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CHAPTER 1
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STANDING UNCERTAIN in the center of the aisle, a frozen pot pie in my hands, I flipped my head back and forth, kinking my neck. 

Now what? I could go to the help desk to check out, but the dumpy old man standing first in line was buying lottery tickets. Who knew how long that’d take?

On the other hand, the express lane was empty. But where was the clerk?

“Can I help you, miss?” 

A friendly, male voice jabbed loud in my ear, and I leaped in place, dropping the pie. Staring downward at it, I wondered if it was broken or not. Did frozen pies break?

“Let me get that for you.” An arm appeared in my view and a hand with a recognizable class ring.

“You went to Ferris High?” I asked, focusing on the stone. Red stone. Ruby. That meant he was born in July.

“Graduated last year.”

Last year, so a year ahead of me. 

He handed me the pie. The box was sweating now. I either checked out soon, or it would be mush. 

I raised my gaze at last and halted in place as stiff as the pie. Dark hair, brown eyes, and a smile brighter than white laundry on a sunny day. Grocery Boy was a handsome sight.

“And you?” he asked.

I snapped out of my daze. “This year. But it’s my first year there. We moved here last summer from the opposite coast. Dad’s job.”

“Ah. Well, your food is probably thawing.” He motioned toward the box.

“Right. Yeah, and thanks ... I’ll just ...” 

I pushed the pie toward the clerk along with a five dollar bill. After getting checked out, I hooked the bag over my arm and headed out, stepping through the electronic doors into figure-slimming late summer heat.  “I’m melting like the pie.”

I made a quick walk of the distance to my car and reached for my purse. My fingers grazed air and once again, I paused. This couldn’t be happening.

“I only wanted a pie.”

A pie which was getting softer by the minute, and seemed now destined for the trash can, because winking back at me from the driver’s seat were my keys. Keys, cell phone, and purse. How had I managed that?
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“YOU’RE BACK.” HE LOOKED up into the eyes of the very pretty girl he’d spoken with only moments ago. Long brown hair framed a lovely oval face and a pair of captivating green eyes.

“I’m stuck,” she said.

He leaned on one hip, his hand at his waist. “Because of the pie?”

“Yeah, so much for the pie.” She glanced down at the bag and back up again. “I’ve locked my keys in my car.”

That was a definite problem because by the looks of it, her pie was almost a goner.

“You have someone you can call?”

“My cell’s in the car, too.”

Mouth downturned, shoulders slumped, she sighed, which somehow enhanced her appeal. She really had bungled this. He stared at her for a moment and then reached for the pie. “You can use mine, and I’ll cook this.”

She released it. “Really?”

Circling behind, he directed her around the help desk and through the break room door. She stopped just inside, indecision on her face. “Am I allowed in here?”

“Sure.” He waved her toward one of two plastic tables in the center. Crossing to the microwave, he flipped the box over. “You were going to eat this?” he asked, his fingers on the pull tab.

“Yeah. Not like I have a choice now,” she replied.

He popped the pie in the microwave and leaned back on the counter. She was staring up at him, still with that confused look on her face. He reached in his pocket and pulled out his cell. Stepping over, he dropped it in front of her. 

She made no move to take it, gazing down instead as if it were a foreign object of some sort, her hair slanting over her cheek.

“Aren’t you going to call?” he asked.

“Well ...” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “There’s another problem.”

Besides the melted pie and locking your keys in the car? He said nothing but crossed his arms over his chest.

She tilted her face toward his, and he sucked in a breath. She really was beautiful, not that he hadn’t noticed before, because he had, but seen up close—

He awakened himself. Now was not the time. “Another problem?”

“Yeah. No one to call. Aren’t you going to get in trouble for ... I don’t know ... not working?” 

She switched gears on him, and he offered her a smile, pulling out a chair at her side. “I’ll take my break. Why is there no one to call? You don’t have friends or family?”

She moistened her lips. “I do,” she replied, “but they’re out of town overnight.”

“So call a locksmith,” he said. That seemed simple enough.

She exhaled, the sound long. “I have precisely two dollars and eighty-five cents left. I don’t think anyone will unlock my car for that.”

“You’ll have more once they unlock it,” he pointed out. She’d get her purse back then.

But she shook her head. “Nope. Two dollars and eighty-five cents.”

He ran one hand through his hair, stopping midway to squeeze the sides of his head. She was in a predicament then, one he wasn’t obligated to fix. But if not him, then who? She couldn’t stay here, but neither could he let her walk. 

He pulled in a breath and faced her. “I get off at three.”

She blinked once. “Three?”

“Yeah, a couple hours from now.”

The microwave beeped, but he ignored it, focusing on her face.

“A couple hours and then what? I’m lost.”

That was evident. He attempted to explain. “And then I’ll give you a lift home.” No big deal. He’d give her a lift. She’d be home and could figure out how to get her car later.

She flattened her fingers on the table top, her eyes spreading wide. “You ... you will?”

He shrugged. “Sure.”

“But I can’t get in to my house. Keys, you know.”

And the humor of this finally hit him. He felt his smile rise and heard his own laugh. What a mess this had become. She wasn’t finding it so funny, however, and she frowned.

“That leaves me only one solution,” he said. His laughter leaked out, despite his effort to stop it.

“What’s that?”

He recaptured his phone and extended his hand. “James Davis.”

She stared at his fingers then offered her own. “September Blessing.”

September Blessing? What kind of name was that?

She smiled at last. “You can guess when I was born.”

September, obviously.

“And, yes, my last name is really Blessing. But why are we introducing ourselves?”

“Shouldn’t we?” he asked.

She retracted her hand and set it in her lap.

The microwave beeped again, and he stood, retrieving the pie. Snagging a fork from the silverware bin, he deposited both in front of her. 

She poked at the crust, peeling it back and stirring the contents around. “So we have now,” she said, a forkful poised in front of her mouth. “Why does that matter?”

He stood again and walked over to the refrigerator. “Soda?” he asked.

She nodded, and he brought her a can, opening the top. She took a swig, her eyes fastened on his over the aluminum lid.

He grinned and answered her at last. “I figure any girl I’m going to take home with me I ought to know her name.”
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I HAD TWO HOURS TO think about the modification of my day, two hours to reprimand myself over my stupidity and wonder if I should, in fact, take James up on his offer. A girl did not go home with a guy she’d just met.

Forget he was nice. And employed. And saving me from complete embarrassment. He could be a weirdo-pervert of some sort. An extremely good looking one if that was the case. Who’d graduated from high school, I reminded myself. How bad could he be if he accomplished that?

In the end, I didn’t have a choice and so whiled away the time until three when he reappeared, keys in his hand.

“You ready?” he asked.

It was on the tip of my tongue to say no, but I didn’t. At least, not until we were standing six feet from his motorcycle.

“No.”

His brows rose. “No?”

“It’s a motorcycle. We can’t both ride on that.”

“Sure we can,” he said. “You hop on behind me and hang on.”

“To what?”

His smile returned. He really had a nice one, and it all but blinded me for a moment.

“To me, unless I’m objectionable?”

No, no objections. I curled my lip between my teeth. “There’s only one helmet,” I said.

“You can wear it if you want.”

But that seemed wrong. It was his bike, and he’d be eating bugs and dirt and who knew what else as a result. I, on the other hand, would have him to block the wind.

“You’ve done this a lot, right?” I asked. This was my major concern. I didn’t want to ride with a newbie.

He gave a single laugh. “Yes, I’ve done this a lot.” 

Removing the helmet, he offered it to me, but I waved it off. “You wear it. I’ll ... feel better.” 

He fastened the helmet beneath his chin and climbed on. I forced myself to stay calm, drawing air into my lungs. It wouldn’t be so bad. I probably wouldn’t even notice. Besides, I’d look cool. None of that thinking helped me. Therefore, I swung my leg over the side with my hands shaking more than a little bit. James was firm and warm, and, once my hands moved around his waist, I found, in very good shape. That helped my nervousness some.

I shut my eyes for the ride, conscious only of the traffic noise, the rush of wind in my ears, and the bend and flex of his torso. After what seemed like only seconds, the bike came to a halt, and I peeked between my wind-dried lashes at the moderate-sized home he’d parked in front of. 

He dismounted and offered his hand. “That wasn’t so bad. Was it?”

I forced myself to smile. “Well, my hand hold during the ride was nice.”

This brought a crooked grin to his face. 

He headed for the door, and dutifully I followed, stepping inside. “This is yours?” I asked. It was average, bachelorish, with minimal decorations and a lot of dust.

“Rental. Me and my roommate. He’s gone for the night.”

He led me through a tiny foyer to a larger, open area and proceeded to dump his keys and empty his pockets on the kitchen counter. Tugging his shirt from his waistband, he yanked it over his head.

And my eyes crossed. James was in as good a shape as I’d thought he was. Plus, he had this tattoo spanning his shoulders, a cow’s skull done in black and gray.

“Wow,” I said.

He glanced behind. 

“The tat.”

“Oh, that. Be right back. I’m going to change.”

He was gone only a few minutes, returning in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. He came to a stop facing me.

“The tat?” I asked.

“Long story involving too much beer and a bet.”

This sounded interesting. “Seems like I have the time.”

He gave a silent laugh. “Let’s go out on the patio.”

The patio consisted of a ten foot concrete rectangle, two slightly stained plastic lounge chairs, and a sun umbrella that used to be red but was faded to pink. I took one chair, and he took the other, angling himself my way.

“Mexico,” he said. “Me and Chuck ...”

“Your roommate?”

He nodded. “We went down there for kicks, and I had way too much one night. Got a little crazy.”

“And decided to tattoo a cow on yourself?”

“Sort of. Chuck picked the design from a book the guy had, little Mexican who didn’t speak English. I lucked out though because he did a great job.”

He had done a great job. James was right. And I don’t know what it is, but something about a guy with a tat always gets a girl going—

I felt myself warming up to him. Maybe this wasn’t so bad. But it wouldn’t solve my problem in the long run. I should concentrate. 

“I need to go home.”

“You’re locked out,” he replied, laying his head back on the seat.

True. I was.

“My parents will be home tomorrow afternoon.” They could let me in then. Or I could call them now. And say what? Hey, Mom, Dad, I’m a nitwit? 

“I could call Beta.”

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“Nickname,” I responded. “Beta Fish. Semi-best friend.”

His eyebrows moved upward, and I could see he wanted to know.

“We had a falling out. Over a guy.”

“Don’t tell me he rejected you.” 

James said that like it was unbelievable, which made me feel good. But he was wrong.

“He did,” I replied. “She was ... how to say this nicely ... a slut?”

This made him really laugh, and his laughter brought on my own. I liked this guy.

“So maybe you shouldn’t call,” he said, after we’d both recovered. “You can stay here.”

Seriously? How had I gone from buying a pie to staying the night with a perfect stranger? An incredibly good looking stranger who, so far, had only been helpful.

“I can’t. I mean, what if you turn into a werewolf during the night? Or some sex-crazed fiend? Or an ax murderer?” The fact I was saying all this to his face didn’t hit me until he responded, and then I simply stared at him.

“Don’t make me fall in love with you,” he said.

I pursed my lips. Did he really say that? And it became worse because he motioned toward me, one finger crooked. I leaned closer, a gnat drawn toward a sweaty face.

His lips met mine, and my heart began to sing. It was only a peck really, but, my pulse started moshing to some death metal tune and the skin on my mouth tingled.

“What? Why?” I asked into my palm, now over my lips.

“I’m flattered you’d think I was any of those things,” he said.

Flattered? Who was this guy?

“I don’t get it,” I replied, my voice having returned. “Why is that flattery?”

He reclined
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