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Ten Years Ago

T

he warm, Florida sun shone down on them as they sat together in the soft grass. Their fingers were intertwined, his gripping hers with the perfect amount of tenderness and firm protectiveness. He ran his thumb along the curves of her tanned fingers. Looking into her big, love-struck brown eyes, he gazed long and hard into them. “I love you, Little Flower.”

She smiled back, her neck craned up to gaze into his mossy green stare. “I love you, too, Ky.”

“Will you be here for me always?” he asked.

Her full, plump lips lifted into a grin. “Of course, babe.”

Leaning down, and with his hand firmly on the back of her head, he pressed his mouth to hers, their lips and tongues mingling in perfect sync like they always did. 

She pulled back reluctantly to look up at the only boy she’d ever loved. The only one she’d ever given everything to.

There was a questioning in his eyes, a curiosity mixed with excitement. She recognized the change right away. 

Slowly, she asked, “What is it?”

He grinned, those green eyes matching the grass they sat on. “You always could read me so well.”

Her smile faltered a little. Something about the air around them shifted. She searched his face for answers.

With that grin still on his ridiculously rugged but boyish face, Ky replied, “I’ve enlisted in the Marines.”

Blinking in disbelief, her lips parted slightly as she stared into his hopeful eyes. “What did you just say?”

“I was hoping you’d support me. Be there for me,” he replied, grabbing her soft hands in his.

Adria pulled them away, fear and shock now coloring her face. “No! You can’t do this, Kyle. Please. We were going to stay here in Tampa and go to college together. I’m already enrolled at the junior college for the nursing program. You know this!”

“It’s done, Adria. I talked to a recruiter yesterday and signed papers. I feel strongly I’m meant to join the Marine Corps.”

She untangled herself from him and stood up. She absently brushed grass from the blue skirt of her cheerleader’s uniform. With tears glistening along her bottom lashes, the sun’s rays caught the first one that fell and cascaded down her cheek. In a cracked voice, she whispered, “I can’t believe you’re leaving me.”

Kyle also stood, took off his letterman’s jacket with the multiple varsity patches, and threw it over his shoulder. His tall frame dwarfed hers, casting a shadow over her entire body. He looked down, gripping her small, sad face in his palms and said, “I’m not leaving you. In fact, I was hoping you would be there for me—with me—while I do this.”

She shook her head, her long, brown ponytail swishing back and forth like a horse’s tail. She whimpered, “You could go to war and die! Die, Kyle! I can’t believe you’re doing this to me!”

Ky used his fingers to tip her face up toward him. “I’m not doing anything to you. I’m doing this for us, Little Flower. I can’t go to college, and I don’t want to. The only reason I’ve got barely passing grades right now is because I wanted to keep playing ball, and even then my dad had to get me a tutor because I’m a dumbass. Schoolwork is hard for me. I have no interest in four more years of it. The only thing I want to do is put on a uniform and be all I can be.” He threw her a lopsided smile.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s what the Army says.”

He chuckled. “Oops. Okay, then I know they’re looking for a few good men. And I want to be one of them.”

She huffed out a sigh and swiped at her wet face with the back of her hand. “Then this isn’t going to work. I love you, but I can’t be away from you and try to be in a relationship, too.”

Kyle nodded. “I know. I will go to boot camp for a few months, and when I get back, we can get married and then you can just move with me wherever I’m stationed.”

Adria dropped the bottle of Sprite she’d been holding and it fell to the grass and rolled away.

Her large brown eyes widened. “Married? Are you crazy?”

A smile twitched up on his mouth as he reached out for her once again. “Only crazy about you, baby.”

She took a step back and shook her head, not appreciating his lightheartedness in such a deep conversation. Her face was now flushed red with anger. “And anyway, what kind of marriage proposal was that?” 

“It wasn’t a marriage proposal, it was a suggestion. You can go to nursing school wherever I’m stationed.”

She breathed in deep, trying to stay the sob that wanted to jerk free from her chest. “I don’t want to leave Tampa. I grew up here. My family is here. I can’t just leave them—and I don’t want to!”

“Even for me?” he pled.

“I love you, Ky, but please, don’t do this. Find a job in town or something. My dad can get you a job at the shop...”

He raked his fingers through his shaggy blond hair and huffed in growing frustration. “I don’t want to be a diesel mechanic, Adria. I want to be a Marine.”

“Don’t you love me?” she asked, sniffling. 

He reached down and grasped both her cheeks with his hands once again, and this time, she didn’t pull away. “More than anything. I need you.”

“Then stay. Please! We’ve been together for two years, and now you’re throwing all of that away. I can’t sit back while you go off to God knows where and I sit here wondering if you’re even still alive. I just can’t...”

He blew out a breath as he dropped his hands from her face. Shaking his head, he murmured, “This conversation is going nowhere.”

“It doesn’t look like we are going to agree on this,” Adria said quietly as she swallowed down more tears.

“No, we’re not. Take a few days to think about it. For now, I’m outta here.” Kyle, now angry and hurt, turned and headed away from the football field and from her with his blue and gold letterman’s jacket slung over his shoulder.

Adria stood on the grassy hill, watching the only boy she’d ever loved go, and whispered through her tears, “It’s all one big lie. Love really isn’t enough.” 

With a heavy sadness, she rotated on the heel of her white tennis shoe and began the short walk home.

As Kyle turned around, he saw Adria begin to retreat slowly in the opposite direction. The only thing he knew was that he was absolutely powerless to do anything but watch his first love walk away with his shattered heart.

As a few days floated into weeks, and then months, and then years, she never changed her mind. But then again, neither did he.
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Chapter 1
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Adria

Present Day

There are some people you just can’t fix. Some are just beyond repair, and then there are those who rise above the pain and brokenness and shine through the darkness.

P

ain wasn’t anything I wasn’t used to. My job was to help people though theirs, not feel it myself. I didn’t like feeling pain... who did, really... and it had been ten years since I’d felt the gut-wrenching agony of loss. I was in no hurry to experience that again. Nevertheless, here I was, now nursing the sting of yet another rejection.

This one was different, though. Gage’s betrayal was an odd sort of pain. One invoking anger and rage. Hadn’t I done everything for him? Hadn’t I been the perfect fiancée? No, apparently, I hadn’t—and there was nothing I could do about that now. 

I couldn’t quite dissect why Gage’s behavior had hit a different sort of nerve than the pain of my high school boyfriend leaving me ten years ago had, but it did. It was odd, and foreign, and while I wanted to analyze it, I had a job to do. A job with a paycheck that would allow me to keep my head above water and show me that I didn’t need a man in my life to prove that I was a strong, independent woman.

I tossed the medical chart into the plastic slot set into the wall and shoved the pen behind my ear as I walked into Room 322.

“Hi, Nurse Adria,” I heard a small voice say.

I looked up to see my patient, Jenna, lying in the sterile hospital bed. Jenna was in her late teens, her leg set in a bulky cast from a car accident she’d been in last week. I pulled my electronic tablet from the pouch I wore it in around my waist and started typing into it. 

“Hi, Jenna. How are you feeling today?”

She forced a smile, but I could tell there was pain behind it. “My leg aches pretty bad, but... I... I don’t want to complain.”

I waved a dismissive hand. “Complain all you want. It would suck to wear that all the time.” I pointed at her cast, which was propped up from a contraption wired to the ceiling, and she smiled.

“Yeah, it does. I just want to get out of the hospital already. I have a life, ya know.”

I grinned. “I hear ya. All those cute boys, so little time.”

She giggled with a blush. “Something like that.”

Typing some more into the tablet, I finished that and then took her vitals. 

“Everything is good. You need some more medication?” I asked, staring into her pained blue eyes.

She nodded. “Yeah, I guess.”

I changed the IV bags and injected some medicine into her IV for instant relief. Along with the broken femur, she had a pretty nasty gash on her head and multiple cuts on her face, shoulder, and arm.

“I’ll be back later to check on ya. Okay, kiddo?”

She picked up the remote attached to the hospital bed and turned her attention toward the TV.

Heading back out to the nurses’ station, I sighed and tried to concentrate on my next patient and not dwell on the fact that Jenna probably wouldn’t be quite the same after her car accident.

“Which one is first?” I heard a familiar, deep, rich voice say.

I stiffened and twisted around slightly to see my ex-fiancé standing at the nurses’ station with his hand out, waiting for the next chart.

“I guess you can take this one?” the new nursing intern said, smoothing some blonde hair behind her ear while batting her eyelashes at Gage.

He leaned an elbow on the nurses’ station and ran his finger along his lip, staring into her eyes. I watched with rage as his gaze moved to her nametag, then to her face. “Why, thank you, Madison. You are doing a great job, keep it up.”

She swallowed hard and laughed nervously. “Thank you, Gage.”

I snorted loudly and walked away, disgusted that I had ever been in love with, let alone engaged to, that womanizing asshat. I could feel his eyes on my backside. I wasn’t stupid; I knew he talked to and flirted with everything with a vagina just to make me jealous. Well, I wasn’t. Let him be someone else’s problem.

This was what I told myself to get over him faster. I didn’t need that heartache or stress in my life. I had a great career, enough money to support myself, and a best friend who had found love herself recently, and I had hopes I would, too, one day.

That got me thinking about Ky again. It seemed like every time I would think about lost love and disappointment, it wasn’t Gage’s face I would see in my mind, it was Ky’s. We’d had such a horrible, heartbreaking breakup, that in a way, I felt like we never really got much closure.

Then last week, I came face to face with him at a barbeque. Turned out we had a mutual friend—and that he was now newly employed and working for my best friend, Harper. As if that wasn’t shocking enough, he knew a whole damn circle of friends I sometimes associated with. Tampa was turning out to be a huge city with a small town social circle. One I wished was a lot bigger.
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Chapter 2
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Kyle

I’ve learned that if you don’t choose humility, it will, in time, eventually choose you.

I

dipped my head and breathed through the phantom pain. When would it end? They told me this would happen, that I would get ‘discomfort’ in my leg where it wasn’t. It was an odd sort of agony that I couldn’t even begin to describe with words.

Hearing a yell, I look up toward the shallow end of the glittering blue swimming pool and saw my son’s head pop up out of the pool as I treaded water in the deep end. I used my arms and the strength from my right leg to keep me afloat. The top half of my left leg kind of just swished back and forth like a paddle, and I found it helped some when I thought it would be useless.

“I swam underwater, Daddy!” Luke said, holding onto the side of the pool, a big smile on his dripping face.

“Good job, buddy,” I said, still treading water.

“Can I swim to you?” he asked.

Nervous, but needing to perfect my aquatic skills, I nodded and put one arm out, beckoning him. “Sure, son. Swim to me. Make sure you kick those legs!”

He smiled and ducked under the water, and I watched as he made like a dolphin and wiggled his way toward me under the surface. He came up for air but then ducked back under. Finally reaching me, I pulled him into the crook of my right arm and used my left to paddle us toward the edge.

I eventually sat him up on the cement edge as I held on and praised him. “Good job!”

“Thanks, Dad!” Luke beamed.

“Dad?” I said, “You’re five, surely you’re not done calling me ‘Daddy’?”

He laughed, his blue eyes sparkling. “Okay, Daddy.”

I stared into his eyes and then at his bright orange hair and again marveled at how much he looked like his mother. I tried to stuff down the anger that wanted to rise when I thought about Marissa. The anger would be useless anyway, since I had no idea where she was. When I’d gotten out of the Marines almost two years ago, she took off and hasn’t been seen or heard from since. She had said she was going to visit her mother, but had just left us. 

The worst part was fielding questions from Luke. It got tiring telling him I didn’t know where she was or when she’d be back. And the lie, “Of course she loves you, Luke” when he’d ask, just so I wouldn’t have to break a five-year-old’s heart.

Stupid, selfish bi—

I heard my phone ring from where my clothes lay on the covered deck and slowly made my way out of the pool. Using a towel I set at the water’s edge, I dried my left leg just enough to pop the prosthetic back on so I could hobble my way over to my phone. “No going back in until I get off the phone,” I told my son, turning my head to look at him still sitting on the pool’s edge.

“But I’m cold,” he said.

I snorted and shook my head. September in Florida. He’d warm up in about thirty seconds.

“Watch him,” I told Lucy, my yellow labrador service dog.

She barked in response.

I slammed the phone to my ear after swiping the screen. “Hello?”

“What’s up?” I could hear Duke’s voice on the other end of the line. He had a mouthful of gum, his new habit since quitting tobacco, and I could tell he was shuffling papers around.

“Doing good, how are things there?” I asked.

“Can’t say much. The house okay?”

I towel-dried my short hair. “Yep, same. Everything in the neighborhood is calm as can be. We’re just swimming. Hot as hell out here.”

“You watching your boy around my pool?” The same question he always asked.

I chuckled. “Well, he’s floating face-down at the bottom and not moving. Is that a bad sign?”

“Goddammit, Adams, that’s not funny!”

I laughed again. “Yes, he’s fine.”

“Daddy, can I go in the Jacuzzi?” Luke yelled.

I looked over to see him get up from the cement edge of the pool. “Yes, son. Hey, walk, don’t run!”

Duke said something that was muffled, and then replied. “Well, that’s good. Make sure you mow the grass. Damn rain, I can’t keep up. Wait, you can do that, right?”

I rolled my eyes. “If I can walk, I can push a mower, you asshole.”

He laughed, a deep but rare rumbling chuckle. “Okay, man. Well, I gotta go.”

“Any idea when you’ll be back?”

“Yeah, a week from Tuesday. It’s a short trip this time.”

I watched as Luke slowly made his way into the attached hot tub. “Okay. Need me to check on your girl too while you’re gone?”

“Don’t you fucking go near her, Adams.”

I tilted my head back with a laugh. “Okay, okay. Just checking. Thought she might need some help in her condo.”

“I got that shit.” He chomped on his gum. “When I get back I have to fix her fuckin’ garbage disposal.”

“Okay talk to you soon. I’ll make sure the house is perfect for you when you return.”

He grunted something and then hung up.

I loved that angry bastard. Served with him in Afghanistan a few years ago. Dude had had a piece of shrapnel stuck in his leg from an IED explosion, and was lucky he still had the leg after they’d removed the metal. Walked with a limp, but not the same limp I had. He now worked for the FBI and had to travel a lot after getting in a little trouble a few months ago because of some excessive force.

Sitting in the shade of the deck, I kept a close eye on Luke as he waded around the Jacuzzi, singing to himself. I looked at his happy face and wondered how Marissa could live with herself, not caring that she was missing these little moments. I closed my eyes momentarily as I remembered the last time I’d seen her...

...“What the hell are you doing?” I yelled, walking into our room to shower so I could look presentable for the two job interviews I had that day.

“I’m just going to see my mom in Georgia for a few days. I need a break.”

I stared at her in disbelief. “A break from what? I do everything around here.”

She shoved more clothes into an oversized pink and red striped bag. Then she peered up at me with blue eyes, her pale face smattered with freckles. “I do plenty. I have to take care of Luke while you’re away. You’re always fucking away, Kyle.”

Shaking my head to make sure I heard her right, I spat, “I’ve been home over a year. What are you talking about? I’m home all day. I can’t find a job, Marissa. Not like this.” I pointed at what was left of my leg.

She flicked her eyes back down at it and scowled, and I could see disgust coloring her gaze until she brought her eyes back up to mine. “Well, I’m tired. I’m staying with my mom for a while.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “You’re not taking Luke. He’s starting a new preschool in a couple of weeks.”

She snorted, zipped up the bag, and then slung it over her shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about that. My mom hates kids, you know this.”

Yeah, I knew it all too well. Why the hell I’d even thought marrying this woman was a good idea, I couldn’t recall. But she’d gotten pregnant after just three months of us “dating”, and knowing my child would need a father with having a mother like her, along with medical care the military could provide, I married her. Since Luke’s birth, I’d done most of the diaper changing, feeding, book reading, and ABCs. When she wasn’t out avoiding her responsibilities, she was “visiting” her family in Georgia. Her mother was a class-A bitch who had only met Luke once, and that was because we had traveled there after I’d been discharged from the Marines. 

Marissa flew out the door and headed toward our ten-year-old minivan.

“Mommy, where you going?” Luke asked, leaving our front yard sprinklers he’d been running through to cool off.

She stopped dead in her tracks and pushed some auburn curls behind her ear. Plastering on a smile, I watched from the doorway as she crouched down to his level and pulled Luke in for brief hug. “Going away for a few days. I’ll be back though, baby.”

He nodded and hugged her, and then ran back to me, clinging tightly to my leg with his wet body.

We watched her leave, and then I told Luke to come inside so I could rinse the leaves and grass out of his hair.

We hadn’t seen Marissa since.
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Chapter 3
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Adria

S

taring at my reflection in the mirror of the gym, I was happy with my physique. My toned arms and flab-less thighs were a product of my hard work. The sweat and tears I poured into getting my body how I wanted it, was so I could have something to control—since my love life was clearly out of control.

After catching Gage cheating, I told my best friend that I was going to quit my job at Tampa General Hospital and go work for some private practice doctor. Maybe a plastic surgeon or an orthopedic doc. But I hadn’t—I couldn’t bring myself to. I may come off as a hard-ass sometimes, but my patients and my coworkers really held me up. I just wished my ex-fiancé would get the hell off my floor and go work somewhere else, that selfish ass. 

But there was no way I would tell him that—or HR. If Human Resources found out I was having a conflict with another employee, they’d move me in a heartbeat—not him. So I plastered the smile on my face and did my job.

Glad my workout was over, I turned and looked at my best friend. Her once pale, skinny body seemed to be glowing with health and I had to respect the tone that was building in her arms and abs. She’d been through hell the past two years, but it appeared my girl was making a killer comeback. 

We nodded to each other to indicate we were both done with our workouts, and headed toward the ladies’ locker room. Once inside, I used my index finger to poke her bare stomach. “Ooh, look, you have a two pack!”

She pushed my hand away with a laugh. “Stop!”

I looked into her brilliant blue eyes and at the blonde ponytail she always wore and grinned. “It’s all that sexercise. Legs open, ass off the bed, grind the hips up, then back down, ooohhh, yeahhh, work those abs!”

She sputtered the water she’d been drinking from her bottle. “Stop! You’re gonna make me choke.”

I laughed, tossing the small blue gym towel into a corner basket and opening my locker. “It’s true. Don’t try to deny it. If I had a hot, sexy cop at my disposal, I’d be violating him ten ways ‘til Sunday... then every Friday and twice on Saturday!” I thrusted my pelvis out and made some loud, groaning sex noises.

Harper slipped the shirt over her head and smoothed her hair back to make sure none had come loose. “You’re such a pig. Are you sure you’re not a guy? I think you were born a man. You should get your DNA checked.”

I slammed my locker shut. “Don’t hate on me because I say how I feel. Plus I’m sex deprived, so there’s that.”

She shook her head and slung her pink and black gym bag over her shoulder with a laughing snort. “Sex deprived? Okay now I’ve heard it all. I went eighteen months without any... I think you can manage.”

“Come out to Bradd’s tomorrow night with me. Please?” I pled.

It wasn’t like I was desperate to get laid by some random guy, but I admit that some male attention would do my bruised ego some good.

She looked pensively at me, and said, “Can I bring Mason?”

I smiled, knowing that macho cop boyfriend of hers would never step foot in the posh Bradd’s Lounge and said, “Sure!”

“Okay, we’ll meet you there at eight. I’m driving and you can Uber your way home the next morning.”

I laughed because she was probably right. “Deal.”
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Why the hell was it when you were taken, every guy on Earth flirted with you and hit on you, but when you were single, nobody gave you a second glance?

I also wanted to know why every guy I saw reminded me of Ky. It was annoying. Shouldn’t they be reminding me of Gage? I didn’t know. Gage was handsome in a soap opera celebrity sort of way... polished with perfect bright white teeth and pretty words slipping off his forked tongue. But he wasn’t marriage material. Hell, he wasn’t even boyfriend material. His dick controlled his relationships, not his brain.

“Over here!” I heard Harper call, her body snuggled into Mason, the aforementioned hot cop boyfriend.

Yeah, my plan had totally backfired. Harper had felt happy and protected when Mason told her no way she was going to any club in Tampa alone, and he agreed to come. 

I followed her line of sight to a blond guy walking—no, limping—toward our table.

Oh, my God.

My face grew hot and I knew what was going on here. I cut Harper a look to let her know I’d murder her later.

Ky came to sit down in our circle, the club still dark and playing British rock music, when I turned to look at Harper. I narrowed my eyes at her before turning to the man sitting next to me.

He looked down at me. “Little Flower, I didn’t know you’d be here.”

I lifted my chin. “Don’t call me that, Ky.”

His handsome smile fell. “Then don’t call me Ky.”

My defiance stayed firmly in place. “Why not?”

“For the same reason you don’t want me calling you Little Flower,” he said, a pained look on his flawless face. “Because it reminds me of a time when we loved each other.”

Cocky ass. I sucked in a breath and ignored him. This was my high school boyfriend, nothing more. Signaling the waitress for a drink, I smiled at her nod, and then turned to Ky. “I have not had enough Cosmos for your sentimental shit.”

He smirked, that handsome face of his making me weak again like it was ten years ago and I was the helpless cheerleader who was about to get her heart broken.

Then, his warm hand landed on my leg.

Should have worn the skinny jeans, not the dress...

Bare hand on bare skin... oh, my God...

I swallowed hard, and then looked up at him. “Why are you touching me?”

He stared into my eyes with amusement dancing in his. “Sorry.” He pulled his hand away. Slowly. With a shit-eating grin. 

I looked at his hand. Just then, the waitress showed up with our drinks. Grateful she had interrupted the moment, I quickly gulped down my drink so I wouldn’t have to acknowledge him.

A few weeks ago, when we’d seen each other at the cookout at Duke’s house, it was a complete shock to the both of us. I had cried at seeing him missing half his leg. I couldn’t imagine what he’d been through. I grieved for him and the fact that I had left him to go through that alone. Until his little son ran up to him and I realized he was married with a child. But then he had told me about his wife who had run off and hadn’t been seen since. Poor Ky couldn’t catch a break in the love department. 

I know the feeling.

We’d had a nice casual catch-up chat, but I hadn’t bothered to get his number or had had any contact with him since. It wasn’t like I had stopped thinking about him, though.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, getting up and heading toward the restrooms. I noticed he was wearing jeans and a fitted gray T-shirt that showed off not only his considerably more well-built upper body, but all his new tattoos, too. On his way there, he set his empty glass on a nearby table and when he turned, a gorgeous brunette, who was all legs and boobs, put her hand on his arm. She looked up and batted eyelashes at him, flashing him a smile. He gave her the once-over and smiled back at her. She then leaned up on the tips of her red peep-toe pumps and whispered something in his ear with shiny lips that matched her shoes. He smiled even broader, pointed toward the restrooms, and then she nodded. She slowly took her hand from his arm and didn’t move as he went into the men’s room.

Why was my face hot? Why was I clenching my teeth? Why was I...

“Scowling, it’s not pretty.” Harper’s voice was in my ear.

I turned to see her smiling in triumph at me.

“Bitch, why did you invite him?” I pointed toward the bathrooms.

Her wine glass paused at her lips, she shrugged a bare shoulder and I had to smile inside at the one-shouldered, fitted black top she wore. It looked hot. “He asked me today if I had any work he could take home because he was bored in the evenings.”

I raised an eyebrow. “His kid doesn’t keep him busy?”

After swallowing her Merlot, she said, “I don’t know. I would think so.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “You should have asked.”

“Why don’t you ask after he’s done with the brunette over there?” She pointed to where Kyle stood in the same spot, already done in the bathroom.

I scowled again.

Dammit!

She laughed. “Mission accomplished. I haven’t see you look that green with envy since you caught Gage and the bimbo on his yacht.”

“I’m not jealous. In fact, I’m sure I could get any guy in here.” I raised my chin, more confidence than I felt rolling off my tongue. 

Just then, the waitress brought Harper another glass of wine, but she wasn’t even close to being done with the one she had been drinking. So I picked it up and claimed it for myself.

I suddenly regretted coming here. I wished I had chosen someplace with a dance floor where I could go grind up on some hottie to prove my point. 

Huffing in annoyance, I downed the rest of the wine, but then decided I was done with wine. I got up, a little dizzy now, straightened my dress, and walked with my head held high to the bar to order something stronger. I refused to look at Ky with the beautiful girl.

“What can I get you?” the very cute bartender asked.

“Three shots of Fireball.”

“You got it.” He smiled at me.

As he turned around and did what he did with the bottles lining the back bar, I chanced a glance around the lounge. Ky was still talking with the leggy brunette, but he wasn’t touching her as he had both hands in his back pockets. The action caused his T-shirt to stretch tight along his abs and upper arms and I stared hungrily at them. I could see him with that infuriatingly sexy smile on his face, pretending to be interested in what she was saying while he was scanning the bar. It made me happy to see that his smile fell when his gaze landed on where Harper and Mason sat making googly eyes at each other. I could only hope he was annoyed that I wasn’t there.

When his blond head swiveled in my direction, I quickly pointed my attention to the bartender. He had placed three full shot glasses of cinnamon whisky in front of me and I gazed into his eyes as I tossed back all three.

Chuckling in amusement, the bartender said, “That’s fifteen bucks, doll.” I smacked a twenty dollar bill on the bar and winked at him.

Turning around, I decided I was in no rush to go back to Harper and her new love. I went to peruse the bar but then my view was blocked by something tall, dark, and beefy.

I looked up into flirtatious brown eyes when he said, “Hi, gorgeous.”

Swallowing hard, my eyes widened. I literally could not think of anything to say to this handsome stranger except, “Hi.”

“What’s your name, shorty?”

I hated that I was short, and hated even more when people made mention of it, but the Fireball was already streaming through my system, so I cared a little less at the moment. “Adria.”

The guy licked his lips, probably thinking I wouldn’t notice, but I did. Then he said, “Well, Adria. I have a question.” His eyes drifted down to my waistline, then back up. “Is that a mirror in your pants?”

What the hell...? I’m wearing a dress...

My eyebrows furrowed, but I quickly recovered. “Wha—”

Without missing a beat, he moved some hair out of my eyes and said, “Because I can sure see myself in them.”

Before I could complete the full eye roll and shove this douche out of my space, the guy was gone, replaced with Ky’s angry face.

What the ...? I blinked a few times. Things were happening too fast for me.

I looked over to see tall, dark, and douche-y getting up from the floor. “What the fuck, man?” He rushed over and got into Ky’s face, taking a swing at him.

More blur. More yelling. Ky had him up against the bar. “Get the fuck out of here, asshole,” I heard him growl.

Pretty soon, my best friend, her cop boyfriend, and half the bar were surrounding me. Mason had the man up against the wall, his face pressed into the plaster. Voices began to ask questions in rapid-fire succession.

“Are you okay?”

“Did he hurt you?”

“Do you know that guy?”

“What did he do to you?”

“He won’t be bothering you again.” That one came from Ky.

Okay, I get what’s going on here... douchebag hitting on the tipsy nurse. So what? Now I was angry. “What is wrong with you people? He was just flirting with me, geez! I can take care of myself!” I then hiccupped and the room started to spin.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTS

C I P INENRD





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image006.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image004.png
BEYOND

LOVE

ettt






OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image007.png
USA TODAY BESTS

C.J. PINARD





