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Chapter One

 


Don’t Forget to Wash Your Hands

 


Tuesday, May 8th

Life was beyond weird. Circumstance
conspired against me and landed me back in my hometown. Seven years
ago, when I left Georgia, I swore I’d never come back. Surreal
didn’t cover it.

Aimee, my lifelong best friend, stared at me
from across the scarred tabletop. Not much had changed. She looked
the same as she had in high school. She had the same big auburn
hair, same freckles. Hell, over the smell of booze that lay heavy
in the bar, I could even smell her same vanilla perfume. 

“Feel a little weird? Being back?” she
asked.

I picked at the label on my beer bottle.
“It’s like you’re in my head. Get out. You don’t want to be in
there. It’s scary. Trust me.”

Aimee laughed, but there was only sympathy
and concern in her expression. “I think I can take it. Share the
crazy.”

I peeled a long strip of the metallic blue
label off, giving myself time to deal with the wave of emotions
cresting inside. There would be no tears. I refused to cry. There’d
been enough of that to last a lifetime in the past few months.

I inhaled. Phantom pain lanced through my
lungs into my heart. “I swear to God, Ames, I can’t take much more.
The last few months can’t be real. I don’t want them to be real. I
want to wake up and find this was all one horrible nightmare,
starting with my brother’s phone call. How can my momma be
gone?”

Out of habit, I rubbed the newly bare spot
on my left finger. After wearing a ring for half a year, it felt
weird to encounter naked skin.  Heck, the ring hadn’t
been gone long enough for the indentation to fade.

Aimee watched the motion, a scowl pulling at
the corners of her mouth. “I can’t believe he didn’t come home with
you for the funeral.”

“Me either.”

Daniel’s absence as I buried my mother told
me that our relationship was over. If my fiancée loved me, he would
have been there. “I wish I knew what I did wrong.” The miserable
whine in my voice made me cringe.

“Josephine Hillard, you didn’t do anything
wrong! This is his shit. He’s the one that’ll live to regret
this.”

I shook my head, a ghost of a smile on my
lips. “Yeah, well… That might have more to do with the fact that I
froze all his underwear and washed his white clothes with new, red
socks.”

Her eyes widened, and she snickered. “That
‘a girl. I still cannot believe that you…” She stabbed a finger at
me and made a swirling motion with it. “You ended up with
the guy who single-handedly keeps polo shirt companies in
business.”

My smile flattened. “Momma loved him.”

“No offense, you know I loved Momma Ruby to
pieces, but she never had a clue who you were. You were her second
chance. She tried with Shelley, but your sister’s too pigheaded and
bitchy to be your momma’s living doll.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Aimee
reached across the table and pinched my lips shut. “Oh hush. You
know it’s true. I mean, look at you. The second you were able, you
were gone. About five minutes later, you changed so much I coulda
walked right by you on the street and mistook you for a
stranger.” 

She wasn’t wrong.

All my life, until I left, my path had
been picked for me. Momma had picked my hair, my clothes, and even
my hobbies. Insecure and naïve, I hadn’t considered not doing as I
was told. Including dancing. Because, yes, the over-a-decade of
ballet I’d endured had been Momma’s choice. 

Quitting had changed my body, given me
curves instead of a rail-thin dancer’s frame. I’d grown my hair
out. Dyed it. Filled my ears with silver rings. Pierced my
nose. 

I’d become my own person, and it had only
taken five hundred plus miles of distance.

But none of that meant I didn’t miss my
momma.

I sighed and drained the last of my
beer.

Aimee’s husband picked that moment to
reappear with two fresh bottles of beer. She looked up at him with
a flirty smile as he set the drinks on the table. “Shots, honey.
We’ve got some therapizing to do here.”

Robbie didn’t complain about having to make
another trip to the bar. He planted a kiss on Aimee’s forehead and
headed back with a smile. 

My gut clenched at the love in that simple
gesture. “I want what you guys have. So. Fucking. Bad. I thought
Daniel was the one.”

“Sweetie, I think we all see ‘the one’ in
whoever we’re with. If we didn’t, we wouldn’t be with them in the
first place.” She shrugged and took a long pull from her bottle.
“Of course, I could be talking out of my ass here, but the only
thing I really know is he wasn’t the one for you. Maybe he was just
the one for you at that time.”

I chugged a quarter of my bottle before I
had the composure to speak, taking her words to heart. “How’d you
get to be so wise?” 

We stared into each other’s eyes for a
moment before dissolving into giggles. The tension disappeared with
my laughter. Or maybe it was the alcohol.

“Have you seen your dad yet?” Aimee
asked.

“A few hours after I got in.” I worried my
bottom lip with my teeth. “Between us, he’s freaking me out.
According to Dean, if he’s not working, he’s finding the bottom of
a bottle. Hell, even Shelley called me.”

Aimee sat up a little straighter. “For
real?”

“Yup. She was mostly civil too, which tells
you how bad it is. He’s not taking care of himself, and you should
have seen the condition of the house. The kitchen was disgusting.
He’d left a bowl with fruit out for who knows how long. It was
sitting there rotting. The whole house smelled. And don’t get me
started on the science experiment he had going on in the fridge.
Momma wasn’t exactly the neatest person, but this is another
level.”

“Well, all the more reason for you to come
home.”

“Hmm, yeah. As much as I said I never would…
We both need this now. I can help him get the house cleaned up, and
I’m away from that jackass. Let me tell you, living with your ex is
not an experience I’d recommend to anyone. He brought home a date
last Friday and I found them in our bed.” I shook my head, trying
to clear the image burned into my mind. The man I had loved
enough to agree to marry, entwined with another woman in the bed
we’d made so many promises and plans in.

Bitterness crept into my voice. “It makes
this whole thing so much easier. It’s been over for a while. I was
too stupid to see it.” 

 Aimee reached over
and patted my hand as Robbie returned, dropping a shot glass filled
with amber liquid in front of each of us. I nodded my thanks as he
settled into the chair next to his wife, picked up one glass and
tossed it back. The burn crawled down my throat and stung my
sinuses.

Aimee followed suit, wiping her mouth with
the back of her hand. She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter how many
times I see you, I can’t get over how different you look.”

“Yeah, no more plain, boring Joey,” I
said.

“Sugar, you were never plain. Maybe a little
boring, but never plain,” Robbie said.

“He doesn’t mean that,” Aimee yelled,
socking Robbie in the arm. She was oblivious to the fact that
the entire bar was now staring at our table. They were probably
wondering how someone so tiny could be so loud, Lord knew I
wondered that often enough. 

 “No, I do,” Robbie said. “Girl refused
to have any fun. Do you remember senior year, the party at Ty and
Tessa’s?”

A wave of goose bumps rushed over my skin
and I fought a shiver. Years without seeing him, and just his name
affected me. 

How could he still do that?

Tyler Murphy had been, without a doubt, the
most beautiful boy I’d ever seen in my entire life. His sister,
Tessa, had been a friend since kindergarten. Her older brother had
often teased me, sometimes ignored me, and had frequently been nice
to me, but I didn’t think he really knew I existed. To Ty, I had
been his little sister’s friend. A surrogate sister by association
at best.

Two years older, he’d been the bad boy. The
burnout, the rebel. His motorcycle, leather jacket, and kick-ass
boots had been the stuff of legends around these parts.

So, yes, I remembered that party. 

That was the party where someone had
suggested a good old fashion game of spin-the-bottle. The party
when I almost kissed Ty, if only that damn bottle had stopped one
person sooner.

“Your point?” I asked Robbie.

“My point is you were the only one there
without a beer in hand. We had to twist your arm into playing
spin-the-bottle. And you totally freaked out when you caught Aimee
smoking.”

“Yeah. Well… Okay. I get your point. I
was strung a little tight.” 

His eyes went round, and he laughed. “A
little?”

“All right. Are we done with the pick on
Joey hour?” My tone was irritated and Robbie held up his hands in
defeat.

I finished my beer with a halfway
teasing glare on my face. When the empty bottle hit the tabletop,
the frown slid off my face and I got serious again. “I love you
guys, you know that, right? Seriously, I can’t thank you
enough.”

“I’m super glad to have you back,” Aimee
said. 

Several responses ran through my brain, all
of them dismissed because I didn’t want to hurt Aimee’s feelings.
“Can’t say I imagined life bringing me back here, but it will
be good for me.”

My hedging was apparently transparent. Aimee
reached over the table and squeezed my hand. “It’ll be different
this time. You’ll see.”

 “Yeah. I guess we will. I’m gonna hit
the little girl’s room and swing by the bar for another beer on the
way back.”

“I’ll grab the beer,” Robbie offered.

“Thanks, but I’ll get the next round,” I
said, then headed to the short hallway where the restroom sign
led.

The women’s room was small, with only two
stalls. Both were occupied, one filled with the agonizing sounds of
retching. I waited a while, squeezing my thighs together and
bouncing in place. Feeling a little desperate, I headed back out
into the hallway and stared at the men’s room door on the other
end, considering. Then I strode to the door and knocked. 

Slowly, I pushed the door open a couple
inches and called out. “Hello? Anyone in here?” 

When there was no response, I entered the
restroom and breathed a sigh of relief. Not only was it empty, it
was clean. I locked the single stall door and took care of
business. I was hiking my jeans back up when I heard a blast of
loud music signaling the door opening. 

“Hey. Sorry. The women’s bathroom was full.
I’ll be done in a second,” I called out.

Silence answered me. 

Okay. 

I zipped up and opened the stall door. I
took a step out and froze. My eyes locked onto a certain part of
the man at the urinal. I felt my face flame, but my eyes stuck.
Like a car crash, I couldn’t seem to look away. 

“Like what you see?” a gruff voice asked.
There was a thread of something, maybe amusement, in the man’s
tone.

“I can’t really see much,” I said without
thought. 

As soon as the words were out, I slapped my
hand over my mouth in horror and felt my cheeks get hotter. Sweat
broke out across my forehead. 

Why? Why did I have to say that?

I jerked my eyes up to the man’s face and my
heart stopped. 

I saw Ty Murphy’s dick.

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry. I told you I was
in here. Please, forget it happened.” I rushed toward the door, one
hand pressed to my flaming cheek. 

“Aren’t you going to wash your hands?” he
called after me, laughing. 

That flipped a switch in me. A big mouthed
idiot switch. 

My feet stopped dead, halfway out the door,
and without looking back, I yelled, “Nice dick!” 

His loud laughter followed me into the
hall.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Did That Really Happen?

 


I wasn’t hiding in the women’s restroom.
Really.

Even I didn’t believe that as I leaned
heavily on the counter, letting cool water run over the inside of
my wrists. I struggled to slow my breathing. Back in town for less
than a full day and I run into Ty. Epically.

He looked as I remembered, with a few
differences. His coal black hair was shorter, cropped close on the
sides and longer on top. My hands itched to sink into those thick,
wavy strands. I’d forgotten how piercing his dark green eyes
were, but not the mischief that danced in them. That was the same.
As was his square jaw, though the shadow of dark stubble was
new. Freckles still dusted the upturned end of his straight
nose. And dear God, even after all these years, I still want to
bite that full bottom lip.

The flash of ink I’d seen on his left arm
was new, as were the plugs in his ears. What was his tattoo? Why
had I not paid more attention?

I saw a flash of his dick in my mind and
flushed again. That was why. 

Fuck! And I’d said nice
dick. Where the hell was my brain to mouth filter? And now I’d
spent too long in the bathroom. They probably thought I was taking
a shit in here. Or puking. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

Straightening my spine, I looked at my
reflection. There was a flush from the alcohol in my cheeks and my
eyes were a little too bright. I turned off the water and gave
myself a pep talk. 

Get out there. Could have happened to
anyone. You didn’t really see much. Even then, it’s not like you’ve
never seen a dick. Or a guy taking a piss. Stop being a pussy and
get out there!

Walking, and not running, the distance to
the bar was a battle. I kept my eyes forward and locked on the
bartender, determined not to make eye contact with anyone. Male
laughter rang out behind me and I did my best to ignore it. The
laughter probably wasn’t about me. It probably wasn’t Ty laughing
about my big mouth. Yeah … I was being paranoid. 

I ordered another beer and a shot of Jack.
After I paid and tossed back my shot, I carried my beer back to the
table, eyes locked on the back of Aimee’s head.

The second I sat down, Aimee reached across
the table and grabbed my arm. “Ty’s here.”

My face heated. “I know. I, um, ran into him
in the bathroom.”

Her mouth dropped open. “He was in the
ladies’ room?”

“Ah, no. I was in the men’s.”

 Robbie choked on a swallow of
beer.

Aimee patted his back absentmindedly,
gesturing for me to continue. 

I spoke woodenly, in halting sentences.
“Women’s was full. Men’s was empty when I went in. Not when I came
out. I saw more than I wanted to. He was using the urinal…” I
dropped my face into my hands. “I told him he had a nice
dick.” 

Robbie howled laughter, and Aimee followed
in the wheezing snort that was her signature. Maybe it was the
alcohol, but suddenly it seemed funny. Hilarious. I couldn’t help
it, I joined them, laughing until my stomach hurt. 

“Looks like you’re all having a good time.”
A deep voice—that I was trying to convince myself wasn’t
Ty’s—sounded behind me. “Hey, Rob. How’s things?” 

Robbie shook a hand attached to a forearm
covered in a gorgeous tat. I tuned out his reply. My eyes locked on
the tattoo sleeve. It was all reds, oranges, blues, and greens. I
let my eyes slide up the arm. My breath caught as I saw the tail
feathers in flame. 

“Is that a phoenix?” I dragged my eyes to
Ty’s face, and he met my gaze, a half smile quirking his lips.

He pulled up the sleeve of his black shirt
to give me a better look. I couldn’t complain that it gave me a
better view of those powerful his arms, or that the motion
highlighted how well the soft cotton stretched across his broad
shoulders. I forced my attention back to his body art. 

“Beautiful. Love the detail and color.” As I
spoke, I stood up and slid my tee up on my left side, showing the
phoenix tattooed there. Its tail feathers disappearing into my
jeans, wings wrapping around my ribcage in the front and back,
brushing the underside of my breast. “And obviously I like the
subject.”

His eyebrows rose, and he leaned a little
closer, taking in my ink. I was proud of it. It was the most
expensive thing I’d ever bought, aside from my Jeep, but it would
be with me forever so I figured it was worth it. The bird was
mostly blues, purples, and greens. Like the colors produced from
burning copper. 

I left my tee up for a minute longer and
then smoothed it back down into place. Those piercing green eyes
locked onto mine and I sucked in a breath at the intensity
there. 

How was he still so unbelievably hot?

“You get that done around here?” His voice
was a low rumble, and I fought the urge to shiver.

“No, why?” 

“If you did, I’d want to hire the guy. It’s
a masterpiece.” 

I flushed in pleasure. 

He held out his hand. “Ty Murphy.” 

I laughed and went to put my hand in his. “I
remember.”

With a sly smile, he pulled his hand back
before I touched him. “You wash that hand?” 

My face caught fire, and I stammered, “I’m
so sorry. I didn’t mean to…” 

He laughed, a rich sound that made my
stomach flutter. “I know. It’s fine. It was an accident. So, I take
it we’ve met before. I’m sorry, but I’m having trouble placing
you.” 

His warm hand closed around mine and I saw a
flash of his hand on his penis in my mind. I forced the image away,
very aware that I was taking too long to answer.

“Josephine Hillard. I was friends with your
sister from about kindergarten on.”

His mouth dropped open, eyes widening in
surprise. “Joey? Holy shit.” His gaze raked over me, from top to
toes. “I would never have recognized you. You look
amazing.” 

Before I knew what was happening, he wrapped
an arm around my back and pulled me into a loose hug. He smelled
awesome, something citrus and spice. 

His mouth brushed my hair, and he murmured
in my ear, “I heard about your Mom. Sucks, sorry.”

My smile slipped, and I pulled away. “Thank
you.” The words sounded disingenuous. I deflated into my seat,
taking a deep swallow from my beer.

I jerked, the bottle knocking into my teeth
painfully, when Ty dragged a chair over. Positioning it between
Robbie and me, he dropped onto the cracked vinyl seat. Aimee gave
me a look, and I shrugged, rubbing a finger over my front teeth
while my inner teenager jumped and screamed inside. Trying, and
failing, to not freak out.

“Thought you left for good.” He threw an arm
around the back of my chair and my head spun.

“Yeah, but with my momma… My dad’s not doing
so great and he wants to sell the house, says it’s too big for him.
But it needs a lot of work. So I came to help with that.” I was
hyperaware of his finger brushing the outside of my shoulder. It
had to be accidental, had to be.

“I do roofing, tile, minor home repairs, if
you need help…” He threw the offer out casually.

“Thanks, but we aren’t nearly that far yet.
Got a lot of crap to clean up and get rid of before I can even
think about that stuff. Only thing I need right now is a good
mechanic. I’m pretty sure my brakes fall in the hazard
category.” 

Ty grabbed my empty beer bottle and rolled
it between his hands, his eyes focused on the table. “I do cars
too. Can’t do anything fancy, but brakes, oil changes, tune-ups—I
can handle all that.”

Wow, okay. “Um. I was sorta kidding.
I mean, I do need my brakes done, but you don’t really want to do
them.”

“Why not?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
“You pay for parts, give me a hand getting it done,” —his eyes
darted to mine and held there— “and let me take you out sometime
and we’ll call it even.”

My heart stopped beating. “I … um…” Aimee’s
mouth was hanging open across the table. I had to look at least
half as shocked. “It’s not that I don’t want to, but I’m not sure
now is really a great time. I just got out of a long-term
relationship.”

He looked thoughtful. “Was it serious?”

I nodded. “We were engaged.”

“That’s serious. You’re having
a rough time of it, aren’t you?” His fingertip brushed the row
of earrings running up the shell of my ear and goose bumps
blossomed down my arms. “It’s only a date. I’m thinking you could
use some fun. Doesn’t have to be anything more than that if you
don’t want it to be. Two old friends, catching up.”

“I don’t know,” I said slowly.

A sharply pointed shoe crashed into my
kneecap and I winced, biting my tongue to keep from crying out in
pain. My eyes snapped up to Aimee. Her expression was freaking
hilarious. She obviously thought I was an idiot. Maybe I was.
However, I wasn’t sure if I was more an idiot if I said yes or if I
said no. 

I took a breath and met his eyes again,
letting a slow smile surface. Oh, what the hell. You only
live once right? “Sure. Why not? I’d like that.”

He smiled at me, revealing straight white
teeth. We exchange cell phones and I added myself to his contacts.
I saw the tat on his other arm when he took his back. It was an
intricate circular design in black, very geometric. I couldn’t help
but wondered if he had more ink, and where. 

Which brought my mind back to the flash of
dick I’d seen. 

Jesus, I needed to get laid. I couldn’t seem
to go ten minutes without thinking of Ty Murphy’s dick. At least
back in high school my mooning had been PG rated. Now I
wondered what he looked like naked. Oh hell, I wanted to
know what he felt like naked.

“I’ll call you tomorrow and we can figure
out a time to get your brakes done,” he said, snapping my attention
back to him and out of my dirty little fantasy. He stood, squeezed
my shoulder, and sauntered to the far pool table. A big, heavily
pierced guy waited, leaning on his pool cue with an amused look on
his face. 

After taking a long look at the world’s most
perfect ass, I turned to Aimee, feeling a little disembodied. “Holy
shit. Did that really happen?”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Strawberry Milkshake and Fries

 


Wednesday, May 9th

The chirp of my text tone woke me. I
groaned, shoving a pillow over my face to block the light. The
morning’s brightness pierced my eyelids with the force of a
thousand suns. Inside my skull, my brain was trying to drill its
way through flesh and bone. Something foul had crawled into my
mouth and died while I slept, spreading its diseased scum across my
teeth and drying out my tongue.

My phone screamed at me again. I forced
myself to roll over and grab the evil thing from the nightstand.
Bleary eyes took too long to focus on the screen but when they
finally did, I fought back a smile at Aimee’s message.

Aimee: I’m dying. Y did I do shots? O btw
don’t forget type.

Type? What type? I squinted at the
screen, my half-awake and fully hung-over brain not
comprehending.

Aimee: Damnit. TY. Don’t forget you have
a date with Ty. Stupid autocorrect.

I snorted. That made more sense. Word wise
at least. I wasn’t sure what to make of the actual event. Not yet
at least. And hungover was no time to puzzle it out.

After sending a quick response, I took care
of my pressing needs: bathroom, a gallon of coffee, and a fistful
of Advil. Then, I went to see what my dad was up to.

The garage apartment I had made my temporary
home was separate from the house I grew up in. Set back into the
trees, the foliage gave me the illusion of independence, making the
move back slightly less bruising to my ego. I threw a pair of
flip-flops on and walked the short distance to the house.

“Dad?” I called, after letting myself in
through the kitchen door.

Half a dozen empty cans of cheap beer were
clustered to the left of the sink, and my mouth turned down at the
sight. Dad had kicked me out last night on the pretense of going to
bed. Apparently “bed” meant drinking. Or maybe he wasn’t sleeping.
I didn’t know, would never know, if he continued to pretend
everything was all right.

A torn piece of newspaper, covered in
scrawling handwriting propped against the toaster caught my
eye.

I picked up the note. Written over the top
of the Marmaduke cartoon strip, it said simply, “Sleeping. Work
3rds tomorrow.”

Lovely.

Dad was a machinist and worked a rotating
schedule. One that had provided him a convenient excuse to avoid
talking to me. Or maybe I was paranoid.

I threw some half-stale cereal in a bowl,
splashed some milk over it, and forced myself to eat. While I did,
I wandered through the downstairs rooms. My mom had been somewhere
between a packrat and a hoarder. Paper bags of newspapers and
magazines reached halfway up the dining room wall, saved for god
knows what reason. Even the built-in china cabinets were stuffed
full of recycled plastic containers and other things most would
consider trash.

Moving from the dining room to the living
room was more of the same. Figurines and small sentimental
bric-a-brac covered every flat surface, a layer of dust dulling the
colors of her favorite red foxes. Nothing was dirty, only dusty.
But there was too much of everything and the result was
claustrophobic.

After finishing my cereal, I dumped my dad’s
can collection and washed up. Then I headed back to my apartment.
Before my brother Dean married his wife Sam, he’d converted the
attic space in the garage to a small efficiency-style apartment. He
and Shelley had both called it home at one point or another. It
wasn’t much, but it had a small kitchenette, a walk-in closet, and
a tiny bathroom.

The space was nicer than some I had lived
in, but it had sat empty for years and needed work. And wouldn’t
you know it, I had a whole day with nothing to do. I threw on my
oldest pair of jeans. They were a few washes from disintegrating,
but they were my most comfy pair. They were also covered in so many
different colored paint splashes from years of helping friends they
were practically a work of art. A few more stains wouldn’t be
noticeable.

I braided my hair in two long pigtails and
threw on a tank top that shrank the first time I washed it. The
shirt was a little too tight and too short, leaving a wide swath of
my abdomen exposed.

After shoving all of my furniture into the
center of the room, I threw open the windows and broke out the
paint. Aimee and Robbie had taken me to the hardware store before
the bar last night and I’d picked up two gallons of a warm, pale
grey to replace the stark and stained white walls. I popped the lid
on the paint and laid out a few plastic drop cloths.

An hour later, I had the door outside
propped open and a box fan planted in front of it. One wall was
done, I was sweating, and my shoulders and arms were already
aching. It was a little after eleven and I had a playlist pouring
from my stereo trying to distract myself. I was singing along to
Nine Inch Nails “The Hand that Feeds” when I felt a hand on my
shoulder.

A scream ripped from me and I whirled, the
paint roller flying from my grasp to land on the plastic drop
cloth. Paint splattered. One of my hands slammed into my chest,
trying to restart my stalled heart. The other shot out to grab the
hard-muscled arm in front of me.

“Sorry. I wasn’t trying to scare you,” Ty
yelled over the music. “I heard the music from the driveway and the
door was open, so I came up.”

He stood in front of me in a fitted, pale
grey tee and dark jeans. His vibrant tattoos stood out in stark
relief to the pale fabric.

I wanted to touch that skin. Trace the
curves and contours of his ink with my tongue. Learn the texture
and taste of him.

Ty cleared his throat.

Oh my God, I was staring, practically
drooling over him. Get it together.

He smiled down at me and I forced my eyes
away and noticed a drink carrier in one hand and a brown bag
clutched in the other.

The one I was still holding onto.

I forced myself to let go, finger by finger,
and flexed my tingling hand before rushing over to the stereo to
cut the volume in half.

“Hi,” I said, a little too brightly, “I’m
painting.”

One dark eyebrow rose and the left side of
his mouth tipped up.

I gave myself a mental head smack. I was
such a freaking idiot.

“I can see that. Tried calling you, but I
guess you couldn’t hear over the music. I remembered where you
lived and figured I’d take a chance that you were hungry. Brought
you a cheeseburger, extra cheese and mustard, no onions or pickles,
an order of fried mushrooms, and a chocolate malt from my gramp’s
restaurant.”

His family owned and operated The Burger
Joint, which everyone called The Joint, a drive-in that had the
best food.

“I haven’t had a one of these in so long.
Hell yeah.” I took the drink carrier from him and led him back
outside to an old picnic table in the backyard. “How’d you know
what I order?”

“My sister was working,” he said with a
shrug.

“How is Tessa?” I asked as we reached the
table.

He climbed the bench to sit on the tabletop,
planting his boots on the seat. “Good. She’s dating some douche
from the city and I figure it’s only a matter of time before she
moves.”

I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “Take it
you don’t like her boyfriend.”

“Eh, he’s all right if you like the
type.”

“What type would that be?” I asked, joining
him and setting the drink carrier in between us.

“The type that shows up for dinner with a
monogramed pink polo shirt—collar popped—and khaki’s pressed with a
seam sharp enough you could slice bread. Oh, and he brought his
briefcase.”

“No penny loafers?”

“They still make those?” He shot me a grin,
handing me a wrapped burger and an order of deep-fried mushrooms.
“Hope it’s okay I stopped over.”

I took a bite out of a mushroom and my eyes
drifted closed in bliss. “You come baring food, you’re welcome
whenever you want.” I moaned a little, not caring if it was
inappropriate. “Oh, I needed this. Nothing cures a hangover like a
little deep-fried goodness.”

“Feeling a little rough this morning?”

“Nah. Not too bad. When I first woke up?
Different story. I don’t drink often anymore. I think the shots of
jack might have been a bad idea. Well the third and fourth ones
anyway.”

His lips curved around his straw and I had
the insane desire to be that straw. “Jack and beer, huh?”

I pried my gaze from his mouth and brought
it up to those stunning eyes, gesturing to my hair. “Despite the
pink, I’m not that girlie of a girl.”

He gave me a once over. “You look pretty
girlie from here. All soft curves and long legs.”

Instantly, I remembered what I was wearing,
the fact that I had no makeup on and was wearing freaking pigtails,
and fought embarrassment. I took a big bite of my burger to give
myself time to formulate a response, but he wasn’t done.

“And some pretty sexy tats. How many you
got? I count three.”

Grateful for the change of subject I latched
onto the new topic. “Six or eight. Depending on how you count.” I
reclined on the table and pointed to a spot on my hip above my leg.
“I’ve got two dates here. The date I moved away from home and a few
years later I added the date I graduated from college. Those were
my first. Then I got the red-throated hummingbird on my foot and
added a flower on my ankle later. I’ve got a triple infinity loop
on my pelvis.”

I showed him the other two. The peacock
feather on the inside of my right bicep. And the fluffy black
dandelion on the back of my right shoulder, the seeds floating
across and up my neck a little.

He laughed, a short, surprised sound. “I
would have never pictured you with one tattoo let alone eight. And
a nose and navel piercing. Where the hell where you in high
school?”

What was he getting at? “I was there.
I just didn’t know who the hell I was. It took getting out of this
place to figure that out. You seem awfully interested in my body
art.”

“It’s what I do.”

Huh? The question must have
translated in my expression.

“I co-own a tattoo shop, Ink’d Majesty. My
partner, Hank was at Scottie’s with me last night, big dude, lots
of ink. Yeah, he’s hard to miss. We’re only a year in, still
building our business, but got a solid base and a great team. I’d
like to expand, get a couple more tattoo artists and a few flash
guys—artists to do the basic, non-custom pieces. Then, down the
road, get into a bigger space.”

“That’s awesome. Not sure I would have
pictured you as an entrepreneur. How did you get into that?”

He shrugged. “You and me both. But I’ve
always been interested. Art was one of the few classes I never
skipped.” He gave me a devilish grin, the one responsible for a sea
of broken hearts and lost panties in high school. “Did an
apprenticeship for three years while taking art and business
classes at community college. Met Hank in one of my classes and we
got the idea to open our own place. We’re doing okay, but I pick up
a little extra on the side with odd jobs.”

“Like brakes and roofs.”

He nodded. “Like brakes and roofs.” He ate a
couple fries and snagged one of my mushrooms.

I let him because he was Ty. Anyone else
might have lost a hand.

“So, what do you do?”

“I’m a CPA. I was a budget analyst with the
same company for the last two years. I interned there in college
and lucked out when they hired me after graduation. One of the
partners there has a fraternity brother that lives in town here. He
works for an accounting firm that specializes in working with small
businesses. They’ve got a pregnant employee who’s due in two
months. After she has the baby, she isn’t sure if she’s going to
come back, but even if she does it will be twelve weeks. They hired
me to take her place, and if she does come back, they still think
they can keep me on. But I won’t start training for a few weeks,
which is good because it gives me some time to take care of things
here. With my dad.”

Ty was silent for a moment. Then he nodded.
“Ink’d is closed on Mondays. Why don’t we do your brakes
Monday?”

I smiled. “Sounds like a plan.”

We chatted a bit more while we finished our
food. I sucked down the rest of my malt, watching him out of the
corner of my eye. He was not what I remembered. He was mellower
somehow. Or maybe I’d built him up to be something else, something
more, over the years.

When we were both finished, I knew I should
get back to work. “Thanks again for lunch.”

“You kicking me out?” His lips quirked.

“No! Not at all. But I do need to get back
to painting. It’s taking me a lot longer than it should because I
couldn’t find an actually ladder, only a step stool, and it’s
making it challenging to reach the top of the walls. But I’ll deal.
Actually… Any chance I could get you to help me move my bed back?
It was a bitch to move on my own without totally destroying the
bargain basement quality, craptastic linoleum.”

He chuckled and stepped off the bench,
offering me his hand. I grabbed our trash in one and took his with
the other. His hand was callused and touching him made my heart
race, warmth flushing through my veins. The sensations had nothing
to do with temperature.

I cleared my throat, hoping I wasn’t
blushing, and hopped down. Once we were back inside, I reluctantly
slipped my hand free to dump the wrappers in the trash.

He helped me push the surprisingly heavy bed
back, close to the finished wall. Reflexively, I smoothed the
comforter and straightened the pillows. When I looked up, Ty had a
paintbrush in one hand and a paint bucket in the other and was up
on my step stool, cutting in around the ceiling.

“What are you doing?” I asked automatically.
Stupid! Way to go, Captain Obvious. What does it look like he
was doing?

“Helping. I can reach the ceiling fine.” He
didn’t look up from his work, brushed a perfect, straight line.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I know. It’s no big deal.” He flashed me a
row of straight white teeth before turning back to his work. I
stood staring at him, apparently long enough that he turned back
around and winked. “Are you going to stand there staring at my ass
all day or are you going to help?”

“In my defense, it is a very nice ass,” I
said on a laugh, shamelessly flirting.

His green eyes fastened on mine, the perfect
combination of heat and humor, and I caught my breath. “So you
aren’t immune to my charms.”

Laughter burst from me, loud and long,
taking an embarrassing amount of time to settle.

When I finally did, he set down his paint
and brush and closed the distance between us. “What’s so
funny?”

I hiccupped in a breath and between
lingering giggles explained. “I had such a crush on you in high
school it wasn’t funny. Hell, I even purposely got detention once
because I knew you would be there. Whenever I slept over at your
house, I spent half the night the color of a tomato. Tessa teased
me something terrible! And if anything, you’ve gotten hotter, so
yeah, not immune. That fact that you could even think that I wasn’t
interested…” I snorted, the opposite of lady-like, but I couldn’t
help it.

His mouth stretched up and out, trying to
escape the confines of that perfect face to infect me with the
emotion there. He gave one of my braids a playful tug. “The
feeling’s mutual, you know? You were always a very pretty girl, but
now…” He gave a low whistle.

I flushed, again. This guy sure knew how to
bring out my blush. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.” He winked, picking up my
discarded roller, handed it to me, and grabbed his brush again.

After an awkward moment, I moved toward the
stereo. “Mind if I turn the music up a little?”

“Nine Inch Nails?”

“Yeah, and some Faith No More, Depeche Mode,
Deftones, Tool, stuff like that.”

“Old school. I like it.”

I turned the volume back up and we painted a
little in silence. Satisfaction filled me when I saw him mouthing
the words to “Epic.”

I’d gotten so much crap for my music tastes
from Daniel, but Ty seemed to like what I did. As if thinking of my
ex brought it about, Ty broke the silence with a question I was
hoping to avoid.

“So, this fiancée. What happened there?” He
darted a look at me and I sighed, trying to decide where to begin,
how much to share.

“I met Daniel through a mutual friend about
three years ago. I was pretty extreme back then. I’ve mellowed a
lot.”

“Extreme?”

“Let’s just say there was a lot of plaid,
pleather, and fishnets.”

He grunted a laugh.

“Anyway, Daniel was a little preppy, a
little hippy, and so not my usual type. We were kind of an oddball
match, but somehow, we clicked. We started dating and a year later
we were doing the whole cohabitation thing. He asked me to marry
him and pretty quick after that it fell apart.

“He’s in law school and always busy, so at
first it wasn’t really obvious that he was purposely avoiding me.
We ran in the same circle of friends and a few of them got really
weird around me. That tipped me off that something more was going
on. I tried to confront him about it and he brushed it off as
school and stress. But after a couple months of that, I knew it was
more. The engagement seemed to be the catalyst, so I suggested that
if it was too much we could put a hold on it. When he denied it, I
got him to take an overnight trip to work things out, get away from
the stress of school and crap, and everything came to a head. I
told him he had a month to figure out what the hell he wanted or I
would do it for him because I wasn’t happy, he wasn’t happy, and
that wasn’t okay.

“Then Momma died and Daniel was a total dick
about everything. I came up for the funeral, alone because he had
made some bullshit excuse not to. I was pretty sure it was over,
that I was over it—over him—so I started making plans to move home.
Somewhere in there, I think I fell out of love with him. And when I
came back after the funeral things were worse. He was like a pissed
off child having a temper tantrum. It cemented my decision. So I
told him it was over and that I was leaving. And, here I am.”

The only indication that he’d heard me was a
nod. He made no comment and I didn’t know what to make of it.

I ran out of paint in my tray and went to
the bucket to refill. It felt like slow motion when my foot hit the
drop cloth and kept going, skidding away and throwing me off
balance. I shrieked, landing hard on my tailbone in an awkward sort
of half-split. The remaining paint in my tray splashed up into my
face and chest. I couldn’t help but laugh at my clumsiness as I
scrubbed the back of my arm over my face, clearing my eyes of
paint.

When I looked up, Ty was standing over
me.

“Just call me grace and poise,” I said
around giggles.

He offered me a hand, pulling me to my feet,
pulling a little harder than I’d expected. I slammed into him, my
arms wrapping around his waist to steady myself. His chest vibrated
with silent laughter and I peeled myself off enough to glare
playfully up at him.

Ty met my eyes and suddenly his lips were on
mine.

So soft. So insistent.

So perfect.

His hands settled low on my back and his
tongue teased the seam of my lips. I opened for him, and the kiss
grew deeper and more urgent. He tasted like strawberry milkshake
and fries. His arms tightened around me, hauling me closer until my
body molded to his.

He backed me up, pinning me between his hard
chest and the wall. A distant part of my mind hoped it was
unpainted before everything disappeared but Ty. My heart thudded in
my ears, the pulse of it traveling throughout my entire body. I
wove my fingers into his hair, finding it as silky and thick as I’d
imagined so many times.

One of his hands skimmed up my side, his
fingertips whispering against the side of my breast. That feather
light touch was as effective as ice water and I broke the kiss.

My breathing was rough as I dropped my
forehead against his chest. “Holy hell.”

“Sorry. I didn’t plan to do that.” His voice
was low and little growly.

I liked it. A lot.

I lifted my chin, and with a hand to his
chest, pushed him back enough to make eye contact. “I’m not sorry.
Surprised. Confused. But definitely not sorry.”

“Confused?”

“Is it bad that I want to do that again, and
often, when I’m supposed to be all broken hearted?”

He laughed and groaned in one hotter than
hell sound. “I’m not judging. And I really don’t want to rush you,
but I’m all for again and often.”

I touched my lips with shaking fingertips,
and I held them there, pressing gently as if to permanently imprint
his touch to their surface. This was a moment I would never
forget—never wanted to forget—that I hoped would be repeated.
Because, I had to kiss this man again.

We stared at each other for a long moment,
and I wondered if he could see the conflict inside me. Conflict
because I absolutely wanted to do it again, with no clothes on. But
it was way too soon for me to be thinking about anyone like
that.

I shuddered, still tasting him, feeling him
against me.

“So that happened,” I said.

He gave a throaty chuckle. “Caught that did
you?”

“Yup.” I pulled my scarf headband off and
handed
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