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      From USA Today Bestselling Authors, Chasity Bowlin and Laramie Briscoe®, comes a brand new small town series full of spice, steam, and second chances.

      Cody

      Bellehaven, KY was in my rearview as soon as I got my diploma and walked off the high-school stage. Fifteen years later, I don't expect to be back.

      I sure don't expect to be seeing the woman I had a one-night stand with at our senior prom, or be coaching the same high-school basketball team I played for. The team that includes her son; a freshman.

      Emma

      From afar, I watched as Cody Willett became everything he said he would be. Famous, and a future NBA hall-of-famer–until an injury derailed his career. Now he’s the coach for my son's team. I'm keeping a secret though. One that's bound to destroy us from the inside out.

      Not many are given a second chance, and we're bound to screw this up, but what if we don't? What if this is the happy ever after everyone wants and deserves? With a fear I've only felt once before, I'm reaching out with both hands, grabbing hold, and refusing to let go.
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        15 Years Earlier

      

      

      

      
        
        Emma

      

      

      We’re all giggling and laughing as we cut through the overgrown yard. I’ve got my high heels dangling from my fingertips and the wet grass is cold under my feet. I don’t know how we wound up here. Well, I do. It was a drunken brag from Lindsay Baker that she wouldn’t be scared to go into the Garber house. She wasn’t afraid of anything. 

      And now here we are. All of us. Sneaking into the Garber house. Old, abandoned for decades, and rumored to be haunted. I don’t believe that. I’m not there to see ghosts. I’m there to get a look at intricate woodwork, hardwood floors, and stained glass windows. This house appeals to my inner history nerd and I’ve had just enough Boone’s Farm not to be thinking about how much trouble we’ll be in if we get caught. 

      “Zach got the door open!” 

      That whispered update filtered back to me from Cody Willett. I was stunned when he showed up to prom dateless like me. I’d thought he was coming with Katrina Davis but she showed up with Jackson Mays who graduated last year. So here we all are, both of us the odd one out and lumped together because of it. Not that I mind. I’ve had a thing for Cody for as long  as I can remember. But there was never any hope of him noticing me. I’m popular enough, I guess. I have lots of friends. But I know my place in the grand scheme of things. I’m the nerd. The smart one. The brain. That’s what everyone says. And Cody, even though he’s super smart, he’s the jock–the star athlete. And, oh my word, he’s gorgeous. Out of my league. Way out. Like stratospherically.

      Cody is climbing the steps and he reaches back for me, holding out his hand. “There’s a loose board,” he explains. 

      I put my hand in his and I try not to make a big deal of it, but my breath catches and I look up at him. He’s looking back at me and there’s something in his expression, something that tells me what I’m feeling isn’t completely one sided, after all. Lindsay told me he liked me but I had just assumed that was more of Lindsay’s bullshit. Maybe it wasn’t? 

      “Thanks,” I manage to whisper. 

      “You’re welcome,” he answers. “I’ll look out for you here, Emma. I don’t believe there’s a ghost in here for a single damn minute, but I know for a fact there are loose floorboards.”

      Even as we slip into the darkened house through the broken door, he keeps my hand in his. And I don’t try to pull away. It probably doesn’t mean anything to him, but it means everything to me. I’ve been half in love with Cody since we were freshmen, but I have never admitted that to another living soul. 

      Lindsay and Zach are climbing the stairs, heading for the bedroom upstairs where everyone insists they see Mrs. Garber’s ghost in the window. Of course, the screen in that window is busted, the glass is cracked, there’s still some tattered remnants of a curtain hanging there. But no one wants to hear reasonable explanations. 

      Overhead, the floor creaks. But Zach and Lindsay are still on the stairs. And then the floor creaks again. It’s definitely footsteps. “Oh, my god! Someone’s in here,” I whisper. But my whispering was completely unnecessary. Lindsay is screaming like a banshee now and Zach is panicking just as badly. The two of them are taking off, running for the front door of the house like there’s fire licking at their heels. 

      Cody grips my hand tighter and pulls me back into the shadows. Seconds later, we hear laughter and then see two guys from school–guys who didn’t bother coming to prom at all–slipping down the stairs. They’re carrying a pack of beer and both reek of pot. 

      They catch sight of Cody. And offer a wave. “Willett. Y’all here to party?” 

      “No. We were just getting ready to leave,” Cody says. “Didn’t know the place was already occupied.” 

      The guys nod and then move along. 

      “Cody, everyone is going to know we were here!” 

      He looks back at me. “Em, they’re not gonna say anything. If they do then  they have to admit they were here, too… and that means other people will know they’ve stashed their pot here.” 

      “Oh! That makes sense,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief. “My Mom would kill me if she finds out I snuck in here.” 

      “Is that it? Just that you snuck in and not that you snuck in with me?” he asks. 

      I can feel a blush creeping up my neck until my face feels like it’s on fire with embarrassment.  “She wouldn’t care. Nobody would ever think you’re into me that way.” 

      “Then they’d be wrong, Em. They’d be very, very wrong.” 

      He’s looking at me in a way that makes my heart race way more than just the thrill of sneaking into this house did. But before I can even respond, the spill of blue light through the window breaks the spell. 

      “Shit,” he says. “It’s the sheriff. We’ve gotta get out of here.” 

      He grabs my hand, leading me back through the house and out the same side door we’d used to sneak in. We can hear the sheriff giving the potheads a hard time. What if they tell him? H’s friends with my Dad and that would be the end of it. I’d be grounded for the rest of my natural life. 

      “Come on, Em,” he whispers. “My car is parked back at the school. I’ll get you home.” 

      “I don’t want to go home,” I tell him. “What did you mean when you said they would be wrong?” 

      “I’ve liked you for a long time, Em. Longer than I ought to have. I never said anything because–well, what the hell would you want with me? You’re the smartest person I know. I’m not exactly a dumbass, but we all know that if I make it out of this town, it’s not going to be because of my brains.” 

      “I like you, too. I more than like you. And I have since we were little.” I can’t believe I just said that to him. Oh, my god. And he’s just staring at me like I’ve grown two heads. I want the earth to open up and swallow me whole. 

      I start to turn away and he grabs my wrist, pulling me back. It’s not awkward. It’s not weird. When he pulls to him, he dips his head and his lips brush against mine. It’s everything I ever thought it could be even though he’s hardly touched me at all. Then the kiss deepens, his lips settling more firmly over mine. His tongue teasing mine in a way that makes my pulse skip a beat. And I don’t want it to stop. I don’t want to ever not feel the way I feel with him kissing me. 

      He pulls back then. “Em, we either have to stop or take this somewhere else. It’s only a matter of time before we get caught out here… I can get us a room at the Oak Lodge. My cousin is working there and he told me he’d hook me up. But we don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

      The Oak Lodge isn’t exactly four star, but it’s the only motel in Bellehaven. And while I don’t have the courage to say the words out loud, I’ve already made my decision. I want Cody Willett to be the first, even if he won’t be the last. “Let’s go.” 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cody

      

      

      "That was amazing, Em." I'm running my fingertips along her bare shoulder, holding her tightly to me. I never expected this when we showed up at the Garber house to be getting naked with my high school crush. 

      "Are you sure?" She asks. "I haven't had much experience. I know you've probably had a ton.

      "I wouldn't say I'm much more experienced than you. There's no reason for us to compare at all. I had a great time, and I hope you did too."

      "Let's just say ending my prom night in bed with you wasn't even on my bingo card, but I'm really excited for where this might go."

      I shift in the bed, not wanting to break up this happiness I'm feeling, although I know this can't go anywhere. Not when I'm going away soon. "Me too," I grin over at her, moving my lips to hers.

      -------

      I haven’t seen Emma since prom night, which ended in a way neither one of us expected. While it was something I always wanted, I never thought would happen. We left each other awkwardly, and have been avoiding one another since the morning after. 

      Didn't expect her to walk into this restaurant tonight, especially when we're celebrating. Me and Emma lock eyes. She smiles shyly at me, waving her fingers. I wave back at her, wanting nothing more than to get up from my seat and go see how she's doing. 

      "Cody, pay attention," Mom is tapping on the menu. "Coach Halcomb, is talking about you."

       I look away from Emma, giving Coach my eyes. 

      "And let's not forget how proud we are of Cody. He's received a full ride scholarship to the University of North Carolina. I know it wasn't easy, and he went through a lot to make it happen."

      The group who has gathered claps. I don't want to know what everyone is thinking, I'd rather know what Emma is doing, what she's thinking. I'm still moving my eyes over to where she's sitting. She's listening to what Coach is saying, and her face is getting paler by the minute. I didn't tell her about my scholarship offer, and I'm beginning to think maybe I should have. 

      Coach is still speaking...

      "I have never coached a player like Cody, and I knew the minute I saw him on the court he was going to be special. I've pushed him more than I probably should have, and I've put a lot of my own dreams in his hands. He's not disappointed, he's not made a misstep, and I'm extremely proud of how he's put Bellehaven on the map. Him getting to leave? It's like all of us getting to leave. Let's all congratulate Cody."

      There's another round of applause and I could do without it, but I can't be rude. "Thank you all so much," I get up from my chair and go up to the front. "I have to say thank you again, I received the gift card all of you went in together to get me. That's going to be a big help, and I promise that I won't let you all down. I recognize I'm playing for Bellehaven as a whole. Hopefully we'll be going pro at the end of this."

      I notice that Emma is getting up from her booth. I somehow get through the crowd that's gathered to wish me well, and run up to her. "Em..."

      She turns, her eyes looking slightly wet. "Congratulations Cody. I'm so proud of you."

      "I don't know what to say. I probably should've been honest with you. I knew I had the scholarship, but it was so nice to be with you, I didn't want to ruin it. I didn’t mean to keep it a secret."

      She smiles, although it doesn't go to her eyes. She puts her hands on my shoulders, before leaning forward and kissing me on the cheek. "Good luck, Cody Willett. I'll never forget you or prom night, and to be honest? We’ve all got secrets."

      "I'll never forget you either..."
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      I pace the length of the living room. I’m pretty sure I’m wearing a hole in the carpet at this point, but I can’t stop myself. Outside the window, the sky is growing brighter, the blackness giving way to the soft purpley-gray of dawn. And he’s not home. Not only is he not home, but he hasn’t been home. His bed isn’t made, but then his bed is never made. His jacket isn’t hanging on the hook by the front door and his keys are missing.

      Missing. That word feels like a knife cutting into me.

      I reach into the pocket of my robe and grab my phone. There aren’t any new messages or alerts. The tracking app doesn’t show any activity either. Dead silence.

      “I’m going to kill him,” I whisper to the painfully empty house. “And after I kill him, I’m going to ground him for life.”

      The heating system kicks on. The noise of the air rushing through the vents seems so loud to me right now. Of course, I’m overwhelmed and have been hovering on the edge of a panic attack since eleven o’clock passed and my kid didn’t come strolling in the house with some weak ass excuse as to why he’s late. Every sense is on overload right now and I feel like I’m about to jump out of my skin.

      Over the roar of the HVAC, I hear something else. My pulse kicks up. My heart is racing and I can feel sweat beading on my skin even though the house is freezing despite the heating system’s best efforts. I rush to the door and yank it open even though I have no idea what’s waiting for me on the other side of it. At the end of the driveway, blue lights flicker and strobe at a dizzying pace.

      As I watch, the driver door opens and the sheriff–my ex-husband–steps out. I’ve never been so happy to see anyone in my entire life. That might change in the next minute, depending on whether or not he’s alone in the car. But as he walks to the back door of the cruiser, some of the fear that’s been eating at me recedes. JT is in that car with him. My son. My world. Quite literally the person I have built my whole life around. And for the last seven hours, I didn’t know where he was, what he was doing, or if he was alive or dead. There might be some people who can be unbothered by their fifteen-year-old running wild at night, but I’m not one of them. I’m the cautionary tale, after all. Pregnant at seventeen.

      “Is he okay?” I can’t keep the tremors from my voice. Part rage, part fear and a whole lot of relief, it’s just too much all at once. I want to scream, cry and throw up all at the same time.

      “He will be… but he’s going to feel like shit for the next forty-eight hours,” Troy responds. And then, without warning, he reaches into the back seat and drags JT out of the car. Even from my present distance, I can smell the beer. My boy, my baby, is drunk as a skunk.

      “Jordan Troy James, you did not go out drinking on a school night!”

      The moment the words are out of my mouth, I want to yank them back and stuff them down. It was something my mother would have said to me and in that same horribly disappointed way that always made me feel like I was the scum on the bottom of somebody’s shoe. I swore I wouldn’t be the kind of mother she was, that I’d listen and love and accept my child whoever and whatever they were. I’ve worked so hard to never try and press JT into the mold of what I thought a perfect kid should be. And maybe I went too far in the opposite direction from my own Mom. Because clearly it has not worked.

      “You’re not going to get a straight answer out of him. Not for a few hours yet,” Troy says. “Let’s get him inside, get some food in him and then we’ll figure out what the hell to do about this clusterfuck.”

      For just a moment, I’m struck by just how great my ex-husband is. He’s a good dad, a good man, and he was a good husband. But I didn’t love him. I didn’t love him and he sure as hell didn’t love me. I couldn’t be the helpless, scared girl he’d rescued fresh out of high school anymore. I needed to stand on my own two feet and being married to him meant I’d never have to. And maybe we weren’t meant to have that perfect Happily Ever After together, but if I ever decide to dip my toes back into the dating pool, whoever it is will have one hard act to follow.
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        * * *

      

      By eight a.m., JT is no longer falling down drunk. Now he’s just a miserably, sulky, embarrassed teenager. He might be nearly a foot taller than me, but he’s still very much a baby. And when he crosses his arms over his chest and sticks out his bottom lip, he looks just like he did when he got put in time out at his preschool.

      “You can’t make me go!”

      It’s all I can do to keep my temper in check. “Can’t I? Phone–that’s gone. iPad–gone. Computer access–well, let’s just say I will be reading every word that you do. And you won’t leave this house unsupervised again until I know that you’re not going to
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