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            Chapter One

          

          
            AUGUST 4:00 AM

          

          Billy

        

      

    

    
      Billy slapped the button on his alarm before it could go off. He sighed heavily as he thought about his Sweets. The baby girl, who came into his life eighteen years ago, was leaving for college, and things were going to change.

      He rubbed the spot over his heart that ached at just the thought of her leaving. When had time sped up? It was only yesterday that he held her tiny newborn body against his chest while he napped on the couch. The curly brown hair, a shade darker than her mother’s, had tickled his cheek as she cuddled on his lap while he read her stories during her toddler years. The shy little girl turned into a bubbly teenager, reminding him of her mother. This new thought caused a different ache in his chest.

      Billy stared at the empty side of his bed. It had been years since anyone occupied that spot, and it was never by the one he truly wanted. Nearly nineteen years ago, a girl changed the course of his life. Bridget. Five years later, he fell in love with her.

      He’d spent years fruitlessly searching for his peace and purpose. He found both when Bridget walked into his life. Strength and kindness radiated from her, even in the dark times of her life.

      As time passed, his admiration grew to affection and eventually to the deep, unending love he knew his parents had shared.

      He’d had relationships with other women. One continued on and off for several years, but their relationship ended when he could only imagine Bridget wearing his ring.

      Bridget…she’d been a wreck this week, giving him a chance to hold her nearly as often as he liked. Last night, after Sweets left to hang out with her friends, she broke down. Closing his eyes, he could still feel the smooth contours of her back as he ran his hands up and down, soothing her. Her vanilla scent still lingered on his shirt.

      What would happen to them when the person that brought them together was no longer here?

      Unable to fall back asleep, Billy forced himself out of bed. After turning on the shower, he stood in front of the bathroom mirror and stared at his reflection. At forty-two, his cropped black hair had a few gray specks, and his five o’clock shadow had more than a sprinkling of white.

      He pulled off his T-shirt to see the oaths, promises, and images of things he could never say printed on his body as a poem to those he loved. The word SWEETS written over his heart for the little girl who helped give his life direction and meaning. Billy’s promise to Bridget drawn in the shape of a long-winged swallow, symbolizing his love and devotion to her and the family he wished they were.

      More than once, he’d caught Bridget gazing at his public tattoos, but she never questioned. There were times he wished she would. It wouldn’t have mattered if she had asked; the ones that meant the most were ones she had never seen. Those he kept covered and protected.

      Former girlfriends had questioned, but he never gave them a straight answer. Doing so would only hurt them. How could he tell the women he cared about, even loved, that they would never be enough because his heart belonged to someone else? No one meant as much to him as the one woman he couldn’t have. But they knew, even if he never admitted it.

      After shedding the rest of his clothes, he stepped into the shower.

      For years, he’d imagined Bridget as his wife, Sweets as his daughter, and maybe another child or two, but time slipped through his fingers. If Sweets leaving for college wasn’t a reminder of how quickly time passed, nothing was.

      Twenty minutes later, Billy poured coffee into three travel mugs and added creamer to two of them. He stopped to pick up donuts before he pulled up behind his diner and the apartment above where his girls lived.

      “Today’s the day. I have to tell her how much I love her.” With a new resolve, he carried the coffees and donuts up the back steps that lead to his past and, God willing, his future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            MAY 1995

          

          Bridget

        

      

    

    
      “What about these?” Tiffany lifted a pair of shorts that were at least a size smaller, if not two than Bridget wore.

      Bridget sighed, annoyed her friend refused to let her wear her ‘normal clothes’ that fit. “Tiff, they’re in the back of the closet for a reason. I can barely get them over my hips. The whole pile back there needs to be donated.” The next thing Bridget knew, a pair of tiny jean shorts hit her in the face.

      “Just try them on,” Tiffany demanded as she kept rifling through Bridget’s clothes.

      “Fine, but you can’t make fun of me if they don’t zip up.” They easily slid up until they reached her butt, where Bridget had to wiggle around until she got them over her hips. She stood in front of her friend with the zipper undone to show her how there was no way they’d fit. “See! I told you!”

      Tiffany had the nerve to roll her eyes. “You’ll have to zip them up before I can decide if they fit.”

      “Are you kidding?” Bridget screeched. They were tight, not just uncomfortable tight but skin tight, like she might lose circulation tight. To prove her point, she lay on her back, sucked in her breath and her stomach as much as possible, zipped them up, and hooked the button. “I can’t breathe.” Just saying it took the last of her oxygen.

      “Stand up and turn.” Tiffany’s finger made a circle motion, telling Bridget which direction to move.

      “I can’t.” Bridget was positive she was going to have to beg Tiffany to get scissors to cut her out.

      “Here.” Tiffany offered a hand and pulled until Bridget was up off the bed. She walked around her, nodding and smiling. “I think they fit perfectly. I don’t know why you hide your great ass in baggy clothes.”

      “Just because I can still breathe when I wear them doesn’t mean they’re baggy.” Bridget didn’t have to see Tiffany to know she was rolling her eyes again.

      “Ugh. Okay. I’ll find you another pair, but you aren’t wearing the shorts you picked out; they practically go to your knees. Those aren’t frat party worthy.”

      Frat party.

      Just the words made Bridget’s stomach churn. She had never partied, not even with kids her own age, and now she was going to a college party. She wasn’t sure how Tiffany talked her into going. She was pulling the shorts off when Tiffany turned from the closet holding several journals and a mischievous smirk on her face.

      “You write in a diary?” Tiffany dropped all but one and started opening it when Bridget shot toward her and yanked the book from her hands. That’s all she needed was to give Tiffany ammo to tease her. She picked up the rest and pushed them under her mattress. “You know that’s the first place parents search for hidden stuff?” Tiffany warned.

      “My dad hasn’t been up here since I moved in a year ago.” Even though Bridget wasn’t close to her Dad and didn’t want him in her room, it made her sad to know that he didn’t care.

      “Dear Diary, my friend Tiffany is the coolest person I’ve ever met. I want to be just like her,” Tiffany teased.

      Bridget blushed while Tiffany went on and on about how great she was. At times, Bridget didn’t like her; today was one of them. Tiffany teased her relentlessly, sometimes viciously, but she hung on to their friendship as if it were a lifeline. Tiffany was her only friend other than her work friends. Typically, Bridget didn’t mind, but at times like these, she wished she had at least one more friend as a buffer.

      Two weeks after moving in with her dad and starting a new school, she hadn’t made a single friend until Tiffany moved into the locker next to hers. She had shared a locker with her boyfriend until he dumped her, and she needed to find a new one. The day they met, Tiffany introduced herself, and that was that; they were friends. It was another week before Bridget found out her new friend didn’t have the best reputation.

      The popular girls hated her, and every time they passed her in the halls, they whispered “slut” and “ho”. Tiffany would roll her eyes and try to act like it didn’t bother her, but Bridget noticed how Tiffany’s cheeks would redden and her voice would waver slightly.

      Tiffany never lacked attention from the boys, though. Never one to miss an opportunity, Tiffany used her big breasts and fit body to her advantage. Miniskirts and barely there tops were staples of her wardrobe. She wore her auburn hair long and straight, her porcelain skin appeared as if she never had a zit in her life, and her body was trim but curvy. In a nutshell, she was the opposite of Bridget.

      Bridget was what her mother had called a ‘late bloomer’, but she did eventually bloom, which was the reason her shorts no longer fit. Bridget coveted Tiffany’s flat belly and trim hips. Bridget wasn’t fat, not even chubby, but her hourglass figure tended to make clothes tight in places she liked to hide.

      She constantly compared her five-foot-four frame to Tiffany’s five-foot-eight, making her dislike her body even more. She’d never thought of herself as ugly, but compared to her friend, she felt that way. At times, her wavy hair became uncontrollable. During the summer, her nose and cheeks freckled, though people still complimented her on her ‘fresh faced’ appearance. Most people assumed she was younger than her nearly sixteen years.
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        * * *

      

      Bridget stepped up to the full-length mirror and tugged on the bottom of the tiny, cotton shorts. They were better than the last pair and, thankfully, weren’t jean shorts, so they had some stretch, but still... Shaking her head, she looked over her shoulder at Tiffany. “My dad won’t let me out in these. And, I doubt any college guy will believe I’m eighteen.” The more time she spent preparing to go out, the more she realized it was a horrible idea.

      Tiffany pumped the wand of her mascara and added a second layer to her already thick lashes. “You have to wear those. You’re hot! Between the tiny bikini top showing off your cleavage and the tight shorts, the guys will go crazy. When I’m done with you, nobody will know you’re fifteen. Trust me.”

      “Almost sixteen,” Bridget muttered under her breath. She hated being reminded of how young she was. A summer birthday guaranteed her spot as the youngest in her class. While everyone else was driving, she had to bum rides from Tiffany and coworkers.

      She pulled off the shorts and threw them on the bed. “Tiff, maybe I shouldn’t go. They’re going to figure it out.”

      Tiffany huffed and blew a strand of hair off her face. “They are if you keep whining. Come on, Bridge. You promised. I don’t want to go alone, and Shawn said to bring a friend.” Tiffany gave her best puppy-dog eyes. Her pout made more dramatic by the shiny, pink lip gloss.

      Most days it was easier to let Tiffany have her way than to deal with her being unhappy. “Fine. But, I’ll need help with my makeup and getting out of the house without my dad seeing me.”

      Tiffany’s high-pitched squeal vibrated through Bridget like a warning siren.

      “I’m going to regret this. I just know it,” Bridget said to herself since Tiffany had stopped listening as soon as Bridget conceded.

      “We’re going to have so much fun!” Tiffany bounced on her knees and pulled on Bridget’s arm until she sat in front of her. “I’ll even do your hair.”

      Bridget let Tiffany work her magic and pretended to listen to her talk about a new store in the mall and the cute boy who worked there. Neither were of any interest to Bridget.

      Her mother had called her practical. She didn’t see the point of spending her hard-earned money on things she didn’t need. Now that she lived with her father, she became even more frugal, knowing she only had two more years to save enough money for a car and college.

      Her father paying for college wasn’t an option, even though he could afford it. Every day, he made it crystal clear that he only saw her as a burden, someone who infringed on his time, space, and money. So, she worked as many shifts as possible and still got straight A’s.

      The words “sex” and “Shawn” pulled Bridget out of her pity party and back to Tiffany’s endless chatter. Tiffany and Shawn had only been dating a few weeks, and though Tiffany had had sex before, Shawn was her first college boyfriend—a boyfriend who didn’t know she was a high school junior.

      The two of them had met at a different college party a few weeks ago. Since then, they’d been seeing each other every day.

      “You’re going to have sex with him? You barely know him.”

      “Of course I am. He’s gorgeous, and I’m not a virgin. Plus, he won’t wait forever. If I don’t, he’ll find somebody else who will.”

      The more Tiffany talked, the more Bridget wondered why she was going. “Tiff, swear to me that you won’t leave me alone at this party.” Tiffany only laughed in reply, and the anxiety rose in Bridget’s chest. Bridget pictured herself being left stranded and forced to fend for herself at a party where she didn’t know anyone or belong. “Swear to me!” she demanded.

      “Fine. I swear not to ditch you, but Shawn and I might want a few minutes alone,” Tiffany said with a wink. Her reply didn’t ease the worry.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe it.” Bridget stood in front of the mirror, surprised by her transformation.

      “Right? You. Are. Gorgeous! Those lips... I’m so jealous. Adding eye makeup and more curl to your hair makes you look years older.”

      Bridget stared at her reflection as Tiffany did a double check on her own hair and makeup.

      A small smile started at the edges of Bridget’s mouth, slowly lifting until she couldn’t fight it any longer. She looked at least eighteen and even a little...sexy. Wearing makeup and revealing clothing were so out of her comfort zone. Bridget pulled on the tight fitting shorts and tank top then rechecked the strings on her bikini, making sure they wouldn’t come untied.

      “Put this on over your outfit. We need to get going.”

      Bridget slipped the summer dress over her head and adjusted it, making sure the clothes underneath weren’t visible while Tiffany admired herself in the mirror.

      They quietly descended the stairs. Tiffany went first, leaning her head around the corner to see if Bridget’s dad was in the living room. She mouthed, “Hurry!”

      Bridget’s father didn’t bother lifting his head from his newspaper when they passed by him. When she reached the front door, Bridget yelled, “I’m going out with Tiffany. I’ll be back by curfew.” Bridget heard him grunt in response, but he didn’t say a word. Once she was seated in Tiffany’s car, she sighed with relief.

      “You had nothing to worry about.” Pointing to Bridget’s sundress, Tiffany lifted her nose in disgust. “Now take that off,” she demanded and stepped on the gas, making the tires squeal.

      “TIFFANY! If my dad hears, he’ll never let me go anywhere with you.”

      “Relax! He barely notices you’re alive,” she said carelessly.

      Tiffany excitedly chattered away as if she’d said, “The sky is blue,” or another random fact. Bridget nodded and smiled, but the only thing she heard was, “He barely notices you’re alive.” The truth of the statement shot straight to Bridget’s heart, reopening the wound the death of her mother had left. She closed her eyes and tried to control the sting of her friend’s thoughtless words. It was the truth, but Bridget desperately wished it wasn’t.

      Bridget’s parents had divorced when she was three. For the next eleven years, she’d only seen her dad for two weeks during the summer and talked on the phone once a month...if he remembered. She didn’t mind. He didn’t know her well enough to ask about her life. But then her mom had gotten sick and died soon after her diagnosis. That was nearly a year ago.

      He wasn’t unkind, but he was strict and liked his life a certain way. She was an excellent student, took care of the house, and made dinner every night she wasn’t working. When he had a bad day, she tiptoed around him, but he still treated her like an unwanted guest.

      Her mother had told Bridget she loved her every day. But her dad...the harder she tried, the further he pulled away.

      Once again, Tiffany pulled her out of her thoughts. “This is it,” she whispered as if they had reached The Holy Grail instead of a fraternity party celebrating the last day of finals. She parked behind a long line of cars in front of what the students called “Fraternity Way.” They were blocks away from the party, but they heard the thump of the bass when they stepped out of the car.

      Bridget readjusted her clothing for the umpteenth time. Her hands shook, and she swore she could hear her knees knock. Tiffany rounded the car at a jog and took her hand, pulling her in the direction of the music. She was still talking. Bridget wasn’t sure she had stopped since they’d left the house. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t as if Bridget heard a word Tiffany said. Bridget was too worried that she’d get kicked out or worse that they wouldn’t let her in.

      “Oh my God, Bridge. Your hands are sweaty. Gross.” Tiffany let go of her hand and wiped off her sweat.

      “Sorry. I’m nervous.”

      Tiffany’s eyes rolled. Again. “They aren’t going to figure it out.” She pointed to two girls heading in the same direction. “You look as old as them, except way hotter. Well, you do when you aren’t panicking.”

      Bridget looked over at her friend. With Tiffany’s confidence, she could get away with dating older guys. Unlike Bridget, who’d never been on a date.

      Tiffany grinned and screamed, “Shawn! No! No! No!” But she didn’t put up a fight when he charged her. He lifted her over his shoulder and swatted her butt.

      “Hey! You made it.” She slid down until their mouths met and her legs wrapped around his waist.

      Their kisses looked more like an attack on each other’s faces than anything that could be perceived as enjoyable. But then again Bridget had only been kissed once by a boy whose lips were dry and stiff and his breath smelled of sour cream and onion chips. Luckily, it only lasted a second.

      Not wanting to watch her friend make out, Bridget turned away, only to run into a hard, naked chest. “Sorry,” she mumbled as she stepped back, avoiding eye contact. This was a bad idea! Being a third wheel didn’t sound any better than being left alone.

      “I don’t belong here,” Bridget muttered to herself, but the naked chest heard her.

      A mass of butterflies took off in her stomach the moment a deep voice said, “Oh, you belong.”

      Surprised by his flirting, she lifted her gaze from his chest until she met the most startling blue eyes she’d ever seen. Bridget bit her lower lip and blushed as her eyes traced a line around his large frame. He was at least a foot taller than she; his arms muscled and bulky. His shoulders were broad; his torso narrowed at his waist, where his swim trunks hung low on his hips.

      She blushed, causing him to chuckle at her awkwardness. “Oh, man, I’m going to have to keep an eye on you. You give guys those gorgeous brown doe eyes, and I’ll be beating jerks off of you.”

      Bridget’s jaw dropped as she comprehended his meaning. “What?” she asked. Glancing behind her, she made sure he was actually talking to her before she embarrassed herself. When she looked back, he grinned. “That.” He pointed to her face. “That innocent girl look is dangerous around here.”

      “Innocent girl look?” Bridget repeated.

      A big booming laugh escaped his lips. He took her hand and held it as he introduced himself. “I’m Phillip. I’m a friend of Shawn’s. You must be Tiffany’s friend.”

      She looked up at him then at their hands then back to his face. She blinked then blinked again. “Yeah...um—Bridget.”

      “Hmmm. Shy and innocent looking. It’s going to be a long night.” His voice was filled with humor and lacked any irritation over being responsible for her.

      Bridget glanced around, looking for Tiffany, but she was nowhere in sight. Of course! She ditched her. She should have trusted her gut. Phillip squeezed her hand. “Come with me.” She had no choice, because as he began to walk, he was still holding her hand.

      He pulled her through the front door, past groups of people shouting over the music; a few couples were dancing and making out. She searched for Tiffany, but it was too crowded to see beyond what was right in front of her.

      “Stay right here,” he yelled over the loud music. They were in the kitchen. She watched as he went to fill two red plastic cups at a keg.

      Bridget stood against the wall, her eyes focused on the floor, trying not to draw attention to herself, but it didn’t work. A guy they’d passed in the hallway stood directly in front of her.

      “Hey.” He gave her a trying-to-be-sexy smile as his eyes made their way from her lips to her chest. Bridget tried to squirm her way around him, but he stepped in front of her. “Where are you going, gorgeous?”

      “Nowhere.” Her voice cracked, and she nervously looked over his shoulder at Phillip. Finally making eye contact with him, she noticed he’d lost his easy going smile.

      He was at her side in seconds, shoving a cup into her hand and wrapping an arm around her waist. “Back off, asshole. She’s with me.” He pushed her in front of him, guiding her with his hand out the back door.

      Just as she stepped out, Tiffany screamed at Shawn as he picked her up and threw her in the pool, following right behind her.

      Phillip grabbed a couple of towels and laid them next to the pool.

      “Come here.” He sat, patting the spot next to him.

      She slipped off her flip-flops and knelt next to him. Her body was stiff, and her stomach rolled with nerves.

      “First party?”

      She let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding and gave him a nervous smile. “That obvious?”

      “Yes.” Laughing, Phillip leaned back and stretched his long, muscular legs in front of him. “Why haven’t I seen you here before?”

      She didn’t want to tell him the truth but didn’t want to lie either. “I’m not much of a partier.”

      He nodded his head with a grin. “That’s a shame.” His eyes left a scorching trail from the top of her curly brown hair to her pink painted toenails. “A real shame.”

      Uncomfortable with his attention, she looked away, trying to hide the blush that was creeping up her face. She’d never thought of herself as more than average looking, but he looked as if he could eat her for dinner.

      He leaned his head back and closed his eyes to soak up the last of the afternoon sun. “What’s your major?”

      “Oh... uh...undecided.”

      He looked over at her with a smirk. “I guess you still have at least another year before you need to worry about it.”

      She nodded in agreement but wanted to move the discussion away from her. “What’s yours?”

      He proudly stated, “Pre-law. I’m here on a football scholarship.”

      “Really?” She was impressed but a smart, good-looking, and athletic guy was so out of her league.

      “Yup. This was my first year playing college ball. Did you come to any games?”

      “I’m sorry, no.” Even though Bridget knew nothing about football, she loved the energy of the games and the crowd. She was genuinely sorry she never went to one.

      “That’s okay. Now that you know me, you’ll have to come to them next year. It’ll be great. I’ll be playing more than this past year.” His sincerity surprised her, but that was nothing compared to what he said next. “Maybe you’ll even wear my jersey.”

      With barely contained giddiness, she calmly replied, “That would be cool.” But as she thought of the possibility, guilt squashed any excitement she had over this sweet, gorgeous guy being interested in her. She fidgeted with the bottom of her shorts, nervous about his attention and her growing interest in him.

      Her eyes scanned the college kids laughing and having fun, wishing she could calm her nerves and enjoy the party. Between hiding her age and sitting next to the best-looking guy she had ever met, she was too nervous to enjoy any of it. It didn’t help that Tiffany was so focused on Shawn that she hadn’t even looked at Bridget since Shawn picked her up on the front lawn.

      A warm hand covered hers, stopping the jitters in their tracks. She sucked in a breath and looked into his face. “Relax. I’m here, and I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise. I won’t even drink.” He picked up his plastic cup and dumped it behind him. “You probably shouldn’t either.” She wasn’t planning on it. One sip of the bitter drink was more than enough for her.

      His eyes softened as he leaned toward her. “Come here. Get closer.”

      She wondered what he meant. They were sitting right next to each other, but she scooted closer until their knees were touching.

      “Just relax.”

      Easier said than done.

      Running away was still an option, she reminded herself.

      He lay on his side facing her, and she did the same, mirroring him. She placed one hand in front of her, steadying herself, and laid her head on the other.

      “So tell me about yourself,” he said.

      Just as Bridget was about to give a short version, a gorgeous blonde stopped right in front of them. Barely giving Bridget a glance the girl kept her eyes on Phillip. “Hey! I wondered where you ran off to. I was hoping we’d finish what we started last night.”

      It took Bridget only a second to realize what the girl meant, and how she had been making a fool out of herself. Bridget’s face flamed. What was she thinking? Of course, he was with a gorgeous blonde. Humiliated, Bridget attempted to get up and leave, but he placed a hand on her hip and pulled her closer. “Hey, Mimi.”

      With a frown, Mimi’s eyes glanced at his hand on Bridget’s hip. Mimi leaned over, with her breasts barely contained in her itty-bitty bikini, to ask, “You want to go for a swim or...go somewhere private?”

      It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know Bridget was in way over her head. She made another attempt to leave, but he moved his hand around her waist, making it difficult to move an inch.

      “As you can see, I’m with her.” The blonde’s eyes shot daggers as she walked away in a huff.

      When the shock wore off, Bridget braved a question she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer to. “You were with her last night?” She didn’t want to admit it, but she was extremely jealous of the idea, even though they’d just met. Bridget’s face flushed again, waiting for his reply.

      “You’re jealous. I kind of like it.” Phillip chuckled under his breath. Her already-heated body was on the verge of bursting into flames. “Bridget, I’m not interested in her. She came onto me last night, and I told her no. I realize there’s a stigma with frat guys, but I don’t just screw around with any girl who’s interested. I’m a ‘one-girl guy’, but she’s not a ‘one-guy girl’.”

      “Okay.” Bridget wasn’t sure what she should say. He didn’t say that he was interested in her either.

      “I like you Bridget, and I want to spend more time with you.” She nodded but wondered for how long. Phillip stood up and pulled her with him. “Let’s get in the pool.” He stood next to her and watched as she shed her shirt and shorts. She avoided looking at him as she stripped down to her bikini. When she dared a peek, his eyes were closed, and he was taking a deep breath. He finally opened them only to shake his head. “I thought I was doing Shawn a favor by hanging out with you. Instead, I’m going to owe him…big time.”

      “What?” She held her hand up and shoved him away. “You’re only talking to me because of Shawn?” Just when she thought the hot guy was into her, she found out she was making a fool out of herself.

      Awesome.

      She looked around, trying to figure out the best escape route.

      “Whoa. No. I mean, yes, he asked me to talk to you, but he didn’t tell me to hang out with you all night.” He pushed his fingers through his hair and pulled at the ends. “If I didn’t like you, we’d be over there.” Pointing to a large group of kids laughing and joking. “So I wouldn’t have to be alone with you. But, we’re over here,” he smirked, “by ourselves. I want you to myself.”

      Her jaw dropped as she caught up to what he said. A smile teased at the corners of her mouth until she had to bite down on her lip to keep from making a fool of herself.

      “Don’t do that. Don’t.” He shook his head.

      She held back a giggle when she realized the effect she had on him. A guy had never looked at her the way Phillip did. She watched as his chest expanded, taking in a deep breath then slowly letting it out as he took a step closer and stood in stunned silence as he took another. A hand slid around her bare waist, pulling her against his hard chest. Her heart raced as he leaned in, pulling her chin up with one hand. His lips touched hers in a short tender kiss. She became putty in his arms. He pulled away just a moment before he did it again. He smiled when she sighed into his mouth.

      Embarrassed by her response, Bridget tried to pull away, but he just tightened his hold. He traced her lips with his tongue until she opened up for him. He explored her mouth until their tongues met. It was better than she imagined. His heart raced, matching her own rapid beat.

      When she turned her head to catch her breath, Bridget was only aware of the warm air she drew in and her tender lips.

      She leaned her head against his chest, breathing in his masculine scent. His hands hadn’t moved from their original position. She was afraid to see his expression. Could he tell she was inexperienced? She took a deep breath and lifted her head. Their eyes met, and a smile spread across his lips, igniting a flame in her lower belly.

      “Wow,” he whispered. Unable to use her voice, she nodded in response. Wow was an understatement. “Bridget...” He didn’t finish his sentence before he kissed her again.

      A wave of water hit them, and a familiar voice yelled, “Get a room!”

      Tiffany.

      Putting space between them, she looked around, realizing how many people were watching. She pushed his hand off her waist, not wanting to draw more attention. He let her go but stood close. “Sorry. I know that was fast. I should have known you aren’t like the regular girls that come to our parties.”

      Humiliated by the apparent put-down, Bridget picked up her clothes and walked to the house, wanting to escape his intense stare. Her eyes burned as she held back tears. “Just find a bathroom,” she told herself. She was only a step away from the back door when he gripped her upper arm.

      “Bridget! Where are you going?” His tone was worried, and when she looked into his eyes, all she saw was concern.

      A tear streamed down her cheek. She wiped it away, but it was replaced with another. It had been a year since she last cried; not even her dad’s indifference made her tear up. But holding the tears at bay in the face of such disappointment was impossible. For a moment, she’d been happy, elated even. He made her feel wanted, and it felt good to be wanted. She hadn’t felt that way since her mother died. Bridget hadn’t realized how much she missed it until she was in his arms.

      His hand slid down her arm until it reached her hand. “Come with me.” Not waiting for her response, Phillip led them away from the busy back door to the side of the house, where they could hide from the crowd. To avoid looking at him, she leaned against the house and focused on her bare feet. He stood in front of her and placed his hands on either side of her head. “What just happened?”

      There was no way she was going to be able to tell him what was bothering her, so she kept quiet, and her eyes focused on the ground.

      With a gentle voice, he asked, “Did I hurt you?”

      A heavy sigh escaped her lips, and she shook her head no. She should have known. He was too sweet not to ask.

      “Then what is it?” He leaned down, trying to meet her eyes.

      “You’re right.” He was too sweet and thoughtful to lie to. “I’m not like the other girls. I don’t have... I don’t have much experience. So yes, we were moving too fast, but it doesn’t matter.” Ducking under his arm, she attempted to get away, but he blocked her.

      “Bridget, please don’t go. Please.” He lifted her chin, giving her no choice but to look him in his expressive eyes. “I’m glad you aren’t like those other girls. There’s something about you... I can’t explain it, but I like you. I mean really like you, and we just met. Please stay. I’ll keep my hands to myself. We’ll only kiss if you want, but I hope you do.” She let out a small laugh. Who wouldn’t want to kiss him? “We’ll go as slowly as you like, but I don’t want you to leave. There’s something between us. I can feel it.” He pointed back and forth between them. “I want to see where it leads.”

      He was way too good for her. But it was too late. She was already falling for him.

      She nodded her head.

      “You’ll stay?” he asked. “With me?” he verified when she only nodded in answer to his first question.

      “Yes. I’ll stay. With you,” she said with a shy smile.

      “YES!” He lifted her up and swung her around. “I like you, Bridget…whatever your last name is.”

      She laughed. “Larson. My last name is Larson.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three
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          Billy

        

      

    

    
      “Mom. No.” Heaving a sigh, he pinched his eyes closed and leaned his head against the wall. Same conversation; different day. “I’m not coming home. At least not yet.” He wished it were as simple as getting on a flight back to Arizona, but knowing what waited for him filled him with dread.

      For a college graduation gift, his parents bought him a round-trip ticket to Europe, expecting him to return within the month. Billy sold most of his high-value items, emptied out his savings account that held almost every cent he’d made since he was a kid and a small inheritance from his grandparents. He had enough money to live on for a few years.

      A week later he was on his way to Athens, Greece. After the first month, he called and told his parents he was going to stay and wasn’t sure for how long. He just wanted to ‘find himself’. After nearly two years, he still didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life. But he did know it wasn’t what his parents dreamed of for him, and so far, he hadn’t found it in most of Europe. He’d kept hoping he’d know it when he found it.

      He’d been in Barcelona, Spain a month, and it wasn’t here. Most places he only stayed a week, maybe two. Any more than that, he’d get antsy and anxious. He wasn’t planning on staying this long in Barcelona, but a temporary job at the hostel fell in his lap. It gave him extra money and a free bed during his stay. This morning he finished his last shift, so tomorrow morning he would make his way to Madrid.

      “Oh, honey, but we miss you. Everyone at the diner keeps asking about you. Oh, and that girl you were dating before you left came by a few times. You should call her.” He had no idea who ‘that girl’ was. When he left, he wasn’t dating anyone exclusively. In fact, he’d broken up with his last girlfriend his junior year of college.

      “I miss you, too.” Loud, obnoxious voices drew his attention away from his phone call. He turned to see Trevor, a guy he had befriended, walk in with a rowdy group of men from California who’d shown up last night.

      “I know you want to find yourself....”

      Not again. He tried to block out her voice as she repeated the same words she said every time they talked.

      The first year, she told him how happy and excited she was for him. She begged him to tell her stories, but gradually she began hinting that Dad needed help with the diner and asked when he was coming home.

      He didn’t want to hear it again. They loved the place, but to him it was a prison.

      The pay phone hung outside the main living area, giving him an unobstructed view of people coming and going. It never failed to surprise him the different types of people staying there. Last week, he met a man in his seventies who traveled for his retirement. He loved the idea, but of course, it meant that someday he’d have to have a real job to retire from, and that was the idea he hated. He refused to be stuck in the same place with the same job year after year. Just the idea was suffocating.

      He’d worked for his parents since he was a kid. They encouraged him to go to college, but that didn’t give him a break from the diner. He continued to work every winter and summer break.

      Now he lived life on his terms. He was in search of his place in the world. Money was an issue, and he figured he had another five or six months if he was careful. Luckily, his mother sent him money every couple of months ‘to eat properly’. Only using it when he needed privacy and a room to himself; otherwise, he saved and stayed in the dorms with other travelers and found local places to eat cheaply.

      “Mmmhmm. Yup.” He repeated the same phrases, pretending to pay attention. His parents were good people. The best actually. They just hadn’t figured out that their dreams weren’t his. His dad had driven Billy to the airport, wished him well, and hugged him as if it was the last time they’d see each other. It was one of the best moments he’d had with his dad. But after the first six months, they talked less and less when he called. He’d let his dad down. No doubt his parents loved him, no matter what, but having them disappointed in him made his heart ache.

      In his peripheral vision, he caught a light reflecting off golden-blonde hair. The laugh coming from the girl grabbed his full attention. It was husky and sultry. His jaw dropped as his eyes fixed on her. Her throaty laugh was incredibly sexy and made him want to find a private space for them to get to know each other better.

      Gorgeous, luscious, and sexy were just a few words that came to mind right before he completely blanked out.

      “Billy? Billy? Are you still there?” His mother’s worried voice pulled him out of his stupor.

      “Huh?”

      “Billy, you’re breaking up. Are you there?”

      He reluctantly pulled his eyes away from the distraction to help clear his head.

      “Sorry, Mom. I’m here, but I need to go.”

      No longer able to stop himself, he turned back around to see the beauty, with a bright smile on her face, leaning against the wall opposite him.

      “Oh, honey. I love you—”

      “Mom. I love you, too.” He cut her off before she went off on another tangent. “I’ll talk to you soon. Bye.”

      Billy hung up but kept a hold of the receiver for a moment longer. His tongue was suddenly thick and words escaped his brain.

      “Hi,” she said with a slight accent. The tall blonde with big, blue eyes and a straight nose that was a little long but matched her face, smiled at him.

      “Your mom?” she asked, pointing to the phone he still held in his hand.

      He hung up the receiver and smiled back at her. “Yeah.”

      “It’s nice that there are still men who aren’t afraid to show their affection for their mothers.”

      She put her hand out, and with her other, she pointed to herself. “I’m Freja.”

      “Billy.” He shook her hand, holding it longer than necessary.

      “You done?” she asked.

      He dropped her hand and stepped away. “Oh. Yes. Excuses me.”

      She glanced over her shoulder and lifted a brow. “You going to listen to my call?”

      Embarrassed, his face flushed, and he apologized for being rude. He reluctantly turned away and stepped into the main room. His eyes made a quick sweep. Black, gray, and white graffiti covered the colorful walls. Strategically placed couches and beanbags created a conversational seating area. A two-person table sat next to the only window in the room.

      The guys that he’d heard earlier sat at the far end of the room, talking and laughing loudly. It was obvious they had spent time at a bar as they unabashedly talked about their waitress’s assets.

      He sat at the table, drinking bottled water while keeping an eye on the woman using the phone.

      After five minutes, she was still on the phone. He smiled as he watched her hands animatedly move faster than her lips.

      “Billy!” Trevor waved his hand and invited him to hang out. He took one last look at her before walking to the other side of the room.

      “We’re going to grab dinner across the street then head to a club near the beach. You in?”

      All eyes were on him. “Yeah. Of course.”

      “Cool. I’m going to go shower and change, and we’ll meet back here in a half hour.” He nodded as the rest of the guys drunkenly shouted and whooped at the idea of food and women.

      He followed Trevor out of the room, hoping to get a chance to see Freja again, but when he turned the corner, she was gone. Disappointed, he went to his locker and grabbed his shower things and a change of clothes.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh man, that was good,” Trevor moaned over his empty plate. Their group decided to order an array of dishes to share. Billy was thrifty, but the food was good along with the conversation, making the extra money worth it. His dinner companions had traveled from Madrid and were heading toward France, so he was able to get useful tips on his next location.

      They were at least five years younger than him, mostly recent high school graduates except for Trevor, who was a college drop out. Billy wasn’t sure why, but Trevor grated on his nerves.

      As he watched Trevor sweet talk one of the girls that followed them from the hostel, he realized why. Trevor reminded Billy of himself. The past few years, Billy acted just like the guy. Trevor was nice and fun to be around. But, the guy had been with as many women as days of the week, and Billy had only known him six days. Billy’s gut clenched at the realization.

      When had he turned into this guy?

      Billy was a relationship guy. Every sexual partner had been a girlfriend first. When he first arrived in Europe, he’d excused his behavior. It was impossible to have a relationship when you backpacked by yourself, but the way he went from woman to woman was shameful. It started out fun and exciting. Not once did he ask himself if he should or not. But each encounter left him just as lonely and empty. It’s the same emptiness Billy saw in Trevor.

      Even after a second drink, the ache lingered. Billy was lost and lonely, and no amount of alcohol or sex would take the emptiness away.

      No longer in the mood to be with his companions, he tried to make his excuses to leave, but they insisted on him staying.

      “Come on, dude. You’re leaving tomorrow, let loose and have fun. I saw you checking out that girl Freja. She’s going to the club tonight.”

      Billy’s desperate need to escape ended the instant he heard her name. He’d go just to see her again.

      They paid their tab and made their way toward the beach. Time spent with this raucous bunch, who tried to one-up each other on their past sexual escapades, only added to his annoyance. He was tired of these young guys who were here for the sole purpose of getting drunk and laid, and not always in that order.

      In the time it took to walk to the club from the restaurant, he decided he’d buy a plane ticket home. He needed to hug his mother and drink a beer with his dad. If he needed more time away, he’d come back.

      Living this way wasn’t making him any happier. It started out good—amazing, actually. Every day was an adventure. Traveling, seeing the world, and meeting people was a dream come true. He couldn’t remember when it all changed. The need for something more pushed him to keep moving, and every time he didn’t find what he was looking for, he moved again. Week after week his disappointment grew. He looked to women to fill the void and push the loneliness away.

      The guys separated and conquered. Alone at the bar, he watched them make their moves. Billy shook his head, more at himself than his companions. The club was wall-to-wall people. Any attempt he made to scan the room for Freja failed. He
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