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Prologue


TORI


“Sheesh. It’s like a ghost town in here. I’m bored outta my mind,” Shay commented, coming to stand beside me at the counter where I was leaned over, propped on my elbow and doodling hearts on a napkin.


I didn’t need to look up and survey the room to know she was right. It was like a ghost town in Whitecaps, the hip, ocean-front restaurant where I worked. Not a lot of people were venturing out today in the freezing rain-snow mixture going on outside.


When Nate had hired me a month ago, he said things slowed down in the winter. That made sense. Who hung at the beach in December?


I preferred being busy, as did Shay apparently, but I didn’t mind the slow pace today. It gave me time to doodle. I liked to doodle. When I was happy, I doodled a lot.


And holy crap, was I happy.


Shay’s shoulder nudged against mine. “Who’s Wes?” she asked, pressing close. “He your boyfriend?”


I traced his whimsically scripted name with the dark blue pen and nodded.


“How long have you been together?”


“Few weeks,” I answered, looking over at her. “I met him at the market right after I moved here. He was behind me in the checkout line.”


Shay smiled.


“Aw, I love tha—”


A loud banging noise coming from behind swung my head around and jolted Shay.


Sean, the cook Nate hired two weeks ago, stalked out of the kitchen holding a rag to his hand, snarling and spitting profanities through gritted teeth while his profile held hard and sharp with irritation.


He was tall and cut out of muscle and bone, no fat or softness to him from what I could tell, covered in tattoos, and either didn’t have the ability to smile behind his thick beard or never felt the need.


Intimidating? Absolutely. Scary? A little.


But he seemed cool, stayed quiet and kept to himself, and wasn’t bailing on a job that had him surrounded by women seven days a week who never kept to themselves and hardly stayed quiet.


I thought that was saying something.


He crossed the room, lifted his big biker boot, and kicked the men’s restroom door open, disappearing behind it.


“I think he cut himself again,” Shay guessed, communicating my own speculation. “That’s seven times now, right?”


I did a mental count from what I’d either witnessed myself or heard about after the fact. Maybe someone else should be chopping vegetables for him.


“He should change his name to Stitch,” I suggested, looking to her. “Fits him.”


Shay’s mouth twitched. Her dark brown eyes flickered wider.


“I’ll call him that if you do,” she said a little quieter, as if she was afraid he could hear.


“Deal,” I chuckled. I leaned over and began doodling again, darkening in some hearts and heavily outlining the others, my mind on Wes and the date we’d be having this upcoming weekend.


I was really looking forward to it.


He was always working long and late hours during the week. I hardly saw him. Hardly spoke to him either, unless he was calling me back after getting a free minute.


Thank God for texts.


“I’m gonna go see if my one lonely table needs anything, again, even though I just asked them, and until Stitch stops bleeding and gets back to cooking their food, the only thing I have to give is refills and my wit.” Shay slapped the counter, twisted away, then stopped frozen on a gasp. “Sweet. He’s here,” she whispered.


“Who?” I asked, head down and eyes focused on my Wes doodle.


When Shay didn’t answer, I lifted my head out of curiosity, followed her gaze across the restaurant, and met the eyes of the man she had to have been referring to.


I blinked and stood a little taller but stayed angled forward, keeping my weight on my elbows.


He blinked back. And somehow, that blink … was … sexy. I had no idea what qualified a blink as being sexy, but whatever it was, this man was hitting all those qualifiers and could easily take home the trophy for sexiest blink.


Ever.


I am not one to exaggerate either. This was an honest observation.


I realized quickly after moving to Dogwood Beach that there wasn’t a shortage of good-looking men here. In fact, I was convinced the sand and salty air did miraculous things to the male race, boosting cellular regeneration and gene quality, making even hard-looking men like Stitch beautiful in their own unique way.


I waited on attractive men frequently at work. I saw them around town. Hell, I was currently dating one. This was nothing new. Looks were a dime a dozen in Dogwood.


That being said, I was unprepared for a sexy blink, not to mention the degree of attractiveness belonging to the man responsible for that blink.


The man I was currently staring at, who just so happened to be staring back, directly at me.


Tall, with broad shoulders and long, muscled limbs covered in layered Henley thermals and dark faded jeans, dirty blond hair that looked hand-raked messy and a little damp from the rain, causing it to curl at the ends around his ears and where it lay on his neck. Bright eyes. Thick eyebrows. A perfectly straight nose. He looked model perfect and camera ready, except for the five o’clock shadow speckling his jaw. That roughed him up a bit. And if he wasn’t already scoring points in the looks department, boom, dimples. He … had … dimples.


And he was giving them to me as he smiled, big and broad, like he was happy to see me.


Like we already knew each other. Or like he wished we did …


And I had a feeling this man wasn’t interested in knowing me the way I knew Shay or Stitch, or even Nate, my boss, who I was friendly with on an employee-employer level.


That wasn’t the level Tall, Blond, and Stupidly Gorgeous wanted to be on with me. No, sir. Absolutely not.


“Who is that?” I asked Shay, watching her customer from the two-top stand and cross the room to greet Sexy Blink, though I couldn’t make out the words from this distance and over the 311 song playing overhead.


“Jamie McCade,” Shay answered. “He’s a pretty BFD around here.”


“A what?” I asked.


“Big fucking deal.” Shay turned her head, met my eyes, and shrugged. “Or so they say. I’m not a huge surfing fan. Tried it once and ended up swallowing my weight in ocean water. He’s the best, though. Has been for years. Ask any local.”


I studied Jamie’s hair and decided it looked more wave-tussled than hand-raked messy.


A surfer … Yeah, that fit. That absolutely fit this guy.


Lowering my gaze, I saw he was back to staring at me and back to smiling. I cleared my throat, cut my eyes away, and looked down at my doodle.


Wes. I had a boyfriend. I had a boyfriend who made me happy. I was simply noticing another man’s good looks. That’s all. I’d have to be blind not to notice.


So why did I feel guilty noticing in the first place?


“I’m gonna go get him seated. Be back.”


“’Kay,” I muttered, keeping my head down and my hand busy as I darkened Wes’s name even further, the blue ink saturating the paper so much that now it appeared nearly black.


Black, like my noticing, treacherous heart.


Unbelievable.


“You’re up, T.”


I snapped my head up and gaped at Shay, not because of the new nickname she’d just thrown on me—I liked it and hoped it would stick—but because of the two words she’d just used preceding my new, cute nickname.


“Huh?”


Shay giggled, then reached out and took the pen out of my hand while her other slid the napkin away from me.


“He requested your section. Lucky girl. You’re in for a treat. He tips like he invented money or something.”


Shay began doodling on my napkin.


I looked across the room again and saw that Jamie was indeed sitting in my section, arm draped over the back of the booth, smiling and waiting to be served.


Well, this was just terrific. Now I had no choice but to look at him.


Whatever.


I had a job to do. I couldn’t just stand around and doodle.


“Right.” Straightening up and snapping into professional mode, I smoothed my apron, pulled out my ticket book, and leaning across the counter, snatched my pen away from Shay.


She smirked. “It’s cool. I’m gonna make sure Stitch didn’t hack off a finger.”


Shay moved around the bar to get to the kitchen window, hopped up on the edge of the counter, and sat there, swinging her feet and waiting for Stitch.


I took a deep breath and headed across the room, wetting my cherry-painted lips and stretching them into a friendly smile when I reached my destination.


He liked to tip? Awesome. I liked getting tips. Time to put on the charm.


“Good afternoon. My name is—”


“Fuck me, babe,” Jamie muttered through a thick, sex-soaked voice, cutting me off as his eyes skimmed up and down the length of me. “You make that ugly-ass uniform look fuckin’ good. No shit.”


My head jerked back. “Excuse me?” I asked, losing my smile. I glanced down at my uniform, which consisted of a white polo top, khaki pants, and a black apron tied around my waist. “These uniforms aren’t ugly,” I argued, lifting my head. “They’re cute and super comfy. Honestly, I’ve worn worse.”


“Legs, trust me, they’re nothin’ to look at,” he argued back, tipping his head. “But on you, yeah, different story. I’ll look all fuckin’ day.”


I blinked. “Legs? Did you just call me Legs?”


What in the … hell? Who calls someone that?


Half of Jamie’s mouth lifted, revealing one killer dimple.


“Fuck yeah, I did,” he answered, dropping his eyes to my limbs and lingering there. “Seen a lot of good ones. Had a lot of good ones wrapped around me, but yours? Babe, seriously.” He looked to me again. “Yours take the fuckin’ cake. I’d give my left nut for a feel. Straight up.”


I stared at him.


I was never a woman of few words. Never. Not even when I needed to be. In situations that didn’t warrant talking, I was still a talker. I got shushed at movie theaters because I felt the need to comment or ask questions regarding the plot line. I was that girl. Words never failed me.


Yet here I was, stripped of my vocabulary for the first time in my twenty-four years of life, all because a man wanted to chop off his left testicle to cop a feel.


Unbelievable.


Jamie laughed, low and rumbly in his throat, and hearing that, I broke out of my speechless haze.


“Do you offer up appendages to all the women you meet?” I asked.


“Why? Curious if anyone’s ever taken me up on it?” He gestured at his lap. “Go ahead and check. I’m down for a strip search if you wanna give it, Legs. Just know …” He bent his elbow on the table, leaned forward to get closer, held my eyes, and with a lowered voice, promised, “You touch me, and I am definitely putting my hands all over you.”


Breath caught in my throat as I quickly sucked in air.


I felt my cheeks warm, knew Jamie could see my reaction to what he’d just said, and further knew I needed to get far away from the topic of him putting his hands anywhere near my personal space.


I shouldn’t even be reacting at all. What was wrong with me?


Forcing focus, I clicked my pen open, poised it on my ticket book, and asked nonchalantly, “What can I get you started with?” as if Jamie hadn’t just painted a very descriptive picture in my head.


His smile was slow and satisfied as it moved across his face.


“I don’t know. You offerin’ yourself up?” Jamie smirked through his question as he sat tall in the booth, his one arm still stretched behind him and his other relaxed on the table next to the menu. “’Cause if that’s the case, I’ll take my order to go. Your legs would look unfuckingreal spread wide in my backseat.”


I sighed. Okay. This was getting ridiculous.


“I am not offering myself up. I have a boyfriend,” I told him with a little attitude, watching his face and waiting for the expected surrender and disappointment to shadow his arrogance.


It didn’t. I looked harder.


And still, nothing. Not one bit of change.


Jamie didn’t flinch. Didn’t lose the smirk he was wearing. Hell, it didn’t even falter.


I opened my mouth to repeat myself but he shut me up fast when he finally spoke.


“Not sure what that has to do with us,” he said, keeping the arrogance, keeping the smirk, and keeping at me like what I’d just shared meant nothing. He shrugged, then continued. “Affects him more than anything. Handle it now or wait, whatever. Just know, once we get started, you need to drop him, babe. I don’t share.”


My mouth fell open. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.


“Once we get started?” I echoed, lowering my arms to my sides. “What makes you think—”


He cut me off quick.


“Guessin’ you don’t know who I am, considering I’ve never seen you around here, and trust me, I would’ve seen you, so let me fill you in.” Jamie’s face grew serious. “I want something? I get it, and I don’t fuckin’ lose. Ever. No shit. I’m not just blowin’ smoke up my own ass, babe. When I say I don’t fuckin’ lose, I mean, I do not fuckin’ lose. That applies to a lot of shit, Legs, and it sure as fuck applies to you. I won’t back down, boyfriend or not. You gotta know that.”


Something sick twisted deep in my stomach as I studied Jamie, at his eyes wild with promise, because I knew then exactly what kind of man he was and it had nothing to do with his surfing record or good looks or the money lining his wallet.


He was a loser. A player. A jerk. He didn’t respect me or the relationship I was in.


He didn’t respect love.


And that disgusted me.


“I am not interested in being gotten,” I snapped, nostrils flaring. “Like I said, I’m with someone. I’m happy. I’m taken. Maybe that doesn’t mean anything to you, but it sure as hell means everything to me. In terms of losing, you’ve already lost. I’m not available. So if that’s all you’re here for, you can go ahead and take your conceited ass right on back out into the storm. If it’s not, you’ve got five seconds to give me your order before I walk away for good. I like tips, but I don’t need yours. It won’t be any loss to me.”


“You ain’t taken, babe. And I did not fuckin’ lose,” he repeated, a little firmer this time.


Apparently those were the only parts of my speech he’d heard.


I brought my hand clutching the pen up to my hip and fisted it there, knowing if I didn’t, I’d probably end up throwing a punch, and if I did that, I’d be out of a job. For sure.


And I really liked this job.


“Three seconds,” I hissed.


He smiled, looked at my hand fisted at my hip, studied it for two out of the three seconds he had left, and then met my gaze when he quickly ordered, “BBQ chicken biscuit. Extra sauce.”


“You want something to drink with that?”


“Cherry Coke.”


“We don’t have Cherry Coke.”


“You got Coke and grenadine syrup?”


I did a quick mental scan of the bottles we had lined up underneath the counter.


“Yes,” I murmured, having remembered spotting the grenadine bottle.


“Then you got Cherry Coke.” Jamie slapped his hand down on the menu sitting in front of him and slid it to the edge of the table.


I reached to retrieve it, tugged on the corner with the two fingers not clutching my pen, and met resistance when he refused to lift his hand.


He stared at me, at my eyes, my lips, the line of my neck revealed from my hair being gathered over one shoulder, and lower, my breasts down to my toes and back up again.


I glared at him, watching his eyes do this appraising wander, and the longer it went on, the more irritated I became.


“You finished?” I grated.


“With you?” He met my gaze. His eyes were burning now. “No fuckin’ way,” he growled.


“I’m taken,” I repeated.


“You ain’t taken, Legs. Not unless you’re with me.”


This jerk was mental. “That will never happen,” I promised. “And my name is Tori. Not Legs.”


Jamie grinned. “We’ll see about that,” he said, lifting his hand and allowing me to take the menu.


I didn’t know if he was referring to the taken argument or the nickname and I didn’t want to ask. Truth be told, I just wanted to get away from him.


If he grinned at me one more time, I might actually throw that punch.


I spun around, walked to the hostess podium to drop off the menu, ignored the eyes burning into my profile coming from the loser’s booth, and marched toward the kitchen, weaving between tables all while jotting down the order on my ticket book.


Shay saw me coming and slid off the counter. “Great news!” she squealed when I reached her. “Stitch doesn’t care if we call him Stitch. He’s cool with it.” She turned her head and asked through the window, “Right, Stitch?”


Stitch was facing the stove so I couldn’t see his face, but I didn’t miss the slight jerk of his head as he acknowledged Shay.


“That’s about all he’s been giving me,” she whispered. “I took it as a good sign.”


Shay stepped away.


I watched her walk over to her two-top, then risked a glance in Jamie’s direction and caught him smiling at me.


Squaring off, I reached into my apron pocket like I was searching for something, lifted my hand back out, keeping all but one finger curled under, and flipped him off.


Anytime, Jamie mouthed.


Ugh! Jerk!


Grunting, I spun around, ripped the ticket off my book, and slid the thin paper across the metal lip of the window.


I opened my mouth to alert Stitch of the order when a piece of food flipped off the grill and onto the floor. It went sliding across the tile when he kicked it out of the way with his boot.


Hello, fantastic little lightbulb flashing above my head.


Rolling up onto my toes, I leaned closer to the window and inquired, “Is there any chance you’d be interested in letting a piece of BBQ chicken hang out on the floor for five seconds before sliding it onto a biscuit? I got a loser who needs a lesson in manners.”


Stitch turned his head and peered at me behind the pieces of long blond hair hanging in his eyes.


I rocked back onto my heels.


“He deserves it,” I quickly added, worried I was pissing off the hard-looking man by requesting this and blowing my shot at payback. “Really. I wouldn’t ask if he didn’t.”


Stitch didn’t say anything for several stress-filled seconds, then shook his head and muttered a rough “what-the-fuck-ever” under his breath, turning away and going back to the food he was cooking that hadn’t been dropped yet. “You take the fall if this comes back to me,” he ordered.


“Deal.”


Yes! Eat shit, Loser!


I spun around, nearly doing a twirl I was so happy, looked across the room directly at Jamie, and watched that jerk’s smile turn into a full-blown grin that no longer bothered me.


The tile floor back in the kitchen had to be disgusting. He’d get sick from the food. Sick enough he’d never want to eat here again. There was no doubt in my mind.


This would be the last time Jamie McCade ever stepped foot inside Whitecaps.


And knowing that, I couldn’t help myself.


I grinned right on back.




Chapter One


TORI


Nine months later


“He’s here again,” Kali whispered in my ear as I stood at the bar facing the kitchen, filling a mason jar with sweet tea for one of my patrons.


I breathed deep through my nose.


God … damn it.


I didn’t need to ask who she was talking about. I didn’t need to turn around.


There was only one “he” that she could’ve been referring to. The same “he” that everyone was always referring to when I didn’t catch the Loser walking into Whitecaps myself and had to be told about it.


Jamie McCade. Gorgeous dickhead.


Local asshole.


Biggest player on the planet.


And the man who would not catch a hint and leave me the hell alone.


I didn’t get it. I was never in the mood to see him, meaning I was never even remotely nice to him when he came in here, giving him nothing but shitty service and killer attitude, and still he kept coming back for more.


And he apparently never got sick!


That was seriously annoying.


I was sure he’d have caught something by now with the amount of germs covering the food I was serving him, but nope. Nothing. He always looked bright-eyed and stupidly energetic, which had me convinced: Jamie was either on a constant dose of antibiotics or had the strongest immune system in the entire world.


I was betting on the antibiotics. He was probably a regular at the local clinic for STD treatment. In fact, I was certain he frequented it so often he was getting reward points toward one free prescription of choice.


Disgusting.


He … was … disgusting. And he was sitting in my section—this I knew for sure without turning around—because he was always sitting in my section, and for some reason, my girls didn’t have my back and were always seating him in my section.


Take sweet-faced Kali, for example. Awesome girl with an adorable kid. And currently blushing because she’d been the one to seat Jamie where I’d be responsible for serving him even though I’d asked her and Shay repeatedly not to do such a thing.


It wasn’t entirely her fault, or Shay when she let it happen, this I knew. And it was why I couldn’t get mad at either one of them for it.


Jamie had proven time and time again that it didn’t matter if he was seated in someone else’s section or not. After being greeted by whichever waitress he ended up with, he’d tip her for the greeting, stand up, find my section by process of elimination, and move to it.


Every. Single. Time.


Now? Shay and Kali took him to my section on the first go because what was the point?


He wanted me as his waitress and he got me as his waitress. He’d make sure of that.


I was officially stuck.


I could be a bitch. I could give him shitty service. I could grow a new disease on his food and make him eat it.


Jamie McCade was unstoppable.


And the parts of me that didn’t mind looking at something so beautiful hated him for it.


Yes, unfortunately on top of being the most irritating man in the history of irritating men, Jamie was beautiful.


He was cocky. He was unashamed. He was over-the-top pigheaded and spoke like a Neanderthal wielding a club.


And he was beautiful.


It sucked.


Seriously.


I’d noticed the first day he walked in here and I’d been noticing ever since. But I would never admit it. No way.


Not to him. Not to Kali or Shay, who I knew would agree with me. Not to Syd, my best girl, who I admitted everything to.


Not to anyone. Not ever.


He’d always be a loser. He’d always be a player. He’d always be the man who disrespected my relationship, even though my previous relationship with Wes turned out to be nothing more than a joke—one I wasn’t in on until I was being introduced to his wife and sweet-looking daughter in the middle of a crowded mall—didn’t matter, though. Jamie wasn’t in on the joke either and so, unknowing, he still disrespected it.


It didn’t matter how he looked. His heart was ugly. His soul was ugly. And nothing was going to change my opinion.


“What are the chances he hasn’t spotted me yet and I can sneak out the back?” I asked Kali, turning to her after setting down the pitcher of sweet tea. “I get off soon anyway. You could cover for me with Nate if he asks where I am. Say I’m sick. Say I was kidnapped. Whatever. Just make up something.”


Today had been a great day. A ten-hour-shift delight. Great tips. Friendly customers. I really didn’t want to end my night on a low note and go home grumpy.


So if I could find some way of getting out of serving Jamie, I’d take it. Even if it meant getting shit from Nate.


“He already spotted you,” Kali replied without pause.


I pinched my eyes shut and muttered a disappointed “Damn.”


“Yeah … sorry. It was pretty immediate.” I watched Kali look over my shoulder, wince, then look back to me to add, “He’s currently spotting you right now.”


Of course he was.


I turned my head and saw dimples and brilliant blues.


Then shifting my attention left, I saw a group of teenage girls sitting in the booth next to Jamie, whispering and talking closely with one another while craning their necks around to stare at him.


Perfect. Just feed his ego, why don’t you.


“Whatever,” I sighed, turning away to pop a slice of lemon into the tea. “Maybe today will be the day he catches something fatal from the food and I’ll never have to look at him again.”


Fingers crossed Stitch tracked in something deadly back there and coated the tile with it.


“I don’t think I want him to die,” Kali admitted quietly. She bit her lip when I frowned at her. “Just … maybe he could get sick but with a full recovery? I could support that.”


I rolled my eyes.


“You’re just as bad as Syd. You know that?” I clipped. “She’s so Team Jamie at this point, I’m certain her first child will be named after him. I don’t even believe her anymore when she tells me she got Stitch to do something to his food. I think she’s faking it.”


Syd was the only other person Jamie ever allowed to wait on him, and I swore she loved every second of it.


I think it had everything to do with her being locked down with his best friend.


Brian and Syd were magical. Meeting under the craziest circumstances a few months ago and then building something from that, something beautiful. I was over the moon happy for my best girl and couldn’t imagine anyone better suited for her than Brian.


He had all the potential in the world.


Syd was over the moon happy, too, blissed out and fanatically in love, and because of this, she was wanting to pair me up with her boy’s closest friend, I just knew she was. The signs were all there.


And they were becoming more obvious with each passing day.


She was constantly bringing Jamie up and bragging about him whenever we were together, throwing his name into conversations he had no business being in but doing it casually so as to not raise suspicions until I later thought back and realized what she’d been doing.


Plus, there was the whole assigned seating arrangement during Sunday dinner—the tradition Syd started a few weeks ago that had everyone, including Jamie, gathering at her and Brian’s house and eating together.


Syd was putting out place cards now, and every time, without fail, mine would be directly next to Jamie’s.


No way was that coincidental like she was always telling me. I was so onto her.


“I just don’t think he’s an asshole like you think he’s an asshole,” Kali explained, pointing at her chest. “I know assholes. Believe me. I know them all too well.” She shifted her eyes away, then lowered them, pulling her lips between her teeth and appearing deep in thought.


She was referring to her son Cameron’s father. Although I’d never met him, I’d heard enough to know he was definitely an asshole. Kali didn’t deserve his shit, but she still got it dished on her anyway.


And because of this, I decided to drop the asshole debate. Then my eyes caught sight of the cute side braid she was rocking, and I had a perfect subject change.


“Your hair looks really sweet like that, by the way,” I said. I’d meant to tell her earlier but kept forgetting when I got caught up in waitress duties.


Seeing as she was getting quiet on me and most likely thinking about the shit her ex was always dishing out, now seemed like the perfect time to boost her spirits with a compliment.


And I was right.


Kali looked up, reached for the braid that was hanging over one shoulder, and wrapped her hand around the end of it. “Thanks,” she said, smiling big. “That means a lot.”


“Of course, babe.”


I gave her a wink before I turned around and walked out from behind the counter with the mason jar.


After checking on all my tables twice, I finally took my time walking over to Jamie’s booth. And before I could utter the most impersonal greeting in the history of impersonal greetings, I was forced to witness fangirl flirting on an eye-rolling level.


“You’re Jamie McCade, right?” asked one of the girls from the booth next to Jamie.


She stood on her knees, angled forward with her elbows resting on the back of the seat, her head tipped down as she dragged the tip of her finger across her glossed bottom lip and gazed at him from behind her false lashes.


Her friends giggled with their hands to their mouths.


Give me a break.


“The one and only,” Jamie replied with a smirk.


“Oh, my God. We are your biggest fans,” another girl quickly said. “Like, in the entire world. We love watching you. We think you’re so hot.”


Squeals and muffled “oh, my Gods” erupted from the other side of the booth.


Jamie laughed quietly under his breath.


I was a giggle away from choking on my own vomit. The first girl elbowed her friend, shushing her, then turned back to Jamie and, with a voice sounding years older than she most likely was, said to him, “I hear you give private lessons. Do you think you could teach me? I’m a fast learner and very eager to please.”


“Wow,” I murmured through a chuckle, looking between desperation and head-up-his-own-ass. “How ’bout I give you two a minute to work out your little underage arrangement. I don’t need to witness this. I’ll be back.” I moved to turn and step away when a hand gripped my forearm, halting me. I whipped my head around and glared at Jamie, yanking my arm out of his hold. “Get off.”


“I’m ready to order,” he told me, his face serious. He turned to the other booth and said, “Call Wax. You can set up your lesson time over the phone.”


The girl looked down at my arm as if Jamie was still attached to it, narrowed her eyes, then glanced from my face to Jamie’s, waiting until she landed on his before she showed her smile again.


“Great. I’m really looking forward to it,” she said, her voice lowering to a purr.


“Right on,” he replied.


“Totally,” she responded.


“God, it’s like I can feel myself getting dumber just from listening to this,” I commented, wincing as I rubbed my temples.


The girl eager for a lesson scoffed, shot me a hard look, then gave a much softer one to Jamie before she spun around and plopped back down in her booth.


Probably for the best. I was certain her kid’s meal was getting cold.


“You are so fuckin’ cute when you’re jealous,” Jamie said, his lips curling up. “I dig that, babe.”


“What do you want?” I asked, ignoring his comment, which was both absurd and completely untrue—in no way was I jealous—all while pulling out my pen and ticket book. I clicked the pen open and began doodling on the top of the ticket, writing Loser in a fancy script and adding devil’s horns and a pitchfork.


It was some of my best work.


Jamie chuckled under his breath. “Not bothering with the greeting today, Legs?” he asked.


I kept my gaze focused on my doodle as I continued tracing, and answered, “What’s the point? You never use my name anyway, no matter how many times I’ve asked you to.”


“I use your name a lot, babe.”


That admission drew my head up and paused my hand. He used my name a lot? No, he didn’t. He never used my name. I would’ve absolutely remembered hearing it, marked the occasion on my calendar, and looked back on it as the day hell froze over.


I watched Jamie’s eyes flicker wider, appreciating the attention I was now giving him.


“Excuse me?” I questioned.


Then he licked his lips, tilted his head with a smile, and added, “You spend the night with me, you’ll see what I’m talking about. ’Cause no joke, and I ain’t ashamed to admit this since, deep down, I think you’ll like hearin’ it, even though you’ll stand there looking pissed off and hatin’ on me like you always do. I know hard up when I see it and you’re wearing it, babe, so I’m gonna give it to you straight. Your name is all I’m saying when I’m in my bed, getting there by myself.”


My eyes widened. Holy … shit.


Jamie McCade, God’s model for perfection, was talking about masturbating. I really did not need that visual.


I pinched my lips together and inhaled sharply through my nose, all while ignoring the warmth spreading low in my belly.


“You’re disgusting,” I declared, my voice betraying me and sounding thick with want.


Damn it.


“Yeah, you gotta say that, Legs. Otherwise you’d be admittin’ shit to me you’re not ready to admit yet.”


“There is nothing to admit,” I argued.


“You liked what I just said.”


“I did not.”


“Did.”


Gripping my pen and ticket book with both hands, I tipped forward until I was leaning over the table, narrowed my eyes, and repeated with emphasis, “Did. Not.”


Jamie quickly reached out, wrapped his hand around my elbow now, and held on firm, a lot firmer than before, keeping me at the close proximity I so willingly entered of my own volition.


Shit. The first rule of sparring with Jamie McCade was to keep your distance.


Rookie mistake. I was screwed.


“How long are we gonna keep playin’ this little game?” he asked, his voice dropping low.


“What little game?” I asked back, playing dumb because Jamie was gripping me, he was staring deep into my eyes, and my heart was starting to beat so loudly I could feel it vibrating through my bones, and if I said the words clinging to the tip of my tongue—“I don’t know”—I was afraid of how they would sound and, worse, how he’d react to them.


Breathy. Helpless. Defeated. I couldn’t let him hear my weakness. He’d take advantage. He’d grip harder and stare deeper. He’d pull me closer and then …


“You know the game, babe,” he said, snapping me out of my thoughts.


I blinked him into focus as he kept on at me.


“I push and you push back, giving me your smart-ass mouth—which I dig, Legs, no question there—but I’m just sayin’ and this is a heads-up for you, I can only be so patient before I stop waiting around and start takin’. Your playing time is about up.”


My lips parted. I blinked again, struggling to wrap my head around what Jamie had just said, or promised, rather.


He’d just promised to take me. Soon. Like … soon soon?


“Uh.” I tugged on my arm still being held by a hand that was feeling a little too good at the moment.


He had big hands. Strong hands. Hands that could crush my heart if he touched it.


“Can you let go of me, please?” I requested.


Jamie gazed up at me. “You’re feelin’ it, aren’t you?”


“What?”


“This shit between us.” His rough fingers moved along my skin, sliding higher and wrapping firmer. “You’re feelin’ it. Right now. Fuck, babe, look at you.”


“I’m feeling like you need to let me go so I can do my job.”


“Not happenin’,” he growled. “Not when I get moments like this with you when I know it ain’t just me. I’m wearin’ you down.”


“You are not wearing me down. You aren’t even close to wearing me down.” I yanked my arm again and met nothing but resistance. “Do you mind?”


“I’m wearin’ you down, Legs,” he repeated.


“Nope.”


“It’s happening, babe.”


“No it isn’t.”


“Straight up, you say ‘no’ one more time and I’m gonna shut you up real fast in a way you’ll really fuckin’ like but won’t admit to liking. Think about that.”


I thought about it, for all of two seconds, because I was still tipped forward, meaning Jamie’s hand was still wrapped tight around my arm keeping me tipped forward and that quickly became the only thing I could think about.


“No, Loser, you are not wearing me down,” I grated. “Now let go of me or I’ll—”


My threat slid down the back of my throat as I gasped and pitched forward with a yank, Jamie’s one hand staying firm on my arm while his other slid past my cheek, pushing through my hair to grip and hold me at the base of my neck. I was startled, but I didn’t have time to react, pull away, scream, cry out. I couldn’t do anything before his mouth was colliding with mine and he was kissing me, firm and fast and determined, and since my lips were already parted from the gasp, Jamie took that as an invite and tilted my head, angled our mouths together, and pushed his tongue inside.


That was when the kiss became a kiss.


The kind that should be done behind closed doors.


The kind that made your toes curl and your pulse race.


The kind you told your girlfriends about and commemorated with a diary entry.


Jamie tasted good. Too good. And he kissed even better. I couldn’t deny it.


That was why when I wanted to fight or twist or bite down, I didn’t, and the only reaction I gave was a moan that rolled off my tongue and onto his, which was a huge, huge mistake because he heard it and felt it, his eyes flashing open a second after mine and his grip on my neck tensing.


He pulled back slightly to stare, then growled a “Fuck” I felt roll right up my spine while his gaze held wild with so many things.


Want. Shock. Curiosity. And that unmistakable look someone had when they were right.


Knowing I’d been had, I jerked back abruptly enough that he was caught off guard, freeing myself from his grasp, then I spun around and bolted across the restaurant.


Yep. I was running. I had no other choice.


I weaved between tables, passing the kitchen and the counter, where Kali was still standing, and giving her a “cover me” look she read loud and clear.


I knew she saw the kiss. I was sure everyone in Whitecaps saw the kiss.


And I was still feeling that kiss, panicking because I was still feeling it and because I let it happen in the first place.


That wasn’t my only problem, because honestly? I more than felt it. I liked it. I moaned.


Sweet Jesus Christ. What was I thinking?


Shoving the door open to the employee lounge, I stepped inside, stuffed my ticket book and pen away in my tiny black apron, and began pacing the length of the lockers along the wall while shaking my hands out at my sides.


Jamie coated my mouth. He tasted like watermelon gum and regretful decisions.


And I loved it.


“Shit.” I rubbed around my lips, where I knew my lipstick had been smudged.


My heart was pounding. My limbs were shaking.


No way was I going back out there. Kali could handle my tables on top of her own. Besides Jamie, they were all finishing up anyway. Whatever tip they were all planning on leaving me, she could keep.


I’d finish out my shift in here and then I’d duck out. Avoidance was the plan.


Then the door swung open and my plan went straight to shit.


I whirled around and nearly stumbled backward at the sight of Jamie, stalking toward me like a predator closing fast on his next meal.


Oh, God …


“You,” he growled. “No fuckin’ way, babe, are you pullin’ that shit with me.”


“You can’t be in here,” I warned him, not that it did any good.


He kept coming like he didn’t hear me, with heated eyes and powerful steps, forcing me to move back, again and again, until I was pressed flush against the lockers and Jamie was pressing flush against me, legs to legs, breasts to ribs and hard … holy shit, he was hard.


“Ja—” I started, sounding breathless, and then that breathless start turned into a mindless groan when he dipped lower, slid his hands around my waist, rolled his hips into me, and pressed his erection directly against my clit.


My head fell back. My eyes rolled closed. And I trembled, right there in his arms.


Worst. Mistake. Ever.


“There it is,” he murmured, his breath hot against my face as he bent to get closer. “There it fuckin’ is. You’re feelin’ it now.”


No no no no no. God … I couldn’t let this happen. I couldn’t.


Not with Jamie. I’d never forgive myself. He was a loser. A player. A jerk. I couldn’t do this with him.


“I’m not,” I lied, because I was feeling it. I was feeling all of it, and I was scared I’d never stop feeling it.


His lips grazed my cheek.


“You want this, Legs,” he whispered, moving closer and closer to my mouth. “I want this. Fuck, you got no idea how bad—”


“No,” I interrupted. “I don’t want it.”


Another lie.


“Yeah, babe. You do.”


He kept moving, closer and closer. We were a breath or a lie away from another kiss and I couldn’t let that happen.


“Stop,” I whispered. My voice shook.


I shook. Head to toe. My entire body was locking up. This was a genuine freak-out. I was way past the realm of panicking and into full-blown terrifying mania.


Jamie froze after hearing me. His reaction was immediate, then his lips left my skin and his hands left my waist, and at the loss of contact I opened my eyes and blinked up at him where he stood, now a foot away.


His brow was knitted tight. He was staring at me, nostrils flaring with his breaths. He looked worked up and confused and maybe a little concerned.


Concerned?


No. No way. Jamie McCade didn’t do concern for others, did he? I was certain he only cared about himself.


I blinked, waiting for him to speak. I wanted Jamie to explain why he was looking at me the way he was, but he didn’t do that. He just kept staring.


And the longer he stared, the more uncomfortable I became.


My fingers wrapped under the hem of my shorts and tugged while I chewed nervously on my bottom lip.


Jamie followed my restlessness. His gaze lowered to my hands and focused there, and I watched his chest heave with a sharp breath.


“Do not fuckin’ touch that uniform, Legs,” he growled, meeting my eyes again with heat burning in his. “No joke. I do not need you adjusting your shit right now and showing me more of you. Cool it.”


I felt my spine straighten, then I released my shorts and curled my fingers against my palms, not knowing what else to do with them. I kept my hands lowered and my back flush against the lockers.


We went back to staring at each other.


I contemplated making a dash for the door but figured I wouldn’t get far before I was being pinned between Jamie and another hard surface, and I couldn’t have that. So I stood there, looking at Jamie while thunder rolled under my skin. I was tense and anxious and still … still feeling that kiss.


Why did it have to be so good? And why did it have to be from him?


Then Jamie exhaled forcefully through a shake of his head, breaking the silence between us and causing me to tense further.


I braced and held my breath.


“You don’t want this to happen,” he said, more as a statement than a question, but I knew Jamie was asking me for confirmation on this. I could hear it in his voice.


Easy. I could give him confirmation. No problem. I didn’t want this to happen. I was certain I didn’t. All I had to do was just say it.


But did I do that? Nope. I hesitated.


Why, I have no idea, but it happened. And Jamie didn’t miss it either.


I watched his face soften as he registered my uncertainty, then panicking because once again, I’d been had, I quickly threw out a firm and decisive “no.”


I was too late.


“Bullshit,” Jamie spat, calling me out. “And straight up, babe, that’s bullshit I don’t fuckin’ need. You want this just as bad as I do and last time I checked, you weren’t wasting your time on that worthless motherfucker you called a boyfriend anymore, so what the fuck?”


Jamie knew all about what happened with Wes. I put it on him the night I attacked Wes’s car with Syd, Shay, and Kali in tow. Jamie made me tell him.


Then he slashed Wes’s tires.


I wasn’t going to think about that right now, though. No way.


“Wes doesn’t have anything to do with this,” I hissed, feeling my anger awaken at the mention of that asshole.


“No?” Jamie’s eyes narrowed. “Then explain to me, babe, why you’re fightin’ me instead of lettin’ this shit happen.”


“Maybe because I don’t want it to happen. Did you ever think about that?”


I was on a roll with the lying at this point. All in. There was no turning back.


“Christ, you’re fuckin’ delusional,” he grated, crossing his arms over his chest. “I kissed you. Yeah, I’m owning that shit, but you sure as fuck kissed me back. I felt it. You fuckin’ felt it. That kiss might’ve been instigated by me but you were a flick of my tongue away from soakin’ that hot-ass uniform of yours and don’t even try and deny it. Then I get back here, and the second I let you feel my cock, you’re burnin’ up for me again. You want this to happen. You want me, but guess what? Time’s up, Legs. I get enough pussy and I’m done waitin’ around for yours.”


My mouth fell open.


I didn’t believe a word he was saying. No way was he through with agitating me. It was his life’s mission. I was sure of it.


“Oh, really?” I asked, gripping my hips and glaring.


“Yeah, babe, really,” Jamie shot back.


He looked his fill of me then, letting his eyes skim my body slowly as if he was looking for the last time.


“Shit,” he murmured to himself before lifting his gaze. Then he turned away without another look or glance, crossed the small room we were in, and pushed through the door.


I blinked after him, frozen in place as I waited, and waited … and waited for Jamie to march back in and go at me again because that’s what he did.


He was relentless. Committed.


No matter how many times I’d told him over the past nine months that I wasn’t interested, he still came at me.


And now he was gone. Done. Over it.


And I was … disappointed?


What? No! No way. Never.


God, it must’ve been that kiss. It stripped my brain of blood flow and I was no longer thinking straight.


I needed to get out of here. Regroup. Reevaluate. Rethink some things. And I could. According to the clock on the wall, my shift was over.


So I grabbed my stuff out of my locker, punched out, left the employee lounge, and waved to Kali as I walked past where she was standing by a table, telling her to keep the tips she was holding out for me and brushing off her look of concern and the “Jamie” she mouthed.


As usual when it came to that topic, I was a vault. Always and forever.


But just because I wasn’t willing to talk about Jamie didn’t mean I wasn’t replaying everything in my mind that had just happened between us.


That was absolutely what I was doing.


As I reached my car, swung the door open, climbed inside, and tossed my purse onto the passenger seat, gripping my keys and reaching to start it up, my head was swimming with images, my mouth was saturated with Jamie’s taste, and my attention was focused solely and completely on the man I never wanted to think about as I shifted into reverse and backed out of my parking space.


Then I heard a deep voice hollering out as my bumper knocked into something.


Hard.


But not hard hard. It was more like a jolt. Or a firm shove.


That was my story.


“Shit!” I gripped the wheel with both hands and stomped on the brake with both feet as I whipped around to look out the back window.


At first, I didn’t see anything. Then, slowly, a hand came up and slammed down on my trunk, followed by the top of a head coming into view, covered with sandy blond hair that looked more disheveled than usual.


“Oh, shit,” I whispered, focusing on his eyes next as he pierced me with them, blue like ice and holding more anger than I’d ever seen in a pair of eyes.


Jamie slowly straightened fully, and when he did finally stand tall, he bellowed a heart-stopping “WHAT THE FUCK?” so loud my windows rattled.


I shrieked and shifted the car into Park, then opened the door and jumped out in a blur of limbs and long hair.


“Are you okay?” I asked immediately with panic tightening my voice as I moved closer to examine Jamie for injuries.


His shorts were covered in dust and dirt, but other than that, he appeared unscathed. He was standing, not hunched over. He wasn’t wincing or rubbing any parts of him. And there weren’t any cuts or scrapes on his body from what I could tell.


I looked into his eyes as I reached the back of the car.


“I didn’t see you at all. Is anything hurt? Are you hurt?” I asked.


“Stay the fuck away from me,” Jamie growled, holding his hands up and slowly retreating. “You crazy-ass bitch. Do not fuckin’ come any closer.”


I flinched, halting my steps. “What? Did you just call me a bitch?”


“Yeah, bitch, I did. You heard me,” he spat, brushing himself off. “You ran me over. What the fuck is wrong with you?”


“I … what?” I blinked rapidly. “I didn’t do it on purpose!” I shrieked, appalled by his accusation. “I didn’t see you! I thought you left!”


Jamie gestured over my shoulder.


“I’m parked right the fuck next to you! Where the fuck was I going without my car?”


My eyes went round.


Slowly turning my head, I registered the vintage Jeep that Jamie was always driving if he wasn’t riding his motorcycle, parked right beside my Volvo.


Well, shit.


“My mind was on other things! I wasn’t paying attention,” I confessed, which was true. Both counts. I looked back at Jamie. “You know it was an accident. I would never intentionally do something like this. Not ever.”


“Yeah, right, ’cause you gotta lot of love for me,” he argued, heavy on the sarcasm.


“That might not be the case but I wouldn’t hit you with my car!” I insisted. “I’m not crazy!”


He stared at me for a beat, jaw twitching, eyes flashing, and breathing heavy. Jamie didn’t look convinced. Then he pushed a hand through his hair and shook his head, murmuring, “Figures I fall for psycho pussy,” under his breath as he reached into his back pocket and tugged out his phone. He looked down at the screen.


My gazed hardened. Psycho pussy? Um, no. I don’t think so.


“I am not psycho pussy, and I know what you’re doing.” I pointed at him when he lifted his head. “You’re mad I shot you down and bruised your precious ego and now you’re planning on making up lies about me.”


“Bruised my ego? Bitch, I think you did more than that when you ran my ass over.”


“I did not run you over! God! Stop being so dramatic!”


Reaching behind me, I felt for my phone in the back pocket of my shorts, fished it out, dialed Syd’s number, and grinned right in Jamie’s face when I pressed the phone to my ear a good two seconds before he did.


He flipped me off.


I flipped him off back, then spun around so he couldn’t see the tremble in my lip I couldn’t figure out or explain.


I was on the verge of tears.


Why? Because I’d tapped him with my car?


“Your girl’s bitch of a friend is certifiable, man,” Jamie said behind me. “Fuckin’ straitjacket shit. No joke.”


“Hey, Tori,” Syd greeted me in my ear.


“It was an accident,” I said quickly, fighting against nerves and nuisance and this weird, unsettling hurt I couldn’t shake. “Okay? It was an accident, and if he says differently, he’s lying. I would never purposely do something like that.”


“What are you talking about?” Syd asked. Her voice was heavy with confusion.


“She ran me over with her fuckin’ car. Can you believe that shit?” Jamie spat, each word feeling like a knife sticking into my back. “Tori. Yeah, I’m serious, brother. That bitch is crazy.”


I pulled in a breath.


Not because of the crazy. Or the bitch. I was oddly immune to those names at the moment.


No. I pulled in a breath because Jamie called me Tori. He never called me Tori in places I could hear.


Until now.


The hurt I couldn’t explain somehow grew denser and spread through my bones, weighing me down. It was the strangest thing. I didn’t understand anything I was feeling except for the regret. That I understood.


I really didn’t mean for this to happen.


Honest.


So I held on to that emotion and wrapped my heart in it as I glanced over my shoulder, met Jamie’s eyes, and confessed my truth to Syd.


“I sort of hit Jamie with my car.”


But my other truths involving Jamie? Those stayed locked inside.


I was never letting them out.




Chapter Two


JAMIE


I knocked on the front door of the house my best friend shared with his girl. As I waited for someone to let me in, I took a step back on the porch, shoved my hands into my pockets, and turned halfway so I could see the driveway and monitor that shit.


Because if a motherfucking yellow Volvo pulled in behind my bike, I was rolling the fuck out.


It was Sunday night, meaning it was family dinner night at Dash and Syd’s place, something I never passed on considering the good food and good company, but I was willing to start skipping them if Legs and her psycho pussy showed up.


Jesus.


Never imagined I’d be thinking that shit. Nine months of wanting had me fucked in the head for this girl. I’d never pass up an opportunity to get an eye and an ear full of Legs and her smart-ass mouth. Hell, I’d go out of my way to get it.


Now I knew she was crazy. Didn’t matter how hot she was, I’d be passing up opportunities left and right just to steer clear.


Tori Rivera took bitch to a whole new level.


Dash told me she was working tonight when I called a couple hours ago for a heads-up, but I knew schedules could change, which was why I was turned around and keeping an eye out.


It’d be just like her to show up, knowing I wouldn’t want her here but doing it anyway out of spite, shoving her shit in my face like she was always doing and baiting me for a taste, then luring me outside somehow and running my ass over a-fuckin’-gain.


Not happening. Her hot ass wasn’t luring me anywhere.


She’d probably do permanent damage this time if she got a second go at it, crushing my junk since she’d most likely be aiming straight for my dick and balls.


I’d never fuck again.


No doubt Tori would be fucking elated, even though we both knew how hard up she was to ride my shit.


Jesus. That fucking moan …


No matter how many times I’d tried, I couldn’t get that noise out of my head. She’d wanted that kiss just as bad as me. Fighting it but getting it so good her body was failing her.


Getting it good. Yeah fucking right. That kiss was nothing special.


Only I’m a liar trying to convince myself concrete shit isn’t true, like tits aren’t God’s greatest creation.


That kiss … fuck.


Tasting better than I’d imagined. And I’d fucking imagined, plenty of times. More times than I was willing to admit now.


She moaned. She fucking moaned.


Then she bolted, and I couldn’t let her rip it all away from me without chasing after her and getting more. And I knew once I got her against me, she’d be giving in and letting herself feel that shit like I was feeling it. I was wearing her down. That kiss was proof. Legs couldn’t fight it anymore.


It was happening. We were fucking happening. Jesus … fucking finally.


Only we weren’t. Shocking the shit out of me, Legs hit me with a no instead of giving in to this, to us, and it didn’t matter how much her body was wanting it to happen or how fucking hard I was, I heard her. Loud and clear. She was telling me to stop.


Telling … me … to stop.


I backed off. Had to, but fuck. Moaning one second and then giving me that. Hesitating when I asked her straight out if she was feeling this, which meant she was feeling it but didn’t want to admit that to me. What the fuck? I didn’t need that shit. And if Tori Rivera was going to play those fucked-up mind games with me, then maybe she wasn’t worth the nine months I’d put in. And no matter how much I’d thought about it, dreamed about it, and damn near obsessed over it, maybe it was a good thing I hadn’t done more than just kiss her.


I was fucked enough as it was. And that was before she tried to kill me.


Now I wasn’t just through waiting around for her pussy, I was avoiding it altogether. I was over it. Done. Didn’t need that kind of crazy and sure as fuck didn’t want it.


I could forget about Tori. Should be easy enough.


Only … Motherfucker. That kiss didn’t suck. Not even a little.


The door opened behind me, turning my head, and Syd, Dash’s girl, stood in the doorway wearing an apron and a welcoming smile that cranked up in brightness at the sight of me.


She had looks and easy charm she didn’t need to work at—it just flowed. Was a little nutty with some of the honesty pouring from her at times, but like the honesty, she gave that smile to everyone it seemed, not just to people she knew.


Made her a helluva lot nicer than Legs.


I called her Sunshine as a joke, considering how much she was trying to hate on me on account of her friend. The nickname stuck when she stopped hating and started doing anything she could to shine a good light in my direction, hoping Legs would see it.


Syd was a sweet girl. Thought that before I found out she was healing Dash and getting him back to living instead of just merely existing. Now I had mad respect for Syd and a whole lotta love, too.


She earned that.


“What’s up, Sunshine?” I greeted her, stepping closer. When she didn’t back up or step aside, allowing me room to enter, I halted, tilted my head, and questioned, “You gonna let me in?”


Her eyes did a quick assessment of me as her lips pressed together.


Christ. Here we fucking go.


“I feel the need to point out, even though I’m happy you’re okay and understand in times of stress there is cause for exaggeration,” she began, one brow lifting as she met my gaze. “Being one to exaggerate in times of stress myself, I get it. But you don’t look like you got run over by a car, Jamie.”


“Most of my injuries are internal,” I explained, flashing a smile. “And the rest are only visible after I strip.”


Her eyes got round, and then those same eyes rolled a second later.


“For real, though, she basically tried to kill me,” I added.


“That’s not what she’s saying,” Syd shot back, sticking her hand on the hip that wasn’t holding open the door. “And do you really think Tori would do something like that on purpose? ’Cause I don’t.”


I stared at her.


Figured Syd would be siding with her girl on this one, but it wasn’t like she was oblivious to the hate Legs was always putting on me. Shit. A good bit of it was put on me during family dinners in this fucking house.


“Yeah, babe. I do. She’s had it in for me since day one,” I bit out, not in anger but more in exasperation. “Now what the fuck? Am I eatin’ outside on the porch or are you gonna let me in?”


Her shoulders pulled back as her brows drew together.


“Okay, first,” she began, her voice getting sharp, “I would only make you eat outside if we were having a cookout, which is something that will be happening after Brian and I get deck furniture, not before. I’ve always believed in hosting properly, and not supplying your guests with a place to sit is not hosting properly. I personally feel very strongly about this and—”


“Babe, no disrespect, but can we skip ahead to point two so I can come in and get a beer and you can get back to cookin’?” I interrupted, crossing my arms over my chest. I ignored the heated look being directed at me and quickly explained, “You know I got love for you, Sunshine, but you’re going off on a tangent, and when that happens, it usually takes you a while to get back on track. I’m just looking out for the food you got in the oven. Straight up. You’ll thank me when it doesn’t burn.”


Her eyes flickered wider.


I didn’t think she was going to oblige me. I also didn’t think she’d let me off the hook for pointing out her tendency to ramble.


Women usually didn’t go for men pointing out shit to them.


So when Syd stepped aside without saying another word and freed the doorway for me to enter, hurrying into the kitchen instead of getting up in my face, I was shocked.


But that feeling was short-lived.


After closing the door, I crossed the living room and followed behind, nearly making it into the kitchen before I jerked back, halting to a stop when Syd came flying around the wall separating the two rooms and approached me.


“I do not go off on tangents. I simply feel passionate about things, and when that happens, I get a little wordy,” she informed me, coming up onto her toes to get closer to my face. “Going off on a tangent is when you get off topic and that never happens. I stay on topic. I just usually have a lot to say about whichever topic I’m on. And to prove my point, I’ll go ahead and share point two of what I was driving at before I ran to check on my casserole, which isn’t burning, by the way.”


I bit back a smile. “And what’s point two?” I probed.


She rocked back onto her heels, blinked up at me, and shared, “The only two people who eat on that porch are myself and Brian. No one else. It’s special to us.”


I knew that. I technically knew about that porch before Syd did, considering Dash enlisted my dad to help him find the listing when he was house hunting. And since Dash informed me of the reason he was so hell-bent on having a porch, so Syd could eat popsicles on it like she did when she was a kid, a memory he wanted to give back to her, I knew what it meant to both of them.


“Wouldn’t ask to sit out there, babe,” I shared. “Know that’s important to you.”


“It is and I know you know it,” Syd replied.


“Just hungry and wantin’ a beer, maybe several, considering my ass got run over yesterday. I’m a bit sore all over.” I might’ve been playing up my injuries a bit.


Syd studied my face with narrowed eyes for a second before asking, “Are you really?”


I smirked.


She smiled slowly, like she was fighting it, shook her head through a quiet laugh, then brought her hand out from behind her and shoved a bottle at my chest.


“Here. Brian’s out back with Sir letting him play. It’ll just be us four for dinner,” she said.


I took the beer, giving her a wink in appreciation, then walked behind her into the kitchen, making it nearly to the slider before I registered what she’d just said. Us four?


“You mean it’ll just be us three for dinner. You, me, and Dash. He said everyone else had work or other shit to do.”


Syd shut the oven door and quickly stood, spinning around to face me. “Right. Yep. They do. That’s what I meant.” She anxiously smoothed her hands down the front of her apron. “I was accidentally counting Sir. I do that sometimes.”


My brow grew tight as I stared at her. “You were accidentally counting Sir,” I echoed back.


She nodded, saying, “He’s part of the family, so it’s not weird or anything. I like him feeling included.” Then she grabbed the bowls sitting on the island in front of her, turned around, and started washing them in the sink.


I watched her do this, and I would’ve thought the dog thing was weird, but this was Syd, and knowing her, she would count that damn dog as one of her dinner guests. Probably give him an assigned seat, too, with the little place cards she was always putting out. She loved Sir like he was her kid.


So I left it alone and headed outside.


It was early September in Dogwood Beach. Hot days. Warm nights. And the water was prime fucking temperature. Perfect Carolina weather.


Perfect surf weather, too. Thanks to hurricane season.


The sun burned low in the sky, streaking the clouds with oranges and yellows and shadowing Dash, who was tipped forward and leaning against the railing, looking out into the yard with his back to me.
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