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        This book is dedicated to the memory of my Gramma, Mildred Moutaw.

        She lived far away from me so I didn’t know her all that well.

        But what I knew, I loved.

      

      

      

      
        
        Gramma, your afghan is still on my couch.

        It’s been to two countries, three cities.

        It will always be with me.

        And it’s exactly what you intended it to be.

        Home. Warmth. Comfort. Nurture.

        Love.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Raiden

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat in Rachelle’s Café. Today’s seat was facing the door.

      I tried to switch it up so he wouldn’t know.

      If my back was to the door, maybe one day, if he noticed me, he wouldn’t think I was looking for him, waiting, hoping for a glimpse.

      Even though I was.

      Raiden.

      Raiden Ulysses Miller.

      An amazing name for an amazing man.

      The bell over the door rang, and having months of practice in not letting my hope and eagerness show, I slowly lifted my eyes to look, my heart skipping a beat.

      It wasn’t him.

      I brought my coffee cup to my lips and took a sip, hiding my disappointment.

      I’d started crushing on Raiden Miller when I was six and he came to Grams’s annual picnic.

      He was nine.

      He was also beautiful.

      Over time, he got more beautiful. He was just one of those boys who started out gorgeous and just got better.

      So by the time I got to high school, a freshman to his senior, I was gone for him. He was the most popular boy in school. Tall. So tall. Six foot four. Broad. Muscular. His hair a rich, dark brown, and even back then there were burnished highlights in his hair like he went to Betsy’s Salon.

      He didn’t. It was natural and still the same. His sister Rachelle had the same hair. Everyone was jealous.

      Even me.

      Only of Rachelle.

      As for Raiden, I just wanted to touch his hair, see if it was as thick and silky as it looked.

      Just one touch and I’d be happy.

      After high school, everyone thought it was so cool he went into the Marines. The perfect fit for him. Even as a boy, he was a man’s man. His dad had taken off and after that everyone knew he’d taken care of his mom and sister. He kept their yard looking nice, fixed stuff at their house, and even though he played football in the fall and baseball in the spring he got jobs to help make ends meet.

      He was a good kid, grew up fast because his dad was gone, and he easily took on that responsibility which made everyone like him. So the Marines were a natural choice, Raiden deciding to serve our country and doing it by joining the baddest of the badasses, as everyone knew the Marines were. Or maybe this was just me thinking Raiden was the baddest of the baddasses because he stepped up at a young age and looked after his family. But I think most everyone agreed.

      What surprised folks was when he got out.

      I’d heard people talking.

      “Off the grid.” I’d heard Paul Moyer, who owned the feed store, say. He’d gone on, “Suppose it’s not a surprise, what with what went down over there, ole Raid losin’ his buddies like he did. Gettin’ that medal. What he had to do to get it. But still, sad to see a man like him…lost.”

      I knew what went down. His squad had been nearly annihilated. They’d lost almost everyone. Word was Raiden had almost singlehandedly saved the few who survived, and not only that, he’d made certain the bodies of his comrades went with them so the enemy couldn’t get them.

      I knew this because everybody talked, but also because it was such a big deal. It was all over the papers.

      But the minute he could get out after that, he did.

      Everyone thought he’d make a career of the Marines.

      He didn’t.

      Then, six months ago, he came back to Willow.

      The first time I saw him, having popped by Rachelle’s to grab a coffee, I’d stopped breathing.

      He was no less gorgeous, not after all these years, nearly fifteen of them. He was just as tall, but even more muscular. His shoulders so broad you could plant a tabletop on them and it would hold steady. Thick thighs. Sinewy, veined forearms. Big, rough hands.

      Phenomenal.

      And those eyes.

      I’d studied them in the yearbook. So unusual, the way the green transformed from pupil to the edge of his iris.

      They were better with him older, tan; his strong jaw always thickly stubbled, like he shaved once every week because he didn’t have the time or inclination to bother with it, and further, he didn’t care what people thought. Those lines radiating out the sides of his eyes which just made them more interesting.

      His entire unbelievably handsome face and his thick, overlong hair seemed to exist in order to be a frame for those magnificent eyes.

      It did a good job.

      Excellent.

      I could say this because I was an authority on this subject, as was nearly every available and not so available female in Willow, Colorado, our hometown.

      But maybe I was the only one who crazily, creepily (it had to be said) semi-stalked him by hanging at out Rachelle’s Café simply to catch a glimpse of him.

      Okay, so maybe it was more than just to catch a glimpse of him.

      It was silly, but I couldn’t let go of the hope that one day he’d walk in, look at me, smile and maybe pop by my table to have a chat where I would boggle his mind with my brilliance. I’d charm him with my manner. He’d ask me out on a date. At the end of which, maybe, hopefully, I’d finally be able to touch his hair (amongst other things).

      This never happened.

      A couple of times, those beautiful eyes of his looked through me. Once, embarrassingly, I didn’t move my gaze fast enough when he glanced through the café and he caught me studying him.

      But he just gave me a chin lift and looked away.

      That was it.

      He did seem to have a lot on his mind. He never came to the café to hang out, eat lunch, anything like that. He usually moved through, always grinning at his sister if she was around, heading straight to the back room and disappearing.

      This was, of course, intriguing; why he’d come to the café and disappear.

      Then again, everything about Raiden Miller was intriguing.

      It also meant that he didn’t hang out to eat, and perchance, gaze about the room and fall madly in love with me.

      And at that moment, I was realizing this was also not going to happen that day. I’d been there a while. It was getting late and I rarely saw him there late.

      So I grabbed my purse and tossed down enough money to cover the check lying on the table, including a generous tip. Should a miracle occur and Raiden finally notice me, buttering up his sister with big tips wasn’t a bad thing. She was a year ahead of me in high school. We’d known each other since forever and she already liked me, as I did her.

      It also was earned. Her food and service were both stellar.

      I grabbed my coat off the back of the chair, shrugged it on and looped my purse on my shoulder.

      “Later Hanna!” Rachelle called as I moved toward the front door.

      “Later!” I called back, throwing a smile her way and putting my hand to the door.

      I pushed it open, went out onto the sidewalk, did a routine scan of the street and stopped dead.

      Raiden was across the street standing beside his Jeep, making out with a very pretty, skinny-minnie, petite, big-haired, large-chested blonde.

      My breath caught in my throat and my stomach churned.

      She had high-heeled boots on, but still, she was so petite he was deeply bent into her. They were in a serious clinch. The only way I could see she had big breasts was because her clothes were skintight, her jacket was open and I could see one pushed out the side where it was pressed in his chest.

      Oh God.

      God!

      She was skanky and I could tell this, too, what with the high-heeled boots (which weren’t normal-person fashionable, they were skank fashionable), skintight clothes and big hair, but also, even in profile and across the street I could see she had on a lot of blusher and thick foundation.

      But she was one of those skanky skanks who looked cool. Who worked her skankedness. Who made skankdom something you’d consider aspiring to.

      Not to mention, her skankedness got her in a clinch with Raiden Ulysses Miller.

      And he looked no less fabulous than he always looked. Tight-fitting long-sleeved thermal over cargo pants and boots, his shades pushed up into his amazing hair. No jacket, as if his level of testosterone was so high he didn’t feel the cold.

      God.

      God!

      I tore my eyes away, and blind, my stomach feeling hollow, I moved by rote to my SUV, swung in and luckily made it home without incident.

      Though I didn’t know how.

      Because that hurt.

      It hurt.

      Oh God, why did it hurt so much?

      Still battling what I knew was a self-inflicted wound, I got into my house and went directly to my girlie, frou-frou, countrified splendor living room. I sat cross-legged on my couch, stared at nothing and felt the pain.

      Time passed by and finally it came to me.

      I knew what it was.

      I knew it was like when you crushed on an actor or some athlete and you found out he was single and you let yourself have crazy dreams that one day he’d run into you and fall head over heels.

      Then you’d find out he got married, or got someone pregnant and then (maybe) got married, and your fantasy would die.

      And it hurt when fantasies died.

      A lot.

      But that was exactly what it was.

      The death of a fantasy.

      Raiden Ulysses Miller was not a famous actor or athlete, but still.

      He would never be mine.

      I knew this because he was into women who could make skanky cool.

      Big-haired, blonde, skinny-minnie, big-chested, petite women who could make skanky cool.

      I had nice hair. It shone with health, it was thick and it was one shade up from blonde, but it wasn’t big.

      And I had an ample chest, but not that ample.

      I was not skinny-minnie.

      I was absolutely not skanky and could never be, no matter if it was cool and could get you Raiden Miller. I just knew I was the kind of girl who had no latent skank huddling deep inside, waiting for the makeup, hairspray and tight clothes that would let her out.

      I was also not petite.

      “Chère,” my great-grandmother always stated (more than once), “thank the good Lord above He gave you those legs. Women the world over would die for your legs. They go on forever, precious girl, and trust your old biddy of a grandmother, she knows, one day, you’ll be glad for those legs.”

      That day, as much as I loved Grams and knew she was (almost) always right, was not today.

      Slowly I pushed out of my couch and moved through the house to the bathroom. I switched on the light, stood in front of the basin, leaned in and looked in the mirror.

      I’d had three boyfriends, and all of them, obviously, started with dates.

      They also always went long-term.

      Not one boy who asked me out didn’t ask me again and again.

      But they always broke up with me.

      And staring into the mirror in the bathroom, just like I suddenly figured out why Raiden Ulysses Miller making out with a skanky (but cool) blonde hurt so much, I figured out why my boyfriends broke up with me.

      Because I sat in cafés hoping for a glimpse of handsome guys and didn’t do anything about it.

      Because I didn’t poof out my hair big.

      Because when I was in high school I stayed home and studied. I didn’t go out to parties. And when I wasn’t studying, I was at the movies or reading. When I got older I didn’t go to bars and do tequila shots and flirt over games of pool. I hung out with my ninety-seven-year-old great-grandmother, my friend KC, or again, went to the movies or read. I didn’t take fabulous vacations where I could have ill-advised but delicious holiday flings that gave me good memories and better stories to tell. I went to my parents’ house in Tucson, visited my brother in California or rented a cabin two hours away in the Colorado Mountains and, yes, you guessed it, I sat around and read.

      I was living a narrow life and that narrow life made me uninteresting.

      Boring.

      Nothing.

      I was twenty-eight years old and my great-grandmother, who had lived nearly a century, had a more active, fun-filled life than I did.

      This was insane.

      It was even more insane than falling in love from afar with a nine-year-old boy and hoping like heck I got picked for his tug of war team at my grams’s annual picnic. Which I did, sickeningly gratifyingly, three years in a row, even though he never noticed me and thus didn’t care. It was more insane than harboring that crush all through high school and even when he was away for years.

      It was certifiable.

      “And now it’s done,” I told my reflection.

      Then I did what I never did.

      I made a decision and acted on it.

      I went to my kitchen, got a pad of paper and made a to-do list.

      Once done, I immediately started on my list.

      First up, I called Betsy at the salon and told her I needed a new style and she was in charge.

      “Ohmigod, Hanna! I’m moving people around right now! You have to come in tomorrow! I…can’t…wait!” she exclaimed.

      I went in the next day and got a trim, flippy layers and highlights.

      After that, I drove straight to Bob’s car dealership and bought myself a pearl white Nissan Z.

      It was awesome.

      The next day I drove my new Z into town, walked into the travel agent and booked a vacation on a cruise ship.

      After that I walked down the block. Something caught my eye at the bike shop, and, even though it wasn’t on my list I turned and went right in.

      I did not go back to Rachelle’s except for the occasional coffee, but those were only flybys.

      I did not see Raiden Ulysses Miller.

      Not for five months.

      What I didn’t know was…

      He saw me.
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            Cat Food

          

        

      

    

    
      Five Months Later

      

      “Voilà!” Bodhi shouted.

      He shifted back. I saw the results of his ministrations, threw my head back and laughed before I looked back down at my girl. My pink and white daisy Schwinn now had opalescent white and pink streamers mixed with twirly silver ones streaming from the handlebars.

      I looked at Bodhi, who had straightened away from my bike. I jumped up and down twice while clapping, and cried, “It’s perfect!”

      And it was. It was over the top, cutesie, girlie, perfect.

      I loved it.

      I loved it so much I rounded my girl, threw myself in Bodhi’s arms and hugged him, exclaiming loudly, “I love it!”

      Bodhi hugged me back, giving me a side to side shake.

      Since the day I bought my Schwinn five months ago, Bodhi and I had become friends.

      Good friends.

      He was not like any of my other friends. He was a laidback cycling-slash-boarding dude (definitely a dude) who owned his own bike shop mostly so he could close it whenever he wanted and go biking or snowboarding whenever he wanted, which was often.

      When he was working, it was not unusual to walk into his shop, shout his name and have him come out of the side office on a cloud of smoke and whiff of pot fumes. It was so blatant I honestly didn’t know how he didn’t get tagged by the Sheriff. But he didn’t.

      It had to be karma. No incarnation of Bodhi would hurt a fly, I didn’t care how many times he thought he’d been reincarnated, and according to Bodhi, there were a lot.

      That winter, Bodhi and his girlfriend, Heather, taught me how to board.

      I knew how to ski, kind of. I’d been to the slopes with my parents and brother a lot in my life. When I got older, since I didn’t enjoy it, I usually shopped or hung out at a lodge, drank cocoa and read while they hit the slopes.

      But snowboarding was a blast. I loved it, and since Bodhi and Heather loved it a whole lot more than me, we had a ball.

      So when the snow started melting and I could climb on board my Schwinn, Bodhi and Heather showed me the ropes of getting around. They also let me borrow a used trail bike from the shop and they took me out on trails.

      It was amazing. I’d lived in Willow, thus Colorado, all my life but I had never seen the fabulous places and beautiful vistas I saw with Bodhi and Heather.

      Mostly because I hadn’t gone out and looked.

      Now I did, all the time. Even when Bodhi and Heather weren’t with me, I’d rent a bike from Bodhi and hit the trails.

      Heaven.

      The last five months I’d also worked hard to expand my business so I could enjoy my new lifestyle that included living, but also included such things as lift tickets, board gear, bike racks and insurance on two vehicles.

      Thankfully, my expansion efforts worked so when I needed help with packing and shipping, I’d hired Heather.

      She was as laidback as her boyfriend and she took me up on the offer. It was a good fit for both of us. She worked when there was work to do. It could be two hours a week, it could be twenty. She was up for anything and I needed someone who was flexible.

      Heather definitely was that.

      So I spent a lot of time with them, and Bodhi was helping me trick out my bike. I had a lighted, woven daisy basket. I had a hot pink, retro bike bell. I had a bright headlight and flashing taillight.

      And now I had cutesie, girlie streamers on my handlebars.

      I had it all.

      Bodhi, arms still around me, suddenly whispered in my ear, “Dudette, GI Joe checkin’ you out. Three o’clock.”

      It was such a bizarre thing to say, I leaned back in his arms. My face split in a huge smile, and I looked in his eyes.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Total GI Joe. As in GI Joe, whoa,” he muttered, and we both were wearing shades so he had to jerk his head to his left to indicate what he was referring to.

      I looked right.

      And saw Raiden Miller standing outside his Jeep, wearing a skintight army green tee that was straining so much at his biceps it looked in danger of ripping. He also had on tan cargo pants, boots, and unbelievably cool gold-rimmed aviator sunglasses which did, indeed, seem to be trained on me.

      I felt my breath start burning in my lungs as I mentally rewound the hit-the-town-for-errands preparations I’d done that morning.

      Light makeup.

      Blown out hair.

      Pink, cuffed short-shorts and a white cutesie top that had a little ruffle around the collar and capped sleeves. On my feet were pearlescent pink slim-strapped Havaianas.

      Oh God, I matched my bike.

      No! I matched my bike!

      Thank God I’d worn my own fabulous shades, pink on the inside of the arms, black on the outside, but the frames were silver and shaped like cop glasses. They rocked.

      “Seriously, they should update the doll to look like him,” Bodhi went on, and I looked back at him to see he was still eyeing Raiden. “Every kid in America would buy that doll.” He turned to me. “Boys and girls.”

      He was absolutely not wrong.

      I pulled out of his arms, lifting a hand to tuck my hair behind my ear, acutely aware that Raiden Miller might be watching these movements.

      In the last five months I’d let my hair grow, and Betsy said if I kept it up with just trims to the flippy layers she’d cut into it that it would be down to my bra strap by the 4th of July. This was because it grew so fast. Now it was halfway there. Long, thick with highlights and lowlights in it that Betsy said, “gives it lift and personality.”

      It definitely had that. With its natural health and shine and my being in the sun all the time making the blonde even blonder, even I thought it looked pretty great.

      Still, it wasn’t big hair, like Raiden’s cool, pretty skank.

      I put Raiden out of my head (kind of) and opened my mouth to ask Bodhi how much for the streamers so I could get the heck out of there when Bodhi kept talking.

      “I’m a dude, so even though he’s wearin’ shades, I can tell you, as a dude, you in those shorts, his eyes are aimed at your legs.”

      At his words, I wondered if legs could blush. If they could, mine would have done just that, even though it was just coming on June and they were already tan since I was on a bike so much.

      “I also know this seein’ as he’s lookin’ down…at your legs,” Bodhi finished.

      Okay, definitely, legs could blush. I knew this when I felt the heat hit them.

      “How much do I owe you?” I asked, taking Bodhi off the subject of Raiden and my legs. Moving to my basket, I was wishing for the first time I didn’t have a daisy basket that any six-year-old girl would be in throes of ecstasy over, but, suddenly I was realizing, any twenty-nine-year-old woman should think twice about.

      “Was fifteen, seein’ as they’re custom-made by Heatherita, but since you gave me a hug, and I give discounts for hugs, we’ll call it square at ten,” Bodhi answered.

      I grabbed my wallet. A long, Coach slimline pocket wallet that was made of a silvery champagne leather that I had to have the minute I saw it, but right then I worried was glitzy and ostentatious. I pulled out a ten and a five and extended the bills to Bodhi.

      “Girl, I said ten,” he told me, but I shook my head and my hand.

      “Take it,” I urged.

      He had a bike shop to keep open, a pot habit, expensive hobbies and a questionable work ethic.

      He needed the five bucks.

      His shades held mine, then he took the money because he knew better than me that he needed it.

      “You rock,” he said quietly.

      “So do these.” I ran my finger through the streamers, something else I now had second thoughts about. Then I thought…forget it. I liked them. So Raiden saw me on a cutesie, girlie bike wearing a cutesie, girlie outfit that matched it.

      I had my cop glasses.

      I had a groovy friend who made me laugh and taught me to snowboard.

      And I probably wouldn’t see Raiden for another five months.

      So what did I care?

      I mounted the bike, wishing I was pedaling home instead of pedaling further into town to run some errands for Grams. Raiden was parked, and thus obviously in town for a reason, and that reason might mean I’d run into him again. I turned around to face town.

      “We goin’ out on the trails this weekend?” Bodhi asked, and I threw him a bright smile over my shoulder.

      “Absolutely,” I answered.

      He grinned back.

      I dipped my chin to look at my feet and again tucked my hair behind my ear as I pushed up the kickstand and put feet to the pedals. I also looked out the corner of my eye Raiden’s way.

      Just to check.

      I felt heat hit every inch of my body making it tingle when I saw that now he was leaning back against his Jeep, arms crossed on his massive chest, shades, it appeared, still on me.

      He had a sexy smile playing about his mouth and he looked settled in, like he was enjoying a show.

      What on earth?

      Okay. Whatever. It wasn’t every day a guy saw a twenty-something woman on a six-year-old’s dream bike wearing an outfit that matched her bike. So he had a show.

      Again, whatever.

      This was what I thought.

      What I felt was idiotic.

      I had to let it go, but more, I had to get out of there, so I took off, shouting to Bodhi, “Later!”

      “Later, girl!” Bodhi shouted back.

      I pedaled away and felt funny, hot and strange while picking up Grams’s meds from the pharmacy and grabbing cat food for Grams’s cat, Spot, at the pet store.

      These feelings only died down when I was paying for Spot’s food.

      The meds were important, of course. But although Spot couldn’t see the cupboard where Grams kept the tins of his food, he could sense when they were getting low and he got antsy.

      Grams and I had learned the hard way that when Spot got antsy, something needed to be done about it.

      I could have picked up the meds the next day when I usually did Grams’s big shop for the week. But since Spot only accepted two different flavors of a special brand of cat food that had to be bought at the pet store and Grams was running low, I’d pedaled into town, and unintentionally made a fool of myself the first time Raiden Miller’s attention turned to me.

      I loved that cat, no matter how ornery.

      But at that moment I cursed him to perdition.

      I’d bought the food and was heading out of the store when Krista, the owner of the store, called after me. “Is it still cool if I go over to Miss Mildred’s on Saturday to learn how to make her biscuits?”

      Grams was known for her cooking. She was from Louisiana. Full-on Cajun, full-on Southern, and she’d brought to Colorado all the knowledge she’d learned from home.

      She was also generous with it.

      I kept heading toward the door as I looked over my shoulder at Krista, smiled and called, “Absolutely!”

      Her head jerked, her eyes went up and she cried, “Hanna!” two seconds before I hit wall.

      This shocked me since I’d been in that pet store more than once in my life, a lot more, and I knew where the walls were, even if I wasn’t looking right at them.

      And no walls were there.

      Walls also didn’t have fingers that could curl around your upper arms, which, by the time I’d swung my head around, had happened.

      I saw army green tee and I tipped my head back, back, back and stared straight into Raiden Ulysses Miller’s eyes.

      Close up.

      I’d seen them in his yearbook picture, of course, dozens (okay, maybe hundreds) of times.

      He’d even run them through me when I’d been at Rachelle’s.

      But I’d never seen them that close when he was right there, alive, breathing, with his fingers wrapped around my arms, so close I could feel his body heat.

      “You okay?” His deep voice rumbled through me.

      He had a phenomenal voice, but all I could do was stare in his eyes.

      They were a weird light brown/green with a yellow tint at the pupil, but as it radiated out to the edge of the iris it went pure light green.

      Startling.

      Amazing.

      Gorgeous.

      I dropped my bag of kitty food.

      The crash was loud. The tins overflowed and started rolling everywhere, and all this helped me jerk myself out of my stupor.

      I also jerked myself out of his hold and immediately went into a crouch to rescue the cans.

      Unfortunately, so did Raiden, and our heads smacked together with a painful thud that sent me falling back, right on my behind. It also sent my sunglasses, which were on top of my head, flying.

      I slowly lifted my hand to my head where it slammed into his, thinking, Someone kill me. Please. Right now. Kill me.

      “Hey, are you okay?” he asked. He was in a crouch, leaning toward me, his hand coming up, fingers wrapping around my wrist.

      They burned the instant they touched skin.

      I lifted my eyes to his.

      Startling.

      Amazing.

      Gorgeous.

      With effort, I found my voice, but when I did, it came out high.

      “Are you…uh, okay?”

      “Got a hard head,” he replied. “I’m good. You got knocked on your ass.”

      That I did.

      God!

      “I’m good…fine, fine…just, uh, fine and, well…good,” I murmured.

      And babbling! I thought, right before I realized there were cans everywhere, and I realized this mostly because a kid went running toward the door, kicking some and they went flying.

      Not thinking and freaking way the heck out, I pulled my hand free from his, shifted to my hands and knees and started crawling around on the floor of the pet store (gah!), gathering up stupid cat food tins.

      Seriously, Spot was lucky I loved him or I’d kill him.

      I stopped doing this when I felt a tingle shift along the small of my back. I turned my head and saw Raiden had hold of my bag in one hand. He had four tins of cat food clamped in his other, but his body was still and his eyes were locked on my upturned booty.

      Oh God.

      I was a klutz and a dork.

      I was a dorky klutz!

      Quickly, I shifted to just my feet, still gathering tins, piling them in my arm, snatching up my glasses, shoving them on my head and not wanting to, but having to move toward Raiden, who had my bag.

      “How ‘bout we take this in turns. You go up first,” Raiden suggested.

      I forced myself to look at him and saw he was grinning at me.

      I’d seen that grin. It was beautiful. I’d seen him smile. That was even more beautiful. Way back in the day, I’d heard his lush, rumbling laughter. Sublime.

      But he’d obviously never grinned at me.

      I was right. It was beautiful.

      Beyond beautiful.

      Life altering.

      I froze.

      Entirely.

      Every inch of me.

      And I stared.

      “Everything okay here?” Krista asked, coming curiously late to this harrowing incident I knew I’d play over and over in my head, wanting to do every second differently and kicking myself that I didn’t.

      I forced myself to speak, and this time it wasn’t high. It was squeaky.

      “Me first?” I asked Raiden.

      His grin got bigger. My insides melted and he jerked up his chin.

      I straightened to standing.

      “Here’s another can, Hanna,” Mrs. Bartholomew said as Raiden rose to his full height. In other words, towering over all of us.

      I turned to her and took the can she was offering. “Thanks, Mrs. B.”

      She gave me a smile then looked up at Raiden. “Raid, tell your mom I said hi.”

      “Will do,” he mumbled.

      She grinned at him and took off.

      Raiden opened the plastic bag, indicating to me I should divest myself of my pile of cat food tins, and I had to lean forward to dump in all the cans I had clutched to my chest. This I did, excruciatingly aware that he could see right down my shirt.

      That was when I thanked God I’d tossed all my crappy underwear five months ago and loaded up on the good stuff during my now-not-infrequent trips to Denver.

      “I think you got them all,” Krista shared, and I looked to her, lifting a hand, tucking my hair behind my ear and wishing I was anywhere but there.

      And I meant anywhere.

      A sweatshop in China. At a phone making marketing calls to people who hated marketing calls and thus would abuse me before they hung up on me.

      Anywhere.

      Krista was scanning the floor for cans then she looked between Raiden and me. “You guys conked noggins pretty hard. You good?”

      “I am, but Hanna seems a bit dazed,” Raiden answered and I stopped breathing.

      He said my name.

      He said my name!

      I looked up at him, my lips parted.

      Then I realized he thought I’d been dazed by our head knock and that was not good.

      I had to get myself together.

      I pulled in a breath, and on the exhale I reached out and gently took the bag from him, and assured them both in my normal voice (thank God), “I’m fine. Just…I have a lot on my mind. But I’m okay.” I looked up at Raiden. “I’m also klutzy. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize, honey. You didn’t run into me, I wouldn’t have a chance to smell your perfume. Made my day,” he replied, and I blinked.

      Oh cripes. He called me honey in that rumbling voice.

      And he was being (could it be?) kind of flirty.

      God!

      I had to keep it together.

      I did this (just barely), then I ran through my morning again, seeing as I was a perfume whore. I had at least twenty bottles of it. It could be anything.

      I settled on a morning memory, realizing it was Agent Provocateur, and deciding the minute I got home I was ordering another bottle (or seven).

      “I best get back to work,” Krista mumbled.

      I tore my eyes from Raiden to look at her and saw she was looking at the floor, grinning like an idiot.

      She took off.

      Raiden spoke again.

      “You Miss Mildred’s grandkid?” he asked.

      “Sorry?” I asked back.

      “Krista said she was goin’ to Miss Mildred’s this weekend. Heard her grandkid was takin’ care of her. You her?”

      He didn’t know who I was.

      I’d lived for twenty-three years convinced I was in love with him, no matter how totally crazy that was, and he didn’t know who I was.

      He heard Krista say my name.

      He had no clue.

      “Great-grandkid,” I told him.

      “You lookin’ after her?” he asked.

      I nodded, still coping with the devastation that we’d played tug of war together at Grams’s picnic and he’d been on my team three years running, and he didn’t know me.

      “How’s she doin’?” Raiden went on.

      “Great. Ninety-eight going on twenty,” I replied, and he awarded me another smile.

      I must have been getting better with practice seeing as that one only made my scalp and kneecaps tingle.

      “Least that doesn’t change,” he murmured.

      He was right about that. Mildred Boudreaux never changed. Even acts of God couldn’t change her. I knew this because, when Grams was sixteen she got struck by lightning, wandered home, clothes still smoking (or that was how the story was told, incidentally, by Grams) and asked her mother what was for dinner.

      “Listen, I need to go,” I stated and his head tipped slightly to the side, which I wished he hadn’t done. Because it was just a head tip, but being his handsome head, his fabulous hair, his amazing eyes, his attention on me, it seemed both cool and hot and I wanted to ask him to do it over and over again just so I could watch.

      I pulled myself together (again) and kept talking.

      “I’m really sorry about bumping into you and, well…then banging heads.”

      “I’m good, long’s you’re okay,” he replied.

      “Peachy,” I muttered and forced a smile. “Sorry again and…later.”

      I immediately took off, hoofing it by him and walking fast to my bike.

      I dumped the cat food bag in my cutesie, girlie basket, mounted the saddle, put my feet to the pedals and took off, heading straight to Grams’s and not looking back at the pet store.

      This was good, seeing as if I did I would have seen Raiden Miller, arms crossed on his chest, sexy smile playing at his mouth, watching me go.
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      One Week, One Day Later

      
      I opened the door to Grams’s place and shouted, “Hey, Grams! I’m here!”

      To this I got shouted back, “I’m on the back porch, precious. Soakin’ in sun and drinkin’ sweet tea. Bring the pitcher, I’m low!”

      I grinned at the hardwood floors and lugged in the bags of groceries, stopping when Spot came into my vision.

      He sat on his ample booty in the hall and stared up at me.

      He was white with big splotches of gray. He was one of the prettiest cats I’d ever seen. He was also the orneriest. And the fattest.

      He wasn’t just fat, he was solid. Twenty-two pounds of compacted cat held in by soft white and gray fur.

      It was good he was beautiful because he was a pain in the patoot.

      Like when he got in a lovable mood no matter how infrequent that was and you were lying on your back on the couch and he jumped up on you and settled in, there was a good possibility he could crush you.

      You didn’t move him, though.

      There were two reasons for this.

      One, he could turn at any time. I’d had to have his front claws lasered since he kept clawing Grams and breaking skin.

      Two, he was so pretty that when he was lovey you took advantage.

      “Meow,” he said.

      “Meow right back at ‘cha, buddy,” I replied.

      Luckily, that worked for him, and instead of complaining, hissing and attacking my ankles, he turned and waddled toward the back door.

      I went to the kitchen, dumped the groceries, grabbed the pitcher of sweet tea out of the fridge and headed out back.

      Grams used to be my height, but she’d shrunk. And on top of that, she was stooped so now she seemed tiny. She was also wrinkles from head-to-toe. This was partly because she was old as dirt. This was mostly because she was a sun fiend. I’d had to buy her one of those outdoor heaters, because, even in the winter, if it was sunny she’d grab afghans, put on slippers, sit outside and stare at the sun glinting off the snow, wrapped up in wool.

      Mildred Boudreaux loved everything, everyone and every moment of her life (except when her husband died, of course, and when her son, my granddad, died, and when her three other children died, obviously).

      She was just that kind of person.

      But she loved some things and some moments better.

      And any moment that included sun, she was all for.

      I pushed open the back screen door and turned, mouth open to tell her I had more groceries in the car to bring in, when I stopped dead.

      This was because Grams was sitting in her cute grandma dress, her blue hair newly set, because Sharon from Betsy’s came out every Thursday morning to give her a wash and set, and it was Thursday. Her feet were up, red painted toenails wriggling in the afternoon sun that was peeking under the roof of the porch. And Raiden Ulysses Miller was sitting in the loveseat kitty-corner to her. His arm wide, resting on the back of the seat, long, strong, masculine fingers wrapped around a glass of sweet tea.

      What on earth?

      “Look here, precious girl, I got a gentleman caller,” Grams announced, and Raiden’s eyes, already on me, smiled.

      My stomach dropped.

      “Well, chère, you gonna say hey?” Grams prompted.

      “Uh…hey,” I mumbled to Raiden.

      “Hey,” he didn’t mumble back.

      “You didn’t bring yourself a glass,” Grams noted, staring at the pitcher.

      I tore my eyes from Raiden’s gorgeousness lounged on Grams’s back porch loveseat and looked at my beloved great-grandmother.

      “I don’t like sweet tea, Grams,” I reminded her.

      “I didn’t say you had to fill it with tea, precious. But you gotta have a cold one, you sit in the sun,” she replied.

      “I have groceries to bring in,” I told her, and she looked to Raiden.

      “Son, do us ladies a favor, bring in the groceries,” she said, and my body lurched even as Raiden leaned forward to put his glass on the coffee table.

      “It’s only a couple of bags. I’m good,” I announced, and Grams looked at me.

      “Get yourself a cold drink, Hanna, sit down. Let the menfolk help you take a load off,” she said then tipped her head way back to look up at a now standing Raiden. “Hanna, my precious girl, she runs herself ragged takin’ care of this old biddy. You help out, it’d help me out.”

      “Not a problem,” he rumbled and moved to round the coffee table.

      Grams kept talking. “Now, she’s sure to have brought me some ice cream. You get that in, child, you put it in the freezer. You hear?”

      Raiden was closing in on me, his eyes on me, mine glued to him, and he winked at me as he replied to Grams, “Yes, ma’am.”

      I found it miraculous that, at the wink, I didn’t melt into a puddle.

      He disappeared.

      Grams prompted, “Hanna. Fill me up and get yourself a cool drink.”

      I jerked out of my daze, and lightning fast I filled her tea, filled Raiden’s glass and rushed to the kitchen in hopes I got my “cool drink” before Raiden got in with the last of the groceries.

      This was foiled as he walked in while I was walking out with a bottle of diet root beer.

      Therefore, since his huge frame filled the doorway, blocking my escape, I was stuck in the kitchen with him.

      “Sweet ride,” he said, eyes on me.

      I looked to his chest. “Sorry?”

      He dumped the groceries on the counter. “The Z. Sweet.”

      Oh God.

      My car.

      And I was wearing white jeans and a white, fitted, scoop-necked tee.

      The last time, I matched my bike.

      This time, I matched my car.

      I matched my car!

      Luckily, I had a slim black belt and a pair of black gladiator sandals on so at least that was something.

      Seeing as his eyes were on me even as his hands were in the bag, I felt it necessary to respond.

      “Yeah.”

      Yes, that was all I could get out.

      He looked down at the bags, muttering, “She drives a Z and all she can do is agree it’s sweet.”

      “I got her because she’s pretty,” I informed him, sounding like an idiot, but also telling the truth.

      It was just the idiotic truth.

      Raiden pulled out the carton of ice cream and shot another smile my way. My legs went weak and he headed to the freezer, talking.

      And, incidentally, rocking my world by calling me honey again.

      “Honey, the wheels on her, I’d give you my Jeep just to drive on those wheels. Smart upgrade, the sports package.”

      “Sorry?”

      He shoved the ice cream in the freezer and turned to me. “You got the sports package.”

      “I did?”

      His head cocked to the side and again it was sexy as all blooming heck. His brows snapped together. They were as lush as his hair, which made the whole maneuver seriously sexy as all blooming heck.

      “You didn’t know you got the sports package?”

      “The sports package?”

      “Yeah, on the Z. You didn’t know you had that upgrade?”

      “Is that, um…more?” I asked.

      “As in, more money?” he asked back.

      “Yes,” I whispered, definitely feeling like an idiot.

      Raiden wasn’t looking at me like I was an idiot.

      He looked weirdly angry.

      “Yeah, Hanna. It’s more money. Like, a fuckuva lot more money. The dealership didn’t tell you that?”

      “No,” I told him, and his head jerked to straight again.

      “Where’d you go?” he asked.

      “Bob’s,” I answered.

      “You go alone?” he pressed.

      “As in, by myself,” I asked (yes, idiotically!).

      “Yeah, a woman alone buyin’ a car. Did you go by yourself?”

      “Yeah,” I told him.

      His mouth got tight and he walked back to the bags, muttering, “Bob just got scratched on my to-do list.”

      What did that mean?

      Before I could ask, he spoke again.

      “Any of this need to go in the fridge?”

      “You can go back out, finish your tea. I’ll do it,” I said, and he turned his head to me.

      “You do everything for her?”

      “Everything?”

      Yes, still being an idiot.

      He flipped his hand out to the groceries. “Yeah, everything.”

      “She still cooks but I, uh…get her groceries in every Thursday and I clean her house. And I take her to church Sunday morning and we have breakfast together after. Oh, and I take her out to dinner every Tuesday night. And, of course, to mah jongg every Monday morning. But mostly, she does her own thing.”

      Raiden turned to me. “Don’t you have a brother?”

      “He lives in California.”

      “Folks?” he pushed.

      “They’re in Arizona,” I replied.

      “They all left her with just you?”

      “Well, yeah. I mean, no, but yeah,” I babbled. “What I’m saying is,” I carried on in an attempt to make sense (for once). “Mom and Dad wanted her to go to Arizona with them, but she refused to go. But Mom got in a really bad car accident about two years before they moved. It was snowy and she never really liked driving in snow. That just capped it. She became terrified. Dad got a transfer offer to Tucson and they wanted to take it, go down there, Dad working until retirement, Mom getting a part-time job. Kind of semi-retirement. Grams, well, she’s old, but she’s still good on her own. She’s busy. She has a lot of callers. Someone is by every day, not just me. And Grams and I are close so I’m good with, uh…popping by and seeing to things. So I talked them into going and Grams was right there with me. She didn’t want to delay their retirement preparations since she’s convinced she’s never going to die and daily proves that she’s right so, uh…they went.”

      Raiden stared at me.

      I inwardly squirmed.

      Finally he again spoke.

      “How ‘bout you give it a rest for today and let me deal with this shit?”

      I blinked.

      “You mean, put away the groceries?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he answered.

      “You don’t know where anything goes,” I told him.

      “I’ll find my way around.”

      It struck me that if I let him do this I could quit talking to him and therefore quit acting like an idiot. So I decided to let him do this.

      “Okay, but,” I started to warn, “if Spot shows, and he’s feeling less than lovable and attacks your ankles, just ignore him. He doesn’t have any claws and he doesn’t ever bite too hard.”

      It was Raiden’s turn to blink.

      Then he asked, “Are you talking about that fat cat?”

      “Yes,” I replied, and a slow grin spread on his face.

      Magnificent.

      “Miss Mildred named her cat Spot?” he asked.

      Oh boy.

      I was going to have to show my idiocy again.

      “Actually, she couldn’t come up with a name, so I named him Spot.”

      His features shifted with the warm amusement that flowed through them.

      I was wrong before.

      That was magnificent.

      “You named a fat cat Spot,” Raiden stated.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      His amazing eyes dropped to my mouth.

      I forgot my name.

      “He wasn’t a fat cat then,” I stupidly went on. “Seeing as, back then, he was just a little kitty.”

      His eyes came back to mine.

      “You name a dog Spot,” he informed me.

      “Okay,” I agreed (again, stupidly).

      “Unless you’re cute. Then you name a cat Spot.”

      I had no reply to that, mostly because there wasn’t one, but partly because he kind of said I was cute, so I was having trouble breathing.

      He jerked his head to the door. “Go. Take a load off. I’ll be out when I’m done with this.”

      “Righty ho,” I muttered.

      His grin came back, I decided to check online for a hairshirt so I could wear it and torture myself for my idiocy (I mean, “righty ho?”), and I scuttled out.

      Grams was snoozing in the sun, but she came to when I threw myself in the cushioned Adirondack chair kitty-corner to her and across from the loveseat Raiden had been sitting in.

      “Where’s our handsome company?” she asked, searching behind me with not a small amount of obvious excitement, looking for Raiden.

      Seriously, I was so totally of her loins, except I wasn’t funny and interesting.

      “Putting away the groceries,” I answered, and she gave me a big smile.

      “Coulda knocked me over with a feather, the front bell went and I opened the door to that tall drink of cool water,” she remarked, settling back into her chair and closing her eyes. “Woke up and I knew it was a good day. Felt it in my bones. Opened the door to him, glad I was right.”

      I wasn’t.

      “Grew up good and strong, that one did,” Grams kept talking. “Coulda called it. You asked me thirty years ago, would Raiden Miller be a fine, tall, strong, handsome man? I woulda said, ‘You betcha.’”

      I sucked back root beer, wishing it was vodka, sat back and lifted my feet up to the coffee table, saying, “You’re rarely wrong, Grams.”

      “Damn tootin’,” she replied. “And, get this,” she started, so I looked at her to see her eyes open and her head turned to me. “He asked if there was anything he could do around here. Says his momma sent him to check on me, make sure I was okay and that the house was in tiptop shape. I told him I had to pay that Crane boy twenty dollars a week to mow my lawn and cut back my bushes. He said he’d be out every Friday to see that’s done and won’t charge me a penny. I took him up on that, you better believe it.”

      Seriously?

      What was going on?

      Years, Raiden Miller didn’t know I existed. He took off, was gone for years more. He came back and for months he still didn’t know I existed. And suddenly he was everywhere I was?

      I straightened, taking my feet from the coffee table and began, “Grams⁠—”

      She waved a hand at me. “Don’t take away my fun.” She smiled and leaned my way. “Every Friday, him in my yard, sweatin’ and mowin’ my lawn. Even old women need a thrill.” She settled back and closed her eyes. “That right there’s gonna be mine.”

      If I didn’t act
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