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      “Dispatch, be advised I’m stuck on the railroad tracks.” I bang my head against the steering wheel as I hear the snickering answering my admission.

      I can literally hear every single one of the MTF members laughing – my damn dad being the loudest. His loud chuckle could be heard in a group of hyenas.

      Dispatch manages to hold it together, as she speaks to me. “Do you need a wrecker…” She trails off, and then I hear it. “Newbie?”

      Pushing my fingers through my hair, I lean against the hand holding the radio. I groan before I press the button. “Yes, I’d rather not get my squad car crushed by a train.”

      “Help is headed your way,” she answers, and again I can hear the laughter in her voice.

      It’s not long that I have to wait until another squad car pulls up. It parks a safe distance away, and as the two get out, I let out a short breath. “Fuck my life.”

      Not one to back down from anything, not anymore, I get out, facing the proverbial firing squad.

      “Caleb.” Havoc runs his hand over his chin. “What the fuck did you do?” He laughs as he observes the way my car sits across the tracks, the tires in such a way I can’t get out.

      “Don’t even ask.” I put my hands on my hips as I shake my head. “Renegade got the guy, and that’s all that matters.”

      I shoot my dad a look. “You wanna say something?”

      He saunters over to me, clapping his hand against my shoulder, squeezing tightly. “Welcome to the team, Rookie.”

      The twitching of his mouth at the corners causes me to lose control, and I let go with a loud laugh, not able to catch my breath as I bend at the waist. When I finally get it under control, I give them a smirk. “Fifth day on the job, and I’m already a fucking legend.”
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      Five Years Later

      September

      It’s a rainy night in Laurel Springs as I pull my Rubicon into one of the only empty spots in front of The Café. For just a moment, I turn off the ignition and sit, still amazed at how many people can fit inside. My rookie year on the MTF, Ernie passed away and Leighton had used her business smarts and degree, purchasing the place that meant so much to all of us. Ernie had no family, and her stepping in to keep an important part of the community alive had brought us all closer together.

      We’d had an old-fashioned type of barn raising. People from two counties over in each direction came to help us remodel and expand The Café. It’s now doubled in size, with updated everything, and I knew from talking to Havoc that Leighton was doing very well for herself. So well, in fact, she’d brought Brooks into the business two years ago, and they have become a formidable team. Once their family name was known for moonshine. Now? The Strathers are known throughout the six-county area for having the best food, desserts, and the most hospitality anyone could ask for. The establishment is alcohol free and caters to anyone who wants to have fun without being impaired.

      Truth be told, it’s where I eat most of my meals these days.

      Today has been a long fucking day, and there’s not going to be any break in this weather for at least the next two. Reaching over, I grab my hoodie, shrugging it over my head, making sure I’m covered before I duck out of the safety of the vehicle and make a run for it. My combat boots beat against the stone of the sidewalk, splashing water against the back of my legs, but at least they’re covered by my tactical pants. As I get to the door, I hold it open for an elderly couple making their way as quickly up the sidewalk as they can.

      “Thank you.” The woman gives me a wide smile, while the man pats me on the side.

      “No problem, I hope y’all have a good night.” I let the door shut behind me and shake the droplets off my hoodie as I look around for my food partner tonight.

      Morgan Santana is my food partner almost every night, if I’m honest. He joined the EMT squad right around the time I joined the MTF, we’re the same age, and we share a lot of the same interests. I’d never had a best friend besides my dad before I met him, but I can honestly say Morgan is the closest friend I’ve ever had. I’d been close with my college roommate, Slater, but our friendship revolved around homesickness and college sports. Morgan and I talk about everything.

      “Over here.” He waves through the crowd. Looks as if he’s secured us a booth away from a lot of the families and amongst older couples and younger ones on date nights. Fuck my life; it gets old being a single guy all the time.

      “Thanks for putting us over here in loved-up central,” I say as I take a look around, sliding into the booth across from him.

      “Cut me a break, Harrison, it was the only seat that didn’t have babies around it.” He glances over the top of his menu.

      “I don’t know why you’re even looking.” I toss my menu aside. “It’s fried chicken night, and that’s what both of us always get.”

      “Maybe I’m watching my weight.” He pats his stomach, which is probably tighter than mine.

      “Yeah,” I chuckle. “Okay, sounds about right.”

      “Hey, guys.” Leighton smiles as she strolls up to our table. “What’s going on tonight?”

      I put my arm out, pulling her to my side. “Oh, you know, arresting bad guys, writing tickets, fucking shit up. Normal stuff.”

      “Maybe for him.” Morgan throws me a glare. “I got puked on today, by a baby. That was so not normal stuff for me.” Which explains why he didn’t want to sit next to any tonight.

      “Ewwww.” She curls her lip up in disgust. “I don’t miss those days. Thank God Ransom and Cutter are out of that stage,” she mentions her and Havoc’s two boys.

      “Where are they at?” I look around the building for them. Typically, when she works nights, they’re with her.

      “Ransom had football practice earlier today, so Holden took them out for pizza. Y’all ready to order?”

      Their son is huge. He’ll be playing college ball before we all know it. “I’d much rather have the fried chicken and mashed potatoes with gravy,” I tell her as she writes down my order.

      “Brown gravy?”

      “Hell yes, and some water too, please.”

      Nodding she turns to Morgan. “What do you want tonight?”

      “Give me a vegetable plate with grilled chicken and a water. Some of us are watching what we eat.”

      I shake my head as he tries to guilt me. “I weigh ten pounds more than I did when I played college football, and five of those pounds are probably muscle. You’re not getting me to admit I shouldn’t be eating this. Do you know how many years of my life I spent making sure I was within my macros? I try not to worry about it so much now.”

      “Gotcha.” She leans in and says in a lowered voice, “Can you all watch the table beside you? The guy is giving me some creeptastic vibes and the girl is eating that appetizer like she hasn’t eaten in the last six years.”

      Leighton turns away and immediately my attention goes to the couple at the table beside us. I can’t see the woman’s face, but one of my strengths is reading body language. Hers says she’s highly tense, uncomfortable, and possibly scared, given the way her foot taps against the floor. Her back is ramrod straight, one hand is gripping the table, and there’s an iciness in the way she’s holding herself.

      Quietly I watch as she all but shovels a potato skin in her mouth, then grabs for the last one on the plate. Any person with eyes can see either she’s starving or trying to get this night over with. Given the vibes this guy is throwing off, I’m assuming it’s the latter.

      “Well, at least I know you like to swallow.” He gives her a lecherous smile, licking his lips.

      The move is creepy enough that it even makes my skin crawl. I shift around so I can see her profile; she looks young and way too innocent to be messing with this guy.

      “Not typically.” Her dry answer makes me grin.

      “I woulda found out in a few hours anyway.” He gives her a wink.

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I hadn’t even planned on inviting you in, and given the way you’ve acted so far during this date, I’m not inclined to do so.”

      I love the way she’s affected an ice princess tone. Very quickly, she’s setting boundaries, and my cop senses totally approve of what’s going on.

      “Sweetheart.” He tilts his head toward her, the grin now gone from her face. “You forget I picked you up? I know where you live. I can get in anytime I want.”

      The fork she’d been using to cut her potato skin falls to the plate with a loud bang, and that’s when I get pissed enough to get up. “Be back.” I tap the table at Morgan.

      There’s four chairs at the table they’re occupying. I grab one, turn it around and straddle it.

      “Hey fuck face, who do you think you are?” the guy asks, irritation in his voice.

      Reaching into the hoodie, I pull the badge on a chain around my neck off and slam it down on the Formica. “Hey fuck face, I’m the police, and I think I just heard you threaten this young lady. Who do you think you are is the appropriate question here.”

      
        
        Ruby

      

      

      “Hey fuck face, I’m the police and I think I just heard you threaten this young lady. Who the fuck do you think you are is the appropriate question here.”

      I hear the scrape of the chair as the man who just spoke the words yanks it out from under the table and has a seat. Thank God he’s showed up; the last line of conversation scared me more than I’d even like to admit to myself.

      As my eyes take in the badge that’s been slammed on the surface of the table, I want to kiss this man who’s interrupted the date from hell. However, I can’t seem to make my eyes move from the badge, I’m somewhat shaking as I hear what’s being said between the two of them.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it.” My date is stumbling over his words, fidgeting, sweat sprinkling his forehead. Besides being a cop, this officer is an intimidating figure all his own.

      “No, I’m pretty sure you told her if she didn’t perform oral sex on you, you were going to break into her house and get it. I could charge you with a pretty good amount of shit right now. Give me your ID.”

      The smooth voice, laced with power and authority, washes over me. This man, this officer, doesn’t have as strong an accent as most people around here, and I wonder if he’s born and bred.

      My date fumbles with his wallet, finally producing an ID, handing it over with shaking hands. Finally, I allow myself to look up at the man who’s saved me from who knows what. He’s gorgeous. His features are strong, a close-cropped beard covers his face, and soulful brown eyes glance my way as he looks between the two of us. Pushing the sleeves of the hoodie he wears up, I see ink on his forearm, but the way he’s moving it, doesn’t allow me to get a good look. So badly, I want to reach over, still the movement, and feast on whatever it is he cared enough about to permanently mark himself.

      “Seth Donovan,” he rolls the name of my date around on his tongue, almost as if he’s trying it on for size. “Is this address correct?” He pulls his cell phone from his pocket, tapping in a few numbers.

      “Ye….ye…..yes,” he finally answers, nodding excessively.

      My knight in shining armor is talking to someone on the other end of the line, and I realize he’s running Seth’s name. For what, I’m not sure, but I’ve seen enough cop reality shows that I’m figuring it’s for warrants.

      “Is that right?” Those brown eyes land on the other man at the table, and the full lips, spread in a tight line. “Send a uniform, I’m off-duty. We’re at The Café.”

      He disconnects the call, sets the phone down, stands up, and motions for Seth to do the same. “You my friend, have a warrant. Stand up, a uniform is on the way to get you.”

      “You’re full of shit!”

      My savior leans in close, whispering, but it’s loud enough for me to hear it. “This is a family establishment, and you’ll respect the people who work hard. Unlike you, who seems to like breaking and entering and stealing things that aren’t yours. Put your hands behind your back or I’ll do it for you.”

      This officer has at least twenty-five pounds of pure muscle on Seth, and for about thirty seconds, it looks like this disaster is going to get even worse. I get the feeling in the pit of my stomach that Seth will run, and he’ll make a spectacle of himself when he does. Instead, he puts his hands behind his back, his head hanging low.

      It’s all a blur as he’s read his rights, cuffed, and hauled out front. I’m fully aware of everyone’s eyes on me, which is embarrassing, but I also worry about my job. I’ll have to do damage control on Monday. Right now though, I just want to get out of here, which is going to prove difficult because Seth was my ride. Not long after they’ve walked outside, I see the flash of blue lights through the plate glass window. And a few minutes later, the man who did his civic duty is strutting back over to my table.

      Oh this officer, whoever he is, doesn’t walk like mere mortals, no. He struts. Every eye in the room is glued to him, and I’m impressed with the easy way he handles the attention. The soft roll of his hips. It’s obvious that the women in the room wonder what it’s like to be me, the men in the room wonder what it’s like to be him. He stops in front of me, and I get a look at how tall he is, how powerful the body under his clothes must be. He sits back down in the chair he vacated.

      “You alright, ma’am?”

      There’s a boyish quality to the way he’s asked the question, along with the easy smile that’s spread across his face. It sends butterflies from the pit of my stomach up my throat. I have to focus on my words as I say them. “I am. Thank you so much for coming to my rescue. My name is Ruby.”

      “No problem. Where the hell did you find that piece of work?”

      “A friend from work.” I think back to the librarian, Trinity, telling me what a nice guy she thought Seth was. I guess the two of us have totally different definitions of nice guys.

      He runs a hand through thick, dark hair, and gives me a grin. “Not much of a friend, huh?” Tapping his knuckles on the table, he motions over to the booth he left, to the man sitting there by himself, watching this all play out. “My friend and I were getting some dinner, and since you’re kind of stuck here, would it be okay if we ate with you? I’ll take you home when we’re done.”

      I want to say yes, but after what’s just happened to me, I’m hesitant. Right then, Leighton, comes over, carrying three plates. “Trust me, honey. He’s a good one, I’ve known Caleb since he was a teenager. He’ll get ya home safe, or I can call Holden and have him take you. But Caleb works with Holden as part of the Moonshine Task Force; you’re in good hands.”

      The Moonshine Task Force. I’ve heard of them, one of the fellow teachers I work with has a husband who’s a member. I know they’re trustworthy, and for the first time this night, I relax.
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      “This is me.” I point to the duplex I’m renting while trying to figure out how to live on a first-year teacher’s salary. It’s not as easy as I assumed it would be back when I was still in the dorms taking classes.

      He chuckles as he pulls his Jeep into the gravel lot. This Jeep is the manliest thing I’ve seen. Completely blacked out with all the bells and whistles anyone could ask for. The glow of the dashboard is blue, and the contrast between the light, his coloring, and those soulful brown eyes of his is almost my undoing as we sit here in the dark, alone.

      “Why the laugh? I know it’s not much.” I’m slightly offended by the way he’s reacting to where I live. And really disappointed.

      “I’m not laughing at you, Ruby.” He grips the steering wheel with those long fingers of his, causing his forearms to flex tight. “It’s just that back in the day, a couple of my co-workers lived in this duplex before they fell in love and got married.”

      “They allow women on the Moonshine Task Force?” I’ve never heard of it before, but it doesn’t mean that it isn’t true.

      “No.” He laughs again. “When I was a teenager I worked at The Café, and there was a waitress who worked there too. She had a bad experience with her husband, and Ace, now my co-worker with the MTF helped her out of it. They ended up living here next to each other, and when her divorce was final, they admitted their feelings for one another and got married.”

      The sigh that comes from deep within me is light. I’m a helpless romantic, and while that’s sometimes played against me, I do love when two people come together in the face of adversity. “That’s a sweet story.”

      “They’re a sweet couple.” He runs a hand over his chin. “Do you want me to come in and make sure everything’s okay? Given the way Seth threatened you tonight, I asked the arresting officer to fill out a temporary protection order, especially since he’s wanted for breaking and entering. He won’t be getting out of jail tonight, and I have no idea what’s going to happen when he goes before the judge. If you give me your phone number, I can text you and let you know. Chances are he’ll be given bail, but if he can’t make the amount, he’ll be sitting in lockup until he’s arraigned. I don’t think you have anything to worry about.” He shrugs. “But I’m also not God, so if you feel that something’s off, please give us a call.”

      “Or I can text you?” I raise an eyebrow because I don’t really want this whole town to know my embarrassment at being caught in this situation.

      “Absolutely.”

      Within a few minutes, we have each other’s numbers and he’s walking me to my front door. “Thank you again.” I turn, looking up at him. He’s taller, so much taller than me that he dwarfs my body. If he wanted to surround me, it wouldn’t be that hard, and I’d probably let him. I’m a sucker for a man who can take control of a situation and not back down. That’s the epitome of what Caleb has done for me tonight.

      “Just doin’ my job.” He puts his hands in his hoodie, rocking back and forth on his heels.

      I don’t know why, but those words hurt slightly. A part of me hoped he’d come to my rescue because he’d actually wanted to, not because he felt like he had to. The last thing I want to be is someone’s job.

      “I’m sorry to have ruined your night,” I try to keep the emotion out of my voice. This has been the weirdest few hours of my life and telling myself the reaction I’m having is emotional isn’t helping the lump I feel in my throat.

      “You didn’t.” He pulls one of those hands out of his hoodie, bracing it against the door. “It was my pleasure to rescue you, Ruby. I’m glad you’re okay, I’m beyond glad that asshole didn’t hurt you, and what I’d really like to see again is that smile on your face you gave me a few times tonight.”

      My heart pounds in my chest, my throat dry as I try to swallow, and my stomach has those butterflies again. The smile he’s asking about spreads across my face without me even thinking about it. “I’m lucky you rescued me; today could have ended pretty shitty for me,” I admit, pulling my gaze away from his intense brown stare.

      “It could have.” His voice is sober. “But it didn’t. I know this is crazy, but I had a good time with you tonight, even if it did start off kind of weird. Could I see you again? Maybe show you what a real man does to woo a woman?”

      That heart of mine speeds up to double-time. My palms get slightly sweaty and I’m embarrassed to say my knees knock just a little. “I’d like that,” I manage not to sound like an idiot.

      “I work nights all weekend.” His tone is apologetic. “But I’m available for breakfast in about ten hours, if that’s not too soon.” The look on his face is so hopeful that I can’t help but be impressed.

      A laugh bubbles up from my stomach, and I throw my head back with the force of it. “Breakfast it is.”

      “I know a place, over in Calvert City,” he mentions a town about an hour away. “They have one of the best breakfasts around, and there’s a nice little section of downtown we can explore, before I have to come back and take a nap before work. Is that okay?”

      “Sounds great.” I nod, thinking that I’ll like the chance to spend some time with him. Even though maybe I should be apprehensive after what happened to me tonight, I inherently trust the man standing in front of me. Something tells me to trust my gut with this one, and my gut is giving me nothing but signals to go along with whatever this man is asking of me.

      “I’ll pick you up around eight? We should get there in enough time that we get breakfast but most of the rush is gone.”

      “I’ll see you then.” I lean in, kissing him on the cheek, before turning around, unlocking my door, and walking inside.

      “Be sure and lock it, Ruby. Be safe.”

      “You too, Officer.” I give him a little wave before doing exactly what he asked me to do.

      
        
        Cruise

      

      

      Jogging back to my Jeep, I get in and execute a three-point turn to get out of the drive, before I allow the smile to spread all the way across my face. I do a little dance in my seat and gleefully beat a hand against the steering wheel.

      There are lots of things that have happened in my life that I can’t explain. Why my mom left me at such a young age, why I was blessed to get another one in the form of Kari, why my little sister is nine and I’m twenty-eight, how my dad and I have such a great relationship even though we’re only sixteen years apart in age. I’ve had tough times, and I’ve had great times, but there’s always been parts I’ve never been able to explain. Much like what just happened.

      From the moment I sat down at the table in The Café, I felt something drawing me to Ruby. I wanted to protect her, to make sure she got home safe, to be sure this dumbass she’d been set up with didn’t try something he shouldn’t have. The feeling increased as she had dinner with me and Morgan. We laughed, we joked, a meal that should have lasted an hour extended to almost two, and I could tell that none of us wanted to leave when we got our checks. There’s been few times in my life when I had such a great meal with someone of the opposite sex who wasn’t obviously trying to get into my pants. The invitation to breakfast tomorrow was spur of the moment, but now that I’ve extended it, I can’t get it off my mind.

      Turning the radio up, I sing along to the country song, tinged with a little bit of rock. If anyone had to ask me to describe myself, that’s probably the best way. I love the simple things in life, they’re my favorite. I don’t like to make anything complicated, but at the same time I like to ride the edge – more sexual than anything – but I have a past, and sometimes I just gotta let it out.

      The song is interrupted as a call comes through my Bluetooth. Mason Harrison. Probably checking up on his son. I allow the call through. “Hey, Dad!”

      “You arrested someone at The Café tonight?” He goes right into the reason he called without even offering pleasantries.

      I roll my eyes. Should have known he’d hear about it first thing in this small town. “No, I didn’t arrest them, but Renegade did. I was sitting there having dinner with Morgan when I heard the guy she was on a date with threaten her. It was a fuckin’ shitty move and I couldn’t sit there and listen to it. She was obviously uncomfortable.”

      “He threatened her?”

      I relate back the story, and my dad whistles through his teeth. “What a douche.”

      “Yeah, so when I called in his name, he had warrants for breaking and entering. I actually just took her home because she was stranded.”

      I leave out the detail that I’m seeing her tomorrow. Since Jess, who I dated during my senior year in high school, I don’t introduce women to my parents unless I know they’re going to stick around. In ten years, they’ve met one other woman, and that had been a huge mistake. I’d let her meet my family, and when we agreed to go our separate ways, it was sad for everyone involved. Unfortunately, she and I just weren’t meant to be. There were no hard feelings, still isn’t, it just wasn’t right for either of us.

      “Yeah, so that’s my night in a nutshell. How’s the fam?” I turn his attention away from me, onto the women in our lives.

      “Good, Rina is already in bed and so is Kels, but I was still up because I worked a little over and wanted to check in with you after I heard what happened. I’m hitting the hay here soon.” He yawns loudly in my ear. “You know you don’t have to eat with Morgan all the time, you can come have dinner here.”

      “I have dinner there plenty,” I argue. “At least three times a week.”

      “I’m just saying, it doesn’t matter how many times a week you’re here. We love to see you whenever that is.”

      “I know, and Morgan knows he’s invited too, but sometimes we just want to be dudes.”

      “I get it,” Dad laughs. “Your mom wanted me to tell you, in case you didn’t know.”

      The transition from calling my stepmother Karina to Mom had happened slowly. It wasn’t something that one day I woke up and just blurted out. It was a decision I made and then had to put into execution. But as Kelsea had gotten older, I was afraid she’d ask questions – why did she call her Mom and I called her Kari? The reality of the situation would be way too much for a little kid to comprehend, much less handle, and I’d made the decision on my own to take it out of the equation.

      Never having called anyone Mom before, I had to try to the word out on my tongue. I had to practice saying it, really let the motion of moving my lips to form the word become second nature. I’d called her Mom in my head for months before I’d actually tried the word out in person. The day I had, she’d stopped what she was doing, turned to me, and cried like the emotional woman she is. She’d hugged me, clung to me, and thanked me for letting her be a part of my life. It’s tough to admit, but even I cried that day, and a huge burden had been lifted off my shoulders. Karina Harrison is my mom, no matter if she gave birth to me or not. She’s always loved me more than the actual woman who gave birth to me did.

      “Tell her I’m fine.” I pull into the apartment complex I’m living at for the moment and park my Jeep in my designated space. “I’m home, so I’m gonna go. I have to work night shift tomorrow,” I groan.

      “Good luck getting your sleep in.”

      The one good thing about having a parent with the same job as you? They get your sleep habits. “Will do, Dad. Love you.”

      “Love you too. Be safe, kiddo.”
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      Listening to the rain beat against the roof has always been one of my favorite pastimes. And now that I live on my own, not at my parents’ house and not at a dorm full of loud roommates, I can be lazy and listen to it whenever I want to.

      On mornings like this, I think. And since I’m thinking, I’m rehashing everything that happened last night in my mind. To me, life has never been lived in hours. It’s been lived in moments, goals, achievements, and special occasions. Hours though, hours mean a lot too. Take roughly ten hours ago.

      If Caleb hadn’t been there to save me last night, who knows where I’d be at this hour. I could be lying in this bed hurting, contemplating an entirely different trip today. It might be one to the ER, instead of a few counties over. It could be spent making police reports, rather than trying to decide what I want to wear. Last night I was taught a valuable lesson. I’ll never take hours for granted again.

      Throwing my covers off, I shiver at the chill in the room. This fall has been colder than most, and if I remember correctly, it’s not supposed to get above fifty today. Perfect book weather, if you were to ask me. Getting up and doing my daily business is exciting because I know I’m going to get to spend at least part of my day with Caleb. As I’m brushing my teeth, I hear my phone go off on my night stand.

      When I’m done, I rush over, wondering which of my friends is texting me on a Saturday morning. When I see that it’s Caleb’s number, I get both excited and worried. What if he’s canceling on me?

      C: Just wanted to make sure we’re still on for today and give you an update. They denied bail because Seth had warrants in three other counties. He’s actually going to be extradited. You dodged a bullet, Ruby.

      I feel how lucky I am, know how fortunate I was that people were watching out for me last night, and grateful to live in the small town I do.

      R: Thanks for letting me know. Kinda makes me feel better, knowing he’s not around anymore. And of course we’re still on!

      C: Understandable. I’ll be by to pick you up in about thirty minutes. I just have to drop my little sister off at a friend’s house. She’s having a sleepover tonight.

      Caleb has a little sister? Immediately I’m wondering how much younger she is than him, and I decide since he appears at least a few years older than me, she’s probably a teenager.

      Thirty minutes doesn’t give me much time, but I spring into action, doing the best I can with what I have. Putting on a little bit of makeup, I run my fingers through my naturally curly hair. Because it’s raining, it goes every which way, and I know the only way I’m going to be able to tame it is by putting it in a braid. Which makes me look all of ten years old.

      It can’t be helped; I think I’ll always look young for my age. Even now, having my own classroom, people assume I’m a student and not a teacher. Swiping a little mascara on my lashes, I put my pearl studs in my ears, and opt for a deep plum lip stain. At least maybe he’ll be drawn to my lips for most of the day. With my golden blonde hair, it makes a striking contrast. Besides full lips and big eyes, about the only thing I have to work is my ample chest, which nobody will be able to see underneath my rain coat today, but that’s okay. I’ll tuck it away for a surprise, in case we go out on another date. Glancing out the window as I go for my rain boots, I see him.

      The Rubicon, which I’d found so sexy the night before, pulls up into my drive. He doesn’t turn it off, but he bails out, running to my front porch. And the brief glimpse I get of him is enough to send my pulse racing. Caleb wears a very worn pair of jeans, a t-shirt with a flannel unbuttoned over it, rolled up those forearms of his, with a hat pulled low over his eyes.

      The knock that announces he’s here is enough to set me on edge.

      Calming myself, I open the door, as I’m slipping my rain jacket on. “Hey,” I greet him, not able to wipe the smile off my face at seeing him again. It’s crazy, we met last night, but I’ve never had a connection with someone the way I have a connection with him.

      “Hey.” He grins back. “Sorry about the weather. I ordered sunshine with a high of seventy. Instead I got this.” He shrugs. “We can make the best of it, right?”

      “How dare mother nature not listen to you?” I grab my cross-body bag, slinging it over my chest.

      “That’s what I’m saying.” He plays along, his voice playful. “I mean doesn’t she know I’m trying to impress you?”

      He takes my elbow as we descend the porch, then he walks me over to the passenger side of the Jeep where he helps me in, before he jogs around the front. The inside is nice and warm, a familiar rock song plays on the radio, and the gentle thump of the windshield wipers cocoon me in a feeling of rightness like I’ve never had before.

      “You don’t have to try, Caleb, you’re already impressing me pretty hardcore.” I buckle up as he checks his blind spot and then begins backing out. “The guy last night honked the horn. He didn’t even come to my door.”

      “Fuck that,” he says the words like they taste bad. “My dad would have my ass if I didn’t go get a woman at her door. He’s chivalrous like that. Any kid who ever wants to date my sister will have to go through both of us,” he preaches as he turns toward Calvert City.

      “She’s lucky to have a brother like you.” I think of my own brother.

      
        
        Cruise

      

      

      “Nah, I’m lucky to have a little sister like her. I waited a long time for one,” I admit as I turn onto the county highway that will take us to Calvert City.

      I’m usually not a talker. Typically I have to get to know someone before I start belting out my life story, but there’s something about this girl. Since I saw her sitting there last night, so stoic, so unsure of the situation she was in, I’ve wanted to talk to her. I’ve wanted to tell her everything will be okay and explain to her that even though things might seem a little scary now, they won’t always.

      “You ever been out here?” I change the subject from my family. For people who don’t know where I come from, it’s a little difficult to explain.

      “I’m assuming we’re going to The Hen Lays The
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