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 Chapter One

 


There she was, on his doorstep. Almost
exactly where he’d seen her the last time. Only then she’d been
walking away from him. Running from him was more accurate. Because
he’d revealed too much. He’d let her know what he wanted, and it
had scared her out of his life.

He wouldn’t make that mistake
again.

Lindsay Miller sat stiffly in his
porch swing, her legs tucked under her. She looked almost exactly
the same as she had back then. The wind ruffled her dark hair from
around her shoulders. Her bright blue eyes stared up at him,
calling to him as they always had.

A year could change a person, on the
inside even more than the outside. A lesson he knew well. It had
changed him.

Ignoring the black Yaris parked off to
the side, Cal threw open the door of his truck and jumped out. The
gravel driveway crunched beneath his work boots. He marched around
to the tailgate to inspect the two antique rocking chairs tied to
the bed, pretending as best he could that the woman who had
occupied most of his thoughts for the last year wasn’t sitting only
a few feet away. Maybe if he didn’t acknowledge her, she’d just go
away. Like she had before.

No such luck.

“Cal.” Her shaky voice
broke through the wall he was determined to build between
them.

But he continued to ignore her,
knowing it would drive her crazy. Instead he traced his fingers
over the fiddleback design of the chairs, still mostly intact. If
asked, he’d never admit that was the reason he stayed quiet. He was
too smart for that. But to himself, he didn’t have to deny the
truth. Not that she didn’t deserve his silent treatment. It was the
least she deserved.

“Cal.” She spoke louder,
more in control. More the Lindsay he’d loved once—but definitely
didn’t any longer. Absolutely not.

The familiarity tugged at him, so like
the old days, and he couldn’t stop himself from responding. He’d
always been a sucker for her. Some things didn’t change.

“What can I do for you,
Lindsay?” He didn’t look up. Acknowledging her was dangerous.
Looking at her would be worse.

“I’d like you to stop
messing with those chairs for one.” That was the sass he was used
to. “You could look at to me for another.”

Yes, he could. But no way in hell did
he plan to. Not if he could help it.

“Or maybe talk to
me.”

Another thing he
could do, but didn’t
plan on.

A thump issued from the porch, which
he assumed was her standing from the swing. Two more bangs as she
stomped her little feet on the weathered wood towards him. The
anger radiating from each step eased some of the constriction in
his chest. An angry Lindsay he could deal with far better than a
hurt one.

“I know your mama raised
you better than this.”

At the mention of his mother, he
lifted his head. Yes, his mother had raised him better. She’d also
adored Lindsay. And the day Lindsay had walked out on him without
so much as a goodbye, she’d wanted to rip every hair out of the
girl’s head.

Lifting his gaze, he stared up into
her blue eyes. As always, their sky depths couldn’t camouflage
anything. Neither could her fumbling hands or her quivering lower
lip.

She was scared.

Scared of him.

His chest tightened. It was still
there. The fright. All because he’d shown her what he wanted. The
worst mistake of his life. The one moment he wished more than
anything he could take back. It would always be there between them,
dangling like a knife ready to strike.

“Say what you need to say,
Lindsay.” The warm sun beat down on his shoulders, spreading heat
across his back. His whole body felt heavy and worn out. All he
wanted was to escape this conversation and the woman standing
before him.

Her eyes darted from his
face to the porch steps between them. The three short steps that
separated her from his spot on the ground below. He fought back the
urge to scream spit it
out. But even if he did feel bad for
her—which he definitely did not—he wouldn’t be rude. She was right,
his mother had taught him better. He held his tongue, giving her
the time to get the words out, no matter how painful it
was.

“I made a mistake.” She
spoke so fast her words almost ran together in one long string, as
if once she’d started speaking, she couldn’t stop.

Cal leaned back against the side of
his truck, fighting to keep his face straight as his knees
threatened to betray him. Of all the things he expected to hear,
those words hadn’t cracked the top ten.

But after all this time … after the
way she’d left … it wasn’t enough.

Taking a deep breath, he swallowed,
forcing air through his tight throat. “What mistake did you make?”
He needed her to be crystal clear.

She nibbled on her bottom lip as she
stepped to the edge of the porch. He hated how the little nervous
twitch made him want to reach forward and bite that lip. He should
be over temptations like that.

After all the pain, he shouldn’t want
anything to do with her. But he did. He still wanted her.
Physically at least. And he didn’t know how to stop it.

“I shouldn’t have left. I
should have talked to you. Or at least left a note.”

Instead of stealing off in
the middle of the night never to be seen again. Yeah, that would have been nice.

“Or you could’ve responded
to my calls or texts.”

There had been many. More than he
wanted to admit.

She nodded, her chin wobbling. Her
eyes turned a little glassy. He prayed she didn’t cry. He wasn’t
good at handling any woman crying, but with Lindsay, he was even
worse. “You’re right. I should have. I wish I had.”

A pang echoed through his chest, and
his heart pounded faster. Her admission should be enough. He knew
the truth now. That should satisfy him. Yet as much as he shouldn’t
care, he couldn’t help asking her for more.

“Where have you been all
this time?”

He fumbled with the loose arm of the
chair beside him, pretending to assess the damage, though in
reality he couldn’t think straight enough to determine what repair
the chair needed any more than he could figure out the woman before
him. He only knew he couldn’t look at her. He couldn’t let those
eyes take him over.

“Paris.”

He wasn’t sure what he was expecting,
though France was as good as anywhere else. Down the street or on
the dark side of the moon, it didn’t change the past.

“A management position
opened up at my company’s hotel there.” Lindsay stepped towards
him, her unique sweet scent drifting to him on the wind, along with
the grass and the tulips planted along the edge of the porch. “You
know how much I’ve always wanted to go to Paris. It was too good an
opportunity to pass up.”

He nodded. She had been talking about
traveling to Paris for as long as he’d known her. They’d talked
about vacationing there together. But he doubted it was her love of
croissants or the Eiffel Tower that had her jumping on a
transatlantic flight.

She been running away from him. Plain
and simple.

“But I missed you the
whole time, Cal.” She stepped down one stair, moving closer. “I
missed you every day. You have no idea how much I wished you were
there.” She took another stride, perching on the last step between
them.

“How could I be there? I
didn’t know where the fuck you were.” The anger amplified inside
him, fast and strong. She had no idea how many times he’d worried
about her. That she’d driven off the road or been stranded
somewhere without help. Help he could have offered, if he hadn’t
scared her away.

“You could have called. Or
at least told me you were okay for fuck’s sake.” He growled,
clenching his fists at his side. He’d spent hours beating himself
to the edge of breaking for what he’d done to her. And the whole
damn time she’d been drinking wine and riding a Vespa down the
streets of Old Parie.

At least she had the sense to look
ashamed. Her eyes dropped to the wood slats beneath her feet. “I
couldn’t. I didn’t know what to say.”

He sucked down the urge to tell her
any response would have been better than none. But there was no
point. The past couldn’t be changed. If it were possible, he’d go
back to that night and never ask for anything. But he couldn’t do
that. Just like she couldn’t come back after a year with no word
and think he’d welcome her back.

She shifted her weight forwards, as if
to take the final step toward him, but he held up his hand,
stopping her in her tracks.

After he’d spent a whole year blaming
himself, torturing himself for what he should have done
differently, it was too little, too late. Now he knew she was all
right. He could put that worry to bed. But opening himself up to
her again was a whole different story. And he wasn’t stupid enough
to try it.

“It’s nice to see you,
Lindsay. But—”

“Please, Cal.”

Her plea almost did him in. God, he
hated that sound in her voice. The desperate, needy quality tore at
his insides. “You can’t send me away.”

Oh, I can’t?
She was the one who walked away from him. Left
him without a call or a letter or a damn smoke signal.
She was the one who’d
left him to wonder where she was and what happened to her for a
whole year. And he damn well could ask her to leave his property if
he wanted to.

She leaned forward, close enough they
were almost touching. The bright sunlight picked up the red
highlights in her hair. “I won’t go away, Cal. I can’t.”

Determination and confidence
reverberated through each word. She placed her hand on his
shoulder. The gesture was so small and innocent, yet overwhelming
at the same time. His eyes dropped to where she touched him, the
muscle tingling beneath the heat of her palm. The sensation
shivered outward, until his whole body trembled beneath the
touch.

Her touch. Lindsay’s touch. The touch
he hadn’t felt in a year.

Damn it, why hadn’t he moved away? He
could have walked around the truck at any moment, removed himself
from the radius of her touch. Hell, he could have gotten in the
truck and driven to another town. But he’d done nothing. And now
her hands were on him, her soft caresses sending tingles through
his whole body. Tingles he didn’t want to feel.

“Please. I’ll do anything
to show you how much I missed you.” A little quiver trembled
through her voice, but her gaze remained unflinching as she slid
closer to him. “Just give me a chance.”

If that were how she wanted to play
this, he was game. After all the time he’d spent beating himself up
for what happened between them, it was about time she shared
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