



[image: ]





 

Guarding Georgia—© Anna Brooks

Copyright © 2023 Anna Brooks

Published by Anna Brooks

 

Cover design by Vanilla Lily Designs

Editing by Kim Nadelson

Editing by Editing4Indies

Proofreading by Kimberly Holm

Formatting by Champagne Book Design

 

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form without written permission except for the use of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

The author acknowledges the trademark status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/ use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owner.

 

*This title was previously published in Susan Stoker’s Special Forces World. It has been revised and updated as the first book in Anna Brooks’ new Small Town Saviors series.


TABLE OF CONTENTS

TITLE PAGE

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

EPILOGUE

OTHER BOOKS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


PROLOGUE

Georgia

Fourteen years earlier.

 

“What took you so long?” my friend Cheyenne asked as I scooted into the booth across from her at the Pickled Pig. Our freshman year started next week, and we’d just gotten our schedules in the mail today. We were excited to see if we had any classes together.

“Sorry, my mom had to finish a phone call, so we were late leaving.”

She slid a piece of Ms. Lorna’s famous pie in front of me, and I didn’t wait to take a bite. “That’s okay. Who’d you get for first period?”

I set my fork down and unfolded the paper since I’d already forgotten. “Gonzales, history.”

“Me too! Second?”

It was such a relief that I got to start my day off with her. “Duvale, algebra.”

“Crap, I have art.”

We went down the list, and I got to the last period. “PE. Which is good because I don’t want to have it earlier and be all sweaty and gross, then have to be at school all day.” Cheyenne sat up, and her attention went over my shoulder, then back to me. “And if we make the cheerleading squad, we’ll have practice right after so…” I scrunched my nose and wiped my mouth. “What? Is there pie on my face? Why are you looking at me like that?”

A manly arm reached over my shoulder and plucked my schedule out of my fingers. I stiffened because I knew who it was before he even said a word. Beau Bradford. The boy I’d crushed on my entire life but was too afraid to tell him because I knew he only saw me as a friend. “Algebra, Spanish, lunch, English, and PE. We’ve got a lot of classes together, Gigi.” He leaned down and slapped the paper on the table, laying his palm flat on top of it. His lips were right by my ear, and I could smell whatever body spray he used just faintly, not overdone like a lot of guys our age. “Never thought I’d be excited to go to school, but since I get to see you all day, I can’t wait.”

I had no choice but to move farther in the booth when he sat next to me and pushed his body against mine. “Oh my God,” I mouthed to Cheyenne. She dropped her head, but I saw her shoulders bouncing up and down as she tried unsuccessfully to hold back her laughter.

“Pecan. My favorite.” Beau scooped up a piece of pie and ate it off my fork. The same fork that was just in my mouth. He’d always stolen food off my plate at lunch, but he’d never done that. “Hey!” I yanked the utensil out of his hand. “Get your own.”

“Nah, I just wanted a taste.”

“What are you, um, doing here?” It wasn’t like I didn’t know him. We were friends, much like everyone who lived in the small town of Warrenville and went to school together their whole lives. Beau and I had played together at recess in elementary school and were science partners for the last two years. We’d talked a lot and joked around, but for some reason, it felt different at this particular moment, ,and I didn’t know why. “I mean, I know you’re probably here to eat, but why are you sitting with us?”

Cheyenne cleared her throat. “Just you,” she said as she set a five-dollar bill on the table. “My mom’s here. I’ve gotta go.”

“But I just got here,” I argued, pleading for her to stay. “My mom can take you home.”

She shook her head and gave Beau an odd look. “No, that’s okay. Y’all stay and… talk or whatever.”

“Later, Cheyenne.” Beau draped his arm across the back of the booth, and I felt my eyes bug out of my head at what I’d only ever seen guys do in the movies.

She wiggled her fingers and scrambled to her feet. “Later, Beau. And bye, Georgia. Call me tonight.”

I watched her walk out and picked at my pecan pie nervously. He wasn’t saying anything so I had to. “What’s going on? You’re acting weird.”

“Weird, huh?” Before I had a chance to respond, his head tilted to the side, and his hand came at me slowly. I sat still while he swiped the corner of my mouth, then licked his thumb. Which was just by my mouth. “You had pie there.”

Oh my God. How embarrassing. “Thanks.”

“Well, to answer your question, I asked Cheyenne to get you here so I could talk to you.”

He did? “About what?”

“I hadn’t seen you all summer, and I just wanted to talk before we started school.”

“What do you want to talk about?”

“Us.”

“What?”

He turned to face me and splayed his fingers on top of mine on my leg. He sighed, then turned my hand over and traced little patterns on my palm and wrist that made me shiver. “I like you. You know that.”

“I like you, too. We’ve been friends forever.”

“I want to be more than friends.”

My mouth fell open, and I stared at him as warmth spread up my neck, past my cheeks, and pooled at the tips of my ears. “You, um, what?”

“I want to be more than friends, and before we start school, I want to know if you do, too, because I don’t want to miss my chance. Once we get to Warrenville High, all the seniors will see you and ask you out, and I want us to be together so that can’t happen.”

First of all, no guys were going to ask me out. Second, was he crazy? I’d had a crush on him since kindergarten. And third, “You want to be with me?”

“Yeah, like be your boyfriend. No—” His head jerked. “Not like your boyfriend. I want to be your boyfriend.”

Holy crap. I’d dreamed of this forever, but I didn’t know what to say. “Beau, I—” He shut me up when he pressed his lips against mine. I tried to gasp but couldn’t since his mouth was fused to mine. I’d never been kissed before, but it felt… nice. And when he swept his tongue along the seam of my lips, I was frozen, but at the same time, I was really hot. The tips of his fingers traced down my back, and he pulled me closer to him while I turned in the booth and reached up to put my hands in his hair. It was thick but soft, and I gripped it tighter and tilted my head opposite his.

Then my nerves just vanished, and I got a weird, excited feeling in my stomach that buzzed and floated around my body. I didn’t care that we were in the middle of the restaurant and I didn’t care that people could see. All I only cared about was what I felt, which was a bit scary and totally unexpected, but oh so good. He slid his tongue against mine, and I dug my nails into his skin at how incredible he tasted. I didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t this. It wasn’t everything.

He made this low rumble in his throat, and slid his hand down my side, and then his thumb brushed against my breast. Sensations unlike anything I’d ever felt before coursed through me, and I never wanted this kiss to end. But then a dish dropped and shattered loudly, jerking us apart from each other. Our eyes locked for a long moment, and I belatedly realized I was out of breath. In that instant, I saw something in his deep, dark eyes looking back at me that I didn’t understand but desperately wanted to know more about. “Wow,” I whispered.

“Yeah.” He dropped his forehead to mine. “Wow.”

“Beau, I—”

“Don’t.” He rocked his head back and forth. “Don’t say anything yet. Sit with me, finish your pie, and think about what just happened. What you felt. And when I see you in school next week, you can tell me if you want me to be your boyfriend.”

I wanted that. Desperately. “I don’t need to wait for next week to tell you that I do.”

He pressed a quick kiss to the tip of my nose. “Good, I hope you still feel that way when school starts. This was all really unexpected, and I can see it on your face that you’re scared, so I just want to make sure this is what you want.”

“Since when did you become so good at the relationship thing?”

“I’m not, but with you, I know I want to do it right.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.” He leaned back and brushed his knuckle across my cheek. “Finish your pie. Your mom will be here soon.”

I tilted my head. “How do you know that?”

“Told you, I arranged it with Cheyenne.”

“Oh.” Yeah, my BFF was going to hear it from me. How could she not warn me?

“So finish eating, babe.”

My face was already flushed, but when he called me babe, I knew it turned crimson. I swallowed a sip of water and another bite of pie, then he took the next bite.

We didn’t say much, but every time I tried to steal a peek at him, I couldn’t help but smile. And my heart nearly exploded when he grinned back at me. I went to take some money out of my purse, but he grabbed his wallet out of his back pocket and tossed a five on the table next to Cheyenne’s. “You don’t have to do that, Beau.”

“I know. I want to.”

“Well, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek, then his eyes went over my shoulder. “Your mom is here.”

“Darn.”

His lips twitched, and he stole another kiss. “I’ll see you next week.”

“Okay.” He got out of the booth and held his hand out, then helped me to my feet, but I didn’t let him go. “And just so you know, my answer isn’t going to change. I swear.”

“Good.” His fingers squeezed mine. “Well, I gotta get back to work. Later, Gigi.” I loved my nickname more than ever. “Bye, Beau.”

I practically floated out to the parking lot in a daze, and when I got into the car, I sighed and sank into my seat. “What are you smiling about?” Mom asked as she reversed out of her spot. I looked a lot like her. She was tall for a girl, just like me, and I got my blond hair from her.

“Nothing.” I didn’t want to tell my parents yet because I wasn’t sure how they were going to react, and I wasn’t going to risk them telling me I couldn’t.

We made idle chitchat about what we were having for dinner as we drove out of downtown and toward the ritzy part of town with the big houses and beautifully manicured lawns. Once we got past our gate, we pulled right into our driveway. The big door lowered and as soon as I got into the kitchen, my father got up from his seat. “Hi, Dad. I got my sched—”

He charged at me and put his hand around my throat and shoved me against the wall. “Holt!” Mom yelled, but he ignored her and got in my face. I was shaking and terrified. He’d never done something like this before. Sure, he wasn’t the nicest man, and he was known to be ruthless when it came to business, but he’d never gotten physical with me. Or had a deadly look in his eyes like he did right now.

“Were you making out with a Bradford in the middle of that trashy diner in front of all those people? Yes or no?”

Tears burned my eyes and nose and I couldn’t speak, so I just nodded.

“Never again, you hear me. You will never talk to that boy again.”

“Why?” I choked out.

He let me go, but he only got closer, pointing his finger at my face while he spit fire. “Because I said so. And if you don’t keep him away from you, I will, Georgia. And trust me”—he shared a threatening look with my mom before turning that evil glare my way—“you do not want me to do that.”


CHAPTER 1

Beau

Present day.

 

“I’ll see you next week.” I lifted my chin at my buddy Grayson who was a cop in the bordering town of Lawless. We met every Friday after our shifts to catch up on things that might be relevant to our respective departments and also to shoot the shit since we’d been friends for years. “And thanks for telling me about Baker.”

He waved me off. “No problem. I’m sure it’s just a phase.”

My baby brother had recently turned twenty-one and was enjoying every minute, maybe a little too much. “I hope so. And Gray, if you hear anything new or even get a whisper that something is going on with that motherfucker, I want to know.”

“I know, Beau. You’ve made this point a million times, and I’ve told you I have your back. He’s locked up right now, isn’t he?”

Grayson had put away a piece of shit I’d been after for the better part of a decade, and even though it wasn’t my jurisdiction, I vowed to do everything in my power to keep his ass locked up for every single second of his sentence. “Yeah, I hear you. Appreciate it, man. Later.”

We pulled out of the empty lot and went opposite ways. It had been an exhausting week, and I was ready to kick back with a drink. I rolled down my window as I got closer to Warrenville and got a whiff of grain and woods. I could practically taste the whiskey waiting for me on my kitchen counter. My calf muscle flexed when I pressed my foot harder on the gas pedal and the engine roared as I picked up speed. Steering my SUV around the final stretch of the long, winding country road before I reached my neighborhood, a car with a woman leaning against it came into view. Dammit. I really just wanted to get home, but from the looks of it, she’d nearly driven her vehicle into the ditch. And the man in me, the public servant in me, couldn’t ignore a damsel in distress.

Flicking the switch to engage my blue lights, I pulled over behind the vehicle and shined my spotlight toward the rear end. My boots stirred up the dirt and gravel as I stepped out. “Evenin’.” I made my way closer, hand on my service weapon, and as her shadowed figure became clearer, I asked, “What seems to be the problem?”

“Oh my God. Beau…”

I stopped dead in my tracks, immediately regretting my decision to help and wishing I’d taken the long way home. My shoulders slumped and my hands fell to my thighs in tight fists because the woman standing before me was the last person I wanted to see. Or the only one. I wasn’t sure which because I wasn’t prepared. Hell, even if I knew she was back in town, nothing could have prepared me for being face-to-face with her again.

Georgia Westbury was the girl of my dreams and simultaneously the star of my nightmares. The woman who killed my soul, yet the only one who could resurrect me.

She shuffled closer, and I took the opportunity to scan her from head to toe. It struck me that she didn’t look as good as the last time I saw her before she skipped town ten years ago. No… she was somehow even more beautiful. And all grown up. Her hair was still blond and wavy, but it stopped just past her shoulders instead of flowing down to her curvy ass. Her brows were darker, and the bold eyeliner she used to wear was nonexistent. I dug my heels deeper so I wouldn’t take a step to discover if her eyes were still blue like the ocean.

She never believed me when I told her how pretty she was without makeup. I once caught her trying to apply mascara before I woke up, and needless to say, she needed a new tube since I threw that one in the toilet and then showed her exactly how gorgeous I thought she was. She almost always wore Chucks with jean shorts and a tank top with a flannel tied around her waist, because even in Texas, she got cold all the time. And that hadn’t changed. Neither had the fact that her long, lean legs went up to her throat… a place I knew intimately because she loved it when my lips lingered at the sensitive skin there. Her thighs were thicker but toned and muscular, and it was on the tip of my tongue to demand she turn around so I could see her from behind.

But that would have given her the idea that I was still attracted to her, and I couldn’t have that. I had to use every single part of my training to pretend I wasn’t affected by her after all these years. So I widened my stance and crossed my arms, unconsciously protecting myself from the hurt only she could cause. “Georgia.”

“You’re a, uh, cop now?”

I didn’t dignify that with a response. “What’s wrong with your car?”

She swallowed nervously as I rejected her attempt at small talk and took a step closer, her features illuminated from my headlights as they shone on her. “I don’t know. I’ve been driving for sixteen hours straight, and it was fine this whole time, but it just kind of sputtered. So I pulled over. There’s no signal on my phone, and I—”

“Let me have a look, see if I can figure it out. You know how good my filthy hands are with cars, after all.”

Her face was guarded but it fell when I reminded her of the insults she used to throw at me when she despised me. Our history was complicated, but I still remembered it like it was yesterday. “Be—”

Lifting a hand, I cut her off. “That was out of line. It won’t happen again.” I left her no choice, and she moved aside when I walked around her, huffing at the fact that she was driving a Mercedes. Figures. Nothing but the best for Georgia Westbury or, at least, the most expensive.

I yanked the door handle on her white coupe, noting the same nostalgic scent of strawberries that filled the interior. The keys were still in the ignition, and as soon as I twisted them, I knew what the problem was. I pulled the keys out, grabbed her pink leather purse from the front seat, then slammed the door.

She stood expectantly, wringing her fingers, of which I noted was absent a wedding ring. I dropped the keys in her bag, pressed the purse against her chest, and then motioned to my city-issued Explorer. “Come on, I’ll drive you to the Texaco.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“You’re out of gas.”

If I wasn’t so damn shocked from seeing her, I might have seen it coming. But because she had me so twisted up, I didn’t notice her eyes getting wet. All I caught was her lips trembling and her covering her face as she let out a wail and began sobbing.

What in the hell…? “Georgia, it’s just gas. We’ll run up to the Texaco and—”

“It’s not the gas!” she cried and stomped her feet, and I was surprised when the dirt staining her tennis shoes didn’t seem to faze her.

As much fun as this was, I didn’t have time for this shit. Whatever crisis she was going through was not my responsibility. Ten years ago? Definitely. I’d have done whatever I could to get her to stop crying. Hell, I’d have done anything for her, but not anymore. I just wanted to get her some fuel and get her on her way so I could go home and get so drunk I forgot all about her. “I’ll, uh… just go and be right back then.”

“No!” Squaring her shoulders, she wiped her face, smearing the tears and dust to cause dirty streaks on her cheeks. “I’ll go with. I don’t want to be here alone any longer than I already have been.”

“Fine.” Motioning to my vehicle again, I walked around to the passenger side, then opened the door for her because apparently old habits died hard.

“Thanks.” She smiled feebly and ducked her head, the light from the interior shining on her hair, the blond streaks shimmering like tinsel.

Once she settled into the seat, I closed her door and went around to my side and climbed up. After turning the flashing lights off, I pulled onto the two-lane highway and drove north. It was about seven miles to the gas station, and I wasn’t even halfway there when she started talking.

“Thank you. For this. I don’t know how I ran out of gas. I guess I was just too tired and didn’t notice.”

“No need to thank me. It’s my job.”

“Oh, yeah. I guess it is.” I glanced over at her to find her staring straight ahead, her plump lips pressed together and her silhouette was so achingly familiar. If I hadn’t physically gone ten tears without her, I’d swear it was just yesterday that she was in the exact place she was now. She turned to me, and I diverted my attention back to the road. “How long have you been—”

“Let’s not do this.” I interrupted, not wanting to go there with her. “I don’t want to do the small talk bullshit. Let’s not pretend you give a crap about me and that there’s not a ton of bad history between us, okay? Hopefully, once I get you back to your car, I won’t see you again for however long you’re here. And I’m sure you hope the same.”

She didn’t answer, but the unease in the cab became palpable, and I was fine with that because I didn’t want to hear her voice. I heard it every day, every night, for years after she left, and as much as I loved being able to remember the sweet melody, I hated the reminder. I broke the speed limit, and after the longest ten minutes of my life, I pulled up to the gas station just as the owner, Eddie, was sticking a sign on one of the four pumps.

I slowed to a stopped next to him and rolled down the window. “Everything all right?”

“Clear outta fuel, bub.” He laughed, the wrinkles on his leathered face scrunching up. “That concert over in Lawless? It was a big one, and they gone done used all my fuel gettin’ there. Got a rig comin’ in first thing tomorrow mornin’.”

“Damn.”

He stuck his head closer to my window and chuckled. “Holy moly, Georgia Westbury, is that you?”

She leaned forward and offered a small wave. “Hey, Mr. Eddie.”

“Why, color me surprised.” He spit out some chew-colored saliva and put a hand on his hip. “You comin’ back to be with your ma?”

Her tongue darted out, and she glanced at me so quickly that if I blinked I’d have missed it. “Um, yeah. I’m moving back.”

My jaw stiffened and dropped at the same time. No fucking way. She was not coming back here. Back to the town she deserted, that she was too good for, filled with people who were beneath her—me included.

“I understand that. So sorry about your dad, darlin’.” No, he’s not. Nobody in this town was sorry that Holt Westbury was six feet under dirt.

“Thanks.”

“Well, we’ll all be glad to have you back. That’s wonderful news. Isn’t it wonderful news, Beau?”

I unclenched my teeth enough to answer. “If you’ll excuse us, we need to be on our way.” I white knuckled the steering wheel as I peeled out before any more words could be exchanged, squealing my tires as I spun back onto the road.

“Um, where are we going?” she asked as I flipped on my blinker and turned the corner that led to the nicer side of town where her mother still lived in their big, fancy mansion. “Beau, where are you taking me?”

“You can figure out how to get gas tomorrow. Right now, I’m taking you to your parents’ house.”

Her face fell, and I immediately felt like the world’s biggest asshole. “I’m sorry, Georgia. I should have led with that.” I released a sigh. “No matter what happened between us and no matter how things went down with your dad, I know how hard it is to lose a parent. And I’m so sorry you’re having to deal with that.”

“It’s okay, but thank you.”

There was nothing but silence between us for the rest of the drive. She must have been thinking about things, and I processed the news that she was returning. Here. To my home, my town. Permanently. I couldn’t get my bearings around the idea of seeing her on a daily basis, so I was surprised when we pulled up to her childhood home because I didn’t remember actually driving here. It didn’t even register to me that I’d typed the first responder code into the keypad. I was so lost in thought that I didn’t hear the groan of the hinges when the gate opened.

“Listen, I was hoping I’d see you under different circumstances, and we could… talk about stuff,” she said softly. “But now you know I’m going to be back, so there’s no time like the present, I guess. I hope we can put the past behind us and move on.”

“Oh, I have.” The lie burned my tongue.

“What?”

I shifted into park and turned to her. “I don’t want to do this, Georgia, because I honestly don’t have much good to say to you. And I especially don’t want to do this right now, not since everything with your dad is still so fresh for you.”

“I’ve already processed his death, so don’t worry about that. And I do want to do this right now with you. I’d rather just get it over with instead of letting another day go by with it between us.”

Fine. She wanted to do this, then I’d do it. “Baker was fuckin’ destroyed, Georgia. He’d just lost his mom and was barely coping with that. Then you came around, and for two months, you gave my baby brother something he’d been missing and never thought he’d have back in his life. He was happy. You made him happy and gave him hope again, then one day you just up and leave.”

“I know, and I’m so sorry.”

I blew out an angry breath. “Not only did you vanish, but you didn’t even say goodbye to him. Me? Whatever, I always knew you were too good for me, so I wasn’t surprised, but to a little kid… that was fucked up.” As I talked, I notice her eyes glistening, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel sorry for her. Not about this. “So yeah, we can put the past behind us because it’s already there. But don’t expect that any of my family is just going to welcome you back with open arms and invite you into our lives like we did before.”

“I understand.” She sniffled. “I deserve that.”

“It sucks that your dad died, and I’m sorry for that. But you’re nothing but a memory at this point, and as far as I’m concerned, that’s where you’ll stay. Now, if you don’t mind…” I leaned over and shoved her door open. “I need to get home.”

She hopped down and wedged her body between the door and the seat, shifting on her feet. “I appreciate your concern about my father, and I know it’s not worth much, but I really am sorry for how I left. You have no idea how sorry I am. Sorry about leaving Baker and all of your brothers, but especially you. After what we shared, how I just—”

“What did we share? A couple of months?” I scoffed. “You think that makes you special?” It did, actually, because it was the best two months of my life. And one time between the sheets with her was still the best I’d ever had. Even if I put that aside, we shared way more than a physical connection. She was the only one I ever wanted who I’d have been more than happy with for the rest of my life. But I wasn’t that to her. No, I was just a convenient, secret distraction that she disposed of like last season’s handbag.

She sniffled and pulled her shoulders back, shaking her head with a melancholy smile. “No, I guess not. I never am.” She released a quavering breath. I’ll stay out of your way, but should we run into each other, I’ll be sure to give you a wide berth. Goodbye, Beau.”

I waited until she was inside before I drove away, refusing to let myself think any more about her. It wasn’t until after I got home, after I downed three fingers of Maker’s Mark, took a shower, and was lying in bed that my mind wandered back to high school… and Georgia Westbury.


CHAPTER 2

Beau

Fourteen years earlier…

 

“I didn’t expect you to be up early today, and I definitely didn’t expect you to be this excited to go to school.” My mom said with a smile as she slid another piece of French toast on my plate.

“I’m not excited,” I lied. The truth was, I couldn’t wait to see Georgia. It had been the longest week of my life since our kiss in the diner. “I just don’t want to miss the bus.”

I was the oldest so my brothers were still getting ready since their school didn’t start for another forty-five minutes. She had a few minutes to spare so she sat across from me and took a sip of her coffee out of the mug my dad got her for Mother’s Day years ago. It had a faded picture of all five of her boys. She loved that mug so much, it was the only one she ever used. “Who is she?”

“Who?” I asked as I shoveled my breakfast down my throat.

“The girl you’re excited to see.”

“There is no girl,” I mumbled.

Her eyebrow went up. “Since when does my boy lie to me?”

“Ma.”

“Okay. I get it. You’re growing up and you don’t want to tell me about your girlfriend.”

“She’s not my girlfriend.” Yet.

“So there is a girl.” She laughed knowingly.

Crap. “Mother.”

“All right, all right. I’ll stop. Just make sure your grades come before any girl.”

When I had Georgia, she’d be the most important thing in my life, but I couldn’t admit that to my mom. I got to my feet, and she took my plate. I walked around the table and kissed her cheek. “Bye, Mom.”

“Bye, Beau. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

I looped my backpack over my shoulders and ran out of the house, then rushed to the end of my driveway where I waited anxiously for the bus. It was sunny already, and I felt a drip of sweat slide down the side of my face, so I moved under an oak tree for some shade. The last thing I wanted when I saw Georgia was to stink.

When the bus pulled up, I got on and sat next to my friend Maverick. He pulled his head back and scrunched his eyebrows together. “Why do you have a weird smile on your face?”

“What? I don’t.”

“Yeah, you do.”

“Whatever.” I asked him about his classes so he wouldn’t keep on about me. I didn’t tell him, or anyone, about Georgia yet. I wanted to be able to see the looks on people’s faces when they saw us holding hands and couldn’t wait to show her off.

I knew she would catch the senior guys’ attention, but they’d never have her because she was going to be mine. Finally.

The bus squeaked to a stop, and as soon as the doors opened, I ditched Mav and walked around, trying not to seem frantic as I searched to find the prettiest girl at Warrenville High.

And there she was. Standing at her locker with her back to me. She was in her usual outfit, and I walked up behind her and slid my hand around her stomach to give her a hug. Then burrowing my face in her neck, I took a deep whiff of strawberries. “Hey.”

She turned to stone in my arms, and when she didn’t respond, I lifted my head and caught her eyes in the little mirror stuck to the inside of her locker. “Beau.”

I spun her around and crowded her when I got bumped into from behind. “What’s wrong?”

“I need you to step back.”

“Why?” I asked, confused.

“I can’t do this, Beau.”

My head reared back, but I didn’t move. “Do what?”

“Be with you.”

Apparently, I did have a smile on my face because I felt it fall as the pit in my stomach sank to my knees. I had a hard time forming a word. “W… What?”

“I just can’t. I need to focus on school and—”

“Bullshit.” I held her face in my hands. “Something happened between the diner and now.”

“It didn’t. I just thought about it, and you were right. I’m scared. I—”

I cut her off. “I’ll make it all okay. You don’t have to be afraid of anything. Not with me.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She shrugged. “You told me to let you know, and I’m letting you know. I need to focus on school and cheer and I don’t want you to be my boyfriend.”

“Then why do you have tears in your eyes?”

She bit her lip and looked away from me. “Please, just let me go.”

“No.”

“Beau, please. I just can’t.”

“Can’t or don’t want to?”

A single tear fell when she whispered, “Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Just let it go. And let me go.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “What the hell is going on, Gigi? You’re being really weird, and you swore your answer wouldn’t change.”

She sniffled and lifted her head, then blinked and a different girl was looking back at me. “My dad found out about us in the diner and got really mad. He said I can’t see you. That I couldn’t date anyone.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

My eyes bounced all over her face—her pursed lips, the scrunched brows, her red-rimmed eyes. “Bullshit. You’re using him as an excuse.”

And then she lost it. “Believe what you want, but you need to get it through your thick head that I don’t want to be with you. Now, for the last time, let me go.”

“You promised,” I bit out.

“Well promises are meant to be broken, aren’t they?”

“Not from me, no. If I say something I mean it.” I stepped away from her, in complete disbelief but knowing deep down that this wasn’t her. She wanted me, I knew it, and she was pushing me away for a reason. And, no matter what it took, I was going to find out why. I wasn’t going to give up on her.

“I’m sorry, Beau, but—”

I snickered. “You’re not sorry. You’re scared, and I get that. I feel things that scare me when it comes to you, too. So fine. You’re not ready now, I’ll keep trying. I’m not gonna give up on you, Georgia, because we deserve a shot to see how good we could be together.”

“I’m begging you, Beau. You have to stop. My dad, he—”

“Him again? Fine. I’ll give you some space, but I’ll be back, babe. I’m not going anywhere.” I cupped her jaw and kissed her softly, then brushed my thumb across her lips. “I promise.”
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