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      To J.

      Thanks for being my friend in every country we met. And for making such an impression I just had to write you into a book.
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      The rules for falling for your best friend:

      
        
          	
        Don’t.
      

      	
        Forget the crush you had on him when you were eight.
      

      	
        And when you were thirteen.
      

      	
        And again when you thought he fell for someone else.
      

      

      

      The real rules for falling for your best friend:

      
        
          	
        Break the first rule.
      

      	
        Let both of yourselves be shameless.
      

      	
        Try out each flat surface of your house to see if the heat is still the same—Spoiler, it is.
      

      	
        Fall for the man he is, not the man you thought he was.
      

      	
        Remember the first rule.
      

      	
        And know he might have fallen first.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Zoey

      

      

      Zoey & Caleb – Age 8

      Hawaii was everything. I mean, where else on Earth could you wear a grass skirt and go to a pig roast, where they gave you pretty flowers to wear? I loved it here, and I never wanted to go home.

      We’d been in Hawaii for four days, and I knew we needed to go to the airport tomorrow. I didn’t care. All I wanted to do was play in the sand and the waves today, and my mom was finally letting me do it. We’d had to stay away from the beach for most of the trip because Lacey hadn’t been feeling well, even though the doctors said the cancer was gone.

      I rubbed my hip, remembering the big needle that had made me throw up. My mom said I wouldn’t have a scar from giving my little sister my bone marrow, and I didn’t know if she’d lied to me or not. She lied to me lots of times, though. Like when she said it wouldn’t hurt. And that Lacey would get all better because I had to go through the procedure, too.

      It had taken Lacey forever to get better, and my mom still watched her every move and wouldn’t let me do fun things because she was afraid I’d get hurt, too. Sometimes, I thought Mom only cared about me because I could help Lacey, then I remembered the times it was just our time and no one else’s. When we’d plant flowers and then put together pretty vases with the flowers we cut later.

      Mom was up in the room with Lacey now. Today was all about me and Dad. We wouldn’t stay long since I didn’t want them to be sad they weren’t outside, but for now, I got to play in the waves. Finally.

      Sand tickled my feet, and I looked over at Daddy.

      “Having fun, Z-baby?”

      I smiled wide. I wasn’t a baby, Lacey was the baby. Though I liked being Daddy’s baby sometimes. “I love it. Thank you.”

      He looked sad for a moment, then he smiled back at me before he turned and jumped into a wave. I laughed. I loved swimming and followed him into the ocean, letting the waves slap into my back, trying not to drink too much salty water.

      There were other kids around us, all of them laughing and playing with each other rather than their families. I wanted this time with Daddy.

      Then someone slammed into my back, and I slipped. Sand smacked into my face, and water surrounded me. I twisted and turned, trying to get up. I couldn’t find the top of the water. My heart beat fast, and I tried to put my feet on the ground. I didn’t know where it was.

      Before I could scream or think about anything other than the burn in my eyes, hands were on my shoulders, lifting me up. I coughed and sputtered, trying to wipe at my face. Another wave hit me, but the hands never let go.

      “Are you okay? Wait. Zoey?”

      I blinked away the saltwater and looked into the eyes of Caleb Carr. Caleb? “What are you doing here?” I blurted.

      “Rescuing you, of course. I didn’t know your family was going to be in Hawaii, too.”

      Caleb went to school with me, and I loved him. Not that I’d ever say that out loud. I totally loved him and knew that one day I would marry him. He was everything I loved in a boy. With that sweet smile, big, blue eyes, and hair he always flipped back that made him look so cool. Once, he’d even shaved the sides to make a kind of mohawk. The teachers weren’t happy, though Caleb and his family hadn’t cared. I’d loved it, because I’d loved him then, too.

      Now, this was officially the most perfect vacation ever. I had the ocean, sand, and Caleb Carr.

      “We came because Lacey isn’t sick anymore.”

      Caleb’s mouth turned down a bit in a frown, and I wanted to kick myself for bringing up Lacey. No one liked talking about sick kids, even if you were a kid. Caleb let go of my shoulders as the waves slapped into our sides.

      “I’m glad.” He paused. “Anyway, sorry that Laura almost drowned you. She screamed when she saw a fish and hit you.”

      “Laura?”

      He nodded towards the shore, and I looked over at the girl in the pretty pink bathing suit currently staring at me and Caleb like I was evil.

      “She’s here on vacation, too. She’s from England.” Caleb’s mouth tipped up in a little smile that I hated.

      Hated it because it wasn’t for me.

      No, it was for some girl named Laura.

      “Zoey? Are you okay? Damn it, Zoey, don’t go off with strangers.” Daddy pulled me towards him and away from Caleb, and it was all I could do to keep from blushing. As Laura waved at Caleb from the shore, and he nodded at me before going to her, I told myself I was okay. Just fine.

      I wasn’t.

      Because today was only the first time Caleb Carr would fall for someone who wasn’t me. I knew it deep down in my heart, I knew this wouldn’t be the last.

      

      Zoey & Caleb – Age 15

      I wasn’t sure I was a fan of camping. However, I was a fan of s’mores. I bit into the chocolatey gooey mess and moaned around the graham cracker.

      “Good?” Dad asked.

      I nodded, taking my final bite before going about licking my fingers one by one. There was no point in wasting the goodness with a napkin just yet.

      “Want another?”

      I shook my head before taking a sip of my soda so I could wash down the deliciousness. “I’m good. Any more sugar, and I’ll probably end up having to roll myself down to the lake later for the show.”

      “There’s going to be music, right? I love music.” Lacey leaned into my shoulder, and I shifted so she could have more room. She wiggled a bit and sighed as she nuzzled into my side.

      “That’s what the director said when we checked into the campsite,” Mom answered, looking down at her folder that never seemed to leave her side, not even when we were hiking in the woods for most of the day. If there was something to plan, schedule, or fix, my mom would have it color-coded within the hour. Dad said she’d always been that way but had gotten even more so when Lacey was sick.

      Now, my sister was better—I crossed my fingers even as the thought flitted across my mind—and Mom was just as detail-oriented as ever. The fact that she was doing her best to use those skills to help me get into the best colleges even though I was only a sophomore might be nice, except it also stressed me out, so I wasn’t going to think about it too much.

      We watched the flames for a bit longer, then after Dad had doused the campfire, we headed down for the show as a family. It was nice for it to be the four of us since, most of the time, we didn’t have the time to hang out and just be.

      “Mom, can we sit over there?” Lacey asked, tugging on Mom’s sleeve and stepping in front of me at the same time. I didn’t mind since I had my eyes on something—no, someone—in the distance.

      “Sure, honey,” Mom said, looking over at me, though I couldn’t really focus on her words. “Zoey?”

      I blinked, tearing my gaze from the shadowy figure across the way near the lake, the one that couldn’t be real because I couldn’t be that unlucky.

      “I’m going down there, okay? I think I see someone from school.”

      “Mom,” Lacey whined, clearly tired from the day. I didn’t blame her. We’d been going full-speed all day, and she didn’t have the best stamina. “We’re going to miss those seats and the best view.”

      “Okay, okay.” Mom looked at me. “Be safe, and only ten minutes, all right? You understand me?”

      I nodded, a little surprised that she was letting me go off alone. Of course, there were adults all around, and this particular campsite was filled with people from our neighborhood since this was a planned trip. Mom knew practically everyone here, so I was sure she felt confident that there would always be eagle eyes on me.

      I kept going to where I had seen the shadow, my heart racing. I did my best to discreetly wipe my mouth, hoping I didn’t have chocolate on my face.

      “Zoey-girl?” Caleb Carr asked, coming out of the shadows. He had a wide grin on his face, and his eyes were dark. That lock of his hair that always fell over his eyes did wonderful things to my stomach.

      Every time I was near Caleb, I lost the ability to speak. I couldn’t help it. He just did things to me. Plus, he called me Zoey-girl. It wasn’t too original. Nevertheless, it was a nickname. That meant he knew me. He saw me. It totally counted as everything. Right?

      “Hi, Caleb. I didn’t know your family was here.”

      He nodded. “Dimitri is even here somewhere. Drinking beer since he’s allowed to now.”

      “Really?” I asked, trying to keep my heart in check.

      “Yep. He turned twenty-one and is lording it over us.” Caleb just shrugged. “Well, mostly Devin since he’s closer to that age. You know?”

      “At least you’ll reach that before Amelia does,” I said, mentioning his younger sister.

      “She’ll be last at everything. Though she’ll always gripe about it.” He shrugged. “How’s Lacey doing?”

      He asked the question because he knew what we’d gone through. He didn’t have pity in his voice like so many others, though. And that was just one more reason I loved him.

      Argh.

      “She’s doing great. She’s here.” I gestured vaguely over my shoulder to where my family was. I couldn’t keep my eyes off of him, though, so I hoped I was facing the right way.

      “Good. I’m glad you guys are all here. I know you haven’t been able to do this every year with the rest of the neighborhood.”

      I warmed all over, my mouth ready to say something, anything. Only as soon as I parted my lips, another voice filled the air.

      “Caleb.” A giggle. Then an arm slid around Caleb’s trim waist, and a slender hand slipped into his front pocket. He looked down. Amber, the gorgeous honor roll student in our class with the perfect body, the sweet attitude, and now…the ideal guy.

      My guy. At least in my imagination.

      I could feel myself deflate like a balloon, even as Caleb wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close, his hand resting on her hip as if they’d done this a thousand times before. And maybe they had.

      “Hey, babe. You know Zoey, right?”

      Amber’s eyes brightened. “Mrs. Tanner’s chemistry class, right? You sat near the front, I think.”

      I swallowed hard, my fingers playing with the edge of my shorts. “That’s me. Hi, Amber.”

      “It’s great to see you, Zoey. We’re headed to our spot on the shore to watch the show. Want to join us?”

      I really wanted to hate her. Really wanted to hate myself for continually having this crush on a guy who had a different girl every time I saw him. In every place I saw him, even if we weren’t anywhere near school. I couldn’t do any of that. So, instead, I shook my head, only looking at Amber and keeping my gaze off Caleb. I didn’t want him to see. I never wanted him to see.

      “I have to get back to my parents, but I just wanted to say hi.” Another pause. “So, hi.”

      Though I didn’t see pity on Amber’s face—she knew. She knew about my crush. It had to be written all over my face. Only she didn’t lay her claim on Caleb. Didn’t act as if she were catty and mean and wanted me away. She just held him like she always could. And, maybe, for however long she had Caleb, she could.

      She didn’t make me feel small. Unseen.

      That was all on me.

      And Caleb Carr.

      Because even at eight and fifteen, I couldn’t get out of the way of my crush. And every time I saw him, he was with another girl.

      I really needed to get over my feelings for Caleb.

      No matter what my gooey heart said.

      

      Zoey & Caleb – Age 19

      My fake ID had worked, and as my head swam and my friends giggled into their drinks, I knew I wasn’t going to use it ever again.

      Ever. Again.

      My fingers were numb, and my ankles hurt from my high heels.

      I didn’t like being drunk, and I didn’t know why I’d let myself get this way at all. It was Kyla’s birthday, and we were celebrating. Only now, Kyla and Kayti were off with two guys they’d met, and I was standing by the bar, my shoes too tight, and the third guy of that trio with his hands on my butt.

      “I should go home,” I tried to say, only it sounded garbled like I couldn’t speak as I should. How many shots had the guys bought us? Damn it. This was stupid. I knew this was stupid, but my head hurt, and I just wanted to go to bed.

      “I’ll get you home, baby,” the guy whispered, his breath on my neck. Bile slid up my throat, and I pushed the guy off. Matt? Yes, Matt was his name.

      “I’m okay. I’m going to get a cab.” I got my purse and tried to walk to my friends, who were currently in the booth making out with their guys.

      “They’re busy, baby. I’ll get you home.”

      I ignored him. “Kyla?”

      “Hey, girl,” Kyla said, giggling. “Happy birthday to me! Are you going home with Matt?” She wasn’t whispering, though everyone in the bar was dancing and drunk, so no one cared what she said.

      “No, I’m going home. Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “We’re fine. You should go home with Matt.”

      I held back a shudder. I didn’t like being drunk, and I wasn’t sure I liked drunk Kyla either. Maybe it was just the booze in my system.

      “I’m going home.”

      “Okay, doll. See you Monday!” Then she went back to kissing Chad, and I shook my head, turning on my too-high heels to head out to get a cab. Matt’s hands were on my hips as soon as I turned, and I pulled away.

      “Thanks for the drinks, but I need to go home.”

      “I’ll get you outside, baby,” he said. I never hated being called baby before. And yet, with him, I really didn’t want to hear it again. Every time he said the word, it sounded sickly sweet and made me want to take a shower.

      I just needed to get away from him and this night.

      “I’m okay. Thanks, though.” I made my way through the bar, trying to stay on my heels as people bumped into me. Tonight was so stupid. I shouldn’t have used my fake ID. I shouldn’t have had a drink—or four.

      It was going to be okay. I would get home.

      I made my way to the curb where the cabs usually came since this was the strip of my college town where all the bars were, when Matt grabbed my hips again.

      “Let me get you home, baby. We can finish our night.”

      I pushed at him, fear gnawing at my belly. I had my phone in my hand, only I wasn’t thinking clearly, and couldn’t move out of his grasp.

      “No. I want to go home. Alone.”

      “Baby.”

      “She said no,” a deep voice said from our side, and Matt’s grip tightened painfully on my hips.

      “Get the fuck out of here, bro. No one asked you.”

      I raised my knee hard, and Matt grunted, pushing me back so I stumbled into the thick pole behind me.

      “Bitch.”

      “Get your hands off her.”

      I tripped over my heels, and then soft hands were on me. I flinched and looked into green eyes that were unfamiliar but kind.

      “Sorry, sorry. Are you okay? I’m Heather. Caleb is taking care of that guy. Are you all right? Should we call someone?”

      I blinked, suddenly far too sober. I tore my gaze away from Heather and looked at the man I knew. The one who had always been part of my dreams.

      Caleb.

      Of course, it was Caleb Carr. Here. Miles from home. Still here when I needed him—and when I didn’t want to see him. It only made sense. This was the way of things with us.

      Caleb punched Matt in the face, and people started to gather around, talking to each other and shouting. It was too much, and I knew I was going to throw up. I shouldn’t be here. Caleb shouldn’t be here.

      “I’m…I’m fine. I just want to go home.”

      Caleb turned at the sound of my voice, his eyes dark even under the streetlights. “Zoey-girl. You okay?”

      “I’m fine. I…I’m getting a cab. Don’t hurt him.”

      His brows rose as he looked down at Matt on the ground, who currently clutched his head and groaned.

      “I just want to go home.”

      “We’ll take you home,” Caleb growled.

      I shook my head and almost threw up from the dizziness the movement caused. “I’m fine.”

      “We’re taking you home. Heather, get the cab.”

      “Sure thing, hon. We’ll get your friend home.” She squeezed my arms in affection, even as Caleb stepped over Matt’s prone body, and the crowd began to disburse.

      “I just want to go home,” I whispered, not sure anyone could hear me.

      Caleb’s gaze never left mine as he slipped off his leather jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. “We’ll get you there, Zoey-girl. Trust me. I’ve got you.”

      Tears slid down my cheeks, and my body started to shake as I dug my fingers into the warm leather. Caleb didn’t hold me. Didn’t tell me everything would be okay.

      No one touched me.

      No one talked.

      Because there was nothing to say. My so-called friends hadn’t been there. The boy—no, the man—from my past had been there.

      Again.

      

      Zoey & Caleb – Age 25

      I hated the cold. Okay, sure, I lived in Colorado and was used to it, but it had nothing on the cold of Alaska. Why Amy had to get married to her soulmate in the so-called Alaskan wilderness for a full-on glamping wedding at a log cabin suite in the woods was beyond me. However, she was my friend and had invited me to the wedding. So, here I was, cold, in a dress I hated, and ready to take off my shoes.

      I’d met Amy while working at a flower shop in Denver. I would miss her when she made her final move up to Alaska. She’d met a bush pilot who had come to Denver for work and had fallen in love quickly. Now, she was uprooting her life and moving to the wilderness. I loved Amy and wished her the best. But I missed home.

      I’d moved around enough for college and my first real job. Now, I was back in Denver and about to open my own shop if things went well over the next few months. I wanted to settle. I wanted to find love and heart and start my life.

      I just wanted to be happy.

      As if I’d conjured him from thin air, a voice from my past echoed behind me, and I turned to see the one person I always wanted to see yet never wanted to.

      “Caleb,” I whispered, then cleared my throat. “Why on earth are you in Alaska?” I blurted.

      Caleb flashed that grin that always did things to my insides. “Zoey-girl. I should ask you the same damn thing.” He opened his arms, and I went into them quickly. It was almost as if we always did this. As if it hadn’t been years since we’d seen each other.

      We never talked about that night at the bar. Never needed to. I was fine, and he’d been there. My knight in shining armor. One who wasn’t mine at all.

      He smelled of soap and that candle I loved so much that everyone said scented of man. He reminded me of home. And at that thought, I pulled away quickly and ran my hands down my brown velvet dress.

      “Seriously. I didn’t know you knew Amy.”

      “I don’t. I’m friends with Don. He’s flown me a few places for work.” At my blank look, he continued. “I’m a boilermaker. Sometimes, I work on the oil line. Depends on the season.”

      “I have no idea what that is,” I said, laughing.

      “Not many people do.”

      “Caleb?” A woman with a red dress and even redder lips came up to his side and slid her hand around his waist. “You left me all alone.” She patted his chest with her perfectly manicured fingers, and I curled my hands so she couldn’t see the nicks and scrapes that came with my work. My hands would never be pretty, and I was fine with that. Though seeing Caleb’s date in all her perfect glory just made me want to hide.

      I hated that.

      “Sorry, babe, just saw a friend I hadn’t seen in a while. Charlene, this is Zoey. We went to school together.”

      “What a small world,” Charlene purred, giving me a little wave before putting her hands back on Caleb. I didn’t blame her one bit. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too,” I said quickly. “I should get going. Wedding party duties.”

      “Good to see you, Zoey-girl.”

      Charlene’s grasp tightened, and I stepped back. “You, too. Sometime, we’ll have to meet in Denver again, and not other places around the world.”

      “Sometime,” he repeated, and then I was off, needing my space, needing to breathe. Seeing Caleb again was like a hit to the chest, and I couldn’t focus.

      I didn’t know if I still had my crush. I didn’t think about him daily anymore, but as soon as I saw him, it had tried to come back full-force.

      I reminded myself that he was once again with a date. Once again with a woman who wasn’t me.

      And I was just fine with that.

      I had to be.

      Because Caleb wasn’t mine.

      He never would be.

      

      Zoey & Caleb – Age 28

      Home. This was my home. I finally owned my florist shop in truth. I was my own boss and only answered to the bank. This was mine.

      I got to play and work with flowers every day. This would be my future. I couldn’t wait to get my hands dirty—and probably bloody, thorns were the worst!—again.

      I needed to go home and get to bed, but I didn’t think I would be able to sleep. I already had orders waiting and would meet with a couple of wedding planners tomorrow. For tonight, though, it was all mine.

      A tap on the glass pulled a scream from my throat. I turned to the window at the front of my shop, my hand on my phone, the other on my heart.

      “Caleb?” I gasped, and he gave me that damn grin of his. I really hated it, even while I loved it.

      “Open up,” he mouthed, and I quickly went to the door.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you were still in Alaska.”

      He shook his head. I couldn’t read his eyes in the dark to tell what he was thinking. “I’m back.”

      Back.

      I swallowed hard, trying to get my bearings. I hated that he did this to me. After two decades of it, you’d think I should be used to it by now.

      “Amelia didn’t tell me. Welcome back.”

      He shrugged. “She doesn’t know.”

      My eyes widened.

      “Don’t worry, Zoey-girl. She’ll know tomorrow. Wanted to surprise her and the others. Saw you working here and figured I’d check out your new place.”

      I blinked, trying to catch up. “Oh, well, I was just heading home, and it’s dark. Maybe tomorrow?” When I could breathe.

      “I can do that.” He put his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Need me to walk you to your car?”

      I saw it then, the worry in his gaze. “I’m fine. Have been since that night. Thank you. Again.” There. I’d mentioned it. Now, I didn’t need to bring it up again. I didn’t have nightmares or anything. I was safe. But I was still embarrassed.

      “Don’t thank me, Zoey-girl. And good.”

      “Caleb?”

      Of course. At this point, it was inevitable. A woman with beautiful brown skin and killer hair walked towards us. She grinned at the two of us and slid her hand into his.

      I mean, why not, right?

      “Renita, this is Zoey, the girl I told you about.”

      He’d talked about me? No, I wasn’t going there.

      “Oh, hi!” Renita leaned forward and kissed my cheek, surprising me. “My sister is getting married soon, and she’s looking for a florist. Hence Caleb mentioning you.” She went on and on about the wedding, and I tried to tune in, but I was tired, and every time I was near Caleb, my brain did horrible things. Like not pay attention. “Anyway, I used to work with Caleb up in Alaska. Now, he’s working down here in Denver again. It’s fate, right?”

      I didn’t look over at Caleb, I couldn’t. I kept my gaze on Renita, and she grinned, the most beautiful soul shining through her eyes.

      “Fate, that sounds about right,” I said, knowing it was the truth.

      Because Caleb being home was fate. It had to be.

      It just couldn’t be mine.

      

      Zoey & Caleb – Age 30

      I’d watched Caleb Carr fall into lust countless times throughout my life. In every corner of the world, fate brought him across my path. And yet it wasn’t the right time.

      Now, it had to be.

      Because I wasn’t going to watch any longer. I was going to be a part of it. I was ready for Caleb Carr to fall in love.

      With me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Caleb

      

      

      I slid my hand across the small table and squeezed Robin’s fingers, grinning at her.

      “You are a very wicked man, Caleb,” Robin purred before taking her hand back. She picked up her glass of merlot and took a sip.

      I leaned back in my chair and shook my head. “There’s nothing wicked about me, Robin. Never has been.” Okay, that was probably a lie, but that was fine with me. I liked Robin. She was sweet, had a brilliant head on her shoulders, and a killer body.

      Her long, black hair flowed down her back, and she had recently cut her bangs so they lay thick across her eyebrow line. I had only really noticed because she’d mentioned it to me when I saw her last at the bar that I went to regularly.

      Not that I indulged all the time, but after a long day, especially when life went to hell like it seemed to be doing a lot these days, I needed a drink. Or at least needed to be near the noise of other people.

      Then I would go home and laugh at my solitude, something I was getting much better at in my old age.

      “Now you’re not paying attention to me,” Robin said, tapping her fingernail on her glass. I didn’t understand how she kept such great nails, considering that she typed for most of the day. She was a computer programmer—one of the best, according to her and anyone in the field who had ever spoken about her.

      I was decent with computers, but nowhere near her level. So, if I ever needed to hack something or troubleshoot an issue with my laptop, she was the person to call. She’d charge an arm and a leg, but she was apparently worth that and more.

      “Sorry. Woolgathering.”

      “That’s fine. Are you going to tell me what you’re thinking about?”

      “That brain of yours,” I said honestly.

      Her eyes brightened. “That’s better than talking about any other part of my anatomy, as most guys tend to do.”

      I snorted and took a sip of my vodka and water. I wasn’t going to finish it, but it was good for appearances. I was mostly on the water these days.

      “You have other assets, as well,” I said, grinning. “Ones I’m open to talking about if you’re in the mood.” A total line, but it was rote at this point. When had I become jaded?

      “Yes, and I tend to like those assets.” Her gaze traveled down to her very impressive cleavage, and then she laughed, making her boobs jiggle just enough. Dear God, I was going to lose my mind. But she knew that, and she was good at exploiting it. I liked a woman who was confident with her mind and body and knew exactly who she was.

      I used to be that same type of person. Confident, happy, and knew what I was doing. These days? Not so much. But I didn’t want to get into that. I didn’t want to get serious or think about anything but what we were up to for the night.

      Because this wasn’t going to be serious. Nothing I ever did was serious. And every date that I had knew that going in. Not that I was an asshole or scared of commitment or anything, but I had plans. And before I moved back to Denver, those plans hadn’t included women other than for the short-term. For the long-term? Not so much.

      Dating when I was in Alaska had been interesting, and I hadn’t done it all that often considering the ratio of men to women where I had been living.

      Dating in Denver? Well, I was at the age where everyone wanted to settle down, and I didn’t know what I wanted yet. Not with everything that had happened recently. But, no, I wasn’t going to think about that. Not now, at least.

      “Anyway, how are you liking your new job outside of the wilderness?” Robin asked as the waiter set down our meals. I had ordered the fish, and she got the steak. My mouth salivated for the filet, but I was being good. Less red meat, and less alcohol, even though I was sipping a little vodka tonight.

      “Denver is its own wilderness, even though it’s a little different from Alaska.”

      “It’s so funny that most people think that Denver, like Texas, must be filled with cowboys and is the Wild Wild West. And then, us Denverites, or Denveronians, whatever they call us, all think that Alaska must be much of the same.”

      “What do they call people from Denver?

      “Happy?” Robin asked and then laughed.

      “That fish looks amazing.”

      I shrugged and looked down at my plate. “Want a bite?”

      “I would love some. Would you like some steak?”

      “I should say no, but I’d love a bite.”

      “Watching your red meat intake?”

      “Hey, I’m thirty. I should.”

      “I thought that’s what they said at forty?”

      “Apparently, thirty is the new forty and all that.”

      “I thought it worked the opposite way,” she said with a laugh. We traded some of our meals. I moaned when I took a bite of the steak.

      I missed red meat. My doctor said I needed to be careful, hence why I had moved from Alaska to Denver in the first place. And why I was no longer working out on the line at the new construction job, but rather running it from behind the scenes, and mostly on my tablet from behind a desk.

      I was damn good at my job, but sometimes I missed working with my hands like I used to.

      However, it was hard to do that when I wasn’t sure what was coming.

      “Well…I, for one, am glad that you’re back in Denver,” Robin said, grinning. “I think we went on a date what, ten years ago or so? When we were babies.”

      I snorted. “We were babies. We’re completely different people now.”

      “That’s good. Either that or you’ve gone through all of the women on the western hemisphere and now you have to circle back. Which isn’t so good.”

      I almost choked on my water and shook my head. “I’m not that bad.”

      “You are. Except you never string anyone along. You’re exactly who you say you are.”

      I frowned. “And what am I, exactly?”

      Robin shook her head. “Nothing bad. Please don’t take it badly. I’m ruining this. All I meant is that anyone going on a date with you knows it’s not going to be serious. And no one goes in trying to change you. If they do, then they’re in for a rude awakening.”

      I looked down at my fish and played with the fork in my hand. “I didn’t realize I was that predictable.”

      “Oh, shush. I’m just as predictable. I haven’t had a serious relationship in the ten years since we’ve seen each other. In fact, I’ve been so focused on work, it was a surprise that I was even at that bar when I saw you again. And now, coming out to dinner with you… We’re doing this lovely surf and turf thing, and we’re not going to ruin it by talking about serious things. Only happy stuff.”

      I nodded and forced a smile. “Okay, I can do that.”

      I grinned and let the disappointment seep from me. It wasn’t like I really wanted a serious relationship with Robin. I just didn’t like the fact that, apparently, it was tattooed on my forehead that I wasn’t the person one went to for a serious relationship. Maybe it was asking too much for me not to feel like a complete asshole. Or perhaps that was just who I was.

      “Okay, other than going to that bar and working—and apparently trying not to walk out on me because I’m acting like an idiot—what do you do for fun these days, Caleb?”

      I shook my head, pulling myself back to the conversation. “You’re not an idiot. Sorry. Apparently, I’m just grumpy.”

      “Women love grumpy men, Caleb. You should know that.”

      I gave her my best smirk. “Oh, that I do, darling.”

      Her laughed trilled, and I just shook my head, joining her in the laughter.

      “You really need to use that smirk on everyone. It does wonders.”

      “Glad I could help.”

      We talked about nothing, and that was fine. I wasn’t going home with her tonight, I hadn’t planned on it going in. It was simply nice being with another human when I didn’t have to sit at home and wonder about mortality and everything that came with life—or the lack thereof.

      After we’d finished our meals, we paid the bill and went to the valet for our cars. We had met at the restaurant rather than me picking her up, and from the look on her face, I knew that she knew we weren’t going home together. I wasn’t in the mood, and it was clear that she’d figured that out on her own.

      “This was nice, Caleb. Maybe we should do it again in ten years.”

      “You really think you’re going to be single in ten years?” It was an honest question. Robin was a fantastic, talented, brilliant, and beautiful woman. She deserved happiness however it came.

      “Maybe. I have work to do. Men get in the way.”

      “You know, that’s kind of what we do. It’s our legacy.”

      “You’re a good man, Caleb. I hope that you’re not single in ten years, even if part of me kind of wishes you would be.”

      I only hoped I’d be here in ten years. I quickly pushed that thought from my mind because I wasn’t going to think about it.

      “It was good seeing you, Robin.” I kissed her on her cheek as the valet pulled up. As she slid into her car, my gaze met someone else’s, not Robin’s. Someone from my past—and my present. And maybe my future, only not in the way that I might want it.

      Zoey stood on the other side of the street, her hands full of bags from wherever she had been shopping. I knew she worked hard, and sometimes she didn’t get to the grocery store until late in the evening. My brother had mentioned it to me once because his woman was best friends with Zoey.

      Zoey had been in and out of my life for as long as I could remember. She had always been there, literally in every hemisphere I’d ever visited. Oddly, she was always there.

      She gave me a halfhearted smile from across the way, looked at Robin in her car, and then laughter filled her eyes. I didn’t know what that meant. Then again, I never could read Zoey. She was so good at hiding who she was, that I sometimes forgot to search deeper. And every time I thought I should, she pulled away, and then I didn’t see her again for a while. Now, it was kind of hard to hide when I saw her practically every day. Or at least every week. Sometimes, it felt like every day because I spent more time with my family now than I ever had in the past, or at least the past decade.





OEBPS/images/carrie-ann-ryan-branding---small-logo---k.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/shameless-ecover-copy.jpg
CARRIE ANN

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

RY AN






OEBPS/images/shameless-title-author.jpg
shamc-less
with him
CARRIE ANN

RYAN






