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			Dedication

			For Mom and Dad—­

			Thank you for showing me happily-­ever-­afters do exist.

			Happy 50th Anniversary.
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			Prologue

			June 2006

			EVEN THOUGH HE knew it was coming, Lucky James flinched at the first volley of gunfire. He remained steady for the next two volleys, the loud crack giving way to the mournful sound of the bugle.

			During his five years with the 75th Ranger Regiment, he’d never attended a stateside ser­vice for a fallen soldier. He’d stood at attention on a tarmac halfway around the world as the American flag was lowered to half-­staff and “Taps” blared from loudspeakers. He’d carried flag-­draped metal coffins holding the remains of his brothers-­in-­arms up the ramp of the C-­130 that would deliver them home. He’d knelt beside many of those coffins, placed his hand atop them, silently begging forgiveness for failing them. After all, as a Ranger medic, his number one priority was to return his fellow soldiers home to their loved ones safe and sound. Not in a box. Never in a box.

			When the bugler finished, the honor guard lifted the American flag from Ethan Dellinger’s casket and began the ceremonial folding. Everyone watched in silence as the soldiers worked in tandem, pulling the fabric taught, smoothing each crease, making each fold with precision.

			It had been years since he’d last seen Ethan; his last memories of him were as a chatty middle schooler who invited himself to shoot hoops with Lucky at a nearby playground one day. Over the course of the next few years, Ethan would show up out of the blue and follow Lucky around as he worked on his car, mowed the yard, whatever he was doing. Right up until the day Lucky left for basic training.

			To be completely honest, Lucky hadn’t given much thought to Ethan during the past five years. After all, he was just a kid he once knew. He hadn’t even known Ethan had joined the army immediately following his high school graduation. Only after arriving home on leave the day before had Lucky learned from his father that “the youngest Dellinger boy” had been killed by a roadside bomb in Iraq.

			Barely three weeks into his very first deployment, Army Pfc. Ethan Dellinger died two months shy of his nineteenth birthday.

			His immediate family assembled only feet away from his casket with the remaining friends and family forming a semicircle around the grave site. From where Lucky stood at the back, he could see each of their faces. Ethan’s mother and father sat side by side on small folding chairs with elderly relatives, grandparents perhaps, seated next to them. The youngest of four children, Ethan’s immediate family was large to begin with, and when in-­laws, nieces, and nephews were thrown into the mix, it grew to massive proportions.

			Despite the large gathering, his eyes were drawn to Ethan’s sister, Rachel. She stood out even among her own siblings with her fiery red hair and bright blue eyes.

			She and Lucky were of the same age, had attended the same schools from the time Lucky and his father moved to Durant, Oklahoma, in the middle of seventh grade. In all that time, he’d never spoken more to her than the occasional hello, goodbye, or single-­word answer. And for as long as he could remember, while she’d never paid any mind to him, she’d always had his attention, despite the fact they traveled in different social circles.

			But what stood out about her today he found upsetting. There she was, surrounded by all these ­people, all family or friends of her brother, and she stood completely alone. With her arms wrapped tight around her middle, Rachel comforted herself at a time when no one else seemed to notice or care.

			It took every bit of self-­restraint for him to not make a scene, march over to where she stood, and pull her into his arms. He was on the verge of saying to hell with being polite when the ser­vice ended and the crowd began to disperse. Everyone except him. He remained right where he stood, watching Rachel as she walked over to Ethan’s casket, pressed a kiss to her fingertips, and laid her hand upon the polished wood.

			He had only taken a few steps in her direction when her head lifted and she caught sight of him. Much to his surprise, she stepped away from Ethan’s casket and walked toward him. Her blue eyes were red and swollen, her face tearstained.

			“Rachel,” he began the moment she was in earshot. “I’m very sorry about Ethan. He was a great—­”

			Before he could finish his condolences, her palm met his cheek with a resounding crack.

			“How dare you come here,” she said bitterly.

			The tears fell freely down her face now. Her hands shook and her body vibrated with restrained fury.

			He apologized a second time for reasons unknown even to him. But judging from the expression on her face and the hurt in her eyes, the words needed to be said.

			“This is your fault,” she said, pointing to the hole where her brother’s casket would be lowered and the adjacent pile of red dirt that would bury him deep beneath the earth’s surface. “Ethan idolized you. Wanted to be you. He joined the army in hopes of following in your footsteps. Except he didn’t score high enough to be a medic. Wasn’t fit enough to be a Ranger. I hope you’re happy.”

			Stunned into silence, he could do little more than watch as Rachel Dellinger turned her back on him and walked away.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One

			September 2012

			THEY WERE GIGGLING again.

			Lucky kept his head down as he strode past the group of young coeds huddled along the sidewalk. Three weeks ago he wouldn’t have thought anything of it, not even if he noticed them stealing glances as he made his way past. But now he knew better. Now he knew they were friends with his assigned lab partner. Thankfully, they kept their distance and didn’t approach him or call out his name. But the giggles whenever he walked past? Not even two months into the semester and this shit was getting old.

			If there was one thing he hated about college, it was the age difference between him and most of the other students, something he’d never really considered when he left the 75th Ranger Regiment. With his thirtieth birthday on the horizon and at least six years of schooling ahead of him, not counting internships, residencies, or any specialties, it was now or never. So he’d chosen not to renew his contract, separated from the military at the beginning of August, and as a result was now surrounded by packs of giggling, teenage, selfie-­taking girls.

			Lord help him.

			A little voice in the back of his mind told him he should probably refer to them as young women instead, but with their short shorts, long ponytails, and glossy lips, he certainly didn’t—­ couldn’t—­regard them as women. Sure they were of legal age to have sex, but not being able to buy their own beer was a strike against them in his book.

			Damn, he sounded old.

			And compared to them, he was old. By the time he finished his undergraduate degree he’d likely be telling incoming freshmen to get off his lawn.

			Having finally reached the science building, Lucky pulled open the door and made his way inside for his last class of the week. Fridays were his long day, with an early morning English class and then his chem class right at lunchtime. Afterward, he’d head home for a nap, and get up just in time for dinner with his dad and his dad’s girlfriend, Brenda, before heading into work.

			And the nights he didn’t work weren’t much better. Usually he’d study a ­couple of hours, watch some television, then hit the hay early. Thank God his buddies didn’t know just how sad his social life had become since he’d returned home to Oklahoma. He’d never hear the end of it.

			Of course, it had never been his plan to stay in the army so long. He’d enlisted before graduating high school in spring 2001, intending to serve out his contract and use the GI Bill to pay his way through college before continuing on to medical school. Then 9/11 happened and the 75th was called upon to lead the way, first into Afghanistan and then Iraq.

			Year after year he deployed with his brothers-­in-­arms, choosing to renew his contract more than once instead of keeping with his original plan. Medics were hard to come by and the need for 68Ws in particular was great with his unit literally taking the fight to the enemy’s doorstep. Night after night, under the cover of darkness, the Rangers hunted high value targets featured on the Iraqi deck of cards and the elusive leaders of the Taliban. Finally, after a dozen years of fighting, as the Global War on Terror began to wind down and forces withdrew from the Middle East, it was time for him to go.

			As much as he liked moving forward with his life plans, Lucky couldn’t help but miss the military. Mostly he missed his friends and the camaraderie, but he also missed the adrenaline rush of combat, where every day was a matter of life and death. Now he was just an almost-­thirty-­year-­old college student with a full course load and a job working as an ER tech in the local hospital.

			For a man who had served as a special ops medic for over ten years, the position was far below his level of knowledge and experience. While serving his country he’d performed venous cutdowns, inserted chest tubes, and externally fixated severe limb injuries under the harshest conditions. But all that military training and experience didn’t mean shit in the civilian world, so his responsibilities were now limited to starting IVs, drawing blood, and screening urine samples. Exciting stuff for sure.

			But he made this choice. No one forced him into it. If he wanted to be a doctor, monotony was the price he’d have to pay for now. All part of paying his dues. In the meantime he’d have to shove all his frustration deep down inside and lock it up tight.

			At the end of the hall he rounded a flight of stairs, finally reaching the chemistry lab. But instead of entering right away, Lucky took a deep breath and fortified himself. Ridiculous when one considered all he’d been through in the army. And yet, what he would face behind that door struck more fear in him than the killing season in Afghanistan’s Panjwei province.

			He exaggerated, but still.

			From the pounding footsteps in the stairwell behind him, he knew additional classmates were on the way up and the last thing he wanted was to be caught standing all alone in an empty hallway. A few weeks earlier he’d been bored to tears in Humanities and let his mind wander. Caught staring off into space, some snot-­nosed kid sitting next to him leaned over, shook his shoulder, and asked if he was having a PTSD flashback. In reality Lucky had been making a mental note to change the oil and rotate the tires on his Jeep. When he explained what he was lost in thought about, the kid laughed in relief and admitted he was on the verge of bolting from the lecture hall out of fear Lucky was about to go postal.

			When his fellow classmates appeared at the top of the stairs, Lucky reached for the door and held it open for them. He followed the last one through, finally facing his fear.

			“Hi, Lucky!” His nineteen-­year-­old lab partner waggled her fingers at him from across the room, as if he might have forgotten his assigned table.

			Brittany Jacobs was a sweet girl with long blond hair and light green eyes who chattered incessantly. She talked about some singer dude named Louis, whoever that was. Her labradoodle named Buttercup. Her red Volkswagen convertible with car lashes and black spots to make it look like a ladybug. Even about housewives and wedding dresses. Most of the time he had no idea what in the hell she was talking about. And to be completely truthful, he only really listened maybe five percent of the time.

			“Wanna study this weekend? Big test coming up Tuesday.”

			As he settled on the stool across the table from her, Brittany leaned forward on the tabletop, the motion pressing her breasts upward and together. Based on the slight smile on her face and raised brow, it was obvious the bird’s-­eye view of her cleavage was more invitation than accident.

			“We could grab a bite to eat Saturday night and quiz each other afterward?”

			Ten years ago, he wouldn’t have thought twice about sampling the wares of a pretty girl in search of a little fun. Hell, he probably would have jumped at the opportunity even five years ago, especially if he’d just returned from the sandbox and hadn’t gotten laid in four months. But now? Now he couldn’t help but wonder if in all that yapping she’d spoken of an older brother. And if so, what would he have to say about his baby sister making a move on someone a decade older.

			“Sorry, but I’m working,” he muttered before digging around in his backpack for his notebook and pen.

			Her smile faltered a moment, but she quickly recovered. “Then how about Sunday evening?”

			Lucky shrugged. “Can’t do that either. I work third shift on the weekends. Seven p.m. to seven a.m. And when I’m not working, I’m sleeping.”

			That slight smile now gave way to a pout. She actually pursed her lips and pouted like a five-­year-­old on the verge of stomping her foot. He could only imagine she wasn’t used to hearing the word no.

			“If you’re really in need of a study partner, I’m sure there’s someone in here who’d take you up on it.” He quickly scanned the room, then pointed at a tall, lanky, dark-­haired guy with glasses. “Like him for instance.”

			Brittany looked to where he pointed, then quickly turned around. “Ugh. R.J.? No, thank you.”

			“Why not? He seems like a smart guy.” And age appropriate.

			“Been there, tried that. He slobbered all over my face like a dog the one time I let him kiss me.”

			“That must’ve been a long time ago, right? When was it? Eighth grade or something?”

			She answered without any hint of amusement. “Last Fourth of July. And let’s just say that horrific kiss was his best move.”

			Ouch. Even he had to admit he couldn’t blame her for not wanting to “study” with good ol’ R.J.

			Then she reached across the table and patted his forearm, that sly smile on her face again. “Don’t you worry about R.J. or your work schedule. I’ll figure something out. Just leave it to me.”

			Before he could say anything more to deter her, class began, and he knew he was as good as fucked.

			WRAPPED IN A towel with her hair dripping wet, Rachel Dellinger found herself in a race against the clock. With less than forty-­five minutes to get dressed and to the hospital before her shift started, there was a good chance she’d be late clocking in. Not the best way to start off in a new department.

			In need of extra cash, she left her job as a daytime floor nurse for a night shift weekend rotation in the emergency room when an opening came available. The schedule change made her boyfriend, Curtis, less than happy because that left her no time to wait around on him. What he didn’t know was her reason for the schedule change. The small bump in pay would provide just enough to let her get a place of her own, permanently moving Curtis from current boyfriend to ex-­boyfriend status.

			Grabbing a laundry basket half-­filled with clean but not folded clothes, Rachel began pulling the finished load from the dryer as she searched for her scrubs. She found the top first, then spotted the pants at the back of the dryer. Grabbing hold of one leg, she pulled it free from the pile only to find a pair of ice blue lace panties dangling from the opening of the opposite leg.

			Panties that were definitely not hers.

			Staring at the undergarments she held in her hand, Rachel waited for that oh-­so-­familiar sting of tears. This time, they never came. Just as there were no chest pains, no bile rising up her throat. Instead, her body went completely numb. A sure sign she was completely over Curtis and more than ready to move on.

			Rachel calmly walked to the trash can, opened the lid, and dropped the panties inside and went on about her business.

			Sadly, it wasn’t the first time she’d found evidence of his cheating. She first suspected something months earlier when she overheard two of his friends talking about their weekend in Dallas. Friends he’d supposedly gone out with the Friday night before. When she finally gathered the courage to say something to Curtis in passing, he told her she must have misunderstood. That his friends had been talking about a different weekend, not “last” weekend.

			With her bank account in dire straits, she didn’t have the means to leave him then. So she ignored the feelings in her gut and let him convince her he was telling the truth. And for added measure, he piled on the guilt for her accusations.

			Determined to be a better girlfriend, she kept the house spotless, made dinner every night even if he wasn’t there to eat it, and she certainly didn’t nag him about their future. She’d almost convinced herself things were going well between them until she found a wadded-­up receipt in the pocket of his jeans. When confronted with the piece of paper from a nearby casino itemizing dinner for two, he tried to pass it off as a night out with his cousin.

			But knowing his cousin like she did, she was damn sure that redneck wouldn’t be caught dead drinking anything but Jack Daniel’s or Jim Beam, much less some pink, fruity girlie drink that had probably been garnished with a tiny umbrella.

			As she blew her hair dry, Rachel made a mental list in her head of things she needed to do. First things first, find a place to live. Which wasn’t as easy as it sounded. Just today, she’d tried to adjust her body clock for the night shift and quickly learned apartment living wasn’t conducive to a daytime sleep schedule. ­People tromping up the stairs. ­People tromping down the stairs. ­People tromping across the floor overhead.

			Obviously her apartment building was home to a herd of elephants.

			What she’d really like was a house. No shared walls with noisy neighbors. A little breathing room. Maybe a small fenced yard so she could get a dog. A really big, scary one.

			Unfortunately, if she had to guess, most of the rental properties in her price range would already have been snapped up by college students. If the new place wanted first and last month’s rent, plus a deposit, she’d be living on peanut butter and jelly for the next month. Throw in the utility deposits and it might be only bread and water for two months.

			And so very worth it.

			As the sun set, she headed out the door and hopped into the pickup truck that once belonged to her younger brother, Ethan. He’d bought it brand-­new just after joining the army, and when he died he left it, along with everything else of his, to her. Much to the disappointment of their parents. So instead of using his death benefits to pay off the truck, she gave the money, along with her old car, to her financially strapped parents and went about paying for Ethan’s truck herself.

			More than six years later, it was just as he’d left it. An army decal stuck on the back window. His favorite CDs in a holder strapped to the sun visor. The tassel from his graduation cap hanging from the rearview mirror.

			About every three months she’d tell herself she’d take it all down the next time she cleaned it out. But when the time came, she couldn’t do it.

			Halfway to the hospital, the cell phone rang where it sat in its hands-­free holder. She pressed the speaker button and said hello.

			“There’s nothing to eat,” Curtis said immediately.

			No “Hi” or “How you doin’?” No simple courtesies at all. It was all about him. And for all she cared, Curtis could starve. The days of fixing him dinner and waiting on him hand and foot were over.

			“Then go to the store. I’m on my way to work.”

			Even without seeing him, without him saying a word, she could picture him standing in front of the refrigerator, resting one arm on top of the door as he stared inside, and waiting for something to magically appear.

			“What am I supposed to do about dinner?”

			“You’re a big boy. You’ll figure it out. I gotta go.” Rachel quickly disconnected the call as Curtis swore and sputtered on the other end.

			She really wanted to tell him to have little Miss Blue Panties make his dinner, but shooting off her mouth would only hurt her in the end. If she had a place to crash temporarily, she would’ve said it. But Curtis was just vindictive enough he’d destroy her stuff before she’d have a chance to retrieve it.

			Nope. She needed to play it cool. Avoid him at all costs and find a new place to live ASAP. Which also meant she needed to find someone to help her move out in the middle of the day when Curtis wouldn’t be home.

			The idea of a covert moving-­day operation made her laugh. What she wouldn’t give to see the look on his face when he returned home to find her stuff gone.

			With only seven minutes until her shift began, Rachel whipped into the employee parking lot. And as her luck would have it, the first row was completely full. As was the second and third. Through the half light, she saw a car on the next aisle backing out and hurried to claim the spot. Without coming to a complete stop at the end of the aisle, she made a quick right and saw something flash in her headlights just before the moment of impact.

			LUCKY GINGERLY PUSHED himself up to sit with one hand, instantly feeling the throb and burn of a good old-­fashioned case of road rash. With his feet tangled with the frame of his bike and the cleats from one pedal digging into his calf, it took several seconds to extricate himself from the wreckage.

			“Oh, my God,” he heard a woman say as she came around the front of the truck and fell to her knees beside him. Although it was hard to make out her features looking into the glare of the headlights, he could see she pulled a cell phone from her pocket. “Don’t move. Just give me a second to call 911.”

			“I’m fine,” he said, reaching out to stop her from calling.

			“You don’t know that. Since you aren’t wearing a damn helmet you could have a concussion and not really be aware of your injuries.”

			Who did this chick think she was? After all, she hit him. Not the other way around.

			Lucky tried to get a look at her face, but the bright headlights silhouetted her so that he could only make out the color of her shoulder-­length hair. Blond.

			Figured.

			“I promise you, I’m fine.”

			He must’ve convinced her since she shoved her phone into her pocket. She put both hands on her knees and huffed. “I’m a nurse. At least let me take a look at you.”

			“I think you’ve done enough,” he mumbled under his breath.

			As he rose to his feet, Lucky felt a sharp pain in his hip where he’d taken the brunt of the fall. He doubted it was anything more than a deep bruise, something he’d definitely feel for the next ­couple of days, but nothing that required medical attention. Thankfully, the pickup had only clipped his back wheel and sent him into the curb instead of hitting him directly. Otherwise, who knew what kind of injuries he’d have ended up with.

			Again, she asked him to let her have a look.

			“No need. I’ll handle it,” he said, waving her off. “Just pay attention next time.”

			With the front wheel of his mountain bike now resembling a taco, he lifted it over his shoulder and walked to the side entrance of the hospital. Outside he locked his bike to a light pole, then headed in through the automatic doors and down the hall to the ER. The desk clerk, an older woman with big hair and an even bigger smile, waved hello as she hung up the phone.

			“Well, hello there, handsome,” Dottie said in her southern drawl. “You’re a little late tonight.”

			“Some idiot driver clipped my back wheel and tossed me into the curb.” He showed her the giant tear and bloodstain on the sleeve of his shirt. “I need to clean myself up before clocking in.”

			“Sure thing, sugar. Exam room seven is open. Anything else you need? A kiss to make it all better?” she asked with a wink.

			Lucky chuckled. “Another time, maybe.” She was old enough to be his grandmother, but that didn’t deter her from a little innocent flirting. “I could use some scrubs.”

			“Absolutely. We can’t have you looking like that. Whatever will the ladies think?” she said with a laugh. “Give me just a minute and I’ll bring you some.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			WHEN THE PHONE kept ringing nonstop and the desk clerk asked her to take a set of scrubs to exam room seven, Rachel didn’t think much of it. It was, after all, an ER and she assumed they were for a patient whose clothes were ruined and was in need of something to wear home. She gave a light tap on the exam room door and pushed it opened further, expecting to find someone at least sitting on the exam table and requiring assistance. What she did not expect was to see a fine physical specimen, upright and most certainly able-­bodied, whipping his shirt off over his head in one swift fluid motion. Nor did she expect to be greeted by strong shoulders, a broad muscular back, and narrow hips.

			Holy moly.

			This guy was by far the best-­looking man she’d seen in the flesh in a very long time. Maybe ever. And she hadn’t even seen his face.

			She clutched the scrubs to her chest and stood silent and tongue-­tied, watching, appreciating, as the muscles in his back and arms flexed and strained as he unfastened the leather belt around his waist and released the button. All those finely sculpted muscles worked in unison to create a stunning physical display of power and strength as he shoved his pants to the floor.

			Wearing only white crew socks and gray boxer briefs, he turned to face her and she nearly forgot how to breathe. She thought the back was nice? The chest. The abs. The dark trail of hair that began just below his navel and disappeared beneath the waistband of his briefs.

			“You could’ve dropped them on the table and left instead of just standing there.”

			Her gaze shot upward to see one corner of his mouth lifted in a half smile, and as dark brown eyes stared back at her she was immediately struck by the feeling she knew this guy. There was something so familiar about him, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

			She swallowed hard in an effort to unstick her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “You knew I was standing here?”

			Instead of answering, he simply held out his hand, his eyes flicking to the scrubs she held in a stranglehold against her chest before lifting to meet hers once again.

			“How?” She relaxed her grip, felt the blood rush back to her fingertips as she placed the scrubs in his hand. “How did you know?”

			“Spatial awareness,” he said, taking the clothes from her and immediately tossing the shirt onto the gurney. “That and you knocked on the door before you came in.” He flashed that half smile again before stepping into the pants and tying the drawstring. “Thanks for the clothes, Rachel. I can handle it from here.”

			Immediately she looked down to see if he’d read the name from her badge, only to realize her crossed arms were covering her ID. Clearly, he knew her. So she looked harder this time, doing her best to ignore the chest and abs and arms and focus on his face. As she mentally stripped away the disheveled hair, the heavy scruff covering his face, the laugh lines around his eyes, the earlier feelings of lust were replaced by a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.

			There was little doubt the man standing in front of her was the one and only Lucky James.

			She swallowed around the lump in her throat. “How long have you been back in town?”

			His eyes softened. “Since August.”

			From his tone, she knew he was thinking back to that same hot summer day, when she was angry at God and everyone but lashed out at Lucky. And the last thing she wanted to do right now was talk about it.

			There was a loud knock on the door as it pushed open and in walked another man with a stethoscope dangling around his neck. Although he was about the same age, this guy was blond and wore glasses. He stopped short at the sight of her and offered his hand. “Are you Karen’s replacement? We haven’t met yet. I’m Chad Ferguson.”

			That was a name she recognized as being one of the ER doctors.

			“I’m not sure who Karen is,” she said, taking his hand, “but I’m Rachel Dellinger. I transferred down here from the floor. Tonight’s my first night.”

			“It’s good to have you,” he said with a nod and a smile before turning his attention to Lucky.

			“So, what in the hell did you do, man? I couldn’t believe it when Dottie said you were in here. Thought I’d come check on you to make sure you didn’t do some real damage.”

			It was then she noticed the fresh blood and dirt on the backside of Lucky’s right arm. Which meant he was the guy from the parking lot.

			Lucky’s gaze momentarily slid to her, then back to the ER doc. “Nothing major. A little bit of road rash and that’s it. Give me five minutes and I’ll be outta here.”

			“No rush,” Ferguson said as he grabbed a ­couple of latex gloves from the dispenser on the wall. “Not like there’s anything going on out there anyway.”

			“You know you just jinxed it, right?”

			“Hell, yes.” Ferguson laughed. “You know there’s nothing I hate more than a quiet ER. Now let me make sure you didn’t break anything.”

			Rachel tried to back out of the way, but found herself hemmed in as Ferguson manipulated Lucky’s arm, working it to and fro, testing the elbow and then the shoulder.

			“Any pain in your wrist? Hand?”

			“Nope.”

			Then, as if the room couldn’t be any more crowded, another woman she didn’t yet know poked her head in the doorway. “We’ve got an ambulance en route. Patient is twenties, male. Motorcycle versus pickup.”

			“Ask and ye shall receive,” Ferguson said with a wide grin on his face. He took a moment to strip off his gloves and toss them in the hazardous-­waste bin. “Things look fine, like you said. Let Rachel get you all bandaged up. But don’t be too long. This could be a good one.”

			As the ER doc rushed out of the room, she turned to grab wound cleanser and gauze pads from the supply cart. “Without a mirror, there’s no way you can see to clean it properly.”

			“You can go.” He tugged the bottle of wound cleanser from her hands. “I can take care of this.”

			Rachel grabbed the bottle back from him and set it down next to the gauze pads, daring him to try that little maneuver a second time.

			Once she was convinced he’d leave things well enough alone, she yanked a set of latex gloves from the dispenser and immediately pulled one on her right hand while leaning over to get a closer look. It was nothing more than a scrape, a pretty good one that had to hurt like hell. And when it started to heal and scab over, it was bound to pull and break open every time he bent his elbow.

			“So you’re the idiot from the parking lot.”

			The smile was gone from Lucky’s face this time when she looked up at him. Not that she could really blame him since she hadn’t really meant to say that last little bit out loud.

			That’s when she heard him mumble something under his breath about her driving skills. Obviously he didn’t think riding around on a bicycle in the almost dark didn’t play a part in their little incident in the parking lot.

			She blew out a frustrated breath and pulled on the second glove, snapping the latex against her palm while reminding herself that when she became a nurse she swore she’d treat all patients with care, no matter their gender or race or rotten disposition and holier than thou attitudes.

			“So, obviously you work here in the ER,” she said, turning her attention to the sterile packaging she was tearing open. “What do you do? Are you a doctor?” She held her breath hoping he wasn’t since she kinda hit him with her truck even though it was totally his fault. But it’d just be her luck to get fired the first night on the job.

			“I’m a tech.”

			Rachel breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s it?”

			“Wow. Don’t hold back from saying what you really think.” He grabbed the freshly opened gauze pad from her hand. “Since I’m the lowly technician who’d normally handle this type of stuff, I’ll just take care of it myself.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. We’ve been over this.” She snatched the gauze four-­by-­four back from him, doused it with antiseptic, and pressed it to his scrape at the widest point.

			“Goddammit,” he said through gritted teeth.

			She maybe could have used a more gentle hand, but what was done was done. “Who knew a Green Beret would be such a baby about a little scrape.”

			“Ranger. Not the same.” He took hold of her wrist, pulling her hand from his arm. “I promise you, I can handle this from here.”

			“Fine. If you say so.”

			She stripped off her gloves and dropped them along with the gauze in the hazardous-­waste bin and marched out of the room, thankful she didn’t have to spend one more minute taking care of the man.

			AFTER A HELLISH night at work, all Lucky wanted to do was go home, pull his blackout curtains closed, and turn off his phone. It ended up that wrecking his bike was just the beginning of his bad night. He was pissed on, vomited on, and then there was the unfortunate patient who needed assistance removing his penis ring. For four days the poor guy had tried to remove it on his own and only came in when the swelling reached the point he couldn’t pee anymore. It definitely gave a whole new meaning to blue balls and he and Chad couldn’t help but wince in sympathy when they got a look at the mess.

			So when the sun came up and his shift was over, Lucky was more than ready to get the hell out of there. His hip ached, his knee ached, and his elbow was wrecked enough he had to change the bandage more than once through the night. Then there was the little problem of his transportation home. Any other day, he’d heft the bike over his shoulder and haul it the two and a half miles home on foot. But today, he’d had enough. He was tapping out because he could.

			Not even two full months out of regiment and already he was going soft.

			For the next few minutes he chastised himself enough to feel sufficiently guilty for being so damn lazy. Was even on the verge of calling his dad back and telling him to forget about the ride when his old man pulled up to the hospital’s front entrance. Lucky gave himself a pass this time, taking a silent vow this would be the one and only time he’d do this. Next time, he’d suck it up and haul himself home on his own two feet, no matter what kind of day he’d had.

			“So much for the saying ‘Just like riding a bike,’ ” Duke James said with a laugh when he got a look at Lucky’s road bike. “It definitely looks like somebody forgot how.”

			“I didn’t forget how to ride a damn bike,” Lucky countered as he lifted the wrecked bike into the bed of the truck, then climbed into the passenger’s side. But his mood brightened almost instantly as he was greeted with the heavenly scent of cinnamon and sugar. His stomach rumbled right on cue. “Cinnamon rolls?”

			Duke answered with a smile and handed over a Tupperware container filled to the brim with sticky, gooey goodness.

			God bless Brenda.

			It didn’t matter that he’d be home in a few minutes, he wasn’t going to waste any time popping the lid off and sinking his fingers into the sweet, doughy goodness. He lifted one roll to his nose, inhaled its sweet scent so as to savor the moment much like a wine aficionado would do with a full-­bodied red. Then he opened his mouth wide and shoved it in, his eyes drifting shut in pure ecstasy. There might have been inappropriate noisemaking as well. No regrets.

			“Good stuff, isn’t it?” his father asked.

			Before Lucky had even finished the first, he was grabbing a second roll from the container. “Absolutely.”

			There was nothing healthy about his father’s girlfriend’s cooking. The woman put Paula Deen’s love for butter to shame. An old school kind of cook, Brenda poured off leftover bacon grease into an empty Crisco can she kept beneath the sink. Whenever a dish lacked a little flavor, out came the can and a little helping of meat fat was added. His arteries screamed at the thought of it, but damn if her cinnamon rolls weren’t a little slice of heaven worthy of a few months off his life.

			“You never said how you wrecked your bike.”

			“Had my back wheel clipped in the parking lot and it tossed me into the median,” Lucky said around of mouthful of cinnamon roll. “The front wheel is toast. Basically folded it in half.”

			“Someone hit you? Did they at least stop? Make sure you were okay?”

			“Oh, yeah,” Lucky said before taking another bite. “Funny thing about it . . . the driver was Rachel Dellinger.”

			“Did she know it was you? Maybe she did it on purpose,” his dad said with a chuckle.

			Lucky shook his head. “She didn’t do it on purpose. She didn’t even recognize me at first. It wasn’t intentional, it was an accident. Nothing more.”

			“If you say so.” His father was still smiling, still amused as he pulled into the driveway and threw the truck into park. “But if I were you, I’d keep an eye out. That girl definitely does not like you.”

			As Lucky opened the passenger door, he looked back at his father. “Are you gonna come in?”

			“Sorry. Can’t today. Brenda’s cousin’s daughter is getting married this afternoon, so I gotta hurry back and get ready for that.”

			“Sounds like fun.”

			“Not sure I’d go that far.” His father reached out and patted the back of Lucky’s shoulder. “Anyhow, I’ll see you later. Get some rest.”

			Lucky thanked his dad one last time for the ride home, then lifted his bike from the back of the truck. His dad backed out of the driveway, gave the horn a little beep and one last wave.

			After watching Duke drive away, he hefted his bike over his shoulder and made his way around to the back side of the house. He climbed the steps and promptly dropped the wrecked mess on the screened back porch. Hopefully, he’d be able to find a replacement wheel in town. Otherwise, he might have to head south across the river, maybe even drive the hour or so to McKinney in order to find one. Not that he was in any rush to find a replacement because his days of riding the damn thing to work were definitely done.

			Since his belly was full, he headed straight for the bathroom and turned on the shower, cranking the temperature as hot as it would go. As he stripped off his clothes, his body ached and creaked like that of an old man and in the mirror he caught sight of a dark purple bruise that had bloomed on his hip. He stripped off the wrappings and bandages covering his arm and climbed into the shower. The hot water stung his road rash like a son of a bitch, but eased the feeling in his muscles that he’d been hit by a Mack truck. He closed his eyes and turned into the hot spray and within an instant her face appeared beneath his lids. Those bright blue eyes. The full rose-­colored lips. Rachel Dellinger was just as beautiful as he remembered.

			Lucky remembered his father’s teasing words, how she might have tried to run him over on purpose. While they both knew that wasn’t true, his dad was definitely right about one thing—­she did not like him. That had not changed.

			But unlike the last time he saw her, he wasn’t leaving town the following week. And with them working not only at the same hospital but the same shifts in the same department, running into each other wasn’t just a possibility. It was a damn certainty.

			EVEN THOUGH SHE was bone tired, the last thing she wanted to do was rush home and face Curtis. She was just too tired, both emotionally and physically, to deal with any of his crap this morning. Besides, if she wasted another forty-­five minutes, he’d be leaving for work and she could avoid him completely.

			So she drove to the one place where she always found peace. The gravel crunched beneath the truck’s tires as she passed under the familiar iron archway leading into the cemetery. Rachel followed the single lane road around the perimeter, finally parking beneath a large pin oak in the back corner.

			Unlike so many other times when she’d come here, there were no weed eaters or lawn mowers buzzing around, no backhoes digging another grave site. Instead, the only sounds were the wind rustling the leaves in the trees and a dog barking in the distance.

			“Hello, Ethan.”

			She ran the palm of her hand over the smooth top of curved white granite before taking a seat in the grass.

			“You won’t ever believe who I saw today. Yesterday, really,” she said while brushing away the dried leaves and grass the wind had piled against the base of his headstone. “Lucky James is back in town. He left the army last month. I’m actually working with him at the hospital.”

			Of course, if everything she was taught as a child about heaven and angels watching over us was true, he probably knew that already.

			She traced the letters of Ethan’s name carved into the stone, using her fingertip to clear away the dirt caught in the little crevices, and making a mental note to come back the following week with a bucket and brush to clean it properly.

			“I avoided him most of the night since I almost ran him over with your truck.” She winced, hoping he’d missed that little incident. “I promise, I didn’t do it on purpose.”

			If she were a nicer person, she would’ve offered Lucky a ride home well before their shift ended. After all, she was partly at fault for his bike being in the condition it was. Okay, mostly at fault. And she shouldn’t have waited until she was climbing in her truck to leave work and happened to see him standing outside with his broken bicycle. She’d only just begun to consider offering him a ride when a pickup pulled up, stopped, and Lucky tossed his bike in the back.

			But giving him a ride home would have meant being in close quarters with him for the ten, fifteen minutes it would take to get him to wherever he was going. And that was a really long time, especially when one considered not just their last encounter where she damn near ran him over, but the one prior to that where she slapped him.

			She could practically hear her brother lecturing her.

			“I know, I know. I need to apologize. Not just for yesterday but for everything else. It wasn’t his fault that you died. I get that now. It’s just . . .” She paused, trying to find the right words. “You know I’ve never been very good at apologies. At least, not when it really counted.”

			With the sun now fully up and the temperature rising, she pulled off her jacket and wadded it up in a ball, using it as a pillow as she lay down on the ground. Rachel reached out with one hand and placed it flat against the cold stone.

			“I miss you. Every day,” she whispered. “So much.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			RACHEL EFFECTIVELY AVOIDED him the remainder of their weekend shift. The few times their paths did cross, it was no different than when they were in school together. Nothing more than polite nods followed by one-­word replies. The place where he’d felt most at home had become an emotional minefield overnight. And Lucky knew in his gut if he made one wrong move, the whole damn place would be blown to hell.

			As a matter of fact, the tension during his weekend shift had become so unbearable that by the time classes rolled around on Monday, he welcomed the loud, obnoxious coeds surrounding him. Even Brittany droning on and on to him about the latest Housewives marathon didn’t bother him.

			By the time he had his regularly scheduled Thursday morning breakfast with his dad, Lucky knew there was no two ways about it. At some point in time, he and Rachel would have to sit down like two responsible adults and hash things out between them. And when he asked his oh-­so-­helpful father for his advice on the situation, his old man suggested Lucky made sure their conversation did not take place in a parking lot. “Otherwise, she might just finish what she started.”

			Duke was still laughing at his own joke twenty minutes later.

			Come Friday evening Lucky arrived early to work, stood outside the hospital entrance, and waited. Fifteen minutes before their shift began, Rachel’s large pickup truck rumbled into the parking lot. When she spotted an open space at the end of the row, she jumped up and over the adjacent median as she whipped it into the empty slot.

			She really was a terrible driver. Or maybe she was just terrible at parking. Either way, it looked like his dad was right and it was a damn good thing Lucky was standing near the building instead of waiting for her out in the lot.

			He watched as she made her way across the parking lot, pulling and twisting her hair back from her face and securing it with an elastic band. Only as she crossed the ser­vice road that circled the building did she notice him standing there. Almost immediately she reverted to her avoidance ways, bowing her head and focusing her attention on her fingers as they fiddled with her car keys. As she stepped up onto the sidewalk, she raised her head just enough to offer a polite smile, much like one given to perfect strangers.

			One of his best friends from regiment had a go-­to saying in situations like this. He could almost imagine what Calder “Bull” Magnusson would say to him. “The best way out is always through. Walking on eggshells doesn’t help things.”

			The best way out is always through.

			Lucky took a deep breath, and just as she was about to pass him by, he called her name, reaching out a hand toward her in the hopes she’d stop. “Can we talk a minute?”

			She glanced at her watch, at the entrance doors, and then back to him. “We only a have a few minutes before our shift begins and I’d rather not be late.”

			She took another step forward and this time he was close enough to touch her. “Then maybe we can talk afterward? Go for a coffee? Breakfast?”

			Rachel looked down where his hand rested on her forearm and then met his eyes. “I have a boyfriend.”

			As if that somehow explained everything.

			The automatic doors slid open in front of her and she hurried inside, her steps longer, faster now. But he was taller, his legs longer. Not to mention he was determined to get them both past this road bump, even if he had to drag her over it kicking and screaming. He followed her through the doors and darted past her, then turned around to face her, walking backward as he spoke.

			“Bring your boyfriend along if you like.”

			Her eyes widened and she drew to a halt. Obviously she didn’t expect that.

			“I’m not asking you out on a date,” he quickly added. “I just want to talk things out. Hopefully make it where things aren’t so tense between us. So if you’d prefer to have him there, that’s fine with me.”

			She just stood there, wide-­eyed like a deer in headlights. But after a moment the wariness in her eyes disappeared and one
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