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            Grisham

         

         The cool, blue Atlantic sprays my face as I sit in the sand. My eyes are fixated on the breaking waves. My good buddies—my brothers—are taking advantage of the larger-than-normal swells while they cut in and out of the waves on their boards. I lay back on my elbows and watch…the same way I’ve been watching for the past month and a half—the time it took for me to muster up the balls and the strength to get back to the beach.

         I glance at the board lying beside me. If I can do it, today will be my first time back in the ocean. It’s supposed to be my first day back. I just haven’t been able to get off my ass and into the water just yet.

         It’s early; the sun just broke over the horizon about half an hour ago, and the morning is flawless. I take a deep breath and close my eyes, letting the morning’s rays touch my face.

         I’m utterly relaxed on the beach, but I’m also at home when I’m working, when I’m strategizing, planning, or embarking on a mission with my team. Working in the mission field is about as far from the dream my father laid out for me as possible, and this is one of the reasons I love it so damn much. He pulled all the strings he could so that, as an officer graduating from the Naval Academy a couple of years ago, I’d be placed behind a desk and rise quickly through the ranks without ever touching a battlefield.

         He didn’t anticipate that I had my own plans for my life, my own goals and ambitions. I wasn’t going to be just a douche in a uniform telling other guys what to do, never having lived it myself. If I was going to order other men around, it was going to be while I was risking my life right there beside them.

         And my father, Admiral Michael Abbot, would just have to deal with it.

         Lawson Snyder disturbs the sand beside me as he dives into place and sprawls out. He places his hands behind his head and closes his eyes. His wet suit is hanging out down around his waist, and his tattoo-covered torso is on display.

         “Dude.” I slap him on the chest. “That was awesome out there. You’ve been practicing.”

         He chuckles. “Thanks, man. That’s high praise coming from a beachcomber like you. Us corn-fed Nebraskan boys don’t grow up riding the waves. Took me a while to learn.”

         True. But now that Lawson has found surfing, he’ll never quit. There’s something about getting lost in the sea and letting the waves guide you back to shore that’s addictive.

         We sit, the quiet stretching around us, while Lawson catches his breath, and before long our other surfing buddy and team member, Ben McBride, joins us. We don’t call him Ben, though.

         “Get your ass up, Abbot!” yells Ben as he runs out of the waves. “You said today was the day!”

         I watch him approach. “Did I say that? I meant today was the day I’m keeping my ass planted in the sand. Tomorrow’s the day I get back on the board.”

         “Bullshit!” Ben runs at me, feinting like he’s going to land right on top of me. I dodge left, laughing as he ends up on his face.

         “Still too fast for your ass.” I gloat. Grinning at Lawson, we high-five.

         “Too slow, Cowboy.” Lawson sounds ashamed of Ben as he shakes his head. “Even missing a limb, Abbot’s got you beat every single time.”

         “That’s why he’s team leader. That, and the fact that he’s an officer and I’m not. I don’t give a shit. Can we go grab some waffles now if you ain’t surfing today?”

         I nod, dusting off my hands. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

         They grab their boards and take off toward the steps that lead to the parking lot. I have my own car; I’ll meet them at the Waffle King in a few minutes. They’ll probably be scarfing down their piles of food by then. I just need another minute with the ocean.

         Just months ago, I was still stuck in a place with no ocean. I was in that faraway desert for four months before I was flown to a naval hospital in Germany, only two weeks shy of my assigned homecoming. I let my mind temporarily drift back to that last fateful day in Syria. The things I remember with vivid recall are the smells.

         The smell of gasoline. The smell of burning rubber and plastic. The smell of hot, dry air as the darkness exploded with orange light. The smell of blood. Your own blood smells really fucking distinct. It’s a scent you can never erase from your memory.

         Yeah, the smells are still with me every single day.

         I’m torn from my thoughts when I hear the scream. It was short and staccato, possibly cut off by the waves.

         I sit up straight, my eyes scanning the ocean for the source of the scream. Without even realizing it’s happening, adrenaline surges through my body in a way I haven’t felt in months. My muscles tighten, alert. My senses kick into overdrive as my eyes continue to search the blue-green sea and my ears strain for foreign sounds.

         This is a private spot on the beach, usually occupied only by surfers. At seven-fifteen on a Wednesday morning, it’s nearly deserted. I scan the sand and notice there’s a beach bag and towel about twenty feet to my left and behind me. I’m not sure when that person got into the water, maybe when my eyes were closed. Maybe when I was thinking about the desert.

         When I turn my eyes back toward the ocean, I see it. There’s an orange and pink surfboard drifting in the waves, minus its rider. I’m up from the sand in seconds, raising a hand to my eyes to scan the water for the missing surfer. I don’t need to search the small stretch of beach behind me to see there’s no lifeguard stand here. There’s a sign on the old, twisty steps leading down to the shore that this is a private stretch and there’s no lifeguard on duty.

         I step forward, and the foamy sea rolls over my foot. I stare down at it. It’s been so long since I’ve felt it; I’m having a weird reaction. Blood pumps in my ears, and a thin sheen of sweat breaks out all over my skin that has nothing to do with the sun and the heat.

         Then, out past the breaking point, a small figure surfaces, floating on top of the rising and falling swells. I watch for movement and don’t see any.

         I don’t think. I react.

         Taking two running steps, I rush into the waves and dive headfirst into the ocean. I use my arms to pull my body through the rolling waves, kicking out hard behind me. I’m a skilled swimmer; it’s kind of mandatory in my job description, but I’ve been a good swimmer for my entire life. Even though this is my first time in the ocean since the accident, it doesn’t take long at all for me to reach the girl floating facedown in the water. Her raven-colored hair floats around her. My eyes scan her, noting her surfboard still floating feet away, attached to her slender ankle. Without a second look, I flip her on her back, pulling her under one of my arms. Then I use the other to cut through the saltwater once more, this time with the beach set in my sights.

         I’m winded when I reach the sand, but I stumble up onto the beach carrying the still girl in my arms. Her head lolls against my chest, her limbs hanging limply from my hold. She’s a rag doll, and fear courses through my blood, heating it until it feels like it’s bubbling in my veins. I fall to my knees, laying her gently on the sand. My hands are steady as I unstrap the surfboard from her foot, but my heart crashes against my ribs. Then, still running on autopilot, I brush her hair back so that I can assess her.

         As soon as her face is clear of her long, dark mane, I suck in a breath as recognition slams into me like a jacked-up truck.

         “Holy shit,” I murmur. “Greta? Come on, girl, you gotta wake up for me.”

         She doesn’t move.

         Breathe for her.

         Her gorgeous face is turning blue. I use my fingers to tilt her chin back, and then I lean in and breathe into her mouth twice.

         Chest compressions.

         My hands are centered on her chest, and I’m riveted to her face as I press down again and again, counting aloud each time I pump. After thirty compressions, I return to her mouth, pinching her nose closed and breathing in twice.

         Again.

         I repeat the process, pushing all fear out of my head. “Come on, Greta! Berkeley will kill me if I let you die. Wake up, dammit!”

         Suddenly, she splutters, takes a huge, gasping breath, and ocean water pours out of her mouth. Lightning fast, I turn her on her side, and she retches, coughing again and again. When she’s finished, I help her sit up on the sand, and I brush her hair out of her face as her crystal blue eyes finally focus on me.

         “There you are.” I breathe. “Hey, beautiful. You’re okay. You’re okay.”

         I repeat the phrase again and again, rubbing her back with one hand while she gains her bearings. She blinks rapidly a few times, and then croaks out in a hoarse voice.

         “Grisham? Grisham Abbot?”

         I smile, grateful to hear my name falling from her mouth right now. “It’s me. Been a while, huh?”

         She nods, coughing again. She raises a hand to her head and winces. That’s when I see the blood, nearly hidden in her hair at the top of her forehead.

         “Damn. That’s a nasty cut. That probably happened when you fell off your board. Let me take you to the hospital, okay?”

         She shakes her head. “I hate hospitals. I was just there with my little sister a few days ago. I’ll go to urgent care.”

         I shake my head. “Not by yourself. I’ll take you.”

         She looks reluctant, but nods her head. “Okay.”

         I stand, holding out my hand to her. “Do you think you can stand and walk? If not, I’ll carry you.”

         She allows me to help her up. She’s a little unsteady on her feet, but she seems like she’ll be able to make it up the steps and to my four-door Jeep Wrangler.

         “Wait!” she cries, turning toward the ocean. “My board!”

         “Shhh, I got it,” I reply, pointing to where it’s lying on the beach. “We towed it in on your ankle.”

         She nods in relief.

         “Let me get you to the car, and then I’ll come back for our boards. Okay?”

         Her eyes stray down to my leg, following the metal trail to my prosthetic foot. I’ve almost forgotten about it. It usually doesn’t take people this long, but I’m going to give Greta credit because she was unconscious for part of the time we’ve been together today.

         “Oh, Grisham,” she whispers. Her eyes fill with tears.

         “Hush,” I admonish her. “I’m used to it by now. Hey, I’m good as new, Greta. I got out there to pull you in, didn’t I?”

         She nods and rewards me with a small smile. My heart stutters, remembering what it was like when I really saw that smile for the first time.

         I met Greta well over two years ago when she and my best friend, Berkeley, became roommates. But Berkeley wasn’t just my best friend; I’d also been secretly in love with her since we were kids. When Berkeley moved in with her, I didn’t pay Greta much attention. But after Berkeley got together with her boyfriend, Dare, my heart took a beating. There was one morning when I was at their apartment, giving Dare the business, when Greta walked into the room wearing really tiny pajama shorts complete with a thin tank top.

         The image is still burned into my mind.

         I couldn’t help but follow the trail of her long legs, past her little shorts, pausing at the small patch of skin exposed on her stomach. Then, when I made eye contact and saw those baby blues, clear as the fucking sky above and filled with desire, I almost lost my mind.

         I left, because my head wasn’t in a place to deal with feelings for another girl.

         But right now, connecting with her again like this…something inside of me is pulling me toward her like a magnet. I can get lost in eyes as big and as blue as hers.

         I think I might even want to.

         “I’m sorry, Grisham,” she says sincerely as she blinks.

         I’m distracted as she pulls her soft, plump bottom lip into her mouth and bites down. I’m mesmerized as the nipped skin turns pale.

         “What?”

         “I said I’m sorry? About the explosion that caused you to lose part of your leg. I heard about it…” She trails off, her eyes closing briefly as if she’s in pain.

         I reach out and grab her chin, causing her eyes to fly open and lock with mine once more. A stirring in my suit grabs my attention, but I push my physical reaction to this girl out of my head so I can finish this conversation. Her eyes stay locked on mine, instead of straying back down to my foot.

         This surprises the shit out of me, because usually I can’t keep anyone’s attention for more than a few seconds before they’re looking at it again.

         “I can do everything I did before,” I tell her, my voice soft. “Except lead my boys out into the damn desert again, that is. My career focus has shifted a bit, that’s all. But I’m okay, Greta. Thanks for worrying about me.”

         She nods, giving me a real smile for the first time.

         Good Lord.

         I’m floored. Two rows of perfect white teeth and plump, full lips form a smile that’s just a little bit crooked. She’s like seeing the sun again after months in the dark. Holy shit. I’m screwed. I’m not ready for this right now. I’m in no better state of mind than I was a year ago. In some ways, I’m worse. So I’m going to chalk whatever I’m feeling right now up to residual attraction from two years ago and from the high I get from saving someone’s life.

         “Let’s get you to the car.” I take her elbow and steer her toward the steps.

         It’s slow going, but we make it to the little parking lot. Her forehead wrinkles in confusion as we approach my Jeep.

         “Where’s your little sports car? The Audi?”

         “Kind of hard to haul my board and my bikes around on that thing. I like to do shit outside…a lot. My Jeep is better for that type of stuff.”

         And my father bought me that Audi. After I graduated from school, I decided there was no way I was going to let him keep paying my way.

         But I kept that thought to myself.

         She raises her hands to the top of her wet suit, but I notice them trembling as she attempts to pull it down. Then I’m touching her shoulders without thinking.

         “Let me help you,” I say as I graze her soft, soft skin.

         The simple touch does something wild to my insides, turning me from strong and steady to something gelatinous and wobbly. Her eyes fly to meet mine, and I’m left wondering if she felt it, too. Slowly, together, we slide the suit down her body, still slick from the ocean water I just pulled her from. The pink and black material peels away, and my gaze fixes on her pale skin like I’ve spotted a shiny new coin. She wiggles a little, shimmying out of the wet suit to reveal a tiny black bikini underneath. The sight sends a jolt of awareness straight to my cock. Coupled with miles and fucking miles of milky skin, she’s an incredible sight. I let my gaze sweep up and down her frame just once before finding her face again. Her cheeks are pink, probably because she noticed my through once-over.

         She nibbles her lip again, and I bite down hard on a groan.

         “My towel is in my bag, down there.” She points toward the beach.

         “I’ll get it when I get your board. Anything else, ma’am?”

         I exaggerate my southern accent on the last line, making her giggle.

         “Nope, I think that’s it, sir.” She picks up my game, exaggerating hers, and I feel warmth spread through my body starting in the very center of me.

         “Funny girl.”

         After I help her into the Jeep—ignoring her protests about her being wet—and turn down the radio as the Marshall Tucker Band blares from the speakers. I turn and jog back down to the beach. I grab my surfboard and hers under one arm and load her bag onto the other.

         Even though I’m only taking her to the doctor, and it’s been months since I’ve seen her, I can’t stop the feeling of giddy anticipation overwhelming me at the thought of seeing her sitting there in my car.

         After Berkeley, I changed a lot about my life. I stopped answering to my asshole father. I gave my mother a very specific ultimatum. I changed my job trajectory in the navy, entering the SEALs training program against my father’s wishes. I sold the Audi and bought a Jeep. I also bought a small house in Lone Sands close to the beach I’d always loved so much instead of living on base.

         The one thing I hadn’t changed was my relationship status. I was definitely in the single category. My parents and I had basically planned my life around their goal for me to marry Berkeley one day. And like an idiot I’d bought into it; because she and I were so close there wasn’t anyone else I could imagine spending my life with. Any girl I dated before then was just a distraction.

         And now any girl I dated was the same thing. A distraction. A way to pass the time. I chose girls who knew the score, girls who typically dated guys in the navy because they weren’t going to be around for long. Nothing serious, no strings attached.

         But as I climb into my Jeep and glance over at Greta sitting there with a genuine, sweet-and-sexy smile on her face and with a body that could cause men to jump off bridges, something inside me stirs and stretches. Something that had been dormant for a long time. Something that tells me Greta Owen isn’t going to be like other girls. I’m not going to be able to love her body one night and then walk away the next day.

         Without even saying a word, she demands to be more than that.

         I look down at my left leg. I’m not even a whole man anymore. I’d been through some shit in the last year that had changed me fundamentally, both inside and out. There’s no way I can be everything to someone else.

         I know it in my gut.

         I’m going to drive Greta to the doctor and make sure she’s okay.

         And then I’m going to walk away.

         Because at this point in my life, that’s the best possible thing I can do for a woman like this.

         Just walk away.
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            Greta

         

         Grab the turkey bacon. Shred the cheddar. Place the chicken in the baking dish. Season it.

         My brain has been taking a vacation all day. First, falling off my board (something I never do) and ending up unconscious in the ocean. And now I haven’t been able to think of much else other than the way Grisham’s intense forest-green eyes practically swallowed me whole when I woke. And the way one of his strong hands remained on me at all times, making sure I was okay. I wonder idly if the skin underneath those hands felt as hot to him as it did to me. And I also can’t forget about the way his thick, dirty-blond hair fell into his eyes as he leaned over me.

         So basically, my usually smart brain has turned into a big ol’ dumb-dumb. And although I know the last thing I should be thinking about right now is Grisham Abbot, my dummy brain just won’t let me stop.

         So that’s probably the reason I slice my finger open while I’m chopping up the red onions to go on the smothered chicken I’m preparing for dinner.

         “Ouch, dammit!” I hiss in pain as the blood immediately begins to seep from the wound. And then, because I’m one of those people who can’t stand the sight of my own blood, I promptly become too woozy to stand and end up on my butt on the kitchen floor. My head is spinning in a complicated, wild dance.

         The front door opens with a bang. Somewhere in the back of my fuzzy head I know it’s Mea, because Mea always enters a room with a flourish.

         “Greta! Ohmigod, are you okay?”

         Mea crouches down beside me and takes my hand in hers. As soon as she notices the blood, she acts like a flash. Grabbing a towel from the cabinet behind, her she wraps it around my hand, applying an almost painful amount of pressure.

         “There,” she says. “All covered up. Come on back to the land of the living.”

         I take deep breaths. In through my mouth, out through my nose. For some reason, it helps me best when I take breaths in the opposite pattern normally used.

         “Better?”

         Mea’s voice is full of sympathy as she scrutinizes my face. I nod, and her eyes narrow in on the butterfly bandage covering up the fresh stitches in my forehead.

         I sigh, standing up on wobbly legs. “I’m fine. Just...the blood. You know.”

         “I know.”

         Mea goes to fetch a Band-Aid for my finger. I continue holding the towel on my hand until she returns. My finger is now throbbing sharp beats of pain, but I’ll live. There’s no way I’m going back to urgent care for more stitches today. They’ll assume someone is beating me up on a regular basis. And it’s too difficult to tell them that I’ve just suddenly come down with a case of the klutzes.

         When Mea returns, she sweeps gazelle-like into our apartment kitchen like a fierce little ballerina and begins wrapping the bandage around my finger while I avert my eyes.

         “There,” she announces. “All done.”

         I shoot her a grateful smile as I watch her chuck the Band-Aid wrapper in the trash and leave the kitchen. I get back to fixing our dinner. I throw the raw chicken breasts on the indoor grill and hum with satisfaction as they begin to sizzle. The rest of the ingredients are neatly lined up in little bowls on the counter.

         Cooking is one area of my life where I have complete and utter control. I can cook the pants off of any meal, anytime. There are many areas in my life where control is out of my grasp, but usually when I’m cooking and when I’m surfing I’m 100 percent on my game.

         Except for today, of course.

         Today, I’m off my game in all areas.

         “So how’s your sister?” Mea kicks off her shoes and flops onto the couch. Of course she looks like a little winged bird as she does it, where I’d probably look like a stork on skates.

         “She was released this morning. It wasn’t anything she hasn’t been through before. With her cystic fibrosis, you know she’s no stranger to the inside of a hospital room.”

         Mea nods, sympathy pooling in her deep brown eyes. “Bless her sweet little heart. I hate to see her sick.”

         “Me, too. Mom takes good care of her, though. It just sucks that she doesn’t have two involved parents. A sick sixteen-year-old girl would really appreciate having her dad by her side sometimes.”

         Mea folds her hands in her lap. I know she feels torn in two directions when I speak ill of my father. It’s not like I don’t love my dad. He’s always been good to me, in his own way. And my mom will never have to worry about my sister’s medical bills, because Jacob Owen has done more than well for himself. As Gemma would put it, he’s loaded. But at the end of the day, a kid just wants her dad to show her love by being there. And that’s where my dad gets it wrong every single time.

         “Do we need to let Gemma spend the night here tonight so your mom can take care of Gabi?”

         Shaking my head, I turn back to the grill. “No, Gabi’s just going to take it easy tonight. I’m sure Gemma won’t want to do anything besides get on Snapchat and talk to her friends, anyway.”

         Mea giggles. “Oh, to be fifteen again.”

         My insides melt when I think of my little sisters. They’re the reason I moved back to Lone Sands after college. If it weren’t for them, I probably wouldn’t have moved away from the bigger city. But my mom needs help with my two teenage sisters a lot. Being there for them is as natural as breathing for me. It’s second nature.

         “Mea…” I can’t hold it in any longer. I think if I try, my chest will explode. “I ran into Grisham today.”

         I keep my back to Mea so she won’t see how thoroughly I blush at the mention of his name.

         “Grisham? Grisham Abbot?” She sounds shocked.

         I nod. “Yep.” My attempt at nonchalance is foiled by the extra octave my voice reaches.

         “Does that have anything to do with the injury you haven’t mentioned on your forehead?”

         Now she sounds suspicious.

         I busy my hands with adding the smothering ingredients to the tops of the chicken breasts. This time, I leave the lid of the grill open. “It’s no big deal. I fell off my surfboard today and sort of ended up unconscious.”

         “What?”

         She sounds agitated. Time to turn around.

         “It’s fine, Mea. Really. I was just being clumsy.”

         She frowns at me. “You’re not usually clumsy when you’re surfing.”

         “Yeah, but I was just blowing off steam after seeing Gabi in the hospital one more time. You know? She’s got bronchitis again, and Mom brought her to the ER last night when she couldn’t catch her breath. It’s so hard to see her that way.”

         Mea leaps off the couch and hurries over to wrap her arms around me. At five foot eight, I’m a good five inches taller than she is. But she wraps me up like a burrito in her embrace anyway, and I rest my head on her shoulder as I fight the tears back.

         We stay that way for a few minutes until I pull away, swiping at my eyes. “I know, I know. She’s okay. But still…she’s the toughest kid on the planet. She never complains. It’s just not fair.”

         Patting my arm as I turn back to the waiting chicken, she sighs. “I know.”

         “So, anyway, there I am, lying on the beach when I came to, coughing up a lung like a beached whale. And there’s Grisham, leaning over me. He’d just given me mouth-to-mouth. He freaking saved my life, Mea.”

         Her eyes widen. “You’re shitting me. For real? Are you okay now?”

         She scrutinizes me with a careful gaze.

         “Yes, I’m fine. Grisham took me to urgent care so I could get stiches. Then he bought me lunch at a drive-through. Then he brought me home. Then he got one of his buddies to meet him back at the beach so he could bring me my car.”

         I shake my head in disbelief. I still can’t believe the events of today really happened. Grisham literally rode back into my life like a knight in shining armor. It’s enough to give a girl some kind of hero complex.

         Especially when her hero looks like Grisham Abbot does.

         Memories of his golden-tan body gleaming in the sunlight cause a gentle wave of warmth to flood through me. His body was sick. His wet suit was pulled down to his waist, and there were just ripples and ripples of abs. I mean, the things seriously went on forever. Right down into the uncharted waters beneath the wet suit. Which I unfortunately didn’t get to see.

         He was bigger than I remember, too. When I saw him last, it was right before he entered the SEALs training program. And he had a great body then, but not nearly as ripped and defined as he is now. At least it didn’t look that way before.

         Mea’s giving me a slow, knowing smile. I can imagine that my face rivals the color of a strawberry at this point.

         Damn Irish skin. I can’t hide anything I’m feeling when I blush like a maniac all the time. Why can’t I have beautiful, toffee-brown skin like Mea?

         “Uh-huh. And how is Mr. Grisham looking these days, Greta?”

         I groan, forgetting about the chicken and leaning back against the counter. “The same way he’s always looked. Only better. His hair is longer. Sexy-messy. Even when his focus was clearly on Berkeley last year, I always thought he was gorgeous.”

         Mea claps her hands together with wild glee. “I know! And now he’s back! So did you get his number?”

         My mouth drops open. “No, I did not. And he didn’t ask me for mine, either. So that’s that.”

         Mea’s mouth goes all scrunchy, the way it looks when she’s devising a master plan. Mea’s master plans are notoriously devious, and I raise my hands for protection.

         “Stop it, Mea. Just stop thinking whatever it is you’re thinking, all right? Grisham isn’t for me. He never has been. I could never be with a guy who doesn’t put me first, and that guy was always all about Berkeley. Now he’s a freaking Navy SEAL. Do you know how dedicated those guys are to their jobs? Just as dedicated as my father was to his. And look how great that turned out for my family. No way. Just turn your brain around and go back to start. I’m not playing this game.”

         My voice is firm. But all Mea seemed to hear was Grisham, Navy SEAL, and game. The girl rubs her two dainty hands together like a greedy little goblin.

         “You always liked him, Greta. More than you would ever admit. I saw it. And I see it again now. Plus, you owe the man. He saved your life and he bought you lunch. Don’t you at least think he deserves a ‘thank you’?” She shakes her hips, shimmying to demonstrate her point.

         My mouth is working to let Mea know that I don’t think this plan she’s hatching is a good idea. But my heart is squeezing so tight in my chest I’m in danger of going into cardiac arrest. My heart is happy at the thought of seeing Grisham again.

         It’s a foreign feeling. I’m not sure when the last time my heart felt happy was.

         “I did say thank you.”

         Mea throws her hands up in the air.

         “It’s like I’m always working with amateurs,” she mutters. “Of course you said thank you.” She tugs a piece of my long, inky hair with two fingers. “But now you need to show him thank you.”

         I cross my arms in outright defiance. “And how am I supposed to do that when I don’t have any way to contact him?”

         Mea smiles an extra devilish smile before skipping back into the living room.

         Oh, God. I realize my mistake too late. I asked a question! And that was her green light.

         “You just leave it to Mama Mea.”

         She tosses a smug smirk over her shoulder at me as she heads toward her phone. Before she makes it to the coffee table where her phone is sitting idle, my own phone dings a text alert on the kitchen counter. I grab it up, still wondering what dangerous machine Mea is about to set in motion.

         
            Hey there. It’s Grisham. Checking to see if you’re doing okay?

         

         A shiver runs through me just at the sight of his name on my phone.

         What the…?

         “Mea,” I say, my words slow and succinct. “What did you do? And how did it happen so fast?”

         She pauses, her hand midway to her phone. “What are you talking about?”

         I point at my phone, frantic. “It’s Grisham. How is a guy I didn’t give my number to texting me?”

         I’m simultaneously filled with panic and euphoria.

         Mea’s full mouth stretches into a slow smile. She bounces on her tiptoes, causing her array of lustrous dark brown curls to shimmy.

         “Don’t be silly. I hadn’t even picked up my phone yet! What did he say?”

         She flies over to where I’m standing, and I hold out my phone so she can see Grisham’s text.

         “See?” Her face is full of mirth. “Text him back!”

         I hesitate, biting my lip as I think. Then I send Grisham a response:

         
            I’m hanging in there. A little headache but nothing I can’t handle.

         

         Mea reads over my shoulder. Frowning, she huffs out a disappointed breath. “Boring.”

         My eyes widen as I stare at her. “Mea! Am I supposed to sext the guy during our first convo?”

         Her nod is solemn. “Absolutely.”

         Now it’s my turn to throw up my arms at her utter hopelessness.

         My phone vibrates, and I glance down at it with eager eyes.

         
            Glad to hear it. You gotta watch that pretty head of yours when U R surfing alone. Don’t forget to have your roommate wake you up every couple hours tonight for the concussion.

         

         Huh. I’d actually forgotten all about those doctor’s orders. “Mea, can you—”

         “Nope!” she sings happily. “Can’t, sweetie. I’m staying at my cousin’s in Wilmington tonight. In fact, I don’t even have time to stay for this delicious dinner you cooked. I have plans.”

         I stare at her, my eyes narrowing into suspicious slits. “Since when?”

         “Since right now.”

         I grab the dish towel and throw it at her head. “You little devil! I need you! I have a freaking concussion!”

         She grabs my phone and runs to her room, slamming the door behind her.

         “Mea!” I take off after her. My fist thuds against the wood of her door. “Don’t do anything stupid! I am begging you!”

         She opens the door a crack and hands me my phone. “I have to pack. You’re welcome, babe.” She closes her door again with a firm click.

         “Ohhhhh, you little…” I pull my eyes back down to my phone and they widen at the text I supposedly just sent to Grisham.

         
            Actually I’ll be waking myself up tonight. My roommie is in Wilmington for the night  You think I’ll be OK?

         

         Just reading that text is making my skin heat with a furious blush. Why…why is there no way to take back a text after it’s already been sent? I stare in misery at my phone, waiting for his response. If he even—

         My phone dings.

         And my heart stops beating.

         Mea is amazing.

         
            Um, no. Actually that’s not OK with me at all. I’m packing a bag. B there in 30 mins. U hungry? I can pick up dinner.

         

         If he were here, I’d be stuttering my response. But even as my heart is beating a rhythm so rapid it could run right out of my chest, my brain finally kicks into high gear. I type out a response, telling him that I’ve already prepared dinner and that I have plenty to share. Then I hold my phone to my chest and try to tamp down the enormous smile that wants to crack my face in two pieces.

         Grisham Abbot doesn’t want me to sleep alone tonight.

         He’s on his way over to my apartment this minute.

         My stomach sinks with dread at the exact moment that my heart takes flight.

      

   


   
      
         
            3

            Grisham

         

         In my Jeep driving to Greta’s, I’m arguing with myself like a crazy person.

         So much for walking away, half of me is thinking.

         But the other half is of a different opinion.

         She needs you tonight. Just for tonight. You’d be a jerk if you didn’t help her out.

         My head bobs in a firm nod. What kind of guy would I be if I let a girl with a concussion sleep on her own? As someone who’s had plenty of concussions before, thanks to football and active duty military service, I know a thing or two about concussion care. And she needs to be woken up so that someone can check her for signs that her condition is worsening. The doctor said that her concussion was mild, but still.

         You can’t take chances with these types of things.

         I can’t help it when my lips pull into a small smile at the thought of seeing her again. The last time I saw her in her sleepwear…damn.

         That thought goes straight to my quickly hardening cock, and I reach down to adjust myself because that shit hurts.

         There’s no doubt that Greta is the most gorgeous girl I’ve ever laid eyes on. Any residual feelings I had for Berkeley died long ago, and I haven’t thought of her that way since she’s been hot and heavy with Dare. But thinking of Greta now…the way her dark hair contrasts so starkly with her milky skin. The way her eyes pierce mine, rather than just looking at me. The way her body is just feminine curves stacked on top of lithe limbs…

         I hit the steering wheel lightly, trying to shake the image from my brain. I’m going to her place tonight for one reason and one reason only—to help her. Not to get into her pants like a fucking perv.

         When I arrive, I sling my duffle over my shoulder and walk up the two flights of stairs to her apartment. I rap the back of my hand against the door and wait, my hands hanging on to the top of the doorjamb. My heart pounds a little harder when I hear the sound of soft footsteps approaching from inside. The door is yanked open, and I’m suddenly this close to the face that’s been playing on repeat in my mind all damn day.

         I’m frozen in place, because those eyes of hers have the power to hold me hostage. I don’t even blink.

         “Hey,” she says, her voice like satin as a slow, shy smile crosses her lips.

         She’s fresh, her face free of makeup. I try to keep my eyes on her face, but they act of their own accord, making a languid trek down her body. She’s dressed for the late-summer heat in a ribbed purple tank top that hugs her tight, lifted breasts and her slim midsection. Small white cotton shorts that send a zing of awareness straight to my cock leave miles of skin free for my amusement. When I pull my gaze back up her body, her eyes are wide, and there’s an adorable blush dusted across her cheeks.

         “Hey.” I clear my throat.

         “Um…come in.” She scoots to the side so that I can move my large frame in through the small doorway.

         I walk into the apartment. Expecting to be flooded with both good and not-so-good memories of Berkeley and the time I spent with her here, I let my gaze roam around the living room. Everything is decorated in shades of white and blue, with a beach theme. Navy-blue couch and oversize armchair, white wooden coffee table. Navy-blue drapes with vertical white stripes. Large white lamps on mismatched end tables with navy-blue anchors. It’s so kitschy and girly that I smile.

         But the expected flood of regret and memories don’t come. Instead, Greta steps into my line of sight, and my gaze shifts to her with focused intent. I set my bag down beside the couch and crook my finger at her.

         “Come here.”

         She doesn’t hesitate; she walks straight over and stands, tipping her head back to look up at me. Something inside me twitches happily at her willingness, and it takes a lot of willpower not to grab her and let my hands roam over all of that exposed skin.

         Instead, I cup her chin with one hand and brush feather-light fingers over her head wound with the other. “How is this feeling?”

         She winces as my fingers touch it, and I pull them away. “It’s fine.”

         One side of my mouth tips up. “Tough girl.”

         Grinning, she turns and heads through an arching doorway to the open-concept kitchen. “You hungry?”

         I wasn’t until she said that. Now, my stomach rumbles as the aroma of something delicious and homemade wafts under my nose. “Wow. Something smells amazing. What’d you make?”

         “Smothered chicken, garlic mashed potatoes, and corn soufflé.” She says it like she just made Hamburger Helper or something equally mundane.

         “Holy shit. You really cooked.”

         She shrugs. “Yeah. I cook a lot. It’s something I love to do.”

         Instantly, curiosity rushes through me, and I want to know what else she loves to do. I pull out a seat at the bar top facing her and watch as she works to prepare our plates. She piles one high with a mound of mashed potatoes and a huge piece of chicken, and my stomach growls.

         “You do? Huh. I didn’t know that. I guess we never really got a chance to get acquainted before, did we?”

         She shakes her head, sending cascades of that thick, dark hair rippling around her shoulders. I’m betting it would feel amazing tumbling around my fingers.

         Stop. Mind out of the gutter, Abbot. You’re here because she needs your help. Not your dick.

         “Not really. But…I’d like to get to know you better, Grisham.”

         Oh…fuck. When she says my name, something long and forgotten opens up inside my chest like an expanding balloon. Like a dragon, waking up after a long, restful sleep. I reply automatically, before I can think better of it.

         “I’ve wanted to know more about you ever since you first batted those long eyelashes at me a couple of years ago.”

         Wait…what? What the hell was I thinking, saying that out loud?

         My gaze stays glued to her face. I watch a myriad of emotions chase each other through her eyes, and a warm blush spreads over her cheeks. Her eyes widen, and her plump bottom lip disappears between her teeth as if on cue. I can almost count the different ways her body reacts to what I just said, and that’s only while I’m looking at her face.

         I can’t help the easy smile that creeps onto my own lips. It’s just too easy to tease her.

         “Do you not realize that you’re hot as the freaking sun, Greta? Any guy would want to get to know you better.”

         She drops her gaze to our plates and finishes filling them with food. It’s a physical thing…how much I want to get close to her right now and make her look at me.

         She slides a plate across the bar top toward me and brings hers around to sit beside me. She climbs up onto her stool and I reach out a hand and place it on her lower back to make sure she’s steady as she settles herself.  The warmth emanating from her is addictive; I don’t move my hand right away. I hear her quick intake of breath as my hand smoothes across her shirt, cupping her tiny waist. I pull her toward me, and her stool scrapes against the floor. When she meets my stare under long, dark lashes, I grin.

         “Much better.” She clamps down on her bottom lip, and my eyes are drawn there instantly. God, she’s sexy. It takes everything I have to tear my eyes away from her mouth and focus on my food.

         I cut a piece of chicken and stick the bite into my mouth. “Oh…damn, girl. I haven’t had a home-cooked meal in…I can’t even remember how long. This chicken is delicious.”

         Her face breaks into a true, ungrudging smile that steals my breath away. “Thank you. That makes me feel good. Don’t you ever go home and have dinner with your parents?”

         I snort. “Yeah, occasionally if I can’t avoid it. But having dinner with my parents means going out or ordering in. My mom doesn’t cook.”

         She gasps, her fork frozen halfway to her mouth. “Never?”

         “Never.”

         “I mean…nothing? Like, not even grits for breakfast?”

         I burst out laughing. “Of all the things…grits? Is that something you have to have? My parents are both originally from Illinois. So no grits.”

         She nods, quick and passionate. “Oh my word, yes. I need my grits. And I like to make ’em with plenty of butter. And cheese…ohhh, yeah. Definitely cheese.”

         Still laughing, I wipe my mouth with my napkin. “Well, aren’t you just the cutest southern girl.”

         We eat in silence for a few minutes before I think about what she said and start laughing all over again. She smiles over at me, her face shining with pure light. I reach over and brush her cheek with the back of my hand, because I can’t not touch her in that moment. Her pupils dilate at the contact, and I can see the breath hitch with a quick rise in her chest. I’m lost in the deep blue of her eyes for a moment, and the connection between us pulls taut.

         “Grits.” My voice is hoarse with lust as I chuckle, shaking my head.

         “You won’t be laughing in the morning when I make them for you.” She fires it right back at me, which causes my grin to grow.

         “No, I’m sure I won’t. But I do like the idea of you cooking for me again in the morning.”

         I wait for it…and there’s the blush.

         This is going to be a really entertaining night.

         
              

         

         After dinner, it’s still pretty early, so we settle onto the couch. Greta sinks into the cushions on one end, and I settle down in the middle not too far from her. My body lists in her direction, itching to move closer, but I don’t want to crowd her.

         This isn’t a date, I remind myself.

         “Want to watch a movie?” she asks. Her voice is like velvet. I just want to wrap myself up in it.

         Her mouth pops open in a yawn, and I laugh. “Are you sure you’ll make it through a movie?”

         “If I don’t, my knight is here to wake me up in exactly two hours.”

         “Knight, huh?”

         Her head tilts to the side, and she looks at me. Really looks.  “Didn’t you save me on the beach today?”

         “Anybody would have.”

         Her bright blue eyes don’t falter as she answers, “No, they wouldn’t have. But you did.”

         A hard lump forms in my throat. Swallowing it down, I tear my gaze away from hers and hand her the remote. “Movie night is lady’s choice.”

         One side of her generous mouth tilts up in a crooked smile. I want so badly to lean in and taste it, but instead I lean away from her and zero in on the TV.

         “Why, thank you, sir.”

         I glance at her again, and we both burst out laughing.

         It feels good, laughing. Growing up, laughing and having a good time were discouraged by my strict dad. I was taught that hard work is what pays off, not goofing off and having a good time. His harsh hand was always something I feared, and I never felt safe enough to laugh around him at all.

         I laugh with my buddies sometimes when we’re at work, trying to break a tense situation. Or when we’re out having a few beers. But this is really laughing…letting go. Being loose. It’s light, and for some reason, it makes me hopeful.

         It feels different. It feels good.

         We start watching a movie about a man and a woman who go back to their hometown for a funeral after being high school lovers. I’m not supposed to like it because it’s a chick flick. But I find myself drawn into the story, wanting to know what’s going to happen with the couple now.

         Midway through, I have to stand up and stretch my leg. I can’t sit for long stints like this anymore without feeling like I need to walk, exercise my good limb a little bit. It’s something I’ve had to do ever since the explosion. I stand, flexing, trying to be as casual about it as I can.

         I can feel Greta’s eyes on me as I walk to the counter and do a couple of standing knee flexes. Knowing she’s watching me sends a flush of embarrassment creeping up my neck. The last thing I want is for her to see me as weak. Or as less than what I was before.

         When we first met, I was whole.

         But I came back from the other side of the world with a piece missing. My imagination runs away, weaving the tale of what she must think of me now.

         When I return to the couch, she reaches over and places a hand on the thigh of my leg that was partly amputated. My muscle tenses under her touch, the skin of my neck heats. I reach down and grab her hand in mine. It’s warm and soft, and I squeeze it gently as I look over at her.

         “Does it hurt?” she whispers.

         I shake my head with a small smile. “No.”

         “Did it? Hurt? I mean…when it happened?”

         I don’t answer for a minute, and she misinterprets my silence.

         “I’m sorry, Grisham…I didn’t mean to…just forget I asked.”

         Her hair forms a veil around her face as she looks down at her lap. I lift her hand to my chest and tug until she looks at me.

         “Please don’t ever apologize for asking honest questions. People never do that. They stare and they wonder, or they obviously try not to stare when I know they really want to. No one, even my family and friends, comes right out and asks about it. My dad has actually never even bothered to have an honest conversation with me about what happened. Not once.”

         She nods. Her face is certain; there’s not a hint of hesitation there. “I want to know.”

         I sigh and lean my head back against the couch cushions. Going back to that night…it’s not something I ever willingly do. I had to talk to a therapist about it, and I opened up as fully as I could. I think the talking helped, but it’s hard as hell to revisit what happened.

         “An RPG hit our convoy as we were on our way in as support for a unit of Rangers. The hum-vee in front of us took a direct hit, but we caught a big portion of the explosion. It hurt, Greta. It felt exactly the way you’d imagine it would feel to have one of your limbs literally blown off your body. But when you’re out there…in a situation like that, you can’t focus on the pain. You have to focus on living. On surviving. So that’s what I did. I focused on living and making sure my men were out of danger. And then I don’t remember anything else until I woke up in Germany.”

         She sucks in a loud, hissing breath through her mouth. “I can’t imagine. How did you adjust to having a prosthetic?”

         I smirk at the memory of waking up in the hospital. “When I realized the leg was gone from the knee down, I was pissed. Really fucking pissed. I thought it would completely change my life. And it has…but prosthetics are really, really good these days. There’s a lot I can still do. I probably won’t be able to be active duty much longer, but I’m going to get to finish out this year with my team at least.”

         She nods. “And then what?”

         Shrugging, I close my eyes briefly. This is something I worry about a lot, but I don’t want anyone to know how much. “I don’t know.” As much as I attempt to keep it locked tightly away, my uncertainty bleeds through in my tone.

         She turns her legs toward me, the right side of her face leaning against the couch. I open my eyes and stare right into hers. “You’ll figure it out, Grisham. I have faith in you.”

         I give her a small smile. “You don’t know me well enough to have faith in me.”

         She squares her shoulders and lifts her chin.

         Ah. This girl has a stubborn streak. And I bet it’s a mile long. For reasons still undiscovered, the thought makes me smile.

         “I know enough.” Her lips pull into a tight smirk, her eyes shining brightly as she holds my gaze.

         The urge to kiss her is so strong I can’t deny it. It’s like I’m a poor fish caught on her line. With every sentence she utters, with every smile she so freely gives, she’s reeling me in slowly, and I can’t wriggle free. I don’t even want to.

         I lean in, and I see her lips part the slightest bit as she readies herself for my kiss. Her grip tightens in mine, and I use my other hand to grasp the back of her neck. The heat radiating off her skin scorches me, and all I want to do is drown in the flames. Her gaze darkens, and I know her expression mirrors the pure, inescapable lust in my own. Our eyes are locked and loaded, and all I have to do is close the remaining inches between us.

         Greta’s phone vibrates on the table. I close my eyes for a moment in frustration just as she jumps backward and reaches out to grab her phone.

         She gives me a guilty glance as she checks the number. “I have to answer this. It’s my dad.”

         I nod as I try to get control of the burning fire raging inside of me. Why is everything so…much with her? So much more?

         I’ve kissed more girls than I can count. When I want to do it, when I feel it’s right, I just do it. There’s never much buildup or thought. It’s the natural order of things. But with Greta, everything feels like a big fucking deal.

         I zone out for the few minutes she’s on the phone with her father. When she hangs up, she looks disgruntled.

         “My father wants to see me.”

         “Now?”

         She shakes her head. She’s agitated, or irritated. I’m not sure which. I remember briefly that her father was the man who assisted in Berkeley’s rescue last year when an enemy of her boyfriend’s brother kidnapped her. Greta’s father is some kind of security specialist. He owns his own company that Berkeley’s boyfriend, Dare, now works for as his right-hand man.

         Greta doesn’t seem thrilled about the impending conversation with her father. If I had to guess, I’d say they aren’t close. Either that, or Greta has an issue with him.

         We can start a club. The I Can’t Stand My Father club.

         “In the morning.” She flops back onto the couch and trains her eyes on the movie.

         I reach for her hand again, gauging her expression. She’s trying really hard to keep her face blank.

         “I don’t want to talk about him.”

         I nod, rubbing small circles with my thumb on the back of her hand. “Then we won’t.”

         We watch the rest of the movie in silence. I can’t stop thinking about how drastically different her headspace is now from where we were when our faces were inches apart.

         And on top of that, the movie has a terrible ending. The main character dies, and the girl has to go on without ever knowing what could have been.

         Fucking chick flicks.
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