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        Lush lips, dark eyes, hips for days—one look and I know. Zadie is every damn thing I want.

      

        

      
        Except I'm a twenty-one-year-old virgin.

        She's seven years older, pregnant with another man's baby…

        And she just put me in the friend zone.

      

        

      
        Fine. I'll be her friend. The best she's ever had. The one right across the hall.

        Because the only future I've ever wanted is the one she's about to have.

      

        

      
        Let her ex come back if he dares. He'll find out exactly how far I'll go to keep what's mine.

        For her. For that baby. For us.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For those who dare to dream, even when the world tells them to stop.

        May you never give up hope.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          CALEB

        

      

    

    
      What the fuck?” Chantel yelled over the pounding bass.

      My cousin had been in a bad mood all night—longer, if I was being honest—but whatever had caught her attention across the room took it to a whole new level.

      Someone had pumped the volume about an hour ago, turning the house party into something closer to a rave. Pretty standard for one of Zane’s gatherings. They were always a combination of locals, tourists, cheap beer, and a kitchen floor that was sticky by midnight.

      The look on Chantel’s face had nothing to do with the scene, though. Something was going on with her, and it was bigger than the stress of her recent move to Copper Ridge. But I was only home for the night, so I probably wouldn’t get the chance to figure it out.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Her scowl deepened. “Just give me a minute. I’ve got to take care of something.” Then she was gone, disappearing through the crowd like her ass was on fire.

      I leaned back against the wall, sipped my warm beer, and watched a girl in a sequined top try to teach her friend a new dance move.

      They were terrible at it. They were also having the time of their lives. And something about that dichotomy pulled at the already restless ache in my bones.

      Usually, parties were my thing. I loved the noise, the energy, the way a crowd could swallow me whole and spit me back out lighter and happier on the other side. I’d been dropping in on my cousin Zane’s, invited or not, since before I was old enough to drink. Show up, plug in, let the room do the rest.

      Except tonight the plug wasn’t catching.

      Maybe the vibe was off. Or maybe it was just me and the dread trying to pool in my gut every time I thought about going back to Toronto tomorrow.

      A year ago, university in the city was everything I wanted. The freedom, the anonymity, a limitless life beyond this overbearing small town. A future I could control.

      It hadn’t taken long for crowded sidewalks, lecture halls, and roommates who were strangers to prove my theory was garbage. Anonymity wasn’t freedom, it was indifference and disconnection.

      Loneliness and fucking boredom.

      But even now, standing in my cousin’s living room, absorbing the chaos of a party in full swing, I still felt empty.

      Zane materialized out of the crowd with two fresh beers, handing me one without asking if I wanted it. “Happy birthday, kid. Try to look like you’re enjoying it.”

      “I am.” I forced my usual grin. “I’m just tired.”

      “Tired?” He said the word like it personally offended him. “You’re twenty-one. You’re not allowed to be tired.”

      “School’s been kicking my ass.” It wasn’t. Even with an advanced course load and working through the summer semester, school was the easy part. But it sounded better than the truth.

      “So drop out.”

      My mouth opened, but I had no words. Drop out? He couldn’t be serious. And I couldn’t actually be considering it.

      Could I?

      He clinked his bottle against mine before I could recover. “Relax, I’m kidding. Sort of. Just try not to look like someone died, okay? You’re scaring my guests.”

      He slapped my shoulder, then disappeared back into the kitchen, where I could already hear him pivoting into another conversation, his laugh cutting through the music like it always did.

      I settled back against the wall and tried to take his advice. Look like I was enjoying myself. Drink the beer. Watch the crowd. Find someone to flirt with for an hour and remember that every minute of life was precious.

      Try not to let his words circle my mind too many times.

      Chantel reappeared, looking worse than when she’d left. “Caleb. I need you to do me a little favor.”

      “On my birthday?”

      “Mon dieu.” She rolled her eyes. “Fine, it’s a giant favor. Consider it payback for letting you crash at my place tonight, no questions asked. Unless you wanted me to mention it to your parents.”

      I laughed. “A favor and a threat. You’re really winning this one, cousin.”

      “No more jokes.” Her tone made it clear the decade between us put her in charge. “My best friend’s here, and she’s shit-faced. That’s what I’ve been dealing with. She shouldn’t be alone.”

      “Okay.” I pushed off the wall, my two nearly full beers already forgotten on a side table. “Should we take her home?”

      “Oui. You should.”

      “Me?” Maybe she’d missed the part about it being my birthday. “What about you?”

      “Remember when I said I was on call tonight? Well, perfect fucking timing, I just got paged. I’ve got to go.”

      Without waiting for my agreement, she grabbed my hand and dragged me through the crowd, bumping into whoever got in our way. As we crossed the living room toward the woman I’d be babysitting, I was already calculating how fast I could drop her off and get back to salvage this birthday.

      Until I saw her.

      Motionless, she sat with her head hung low, staring absently into an empty glass—her somber profile a sharp contrast to the circus surrounding her.

      Everything else dropped away.

      The music. The crowd. The cold knot in my stomach. Toronto and every other thing that had been running through my brain vanished.

      Chantel’s hand was still wrapped around mine, but it didn’t matter anymore. Something had caught in my chest and was dragging me forward all on its own. Pulling me straight toward the most intriguing woman I’d ever laid eyes on.

      Unruly curls framed her petite face, tumbled over her shoulders and down her back. Mascara was smudged across her skin, painting blurred lines between the freckles scattered over her cheeks. She had a full, kissable mouth, and dark eyes that hadn’t looked up but were already captivating me.

      She was wrecked. She was stunning.

      She’s mine.

      The thought came out of nowhere, knocking the air from my lungs.

      It made zero damn sense. I didn’t know her. Not her name or her story. I didn’t know if she was single or taken or something in between.

      But the thought was there anyway, planted deep, and I couldn’t dig it out.

      Fuck, I didn’t even want to try.

      Chantel was right. This woman shouldn’t be left alone here. A woman who looked like this—wounded, vulnerable, completely unaware of the effect she was having on me—shouldn’t be left alone anywhere. Ever.

      And I was going to make damn sure she wasn’t.

      “Zadie,” Chantel yelled, tapping the woman’s shoulder. “Zadie, pay attention.”

      She shot up from her seat, brushing her chestnut hair from her face, and her deep brown eyes finally landed on me.

      Something flickered in her gaze. Surprise, maybe. Or curiosity. Then it was gone, shuttered behind an expression so guarded it told me more than any fake smile ever could.

      “Caleb, this is Zadie.” Chantel pulled us closer together. “Zadie, meet my cousin, Caleb.”

      Neither of us spoke as our eyes locked. The humid air between us seemed to spark, and my pulse roared over the bass.

      “He’s a good guy,” Chantel added. “You can trust him. He’s going to get you home safe tonight. Now, I’ve got to run. I’ll check in when I can.”

      She turned and walked away, but after only a few steps, called back over her shoulder, “Be good. Both of you!”

      Just like that, she was gone again, leaving the two of us in her wake. Zadie, doe-eyed and burrowing under my skin, and me, trying to breathe through the lust hitting too fast and too fucking hard.

      I’d spent the whole night contemplating what I wanted. What I was looking for. Only, I’d been asking the wrong damn question.

      It was never what. It was who.

      And Zadie was the answer.

      A short, curly-haired, freckle-faced mess of a woman who was watching me so intently I felt exposed. Was she expecting me to speak? Deciding if I was worth trusting? Or maybe she was just waiting to see if I’d stay or bail.

      I wasn’t going anywhere.

      “So…” The corner of my mouth twitched as a current snapped through me and I was finally plugged in. “Come here often?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          CALEB

        

      

    

    
      Zadie stared, her expression giving absolutely nothing away. No hint if she found me amusing or annoying. No clue if she would go along with Chantel’s plan.

      I held my ground. If this was a test, I wasn’t going to be the first to blink.

      Then her lips parted, spreading into a wide smile, and she burst out laughing.

      It wasn’t a polite laugh. Not a fake courtesy laugh, either. This was loud and unguarded and completely real. It rushed over me, or maybe through me, prickling my skin and settling somewhere around the base of my spine.

      Ah fuck, who was I kidding. It went straight to my dick. I’d been hard from the second I stepped into her orbit.

      Her dark-rimmed eyes sparkled with intoxicated delight. The wall she’d been hiding behind was gone, cracked open by the most cliché line I could have possibly delivered.

      Nothing else could hold my interest now.

      “That’s really what you’re going with?” Her hand flew to her chest as she laughed some more, drawing my attention down, down. “Come here often.”

      I smirked, my gaze snapping back to her face. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      “It did not work.”

      “You’re smiling.”

      “I’m laughing at you. There’s a difference.” But her smile stayed, and it was gorgeous. “God, you’re just like your cousin. Does the audacity run in the family, or did you learn it from her?”

      “Chantel’s not audacious. She’s bossy. There’s a difference.”

      She laughed again, quieter this time, but it drew me closer all the same.

      “She’s an emergency room physician,” she said, as if I didn’t already know. “If she wasn’t bossy, people would die. Trust me, if you ever end up in the hospital, you want someone like her around.”

      Her words hit closer to home than she realized. But I shoved them down and focused on the way her sad eyes roved over me with interest, and how incredibly sober she sounded for someone supposedly shit-faced.

      “So, Chantel didn’t tell me much. Except that you’re here on your own and I’m supposed to help you get home.” I kept my voice easy, despite the possessive urge to haul her out over my shoulder.

      “She loves taking care of me. It’s all right, Cal. I’m fine.”

      “It’s Caleb, actually. I don’t think anyone’s ever called me Cal.”

      “I like Cal. It’s very masculine, very sexy sounding.” The sparkle in her eyes sharpened. “Suits you perfectly. You should go with it.”

      Maybe she was a little shit-faced after all.

      Women had called me cute, nice, and funny. My sister-in-law, Jamie, had once called me charming. But masculine and sexy? Those terms were reserved for guys like Zane. The kind of guy who could smile at a woman and somehow end up in her bed without trying.

      Despite the obscene amount of flirting I’d done in my life, I was nowhere close to being that guy.

      “I promised Chantel I’d look after you. Can’t break that promise. She’s scary when she’s disappointed.”

      “She’ll get over it. Come on, Cal…” Zadie leaned in, her sweet scent flooding my senses. “Let’s stay awhile. We’re responsible adults. Let’s have drinks together. When you’re half as drunk as me, you can have me in a cab. Okay?”

      Have me in a cab. The curve of her mouth told me she knew exactly how it sounded.

      I hoped to fuck she meant it.

      “Fine. A couple drinks. But after that, I’m taking you straight home.”

      Before I even finished my sentence, she’d turned and was headed for the kitchen, weaving through the crowd with the confidence of someone who’d already mapped the fastest route to the alcohol.

      I followed right behind her.

      Zane had set himself up behind the kitchen counter the way he did behind the bar at work, bottles lined up, towel over his shoulder, completely in his element. The guy was born to pour drinks and charm strangers.

      Zadie waved her empty glass his way. “Two more, please.”

      He acknowledged her with a tip of his head, poured generously like he always did, and slid the drinks across the counter. Then his gaze flicked to mine, and he shot me a grin that said I’d never hear the end of this.

      Zadie might’ve been right. My family was filled with audacious assholes.

      “Where are you from?” I asked, once her attention was back on me—right where I wanted it.

      “What makes you think I’m not from here?”

      “I grew up in this town. I’d know.”

      “You’d know?” She raised an eyebrow, the playfulness in her expression dialing up. “What, you’ve memorized every face in Copper Ridge?”

      “The ones worth remembering.”

      She blinked at that, and for a second, I thought I’d pushed too hard. Then the corner of her mouth lifted. “Smooth, Cal. Very smooth.”

      “You still didn’t answer my question.”

      “Which question?” She knew exactly which one. And she knew I knew.

      I shifted closer. “Where you’re from.”

      “Can I be perfectly honest with you?” Her smile didn’t falter, but her tone did. “I hate that question. Every time I tell someone where I’m from, it leads to questions about why I left. That leads to questions about where I ended up. And then more uncomfortable questions about what happened to me and how I keep smiling through it.”

      The knots that had been loosening in my stomach pulled taut again. “Wow.”

      “Yeah, it’s complicated. I’ve moved around a lot, and every time it’s the same conversation. I’m just tired of it. Tired of people feeling sorry for me all the time. I don’t feel sorry for me. At least, not most of the time. Tonight might be a little different.”

      “This will probably sound like a lame line, but I understand exactly what you mean.” Fuck, did I ever. “People and their pity can feel like a weight pulling you down. It’s like they’re so busy feeling sorry for you, they forget you’re more than just some ugly event you’ve lived through.”

      “Yes.” The word rushed out of her, and I almost groaned aloud at the sound of it. “That’s it, exactly.”

      “When you do feel sorry for yourself, do you ever wonder if the emotion really belongs to you?”

      She shook her head. “Not sure I follow.”

      “Sometimes I feel like the sadness isn’t mine anymore. I’ve had to share it with everyone else for so long. Or maybe it was never mine to begin with—it just transferred from someone else.”

      “Now there’s a deep thought.” She hummed into her glass. “Might be a little too philosophical for me right now. But you’ll have to tell me your story someday, Cal. I have a feeling it’s a good one.”

      “Show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”

      “Get another drink in me and you just might get lucky.” She winked.

      When her glass was empty, Zadie insisted on shots. She downed the first while we joked about Chantel’s bossy behavior. Slammed back the second while she told me a story about a nightclub experience that made me nearly choke on my beer.

      Every time she opened her mouth, I leaned a little closer. Stared just a little harder. Craved her a hell of a lot more.

      “I was feeling sorry for myself tonight.” After three drinks with me, plus whatever she’d had earlier, her speech was slurred.

      “Is that why you’re getting drunk at a stranger’s house party? Kind of cliché, don’t you think?”

      “Cliché? Really, Mister Tall, Dark, and Handsome? Who’s cliché? Besides, I’m not alone. I’m with you.”

      Her words slid up my spine, leaving a scorching trail of heat in their wake. “You really are drunk.”

      “Yes, I am. It feels good, too. I almost don’t give a shit about anything. Self-pity eradicated, one drink at a time.” She raised her glass.

      I clinked my third untouched bottle against it, holding her gaze. “Do you want to talk about it? Whatever it is you’re trying to forget?”

      “Why? You don’t really want to hear my sob story, do you?”

      Fuck yes, I did. I wanted to hear every word that came out of her lush mouth. I wanted to catalog every detail and store it away like a goddamn stalker’s memento. “If you want to tell it, I do.”

      “Really? You want to know how I got screwed over by a man?” Her gaze held mine. “Want to hear how totally cliché my entire life has been?”

      She frowned, and that possessive urge ripped through me again, tempting me to wrap my arm around her and never let go.

      “A poor, heartbroken girl falls for a semi-famous rich guy.” Her voice lifted as though reading a fairy tale. “He’s wonderful at first. He promises to take her away from her problems, to give her a good life, and to love her. Except, it’s all too good to be true.”

      The party around us had become nothing but background noise. And I was all-in, fucking captivated.

      “He told me he was in love with me. That he couldn’t live without me. And I believed him.” She paused, her finger tracing the moisture on her glass. “I moved to Montreal for him, and six months later he left me. I hardly knew anyone. I could barely speak the language, and the job I’d found was crap. But I didn’t break. I kept going, got my shit together, and made new plans for myself.”

      The look she gave me nearly put me on my knees. Brow furrowed, eyes searching, that pouty frown aimed right at me like she had no idea what it was doing.

      “Then he came back, and like the desperate, pathetic loser that I am, I let him in. I let him back into my life…back into my bed.” Her jaw hardened. “Can you guess what happened next, Cal?”

      “He left again?” My voice was the only part of me that felt steady.

      “Exactly. I woke up to a note that said he had to go. A note. He took everything he’d ever bought me and a couple of things he hadn’t. Just like that.” She snapped her fingers clumsily. “He’s an asshole, a liar, and a fucking thief, and I didn’t even see it coming. How sad is that?”

      “Doesn’t sound too sad to me.” Sounds like a dead man walking.

      “But it is. I should’ve been the one to leave, not him. Better yet, I shouldn’t have let him come back. I should’ve been stronger. I’ve made way too many mistakes.”

      Our stories couldn’t be further apart, and yet, we wore the same armor. Both protecting the pieces of ourselves too wounded to show the world.

      I wanted to peel hers away, layer by layer, strip her down to her beautiful core. Replace her hard shell with my own fucking body. Shield her from anything or anyone who ever tried to hurt her again.

      “Anyway, look at you.” She leaned back, motioning toward me. “You seem too confident and smart to make those kinds of mistakes. You don’t think it’s sad because you can’t identify with it.”

      “Zadie, confidence is just a mask people wear to hide the truth, and I’m not that smart. Trust me, I’ve made mistakes.”

      She tried to argue, but I covered her hand with mine. “I don’t think your story’s sad because what I see is a chance for you to start over. He’s the one losing out, not you.”

      “Oh, no. You’re one of those glass-half-full people. The sun’s always sparkling? Rainbows, squirrels, unicorns, and…fuuuuck. I’m drunk.” She shook her head like the movement might help make sense of things.

      “Yeah, you are. I would never put squirrels and unicorns in the same category. Those beasts are just plain magical with their bushy tails and cute little bucked teeth.”

      “Okay, let’s get one more drink, Cal.” She pulled her hand away, my bad joke unacknowledged. “Then I need to go.”

      “Why don’t you just finish the one you have? Then I’ll take you home.”

      She looked down at the full glass in front of her and laughed, her face lighting up like she’d found a long-lost friend. She tipped the glass back and I watched her try to swallow her pain along with the liquor.

      “You’re better off without him.”

      “How would you know that?” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “You only heard part of the story.”

      “Isn’t the reason obvious?”

      She stared at what was left of her drink, confusion pinching her brow.

      “You said he loved you—or at least, he told you he did—but not once did you mention anything about being in love with him. Past or present.”

      “I didn’t?”

      “No, you didn’t.” Thank fuck.

      “Okay, sunshine man, you nailed it. But that’s only because I don’t believe in love. It’s made-up bullshit that keeps us all distracted. Believing in love is like living in the matrix. Except, no one gets tricked into swallowing the pill. Everyone happily jumps right in.”

      “I’m pretty sure you have to take the pill to get out of the matrix, not into it. But love?” I caught her gaze and held it. “Love is real, Zadie. Love is so damn real.”

      “You’ve been in love before?”

      “No, but I’ve seen it.” I’d dreamed of it. Decided I’d die without it and then decided I wasn’t going to die. “The kind of love so real, it’s undeniable.”

      “Guess that’s the problem, then. All anyone’s ever shown me is heartbreak and lies.” Her eyes glassed over, her voice catching.

      I strangled the neck of the bottle in my grip.

      “Take my parents for example,” she said through the catch in her voice. “They hated each other. Now, my mom has a new boyfriend every third day. And that kinda proves my point. Love can’t possibly be real. Not if it’s so easy to fall in and out of. Not when a man can tell you he loves you, fuck you, and then leave you the next day. Not when love is a lie.”

      “All right, I think you’re done with that drink.” I reached for her glass.

      “But it’s so good. “She cradled it to her chest before turning from me and downing what was left.

      When she faced me again, her bottom lip pushed out to the side, not the front, and her eyebrows arched dramatically, one higher than the other. Perfectly undone in the sloppiest sort of way.

      Even wrecked, even with her curls frizzed and her makeup smeared, she still had me by the throat. “Time to go.”

      “Just one...” She squinted into the cup. “Last...” Tipped it up over her open mouth and, leaning back, captured a drop of liquid on her tongue.

      A second later she fell off the stool.

      I caught her before she hit the floor, my hands locking around her waist, her elbow driving into my ribs. It hurt, but she was in my arms, so it was a fair trade. “All right, tipsy. We’re going.”

      “Mm-hmm.” She looked up at me through heavy lids, and every rational thought I had started packing its bags.

      She should have been passed out by now. Instead, she shifted, her full breasts pressing against me. She snaked her arms around my neck and wove her fingers through my hair, her nails dragging across my scalp in a way that had my eyes rolling back in my skull.

      Then she kissed me. And I was fucked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          CALEB

        

      

    

    
      Her lips were warm and sticky with liquor, her tongue the flavor of caramel and spice. She felt vibrant, tasted divine, and her sigh was like a promise being made.

      For a moment, I forgot why kissing her was a bad idea. I forgot why it was wrong.

      How could it be wrong when it felt like waking up?

      Every question I’d been asking myself, every restless thought, every hollow ache that had followed me home from Toronto, was answered. Not with words. With her mouth on mine, her fingers in my hair, and the way she fit so fucking perfectly against me when I pulled her closer.

      Kissing her made everything right.

      Except she was drunk. I was supposed to be the good guy, doing the right thing. Not losing my mind over a woman who wouldn’t remember this tomorrow. And I was abso-fucking-lutely not going to be the next man who took from her to fulfill his own needs.

      I tore my mouth away, the loss immediate and painful. “Let’s get you home.”

      Getting her out of Zane’s was a challenge. She couldn’t walk a straight line, kept listing into me, and twice tried to pull me back in for another kiss.

      I wasn’t proud of how much willpower it took to deny her.

      Finally, I coaxed her up into my truck and managed to get her seatbelt secured. But she was too drunk to tell me where she lived. Hell, she could barely keep her eyes open, let alone give me an address.

      My only option was Chantel’s, where I was crashing for the night. At least there she’d be safe, and I could keep an eye on her until my cousin got back from the hospital.

      Zadie was asleep before I hit the main road, slumped sideways over the center console with her cheek pressed against my arm. The windows were down and the warm night air carried her scent straight to me, sweet and dizzying underneath the liquor.

      Then her arm snaked around my waist, her hand a tight fist under my ribs, and she hugged me like I was her pillow. Her breathing slowed and deepened, each exhale warm against my bicep, each inhale pulling her closer to me.

      Fuck, she felt too damn good.

      I would’ve been embarrassed about how hard I was if she’d been sober enough to notice. But she wasn’t sober. She was passed out against me, trusting me in a way that filled my chest with something fierce and unfamiliar while making me want to destroy any man who could’ve been in my place tonight.

      If I hadn’t been at that party… If Chantel had left her with someone else… If some other guy had carried her to his truck and driven her into the dark…

      My knuckles went white over the steering wheel and didn’t ease off until I was pulling into the driveway.

      When I killed the engine, she stirred, lifting her head and cracking her eyes to peer through the windshield. “Where are we?”

      “Chantel’s. Come on, let’s get you inside.”

      She blinked slowly, then let her head drop back against the seat with a groan. “I don’t want to move.”

      “I know.” I got out, went around to her side, and opened the door.

      She blinked up at me. “Cal?”

      “Yeah.”

      She held out her arms, silently begging to be lifted, and I huffed a laugh, scooping her up. Her head rolled against my chest, her arms looping around my neck as I carried her toward the house.

      She weighed next to nothing. But fuck, she felt like everything.

      I fished Chantel’s spare key from under the mat, because my cousin’s approach to home security was a goddamn joke. Then again, this was Copper Ridge. Half the town probably didn’t bother locking their doors.

      Still, she could’ve left a light on. If it weren’t for the faint glow of streetlights filtering through the windows, the place would’ve been pitch black.

      I carried Zadie down the hall to the first empty bedroom, with her arms still locked around my neck and her mouth way too fucking close. I found the lamp on the nightstand by feel and clicked it on. Dim, warm light flooded the small room, just enough to see by.

      She swayed as I set her on her feet beside the bed. Blinking against the light, her lips tipped into a sly grin. “I’m horny.”

      My jaw clenched and I ignored the way her tongue traced under it as I walked her the last few steps to the bed. Tried to pretend her hands weren’t running over my shoulders and down my chest, mapping me through my shirt like she was memorizing every muscle I’d worked my ass off to build.

      “You’re drunk.” My hands found her waist, attempting to put some distance between us. “Get in bed. I’ll get you some water.”

      She grabbed a fistful of my shirt and pulled me closer. “But Cal, I want to fuck. You. I want to fuck you. Come on, you know you want to.”

      My cock throbbed, but I detached myself from her grip. “Get in bed, Zadie.”

      “Your bed?” She gave me a devilish grin.

      Before I could respond, she unbuttoned her jeans and started peeling away the tight denim, revealing shapely legs and a strip of hot-pink lace between them.

      My brain short-circuited. My feet carried me backward before the rest of me could overrule them. I turned and left the room, leaving her and the promise of her bare skin behind.

      I stood in Chantel’s kitchen with my hands braced on the counter, breathing like I’d just sprinted a mile. The house was too quiet. I could hear her moving around down the hall, the rustle of sheets, a soft thud that was probably her jeans hitting the floor.

      I found a bottle of acetaminophen, filled a glass with water, and by the time I’d pulled myself together enough to go back, the room had gone silent.

      She was out. Curled under the covers, hair fanned across the pillow, breathing deep. She’d gotten herself into bed and under the sheet, which was more than I’d expected from a woman who couldn’t stand on her own five minutes ago.

      I set the water and pills on the nightstand. I should’ve walked away. Put a wastebasket by the bed, closed the door, and gone to the other room.

      What if she got sick? What if she needed someone to hold her hair, or woke up confused and scared in a house she didn’t recognize?

      I sat on the edge of the bed. Just for a minute. Just until I was sure she was settled.

      She made a small sound in her sleep, shifted, and her hand found my arm. Her fingers curled around my wrist and held on like she knew I was about to go.

      But fuck, leaving was never really on the table.

      I kicked off my shoes, stretched out on top of the covers beside her, and stared at the ceiling. I’d stay awake. Keep watch. Move to the other room before morning.

      That was the plan.

      Her breathing was slow and steady, and the warmth of her grip on my wrist was the
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