us intently, his head bouncing back and forth between us like he was front row at a tennis match. The door opened and customers ambled in, wrangling two small children. Steve had to leave us to deal with them. Ellie and I plastered smiles on our faces and started to back away slowly.


    As former hostesses, the other hosts sometimes forgot that we didn’t seat people anymore and would try to hand off their work to us. Or maybe it wasn’t so much that they forgot and more like they were just lazy punks.


    “Britte!” A voice boomed my name from behind me. I jumped, startled by the militaristic inflection in the tone and had to fight the urge to curl up into a ball.


    Our boss, Ty, used to be a marine and consequently had the ability to scare the bejeezus out of me. He was also super sweet and understanding when he wanted to be.


    Ellie and I pretty much loved him. At first, he had been super intimidating, and we’d avoided him as much as possible. Now I knew better.


    Now, he was the one trying to avoid us. We’d recently decided that he should start dating and were on a mission to set him up with an online dating profile.


    He had not been on board at first.


    Or later.


    Or even now.


    But we were determined to help him find true love.


    He should really thank us.


    “Hey, Ty,” I said meekly. He was a little mad at me already today for spilling beer all over a customer, I was afraid of what else I’d done to upset him.


    “My office,” he grunted.


    I shared a terrified look with Ellie. She offered me a mild thumbs up, but it did little to boost my confidence. I weaved through tables, checking on one that had just gotten their food before I met Ty in the back office.


    Gentle jazz music played from his iPod dock in the corner and contrasted drastically with the soft rock booming through the restaurant. Ty squeezed behind the narrow space of the walls and his super organized desk to sit in his worn, leather office chair. There was one other chair in the office. The rest of the small space was cluttered with wire bookshelves holding training manuals and videos and work shirts and aprons and a plethora of other odds and ends.


    Ty kept it as clean as possible in here, but it was a losing battle against the constant clutter.


    “Have a seat.” His deep voice resonated over the soft music as he swept his hand toward the one chair.


    I pulled my shirt away from my stomach as I sat and waited for him to fire me.


    Okay, I didn’t think he would fire me. Two weeks ago, one of the other servers spilled a plate of spaghetti on a child, and she didn’t get fired. So beer on a grownup had to be par for the course of restaurant living.


    Beer on a child, however…I could see getting fired for that.


    “You okay, Nichols?”


    His question surprised me. I had expected him to yell at me for something, not ask if I was okay. “I’m fine, Ty. Why?”


    Ty was of some Latino decent. He was big and bulky with terrifying muscles and too-tight dress shirts that accentuated every line and bulge. His skin was the color of my coffee with cream and his cropped dark hair matched the color of his equally dark eyes. Ty was a catch. He needed me to find him a woman.


    Fact.


    His eyes narrowed with concern. “Because you dumped a beer on some schmuck’s head and over-charged your last table by double. I’m used to these kinds of mistakes, Britte, but not from you.”


    I swallowed nervously. I hadn’t realized I’d overcharged the last table. I did see Ty dealing with their bill, but I thought he’d just stopped by to help me out. Now I realized they’d asked for him.


    “Sorry, Ty. I’m having an off night.”


    His frown deepened. “Are you really dating Ellie’s brother?”


    I nearly choked on my tongue. “What?”


    “Is that why you’re all frazzled and tired looking?”


    “Cheese and rice, Ty! You can’t say that! I don’t look tired!”


    His lips twitched with a near smile. “You look a little tired, Britte.”


    I crossed my arms over my chest and slumped back in my chair. “I don’t have to take this. I quit.”


    He reached over to a box on the shelf next to him and fished out a fresh shirt. Tossing it at me, he chuckled and said, “No, you don’t. You love it here.”


    I glared at him. “Love is a strong word. I usually don’t loathe it here. But tonight might be the exception.”


    His smile was fatherly and warm. “Listen, you’re all messed up with a boy right now, and it’s making you act stupid. Boys will always make you act stupid. It’s the nature of the game. What I’m worried about is if everything else in your life is all right. How’s school? How’s your dad?”


    I let out a small smile, but it had nothing to do with Ty and everything to do with his concern about my dad. I loved my dad. But not a lot of other people in the world would say that about him. He didn’t have siblings. My grandparents had died a while back. His friends would never admit to loving him or caring about him. So Ty’s concern meant something to me.


    “He’s good,” I assured him. “He’s worried about me, but other than that he’s in good shape.”


    “And school?” Ty pressed.


    I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I have a lot of it. But it’s good too.”


    “So this is all about the Harris kid then?”


    Oh, my God. I could have screamed! Ty’s power of deduction was more than a little annoying. “It’s not about anything, Ty. I’m just having an off night. I’m about to start my period. I drop things when I’m about to start my period.”


    His face paled, and he floundered for something to say. I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling.


    God, boys were so easy.


    “Change your shirt, Britte,” Ty ordered. “And don’t drop anything else. I can’t afford for you to lose us anymore money tonight.”


    I stood up and stuck my tongue out at him. “Aye, aye.”


    I’d almost made it through the door when he called after me, “And Britte, be careful with the Harris kid.”


    Struggling to swallow, I left Ty’s office without another word. My heart had been an erratic time bomb since Beckett kissed me on campus tonight. I hadn’t been able to think about anything else since.


    Ty’s words couldn’t have come at a more poignant time. I wanted to be careful with Beckett. I wanted to keep my distance and protect my heart.


    But then he just showed up and started kissing me. After I had been a completely irrational bitch to him.


    He had apologized to me!


    And he’d been adorable about it.


    I wanted to be careful. More than anything.


    But I was starting to learn that when it came to Beckett Harris, I never got what I wanted.


    And maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    Beckett


    


    Please tell me you’re coming to family dinner.


    I smiled when she texted back immediately, Why would I come to family dinner? I’m not family.


    I let out an audible sigh and knocked my head against the smooth leather seat of my Charger. Family dinner was usually rough, but I’d been hoping Ellie would drag Britte along this time so I could see her.


    It had been a week and a half since I’d kissed her on campus. Since then we’d both been so busy there hadn’t been time for a date or any alone time. Although she had started responding to my texts on a regular basis.


    So I was calling that a win.


    I pushed the right buttons, and her text turned into a phone call. She answered on the third ring. “Hello?” she sounded so confused.


    I realized this was the first time we’d talked on the phone, but I didn’t have time for pleasantries. “You should just come,” I cajoled. “It will be fun. You’ll love it.”


    Her voice lifted with her smile, and I found myself smiling back. “I’m not crashing your family dinner,” she insisted.


    “I don’t know why Ellie didn’t invite you in the first place,” I huffed. “She’s not a very good friend.”


    This time her laugh carried through, and my chest did this thing in response. I rubbed at the spot over my heart, trying to ignore the nervous beating.


    “Fin drove down to meet her tonight,” Britte explained. “I think Ellie’s only allowed to bring one guest at a time.”


    I didn’t even think about it, I just said, “Then be my guest.”


    Her voice sounded more serious when she replied, “Show up at family dinner as your guest? Also known as your date? I’m pretty sure you’re nowhere close to introducing me to mom and dad yet.”


    I frowned and sat up straighter. That wasn’t what I had intended. I wasn’t trying to make this a serious step in our relationship. I just wanted to have someone I liked sit with me around the table, so I didn’t have to tell my parents every little nuance about my life and deal with my brothers’ shit for three hours.


    I wanted a buffer.


    A Harris family buffer.


    But it rubbed me the wrong way how she immediately assumed I wasn’t ready for this step. I was ready. I might not have known it until this second, but now that she’d said it out loud, I realized I didn’t mind if my parents and family knew Britte and I were a more permanent thing.


    “How do you know what I’m close to doing and not doing?” I challenged her. “Besides, my parents already know you.”


    “Yeah, but they don’t know about you and me. How awkward would that be for me? They think I’m Ellie’s roommate, and I show up as your date? No, Beckett, it’s weird.”


    “It’s only weird because you’re making it weird.”


    She sighed into the phone. “You love your family. Stop pretending this is a big deal and go spend time with them.”


    “You can get out of it this time, Nichols,” I allowed. “But only because I know you have a statistics test coming up, and you’re embarrassingly unprepared.” She snorted indignantly into the phone, and I found myself smiling again. “But next family dinner, you’re coming with me. As my date. I’ll introduce you all over again if I have to. But I’m not afraid of my family knowing we’re dating.”


    “You’re out of control, Harris.”


    “And you’re afraid, Britte. I can hear it in your voice. You’re shaking.”


    “I’m not afraid,” she snapped. “I’m just unsure about whether I’m ready to make this family-official.”


    “So you’re afraid.”


    Her voice dropped to a frustrated growl, “I’m not afraid.”


    “It’s okay if you’re afraid. My brothers can be complete assholes. And I have this one sister that I’m pretty sure you’ll hate. She’s already told me she can’t stand you. So…”


    “You’re goading me.”


    My blood buzzed with the impending win. “I’m just telling the truth. I’m a truth teller.”


    “I’m still not coming tonight.”


    “Fine,” I agreed. “But next time.”


    “We’ll see.”


    “Victory!” I fist pumped obnoxiously, even though she couldn’t see me.


    She ignored me, “Now go be with your family you pretend to hate so much.”


    “I’ll call you later,” I told her. “Have fun studying with Jameson. Remind him that we make out all the time.”


    “I’ll be sure to do that,” she laughed.


    “I’m serious!”


    “Bye, Beckett.”


    I dropped my voice to remind her about all those times we did make out. “Bye, Britte.”


    Just as I hung up my phone, a fist pounded on my driver’s side window, and my car started shaking like it was riding ocean waves.


    “What the hell?” I exclaimed, pushing my door open and Lennox out of the way. He had been the one to pound my window, while my other idiot brother, Grayson, stood on my bumper jumping up and down. “Get off my car, asshole!”


    He grinned at me and continued to jump. “It’s so tiny. I thought it was a toy.”


    I looked at Lennox, and he smiled. “That’s what she said,” we said in unison.


    Grayson stopped smiling and jumped down. “What is that? Water cooler humor? You two suits should work on your timing before you perform that in front of a client.”


    Lennox chuckled and threw out something about Grayson’s job at a financial firm. But I was still stuck on the word “suit.” Was that what I was?


    It felt like more of an insult than it should have.


    Lennox and Grayson continued to exchange insults while I tried to work through my personal issues.


    A car sped into the lot, breaking me out of my misery. Ellie’s Impreza zoomed through the lot like she was a drunk NASCAR driver and slammed into a parking spot barely an inch from the curb.


    All three of us stopped to watch my sister risk the life of her beloved with her bad driving. Somebody should confiscate her keys.


    Fin stumbled from the passenger’s seat looking green and grim. He saw all of us standing there, and his expression darkened. “Which one of you taught her how to drive?” he demanded on a whisper yell since she hadn’t gotten out of the car yet.


    We all pointed at each other.


    Ellie’s driving was truly spectacular. Spectacularly awful.


    But my brothers and I were all happy someone else had to worry about her now. It took some of the responsibility off us. Also, we didn’t drive with her often, so Fin could navigate the rocky waters of helpful suggestions and watching my sister turn into a defensive Rottweiler when she thought you were attacking her driving skills.


    Ellie extricated herself from the car and waved at us, completely oblivious to Fin’s near death experience at her hands. “What are you guys doing out here? Where are Mom and Dad?”


    Fin held out his hand for Ellie, and she took it, letting him lead her across the lot to us. “They’re inside,” Lennox explained. “And probably irritated we’re making them wait.”


    “If Ellie’s here,” Grayson added, “They’ve been waiting for a while.”


    Grayson and Fin shook hands, greeting each other familiarly. They were friends of a sort, but mostly business partners until Ellie and Fin’s relationship turned them into almost-family. Fin and I had graduated last year together, but we had always run in different circles.


    He had been part of the track crowd, whereas I stuck close to the baseball fellowship. Having seasons at the same time, I had never seen him compete, and I was sure he could say the same about me. Although, I was sure he had heard rumors of my godlike status. Because good grief, I’d heard enough about him.


    And we both knew I was the superior athlete.


    Or, at least I knew that.


    Ellie leaned up on her toes to give Lennox and then Grayson a kiss on the cheek. She hugged me without the fanfare. Which I appreciated. “Hey, Becks.”


    “I was hoping you were going to bring a different date tonight,” I told her.


    She pulled back and gave me a confused look.


    “Of the female variety.”


    Her mouth broke out into a wide grin. “Britte, you mean?”


    I nodded. “Obviously.”


    “She’s studying tonight,” Ellie explained.


    Fin jumped in, “With Jameson.”


    Let the record show that I was not, nor had I ever been, jealous of Jameson McKay. I knew Britte was into me. I had known it for a long time now. And besides that, I had been gone all summer. If Britte had wanted to hook up with McKay, she would have.


    But she didn’t.


    So McKay could drool over her all he wanted, but Britte wasn’t going to notice.


    However, Fin Hunter throwing it in my face was not how I wanted to spend my evening. “I know what Britte’s doing right now.” I held his gaze. “And what she’ll be doing later.”


    Fin tilted his head in acknowledgment while Ellie groaned, “Ew. Gross.”


    Grayson shoved me in the shoulder to keep the peace, and we all moved inside my family’s favorite restaurant, The Freighthouse. My parents came to dinner in La Crosse once a month, and all of the children were expected to gather. Except for Lennox, who occasionally got out of it when he was out of the country.


    But my parents usually tried to schedule their visit while he was in town.


    It was one of the few times, outside of major holidays, that we were all together. And it was both nice and awful. As family usually is.


    We found our parents in the back of the restaurant at our usual table big enough to fit the seven of us comfortably. They stood up as soon as they saw us and when we reached the table, the hugging commenced.


    “Hey, Cecelia,” I greeted when my mom pulled me into a tight hug. “How have you been?” I always called my parents by their first names because it drove my siblings crazy. My parents didn’t care either way, they knew I loved them. But it really got under the rest of their skin.


    Which was my main goal in life.


    “Beckett,” my mother whispered softly against my cheek. “My baby boy.”


    It would have been embarrassing had she said it loud enough for anyone else to hear. But my mom knew how to keep her affection discreet. Besides, it was how she’d hugged me for as long as I could remember.


    Well, I was technically her youngest son…


    I pulled back, and my dad stood there with his hand already stretched out. His expression was filled with proud happiness, and I felt a little intimidated by the look in his eyes. “How’s the future of marketing?”


    A lump formed in my throat, and I had to cough into my elbow before I could speak words. “If I’m the future, marketing is in trouble.”


    Lennox let out a deep laugh while my dad and I shook hands. “He’s got a long way to go, Dad. His internship is off to a rocky start.”


    I sat down and busied myself with taking a drink of water. The rest of the family finally followed suit. Grayson sat to my right and Ellie sat to my left. My parents settled across from me with Fin and Lennox on the ends. 


    “What’s wrong with your internship?” Drake asked immediately. He unrolled his napkin and put it on his lap even before we’d ordered. His happy expression dwindled to intense concern.


    “Nothing’s wrong with it,” I answered immediately. “It’s a little difficult to manage with grad school right now, but I’m getting the hang of it.”


    I felt Lennox’s glare, but I refused to look at him. He knew there was more going on in my life than school. But he had yet to uncover what it was, and I wanted to keep it that way.


    “You’ve never struggled to manage your commitments before,” Drake pressed.


    Ellie saved me by leaning in with a sly smile. “He’s got a girl now. That’s the real problem.”


    I gave her a side eye. “I thought you approved?”


    She winked at me. “Not if it’s interfering with work and school.”


    The devil woman had thrown me under the bus. “It’s not! She’s not!”


    Ellie’s look of disapproval was Oscar-worthy.


    “Is this the girl that’s into magic?” Grayson asked.


    Lennox snapped his fingers and added, “The one that wanted to file the restraining order?”


    Holy shit. I wanted to kill each and every one of them.


    Or at least pretend like they didn’t exist.


    Fin had to take a drink of water to hide his smile. Bastard.


    All of them were bastards.


    I turned to face my parents, ready to explain, but their matching looks of disgusted horror temporarily erased all the words from my brain.


    “Why do you think she’s into magic?” Ellie asked Grayson, leaning around me so she could see him. “Oh, is it because of that one slutty Halloween costume she had? That was a phase. She’s been over that for like…” Ellie held up her hand and wiggled her fingers as she counted. “Well, since last Halloween.”


    “So, she’s a slutty magician?” Grayson laughed. “Even better.”


    Abruptly feeling the need to defend Britte, I announced. “She’s not slutty! And for god’s sake, she’s not a magician.”


    “Beckett, are you sure you’re okay?” Cecelia leaned forward and grabbed my hand from across the table. “Is there anything we can do to help? Are you lonely? Do you remember Danielle from the club? She has a niece that’s about your age. A really good girl. She’s at Northwestern. We’ve talked about setting you two up before. If you’d like me to make the call, I can. Wouldn’t a blind date be nice?”


    My father was quick to intercede, “No, Cec. If he’s having trouble with his internship, a girl is the last thing he needs.” He turned to me. “You need to focus, son. There will be plenty of time for girls later. Right now you need to keep your eyes on the prize and do your best to impress Lennox’s senior partners. Then there will be girls. Get a job like that then think about all the girls.”


    “Drake!” my mother exclaimed.


    “He’s right,” Lennox agreed with a stupid grin on his face.


    I just rolled my eyes because I knew my brother’s dating life was less than exciting. Part of it was because he was out of the country half of every month. And the other part was because he was an idiot.


    “The girl is, Britte,” I blurted just to end the insanity. “Ellie’s roommate. You guys know her. You all know her. And she’s not slutty or into magic. Enough with the magic,” I warned pointing at Grayson, who was smirking at me.


    My brothers and sister snickered at my expense while my parents sat there stunned, trying to make sense of my admission.


    Finally, my mother said, “I like Britte.”


    “I like Britte too,” my dad added. “Pre-med, right?” Ellie confirmed that she was. My dad’s eyes settled on me seriously. “She’s too good for you, isn’t she?” His teasing smile lightened his words, but not by much.


    “She really is,” I agreed. And she was way too good for my crazy family. For the first time all night, I was glad she hadn’t come because that meant she was saved from this.


    “You should have invited her to dinner,” my mother scolded. “She’s always been welcome, but now this is exciting.”


    “She had to study,” I answered. “She’s getting ready for midterms.”


    “Now there’s a focused girl.” My dad’s voice boomed with pride for someone he hardly knew. “Maybe she’ll rub off on you.”


    Before we could go any further down that trail, I turned to Fin, the sacrificial lamb. “How’s med school for you, Fin? Are you focused? Have you rubbed off on my sister yet? Tell us all about how you’ve rubbed off on Ellie.”


    I only caught his glare for a second until the entire family turned toward Fin. My parents immediately launched into an entire spectrum of questions for Fin about his life and school and family and future and whatever else they could think up. Ellie held his hand supportively while he tried to answer them the best he could.


    My brothers added to the interrogation with their brilliant remarks and follow up questions. And I finally took a breath of relief now that the attention was off me.


    I was fine with announcing the news about Britte tonight. That was enough to let them know something was going on in my life. But tonight had confirmed my silence on the coaching gig. My father would hate the entire idea. He would consider me as unfocused and immature as always.


    He would never understand how I could even consider giving up the opportunity Lennox had opened up for me.


    The coaching job would have to remain a secret for now.


    I’d just have to try harder at managing everything in my life, so Lennox didn’t figure out there was something permanent happening outside of the internship. And so my parents didn’t get concerned enough to do some digging on their own.


    When the waitress dropped off the check, Ellie leaned in and whispered, “Payback’s a bitch.”


    “I hate you, little sister.”


    Her elbow found my kidneys, and I jumped. “Liar,” she accused. “You love me.”


    “Maybe,” I agreed. “But next time I say we take out Grayson and Lennox together. Let’s join forces. With our powers combined, we could kick both their asses.”


    She sounded more than a little maniacal when she murmured, “An alliance. I like it.”


    I balled my hand into a fist under the table, and Ellie bumped it in solidarity. “Till next time.”


    “Till next time,” I agreed.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Fourteen


    Britte


    


    Friday night.


    I was twenty-one on a Friday night, living on my own with almost zero real responsibilities other than school. It should have been the wildest night of the week, right?


    I should be out partying and drinking until I see two of everything and my heels no longer hurt and dancing and eating late night MacDonalds and doing all the things my peers were doing.


    Instead, I had a Microbiology textbook that weighed half of me open on my lap and a six pack of Red Bull on the coffee table in front of me. This was my crazy night.


    Hoping I could stay awake to make it through six chapters of review.


    Ellie was at Fin’s all weekend, so that gave me the apartment to myself. Not that Ellie usually bothered me while I was studying. But this was thirty-six hours of uninterrupted time that I planned to study the shit out of.


    Except when I had to work tomorrow and Sunday. But all of the other hours and minutes were completely dedicated to not failing midterms.


    Ready, set… Go!


    I picked up my pen and notebook and read the first sentence.


    Then my cell phone rang.


    Of course, it did.


    Letting out an exasperated, but also slightly relieved sigh¸ I picked it up and was surprised to see my dad’s name and number flash across the screen.


    Dedicated texter, remember?


    “Hey, Dad,” I greeted when my phone was at my ear. “Hot date tonight? Don’t wear the baby blue golf polo. It makes you look like you have man boobs.”


    His answering pause made me smile. “You think I have man boobs?”


    “Only in that polo.”


    He cleared his throat. “Noted.”


    “So who’s the lucky woman? Is it Darla from church? Or Shannon from the BBQ place you like?”


    “What? It’s neither of them.”


    “So who’s the lucky lady?”


    “Britte, you’ve gotten me completely off track. There is no woman or date or blue polo.”


    My smile softened. I loved flustering my dad, and I thought he should start dating again. She-who-will-not-be-named had done an incredible number on the poor guy. He’d never recovered his confidence in the dating realm. Or with women in general.


    In fact, my entire life, he’d done nothing but avoid the entire female species completely.


    Except for me.


    And could you blame him? When a woman tells you that you’re not a good provider and she doesn’t want the life you’ve given her, it pretty much screws up your entire sense of self-worth.


    And because of that, I hated my mom twice over. Once for what she did to me and how she left me. But also for what she did to my dad and the way she treated him.


    Our life might not have been good enough for her, but it was more than good enough for me.


    “All right,” I told him. “I’ll let it go this time. But Shannon really has a thing for you. She doesn’t give anyone else extra cornbread. She saves that especially for you.”


    His low chuckle lifted my spirits. “You’re crazy, child. You know that?”


    “I’ve had two Red Bulls tonight. I’m a little wired.”


    His tone immediately took on concern, “Be careful, honey. I know you’re working hard, but you don’t need to kill yourself.”


    “I’ve got midterms next week. If studying doesn’t kill me, testing will.”


    “You’ve always gotten so nervous when you have tests coming up. I remember when you were in sixth grade, and you had this history test. I kept finding you trying to study in the middle of the night. I’d wake up to go to the bathroom and your light would be on and all your papers spread around you. And there you’d be, right in the center of your bed, sleeping on a textbook.”


    “I’m not a good test taker,” I reminded him.


    “You are,” he insisted. “You just need to relax. Don’t be quite so hard on yourself.”


    Tears misted in my eyes for no good reason. “Thank you, daddy. I’ll try.”


    There was a short pause in the conversation, and then he cleared his throat again before he spoke. “Speaking of trying, have you considered our last conversation?”


    I played dumb. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean about your mother. Have you thought about talking to her? She’d like to see you.”


    “Now she wants to see me? I thought this was just an over the phone kind of ordeal. Can’t she text me?”


    “Good God, girl. No! Your generation, I swear. She wants to hear your voice. What she wants is to see you. But she understands that you might want to take things slow.”


    “How much have you talked to her?”


    Another throat clear. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, you seem to know everything she’s thinking. So I’m wondering if she gave you the same speech?”


    “Britte Ann, that’s enough of that.” And just like that the tone of his voice took me back to being eight years old. He could be the most wonderful man in the world. And the firmest, no-nonsense parent in the world too. “She is your mother. And she was my wife. So yes, when she asked to see me and talk about what happened between us, I agreed. And I listened. Because that was a long time ago, and I’ve moved on. Because I’m a mature adult that can have a mature conversation despite whatever hurt has passed between us.”


    Ouch.


    This was just like the speech I got when I ran out of gas when I was sixteen. And the time I let my eighth grade best friend cheat off me in science. My dad had patience forever, until he didn’t.


    Then he was a hardass that was going to lay it out for me whether I wanted to hear it or not.


    “It’s not the same for me,” I insisted. “She left you when you were an adult. You were old enough to process it and decide to move on. I was just a kid. When she left me, I didn’t know what to do or how to feel or how to move on. I had to grow up without a mother because of her selfishness because she couldn’t face the reality of being a grown up. She was a thirty something old woman and couldn’t do the responsible thing. So she abandoned her family and forced her kid to be and do what she couldn’t. I’m glad you have some kind of closure, dad. I’m glad that you moved on and can tolerate the woman that shattered our lives. But I’m not there yet. I don’t know if I’ll ever be there.”


    His sigh rattled my bones and dug at something rock solid inside of me. Or something I had thought was rock solid. “Baby girl, this bitterness is going to eat you alive. I said it before, and I’ll say it again, she is your mother. Whatever anger and resentment you have for her doesn’t change that. It will never change that.”


    My blood felt like lava, hot and burning beneath my skin. I rarely got mad at my dad. In fact, I could remember every time I’d felt this disappointed with him…this frustrated and furious. But right now I just couldn’t stand the words that he was saying or the accusations that I was doing something wrong because I didn’t want to see her!


    “What did she say to you?” I growled. “What could she have possibly said to you to make you trust her? After everything she did to us, to you, why are you on her side and not mine?”


    He quieted his voice and leveled his tone. “She said she was sorry, Britte. And she meant it.”


    Tears streamed from my eyes before I could catch them or convince them to disappear. I sat there listening to my dad’s silence, sobbing at his words and the freshly broken heart shattering in my chest.


    I was reliving that day again. I felt like a child that had just lost her mother and didn’t know if I would ever see her again.


    I felt alone and abandoned and painfully neglected.


    “I have to go, daddy.” I hung up the phone before he could say another word. We might have fought and argued, but he would understand my need to flee.


    I had seen him run from his emotions over and over again through the years. Maybe I learned this from him. Maybe my ability to shut out anything uncomfortable, anything painful or with the potential to hurt me, came from him.


    But either way, this was who I was now. This was how I wanted it to be.


    My mother didn’t get to have a conversation with me. She didn’t earn the privilege of my time or forgiveness she didn’t deserve.


    My dad was a better human than me. I could admit that. I could be fine with that. But she wouldn’t weasel her way into my life like she had his, so that she could abandon me all over again.


    Those thoughts didn’t stop the tears, though. They didn’t dry my eyes or make the pain in my heart go away. I cried for almost an hour before I had no water left to leak out. I wasn’t less sad when I stopped crying, but I just couldn’t work up any more tears.


    The Microbiology textbook had fallen off my lap a long time ago, and I’d almost emptied the box of tissues on the end table. And suddenly I was starving. I wouldn’t necessarily call my violent sob fest a workout, but I had to have burned some calories, right?


    This wasn’t stress-eating, I promised myself as I jumped to my feet. My stomach was actually growling.


    I had just decided to clean up the mess of tear stained Kleenex and make myself a Hot Pocket when there was a knock at the door.


    I knew Ellie was with Fin and anybody else from school would have texted first. I glanced at my phone. The green light that notified me when I had a text or notification blinked frantically.


    Oops. I’d forgotten all about my phone once my dad had called and I hung up on him.


    I rubbed my eyes and walked over to the door, peering through the peephole. I was surprised to find Beckett on the other side. He’d asked to see me tonight, but I told him I had to study.


    I breathed in deep, ready to send him away when the scent of hot pizza drifted through the door. Looking through the small hole again, I realized he was holding two huge pizzas and a bag of garlic bread.


    Before I could rip the door open, he called out, “I can hear your stomach growling from here, Britte. I know you’re in there!”


    I smiled. It wasn’t something I had expected to do tonight after the bomb of a conversation I’d had with my dad. But when I opened the door to let Beckett in, I was smiling.


    “My hero!” I sighed.


    He took me in, starting at my bare toes and working his way over my black leggings, oversized tank, and black bathrobe style cardigan. He seemed to approve, even though these were my scrubbies I only wore around the house until he got to my face. Then his eyes bulged, and he pushed by me so he could set the pizza down on the counter and turn back to me.


    Before I could shut the door, my face was in his hands, and he was holding me close to him. “What’s wrong?”


    I sniffled, “What makes you think something’s wrong?”


    He made a growly sound in the back of his throat. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


    Apparently he didn’t want to play games. “Nothing’s wrong,” I lied. “I just had a fight with my dad. We never fight. It upset me.”


    His shoulders relaxed some, but he didn’t let go of my face. Feeling awkward and embarrassed, I grabbed his wrists and attempted to pull him away. But his hands felt warm and comforting, and he smelled like pizza and his cologne.


    It shouldn’t have worked. But it did.


    It so did.


    He pressed a sweet kiss to the corner of my eye. “I’m sorry you’re upset.” Then he pulled me into a hug and wrapped his arms so tightly around me that it felt like he was the only reason I could stay together. Like he alone had taken the weight of keeping me in one piece.


    Without Beckett’s arms, I would have splintered apart, pieces of me breaking off so they could crumble and dissolve.


    “Thank you,” I whispered against his chest. “I’m starving.”


    He pulled back with a goofy grin on his face. “I thought you were going to thank me for the hug.”


    “That too,” I laughed. “But mostly for the pizza.”


    His low chuckle rumbled through his chest, and I found myself missing his arms when he pulled back. “Grab the plates,” he ordered. “I’ll start dishing up.”


    I pulled down a couple of plates Ellie and I had rescued from Goodwill and handed them over. He’d been smart enough to text Ellie and come up with my two favorites: Buffalo chicken and Supreme.


    Supreme without mushrooms. Because ick. Mushrooms were gross.


    I threw away my tissues and piled my books in a neater pile on the coffee table so we could curl up on the couch.


    He sat on one side with his legs sprawled out and I sat on the other, my legs folded neatly beneath me. It was such a picture of us. Him taking over every single inch of space that he could, forcing his way into places that didn’t belong to him so he could make them his, make them realize they wanted to be his. And me, squished as tightly as I could so that I wouldn’t bother someone else, so that I wouldn’t have to deal with anyone else.


    I took a bite of pizza and rolled my eyes at myself. All the emotion from earlier had turned me into a philosopher.


    “So what was the fight with your dad about?” He had wasted zero time. So Beckett. Jumping straight to the hard stuff.


    I debated what to tell him. We’d already fought about my mom. I didn’t want to do that again. But more than that, I didn’t want to taint our time together with her. I didn’t want to talk about her again. Or think about her. Or waste more breath on her.


    But even though I felt all those things, I still said, “He still wants me to talk to my mom. And I don’t see the point.”


    Beckett held my gaze from across the couch. For a second, I thought he was going to parrot everything my dad said. I didn’t want to hear that lecture twice in one day, so I raised my shields and prepared to kick him out of the apartment.


    He surprised me by saying, “Why is your dad pushing so hard?”


    My pride and my broken heart were soothed by those words, so I felt safe enough to say, “I don’t know. I think because he talked to her and feels closure now, he’s hoping for the same thing for me. In his way, I think he thinks it will be good for me…like him pushing me into this is helping me in the long run. But he doesn’t get it. The relationship he had with my mom is different than what I had with her. Couples break up all the time. Love dies. People move on. But not with your kid. You’re supposed to love your child no matter what. I don’t think I’ll ever have ‘closure’ with my mom. I don’t think that’s even possible.”


    “I think you’re right about that,” he agreed. “Kids aren’t supposed to get closure from their parents. Their parents are just not supposed to be assholes.”


    “Exactly,” I huffed.


    His eyes darted away from mine. “But I think you’re wrong about couples. I mean, I know people break up, and the divorce rate is like…crazy, but I don’t think that’s normal. Or should be normal. A marriage…a love like that, shouldn’t be something you can just walk away from. Or be able to heal from quickly.”


    “Oh, trust me. My dad didn’t heal quickly. Or easily. And I still don’t believe all he needed was closure, and now he’s all better. My mom messed him up.” I set my plate down and pulled my knees to my chest. “But my point is, marriages do break up all the time. That’s not surprising. For them at least, even if my mom wouldn’t have left completely…even if she would have stayed a part of my life, their love was over. She wasn’t willing to fix them or her or what they had. It was easier for her to leave, so she did.”


    “That’s the problem with the world,” Beckett murmured sympathetically. “People aren’t willing to work at things. They’re so afraid of pain and being uncomfortable that they run at the first sign of trouble.”


    I felt myself smiling again. It wasn’t a big smile or even an obvious one. But if he had intended to lift my spirits, he was. “What do you mean?”


    “I mean society and relationships, and I don’t know what else. But I think there’s this attitude that if it hurts, it’s wrong. Or if it makes you feel uncomfortable or awkward or takes you out of your comfort zone, it’s bad for you. But that’s not the case. Okay, maybe life threatening pain is really bad for you. Or if you’re being abused or the other person is cheating or whatever. But every good thing in life takes work. Takes hard work.”


    “That’s adorable coming from the baseball star with all his job choices and perfect life set up for him.” I kept my tone teasing, but my words were serious. Beckett had all these ideas on life and love, but his life was nothing but easy living and endless options.


    He grabbed for one of my feet and yanked it toward him playfully. The action pulled me into laying down with my feet on his lap. His mischievous expression made butterflies take flight in my belly and my pulse quickened with anticipation. “You think baseball was easy for me?” he asked as he started massaging my feet. “I worked my ass off to get that good. Every day. Without a break. Since I was a kid. I loved baseball, so that also made it fun. But baseball was painful. More than painful. There were a lot of times I didn’t think I would make it. And the same with school. I know you think I’m some kind of manwhore playboy, but the truth is I had to work hard for my grades and to graduate with honors. I gave up a lot just to make sure I would always be eligible to play and that I’d have these options when I graduated. The coaching gig came out of the blue, but that was after working my ass off for coach for four hard years. Life isn’t easy for anybody, Britte. Not even me. But the best parts of my life, have been the ones that have made me the most uncomfortable…that have taken the most out of me. Take you for instance.”


    I let out a squeak of surprise when he jumped over me, lengthening his body against mine. I stilled when he ran his nose along the curve of my jaw. “You think you weren’t work? You think you didn’t make things extremely uncomfortable for me?”


    I was too breathless to respond. My hands clutched at Beckett’s shirt and my legs rubbed against his like we were crickets.


    “But it was worth it, Britte,” he whispered against my mouth. “So goddamn worth it.”


    My eyelids fluttered closed just in time for him to kiss me. Gently at first, slowly building my desire and the depth of his kiss.


    He held his body over me with the strength of his arms, and I couldn’t help but run my hands over the cut muscles and defined form. Moving over his shoulders to his back, I admired every hard inch of him, every piece and part he’d worked so hard to build.


    He let his weight settle over me, not so I was crushed, but so that I could feel him, every inch of him. His lips moved over mine with increasing desire, sucking, biting, tasting until I was breathless and needy.


    I tangled my fingers into the hair at his nape, loving the silky feeling that also brought a sense of possessiveness…and female power.


    We kissed and kissed, each second melting deeper into each other, feeding our insatiable hunger for each other.


    At some point he nudged his way between my legs, forcing them apart to accommodate his hips. I moaned, and the greedy sound should have embarrassed me, but oh, my God!


    Oh, my God.


    He kept kissing me, moving his lips all over my face and neck, down to my breasts. His mouth found my nipple through the thin material of my tank, and I arched my back into him, practically begging him to do that again.


    My legs wrapped around his hips, cradling him against me, demanding he stay there…right where I needed him.


    Right where I would die without him.


    “Beckett,” I heard myself whisper.


    His raspy chuckle skittered down my spine. “I thought you had to study tonight.”


    I lifted my hips into him. “This is better. This is so much better.”


    His mouth found mine again, his teeth sinking into my bottom lip before he kissed me again, picking up speed and making me lose my mind with lust.


    One hand continued to support his weight, while the other gripped my waist. His fingers slyly found the edge of my tank, and he lifted it with ease, slipping his hand beneath. I gasped at the hot sensation of his hand as he moved over my ribs, dragging his rough palms up the length of me.


    I moaned again when he laid his hand on my breast, squeezing gently at first, then firmer, then tighter still until I didn’t think I could stand it. His fingers drew back, taking only my nipple this time and I thrashed my head to the side, needing him closer…with fewer clothes on…inside me.


    Oh, my God. That thought! I had never even had that thought with a guy before.


    It should have terrified me.


    I had been so opposed to even thinking about sex with anyone until I was in a committed relationship. I had a list of reasons and possibilities and rationale that proved over and over I could not have sex with anyone until I knew they wouldn’t leave me.


    Until I knew they wouldn’t abandon me.


    Beckett slowed the kiss and pulled back. I hadn’t changed my posture or acted differently, despite the changing direction of my thoughts. I hadn’t outwardly freaked out, even if inside I was a tornado of confusion, indecision and desperately hot female hormones.


    Beckett hovered over me, staring down with those gray eyes that could be so mysterious but they weren’t right now. They were open and clear and so focused on me they left me breathless. “Where did you go, Britte?”


    I opened my mouth to reply, but his cell phone made an obnoxiously loud chirping sound that made us both jump. Beckett sat back on the couch again, digging his phone from his pocket.


    “I’m going to kill him. He keeps changing my ringtone, and it’s driving me up the wall.”


    “Who?” I already knew it was one of his brothers though from the frustrated look he had on his face. Beckett only looked that adorably murderous when it involved his family.


    “Grayson. The bastard.” He tapped at his phone for another minute before tossing it on the coffee table. “Sorry, if I didn’t deal with it, it would have kept chirping.”


    I couldn’t help but smile. “Not a problem.”


    His expression immediately gentled and he laid a hand on my knee. “Are you okay?”


    “I’m fine.” I scooched into sitting with my back against the arm rest and my legs still stretched out, so he didn’t have to stop touching me. “I’m a little hot and bother…” I fanned at my face dramatically. “But I’m fine. More than fine.”


    His smile turned sexy and secretive. Like he knew something the rest of the world didn’t. “I’m supposed to be at Gray’s right now. Lennox is there too. They’re waiting for me.”


    “Did you just stop by to get some action? Beckett Harris! Was I just your booty call?” I was mostly teasing him, but there was this irrationally insecure part of me that needed to be reassured.


    “It’s not my fault you have such a great booty,” he grinned at me. “But in all seriousness, no. I did not just stop by for a quickie. My honorable intentions were to bring you food, help nourish your study-focused mind and make sure you didn’t need anything else. Then I was going to leave you to it. Instead, you distracted me with your legs in those tight ass pants and your low cut shirt and your face and I just… well, I just couldn’t help myself.”


    “My face?” I laughed, sure it was covered in pizza grease.


    His gaze held mine. “It’s so beautiful,” he murmured. “I can’t help it. It’s not my fault.”


    How could I be mad at that? “Fine,” I sighed. “We’ll raincheck the booty call. Family obligations await.”


    He started to look put out again. “Poker night,” he explained. “I’m bringing the booze.”


    “Ooh, anything good?”


    “Not for them,” he chuckled darkly. “The plan is to never be in charge of bringing the beer again. I’m playing the naïve-just-graduated-from-college kid who’s used to keggers, and the cheapest crap money can buy. It was a role I was born for.”


    I snorted surprised laughter, and his expression warmed. Rubbing my nose self-consciously, I poked him with my big toe. “Have fun tonight. Text me later.”


    He stood up and grabbed his phone. Leaning over he swept a mild, but affectionate kiss on my mouth and then said, “I plan to.”


    He grabbed one more piece of pizza on his way out of the apartment and waved goodbye at the door before disappearing into the hallway. I lay there for a long time after he left, trying to figure out if I hated the silence he’d left behind or that he’d made me hate the silence he left behind.


    Beckett Harris had somehow gotten under my skin over the last several months, and now I felt itchy and uncomfortable like I had a rash.


    And a skin disease.


    And an alien invasion.


    How had I let this happen?


    And even more importantly…how did I stop it when that was the last thing I wanted to do?


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Fifteen


    Beckett


    


    “Do you understand what’s expected of you this season, son?” Coach leaned in so Anton Migas knew his full attention was needed.


    I held my breath and willed my mind to stay focused on the meeting Coach had asked me to sit in on. Anton had been second pitcher for the last two seasons. As a junior this year, and with talent that you would not believe, he should have been more than ready to step up to the plate.


    But he was a partier. And a womanizer. And he had been enjoying his second place spot because he was talented enough that he didn’t have to work hard for it.


    First pitcher was different. You had to work your ass off for that spot, and once you got it, you had to work even harder to keep it. It wasn’t guaranteed that you would get to pitch every game and injury and fatigue could derail your career faster than anything.


    If he didn’t start taking care of himself and his position on the team, Coach was going to look for someone else to fill his spot.


    It was almost fun to be on this side of the conversation. I’d always been on the receiving end, worried about my spot and my position and what would happen if I didn’t recover from whatever minor injury I’d face or pull my act together.


    When I’d had to sit where Anton was sitting now, I’d usually felt mildly feverish with a strong urge to puke.


    On this side of the locker room, I got to watch Anton’s reaction, his reception to Benson’s words and his mood. I got to examine him like a bug under a microscope.


    And I didn’t like what I saw.


    To me, he seemed overly arrogant and cocky for a kid that had done okay, but hadn’t thrown any game-winning pitches yet. Sure, he was young and still in school, and we could forgive him for a certain amount of ego.


    But this was over the top to me.


    Still, even with all of this going on, I found it hard to concentrate.


    My mind kept wandering back to Britte and the last time I’d seen her. I could mentally conjure her body beneath mine in an instant. I could still feel her in my hands, pressed against my body, her legs wrapped around mine.


    I could still smell her. And taste her.


    And damn, all I wanted was more of her.


    We’d texted since then, and she’d remained open and flirty, but she hadn’t been receptive to getting together again. She had legitimate excuses, and I understood them. For the most part.


    I mean, I had legitimate excuses too. We were both busy. I got that.


    But hell, I wanted to see this girl. I wanted to spend whatever extra time I had with her. I wanted to push commitments and responsibilities and find a way to get to her.


    Like I said, she texted like nothing was wrong. But I didn’t feel that same drive from her.


    And I didn’t know how to feel about that.


    Part of me figured that I was reading way too far into this. I needed to man-up and stop letting my girly emotions poison my logic. The girl was busy.


    She had a lot going on right now.


    Another part of me felt a little desperate and pathetic. I had tried to go at her pace. I had tried not to over text or push too much when it came to seeing each other again. And all of this momentum inside me that demanded we see each other again and pick up where we left off…that was just hormones. I needed to chill out and give the girl some breathing room.


    But the last part of me. The smallest part. The part that lived somewhere in my gut and operated on instinct and intuition whispered that there was something bigger going on here. Britte was a complicated woman, and she had been through a lot in her life. And everything she’d been through, all the hurt and pain and abandonment issues were being brought up and shoved in her face all over again.


    That couldn’t be easy.


    I couldn’t even imagine going through what she had. It wasn’t something I had ever had to deal with or would ever have to deal with. So I was trying to be sensitive to her process, all the while wondering what she was thinking.


    That part of me warned that something was wrong… that she might not be as okay as she wanted me to believe she was.


    Plus, Britte was a classic over thinker. How many times had I had to talk her out of her own head?


    I could only imagine the lies and deception she whispered to herself. About her mom. About her childhood. About me and what I wanted and what I was going to do to her.


    Ellie had told me to go slowly with her. My sister had warned that Britte had trust issues and that it was going to take a while for her to be open with me and trust me.


    But I felt like we’d made a ton of progress over the last few weeks. I felt like maybe she had started to trust me. Or at least she wanted to.


    She was as into the other night as I was and if my phone hadn’t started chirping, there was no telling how far we would have gone.


    Now I just needed to get her alone again. Maybe that was the key. Maybe I had to show her that she trusted me…that she liked me…that she wanted to be with me.


    Who knew what her head told her. But she wouldn’t be able to deny it if I could prove it to her.


    And holy shit did I want to prove it to her. I hadn’t imagined this deep, heavy thing with Britte…but here we were. She’d gotten under my skin and crawled into my life. She had managed to be the one thing I thought about all the time, the one person I couldn’t wait to be with again.


    I wanted to text her and call her and spend time with her. I wanted this to be more than a dare to spend time with me. I wanted this to be more than hot make outs and this animal urge to rip each other’s clothes off.


    I wanted to take her home to meet my parents and show her where I grew up. I wanted to talk about our futures and make this permanent.


    I wanted to make this permanent…


    Those words shocked even me.


    “Thoughts, Harris?”


    I blinked at Anton, realizing I had been staring at him for the better part of twenty minutes and hadn’t heard a word he or Coach Benson had said.


    I cleared my throat and rubbed my palms on my hand. “I think you pretty much summed it up.”


    Benson gave me the side eye. “Advice then?”


    “Stay away from the parties and the women,” I answered immediately. “You need to focus on the game.”


    My words surprised me, but they really surprised Anton. He scooted back in his chair while his eyebrows disappeared into his hairline.


    “That’s amazing, coming from you, Harris.”


    “Coach Harris,” Benson corrected.


    A surge of pride zinged across my chest. Coach Harris. I liked the sound of that.


    I mean, I really liked the sound of that.


    Anton did not. “Coach Harris,” he sneered.


    I scooted forward in my chair and made my posture as intimidating and authoritative as possible. “The difference is, Migas, when I partied and womanized, my game didn’t suffer. Yours does. You are not the all-star athlete you claim to be when you’re not taking care of yourself. So the solution is simple. Take care of yourself so you can take care of this team. Or choose not to put the team and the game first and lose you first place spot.”


    His eyes flashed with frustration, but he didn’t talk back again.


    Benson stood up and opened the door. “I think you get our point, Anton. Improve your conditioning in the next week or find yourself back in this office on less than favorable circumstances.”


    Anton stood up and nodded to both Coach and me before he silently left the room. Coach closed the door behind him and turned to me.


    “Impressive, Harris. I wasn’t sure you had it in you.”


    I stood up too and folded my arms over my chest. “To be a coach?”


    He shook his head, his thin white hair barely moving. “No, to separate yourself from the kids you played ball with last year.”


    I looked out the window at Anton’s retreating back. “It’s just frustrating, you know? He has so much potential…so much natural talent. And he’s wasting it. I just want to smack some sense into him and make him see what he could be if he’d take his life seriously.”


    Benson’s big smile caught my attention. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen him smile that big. It was slightly alarming.


    I was a little worried he was about to have a stroke.


    Or go into cardiac arrest or something.


    “There it is.” His smile stretched wider, and his eyes danced with humor. “You’re officially a coach. It took you what? Three weeks? Four weeks? But you got the hang of it in no time. Just like I knew you would.”


    I had never been more confused. “Got the hang of what? What are you talking about, Coach?”


    “What you just said. You know, about wanting him to see his full potential and needing to smack some sense into him. That is my entire career wrapped up into a few sentences. That’s your new life. Every damn day. So many kids are going to come through this locker room and maybe a handful of them are really going to know who they are. The rest are going to be floaters, filling their time with stupid pursuits and wasting their youth on drugs and booze. It’s our job to make them play good ball. But more than that, we gotta teach them to be men. Teach them how to take life by the balls and do something with it. That’s our real job. Baseball is just a small part of it.”


    I swallowed at the huge responsibility he’d just laid down. I’d gotten fed up with Anton, not motivated to change him. My outrage stemmed from dormant talent, not concern for his wellbeing. But at the same time, I didn’t shy away from those words either. This made sense to me. This was something worth pursuing…worth going after.


    I wasn’t just chasing baseball. I was chasing after kids who needed extra motivation to fill their potential. Not just on the field, but in the real world too.


    Talk about a fulfilling career.


    The marketing internship paled in comparison.


    The only difference I would be making there was the depth of my bank account. But was that really what I thought life was all about?


    Nope.


    Not even close.


    And I had no idea when I’d decided that.


    It might have been right this second.


    “Is that what you did to me, coach? Forced me to see the bigger picture?”


    He shook his head again, but this time he was more serious. “Nah. Beckett, you’re one of the few kids that came through my locker room that had his shit together. Yeah, maybe you had to grow up some. Mature into adulthood. But you didn’t need me to tell you to get your head out of your ass. You worked that one out on your very own.”


    I didn’t know what to say to that. I wanted to offer a thank you, but my mouth wouldn’t move. I seemed to be stunned in place by Coach’s high praise.


    I could count on two hands the number of times this man had been excessively complimentary. And by that I mean, offered more than one compliment. But never had he delivered a speech like this one.


    It stunned me.


    It filled me with pride and humility all at once. I wanted to make him say it again so I could record it and play it for my family over and over and over. And at the same time, I never wanted to mention it again because I was embarrassed by his faith in me.


    I still didn’t think I deserved this job, but if Coach thought that of me, I was going to try my damnedest to be worthy of this job.


    I would deserve it.


    I would work as hard as I could until I deserved it, then I would keep working that hard to keep my spot.


    Just like I did with little leagues. And high school ball. And college ball.


    Just like I was doing with Britte.


    While I stood there and tried to form words, Coach offered one last smile and said, “See you tomorrow, Harris. Come back with more of that coaching know how and I’ll stop considering you a mistake.”


    Then he walked out of the room.


    He was kidding, right?


    He’d just complimented me.


    That was a joke.


    It had to be. Right?


    See, this was why I had a complex.


    I gathered my things for the evening, zipped up my fleece and headed to the parking lot. It was dark out by now. The days were getting shorter, and the wind was getting colder.


    I hustled to my car and thought about dinner. I hadn’t eaten since the protein bar I’d had on the way from the internship. I was starving. And exhausted. And all I wanted to do was crawl into bed with Britte and forget about the day.


    She was in the middle of midterms this week, so I’d given her space so she could study.


    But as I got in my Charger, I remembered how grateful she’d been for the pizza. So grateful, she’d let me get to second base.


    Which was no small feat.


    I could use a little second base tonight.


    And she could use some sustenance.


    Choosing deli sandwiches over pizza again, I swung by a local favorite, grabbed some massive sandwiches, chips and some cheesecake they made in house and drove to her apartment without calling.


    I’d texted the last time I stopped by, but she hadn’t gotten it.


    This time I didn’t even think about it. We were beyond that, right?


    I started to get nervous though as I pulled into the parking lot. What if she wasn’t even home? More accurately, could I eat all of the food I’d bought if she wasn’t around to eat half of it?


    Yes.


    Yes, I could.


    So I decided to knock on the door and just see. If she wasn’t here, no big deal, I’d go home, and she wouldn’t know what she missed.


    But if she were here…


    I grabbed the food and jogged up their apartment steps. After I’d knocked three times, Ellie flung the door open and immediately started eyeing the food.


    “Is that Frank’s?”


    I hugged the bags against my chest. “It’s not for you.”


    She sniffed the air. “Some of it’s for me.”


    “I didn’t think about you, sorry E.”


    Her offended look made me feel like a shitty brother. “I’m in here, starving on Ramen noodles, and you didn’t even think of me? Your sister? Your starving sister?”


    “You like Ramen noodles,” I pointed out.


    “But I also like Frank’s. A lot. Everybody likes Frank’s. Now I want Frank’s.”


    “If I promise to stop by tomorrow with a special order, will you let me inside?”


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “I want three sandwiches, three bags of chips, three giant pickles and three cheesecakes.”


    “Who am I feeding? Your entire apartment complex?”


    “Obviously, they’re all for me. Breakfast, lunch and dinner. Duh.”


    I had nothing to say to that. I was honestly impressed. My little sister, master manipulator and champion of deli sandwiches.


    “Done,” I agreed. “Text me what you want tomorrow.”


    She nodded, stepped back and waved her arm toward the kitchen. “You should know she’s not here, though. She’s studying at the library. She says I’m too distracting.”


    The way she admitted the last part made me think they’d had that discussion more than once. “Do you bug her?”


    “Of course not! She’d just rather talk to me, and binge watch Gilmore Girls than study. I can’t help that. I can’t help that I’m awesome. I can’t help that I’m so interesting and fun to talk to and hilarious. If anyone’s to blame here, it’s Britte. She should have a better attention span.”


    I faced the refrigerator and rolled my eyes. She reminded me of Lennox and Grayson when she flaunted her ego. They were all obnoxious.


    Good thing I was nothing like them. Good thing I got all the humble genes.


    “Do you know when she’ll be back?”


    “An hour, maybe? You could wait for her.”


    That was a good idea. “You don’t think she’ll be irritated I’m here?”


    It was Ellie’s turn to roll her eyes. “You brought Frank’s. Obviously, she’ll forgive you.”


    I wasn’t sure if that was true, but I decided to hang out for an hour and if Britte hadn’t shown up by then, I’d take off and leave the food.


    I put it in the refrigerator and sat down with Ellie on the couch for a little while. We hung out and made fun of all the people we mutually knew. I gave her a hard time about Fin and she tried to pull all the juicy details about Britte out of me.


    I was a locked box.


    Beckett Harris did not kiss and tell.


    Most of the time.


    Er, some of the time.


    Starting now.


    Eventually, Ellie handed over the TV remote, showed me how to use their Roku so I could get Netflix, and ambled off to her room to study for her midterms.


    Not having anything else to do and feeling the length of the day catch up to me, I stretched out on their couch and wished it was mine.


    Mine was so much better.


    Their couch was probably from some thrift store and came preinstalled with fleas.


    That’s how tired I was. I couldn’t even get up at the prospect of getting fleas.


    Probably twenty minutes later, I toed off my shoes and found a rock climbing documentary to watch. Normally I would have stayed riveted on the information and history of rock climbing, but had I mentioned that it had been a long day yet?


    Last thing I knew, I had been making plans for Grayson and Lennox and me to take a weekend at Devil’s Lake. We could rock climb the shit out of that place.


    And then. I fell asleep.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Sixteen


    Britte


    


    It had been a long day. And a longer freaking night. All I wanted to do was fall face first on my bed and not move for twenty-four hours.


    At least.


    But I had another midterm first thing in the morning, and I felt like I’d stopped retaining any useful information about three hours ago.


    I’d still forced myself to focus and read over material my tired brain couldn’t grasp. My one test today had not gone well. And so to compensate for what felt like massive failure¸ I’d spent the day cramming as much information into my head as possible.


    I was confident it hadn’t helped.


    I’d somehow made myself dumber.


    Was that even possible?


    I groaned as I stuck my key in the door to my apartment and pushed inside. It was dark with only the glow of the TV to illuminate my way. It looked like Ellie had been watching something on Netflix, but it was over now, and she had forgotten to turn it off.


    I dropped my book bag and purse as soon as I was out of the way of the door and left them there. My phone was in my hand because I was female and it was dark out and I’d had to walk from my car to my building and up our dingy stairs…so yeah, phone was in my hand, my finger poised over the emergency button. I threw it down on the counter and moved to the refrigerator.


    I didn’t know if I was hungry or thirsty or if I just needed to go to bed and hoped I figured it out in the morning, but it was worth a look.


    Even though I knew there wouldn’t be anything in there.


    Except there was.


    There was Frank’s! Yum!


    I pulled out the bag, just intending to inspect it. If it was Ellie’s, I wasn’t going to steal her food. I wasn’t.


    Maybe a bite.


    Or a pickle.


    They had the best pickles.


    But I would leave the rest untouched.


    Mostly.


    What I found was confusing. There was two of everything. Two sandwiches. Two chips. Two cheesecakes. No pickles.


    At first, I thought Ellie had picked up dinner for her and Fin. Or maybe her and me. But Ellie loved the pickles. She would never have brought Frank’s home without the pickles.


    Maybe she’d gotten tired of waiting for me and eaten the pickles out of spite?


    “I got that for us earlier.”


    My head swiveled to the living room where a shadowy figure appeared on the couch. I jumped, dropped the bag of food on the floor and tripped over my feet.


    Beckett’s gravelly laughter chased after me and added to my embarrassment. I caught myself on the edge of the counter and immediately checked to make sure the food had survived and wasn’t scattered all over the kitchen floor.


    It was safe.


    Whew.


    “Beckett! You scared the living hell out of me!”


    “Sorry,” he chuckled.


    I bent over and grabbed the sack that had landed perfectly upright and replaced it in the refrigerator. Those big sandwiches made a nice, solid base. “It was nice of you to bring over food, though, so I guess I can forgive you for the midnight intruder routine.”


    “I feel like I’m always bribing you with food,” he admitted. “If you tell me what else you like, I can switch up my payoffs.”


    I found myself smiling. I moved to the other side of the counter and leaned back against it. “Diamonds. I really love diamonds.”


    He laughed again and the warm, sleepy sound did something to my insides. Like made them melt. “I was thinking more like coffee or music. But hey, if my girl is into diamonds, I guess I’ll have to find her a different man.”


    It was my turn to laugh. “Giving up that easily? Quitter.”


    “I suppose I could change jobs again. Bank robber? Jewel thief? Tomb raider?”


    “The possibilities are endless,” I added.


    I watched his handsome face smile in the glow of the TV, and I realized I had a shit day, but Beckett had turned it around somehow. My failures and frustrations had faded the second I’d realized it was him slumped over on my couch and not a murderer. I’d instantly felt better about myself and life and this week.


    “Are you hungry?” he asked.


    I yawned in reply. “Maybe. I can’t decide. Mostly I just want to sit down.”


    “Then come here.” He opened his arm and made room for me on the couch.


    I walked over, energized by the prospect of feeling his arms around me. Only when I got there we didn’t sit together, he laid us down. His body squished between mine and the couch. I did some creative foot aerobics to push my boots off, then snuggled back against him, so I didn’t pitch forward off the couch.


    One of his arms wrapped around my waist to hold me to him and the other rested under my head, giving me a pillow. He blew my hair out of his face, and we adjusted until we were both comfortable.


    The last step was the blanket which he struggled to get out from underneath him and over both of us. Then we had to adjust all over again. And untangle. And adjust. And finally, we were perfectly aligned and entwined.


    God, nothing had ever felt like this before.


    “You feel good,” he murmured against the back of my head. I felt his lips press against my hair, and I closed my eyes in bliss.


    “You do too,” I whispered.


    My eyes had closed, and I was just about asleep when I heard him mumble with a sleepy voice, “Never want this to stop.”


    The words penetrated my nearly asleep mind and infiltrated my defenses before I could stop them. I felt them wrap around the shriveled prune that was my heart and sink into my bones I had believed were so invincible.


    I lay there with my heart hammering and my mind spinning while Beckett drifted off to sleep behind me. I couldn’t make myself move, though. I couldn’t will myself to untangle from his warm hold.


    And I didn’t know what that said about me.


    What about my list?


    Beckett wasn’t one of my top choices. He didn’t have any qualities I wanted in a future mate. He didn’t even know what he wanted to do with his life, for God’s sake.


    He was a total wild card.


    And I couldn’t risk my future on a wild card.


    But I still didn’t move.


    I pressed into him deeper. The heavy weight of his arm around my waist soothed my rapid heartbeat, and his steady breaths calmed my frazzled nerves.


    His touch lulled me back to that almost asleep place. And I realized that no matter what my list said or how much criteria I had for any potential men in my life…Beckett had gotten ahold of my heart anyway.


    He hadn’t tricked me or pretended to be something he wasn’t. He’d been himself the entire time, and that was exactly what I wanted.


    What I needed.


    Maybe my list had been a bad idea. Maybe it had boxed me into a corner where men like that didn’t exist and where my head’s expectations didn’t match up with my heart’s.


    Eventually, I fell asleep. I wasn’t sure when it happened, but it happened fast. I had given myself permission to sleep for just a little bit and then find my bed. I hadn’t decided if I would wake Beckett and send him home or tell him he could crash with me. But it didn’t matter because I didn’t move until hazy autumn light drifted in through the closed blinds and my toes were ice cold from escaping the blanket sometime during the night.


    Beckett stirred against me, stretching and simultaneously tightening his arm around me. I found myself gripping that seatbelt of an appendage, so I didn’t tumble off the couch onto my face.


    I woke up in stages, taking a minute to realize the body behind me belonged to Beckett and then another to accept that we’d cuddled the entire night without moving. I also had to wonder at how quickly I’d fallen asleep. When I had things on my mind, I usually tossed and turned for hours.


    But I had found sleep almost immediately. Despite everything.


    Beckett lifted up my tangled hair and rubbed his scratchy jaw along my nape and shoulder. I squirmed, but the sensation tickled and felt amazing. I arched back into him, pressing every inch of me against his superheated body.


    “Mmm,” he groaned against my skin. His hand reached up to cup my breast that had been displaced from my bra sometime during the night. 


    Side note: Ugh to sleeping in bras. The worst.


    Beckett’s touch made warmth pool in my belly, and I shifted so he could have more of me. I lifted my head so his other arm could fold underneath me and reach my other breast. I made a whimpering sound when he started kissing my neck, finding his way up to my ear.


    “Beckett,” I whispered.


    “You feel amazing, Britte,” he murmured, his hands massaging and doing something mind-blowing to my nipples. I made a sound that could only be described as lusty. That was the only word that applied there.


    Also maybe wanton.


    And horny.


    Definitely horny.


    I turned my head, and we shared a kiss. We both had morning breath, stale with furry teeth. It wasn’t the sexiest of kisses. But then it was at the same time. Our need for each other outweighed our human flaws.


    But it didn’t stop us from being self-conscious.


    His mouth moved down my jaw to my throat while his hands grabbed my stretched out Henley shirt from yesterday, pulling it up to where he could put his mouth on my breast.


    I turned so I was on my back, still in the cradle of his arms and pressed into the curve of his body.


    He grinned down at me, while he pushed my bra out of the way. “Now these are nice,” he chuckled. His head dipped down, and he pulled my nipple into his mouth, sucking at first, then I felt the scrape of his teeth, and I was pretty sure my eyes rolled into the back of my head. “Fucking fantastic,” he murmured before repeating his mouth magic on my other one.


    I couldn’t stand it anymore. I turned toward him and threw my leg over his, feeling him where I needed him most. He kicked the blanket off us both, frustrated with how tangled we were getting.


    The cold morning air no longer bothered me. I was burning up inside, molten with desire and need and raw, desperate want.


    He lifted up for just a second and grabbed his shirt at the back of his collar. Tugging it off with a smooth pull, he settled back on the couch where his heated skin met mine.


    I shivered from the sheer ecstasy of it. He was all hard lines and corded muscle. I finally gave into my urge and kissed across his chest, letting my tongue slide over him, nipping occasionally, tasting the sweetness of his skin.


    His hips bucked forward, and I stopped thinking completely. I needed him.


    Now.


    So I told him that, “Beckett, I need you.”


    He took my mouth again, hungrier than he had ever been. Greedy for me. Using those impressive muscles I had always been in awe of, he flipped us both so that he lay back on the couch, me straddling his waist.


    I hovered over him feeling him completely and losing whatever grasp on rational thought I had left. I wanted this. Virginity be damned, I needed this.


    But there was still the inexperienced, insecure part of me. Could he tell that I had never gotten this far with a guy before?


    Was he wondering why I didn’t know what I was doing?


    Was I acting like a total prude?


    Need outweighed self-consciousness, and I moved against him, grating just where I needed him.


    His head tipped back, and his heavy-lidded gaze was enough to undo me. I realized then that Beckett couldn’t read my thoughts or see my past. He had no idea.


    All he knew was what he felt. And this felt good. I could tell by those silvery eyes that burned straight through me and the way his hands had settled on my hips and begged for me to move, to keep giving us what we both wanted. I could tell by the hardness of his body, the obvious need that pushed against me.


    “I want you,” he whispered. “I’ve wanted you for months, but never like this. I need you. Goddamn, Britte, I need you.”


    I dipped forward, letting our mouths meet for a brief, hot kiss. “Have me,” I told him.


    “Well, this is an interesting way to wake up.”


    Both of us stilled, frozen by humiliation and surprise.


    Ellie.


    Oh, my God, I had completely forgotten about Ellie! I yanked my shirt down and tried to discretely tuck myself back into my bra. Beckett looked like he wanted to die.


    His face had turned bright red, and he turned to stare at the couch.


    “Should I go?” she asked. “I mean, I would, er, let you two get back to it, but I have a midterm in a half hour. I need coffee.” She cleared her throat. “Britte, don’t you have a test too? I thought you were leaving at eight?”


    Oh, no. “Shit! What time is it?”


    “Eight-fifteen, babe.”


    “Holy shit!” I jumped off Beckett, forgetting about his embarrassment. I tripped over the blanket on the ground and nearly crashed into the coffee table. My wild movements caught Beckett’s state of… er… arousal and I hopped on one foot until I could grab the same blanket that had nearly killed me and toss it at him.


    He gave me a grateful half-smile.


    “I have to go!” I shouted at him out of panic.


    I raced to my room, stripping out of yesterday’s shirt and grabbing a hooded sweatshirt out of my closet. I pulled it on and finished fixing my bra and boobs.


    Next stop was the bathroom where I threw my hair up in a messy bun without brushing it, rolled on some deodorant and brushed my teeth as fast as humanly possible. I scrubbed yesterday’s makeup off where it had smudged under my eyes and grabbed a colored Chapstick for later so I didn’t spend the day looking like a vampire.


    I ran back into the living room, shoved my feet into my discarded boots and frantically pulled on my backpack and purse. Ellie was standing there by the door, holding a traveler mug of coffee for me.


    “Oh, my God, I love you,” I told her.


    I yanked the door open and only then realized Beckett was still sitting there on the couch, the blanket covering his waist and his shirt back on.


    “Bye, Beckett,” I waved at him. “I’ll, uh, talk to you later.”


    His arms were loose and lazy when he waved back. “Good luck on your midterm.”


    I took an extra second to smile at him. Heat infused my body once again as I took in his sleepy eyes and body that I had recently gotten to know so familiarly. “Thanks.”


    That was all the time I could give him, though. I decided to skip my car because I didn’t have time to drive around the lot looking for a parking spot. So by the time I reached my classroom, with two minutes to spare, I was a panting, sweating, not-showered mess.


    I was also wind-whipped, disheveled and unprepared.


    Seriously, I could keep going with unflattering adjectives. My morning had started out so good.


    Like, so, so, so good.


    And then chaos.


    It was safe to say my midterm could have gone better. I struggled for answers I knew and floundered on things I’d been studying all semester. I was one of the last students finished. The teacher had to give the few of us that remained three warnings about the time before I finally scrawled my answer to the last question.


    I walked dejectedly to the front of the room, and handed in a test I should have nailed.


    The professor’s concerned gaze took in the sight of me and my test and frowned. I had been doing so well in this class, but the midterm carried a huge weight.


    If I failed that test, I didn’t have much hope for the rest of the semester.


    Damn it.


    I’d meant to be up by six this morning so I could study and shower before class. There was something to say about those few minutes of pre-test cramming.


    But not only did I not get to study before the test, I’d been distracted and frazzled. As nice as Beckett felt this morning, I shouldn’t have let him sidetrack me. I shouldn’t have slept with him on the couch while my alarm sat unset in my room.


    I shouldn’t have let him spend the night at all.


    Ugh, what had I been thinking?


    I walked out of the building into the gloomy October afternoon and realized I hadn’t been thinking. That’s what Beckett did to me. He took away my ability to rationalize and use logic. He stole my intelligence and made me into a melting puddle of stupidity.


    He interfered with my plan and my list and everything I had set for myself.


    My frown tightened so much that I knew it birthed lasting wrinkles on the spot. Huge droplets of water started to drop from the sky, landing on my head and face.


    I picked up my pace and wished I would have had the time to drive my car over and find a parking spot because it wasn’t a quick walk home.


    But now I didn’t have a choice.


    I had another midterm today so I could have stayed on campus, but I needed a shower and I was starving, and there was no more money on my dining account until after fall break after the weekend. The test wasn’t for a few hours, so if I went home now I would have enough time to shower, eat and get in some studying.


    I ran part of the way, but by the time I reached my apartment I was soaking wet and frozen to the bone. My cell had been stuffed into the inside pocket of my bag, so it had survived, but my books would need to dry out and my poor purse.


    My poor, poor purse.


    I plugged my cell in because it had died the night before since I’d never charged it and jumped in the hottest shower I could stand. Ellie wouldn’t be home until later, so I didn’t feel bad about hogging the bathroom. I stayed in the shower for as long as it took to make my appendages movable again and for my insides to stop shivering.


    I wrapped up in a towel, and wrapped my hair in one as well, and stepped out of the bathroom. As soon as my feet touched the hallway, my cell started ringing.


    I hurried to my room, unable to help myself. If it was Ellie, I wanted to talk to her. If it was Beckett, I wanted to talk to him too. So I could let him know that what happened could never happen again.


    On a school night anyway.


    I was open to doing it again…just not when I had a test the next morning.


    Picking up the phone without looking at the number, I said, “Hello?”


    There was a pause on the other end, and I was just about to repeat my greeting when a shaky, “Britte,” came through.


    Knots immediately formed in my stomach, and I had the strongest urge to drop the phone and run away.


    Like it was a snake.


    A poisonous snake.


    “Britte,” the woman’s voice repeated. “I can’t believe it’s you.”


    “Who is this?” An idea had started to form, but it came from my chest…not my head. And it hurt. It hurt like hell.


    “Britte, it’s your mom. It’s Stacey.”


    White hot fury pierced through me. “How did you get this number? I can’t believe dad! I told him not to. I told him I didn’t want to speak to you.”


    “I found it,” she said quickly. “Your dad didn’t give it to me, honey. I swear. He told me that you weren’t ready. I just…I just couldn’t wait.”


    Tears welled in my eyes and spilled over my lashes before I could stop them. “You should have waited,” I yelled, my voice breaking with heavy, heart-rending emotion. “And don’t call me honey! You lost that right when you left. You lost the right to talk to me when you left.”


    “Britte, listen, I just want to—”


    “No,” I hissed, sounding just as much like a poisonous snake as anybody. “No, I don’t want to hear it. Don’t call here again.”


    My hands shook so violently that it took three tries before I could get them to end the call. I dropped my phone on my bed, the charging cord still attached, and sank to the ground.


    I sat in the middle of my bedroom as the tears flowed down my face and my heart broke all over again. She hadn’t left this time, I had.


    I had been the one to end that short conversation and walk away.


    All my life I had imagined a moment like this, where I could hurt her as much as she had hurt me.


    But it didn’t feel good. I didn’t feel satisfied. I didn’t feel justified or vindicated or proud. In fact, I felt very much like my eight-year-old self, losing my mother all over again.


    I cried and cried and cried until it was time for my midterm. I tried to get ready, but I kept crying and it kept interfering with everything. So, dressed in the most comfortable clothes I could find, with my hair in another messy bun and no makeup on, I spent another test being distracted, confused and lost.


    By the end of the test, I knew I hadn’t mastered Microbiology.


    At this point, I wasn’t even sure if I passed the test.


    But I did know I had to do something about all these distractions in my life…all these obstacles that wanted to derail my carefully laid plans and steal my dreams.


    My mother for the second time.


    And Beckett without even realizing what he was doing.


    My mother was an easy fix. I’d already told her not to call me or talk to me. If she called again, next time, I wouldn’t answer. I knew better now.


    I wouldn’t let her hurt me again. I wouldn’t open the door to more heartbreak and more disappointment. She’d squandered whatever chance of a relationship we could have had years ago.


    As for Beckett, I felt the same way. I wouldn’t open my door to allow in more heartbreak. It was only a matter of time before he moved on or things went badly between us. My life had already started to suffer because of him. I couldn’t risk anymore.


    I wouldn’t risk anymore.


    He at least deserved to hear it from me in person. He at least needed to understand that no matter what he wanted, we could never be together.


    As much as that hurt now and as much as it killed me to even consider the conversation I needed to have with him, it had to happen. Now. Before it was too late.


    Before I was too deep into this with him that I couldn’t let him go.


    He wasn’t part of the plan.


    And he didn’t make the list.


    I’d just have to figure out a more diplomatic, but permanent way to tell him that.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Seventeen


    Beckett


    


    I had just stepped out of the shower after a long day of internship slavery, then taking my to sister lunch, and then coaching in the heat of the afternoon when I got Britte’s text. Can I come over?


    I took stock of the growing laundry problem on my floor and my unmade bed. I ran to the living room and saw dishes everywhere. And more laundry. I had papers and books all over the small table in the kitchen.


    My place was a mess.


    Yes, I texted back anyway. What time?


    30 minutes?


    I texted her my address and apartment number and said, See you then.


    That was plenty of time. I got dressed, fingered through my hair and started with the laundry first. It was everywhere, but cleaning up was easy. I just had to get it to the basket in my room. Sheets were next.


    Just in case.


    I stripped the bed and made it as quickly as I could. Then I went about collecting random dishes strewn throughout the house. There didn’t end up being too many of those, so I put them all on one side of the sink and decided I’d throw them in the dishwasher if I had time.


    I straightened my room and living room, then the table. Again, that wasn’t so bad, I was just in the middle of a paper so research texts and my notes were in messy piles that only I could decipher.


    I had just used a Clorox wipe on the toilet when my intercom buzzed. I shoved the tube of disinfectant wipes under the sink where they belonged and made a mental note to thank Ellie for stashing them there in the first place.


    “Here,” she’d declared, making a big show of putting them in the cabinet under my sink. “For when you have girls over.” Then she’d looked at me with a scowl and ordered, “Be thorough.”


    I remembered thinking that was ridiculous, but since she’d given them to me, I’d actually needed them more than once. My sister was a genius.


    “Hello?” I spoke into the speaker.


    “Hey, it’s me.”


    “I ordered a stripper an hour again. The ad said thirty minutes or less or your money back.”


    Britte’s unamused voice filtered back, “I’m freezing, Beckett!”


    Fine, she didn’t want to roll play as a stripper. I supposed I would find a way to struggle on.


    I buzzed her up and opened the door so she could just come right in. While I waited, I started throwing some dishes in the dishwasher and since they were mostly glasses and silverware I made pretty good progress before Britte arrived.


    I closed the dishwasher and leaned back on the counter to greet her. I wanted to pin her against the wall and pick up right where we left off this morning, but then I thought, hey, maybe it would be hotter if she attacked me against the dishwasher.


    Then we could make good use of the counter space.


    So, I stood there and did my best to look irresistible.


    Britte closed the door behind her and slid off huge mittens that looked better suited for the dead of winter than the middle of fall.


    But I could tell she was cold. Her face was shockingly pale, and I noticed blue and purple bags under her eyes for the first time ever. Plus, her eyes were all red and bloodshot.


    I knew she pushed herself beyond normal limitations, but she had never looked this worn out before. Nervous concern pulsed through me. I had all the intentions of waiting for her to sexually molest me, but I couldn’t stand the sight of her looking so…breakable.


    I closed the distance between us and wrapped my arms around her, tugging her tightly to my chest. “Hey,” I said against her cheek. “Is everything okay?”


    She didn’t respond verbally, but she shook her head, and that set off a chain reaction through her body. Pretty soon she was trembling in my arms.


    I held her tighter, deciding I would be the strong foundation she needed to fight whatever it was that was going on.


    “Is it your midterms? Did they go badly?”


    She nodded this time, confirming my theory. “Well, shit,” I sighed. “That sucks.” She sniffled, and it sounded like the beginning of a cry, so I moved quickly, unzipping her jacket and shedding it from her body. Then my arms were right back around her, and I walked us further into the apartment, so we didn’t have to talk in the entryway.


    “It’s more than that, though,” she confessed. I could feel how strongly she was trying to fight back these tears. Her voice was marked with the need to cry and the deep emotion that she’d bottled inside.


    “Tell me,” I demanded. I’d never once before been interested in any girl’s drama. I hadn’t wanted to hear about it or talk about it or even acknowledge that it existed. But Britte was different. First of all, I knew this wouldn’t be needless theatrics. Whatever had happened to Britte wasn’t petty or made up in her head. This was real.


    Second of all, I genuinely wanted to know. And I wanted to fix it. I didn’t want her to feel like this anymore or look so frightened. I didn’t want her shaking in my arms or fighting against obvious tears.


    I wanted the snarky, sassy, feisty woman I had come to know so well over the last few months. I wanted my girl that bit back and bit hard.


    This wasn’t her.


    And I hated that.


    I hated whoever or whatever had done this to her.


    My voice gentled as much as I was capable of with the building energy ping-ponging through me. “Is there more?”


    “Yes,” she finally spoke. “There’s more.” She pulled back and looked around at my small apartment for the first time. Her eyebrows scrunched together over her nose, and she looked adorably confused. “I pictured it differently.”


    Realizing she’d changed subjects, I didn’t know what to say or do. Did I press her about her problems? Or let her get distracted?


    What was better?


    Curiosity won out. “How did you picture it?”


    She spun in a slow circle, “With pictures of naked girls all over the walls and a stack of Playboys on the coffee table.”


    “Come on,” I laughed. “My mom would kill me.”


    Her gaze moved back to mine. “You care about what your mom thinks?”


    “Of course. She helped me decorate when I got this place. That couch was her idea. The table. The coffee table. All of the furniture, except for the TV. That was all me.”


    “You didn’t have opinions?”


    I smiled at Britte and gave the obvious answer, “Hers were better.” I pointed back at the couch. “Ellie helped, though.”


    Her expression became unreadable. “What about your dad? What does he think?”


    What kind of question was that? “He doesn’t care. He’s only been here a couple of times. Mom is the one that comes to visit us and forces us to ‘host’ meals in our homes. Those are her words. I’ve only had to do it once because I just moved out of the dorms.”


    “Ellie’s never had to do that.”


    “She has,” I disagreed. “When you were back home one weekend. But you’re the reason Ellie gets out of it. My mom doesn’t want to bombard you with all of us.”


    “Your dad doesn’t go to those?”


    “Not usually. He has his own area of meddling with us, though. He’s all about our futures and jobs and money. He wants to know everything. And he always has our five, ten and twenty-year-plans worked out. He’s obsessive.”


    “But he means well.”


    I nodded because her words were said as a fact. I wasn’t sure I believed them, but she did. And she wasn’t in a state where I felt safe arguing with her.


    She looked around again and raised one eyebrow. “So no Playboys.”


    I grinned at her because I couldn’t help it. I glanced at the table and said, “Well, I mean, I have the internet.”


    She laughed, and it felt like warm sunlight.


    Still worried about her, I took a step in her direction and made my voice serious. “Why did you come over here, Britte? Tell me what’s wrong?”


    Before I knew it, we were close again. All I had to do was reach out, and I could pull her against me. But I let her make the final move. I wouldn’t push her.


    “I want to talk to you about something. I mean… we need to talk about something. There’s something I have to say.” She looked around again and let out a tired sigh. “But it’s kind of nice to just take a second first. This day has really sucked. So yeah…this, this is surprisingly nice.”


    Dread curdled in my stomach. Instinct told me that I didn’t want to hear what she had to say. I didn’t know where it came from or what grounds it was using, but I could sense her pulling away from me… getting ready to run.


    Maybe it was the flighty look in those green, green eyes. Or the way her hands couldn’t be still. Her nose hadn’t wrinkled once she’d been here and I took that as a very bad sign.


    “It is nice to talk,” I agreed, dropping my tone and skimming my fingers along the side of her hand. “But you know what’s nicer?”


    She took a step toward me, “What’s nicer?”


    I looked at her, feeling myself heat with anticipation and memories of this morning. “Waking up next to you. You’re so nice to me in the morning.”


    She laughed, so I took another step toward her. “Oh, is that what we’re calling it now? When Britte acts slutty, that’s just her being nice?”


    My fingers played with hers, and I dropped my free hand on her waist. “I have never, ever seen you act slutty. Not once.”


    Her expression twisted with disbelief. “What about the first time we kissed? I was pretty slutty that night.”


    “First of all, I deserve the credit to have noticed how driven you are, how hardworking…passionate…determined you are with every aspect of your life. I have always rightly assumed that’s how you approach everything in life. You see what you want, and you go get it, Britte. That’s not slutty, that’s genius. I’m constantly impressed by you.”


    Her cheeks heated with a pretty blush, and she didn’t look quite so pale anymore. Her eyes were still red and puffy like she’d been crying, but she didn’t look like she was on her deathbed either.


    And I had done that.


    I’d made her feel better and chased away her fear or hurt or whatever it was she wasn’t ready to talk about yet.


    “Beckett,” she whispered as if she had no idea what else to say.


    “What?” I teased. “Are you not those things?”


    Her eyes lifted from my chest. Her gaze met mine, and I marveled at all the secrets she kept locked up tightly in that brilliant brain of hers. Or maybe they weren’t secrets.


    Maybe they were walls.


    Defenses.


    Miles and miles of barbed wire.


    But I had been putting in the time, slowly chipping away at everything that kept me away, that separated us. I thought I would hate this part…I thought it would be something I had to put up with to get to the end goal, but I had been wrong.


    So wrong.


    This was the best part. Getting to know her. Spending time with her. Letting this happen slowly and authentically and permanently. This wasn’t a one and done deal. I couldn’t let this girl go. Not after I was in this deep.


    And I didn’t want to let her go.


    That was the best part.


    I’d gotten to know her, I’d gotten to know her soul and heart and insides. And I only wanted to know more.


    I wanted to know everything.


    Britte closed the distance between us and her trembling hands landed on my chest. “I don’t know what to do with you, Beckett Harris. I thought I knew. That’s why I came over here. But now…now I have no idea.”


    The heat of her palms moved over my chest, and my grip on her hip tightened. “That’s a lie, Britte Nichols. You do know what to do with me.”


    “And what’s that?”


    “Kiss me.”


    And she did. Our mouths met, hungry, greedy…ready to let this building energy between us combust into the flame and fire we had both been fighting.


    That’s exactly what happened. We burned together, igniting with a white-hot heat that scorched the touch and singed the air. And yet, we couldn’t get enough.


    For me, I knew I would never have enough.


    I wanted her to burn through me, leaving her mark all over my body. I wanted to taste her fire every damn day. I wanted her to consume me.


    Burn me to the ground.


    Turn me to ash and dust and then bring me back to life with that same fire.


    God, this woman.


    She reached for the hem of my t-shirt, tearing it off my body. I removed her shirt slower, not wanting to push her. She didn’t have the same reservations.


    Her shirt disappeared, then her hands disappeared behind her back and in the next second her bra was gone.


    I took a step back, wanting to admire her, wanting to drink in the sight of her gorgeous body that I was being given permission to touch…taste…love.


    It hit me hard, how privileged I was. This was a gift. She was a treasure. And I got to have her. Me. She chose me.


    I could have stood there all night just staring at her, memorizing every curve and detail of her, those plump breasts, her tapered waist, the elegant line of her throat and the way her hair had come loose in her bun thing and made her look wild, untamed, otherworldly.


    She didn’t let us stand apart for long. She launched herself at me, her arms wrapping around my neck and our mouths crashing together in something more than passion… more than lust.


    I had to kiss her, or I would die.


    I had to have her, or the world would end, and the zombie apocalypse would start and life as we knew it would cease to be.


    And it would all be because I didn’t do my part to save mankind.


    She pulled back for a second just to say, “Are you sure?”


    I smiled, because I wasn’t used to girls asking me that question. “I have a civic duty,” I told her. “Are you sure?”


    Her nose wrinkled with confusion, but she nodded in answer to my question. “You should know…I’m a virgin.”


    My body jerked with this new information. What? I hadn’t even imagined that was possible. Not with someone this beautiful…and talented and smart. “How is that possible?” She flinched, and I realized I might have offended her. “I mean, goddamn, Britte, your gorgeous. Unbelievably gorgeous. How is it that no one has ever…”


    I didn’t know how to finish that sentence, so I let it trail off.


    Her smile was nervous and a bit shaky. “I just didn’t…I don’t know. It just hasn’t. There’s never been anyone I wanted to go this far with.” Her gaze brightened, finding courage and something deeper. “Until you.”


    Pride beat against my chest and my brain echoed those words to my ego. Until me. Damn, she had no idea what those words meant to me. I felt like a man. Not just a man, but all that was man. Like I had been living my entire life for this one thing. Like I’d found my purpose and future and reason for existing.


    And it was this girl.


    This incredible, mysterious, delicate girl that needed me as much as I needed her.


    “This is the last time I’m asking,” I whispered, afraid that if I spoke any louder she would realize what an asshole I was, grab her things and flee. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes,” she smiled softly. “I’m sure.”


    “And tonight? We can wait,” I assured her. “I can do something special or take you somewhere or…”


    Her fingers landed on my lips to shut me up. “Beckett, stop. Tonight is perfect.”


    “You’re perfect,” I told her. Scooping her up in my arms, I repeated, “God, you’re perfect.” And thank God, I’d changed those sheets.


    I carried her to my bedroom where we were submerged in dim lighting with only the light of my lamp on. I laid her on my bed, and the rest of our clothes disappeared.


    We continued to explore each other, learning every inch of each other in the best way possible. She was so soft, her skin, her touch, her entire being was made of something like silk, something pure and perfect and addicting.


    When I finally settled over her, I felt a shift in my chest. She lay beneath me, with her hair against my pillow and her eyes holding mine shining with trust and anticipation.


    I couldn’t breathe for a second. I had never seen anything this beautiful.


    I had never been able to touch or hold or taste something this incredible.


    I didn’t even know something like this existed.


    And yet it was mine. This moment and this experience and her.


    I pulled a condom out of my nightstand drawer and went through the routine of making sure we would both be safe and protected. But even I couldn’t deny that this was all for her.


    A virgin.


    How was that even possible?


    She was untouched and untainted. And I hovered over her feeling every ounce of my past relationships like a heavy weight crushing me into the ground. She deserved better than me.


    Better than my past disregard for women and the flippancy with which I’d always treated sex.


    Britte had made me see how perfect it can be when you treat it with respect…when you make it mean something more than a quick lay or necessary release.


    This was how it should always be, I decided.


    From now on, this would be how it always was.


    We finally came together, and that something in my chest moved again, settling permanently in a new place. I struggled to breathe through the sensation, at the same time I fought to treat Britte with all the care I could.


    She tensed at first, afraid and probably in some pain. I waited until she adjusted to me, until she relaxed beneath me.


    Her fingers curled into my shoulder blades, and my arms shook as I forced restraint. I leaned down and took her mouth again, kissing her slowly…deeply…reverently.


    “You’re so beautiful, Britte,” I told her. “Perfect for me.”


    She kissed along my jaw, making her way to my ear. “Move, Beckett,” she whispered. “I need you to move.”


    So I did. I was nothing if not at this girl’s complete disposal. I moved, and we moved together, and it was something I had never thought sex could be. It was as beautiful as she was.


    Damn, I wanted it to last for hours…for forever.


    But when it was finished I found something I loved just as much. I collapsed on the bed next to her, drunk on passion and heady with unfamiliar emotion. She rolled onto her side and fit into me, just like we’d slept on the couch.


    I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her hair and neck, rubbed her stomach and held her hand until she fell asleep next to me. I lay there for a long time after admiring her…cherishing this moment with her.


    Eventually, I fell asleep too. And I slept good, heavy from having a woman that was more than me and excited for a future that held the possibility of so many more of these nights.


    I slept good and hard and in the morning I woke up with one thing on my mind.


    Britte.


    Only she wasn’t there when I woke up.


    She was gone.


    Vanished.


    And in her place was a note scrawled on paper from one of my notebooks I’d tidied for her.


    I can’t do this, Beckett. I don’t want to do this. We tried, but I can’t anymore. Please let this be over.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Eighteen


    Britte


    


    Midterms didn’t go well for me. Not even a little bit.


    After I crawled out of Beckett’s bed the morning after…the morning after the best night of my life, I had my final two tests Thursday.


    Pretty sure I failed them.


    In fact, the only thing I aced this week was the epic walk of shame I managed after Beckett’s.


    I mean, I lost my virginity. I thought that went pretty well. Could I claim to have aced that?


    My thoughts on that alternated between: Oh, My god. I lost my virginity… And: Oh, my God! I lost my virginity!


    When I analyzed that night without emotion, I couldn’t believe how well it had gone…how sweet and considerate Beckett had been…how much I wanted to do that whole routine again.


    From start to finish.


    God, Beckett was incredible.


    But then I’d woken up that morning in a blind panic, realizing the implications of having sex with Beckett and the permanency with which I’d stamped all over us. And I made a choice.


    A necessary choice. A choice derived from the very reasons I went over there to begin with.


    Like I said, that had been the best night of my life. But there could only be one.


    I knew I had to end it with him then or I would never be able to. 


    My writing hand still felt cold from when I’d written him that chicken shit note. And the one and only text I’d received from him since then only made me feel worse.


    You’re the bravest girl I know, so I don’t know why you’re so scared of this. Maybe because it’s good. We’re good together. Or maybe because you’re only brave when you don’t have to risk anything…when you can be in complete control. Yeah, this is scary. But for me, you were worth it. Have it your way. Hope it works out for you.


    I hadn’t replied back, obviously. But I had made sure to torture myself by reading it every other hour since he’d sent it.


    Something ugly and painful had taken root in my stomach and curled through me with sharp stabs of loneliness. I wanted to call Beckett and explain. I’d picked up my phone at least twelve dozen times. I’d even driven to his apartment complex once, determined to show him why I had to walk away.


    But I’d chickened out each time.


    I realized I was going to have to face him eventually, but I dreaded even the thought of it. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t remember that night with him and how sweet he had been…how gentle and caring and adoring…without wanting to cry.


    And it wasn’t just that night. He’d gotten inside me somehow, into my heart, into my soul. No matter what I’d done to keep him out, he’d managed to get me to care for him.


    Fall for him.


    Maybe even fall in love with him which was why I had to end it.


    I had this idea of love, or at least how love would be for me. And this wasn’t it. I wanted love that made me feel safe…made me feel tangible boundaries and lines and expectations. I wanted love that was neat and organized and predictable. I wanted to be loved by someone that made their intentions clear and structured and realistic.


    With Beckett…I felt out of control. This emotion inside me was wild and untamable. It beat through me with heavy fists and clutched with tight fingers that refused to be soft or gentle or go slow. It swept through me like a hurricane, ravaging my heart and battering my soul.


    And I wanted more.


    And more. And more.


    I couldn’t predict what would happen with Beckett, and I hated that. It wasn’t even all the girls or the fan club or any of that. I’d gotten to know him well enough now that I saw that he could change.


    That he had changed.


    And our night together Wednesday. That had been an entirely different side of him I hadn’t even known existed.


    People claimed that sex was an emotional thing for girls, that it was the catalyst to love and permanent feelings and all that. But if that were true, then it happened for me way before the technicalities of sex.


    Sex was the aftereffect of a culmination of everything I had been fighting.


    The second I had walked into his apartment, I knew I was in trouble. Beckett wasn’t at all what I expected, from the very beginning. But then there he was in plaid pajama pants and a gray t-shirt. His apartment styled by his mom and sister. The kitchen table that had been covered in his grad school work. The huge TV that was so Beckett…


    I hadn’t stood a chance.


    And then he’d touched me. He’d been everything I needed to sooth my broken heart. And at first, that was all I was going to let him be. I just wanted a temporary break from the emotions pounding through my chest. I just wanted to forget about my mom and the failure I’d been that day and the future that suddenly felt too big for me… too hard.


    And then I’d remembered his words, pain isn’t bad for you.


    So I’d let myself open up to him. I’d taken that one night, knowing I would have to leave in the morning.


    And now, I couldn’t even say it was worth it. I thought it would be like a souvenir for me to keep with me for the rest of my life. A token of Beckett I could hold next to my heart to remember him by, and that one time I let myself live a little out of control when the tight boxes of my life felt too confining.


    But it hadn’t worked like that. This was too much pain…too much heartache.


    I wasn’t equipped to suffer through this.


    Breaking it to Ellie had almost hurt twice as much. Just reliving the story—at least the PG parts of it because it was her brother and ick—had nearly killed me. She’d taken it as well as she could. I could tell she was disappointed that her dream of being her sisters-in-law was over, but she didn’t make me feel bad for my decision.


    She had hugged me and reminded me that I could talk to her about anything, and she would support me no matter what. Then she’d invited me back to her house for fall break. Fin’s fall break didn’t line up with hers, and he needed to go home to see his grandmother and brother this week. But Ellie’s mom and dad had begged her to come home and spend the week with her.


    I had been planning to stick around our apartment and work. And I wasn’t sure I could stomach going to Beckett’s childhood home and spending time with his parents. My friendship with Ellie would never be affected, no matter what happened with Beckett. But her parents and her house were an entirely different thing.


    I decided to call Ty at Bailey’s just to see if I could even get the time off since I was scheduled throughout the week. Then I’d be able to make a clear-headed decision.


    The bar answered, but quickly transferred to his office. “This is Ty,” he greeted gruffly.


    “Hey, Ty. It’s Britte.”


    “You mean trouble,” he shot back. “Why are you calling me?”


    Even though I felt like absolute shit, I still smiled. “To bother you.”


    He grunted, “You’re really good at that. But seriously, what do you want?”


    “I have fall break this week.”


    I could hear his suspicion through the phone. “I remember because you asked to pick up more shifts. Remember all those shifts I gave you?”


    I swallowed nervously. I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to go with Ellie, but Ty was such a ballbuster. Geez. “I do remember. That was so generous of you.”


    “I’m a generous guy.”


    I cleared my throat. “You are. Super generous. So super generous.”


    “Get to the point, B.”


    “Well, Ellie is going home this week, and she invited me to go with her. I’ve had a super tough week and I’m kind of a hot mess, so I was wondering if it’s possible to cover those shifts of mine so I could take off for the week? Maybe? Possibly? If it doesn’t work, no big deal. I just thought I’d ask. But like I said, no big deal if you can’t make it work.”


    He mumbled something unintelligible, and I heard papers rustling- probably the weekly schedule. “You’re on here for Lady’s Night and Friday night. Those are our two busiest shifts.”


    “Hey, I said, if it doesn’t work, I’m fine with it! This is just a feeler call.”


    His voice softened. “Did the Harris kid break up with you?”


    “What?” My heart started hammering.


    “The Harris kid. Did he break up with you?”


    “I broke up with him,” I admitted.


    Ty let out a sigh. “Well, you’re a smart girl, I’m sure you had your reasons.”


    I rolled my eyes to keep from crying. “Thanks, Ty. So is that a no to the week then?”


    “That’s a yes to the week. Take it off. We’ll figure it out.”


    “What? Are you serious?”


    His deep chuckle made me smile because it was so rare. “Yeah, I’m serious. You’re a college kid, Britte. This isn’t a career for you. It’s a temporary job. You can’t take everything seriously. Go, enjoy your break. Baileys will be here when you get back.”


    “You’re amazing, Ty. Seriously! Best boss ever!”


    “Yeah, yeah,” he groaned. “Just next time give yourself a break before I schedule you for the week, okay? It would make my best boss ever job a whole lot easier.”


    “Will do.”


    “See ya, kid.” Then he clicked off before I could say goodbye.


    I set the phone down realizing I hadn’t intended to take the week off. I was just supposed to see if I could take it off. Now I had a week free, and I still wasn’t sure I wanted to go home with Ellie.


    But what else was I going to do?


    Shit.


    A knock at my door made me jump out of my skin. Ellie was actually working tonight. It was one of the few nights we were scheduled apart. But I had asked for this week off because of midterms, knowing I would have so many shifts next week. And she’d known she was going to have the whole week off, so she’d still worked this week.


    She was clearly smarter than me.


    Simultaneously terrified and hopeful that it was Beckett on the other side of that door, I tiptoed toward it, making as little noise as possible. To my surprise my dad stood on the other side, his hands low on his hips, looking as rough and tough as he always did.


    I flung the door open, surprised but so happy to see him. “Daddy!” I threw my arms around him before he even got in the door. He hugged me back immediately, and I inhaled his familiar scent—the garage, Old Spice, and that something that was so him.


    “Hey, baby girl.”


    I stepped back so he could walk all the way inside. “What are you doing here?” The drive from my hometown in Waupaca was only two and a half hours, but my dad didn’t usually show up unannounced.


    He was like me in that. He liked to have a plan and to stick to it. He didn’t enjoy being surprised or surprising people. In fact, this was the only time I could remember he hadn’t at least called a few days ahead to warn me about his visit.


    “Your mother called me,” he answered.


    I had been so wrapped up in what happened with Beckett that I had nearly forgotten the catalyst for my emotional breakdown. “You mean, your ex-wife?”


    His scowl deepened to Level Dangerous. Warning sirens started blaring in my head.


    “We need to talk,” he ordered.


    I waved him over to the couch he’d given Ellie and me when all her furniture was stolen. He took a moment to stare at it, and I suddenly wondered if he could tell I’d spent the night on it with a boy.


    No. That was crazy.


    My dad was smart, but he wasn’t psychic.


    He glared at me.


    At least I didn’t think he was.


    “S-sit anywhere,” I offered. I took a seat perpendicular to him on the old recliner—a donation from Lennox.


    When he was finally settled, he took his time staring me down. My dad was a silver fox when he wasn’t scary as hell. His hair had been silver for as long as I could remember and he was lean and muscled from his work. His eyes were a rich brown that stood out from his naturally tanned skin.


    I’d gotten my green eyes from my mother.


    The only thing that reminded me of her that I didn’t hate.


    He leaned in, resting his elbows on his long legs. “Britte, I know you’re headstrong. I’ve known it for almost as long as I’ve known you. You get something in your head, and you decide not to change your mind, and that’s it. That’s the end of the story. But your mother called you the other day, and you hung up on her. Now, no matter what you have decided in your mind, that behavior is unacceptable. It is not how I raised you. You crushed her, Britte. She called me sobbing, not understanding why her only child won’t listen to her.”


    “You can’t be serious.”


    He held up his hand to silence me. “Now, I explained how difficult this is for you. I told her not to call you in the first place, but it seems my life is plagued with women who never listen to me, and she called you anyway. But, baby girl, whatever it is in your heart that’s stopping you from hearing her out, you need to examine. You’re headstrong, but you’re also empathetic and compassionate. You’re the most giving child I’ve ever met. And you’re smart. You’re smart enough to know that this bitterness and hatred inside of you is going to eat you alive. It’s going to ruin the good things in your life. Twist your happiness and make it something unhappy. You can’t hold onto this and expect it not to affect your life.”


    Still defensive and angry, I argued, “She called me right in the middle of midterms! I was supposed to be studying, and she just called out of the blue! I needed to focus, Dad. I needed to-”


    “How did midterms go after that?”


    I bravely met his glare, “Terrible.”


    “Now isn’t that something?”


    I clenched my jaw tight enough I thought I was going to shatter a tooth. “She should have waited for me to reach out to her.”


    Besides, she wasn’t the only reason my midterms had sucked. Beckett had been a big, fat reason too.


    Although, if she hadn’t called, then things might not have gone down with Beckett quite like they did.


    Oh, good, I could blame her for this too.


    That felt better.


    Lie.


    That did not feel better. I had to call myself out on my own bullshit. I wanted to blame my mom for Beckett, because it was easier that way and I really thought it would make me feel better.


    Take away the guilt.


    But it didn’t. It wasn’t a strong enough argument. Everything with Beckett had fallen apart because of me. Because of what I’d done and decided.


    And maybe the snowball effect had started with my mom, but I was a big girl now. I was capable of making my own decisions and being my own person. Her actions and hurt and abandonment didn’t define me anymore. I’d been telling myself that for years.


    So then, why had I ended everything with Beckett?


    Was my dad right?


    Damn…I hated even thinking that.


    “I love you, Britte,” he told me. “More than anything. More than my life. So when I ask you to talk to your mother, I’m not asking for me. I’m not asking for her. I’m asking you to do this for you. Because I know you need it. Because I have watched you grow from an adorable toddler into a brilliant child, into a strong, capable, beautiful young woman who has the world at her fingertips. And I refuse to let that woman ruin what should be a damn good life for you, sweetheart.” He leaned forward and grabbed my hand, holding it between his tough, rough, calloused ones. “I know she hurt you. She did a number on both of us, didn’t she?” Tears fell down my cheeks when I nodded. “But that’s all she gets to do, okay? That’s the only time she gets to change our lives for the worse. Talk to her for you. Let her make amends for her, but you listen to her for you. I’m not asking you to let her back in your life or to trust her or try to get back that relationship she took from you all those years ago. I’m just asking you to face her and once again come out a better person.”


    “I don’t know if I can,” I whispered through choking sobs. “I don’t know if I can see her and not hate her even more or blame her for more. I don’t know that seeing her will make me a better person.”


    My dad pulled me forward and settled me on the couch next to him. His strong arm wrapped around my shoulders and he held me there like I was that little girl all over again, the one that had lost her mom and watched her world crumble.


    “You’re already a better person for just thinking about it, Britte. I don’t know anybody braver than you. Stronger than you. Don’t let her define you anymore. Clear the air and get yourself that beautiful life you’ve been working so hard for.”


    His words forced cries to rip out of me. He said more words and pulled me more fully into a hug, but I couldn’t hear him over my own sobbing.


    Only this time I wasn’t just crying for myself or for my mom, but for Beckett too. My dad had accused me of working for a beautiful life, but it felt like I was doing the opposite. I had exiled the beauty from my life in favor of a clean one…a clinical, neatly organized one.


    I didn’t want beautiful. I wanted easy.


    I didn’t want good and worthy and fulfilling.


    I wanted uncomplicated.


    And I suddenly hated myself for it. And I hated my brain even more for deciding it. My mind, this mind that had gotten me so far in life, that was going to take me even further and give me all those dreams I so desperately chased.


    All the while it chased away the things that made my life worth living…made all those dreams worth the pursuit.


    God, Beckett. What had I done?


    Eventually, I stopped crying for my dad’s sake. He took me out for dinner after I’d cleaned up and I told him about my midterm flops. He’d laughed and said, “Failure to you is success to the average person. I wouldn’t worry about it, baby girl. There will be more tests to ace. More opportunities to succeed. You’re going places, sweetheart. This is only a small part of the journey.”


    And I believed him. For the first time in my life, I let go of what I couldn’t change now and the perception of failure I had for myself and I trusted in the bigger picture.


    I trusted in my ability to do better next time.


    In my capacity to fix what I had broken.


    And heal what was wounded.


    In school.


    In life.


    And maybe even with Beckett.


    By the time he dropped me back at my apartment, I promised him that I would seriously consider calling my mom. He must have seen the truth in my eyes because he pulled me into a hug and told me he was proud of me. By the time he got back in his car and drove off toward Waupaca, I knew our relationship had at least been repaired.


    And that was a start.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Nineteen


    Beckett


    


    I found Lennox in his office. He sat behind his desk looking obnoxiously perfect. The big windows behind him let in too much light, blinding my sleep deprived eyes with the aggressiveness of it.


    He looked up from his computer and frowned at me. “You look like shit.”


    “I feel like shit.”


    He gestured for me to come in and close the door behind me. His eyes narrowed with concern. “Are you sick?”


    I sat down in one of his leather visitor chairs and slouched back, resting my head on the back. I stared at the paneled ceiling and let out a deep sigh.


    Dread formed a pit in my stomach, and I decided how to say what I was about to say. There was part of me, the part that had dragged me into this office, that didn’t really care. My life had been stripped of something very important last week, and it had put a lot of things into perspective.


    Like me stressing about the coaching job and the internship.


    In my head, they were these epic decisions that would shape my life forever. In reality, they were small and insignificant compared to the grand scheme of things.


    There would be other internships. Other opportunities. Other problems for me to solve and paths to take.


    Right now I was going to do what I wanted to do. Follow my heart, so to speak. I wanted to coach. I wanted it more than I wanted any other thing. Save for one, but she wasn’t something I could change jobs or schools or futures for.


    I lifted my head and met Lennox’s gaze. “I quit.”


    His head tilted in confusion. “What?”


    “I quit. The internship. This,” I gestured around his office. “I quit this.”


    “You quit this?” he repeated. He wheeled his chair over so that he was seated more fully across from me. “You quit this internship?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    I sat up fully and folded my arms over my chest. “I’ve recently reevaluated my life and what I’m doing. I don’t want this job, Lennox. This isn’t for me. I don’t want to spend my life climbing the corporate ladder. I don’t want to wear expensive suits and worry about the shininess of my shoes. I don’t want to hate my job and be bored with my life. This isn’t for me. It will never be for me.”


    His jaw clenched, and I could tell he was angry. In essence, I’d just insulted his entire life, and that probably pissed him off. But it wasn’t about him.


    This was about me.


    And finally going after what I wanted in all aspects of my life.


    Well, except for one.


    Wasn’t it ironic, that I’d gone all in for Britte while I’d suffered through the rest of my life. Then, when she’d left me, I finally decided to get the rest of my shit together. Even though I no longer had her.


    Damn, I was an idiot.


    Lennox’s infuriated voice filled his office, reminding me of the scary person he could be when someone finally set him off. “So what are you going to do, Beckett? Float through grad school and then move home? You can’t live off Mom and Dad forever. Eventually, you have to grow up and be a man, take responsibility for something other than your precious car.”


    “And my TV,” I added just to be an ass. “I also take responsibility for my TV.”


    “What the hell? I’m an idiot. I recommended you, asshole. How is this going to look for me? I stuck my neck out for you and you’re fine with just walking out on your responsibilities. I should have known better. I should have known this was going to end this way.”


    Now I was angry. “Listen, I’m not just giving up on this because I don’t like it. It’s too much right now. With my other job and grad school, I need to cut something out. And this is the thing I like the least. It’s not you. It’s me.”


    He stared at me, unbelieving that I’d just delivered that line to him. “Now I know what it’s like to be an undergrad. Your delivery needs help.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I growled, Britte immediately coming to mind.


    “What’s the other job?”


    “What?”


    He leaned forward and spoke slower. “What is the other job, Becks? You said you had another job, what is it?”


    “Coaching.”


    It was his turn to not understand. “What?”


    “Coaching. At La Crosse. Coach Benson approached me at the beginning of the year. I started the same week I started the internship. I thought I could manage both, but we’re heading into pre-season training and then during the season I’m going to be traveling a ton. I won’t be able to manage both.”


    “You’re like a water boy?”


    I ground my teeth at his flippant attitude. “No, you bastard, I’m one of the assistants. He’s grooming me for full-time pitching coach.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yeah, I’m serious!” I threw my hands up, exasperated. This was the other reason I had to quit. I couldn’t work with my idiot brother for another second. How had he gotten this far in the company? Didn’t they realize he was a complete moron? “Listen, it’s not a big deal now, but if I work at it and dedicate myself to it, it could be a big deal later. That’s what I’m counting on. So again, I’m sorry about the internship and all you did for me, but…”


    He held up his hand. “It’s fine. Why didn’t you just start with the coaching job? Or tell me about it when you got it? I would have understood. Hell, I would have even been happy for you.”


    That made me pause. “You would have?”


    “Are you kidding? Why wouldn’t I have been? This is a dream job for you, Beckett. I don’t know why you wasted so much time here when you had that going on.”


    Fresh exasperation washed over me. “Because you got me the job! And this was what you and Grayson and dad expected of me! Grow up, Beckett. It’s time to be a real grown up now, Beckett. Put baseball to bed, Beckett. It’s over, Beckett.”


    Lennox rolled his eyes and laughed. “Yeah, we didn’t want you chasing the big leagues when you had so much potential everywhere else. Dude, come on. Coaching, especially a coaching job like this, isn’t doing that. That’s a grown up job, just like this one. That’s all we wanted. And for you to stop chasing girls and trying to drown yourself in alcohol. We wanted you to move on from college. You’re doing that. Why wouldn’t you think we’d be happy for you?”


    I rubbed a hand over my face and breathed through my nose. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Stupidity.”


    “Well, you are known for that.”


    I grunted.


    “You should call Dad,” Lennox encouraged. “He’ll be happy for you.” I gave him a look. “Really.”


    “Maybe.” I stood up and shoved my hands into my pockets, playing with my car keys on one side.


    Lennox’s face turned serious and he admitted, “Just so you know—if my tennis coach had offered me a chance to coach, I would have taken it without ever looking back. I’m kind of jealous of you, little brother. Don’t mess this up.”


    I cracked a grin because as much as Lennox irritated me, that was nice to hear. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


    “Have you told Morrison you’re quitting yet?”


    “I wanted to let you know first. I didn’t want to risk you hearing it from someone else.”


    “Aw shucks,” Lennox chuckled. “Look at you making all these grown-up decisions. Our little Beckett is a big boy now.”


    “You’re such an asshole.”


    He grinned at me.


    “I’m going to Morrison next. How will he take it?”


    “Dude, you’re an unpaid intern. You’re a dime a dozen around her. But don’t let him give you the two weeks speech. You’re not getting paid, so just tell him you have to leave today if that’s what you want. I’ll write you whatever reference letter you need for the future. If you ever decide to step back into the corporate world.”


    “That’s a big if,” I laughed. “But I appreciate it.”


    He waved me off. “That’s what I do. I get you jobs so you can quit them and write letters of recommendation you’ll never need.”


    “Yeah, well if you ever need anything from me. Tickets. Merchandise. Pitching lessons. You just let me know. This goes both ways.”


    “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind.”


    “Thanks, dude.”


    “No problem, dude. Now go away. I have work to do.”


    I started to walk out of the office when he called after me, “And call Dad! He’ll want to know.”


    “Yes, sir,” I told him and then let the door close after me.


    I spent the next half hour talking to Lennox’s boss and officially resigning my position as an unpaid intern with the possibility of hiring in my future. When I walked out of the office, I felt better than I had in days.


    It was Wednesday, a week after the best night of my life. Unfortunately, the worst morning of my life had followed, but I was choosing to think positive thoughts today.


    No, that was a lie. But I did feel better about quitting the internship. And I believed Lennox. Maybe I hadn’t been giving my family enough credit. Maybe I’d been too hard on them or me.


    My parents had always wanted what was best for me. And this was best.


    Even if it took some time explaining, I was confident that I could eventually convince them to see it my way.


    I drove home, having a few hours to kill before I had to be at the school. My hours would change now that I didn’t need to divide my time, but today Coach still expected me at the normal time.


    My apartment didn’t hold that same sense of familiar comfort after Britte had hit it and quit it on me. She’d only been here once, but it was amazing how every stupid thing reminded me of her.


    There was this gaping pit in my chest that only seemed to grow wider…deeper…bigger. It felt like she’d kicked the heart right out of my center. Now I had this damn hole there that I couldn’t close or fix or heal.


    Damn, it had only been a week. This had to get better in the future, right? This would eventually stop hurting so much, right?


    Only I didn’t want it to stop hurting. I didn’t want to get over her. I just wanted her. I just needed her to stop being such a goddamn difficult woman and realize we’re right for each other.


    I had been playing over the possibilities of how to get her back in my head. She wasn’t invincible. I’d convinced her to go out with me once. I could probably do it again.


    But at the same time, I hated the idea of dragging my pride through the mud and begging her to give us a chance. I’d already done that. I’d already ignored my ego in pursuit of her.


    I couldn’t take anymore.


    Or maybe I just didn’t want to.


    She was a smart girl. She knew what she wanted. And that wasn’t me.


    It was time for me to come to terms with that.


    But holy shit, this sucked!


    And the worst part was that it tasted like my own medicine. How many girls had I done this to? Maybe not on this level. I’d never started anything seriously with them or given them any hope of a future together. But I’d broken hearts before. I’d disappointed girls and let them down.


    And maybe that’s all Britte had done to me. She’d never promised me a future or a committed relationship. We’d never talked about getting serious or sharing a life together.


    I’d turned into the clingy one…the needy one. I’d realized I wanted all those things with her, and then she left me.


    I realized I was in love with this girl, that I’d fallen in love with her, just in time for her to call it quits.


    Just in case anyone was still confused, this sucked.


    I called my dad just to get my mind off of it…off of her. He answered on the third ring. I’d called his cell, but I realized he was still at work.


    “Well, hey there, Son,” he greeted happily. “This is a surprise to hear from you in the middle of the day. Or at all.”


    I swallowed down some embarrassment. The truth was I didn’t call my dad very often, or at all. If I called my parents at all, it was my mom. My dad called me usually twice a month to catch up outside of family dinners, but I wasn’t the most proactive communicator.


    “Hi, Dad, I just had something to talk to you about. Do you have a minute?”


    I heard movement on the other end of the line, and the door to his office close. “For you, I do. What’s up?”


    “I, uh, I know you’re really excited about that internship Lennox got me, but I wanted to let you know that I quit it today.”


    “Is everything okay?” He sounded genuinely concerned, and I instantly felt guilty for putting him through this. “Do you need help, Beckett? Can I do something?”


    “Well, the thing is, I got another job offer that felt more authentic to who I am.”


    He paused for a long time before he asked in a quiet voice, “And what’s that?”


    I launched into the story about the coaching job and how Coach had approached me. I explained that I had been trying to balance both jobs and grad school, but I didn’t see the point anymore. I didn’t want the corporate life. I wanted to be a coach.


    I wanted to spend my life coaching.


    He was silent for a long minute after I finished. I had to prompt him with, “Dad?”


    His voice came back surprisingly shaky, and I realized he was emotional. “I’m just proud of you, Son. I’m proud of all of you boys. And your sister too, I suppose. We didn’t have a clue what we were doing when we raised the four of you, but we just couldn’t be happier with how you turned out. Good for you for going after what you love. That’s something to be proud of, Beckett. I hope you know that.”


    Whatever weight was left on my shoulders from this whole thing lifted instantly. I immediately felt filled with the pride he said I should have. “I am. Thanks, Dad.”


    “You’re welcome, Son. I can’t wait to tell your mother. Or did you want to? I can wait if you wanted to call her.”


    “No, go ahead. You can tell her.”


    “You should come up this weekend, and we could celebrate. Ellie’s here already. I’ll invite your brothers. This should be celebrated. Your mom is going to be thrilled.”


    I started to stutter through an excuse. We hadn’t all been at the house since my mom’s birthday last May. It wasn’t always a pleasant experience. We were too old to be forced back into our childhood habitat. It made us act like kids again.


    Spoiled, bratty, mean little kids.


    But the sheer joy in his voice made me rethink my answer. He had been so cool with me, proud even. And it made me feel good that he thought this was something the whole family should celebrate. It made me feel like I’d done the right thing all over again.


    “Okay, yeah,” I told him. “That sounds good.”


    “Okay, yeah,” he repeated, surprised that I’d agreed so easily. “Your mom will call you with the details, but just plan on spending at least a night with us.”


    “Thanks, Dad.” Now my voice was choked with emotion. I cleared my throat and tried again. “For your support. I really appreciate it.”


    “I love you, Beckett. I hope you know how much.”


    “I love you too, Dad. See you this weekend.”


    We hung up, and I sat back on my couch feeling revived. Today had been a good day despite everything else. I still felt the pit in my stomach…the hole in my chest, but life wasn’t over.


    I had good things happening.


    I was on the right path.


    There were other girls out there. Britte was just one of a thousand…millions. Maybe not millions. But the point was, I would find someone else.


    I would fall in love again.


    I was still young. I had plenty of time. My life wasn’t over. It was only just beginning.


    I got up and grabbed a frozen dinner out of the freezer, and started heating it up. An hour later I got ready for work and enjoyed my job because it was awesome.


    Later that night, I spent a couple hours working on homework and watching mindless TV. Then I showered and went to bed, still convincing myself that I didn’t need Britte.


    That I could find someone else.


    Hours later, after I was sick and tired of staring at my ceiling and tossing and turning in the bed that reminded me of her and everything about her and everything I’d lost with her, I decided to concede defeat.


    I didn’t want someone else.


    I wanted Britte.


    I wanted that forever.


    But she didn’t want me. She wouldn’t give me a chance.


    And so I had to let her go even if I didn’t want to… even if it killed me.


    Even if I never recovered.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty


    Britte


    


    “Boom, sucka!” Ellie did a wiggly dance around the foosball table, celebrating her recent goal. Her arms went straight out like an airplane, and she ran around the basement shouting, “Gooooaaaallll!!!!” as loud as she could.


    Fin looked up at me from across the table. “She’s such a gracious winner.”


    I smiled at him and my celebrating partner. “It’s one of her strongest personality traits.”


    Jameson flipped his handles around, so the little people in the middle of the table did flips. “I can’t believe we’re losing to a bunch of girls.”


    “Hey!” I scolded. “We’re not just any girls. We’re foosball champions. You should have known better than to get in the ring with us.”


    “And to bet money on the game,” Fin and Jameson’s friend Charlie Ryan taunted. “You guys aren’t going to have any gas money to get back.”


    “It’s for a good cause,” Fin mumbled. “At least we know they won’t be eating bread and pickles all week.”


    Ellie settled back at the table. “Haters gonna hate,” she declared. “I don’t know what you people have against my delicious sandwiches, but seriously.”


    Fin looked at his girlfriend. “You people?”


    She stuck her tongue out at him. “Don’t hate the game.”


    Charlie cocked his head and leaned over the table. “You’re not using any of those phrases correctly.”


    “You’re not using your face correctly,” Ellie retorted.


    Fin and Jameson dissolved into laughter at Ellie’s antics while poor Charlie tried not to laugh.


    “You’re not going to win with her, Charlie,” I told her. “She’s the comeback queen.”


    “She speaks gibberish and lives on pickles,” he argued. He ran a hand through his already unruly light brown hair and waved at Ellie with his other hand as if that explained it all.


    Charlie and Jameson were still seniors at La Crosse while their BFF Fin had gone on to med school. The three guys had driven up to Ellie’s parent’s house today when they’d heard the two of us had been hanging out all week.


    We had mixed emotions about their arrival. On one hand, it had forced us to get dressed, put on makeup and return to the land of the living. On the other hand, it had interrupted our Gilmore Girls Netflix marathon and made us get dressed and put on makeup.


    Fall break hadn’t been the most productive week of my life. On the plus side, my nails were all freshly manicured and painted, Ellie had attacked my eyebrows with her super tweezers, we’d let her parents feed us until we gained five pounds apiece and we’d laughed and cried and talked about everything there was to talk about.


    We’d gotten to do things that we didn’t even do back in the apartment that we shared. Usually, there was too much school and work and life to interrupt us. So this week had been exactly what I needed.


    We planned to go home tomorrow, and I dreaded the idea of leaving this perfect home where the parents loved each other and all their kids that lived here or visited or showed up uninvited.


    Like me.


    The Harris’s were the best kind of people, and I was so happy to have them in my life.


    Not just Ellie, but all of them.


    Which made what had happened with Beckett that much worse. This week had been healing in a lot of ways, but not for my heart. If anything, the heartache I’d forced on myself had only gotten worse.


    Ellie had listened to me while I’d cried over him, ranted over him and missed him. She’d offered advice, but she’d also been careful of my raw feelings.


    I was irrational and quick to attack. I knew that. I tried to tone it down for her, but there were moments where all my flaws and shortcomings seemed stapled to my forehead for the world to see.


    And Ellie, being the intuitive friend that she was, caught them first.


    “Just talk to him, Britte,” she kept telling me. “Just see what he has to say.”


    “You okay, Nichols?” Jameson asked from across the table. “You lost your game face.”


    I cleared my throat. “Sorry, just thinking.”


    “Let’s finish this,” Ellie crowed. “We just need one more point to win!”


    “You won,” Jameson groaned. “It’s nine to zero. Let us leave with our dignity.”


    I forced my emotions under control and taunted them. “Quitters.”


    Jameson grabbed his heart. “You wound me.”


    I shook my head at him, “I just expected more. You’re college athletes. Where is the sense of competition? Where is the never-say-die attitude? Where is your spirit of victory?”


    “I blame Ellie,” Fin announced. “Somehow this is her fault.”


    She popped her hip out and dropped her hand on it. “For being awesome. It’s my fault for being so awesome. You guys just can’t keep up.”


    Charlie always watched Ellie with a sense of wariness, like he was afraid she would strike out and bite him. I didn’t think it was just Ellie though. He seemed to watch most women that way. Unless they were the cheerleader type. Charlie had no trouble with cheerleaders.


    He looked at his friends. “I can’t keep up. For real. I have no idea what’s going on.”


    Jameson laughed and slapped his hand down on Charlie’s shoulder. “It’s probably better that way. Trust me.”


    We dispersed from around the foosball table and found our way to the couches set up in Ellie’s parent’s basement. The walk-out basement had been designed to entertain kids. There was the foosball table, a pool table, a massive entertainment center with plenty of seating, a wet bar stocked with snack foods, soda, and beer—now that everyone was twenty-one. And in the unfinished storage room there was a huge, inflatable boxing ring complete with sumo suits, gigantic boxing gloves, and all manner of foam weapons that could be used to beat the crap out of each other.


    I imagined Ellie’s childhood as maybe the most fun time in all of history.


    Her house could have swallowed mine whole, but it didn’t feel too big. It was so full of happiness and love and laughter that it was easy to feel at home as soon as I walked through the door.


    I took a seat on the couch and Jameson sat down next to me. Charlie sat on the other side of him and started flipping through sports channels. Ellie and Fin snuggled on the other couch laughing and whispering to each other.


    I knew they missed each other, but it was nice of Fin to bring his friends so I didn’t feel like I was intruding on their time together. Hanging out as a group was much better than pretending like Ellie and Fin weren’t making googly eyes at each other all day.


    “How’d midterms go?” Jameson asked next to me.


    I groaned. “I can’t talk about them yet. Maybe after I get the letter from the board explaining that I’ve lost my scholarship. And I’ve gone through thousands of dollars’ worth of therapy. And developed a drinking problem. Ask me then.”


    Jameson laughed. “They can’t be that bad.”


    “They’re bad,” I assured him. “They’re really bad.”


    He made a sound. “I don’t believe you.”


    “Rude,” I grumbled.


    He laughed again. “So what went wrong?”


    “I had a bad week,” I told him. “A really, really bad week.” Even if moments of it were freaking spectacular.


    “I still bet you did better than me,” he argued. “We should bet on it.”


    The sound of pounding footsteps pulled my attention to the stairs before I could answer. Ellie’s older brothers appeared one after the other.


    Lennox… then Grayson. I held my breath but Beckett was nowhere to be seen.


    “It’s a party,” Grayson murmured as he took in the sight of all of this.


    “I’m trying to help you find friends,” Ellie shot back. “I know how hard it is for you to get people to like you.”


    He stared at his sister in disbelief. Ellie’s brothers were funny, in that they never thought anything they said was offensive, but they were always shocked when Ellie insulted them.


    So they were funny and a little sexist.


    But only in the way brothers can be.


    Fin stood up and greeted both of her brothers. “We’re taking off before the celebration,” Fin explained. “We just came up for the day.”


    I turned to Ellie, “The celebration?”


    She ignored me. “When do you guys have to go?”


    Charlie looked at the time on his cell, “We should probably leave soon. I have to work in the morning.”


    Fin turned back to Ellie, “And I have to drop them off and keep going.”


    Ellie stuck her bottom lip out in a pout.


    I turned to Jameson, “What celebration?”


    He looked at me funny. “You don’t know?”


    “I don’t know what?”


    A third set of footsteps bounded down the stairs. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no! 


    Beckett appeared on the bottom step and halted to a stop when he saw all of us. Those deep gray eyes took everything in quickly, scanning over his brothers, his sister, his sister’s boyfriend and friends, then landed on me, where I sat on the couch next to Jameson.


    His expression didn’t change except for a ticking in his jaw, but I felt the tension spread through him and spread across the room until the atmosphere was simmering and straining with pressure. His hard gaze stayed on me for only a moment, but I felt it all the way to my toes.


    He looked the same. It had only been a week and a half. And yet he felt so different.


    I knew this man. Intimately. I had given him something I could never give another person.


    And I liked that.


    The realization jolted through me and set my blood on fire. I wouldn’t have wanted it to be anyone else. It belonged to Beckett.


    I belonged to—


    No. I couldn’t think that.


    The plan.


    The goddamn plan.


    Beckett tore his gaze from mine and waved casually at the room. “The guest list grew.”


    Fin held up his hands. “We’re leaving. We just came to spend the day with Ellie.”


    Beckett’s gaze moved to mine again. “You’re leaving?”


    I couldn’t swallow. There was a rock in my throat. Or a tumor. Probably a tumor. I was probably going to die in the next five seconds.


    “Britte came with me,” Ellie answered for me. “We’re leaving tomorrow.”


    I watched Beckett swallow, the muscles in his strong throat lifting and dropping. Apparently, he didn’t have a tumor in his throat.


    Jameson stood up, and the movement finally broke my staring contest with Beckett. I stood up too, feeling awkward sitting while the men towered over me.


    “Let’s get going then, Hunter. Say goodbye to your women and let’s head out.” Jameson looked back at me and smiled. Quietly, he asked, “You okay?”


    I nodded quickly. “Fine. I’m fine.”


    Charlie tossed the remote to me, and I caught it reflexively. “It’s in your hands now, B. Use it wisely.”


    I smiled because Charlie had the oddest sense of humor—meaning he fit in well with us. “I’ll do my best.”


    Jameson and Charlie said goodbye to the Harris boys and gathered their things while Ellie and Fin stepped outside through the walk-out entrance. “We’ll meet you around the front of the house,” Fin told his friends.


    After they had left we all stood there awkwardly. Lennox and Grayson had started a conversation about something I wasn’t paying attention to while Beckett stood there glaring at Charlie, Jameson and me.


    The awkwardness actually physically hurt me. I felt sick to my stomach.


    “I’ll walk you guys out!” I volunteered brightly, too loudly.


    They looked relieved to have something to do. I turned my back on Beckett and his brothers, leading the way up the stairs and to the front of the house where Fin had parked.


    We stood outside in the chilly evening air, and I wished I’d grabbed my coat before walking outside. Or at least slipped shoes on.


    “It was fun, guys. Thanks for hanging out.”


    Charlie smiled at me. “It was either this or a FIFA marathon all weekend.” He shrugged. “I could have gone either way.”


    I looked at Jameson with wide eyes. “Good to know.”


    Charlie got in the car, and Jameson and I started laughing. “He’s better when you know him better.”


    I shook my head. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”


    Jameson’s eyes grew serious, and he glanced back at the house. I followed his gaze, afraid Beckett would be standing there like a century, refusing to let me back in.


    Then I would be stranded out in the freezing cold without a coat and bare feet.


    Maybe Jameson would give me a ride back.


    Seeming to read my mind, he turned back to me and said, “You know, we could give you a ride back if you’re ready to go home. Fin won’t mind.”


    I thought about his offer, seriously thought about it. I could escape the awkwardness of being around Beckett, but also the heartache. And I could get a jump start on the week. I’d only done the bare minimum work this week, and I was so unprepared to face the rest of the semester.


    But then some of Beckett’s words came back to me. People are so afraid of the uncomfortable.


    You’re the bravest girl I know.


    Was he wrong about me?


    Was I nothing but a coward? A weak, pathetic coward?


    “I’m okay,” I told Jameson. “My stuff is everywhere. I don’t want to hold you guys up. Plus, I need to stay.”


    “You sure?”


    “Positive.”


    He looked at me funny, but he didn’t push it.


    Ellie and Fin walked around the corner of the house, and pretty soon we watched the boys pull out of the big circle driveway. We stood arm in arm in an effort to stay warm, but as soon as the guys were out of sight, we sprinted for the door.


    “Are you going to answer me now?” I hissed at Ellie. “What’s the celebration?”


    She gave me a sideways look when we reached the door, resting her hand on the knob but not pulling just yet. “Promise to still be my friend?”


    “No,” I told her immediately. “No, I do not.”


    She glared at me.


    “Tell me!” I demanded.


    “It’s for Beckett. He got this coaching job at La Crosse. My parents wanted to have a special dinner with him.”


    “I’ll still be your friend,” I told her seriously. “But only because I plan on killing you, and it would be mean to kill you and stop being your friend.”


    She stepped inside and held the door for me. “I couldn’t tell you! You would have wanted to leave!”


    “So you tricked me into staying?”


    “Only because I love you.”


    “That’s a lie. You hate me.”


    “I love you,” she whispered. “But not as much as—” her voice trailed off into a pointed whisper while she nodded her head in the direction of Beckett, who had just reemerged from downstairs.


    I wanted to die.


    Oh, my God, my best friend was an idiot. An adorable idiot. And her brother was also an idiot. Also an adorable, sexy, infuriating, gorgeous, kind, generous, hilarious, hot, stupid idiot.


    “I think I love him too,” I whispered to Ellie as we went up another set of stairs to her bedroom.


    She looked over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. “Duh.”


    “You didn’t know that,” I argued. “I didn’t know that so you couldn’t have possibly known that.”


    “Yeah, because you’re always so honest and upfront with yourself.”


    “What should I do?” I asked her meekly.


    She shut her bedroom door and flopped on her bed. “Tell him.”


    “That’s not an option. I broke up with him. He doesn’t want anything to do with me.”


    She rolled her eyes and laughed. “He wants everything to do with you. Trust me. I’m a relationship expert.”


    That wasn’t at all true. I loved her… but I also knew her. “What if he doesn’t want to talk to me?”


    She held my gaze and for the first time ever, I wondered if maybe she really was a relationship expert. “But what if he does?”


    What if he does?


    What if he does?


    What if he does?


    I swallowed down nerves and fear and so much emotion I didn’t even know how to name it all.


    So it was true, he might want nothing to do with me ever again. I had been awful to him. I had fought him the whole way and then finally, after I’d given in and given him everything, I’d left him. It was a shitty thing to do.


    I had been a shitty person.


    And that left me with a choice. I could ignore Beckett and continue suffering like this. I could stick to my plan that sucked and my perfectly organized life that didn’t make me happy.


    Or I could talk to Beckett. I could be brave. And try at something that wasn’t easy for me… that wasn’t comfortable. I could do the hard thing and hope that it turned into the best thing.


    I could get over myself and give into something that could be great.


    Something that could be the greatest thing to ever happen to me.


    And even if he didn’t want anything to do with me, even if I’d messed things up beyond repair…I could still say I tried. I gave it my all. I was Britte Nichols, I knew how to get what I wanted.


    And nobody was going to hand it to me.


    If I wanted something, I had to go after it myself.


    Hard after it.


    And right now I wanted Beckett. And I knew I would want him for a long time to come. Maybe even forever.


    Beckett had been right when he’d said we were good together.


    I had never experienced anything so good.


    So yes there would be fear. There might be fear for a very long time to come. But it wasn’t so bad if I had Beckett to go through it with me.


    I felt like I could conquer the entire world if Beckett was at my side.


    Now to just get him at my side.


    It would have to be tonight…because if I had to spend another day like this, thinking and hurting and aching like this, I would drive myself crazy. Surely there would be an opportunity to talk to him.


    Or I’d make an opportunity.


    “Okay,” I told Ellie. “You’re right. I won’t know unless I try.”


    She squealed and smiled the biggest grin. “We’re going to be sisters!”


    I laughed because it felt good and because I loved Ellie and because…because I wanted it to be true. “You’re so crazy.”


    She winked at me. “Takes one to know one.”


    Deciding to ignore her juvenile comeback I turned toward my suitcase. “I should probably wear something other than yoga pants then, huh?”


    “Oh, geez. Let’s see what we have to work with.”


    Ellie helped me get ready both with what to wear and what to say. I never stopped being nervous, but I also felt ready. Prepared.


    I had messed things up with Beckett, but this wasn’t the end of us.


    I wouldn’t let it be.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-One


    Beckett


    


    My parent’s invited me home, and since I hadn’t been in a while, I thought it was time to get away from my apartment. It would also be good to get away from Britte and everything that reminded me of her.


    And here she was. At my parent’s house.


    What were the chances of that happening?


    Okay, they weren’t impossibly small. She was my sister’s best friend.


    But, honestly. What the hell?


    My celebration dinner should have been a good time. My parents took us to my favorite restaurant. My brothers weren’t complete bastards. We were celebrating me after all. I should have been able to enjoy that.


    Instead, I suffered through Britte and her goddamn legs all night. It was forty degrees outside. What was she doing in a skirt? Trying to freeze to death? Death by frozen, sexy as hell legs?


    There I go again. What is wrong with me?


    It was quite possible she was trying to kill me.


    Well, she was doing a great job.


    And not only those legs but her laugh. Apparently, Ellie was freaking hilarious tonight. And Lennox, who sat on the other side of her on the other side of the table from me.


    I knew Lennox. He had never intentionally said something funny his entire life. Now all of a sudden he was a comedian.


    I could barely eat the whole night. Okay, that was a lie. I ate, but I didn’t taste the food. And there was cake too. I should have been able to taste the cake.


    When we finally piled in our different cars to go back to the house, I thought about just driving straight back to La Crosse. I could call my mom and explain. I had stuff at the house, but nothing I couldn’t get next time I was home.


    Lennox and Grayson had come with me, though. They probably wouldn’t be thrilled if I kidnapped them. Plus, their cars were still at Mom and Dad’s.


    “What’s with you tonight?” Lennox asked as soon as he sat down in my passenger’s seat. “You’re acting moody again.”


    “I’m not moody. “


    Grayson popped his head forward from the middle seat in the back, effectively scaring the living hell out of me. “Who’s moody?” he asked brightly.


    “No one,” I growled.


    At the same time, Lennox pointed at me. “He is.”


    I started the car and pulled out of the parking lot. I had to survive ten minutes of this before we made it home.


    I could do that. I was strong enough.


    “You are moody tonight,” Grayson agreed. “Not feeling good, little bro? Do you have a tummy ache?”


    I was not strong enough.


    “I’m fine,” I told him. “My tummy is fine.”


    Lennox snapped his fingers in my face. “It’s the girl.”


    I ground my teeth together.


    “What girl?” Grayson asked.


    “Britte. The one that’s into magic.”


    I glanced at the roof of my car. “You are out of your damn mind.”


    “She’s still not into him?” Grayson directed his question to Lennox as if I didn’t belong in this conversation.


    “I think she was into him,” Lennox explained. “But judging by the scowl—”


    “And the foul mood—” Grayson added.


    “Right and that,” Lennox couldn’t help but remark. I knew they were baiting me. I just didn’t want to talk about Britte with them.


    Grayson continued to lean between the seats. “So what do you think happened? Think he got dumped?” And here we go.


    Lennox snorted and threw his hand my direction. “Clearly.”


    “Both of you are idiots.” There. I said my piece.


    “Definitely dumped,” they said in unison.


    “She has issues okay?”


    “We figured,” Grayson said seriously. “When she started dating you in the first place, we knew there was something wrong with her.”


    Five minutes until we got to the house. Five minutes.


    “No, that’s not it.” I turned back and glared at Grayson so he knew I was fed up with him. “You’re such a…” I trailed off in favor of making an irritated sound since I couldn’t pick which curse word to call him. There were just too many choices. He was all of them. All the bad words. “She has issues with trust, okay? And with commitment. She has issues with those things.”


    “So?”


    The flippant question came from Grayson again. I looked at him over my shoulder annoyed with his stupid question. “What do you mean, so?”


    “Well, you just let her go?”


    I glared at him before turning my eyes back to the road. “I didn’t let her go. She left. I didn’t know she was leaving permanently. I thought she’d be back.”


    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Lennox trying to keep a straight face. If he let out one laugh, I had already decided to brake check the asshole.


    “So why didn’t you go after her?” Grayson pressed.


    I let out an exhausted sigh. “Because she asked me not to. Okay? She asked me to let her go.”


    “Oh.” Grayson sounded too casual. I didn’t trust him.


    Through gritted teeth, I asked, “What?”


    “Nothing.”


    I could see my neighborhood in the distance. So close. Still, I demanded. “Just say it.”


    Grayson’s voice was all calm and collected, but I knew better. This was how he made his points. “It’s just that, if she has issues with commitment, then obviously she was eventually going to leave. You had to know that was coming.” I suddenly felt like the biggest moron for not knowing. Grayson went on, “If she’s worth it you go after her no matter how nicely she asks you to back off. If you’re worth it, she eventually gets over her issues with commitment.”


    Lennox decided to add his two cents, “You have to try, Beckett. You can’t know until you try.”


    I pulled into our neighborhood and drove past the sprawling estates until I eventually came to ours. I stayed silent the entire time.


    Admitting my brothers were right wasn’t something I could verbalize. But there was truth in Grayson’s words. Was she worth it?


    Hell yes, she was worth it.


    Why hadn’t I realized that before?


    And was I worth it?


    Was I?


    I hoped so. But that was all I had until I tried. I couldn’t know what she was going to do or say or think until I pushed her to do and say and think something.


    I had always been the kind of person that preferred asking for forgiveness rather than permission. So why had I forgotten that with Britte?


    Only the answer was easy. Because I cared about her. I cared about her more than I had ever cared about anything and I wanted to give her everything she wanted.


    Even at the cost of my own pain.


    But that was stupid.


    Letting her go was stupid.


    I should have fought harder for her. I should have reminded her how good we were together, how good we could be.


    I should have anticipated her relationship phobia and been ready for it.


    And I should have never stayed away.


    I should have done whatever it took to get her back.


    Well, at least it wasn’t too late for that last part.


    I parked the car in my spot, and we went into my parent’s house. My brothers dispersed. Lennox was going to head back tonight while Grayson and I were spending the night. Lennox went to say goodbye to my parents. Grayson went wherever it was that Grayson went.


    And I left for my mission.


    Get Britte back.


    My parents had beaten us home, so that meant Britte and Ellie were somewhere in the house. I bypassed the kitchen where Lennox was talking to Mom and Dad. I didn’t bother with the formal sitting and dining room—nobody used those rooms. I tried the main living room, my dad’s office just for the hell of it and the sun porch.


    Nothing.


    Extending my search to the basement, I looked everywhere down there. I even walked the back property thinking maybe Ellie had taken her out by the fire pit or pool. Nope.


    Climbing the steps back to the main floor, I realized she must be with Ellie in Ellie’s room. I lost some of my courage then. It was one thing to listen to my brother’s give their unwarranted advice.


    It was another thing to knock on my sister’s door and ask Britte to come talk to me. If she said no, did I have grounds to throw her over my shoulder and drag her back to my room?


    Was there some kind of caveman law I could recite?


    In the end, it didn’t matter because I ran into Ellie in the kitchen and Britte was still nowhere to be seen.


    Had she left already? Had she been that disturbed by being around me that she’d left early?


    I walked around the corner just in time to hear Ellie ask my parents if they had seen me. “I’m right here.”


    She jumped, not expecting me to be behind her. Slowly turning around, she had the strangest grin on her face. “Hey there,” she said.


    Instantly, I was paranoid by her innocuous greeting. “Hi.”


    She rocked back and forth on her heels. “What are you doing right now?”


    “Why?”


    “Just wondering if you were planning to go to bed any time soon?”


    “I mean, I will go to bed at some point.”


    “Like, soon do you think or…”


    “Why are you so concerned with my bedtime?”


    She waggled her eyebrows at me. “I think you should go to bed. Right now.”


    “But why?” Was she trying to get rid of me, so Britte didn’t have to run into me? That was so stupid. And juvenile. And I was going to make sure I hung out in every room they were in if that was the case.


    Because I was obviously way more mature than them.


    “Just go to bed, Beckett,” she said out of the side of her mouth with her eyes rounded as if she were telling me a secret.


    “You go to bed, Ellie. What the hell?”


    She threw her hands to the sides. “I’m trying to help you! Go. To. Bed.”


    I stared at her.


    “Trust me,” she whispered. “You want to go to bed.”


    “Britte?” I asked quietly.


    She rolled her eyes but nodded. “Finally, he gets it.”


    That was all I had to hear. My heart forgot a beat, but I did remember to say, “Night, everybody.” Then I turned and sprinted for the stairs.


    “You’re welcome, brother!” Ellie hollered after me. “Don’t say I’ve never done anything for you!”


    I took the stairs two at a time and made it to my room in record time. I threw the door open, grabbing the handle at the last minute to keep it from banging against the wall. Skidding into my childhood room, I found Britte sitting in the middle of my double bed, her legs folded under her with an old scrapbook my mom had put together for me open in her lap.


    She looked up at me with bright eyes and a smile on her face. “You had the biggest buck teeth I have ever seen.”


    I stepped into the room completely and closed the door behind me. “What are you doing in here, Britte?” Afraid to move any closer and spook her, I leaned against my dresser, my hands shoved into my jeans pockets.


    “But that baseball uniform,” she sighed. “Adorable.”


    “You’re in my room,” I reminded her, just in case she was lost. She was in my room. She’d taken off the sweater she wore earlier and sat there in a purple tank top that was her usual flowy style and that denim skirt that showed off her insanely long legs. Her feet were bare and for some reason that did something to me. Another realization hit me square in the chest. “You’re on my bed.”


    Her long, dark hair was pulled over one shoulder, and her eyeliner was purple tonight to match her top.


    She was a goddess.


    A temptress.


    She was everything I wanted.


    Everything I needed.


    She closed the scrapbook and set it to the side. She leaned back on her hands and sat like an invitation, beckoning me to her.


    “I’m sorry, Beckett,” she whispered, her voice suddenly filled with emotion.


    The floor felt like it dropped beneath my feet, and I nearly plummeted to the ground because my knees were about to give out. I didn’t believe I’d heard her right. I wanted to make her realize I would do anything to keep her. To be with her. I hadn’t expected her to be ready with an apology of her own.


    If we were honest, I never expected an apology from Britte. Ever. It wasn’t her style.


    “What did you say?” I asked so softly I barely heard myself, convinced I’d tricked myself into hearing what I wanted to.


    Her shaky smile lifted those full lips. “I said, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left you that morning. Or at all. I shouldn’t have…expected you to leave me or hurt me or break my heart. I shouldn’t have assumed anything about you when you had been the opposite of everything I thought you were. You were already proving me wrong, but I just didn’t want to wait around and get hurt.”


    I started walking toward her, slowly for my sake, not for hers. “Is that why you left? You thought I was going to hurt you?” She nodded as tears escaped down her cheeks. “Do you still think I’m going to hurt you?”


    My heart pounded irregularly. I had been prepared to do whatever it took to get her back, promise her whatever she needed to hear, go to whatever lengths I needed to go to. I couldn’t believe that she was in here…that she was ready to apologize to me first. 


    She held my gaze, even though I could tell she didn’t want to. She was dying to look away, to give into her fear. But she also wanted me to see her truth, her vulnerability…that she was trying. “I think it’s a possibility. Neither of us knows the future, Beckett. I could drive you crazy tomorrow, and you could end this as fast as I did. Or you could find someone better. Or just move away for a coaching job or whatever. There are a million possibilities ahead of us.” She paused to take a breath, and I had to fight the urge to assure her I wouldn’t leave her. There wasn’t a possibility in the world that would make me lose her a second time. But I sensed that she needed to work through this, and so I let her. “But.” She cleared her throat and tried again. “But, I also know that no matter what happens in the future, I want this now. I want you. And I want what’s between us. I’m taking your advice and embracing the uncomfortable. Even if I get hurt in the future, it will be worth it because I’ll have had this time with you. And this time with you is good. We’re good together. I want this. But most of all, I want you.”


    I couldn’t speak at first. I was too afraid to break the silence and shatter this moment. I was too afraid that my voice would jolt me out of this dream, and I would wake up to find that none of this had been real.


    I needed to touch her. I needed her to sooth this wild, feral feeling inside me. I needed to know that what I wanted more than anything was within my reach. I needed to believe that she wanted to try this again, that she was done running.


    I sat down on the edge of the bed and reached for her hand. She let me hold it, and I couldn’t help but bring those trembling fingers to my lips and kiss them.


    “I won’t hurt you, though, Britte. I’m not saying that I’m perfect because I’m not. And we might fight. Okay, we probably will fight. We might even have problems that we have to work through. But I’m not going to abuse what’s between us. I’m not going to let you fall for me and then leave you. We’re not your parents. We’re not people that hurt each other without remorse. We’re different. And we have something special. And maybe you haven’t realized that yet, but you will. As long as you’re willing to keep trying with me. As long as you’re willing to keep working at this and not run at the first sign of trouble. Let me be human. And I’ll let you be human. And we’ll be flawed and happy and in love together.”


    Her big green eyes found mine. The look on her face could only be described as pure wonder. “In love?”


    “Oh, did you not know that I love you?” I felt my lips lift in a smile. “I love you, Britte. It was killing me to not have you, to not be with you. I love you, and I want to try at this. I want it to be painful and hard and uncomfortable because I already know it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me. And we’re just getting started. Imagine what’s to come.”


    She shook her head but didn’t move. Her bright eyes shimmered with tears, and I kissed her palm, needing to keep touching her…kissing her. “I love you, too. I don’t even know when it happened. But it did. I love you, Beckett. I don’t want to run again. I’m willing to test this theory of yours about hard things, but like you said...I’m flawed. I know that. I’m not blind to it, even if I’m great at denial. I messed this up once, and I know I can do it again. But I want this. I want to try too. And I want you, Beckett. I need you.”


    I dipped my head until my forehead pressed against hers and closed my eyes. “Say it again,” I demanded.


    She laughed, then sucked in a steadying breath. “Which part?”


    “Tell me you love me,” my voice was hoarse as I looked at her eyes, her lips. This woman I had fallen for so completely.


    “I love you,” she said softly as she looked right back at me. And I believed her. I felt her words like they were a physical thing. They repaired the hole in my chest and eased the anxiety that had been plaguing my mind. I stopped thinking murderous thoughts about Jameson after finding him seated next to Britte on the couch earlier and started thinking about all the possibilities our future held.


    This girl loved me. I might not deserve it, I might not be worthy of it, but I was going to do my damnedest to earn it for the rest of my life.


    “I love you, too,” I promised her. I had never said more important words.


    She leaned into me, wrapping her hands around my neck and pressing our bodies as close together as possible. “Now show me,” she whispered in the sexiest voice I’d ever heard.


    Her lips pressed against the corner of my eye, just like the first time she kissed me. Then they moved to my temple, across my jaw until they finally found my mouth.


    I kissed her like I was drawing breath for the very first time, like she had become my oxygen and I had been suffocating without her.


    We kissed until we weren’t satisfied with kissing, until we needed more, until we needed our bodies to express the same sentiment our lips had…the same sentiment our hearts beat with.


    And it was goddamn mindblowing.


    I realized that it would always be like this with Britte. That every second I spent with her would be better than the last. That her kisses would mean more every time I touched my mouth to hers. That her body would become a religious experience every time I got to worship her. That I would just keep falling harder, every single day.


    When I woke up in the morning, she was still there, still naked and pressed against me and beautiful. That feeling in my chest, the one that I’d come to realize was love and commitment and hope, settled firmly where it belonged.


    No, this wasn’t going to be easy, but it was going to be good.


    So damn good.


    

  


  
    


    


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Britte


    


    “I don’t want to do this anymore.”


    He glared at me. “Stop.”


    “I’m serious, Beckett. I’m leaving. This was a stupid idea. And I’m calling quits. See you later.”


    I pushed back from the table and poised to bolt like I was taking off from the starting blocks. I could make out two exit options from where I sat, it was just a matter of picking the fastest route.


    Beckett, the man I loved, the man that had put up with an incredible amount of bullshit from me, the man that had spent time helping me heal and talking with me for hours about all my issues and that loved me back just as hard, grabbed my hand and yanked me back into my seat.


    Because he was a traitor.


    He was a good man, but he was a traitor.


    And God, I loved him.


    “She’s going to think you’re a crazy person,” he warned. “Now, sit down and be still for the love of God.”


    “I can’t,” I grumbled. “I’m all itchy.”


    “Yeah, you get itchy when you’re being a brat. So stop being a brat.”


    It was my turn to glare at him.


    He ignored me, leaned over and took my hand. He held it tightly in his. I was irritated with him, so my first instinct was to pull away, but it only took a second of his touch to change my mind.


    That one simple contact soothed my frayed nerves and whispered to my heart to calm down. He brought rational thought back to my whirlwind mind and reminded me that hard things weren’t always bad things. And that they were sometimes worth fighting for.


    Look at us after all. We’d been together for six months now, and I had never been more in love with him. The thing I had been most afraid of happening, the person I had been most afraid of falling for…had happened. And I was a better person because of it.


    I was a happier person because of him.


    In a month, school would be done for the spring semester, and I would have three short months before my senior year. Then shit got real. Senior year was going to be a nasty biotch, and my responsibilities had never been tougher.


    To top it off, I had finally agreed to meet my mom for coffee. Face-to-face for the first time since I was eight.


    And I wouldn’t have been able to face any of it without Beckett.


    He’d been there when my fall midterms were as bad as I’d feared they’d be. He was there to help me through the rest of the semester and do a hundred times better on my finals. He was there through this brutal second semester and all my neurotic craziness that went along with it.


    And he was there when I’d finally decided to talk to my mom on the phone. He’d sat next to me on the bed and held my hand while I tried to crush his with my death grip.


    But I’d survived.


    And I’d listened to her apology and her sobs of regret and the heartbreak that filled her voice and the gaping void between us.


    He’d gotten me through that difficult phone call, and then he’d held me while I broke down after the call ended.


    And he’d been there for every single call after that.


    Stacey had been calling regularly since November and we’d slowly, very slowly been making progress. There was some hurt that was so deep I knew it would take me a lot longer to work through. But there were other parts of our relationship that I couldn’t ignore.


    I didn’t necessarily trust her yet, but I didn’t hate talking to her. In fact, lately, I’d even been enjoying our phone calls. Maybe even her.


    The pain of my past would always be with me. That was something I came to terms with pretty early on.


    She couldn’t erase that, no matter how many times she apologized.


    But I could also start to feel my life becoming something different when I didn’t carry that hurt forward. My future felt different without the bitterness holding me back; without the stubborn refusal to move on and forgive.


    Like I said, we had a lot of work left to do.


    But I didn’t hate where we were currently, and could see where we were headed—and I didn’t hate that either.


    “I see your dad,” Beckett murmured.


    I looked up and sure enough, his tall frame was weaving through the coffee house. I knew my mom was right behind him. I could see her dark hair and bits and pieces of her behind my dad’s large frame.


    Too soon they were at our table. I stood up instinctively, still not sure if I was getting ready to run or not.


    My dad had met Beckett bunches of times by now, and they had developed a friendship that had shocked even me. I expected my dad to hate Beckett on principle— I was his baby girl after all. Instead, they’d bonded over cars, the Brewers and Cops. Blew my mind.


    My dad shook Beckett’s hand before he even remembered to greet me!


    Men.


    Stacey stepped to the side of my dad and looked as nervous as I felt. My gaze swung toward her with panicked confusion. But when I saw the same look mirrored in her eyes, I relaxed some.


    She didn’t try to hug me. She didn’t try to shake my hand. She just stood meekly next to my dad and waved awkwardly.


    I waved awkwardly back.


    She was shorter than I remembered, but her hair was as wild as mine and her green eyes were like looking into a reflection. She had lightened her hair with blonde streaks that matched her funky clothes, and her heavy makeup reminded me why I had always steered away from black eyeliner.


    There were things about her that hadn’t changed.


    And there were things about her that were completely unrecognizable.


    “Hi, Britte,” she whispered through a voice choked with emotion.


    “Hi, Stacey,” I said confidently. “Did you order? I can grab you something.”


    “I’ll get it,” my dad instantly offered. “Beckett and I will get it.”


    Beckett turned to face me, still holding my hand. “I can stay if you want,” he told me.


    I squeezed his hand and let his touch sooth me one last time. “Thank you,” I whispered. “But I’ll be okay for a minute.”


    He leaned in and pressed a sweet kiss to my cheek. Whispering in my ear, he said, “I’ll be right over there. But you’ve got this, Britte. You’re so brave.”


    I sucked in a sharp breath and blinked away the sudden tears that threatened to fall. I didn’t feel brave. I felt weak and scared and unsure.


    But I also believed him. He wouldn’t lie to me.


    So I turned to Stacey, and I waved at her chair. “Have a seat.”


    She did, and so did I. We were silent for a little bit longer before she asked, “Is that your boyfriend?”


    I nodded, “Yeah. That’s Beckett.”


    “Your dad’s told me about him,” she smiled. “Sounds like a really good kid.”


    I nodded, that damn emotion filling my eyes once again as I looked over at Beckett and my dad ordering coffee. “He is. He’s amazing.”


    I turned back to find her looking at me and her expression changed. Suddenly my breaths were short and painful, and I couldn’t stand the look on her face. It was too serious…too knowing. I waited for her to tell me he was going to break my heart or that he was too good for me or that I didn’t deserve him or that he was going to ruin my life or something equally ominous.


    Instead, she leaned forward and put her shaking hands in her lap beneath the table where I couldn’t see them. “Then hold onto him,” she ordered gravely. “Don’t let him go. Do whatever it takes to hold onto him. They don’t make too many men like him anymore. Trust me. I lost your father, and I know that was my fault. I know I did that. But I have regretted it every single day since.”


    I was speechless. Truly devoid of speech. I couldn’t think of words or remember how to use them or how to grab them from where they came from.


    And my emotions were just as difficult to grasp. Anger again. Bitterness because she’d felt that way and still didn’t come back. Confusion. Pity. Sadness. And empathy…finally empathy.


    She sat back just a little. “Of course, not as much as I regretted losing you. But I promise you I have never found a man like your father. Not one that even came close. Don’t let him go, Britte. If he’s good, do what it takes to keep him.”


    I tore my gaze from her and looked back at Beckett, who was still at the counter with my dad. They were laughing, but he was also shooting nervous glances at me.


    What Stacey had pitched sounded more like manipulation and desperation than anything else. It made me feel icky and pathetic. I got what she meant, but I didn’t like how she meant it.


    But at the same time, I knew I wouldn’t have to do that with Beckett. I was immediately filled with confidence that he wouldn’t make me beg to keep him, or I wouldn’t feel forced to manipulate him from leaving.


    What we had was real. What we had was beautiful.


    And both of us were willing to work as hard as we needed to keep it that way.


    “I plan on keeping him,” I told her. “And he plans to keep me too.”


    Her smile was filled with regret and sadness. It made her look tired instead of happy. Lonely instead of content.


    It made me sad for her. It made me realize that I had hated her for so long for taking away what I believed was my entire childhood. I blamed her for my hurt and pain and for missing as a mom.


    But now I could see that even though I’d gone through those things, I’d still had a wonderful life. I still got my dad and the life he gave me. I still had happy memories and an incredible present. And now I had a man that loved me. The best man I knew on the entire planet loved me.


    And she had nothing but a lifetime of regret.


    She didn’t get someone to make her life better. She didn’t get someone that fought for her and happiness.


    She left her family and only had herself and her bad choices to live with.


    For the first time ever, I felt sorry for her.


    “Do you like coffee?” I asked her in an effort to grab hold of some small talk.


    She made a face and laughed, “Like the oxygen I breathe.”


    “Oh, my gosh, I’m the same!”


    We fell into easy conversation after that. It was no longer awkward, but a feeling of acceptance between the two of us. When Beckett and I left with the promise to do supper with her next time, I could honestly say, I didn’t hate it.


    And I didn’t hate her anymore.


    I didn’t love her or trust her or want to call her mom again.


    But I didn’t hate her, and that meant something to me.


    Beckett wrapped his arm around me as we walked toward his car and pressed his lips to the top of my head. “How are you doing? Are you okay after all of that?”


    I wrapped my arms around his waist and breathed him in. “I’m actually very okay. It wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be.”


    He stopped next to the passenger side door and nudged me against it. Leaning against me and wrapping his arms around my shoulders, he leaned down and said, “I’m proud of you, Britte. You gave your mom the greatest gift today. I think she’ll be eternally grateful for that.”


    “And what is that?”


    He dipped his head so our lips were only a few inches apart. “You,” he whispered. “You gave her you.”


    I looked up at him, at this man that meant so much to me, that made my life so full and happy and complete, and I knew my mother was right about this one thing. I needed him. I wanted him. Forever.


    “I love you, Beckett.”


    He kissed me slowly, deeply, promising wicked things for later and reminding me of the depth of his feelings for me. “I love you too, Britte.” He pulled back and jerked his head toward the car. “Now for the important stuff.”


    Thinking he meant the sexy stuff, I waggled my eyebrows and asked, “And what’s that?”


    “Ice cream,” he declared. “We need ice cream.”


    I laughed as he opened the door for me, a habit I had grown used to. He was right about that. Not that ice cream was the important stuff, but that he was.


    And that we were important.


    And all the possibilities we had ahead of us.


    Beckett Harris was the hardest obstacle I had ever faced. And the best. Sometimes my heart hurt and demanded I fall back into my old ways, afraid of commitment and desperate to run. But he was always there to remind me why I stayed…why I went through the uncomfortable process of trying with him… trying for us, and why I could never run from us.


    Not when things were this good.


    Not when we were everything good and beautiful and us.


    

  


  
    


    


    Thank you so much for enjoying Beckett and Britte’s love story! I hope you fell in love as hard as they did.

    

    The Bet on Love series will continue with two more standalone books in the series! Look for Bet on Love coming early 2017!


    


    Please keep reading for a sneak peek at Rachel’s adult contemporary romance, The Five Stages of Falling in Love.
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    Chapter One


    Six Months after Grady died.


    


    I snuggled back into the cradle of his body while his arms wrapped around me tightly. He buried his scruffy face against the nape of my neck and I sighed contentedly. We fit perfectly together, but then again we always had- his big spoon nestled up against my little spoon.


    “It’s your turn,” he rumbled against my skin with that deep morning voice I would always drink in.


    “No,” I argued half-heartedly. “It’s always my turn.”


    “But you’re so good at it,” he teased.


    I giggled, “It’s one of my many talents, pouring cereal into bowls, making juice cups. I might just take this show on the road.”


    He laughed behind me and his chest shook with the movement. I pushed back into him, loving the feel of his hard, firm chest against my back. He was so hot first thing in the morning, his whole body radiated warmth.


    His hand splayed out across my belly possessively and he pressed a kiss just below my ear. I could feel his lips through my tangle of hair and the tickle of his breath which wasn’t all that pleasant first thing in the morning, but it was Grady and it was familiar.


    “It’s probably time we had another one, don’t you think?” His hand rubbed a circle around my stomach and I could feel him vibrating happily with the thought.


    “Grady, we already have three,” I reminded him on a laugh. “If we have another one, people are going to start thinking we’re weird.”


    “No, they won’t,” he soothed. “They might get an idea of how fertile you are, but they won’t think we’re weird.”


    I snorted a laugh. “They already think we’re weird.”


    “Then we don’t want to disappoint them,” he murmured. His hand slid up my chest and cupped my breast, giving it a gentle squeeze.


    “You are obsessed with those things,” I grinned.


    “Definitely,” he agreed quickly, while continuing to fondle me. “What do you think, Lizzy? Will you give me another baby?”


    I was getting wrapped up in the way he was touching me, the way he was caressing me with so much love I thought I would burst. “I’ll think about it,” I finally conceded, knowing he would get his way- knowing I always let him have his way.


    “While you’re mulling it over, we should probably practice. I mean, we want to get this right when the time comes.” Grady trailed kisses down the column of my throat and I moaned my consent.


    I rolled over to kiss him on the mouth.


    But he wasn’t there.


    My arm swung wide and hit cold, empty mattress.


    I opened my eyes and stared at the slow moving ceiling fan over my head. The early morning light streamed in through cracks in my closed blinds and I let the silent tears fall.


    I hated waking up like this; thinking he was there, next to me, still able to support me, love me and hold me. And unfortunately it happened more often than it didn’t.


    The fresh pain clawed and cut at my heart and I thought I would die just from sheer heartbreak. My chin quivered and I sniffled, trying desperately to wrestle my emotions under control. But the pain was too much, too consuming.


    “Mom!” Blake called from the kitchen, ripping me away from my peaceful grief. “Moooooom!”


    That was a distressed cry, and I was up out of my bed and racing downstairs immediately. I grabbed my silk robe on the way and threw it over my black cami and plaid pajama bottoms. When the kids were younger I wouldn’t have bothered, but Blake was eight now and he’d been traumatized enough in life. I wasn’t going to add to that by walking around bra-less first thing in the morning.


    He continued to yell at me, while I barreled into the kitchen still wiping at the fresh tears. I found him at the bay windows, staring out in horror.


    “Mom, Abby went swimming,” he explained in a rush of words.


    A sick feeling knotted my stomach and I looked around wild-eyed at what his words could possibly mean. “What do you mean, Abby went swimming?” I gasped, a little out of breath.


    “There,” he pointed to the neighbor’s backyard with a shaky finger.


    I followed the direction of his outstretched hand and from the elevated vantage point of our kitchen I could see that the neighbor’s pool was filled with water, and my six-year-old daughter was swimming morning laps like she was on a regulated workout routine.


    “What the f-” I started and then stopped, shooting a glance down at Blake who looked up at me with more exaggerated shock than he’d given his sister.


    I watched her for point one more second and sprinted for the front door. “Keep an eye on the other ones,” I shouted at Blake as I pushed open our heavy red door.


    It was just early fall in rural Connecticut. The grass was still green; the mornings were foggy but mostly still warm. The house next to us had been empty for almost a year. The owner had been asking too much for it in this economy, but I understood why. It was beautiful, clean-lined and modern with cream stucco siding and black decorative shutters. Big oak trees offered shade and character in the sprawling front yard and in the back, an in-ground pool was the drool-worthy envy of my children.


    I raced down my yard and into my new neighbor’s. I hadn’t noticed the house had sold, but that didn’t surprise me. I wasn’t the most observant person these days. Vaguely I noted a moving truck parked in the long drive.


    The backyard gate must have been left open. Even though Abby had taught herself how to swim at the age of four- the end result gave me several gray hairs- there was no way she could reach the flip lock at the top of the tall, white fence.


    I rounded the corner and hopped/ran to the edge of the pool, the gravel of the patio cutting into my bare feet. I took a steadying breath and focused my panic-flooded mind long enough to assess whether Abby was still breathing or not.


    She was, and happily swimming in circles in the deep end.


    Fear and dread quickly turned to blinding anger and I took a step closer to the edge of the pool while I threw my silk robe on the ground.


    “Abigail Elizabeth, you get out of there right this minute!” I shouted loud enough to wake up the entire neighborhood.


    She popped her head up out of the water, acknowledged me by sticking out her tongue, and promptly went back to swimming. That little brat. 


    “Abigail, I am not joking. Get out of the pool. Now!” I hollered again. And was ignored- again. “Abby, if I have to come in there and get you, you will rue the day you were born!”


    She poked her head back up out of the water, shooting me a confused look. Her light brown eyebrows drew together, just like her father’s used to, and her little freckled nose wrinkled at something I said. I was smart enough or experienced enough to know that she was not on the verge of obeying, just because I’d threatened her.


    “Mommy?” she asked, somehow making her little body tread water in a red polka dot bikini my sister picked up from Gap last summer. It was too small, which for some reason infuriated me even more. “What does rue mean?”


    “It means you’re grounded from the iPad, your Leapster and the Wii for the next two years of your life,” I threatened. “Now get out of that pool right now before I come in there and get you myself.”


    She giggled in reply, not believing me for one second, and resumed her play.


    “Damn it, Abigail,” I growled under my breath but was not surprised by her behavior. She was naturally an adventurous child. Since she could walk, she’d been climbing to the highest point of anything she could, swinging precariously from branches, light fixtures and tall displays at the grocery store. She was a daredevil and there were moments when I absolutely adored her “the world is my playground” attitude about life. But then there were moments like this, when every mom instinct in me screamed she was in danger and her little, rotten life flashed before my eyes.


    Those moments happened more and more often. She tested me, pushing every limit and boundary I’d set. She had been reckless before Grady died, now she was just wild. And I didn’t know what to do about it.


    I didn’t know how to tame my uncontrollable child or how to be both parents to a little girl who desperately missed her daddy.


    I focused on my outrage, pushing those tragic thoughts down, into the abyss of my soul. I was pissed; I didn’t have time for this first thing in the morning and no doubt we were going to be late for school- again.


    I slipped off my pajama pants, hoping whomever had moved into the house, if they were watching, would be more concerned with the little girl on the verge of drowning than me flashing my black, bikini briefs at them over morning coffee. I said a few more choice curses and dove into the barely warm water after my second born.


    I surfaced, sputtering water and shivering from the cool morning air pebbling my skin. “Abigail, when I get you out of this pool, you are going to be in so much trouble.”


    “Okay,” she agreed happily. “But first you have to catch me.”


    She proceeded to swim around in circles while I reached out helplessly for her. First thing I would do when I got out of this pool was throw away every electronic device in our house just to teach her a lesson. Then I was going to sign her up for a swim team because the little hellion was too fast for her own good.


    We struggled like this for a few more minutes. Well, I struggled. She splashed at me and laughed at my efforts to wrangle her.


    I was aware of a presence hovering by the edge of the pool, but I was equally too embarrassed and too preoccupied to acknowledge it. Images of walking my children into school late again, kept looping through my head and I cringed at the dirty looks I was bound to get from teachers and other parents alike.


    “You look hungry,” a deep masculine voice announced from above me.


    I whipped my head around to find an incredibly tall man standing by my discarded pajama pants holding two beach towels and a box of Pop-Tarts in one arm, while he munched casually on said Pop-Tarts with the other.


    “I look hungry?” I screeched in hysterical anger.


    His eyes flickered down at me for just a second, “No, you look mad.” He pointed at Abby, who had come to a stop next to me, treading water again with her short child-sized limbs waving wildly in the water. “She looks hungry.” With a mouth full of food he grinned at me, and looked back at Abby. “Want a Pop-Tart? They’re brown sugar.”


    Abby nodded excitedly and swam to the edge of the pool. Not even using the ladder, she heaved herself out of the water and ran over to the stranger holding out his breakfast to her. He handed her a towel and she hastily draped it around her shoulders and took the offered Pop-Tart.


    A million warnings about taking food from strangers ran through my head, but in the end I decided getting us out of his pool was probably more important to him than offering his brand new neighbors poisoned Pop-Tarts.


    With a defeated sigh, I swam over to the ladder closest to my pants and robe, and pulled myself up. I was a dripping, limp mess and frozen to the bone after my body adjusted to the temperature of the water.


    Abby took her Pop-Tart and plopped down on one of the loungers that were still stacked on top of two others and wrapped in plastic. She began munching on it happily, grinning at me like she’d just won the lottery.


    She was in so much trouble.


    I walked over to the stranger, eying him skeptically. He held out his remaining beach towel to me and after realizing I stood before him in only a soaking wet tank top and bikini briefs, I took it quickly and wrapped it around my body. I shivered violently with my dark blonde hair dripping down my face and back. But I didn’t dare adjust the towel, afraid I’d give him more of a show than he’d paid for.


    “Good morning,” he laughed at me.


    “Good morning,” I replied slowly, carefully.


    Up close, he wasn’t the giant I’d originally thought. Now that we were both ground level, I could see that while he was tall, at least six inches taller than me, he wasn’t freakishly tall, which relieved some of my concerns. He still wore his pajamas: blue cotton pants and a white t-shirt that had been stretched out from sleep. His almost black hair appeared still mussed and disheveled, but swept over to the side in what could be a trendy style if he brushed it. He seemed to be a few years older than me, if I had to guess thirty-five or thirty-six, and he had dark, intelligent eyes that crinkled in the corners with amusement. He was tanned, and muscular, and imposing. And I hated that he was laughing at me.


    “Sorry about the gate,” he shrugged. “I didn’t realize there were kids around.”


    “You moved into a neighborhood,” I pointed out dryly. “There’re bound to be kids around.”


    His eyes narrowed at the insult, but he swallowed his Pop-Tart and agreed, “Fair enough. I’ll keep it locked from now on.”


    I wasn’t finished with berating him though. His pool caused all kinds of problems for me this morning and since I could only take out so much anger on my six-year-old, I had to vent the rest somewhere. “Who fills their pool the first week of September anyway? You’ve been to New England in the winter, haven’t you?”


    He cleared his throat and the last laugh lines around his eyes disappeared. “My real estate agent,” he explained. “It was kind of like a ‘thank you’ present for buying the house. He thought he was doing something nice for me.”


    I snorted at that, thinking how my little girl could have… No, I couldn’t go there; I was not emotionally capable of thinking that thought through.


    “I really am sorry,” he offered genuinely, his dark eyes flashing with true emotion. “I got in late last night, and passed out on the couch. I didn’t even know the pool was full or the gate was open until I heard you screaming out here.”


    Guilt settled in my stomach like acid, and I regretted my harsh tone with him. This wasn’t his fault. I just wanted to blame someone besides myself.


    “Look, I’m sorry I was snappish about the pool. I just… I was just worried about Abby. I took it out on you,” I relented, but wouldn’t look him in the eye. I’d always been terrible at apologies. When Grady and I would fight, I could never bring myself to tell him I felt sorry. Eventually, he’d just look at me and say, “I forgive you, Lizzy. Now come here and make it up to me.” With anyone else my pride would have refused to let me give in, but with Grady, the way he smoothed over my stubbornness and let me get away with keeping my dignity worked every single time.


    “It’s alright, I can understand that,” my new neighbor agreed.


    We stood there awkwardly for a few more moments, before I swooped down to pick up my plaid pants and discarded robe. “Alright, well I need to go get the kids ready for school. Thanks for convincing her to get out. Who knows how long we would have been stuck there playing Finding Nemo.”


    He chuckled but his eyes were confused. “Is that like Marco Polo?”


    I shot him a questioning glance, wondering if he was serious or not. “No kids?” I asked.


    He laughed again. “Nope, life-long bachelor.” He waved the box of Pop-Tarts and realization dawned on me. He hadn’t really seemed like a father before now, but in my world- my four kids, soccer mom, neighborhood watch secretary, active member of the PTO world- it was almost unfathomable to me that someone his age could not have kids.


    I cleared my throat, “It’s uh, a little kid movie. Disney,” I explained and understanding lit his expression. “Um, thanks again.” I turned to Abby who was finishing up her breakfast, “Let’s go, Abs, you’re making us late for school.”


    “I’m Ben by the way,” he called out to my back. “Ben Tyler.”


    I snorted to myself at the two first names; it somehow seemed appropriate for the handsome life-long bachelor, but ridiculous all the same.


    “Liz Carlson,” I called over my shoulder. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”


    “Uh, the towels?” he shouted after me when we’d reached the gate.


    I turned around with a dropped mouth, thinking a hundred different vile things about my new neighbor. “Can’t we… I…” I glanced down helplessly at my bare legs poking out of the bottom of the towel he’d just lent me.


    “Liz,” he laughed familiarly, and I tried not to resent him. “I’m just teasing. Bring them back whenever.”


    I growled something unintelligible that I hope sounded like “thank you” and spun on my heel, shooing Abby onto the lawn between our houses.


    “Nice to meet you, neighbor,” he called out over the fence.


    “You too,” I mumbled, not even turning my head to look back at him.


    Obviously he was single and unattached. He was way too smug for his own good. I just hoped he would keep his gate locked and loud parties few and far between. He seemed like the type to throw frat party-like keggers and hire strippers for the weekend. I had a family to raise, a family that was quickly falling apart while I floundered to hold us together with tired arms and a broken spirit. I didn’t need a nosy neighbor handing out Pop-Tarts and sarcasm interfering with my life.
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