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            A special alert for my favorite readers!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re reading this on any ARC service (BookSprout, BookFunnel, etc.), please be aware that I’m forming my own ARC team and moving away from services.

      To join my team (and receive lots of FREE and early books), go here.

      Thank you! <3

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you, dear reader!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for choosing this book and deciding to read it. You totally rock.

      I’d like to get to know you better! Each Friday, I send out a chatty newsletter, with book news, sales and giveaways. You can sign up for it right here.

      Enjoy your book! <3
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      We’re not supposed to have favorites. I know this.

      But . . .

      If I had to choose, The Last One and The First One would be at the top of the list.

      I wrote Meghan and Sam’s story during a pivotal, difficult, and fraught-with-drama period in my life. When I read a chapter, I remember—oh, I wrote that the weekend that the air conditioning went out (in an old house in Florida where the windows didn’t open, during the hottest days of the summer). Or I wrote this in the car on our way to see Brad Paisley in Tampa.

      And then Ali and Flynn’s story was so connected to Sam and Meghan’s. I wrote it after we’d moved from that terrible old house, and my life was finally showing glimmers of improving. There was hope.

      If I could introduce all of my new readers to my books with two stories, it would be these two.

      I hope you enjoy reading them in this brand-new duet version. <3
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      To Haley, daughter number two, middle child extraordinaire ... this book would not be here without you. We’ll always remember the summer of 2014 as our time of limbo, but your humor, your constancy and your resolve made it not only survivable, but actually fun. I love our book events and beach walks ... and I love you, sweet girl! Remember ... the one you’re waiting for is the last one you’ll expect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          MEGHAN

        

      

    

    
      The white brick building looked a little dingy in the waning sunlight, but after the three-hour drive I’d just made, I was ready to kiss the cracked sidewalk that led to its door. I pulled my trusty blue Honda into the small parking lot and turned off the ignition. For a minute, I sat in the silent car, resting my forehead on the steering wheel.

      A loud bang on the roof made me jump, and I looked out the window at a familiar grinning face.

      Owen. Lovely.

      I opened the car door and swung my legs to the ground as Owen stepped aside, still resting his hand on the top of my car so that he stood over me. I tamped down my annoyance as his eyes swept down my body in an all too intimate way.

      “Hey, beautiful. Is this good timing, or what? I was just coming by to see if you were back yet.”

      “And here I am.” I stood up, forcing him to step back. “And yeah, it’s perfect timing because you can carry my bag.” I closed the door and looped my purse strap over my head. “It’s in the backseat.”

      Owen reached for the handle of the backseat door and pulled out my bright pink rolling suitcase. “Just the one? Weren’t you there for a week?”

      “Five days.” I clicked the lock on my key fob. “And I travel light.”

      “Yeah.” He extended the handle and started for the front of the building. “Don’t you want to know why I’m here?”

      I shrugged. “Not really.”

      In front of me, Owen’s back stiffened just enough for me to notice. He swiped back the long black hair that always seemed to hang in his eyes, and I caught the look on his face. I swallowed a sigh. He was annoying as hell, but he was still a friend, and he didn’t deserve to take the brunt of my mood.

      “Sorry. I’m tired. It was a long drive up from Florida.” I forced a smile as Owen held the door for me. “Tell me why you’re here.”

      Luckily Owen was the kind of guy who bounced back fast from a slight. “I came over to take you to the biggest party of the year. Oswald, Lloyd and Ziggy are throwing a kegger at their new place. Everyone’s going. You have an hour to get ready.”

      The wheels on my bag squeaked as he trailed it behind him across the small lobby. Out of habit, we ignored the slow-as-molasses-elevator in favor of the staircase. I gripped the banister and pulled myself up the steps.

      “I don’t know, Owen. I told you, I’m tired.”

      “Aw, c’mon, Megs. You’ll feel better once we get there.”

      I didn’t answer, and we climbed the rest of the way in silence broken only by our footsteps echoing against the cavernous walls. I opened the door at the top of the steps, holding it for Owen this time. My apartment was the second one to the left down the hall.

      The doorknob turned in my hand, and I shook my head. No matter how many times I warned her, Laura always forgot to lock the door. She was sitting on our hand-me-down couch, a sketch pad on her lap. Her blonde hair was piled high in a messy knot, and she bit her lip in concentration as her pencil moved across the paper.

      “Knock, knock, I’m an intruder. Thanks for leaving your door unlocked for me, lady.” I made my voice deep and tried to sound threatening.

      “Meghan!” She tossed her drawing aside and jumped to hug me. “You’re home. How was the drive?”

      “Long and monotonous, like it always is.” I lifted my purse over my head and hung it on the back of a kitchen chair. “How are things here?”

      “The same.” She glanced over my shoulder, and her left eyebrow rose. “Hey, Owen. Are you pulling bellhop duty tonight?”

      He propped my suitcase against the back of the sofa and dropped down into the fuzzy blue recliner. “Right place, right time. I’m trying to talk Megs into going to Oswald’s party tonight.”

      “Ah.” Laura met my eyes. “I heard about that. Dani and Ash are going.” That didn’t surprise me. They were neighbors and classmates of ours, and they’d never met a party they didn’t like.

      I sank down onto sofa and let my head fall against the cushion. “No offense, Owen, but I don’t want to go to some party where everyone’s going to be screaming and drunk. And there’re going to be so many people, no one’ll be able to move.”

      “But everyone’s going to be there. It’ll be epic.” He was trying to look confident and convincing, but I caught the hopeful pleading behind the bravado. It irritated the crap out of me.

      “Will there be dancing? ‘Cause that’s what I want to do. I want to dance. If I’m going to get my ass in gear to dress up and go out, it won’t be to get pawed by drunk boys and have beer spilled all over me. It’ll be to hit a decent dance floor. And I doubt that’s going to happen at Oswald’s party.” I opened one eye and fastened it on Owen.

      He shrugged. “Probably not, but hey, we could make it happen. They have a sound system, and we’ll plug in and clear a space.” He leaned forward, his blue eyes going soft and suggestive. “And I bet we could find a dark corner for some slow dancing. Some special slow dancing.” He winked.

      I thought I might gag. “God, Owen, is that all you think about? This—” I pointed at him and then at myself. “It happened once. Get over it. No repeat performances.”

      “Geez, Meghan, can’t you take a joke?” He huffed out what was supposed to pass for laughter. “I was just saying, it’s going to be a party you don’t want to miss. Everyone’s going to be talking about it for weeks.”

      Laura tucked her bare feet beneath her, curling up in the corner of the couch. “Actually, the girl who does my hair was telling me about this place that just opened in her hometown. It’s in ... ummm ... God, what was the name of the town?” She rolled her eyes up, thinking. “Burton. She said it’s like forty-five minutes southwest of the city, and this bar that opened has a huge dance floor and some killer local bands. The guy who owns it used to be in the music biz, so he gets all the best acts.”

      I brought my hand down onto my knee with a loud smack. “Sold! We’re going to—what was it? Burton? And we’re dancing.”

      Owen fell back in the recliner. “Seriously? You’re driving an hour to some Podunk town to hang with locals just because they have dancing?”

      “Yep.” I smiled at him. “You know me, Owen. Unpredictable.”

      He sighed, long and loud. “Well, I guess I can do that. I can’t believe I’m going to miss the biggest party of the year—”

      “Oh, no, my friend.” I shook my head. “This is a girls-only night. You go to Oswald’s and get wasted. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for you missing a fun time like that.”

      Owen frowned, and for the space of a breath, I thought I saw a flash of hurt in his eyes. But he recovered and shook his head. “Whatever.” He stood up and pulled keys from his pocket. “I’m gonna bounce. Later.”

      I watched until the door closed behind him, and then I let out a long breath. “Crap on a cracker, that boy wears me out. I’m not trying to be mean, you know? But he doesn’t seem to get subtle.”

      “Meghan Hawthorne, leaving broken hearts in her wake as usual.” Laura leaned over and bumped her shoulder against mine. “Owen’s a big boy. He’ll get over it.” She stretched her arms over her head. “So, were you serious about going out tonight? Or was that just to get Owen off your ass?”

      “Of course. I never kid around about dancing, you know that.” I shot her a look. “Why, you didn’t make up the whole thing about the bar, right?”

      Laura held up one hand. “Nope. Scout’s honor, Natalie told me.”

      “Okay. I need about an hour to get myself together.” I nudged her with my foot. “Get ready, bitch. Taking no prisoners tonight. We’re gonna dance the cowboys off the floor.”

      “Oh, joy.” She reached for her drawing pad and flipped it closed. “Bring ‘em on.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll be designated driver. From the look on your face when you got home, I think you need to let loose tonight.” Laura stepped out of our building’s front door, concentrating on her high-heels as she navigated the uneven sidewalk.

      I twirled car keys on my index finger. “Thanks, that sounds good. Want to take the Honda? Might be a little more dependable.”

      She tossed me a glance of mock indignation. “Are you insinuating that my car couldn’t make this trip?”

      “Not insinuating. Saying it loud. I love the Bug, but let’s face it, that car spends more time up on the mechanic’s lift than down on the road.”

      Laura sighed. “Sad but true. Okay, we’ll take your dependable car, and you can drive us out there, since I’ll be getting us home.”

      “It’s a deal.” I unlocked the Honda and wiggled into the driver’s seat.

      We maneuvered our way through the neat squares that made up so much of Savannah, out of the city and onto a two-lane country road. Laura had mapped directions on her phone.

      “So we stay on here for about twenty miles, and then we should see the place on the ... it looks like the right.”

      “What’s it called again?” I set the cruise control, frowning a little at the hesitation I felt in the engine.

      “The Road Block. Where do they come up with these names?”

      “Who knows? If it’s serving up liquor and hot music, I don’t really care what it’s called. I need loud music and enough of a buzz that I don’t have to think about anything.” I caught Laura’s wince out of the corner of my eye.

      “What happened this week? In the Cove?”

      I grimaced. “Nothing happened. It’s all sunshine and roses. Joseph and Lindsay love running the Rip Tide, and Mom is thrilled about that. She and Uncle Logan are ...” I lifted one shoulder. “You know. Sickeningly in love. She’s remodeling the kitchen at Uncle Logan’s house. Well, I guess it’s her house now, too.”

      “What about your house? I mean, where you lived before.”

      “Strangers are living there now. Mom rented it out.” I tried to keep my tone even, as if it didn’t matter to me, when it did matter. Very much.

      “Well ...” Laura’s voice was tentative. “At least she didn’t sell it. Didn’t you say she wanted to keep it in the family? That’s something.”

      “Yeah.” I rolled my eyes. “Not for me, though. It’s for Joseph and Lindsay, so one day when they have more kids, they’ll have a place to live.” I sniffed a little. I loved my brother, no question about that, and my new sister-in-law was great. But still, being at home in Crystal Cove, Florida made me feel like a fifth wheel lately. I was the only one in the family who hadn’t had a major life upheaval in the last six months, the only one still on the same boring path. It made me feel both a little self-righteous and left out all at once.

      “You know if you told your mom you wanted the house, she’d make sure you had it. Or at least she’d work it out between you and Joseph. I’m not taking sides.” She laid her hand on my arm, probably sensing that I was starting to bristle. “I’m just saying, if you look at it rationally, it makes sense. Joseph and Lindsay have the baby, and they’re married. It’s not unlikely that they’ll have another kid at some point, right? So, it would make sense for them to need a bigger place to live sooner than you.”

      “Because I’m the loser without a husband. Or a fiancé. Or even a boyfriend.”

      “That’s bullshit, Meggie.” Laura and I had been friends for almost four years, and she was one of the few people who could get away with calling me on my crap. “You don’t want that. Or at least that’s what you say all the time. You could have any guy at SCAD. I mean, Owen would probably propose if you so much as smiled at him.”

      “Owen,” I scoffed. “Yeah, because that’s who I want to spend my life with. A rich pretty-boy who’s only worried about the next party, the next good time.”

      “You’re not being fair to him. Owen’s a decent guy. He’s just not the right one for you.”

      “I’m starting to think the right one doesn’t exist.” I rubbed my thumbs over the rubber of the steering wheel. “Not that I’m looking. I don’t need permanent. I just need right now.”

      “That’s okay, because the right one is going to be the last one you’re looking for. Trust me.”

      “Whatever you say.” I knew it wasn’t any use to argue with Laura, who steadfastly believed in soul mates and true love. And why shouldn’t she? She’d been with her one-and-only since they were both fourteen years old.

      

      “Did anything else happen while you were home? Seems like something’s bothering you.”

      

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. It just feels like ... everyone has a plan. They’re all moving forward in life. You know? Mom and Logan are buying a house in Siesta Bay—that’s the next town down the coast from the Cove—and they’re going to refurbish it and open another bed- and-breakfast. Mom’s still partly running the restaurant, and she and Uncle Logan are planning this month-long trip to Europe in the fall. Joseph and Lindsay are both in school and taking care of the baby and doing everything Mom isn’t at the Tide. It feels like I’m the only one still in limbo.”

      “Oh, Meggie, you’re not in limbo. You’ve still got another year of college. You’re not supposed to have all the answers yet.”

      “Yeah? Well, you’re the same age as me. But you’ve got a plan, too.”

      A faint pink tinged Laura’s cheeks. “I have an idea, yes. But I don’t have all the details ironed out.”

      “Bull, Laura.” I said it with a great deal of love in my voice. “You know as soon as Brian gets home, that engagement’s going to be official, and then you’re going to be the best damned Marine wife around. I know you have it worked out to do graphic art online from wherever he’s stationed. So don’t tell me you don’t have a plan.”

      “Nothing’s definite,” she mumbled, but she glanced away, out the window, and I knew I was right on target.

      We rode in silence for a little bit longer before I spoke again.

      “I made a decision about this summer.” I hadn’t intended to tell anyone yet, until the details were more definite, but suddenly, I wanted to have something to share about my future. “About what I’m going to do, I mean.”

      “I thought you were going back to the Cove and working at the Tide. Teaching some private art lessons on the side.”

      “That was before everything changed. I was only going back down there because I thought Mom would need me. She doesn’t anymore, not really. Uncle Logan tried to talk me into signing on to volunteer at the art museum in Jacksonville, but I don’t feel like spending the summer walking bored tourists around, pointing out the same shit to people who couldn’t care less. Plus, if I spend the summer in the Cove, I’ll end up sleeping with Drew again, and I don’t want to go back down that road.” My high school boyfriend had never left our hometown, and it was all too easy to fall into old habits when I was there for any length of time.

      “Okay. That’s valid. What’re you going to do, then? Are you staying in Savannah?”

      “No. I don’t know where I’m going to be, exactly. I signed up to work with ArtCorps.”

      Laura frowned. “I’ve heard that name, but what is it, exactly?”

      “Like the Peace Corps, sort of, but with art. Volunteers teach in areas where all the fine arts programs have been cut or lost funding. ArtCorps assigns art students to summer programs and schools, and we get to work with underprivileged kids.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “I thought you weren’t sure you wanted to teach.”

      I nodded. “I’m not sure, but I thought, what better way to figure out if I do? I mean, this is not going to be a cushy job, I know that. But if I can do it in that kind of environment—I figure it’ll be in a city somewhere—and if I enjoy it, I can be pretty certain about teaching anywhere.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a great idea. I’m proud of you, Meghan.” She smiled at me. “Do you have any clue where you’ll be?”

      “Not yet. I put in for the Southwest, because I’ve never gotten to spend any time in that part of the country. There’s a lot of need in the area. And being far away from everyone and everything familiar just feels right, you know?” I glanced at Laura. “I can reinvent myself for the summer. I can go without wearing makeup, dress in old jeans and stuff ... and I’m going to make it a male-free summer. No dating. No hook ups. Nothing. I’m going to enjoy just being me and try to figure out what I want next.”

      “Hmm.” She stared straight ahead, but I caught a hint of smile playing about her lips.

      

      “What?” I demanded.

      

      “Oh, nothing. Just that most of the time, when a girl says that, she ends up meeting the one.”

      

      I stuck out my tongue at her. “Give it up, girlfriend. The whole true love deal isn’t happening for me. Not this summer, anyway. And look here, saved by the bell. Or at least the Road Block.” I smirked at her and turned into a parking lot that was full of cars and pick-up trucks. In the middle of the huge gravel lot rose a tall building made of rough-hewn boards, with the name of the bar spelled out in uneven neon letters on the side.

      I maneuvered the Honda around random clumps of people who were either loitering outside or making their way to the door. We found a spot in back, far from entrance. Laura looked around us, worry on her face.

      “It’s not too bad now, but coming out in the dark, walking back here is going to be a different story. I’m not sure about this.”

      “Oh, come on, Lo.” I teased her with the nickname that was the only one she tolerated. “We’re in the middle of the country. It’s a small town. We’ll be fine.”

      She didn’t look convinced, but she followed me toward the door behind a small group of girls.

      Inside, the place was dark and loud. There were people everywhere, sitting at the bar, around small tables and standing around the dance floor, which I was glad to see was as big as advertised.

      “What now?” Laura yelled into my ear.

      “Drink, then dance!” I answered, taking her hand and leading her to where the bartenders were trying to keep up with the orders. We stood waiting for a few minutes before one of them got to us.

      “What’ll it be, ladies?” He grinned, taking us in with an expression that was appreciative without being creepy.

      “Rum and Coke for me, just plain Coke for my DD, please.”

      “Designated drivers drink free.” He pulled up the soda hose and filled a glass, set it on a napkin and slid it across to Laura. “Captain, darlin’?”

      “Please.” I watched him splash in the rum and then fill the glass with cola. I sipped and nodded, eyes closed. “Perfect. Can we run a tab without a credit card?”

      He hesitated. “We usually only do that for locals. But ...” He winked. “I think you two seem trustworthy.”

      “Here.” I fished my credit card out of my purse and handed it to him. “On second thought, just use this.”

      He waved it away. “Nah, really. It’s cool.”

      I leaned onto the bar, pressing my arms to the sides of my chest so that my boobs popped out, accented by my V-neck shirt. “I appreciate you being nice, but by the end of the night, I might not be able to think straight enough to give this to you. So, do us a both a favor and just take my card.”

      He skimmed his eyes down me, raking over my deep auburn curls, tight black shirt and short denim skirt. He shook his head. “Whatever makes you happy, darlin’. But listen, you be careful out there. Nice folks around this area, but lots of out-of-towners here tonight. Stick close to your friend here.” He nodded at Laura.

      

      “Thanks. Will do.” I turned in my seat and took a long drink, scanning the crowd. There was a wide variety of people, with some guys in cowboy hats and others in khakis and polo shirts. Girls in skirts as short as mine hung on men or chatted with friends. Up on a small stage, a group of musicians in jeans and flannel were unpacking instruments and setting up mics.

      Across the room, a guy sitting at a table with three of his friends caught my eye. He wore jeans and a gray T-shirt with his ancient-looking boots. He was drinking a long-neck, and a slow smile spread across his face as he looked me up and down. I kept my gaze on him as I brought my glass to my lips.

      “See that guy over there?” I spoke to Laura without looking at her, maintaining the eye-lock with Mr. Sexy Cowboy. “Once the music starts, he’s going to be over here, asking me to dance. Want to lay a bet on it?”

      

      “Nah.” She shook her head as she followed my gaze. “No way. There’s smolder in those eyes, baby. I think you caught yourself a live one. So what are you planning to do with him?’

      I smiled, sipped my drink and pulled my shirt a little tighter. “Anything I want.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SAM

        

      

    

    
      The roads between Kenny’s Diner and my house were dark and empty. I didn’t drive them this late if I could help it, but I never missed a Burton Guild meeting, either. The talk tonight had run long, not because we had any exciting new business to discuss, but because old men liked to spin yarns. And even though all of them were at least twenty years older than me, I had enough respect to sit and listen until Kenny shooed us out so he could close up.

      I kept one hand tight on the wheel and clicked on my cell phone, hitting speaker button since Georgia had a strict law about using phones while driving, and Ali was even more of a stickler about it.

      Her phone rang on without an answer. It didn’t surprise me; she was probably still trying to get Bridget to sleep. Either that, or she’d laid down after reading to her, and they’d both fallen asleep. Bridge was seven and the smartest little girl I’d ever known, but she’d always had an issue with her sleep. The pediatrician called it delayed sleep onset disorder or something like that. He said she’d outgrow it, but meanwhile, Ali kept experimenting with different home remedies. The latest was reading her daughter the driest, most boring books we could find. Only problem was, the books put Ali to sleep faster as they did Bridget.

      I left a brief message on her voice mail and then tossed the phone onto the seat next to me. Rounding the curve just before Nelson Road, the headlights of the truck swept over a small blue car, pulled precariously onto the shoulder. I slammed on my brakes, startled.

      “Shit.” The back of the truck fishtailed as I swerved, just missing the rear of the other car. I maneuvered off the road, pulling about ten feet in front of it. Turning in my seat, I could just make out the silhouette of a girl leaning of the hood on the car, her head bent.

      Cursing old men who like to talk too much, thus putting me in the position of having to help some idiotic female who didn’t know how to deal with an automobile, I flipped on my hazards, jumped out of the cab of the truck and slammed the door.

      The girl glanced up as I approached, and I saw she was holding a cell phone. When I got close enough, she held it up.

      “I’ve called for help. People know where I am. The police are on their way.” There was a quiver in her voice, and I realized that she was scared of me. Well, yeah. Here we were, on a lonely back road, and I come at her like I’m loaded for bear. I swallowed my irritation and tried to think how I would feel if it were Ali in this position.

      Only she wouldn’t be, because I keep her car in good shape, and she knows better than to drive on deserted roads at midnight.

      “Okay.” I held up both hands. “I’m only here to help. I promise, I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She made a sound of derision, somewhere between “Yeah, sure” and “Pbbbt.” “Because the murderer-rapist is always kind enough to announce his intentions.”

      

      She had a point. “All right. Well, here’s the deal. I don’t know who you called, but no one in Burton is going to be coming out here tonight. If you got in touch with your auto service, they might make it before dawn. Maybe. But there’s only one mechanic in the vicinity, and he’s closed, for sure. So why don’t you let me take a look at it for you? If it makes you feel better, you can get back into the car and lock the doors before I get any closer. And keep your cell handy, of course.”

      She eyed me suspiciously. I could see caution battling with a sense of self-preservation—the part of her that didn’t want to spend the night alone on the side of this road—and that part won.

      “Okay. Come look at it. Please.” She didn’t move to get back in the car, and I had to give her points for gumption.

      “Can you pop the hood for me? And what happened? Did it make it noise, or just quit running?”

      “It made some kind of weird whining sound, and then all the warning lights came on and started flashing, and then it just kind of ... died.” She opened the driver’s side door and leaned in to find the hood latch.

      “Hey, listen, turn on your flashers while you’re there, too, okay? I don’t expect anyone else to be coming this way, but you never know. And you’re right on the bad side of the curve.”

      She complied, and soon we were both bathed in intermittent yellow light. I leaned under the hood, holding my phone’s flashlight down to see what was happening.

      “Do you live around here?” The girl was thawing out a little, though I noticed she still kept her phone clenched in her hand. Smart.

      “Yeah, about fifteen minutes down the road. I had a meeting in town tonight, though, which is why I happened to be coming past here.” I lifted my head to take a closer look at her. She was wearing those tight legging things Ali sometimes wore to exercise, and over them, a bright red dress. It didn’t go very far down, but still, she didn’t look trashy. She was short, with long blonde hair that was piled on top of her head, making her look like one of the pixies Bridge loved to watch on TV.

      “I’m thinking you’re not from this area, are you? What were you doing out here, if you don’t mind me asking?” I lifted an eyebrow.

      She sighed, long and loud. “My friend and I came down to go to the new bar that just opened outside town. We’re both students in Savannah.”

      I frowned at her as I stood up. “What happened to your friend? Did she—or he—ditch you at the bar?”

      “No.” She made the single syllable emphatic. “She is sitting right there in the car.” She pointed through the windshield.

      I stepped to the left, and sure enough, I could see a body slumped in the passenger seat. “Is she okay?”

      The blonde girl sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “Yeah, she’s just sleeping it off. Too much rum. She knew she had a designated driver, and so she might have gone just a little overboard.”

      “I’ll say,” I muttered. “So what you’re looking at here is a bad serpentine belt. Needs to be replaced before you can drive it.”

      “Oh, that’s just peachy.” Frustration filled her voice. “What the hell am I supposed to do about that?”

      I leaned my hip against the car, my hand on the top of the raised hood. “Well, the mechanic in town is a good guy. He can get you fixed up.”

      “But how am I supposed to get it there?” She twisted her fingers, and for the first time, I saw the glint of a ring on her left hand.

      “I can help you with that part.” I disengaged the hood prop and let it slam. “I have a winch and chain on my truck. I’ll take it into town.”

      Hope blossomed on her face. “I can’t ask you to do that. I don’t even know your name.”

      I stuck out my hand. “Sam Reynolds. And you didn’t ask, I offered.”

      She took my hand in a firm grip and shook it. “Laura Swanson. Thanks. I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t come along.”

      I glanced at the figure in the car. “Is there someone you can call to come get you once we drop off the car?”

      “Yeah, there’s—shit. No. All our friends went to this big party in town tonight. I doubt any of them are sober enough to drive, even if I could manage to get a hold of them.” She chewed on her lip. “Is there some place we can stay? A hotel?”

      “Not in town. Closest is going to be at least half an hour away.”

      “Great. Just perfect.”

      I mulled over the situation. I figured I was a pretty good judge of character, and it seemed like this girl was on the level. I thought of Ali again and spoke.

      “Boomer—he’s the mechanic—he’s got a few loaners that he lets us use when he’s working on our cars. Nothing fancy, but it’ll get you back to the city.”

      Laura seemed to sag in relief. “Okay. And you’re sure it would be okay for us to borrow it? I can leave a credit card or some cash—” She glanced into the car, thinking about her handbag, I guessed.

      “Nah, you don’t have to do that. I’ll vouch for you.” I pointed at my truck. “I’m going to back up closer, so you might want to get in the car for the time being. Wouldn’t want to hit you by mistake.”

      She nodded, and I jogged over to climb into the cab. Turning around to watch behind me, I eased back until the tail of the truck was a few feet away from the Honda. When I got out and began retrieving the chains, Laura joined me again. She watched in silence as I worked.

      “You must live pretty far out in the country if you were heading home just now.”

      I looked up at her, sitting on the edge of the bumper, her arms crossed. “Yeah.” I attached the chain to the chassis of the car. “Got a farm down the road.”

      “Hmm.” She was twisting her ring again. “Is the serpent belt—”

      “Serpentine,” I corrected.

      “Okay, is that going to cost a lot?”

      I shrugged, struggling to my feet. “Shouldn’t be bad.”

      “Meghan’s usually good about taking care of her car. She’s going to be pissed.”

      “This is her car?” I jerked my chin toward the front seat.

      “Yeah. Mine is much older. It belongs to my boyfriend, actually, but he’s overseas.” She smiled, and through the pride I saw a little wobble of strain. “He’s a Marine.”

      I was never sure how to respond when someone told me that. “Hooah!” seemed a little weird, seeing as I’d never been in the military. Sometimes I fell into the lame “Thank you for your service.” But now, seeing the hint of worry in Laura’s eyes, I didn’t have to stop and think too hard.

      “That must be tough on you.”

      “Yeah.” She held out her hand in front of her, looking down at the ring. “It is, but it’s part of the package, you know? Brian always wanted to be in the Corps, so it wasn’t a shock. It’s who he is, and I wouldn’t change that.” Even in the dark, with only the blinking lights on her face, I could see the love in her eyes. It almost made me feel like I was missing something. I shook it off and finished tightening up the connection.

      “Okay, I think we’re set here. You’ll have to ride in the truck with me. And we’ll need to get your friend in there, too. It’s not safe for her to stay in the car while I tow it.”

      “That ought to be interesting.” Laura stood up and opened the passenger door. I watched her lean in and shake the sleeping girl’s shoulder. She finally stirred, and I saw her twist to look up.

      “Meghan, come on. The car broke down, and this nice guy is helping us out. You’ve got to get out so we can ride in the truck.”

      I moved closer, thinking they might need a hand. The dome light from the ceiling illuminated a pale face, bleary green eyes and dark red hair that looked like it might have been pulled back at some point tonight. Now it was messed up, hanging over one shoulder.

      “What?” The girl blinked at her friend.

      “The car needs a new belt. We broke down. You need to stand up and let me help you to the truck.” Laura bent further over and unlatched the seat belt.

      Meghan was trying to pull her legs out of the car, but she was moving slowly, as though stuck in quicksand. Laura helped her to her feet, where she swayed for a minute, making me wonder if she was about to pass out. I grabbed one arm while Laura looped the other over her own shoulder. Together we stumbled our way to the truck.

      I tried to keep my eyes from straying to Meghan’s chest, where the deep V of her neckline was riding low and tight over a really nice set of breasts. Her black shirt was hiked up around her stomach, revealing a strip of skin above her short denim skirt. She was taller than her friend, for sure; the top of her head reached my chin. Or would have, if it weren’t bobbing around at the moment.

      I boosted her into the truck, careful to keep my hands at her waist over fabric, not touching skin or her ass. Laura climbed into the other side and settled her in the middle seat, fastening the seat belt and then going around to sit on the passenger side. I went back to tighten the winch and put the Honda into neutral. When I got into the driver’s seat of the truck and started up the engine, Meghan’s head lolled to the side, resting against Laura.

      I pulled out onto the road, watching the towed car to make sure everything was holding. I was glad Boomer’s wasn’t too far away, since towing the car made me nervous. I thought I’d made the right connections and tightened the chains, but since I didn’t do this often, I wasn’t positive.

      The tight quarters in the cab didn’t make it any easier. The redhead next to me was breathing loudly, and her leg was pressed against mine. I could feel the heat of her skin through my jeans. Her hand was flopped palm-up on her thigh, fingers twitching in her sleep.

      “Does she do this often? Get smashed?” I kept my eyes on the road and tried to keep the judgment out of my voice.

      “No.” Laura shook her head. “She had a rough week. Actually, a rough year. Her dad died almost two years ago, and last fall, her mom got remarried, to one of their best friends. Meghan likes him, but you know ... it’s still difficult. This week would have been her dad’s birthday, and we had a school break, so she went home. She got back this afternoon. I think that’s why she wanted to just forget everything tonight.”

      I nodded. If there was one thing I understood, it was grief and wanting to escape from it, any way I could. My preferred method had been hard work and avoidance, but I remembered my fair share of drunken nights, too.

      We turned onto Central Street. A few blocks in, I slowed and eased the truck into Boomer’s parking lot. I pulled the keys from the ignition and opened the door. “Stay here until I get the car unhitched. I’ll get you set up in the loaner in a minute.”

      It didn’t take me long to disconnect the chains and push the small blue car into a spot alongside the chain link fence. I retrieved the keys and locked it up, hesitating a minute before I went back to my truck.

      Laura had opened her door and was watching me. I pointed to the small office on the side of the garage.

      “So listen. I don’t want to offend you, but I need to say this. Boomer’s a trusting guy. Everyone in town knows where he keeps his keys and how to get into the office, but we don’t talk about it to outsiders. I think you’re okay, which is why I’m taking a chance on letting you use the car. But don’t tell anyone about this. You might think it’s funny and all, but one of your frat boy friends gets drunk and decides it’d be funny to come down here and take advantage of Boomer by trashing his office or stealing his cars ... that’s not cool.”

      Laura frowned. “I won’t say anything. I get it. Believe me, I’m just grateful for what you’re doing.”

      I nodded and went back to the office door, reaching high to find the key along the top of the molding. The door opened easily, and I stepped into the clutter office. Dropping the keys to the Honda onto the desk, I found a small piece of paper and wrote, “Honda. Needs new serpentine. Laura—”

      I leaned out the door, calling through the dark. “Hey, I’m sorry, what was your last name again? And your phone number? I want to leave Boomer all the information.”

      “Swanson.” She rattled off the number and I noted it, tucking the paper beneath the keys. The set of keys that belonged to an ancient Chevette was hanging on a nearby hook, and I grabbed it before locking the door behind me again.

      “Okay, let’s get you on your way.” I stood in the open driver’s side door. “Why don’t you shove her a little more my way, and I’ll just carry her to the car?”

      “You sure?” Laura’s eyebrow rose.

      “Yep, it’ll be easier all around. Here.” I handed her the Chevette keys. “It’s the small mud-brown car over by the fence. Go open it up, and I’ll bring her over.”

      I slid my left hand beneath Meghan’s knees and at the same time wrapped my right arm around her back, tugging her toward me. She moaned as I lifted her off the seat, settling her against my chest.

      Wide green eyes, clouded with confusion, stared up at me. She struggled to free her arm where it was pinned between her side and my stomach. When she could move it, she reached up and touched my face.

      I couldn’t jerk back, even though the feel of her fingers on my jaw, coupled with the tantalizing view of cleavage I was getting from this vantage point, sent unsettling feelings down my body.

      “It’s you,” she murmured, and the whisper only added to my arousal. Her lips curved into a smile before her eyes shut again.

      I stood rooted to the ground for a minute. I couldn’t remember where I was supposed to go or what I was supposed to be doing.

      “Hey, are you all right?” Laura had opened the passenger side of the Chevette, but now she walked over to me. “She’s okay, isn’t she?”

      I swallowed hard. “Yeah, I was just making sure I had a grip so I didn’t drop her.” I strode over to the car and eased Meghan onto the seat. She made a small sound, almost like a kitten, and her hand trailed down my chest on its way to settle in her lap. The jean skirt had hitched up until I could almost see her—

      “Thanks. I’ll get her buckled in.”

      I jumped as Laura spoke from behind me. Gritting my teeth, I stepped back and let her through.

      “Let me have your cell phone.” I held out my hand after she’d shut the passenger door. “I’ll put in my number, just in case. If there’s any problem at all, go ahead and call me. I think the Chevette’ll get you back to Savannah without a problem, but better safe, right?”

      “Yeah.” She was quiet as I punched in the numbers. “And someone will call me when the car’s ready?”

      “Boomer’ll probably get in touch Monday. Garage is closed tomorrow, of course, because it’s Sunday, but he’ll give you a call the next day, let you know how much it’ll be with parts and labor. And then you can just trade out the cars when it’s fixed.”

      “That works.” She took back her phone from me, tucking it in her pocket, and then stuck out her hand. “Thanks again, Sam. I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t been driving down that road. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “No problem.” I shook her hand and focused on not looking into the car, where Meghan was stirring in the seat. “Drive safely going back.”

      “Will do.” Laura smiled and climbed into the Chevette. I watched while she started it up and pulled out of the lot before I returned to my truck.

      Images of green eyes and tousled red hair flashed in my brain as I headed home—again—but I ignored them. It had been a long time since I’d been tempted by a girl, and this one, I knew for sure, wasn’t for me. A college girl, one who came with baggage and apparently partied a little too hard sometimes ... nope. I shook my head to clear it.

      I’d go home, have a bracing cold shower, and then I’d forget all about her. After all, it wasn’t like I’d ever see her again.
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      “Please tell me there’s coffee. And maybe something to chop off my head. Oh my God, make the pain stop.” I stumbled into the living room, one hand over my eyes to hide from the light pouring in through our large windows and the other reaching out for anything that might help me stay upright.

      “Good morning, sleeping beauty.” Laura’s voice held laughter and way too much peppiness for this time of day.

      “Fuck the morning. Coffee, if you love me at all.”

      I heard the clink of the glass pot as I pulled myself onto a stool and dropped my head onto the breakfast bar, covering it with my arms.

      “Since, of course, I love you, here it is. Hot and strong. Just like that dude you brought home last night.”

      I straightened up so fast the room spun, panic gripping my heart. “God, are you freaking kidding me? Where is he? You’re joking, right?”

      Laura collapsed against the counter opposite me, holding her middle. “Oh, you should have seen your face. Priceless. Absolutely priceless. Relax. I wouldn’t have let you bring anyone home. Drink your coffee before you knock it over.”

      I reached for the mug and glared at her. “You’re a bitch, you know that? A mean, lying bitch. God, you almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “It wasn’t that far-fetched. You wanted to take Mr. Sexy Cowboy home, don’t you remember? You tried to talk me into it. Hell, he tried to talk me into it.”

      “Mr. Sexy Cowboy?” I frowned, trying to remember. The guy who’d been sending me smolders across the room had asked me to dance, as I had predicted. He’d bought me a drink ... maybe two ... and then we’d danced some more. There was a slow song, and I’d felt his fingers at the waistband of my skirt, slipping down over my ass. I didn’t remember anything after that.

      “Yeah, he was, um, motivated. I had to tell him that you and I were both nuns, and that we’d run away from the convent for one last night of forbidden fun before we took our vows, but that now, we had to go back or God would smite us. And him, if he didn’t just let you go.”

      I sipped the coffee, almost moaning in appreciation. “Damn, this is good. So, he bought that? He actually believed you?”

      One side of her mouth lifted in a half-smile. “I was very convincing. I almost cried. Plus, the guy might have been Mr. Sexy Cowboy, but I think he wasn’t Mr. Smart Cowboy. He had more brawn than brain cells.”

      “Nice, Lo.” I took another drink and hummed. “Well, thanks for getting me out of there and making sure I got home safely. I’m sorry if I was a pain in the ass.”

      Laura raised her eyebrows. “I’m taking it you don’t remember the rest of the evening at all? The part where your car died in the middle of a very dark, very lonely stretch of country road, and the auto service couldn’t send anyone out to us? And where we were rescued by a really nice guy, who towed your car to the nearest garage and then arranged for us to have another car so we could get home?”

      My brows knit together. There was a vague familiarity about what she was saying. I could almost remember her leaning over me, saying something about a belt, and then walking along the side of a rod and getting jettisoned into a truck. Then the rest of her words registered.

      “My car? Where’s my car?” I slid out of the seat and ran over to the window. Or I sort of ran; I fast-walked, because my head still wasn’t quite sure it was going to stay on my shoulders, and I didn’t want to risk it falling off.

      In the spot assigned to the sweet little blue Honda my dad had bought me before I started college sat an old ugly brown car. I turned back around. “What did you do with it?”

      “Weren’t you listening to me? It’s at a garage in Burton. That’s the loaner. Calm down, Sam said it shouldn’t be too long. Boomer’s going to call me on Monday with the update.”

      “Who the hell is Sam? And what’s a Boomer?” I was hung-over, and my car was stuck in some stupid little town in the middle of nowhere. I was entitled to be a little irritable.

      “Sam is the wonderful man who stopped to help us last night when we were stranded alongside the road. Boomer is apparently the owner of the garage, and the mechanic who’s going to make your precious car like new.”

      “Hmm.” I turned back and flopped onto the couch. “Do we trust a man named after an explosive?”

      “Since he was our one and only choice, we trust him implicitly. And we will thank him for his kindness when we go back to get the car this week. Or rather, you will. Since I had the fun of getting through last night while you were passed out in the front seat, you get to handle car retrieval.”

      “Awesome. I can hardly wait.” I paused as another image flashed across my mind. “This Sam ... what did he look like?”

      Laura shrugged. “I don’t know. It was dark out there, you know. Um, I think his hair was light brown, maybe almost blond? He was kind of tall. But then everyone looks tall to me. Pretty built, I guess. Why?”

      “I think I sort of remember him.” But in my memory, I was looking up into the deepest brown eyes I’d ever seen, watching my own hand stroke the side of his face. With a pang, I recalled touching his skin, how the soft stubble had felt beneath my fingertips. Which was ridiculous, because if I couldn’t remember leaving the bar last night, let alone the car breaking down, how on earth could I still picture those eyes?

      “Well, that doesn’t surprise me. He helped get you to the truck and then carried you to the Chevette. You were semi-awake then.”

      I bit the side of my lip. “His name is Sam, you said?”

      “Yeah. Why?” I heard her curiosity.

      “No reason. I just want to know who has my car.”

      “No, that would be Boomer, remember? Sam just drove us there. I don’t think you’ll have to see him again.”

      I closed my eyes against the remainder of the headache still pinging under my forehead and stomped down the feeling of disappointment. Why would I care about not seeing a man I’d been nearly too drunk to remember? What did it matter if it felt like those brown eyes had seen deep into me, maybe the first guy ever to look beyond the surface? It meant nothing. He was just another male, one more in a world full of men I didn’t need.
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      I began to feel more alive around two that afternoon. When Laura suggested that we log some studio time, I put on some yoga pants and a T-shirt and walked the few blocks to a tall brick building that used to be a department store but now housed classrooms and practice rooms. We had access to the art studios twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, but the weekends were still the busiest times. I was surprised to see the day’s sign-in list was virtually untouched when Laura and I arrived.

      “Geez, are we the only losers who care about our craft today?” I printed my name on the line and handed the pen to Laura.

      “Or maybe we’re among the few who didn’t hit the party of the year last night. Could be the rest of campus is still sleeping it off.” She smiled and handed the pen back to the security attendant. I followed her down the hall and into a nearly empty room.

      The studios were divided between the different disciplines. Laura’s major was drawing, with a concentration in pen and ink. Mine was painting. Those two disciplines shared a room, although Laura didn’t come down here as often as I did. She could draw virtually any place, and most of her homework and projects could be finished in our living room as well as anywhere else. I, on the other hand, had to be in the studio at least three to four times a week. I was pretty sure she’d suggested us coming down today as a distraction for me, to take my mind off my hangover, but that was all right; I was willing to play along if it gave me some time on the easel.

      The room was a study in chaos. There were canvases in the process of drying propped against the walls, half-finished three-dimensional sculpture scattered on tables and windowsills, and boxes of paints and brushes piled here and there. I felt perfectly at home.

      “Meghan! Hey!”

      I turned my head to glance down the haphazard row of easels, where a tall, skinny boy in chino shorts and a paint-splattered T-shirt was waving his brush at me. Forcing a smile, I returned the wave and clenched Laura’s arm. “Don’t leave me alone.”

      “Why?” She followed my gaze. “Oh, shit.” As he approached us, her phony grin matched mine. “Hey, Preston. How are you?”

      “I’m awesome, just like always.” He slung an arm over my neck, pulling me close. I stood perfectly still, trying not to stiffen my body. “What’re you ladies doing down here? Gettin’ your paint on?” He laughed at his own lame joke.

      “Yeah, just putting in some time down here before it gets too intense.” Laura slid her eyes to mine. “You know, with finals and everything coming up.”

      “I hear you. So, Meghan ...” He bent his arm, forcing me to meet his eyes. “I looked for you last night at Oswald’s. Where were you hiding, girl?”

      I clamped down my lips to hold back a wince. Some guys could pull off calling me ‘girl’. Preston couldn’t.

      “We didn’t go. I just got back from Florida last night, and I was tired.” It was the truth. He didn’t need to know about our adventure into the wilds of Georgia.

      “Florida, huh? Rockin’ a little spring break action? Wet T-shirt contests? Niiiice.”

      I ducked from beneath his arm and took a step back. “No, actually, I went home because it would have been my dad’s birthday. If he was alive, I mean. I wanted to be with my mom and my brother. The closest I got to a wet shirt was when my nephew spilled his juice down his onesie.”

      Preston had the good grace to look abashed. “Oh ... yeah. Sorry. I forgot that’s where you’re from.” He gave me all of thirty seconds to absorb that apology before he plunged ahead. “So listen, want to go out with me tonight? I thought we could head back to that coffee shop you liked, down on Broughton. Get a cappuccino, and then you know ...” He trailed one finger down my arm, from shoulder to elbow. “See where things go.”

      “Thanks, but no.” I was suddenly nauseated again. “I’m staying in tonight.”

      “Aw, c’mon, sugar.” Preston closed his hand around my upper arm. “We had a good time last fall.”

      “Sure, we did.” I pried his fingers off me. “That was then. I’m not interested now. Thanks.” I walked away, looking for an open easel, preferably far away from wherever Preston was working.

      I picked up a blank canvas on my way and set it up in quiet section near the windows. The light was good, and I could keep my back to the rest of the room, making it easier to ignore assholes like Preston Riker.

      “Meghan.” He was behind me, and I closed my eyes, counting to ten.

      “Preston, I’m sorry, I really am, but I’m here to work, not to socialize. I don’t mean to be rude, but I said no, and I meant no. I’m not interested in going out with you again.”

      “Don’t be a bitch.” His tone lost some of its honey. “I like playing the game as much as anyone, but you don’t want to mess with me too long. I might get ...” He leaned to speak into my ear. “Impatient.”

      “I hope you’re not threatening me.” I unrolled my brush kit. “I’d hate to have to turn you in for sexual harassment, Pres. Though I’m pretty sure I’d find some corroborating witnesses.”

      “It’s not harassment when you want it, too.” He slid an arm around my ribs, snugging me against his body. His thumb brushed against the lower swell of my breast.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I grabbed his hand, squeezing it tight and moving it away from me. I pivoted to face him and, keeping him off-balance, I twisted his arm behind his back. “I don’t want to make a scene here. But if you don’t step away now, you’re going to be curled up on the floor, clutching at your dick and crying like a little baby. Get the message. I’m not going out with you. I don’t want to see you now or ever. Now go away.” I released his hand and pushed him away.

      “Fucking ice bitch.” Rubbing his elbow, Preston snarled the words, but he stepped away from me and stalked across the room and out the door.

      I turned back to my easel and concentrated on taking out my paints and other supplies. My hands didn’t shake, but my jaw was tight and my teeth clenched.

      “You okay?” There was a hint of sympathy in Laura’s voice.

      “Yeah.” I set the paint tray and brushes on a nearby table. “He’s just ...” I shook my head. “You know. Preston. He’s harmless, but he’s annoying.”

      “Just another of your conquests.” This time there wasn’t as much sympathy as there was resignation.

      I glared at her over my shoulder. “That’s not it. I went out with him a few times, and it was fun, but he wanted more than I did. Same old, same old.” I picked up a glass tumbler. “I’m going to get some water and start working. Just let me know when you’re finished.”

      Once I was set up with brushes, palette and water, I put on my ear buds and plugged them into my phone. A few seconds later, Bastille flooded through my head, and for the next three hours, nothing existed except music and paint.

      Laura was ready to leave the studio before I was. I sent her home ahead of me, and by the time I got outside, it was dark.  Still, tourists and locals were still wandering the streets of Savannah, and as always, I felt safe as I made my way back to our apartment. I stopped on a corner to give a couple of older ladies directions to The Pirates House restaurant, and I smiled at a group of teenage girls sitting at a sidewalk table.

      Laura and I ordered in salads from the deli around the corner for dinner and watched our favorite black and white movies while we ate, this time making our theme for the evening Claudette Colbert. I went to bed early, slept hard and woke up in time for my eight-thirty Narrative Painting course.

      All of my morning classes were within walking distance, but in the afternoon, I had to drive to the other side of town for Conceptual Art Practices. I made a face at the ugly Chevette as I opened it and slid in, but I had to admit that it got me where I needed to go. I just hoped no one saw me behind the wheel.

      My phone buzzed after class as I walked toward the parking lot. It was a text message from Laura.

      Your car is ready. Sending you address to go get it.

      I sighed. I wanted my Honda back, but the idea of driving all the way to that backwater town was not appealing.

      Want to ride out with me? I can pick you up.

      I opened up the Chevette and climbed into the driver’s seat, waiting for Laura’s reply.

      Nice try, Megs. You’re on your own.

      I typed in one last message before I started up the car.

      Can’t blame a girl for trying. I’ll call on my way back. If I don’t get kidnapped by the rednecks.

      I plugged the address Laura had texted into my phone’s navigation program and aimed the car out of town. It was a pretty afternoon; only a hint of intense heat that would hit in a month or so floated on the breeze. The old Chevy didn’t have air conditioning, so I rolled down all four windows, blasted a rock station and made the most of the ride.

      The majority of the landscape on the way to Burton consisted of grassy swampland, dotted by small copses of trees now and then. It looked a little different in the daylight than it had on Saturday when Laura and I had driven to the bar, which I passed a few miles before I turned onto the main street of the town. In the late afternoon sunshine, empty, it looked less exciting than it had under neon and moonlight with a parking lot full of cowboys.

      I found Boomer’s without any trouble, even though the sign that hung near
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