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      Falling Hard, Book 1

       

      What if love can’t heal all wounds?

       

      After too many years of secretly loving her roommate and best friend, Zoey decide it’s time to take action. This New Year’s Eve she’s going to tell Rob the truth about her feelings for him. Her plan is derailed when she discovers a lump in her breast—and it’s not “nothing to worry about”. How can she ask Rob to take a chance on love when her future is so uncertain?

       

      Rob has spent his entire life chasing his dream, but the moment he hears Zoey’s upset voice on the phone, he realizes he’s been running the wrong race. Without a second thought, he books a flight for home, determined to give her everything she needs. A shoulder to cry on, a hand to hold…and nights of intensely emotional, passionate sex.

       

      His biggest challenge, though, is convincing his best friend that he’s in it for the long haul. Because he finally knows what he wants, and it’s not fame and fortune. It’s her.

    

  


  
    
      To Kristin Daniels. A true heroine, a classy lady, and a very dear friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Laura lifted the wine bottle and looked at Zoey. “You want another glass of Pinot Grigio or do you want to try the red?”

      Zoey Emerson tried to decide if the hangover she was going to suffer tomorrow morning was a foregone conclusion or if the potential headache was still salvageable. “Screw it. Let me try the red.”

      Mixing flavors probably wasn’t the smartest thing, but Zoey was feeling a bit sorry for herself. Robbie had called to say the band’s manager had booked an extra show in their tour, so her original plans for New Year’s Eve were shot to hell.

      Luckily, plan B had commenced so she wasn’t alone. Glancing around the room, she had to admit that—in some ways—plan B rocked. She was sitting in Laura’s living room surrounded by the five women who’d become her lifeline in the past year. They all lived in connected townhouses that spanned one of the city blocks in their small town of Harrisburg. In the center of the square was a common grassy yard where they had met at the beginning of last spring when they’d come out to soak up the first bit of warmth after a long winter. Conversations started and soon a couple of bottles of wine appeared. After that, they met every Thursday afternoon for what Kristen dubbed the weekend pre-game happy hour.

      This particular Thursday also happened to be New Year’s Eve. Unfortunately, the holiday hadn’t caused a ripple in their traditional wine night. All of them were sitting together and drinking wine with no plans for the evening. Zoey found the idea depressing.

      “What are we doing here?” She hadn’t meant to say the words aloud, but she couldn’t hold back her frustration.

      “Drinking wine?” Shelly asked, clearly not catching her drift.

      “No,” Zoey said. “I mean here. Tonight. It’s freaking New Year’s Eve. We’re six attractive, intelligent women. Why the hell are we sitting in this townhouse instead of getting out there on the town, meeting people, having fun?”

      Laura scowled. “By people you mean men. No thanks. Been there, done that. I prefer my quiet evenings here with you ladies rather than subjecting myself to the meat market where I’ll have to make conversation with a bunch of jackasses.”

      “Laura,” Kristen said. “You married your high school sweetheart. It’s not exactly like you’ve given the jackasses a fair chance.”

      Laura adjusted her glasses and grinned. “I wish I’d given a few more of them a second look when I was younger. Instead I gave one man over twenty years of my life and look what it got me. An empty nest with a grumpy husband.”

      Zoey could understand Laura’s disappointment. She and her husband had built a life together, but they’d made the mistake of using their children as the glue. When the kids left, the marriage crumbled.

      “So why not go out and test drive a few models now?” Georgie asked.

      Laura sighed. “I’m not exactly young. And I just don’t have the energy.” Laura’s gaze drifted to Zoey. “Maybe I should be throwing your question back at you. I know why I’m here tonight. I want to be. What’s your excuse?”

      Zoey crinkled her nose, annoyed at being caught in her own trap. “I had other plans,” she said, somewhat defensively.

      Kristen chuckled. “Going out with Rob doesn’t count. That’s sort of the equivalent of spending the holiday with us. Unless there really is more going on there than you’ve shared. ’Fess up. Are you and Rob an i⁠—”

      “No.” Zoey cut off Kristen’s question. It was one she was asked far too often. “I’ve told you girls a gazillion times. We are just friends. That’s all we’ve ever been. All we’re ever going to be. Friends.”

      Georgie shook her head. “What a waste. You two are perfect for each other.”

      Zoey took a long sip of her wine. Lately she had been having some rather inappropriate fantasies about her best friend. Not that she’d ever act on them. She and Robbie had grown up together and they’d been roommates since the day she turned twenty-one fourteen years ago. She did an internal headshake. Where the hell had that time gone? “I’m not sure perfect is the word I’d use. We’d probably kill each other if we ever attempted a real relationship.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Shelly said. “I know you miss him.”

      Robbie had been out on tour for months. Absence had indeed made her heart grow fonder. It ached without him, but she couldn’t seem to confess that truth to her friends. She had a hard enough time admitting it to herself. “Are you kidding? I’ve got the world’s greatest setup. My own place with an absent roommate who splits the rent.”

      “You’re lying.” Shelly tucked her legs beneath her on the couch and sighed. “He’s completely gorgeous and you’re crazy for not asking him out.”

      Shelly was the consummate romantic of the group. As far as Zoey could tell, she was also a virgin. She and Josie had wondered once if she’d ever been kissed.

      Josie tugged Shelly’s blonde hair affectionately. “People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones. What about your crush on that guy at work? I thought you were going to invite him to lunch. What happened there?”

      Shelly blushed slightly and pointed to Zoey. “If I had her petite figure, I’d ask him out in a heartbeat.” She looked down at herself. “Unfortunately, I don’t think Christian has any interest in going out with Shelly Belly.”

      Josie narrowed her eyes. “I thought we’d forbidden you to call yourself that.”

      Shelly shrugged. “Not saying it doesn’t make it less true. I’m fat, not blind. Guys don’t look at me that way.”

      “What way?” Kristen asked.

      “Like they want to rip all my clothes off and have sex with me.”

      Zoey sighed. Shelly’s lack of self-esteem was something they’d all been working to bolster over the past few months. It appeared they weren’t having much success.

      “So you’re going to be an old maid? Forever?” Josie asked.

      Laura topped up her glass. “Nothing wrong with a woman living on her own. Trust me, Shelly, married life is not all it’s cracked up to be.”

      Josie groaned. “I’m not telling her to get married. Jesus, you should know better. I’m just telling her to get laid.”

      Josie was probably the only woman in the room more anti-marriage than Laura, though Zoey didn’t blame her for being a bit sour on the institution. According to Josie, before she figured out what a lying prick he was, her ex had set the record for most affairs during their six-year span of wedded hell.

      Kristen snorted. “Let’s face it. Women who end up living here on Losers’ Lane are pretty much at the end of their options.” Leave it to Kristen to tell the hard truths. They actually lived on Lovett’s Lane, but none of the women had called the street by its proper name since Kristen dubbed it Losers’ Lane last summer.

      Zoey looked around the room at her friends. Kristen was approaching a milestone birthday this year. Forty was knocking on the successful lawyer’s door. Zoey knew no matter how much she pretended she was fine with her life, Kristen was quite lonely. Laura and Josie had been hurt so deeply by their ex-husbands, Zoey feared they’d never open themselves up to love again. Shelly was crippled by her weight and lacking self-esteem. And then there was Georgie, the biggest commitment-phobe on the planet.

      Something inside Zoey snapped. This room was full of beautiful, caring, intelligent women and it was high time they all made some changes.

      “You know what, I don’t buy that, Kris.” Zoey sat up straighter. “I think we need to make some vows right here and now. This year will be the year things change. For all of us.”

      “Oh shit,” Georgie said. “You’re not proposing we make New Year’s Resolutions, are you? I suck at those.”

      “No. Not resolutions. Second chances. Maybe the past hasn’t exactly been our friend. I say we throw all that shit away and start fresh.”

      “How?” Kristen asked.

      Zoey thought for a moment. “We each need to think, really think, about what would make us happy and go for it.”

      Shelly never missed a beat. “I want to lose weight.”

      “Jeez, Shelly. When will you see that you’re beautiful the way you are?” Josie and Shelly, the youngest of the group, had become the best of friends.

      “Not because I think it will help me catch a guy. I want to lose it for me. I’m twenty-eight years old with bad knees, bad feet, high blood pressure. Jesus. I’m too young to feel this damn old. Being healthier would make me happy. In fact, I know you all probably can’t tell, but I already started. I’ve lost fifteen pounds.”

      “Good for you,” Georgie said, lifting her glass in a silent cheer. “I think that sounds like a terrific second chance. Mine’s going to be something a bit more unconventional. I’ve been doing a lot of second guessing lately. Zoey said we should throw all our past shit away, but I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?” Laura asked.

      “I told you all I’d been engaged three times, right?”

      Zoey nodded and grinned. Georgie had funny nicknames for each of her previous beaus. “Yeah. What about it?”

      “I’ve been wondering lately if I had Mr. Right, but let him go. I’m going to go on a quest.”

      Kristen closed her eyes and shook her head. “Christ. I don’t like the sound of this.”

      “What sort of quest?” Josie asked, leaning forward, her eyes gleaming with excitement.

      “I’m going to reconnect with my previous fiancés and make sure I was right to dump them.”

      “How the hell can you figure that out?” Laura asked.

      Georgie shrugged. “I don’t have a fucking clue, but I’ve spent too many nights lately, tossing and turning, wondering what if. Zoey said we need to find our future happiness. I can’t do that while I’m always looking behind me.”

      “I think that’s a great goal.” Shelly leaned forward to grab a carrot stick from the veggie platter.

      “What about the rest of you?” Georgie asked.

      Josie leaned back on the couch and gave them all a wicked grin. “I’m going to howl.”

      Laura, who’d risen to grab another bottle of wine from the kitchen, froze. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Sex. I’ve been thinking about all the things I’d like to try in bed while I’m still young enough and limber enough to strike the poses.”

      Zoey laughed. “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “I’ve got a list,” Josie confessed. “There are twelve items on it, so I’ve decided to call it my Howl List. Twelve full moons in a year, twelve nights of sexual exploration. This is my year.”

      “I don’t mean to be an alarmist,” Kristen said, leaning forward, “but the first full moon is next week. What’s number one on the list?”

      Josie looked completely unconcerned. “Sex with a stranger. Thought I’d start easy, then work my way up to the really wild stuff.”

      “That’s easy?” Shelly asked.

      Her nervous tone made Zoey more certain than ever that Shelly was indeed still a virgin. “Only for Josie.”

      “I’m going to find a husband.” Everyone turned to Kristen in amazement after her unexpected announcement. Of all of them, she was the one least concerned with relationships, claiming that her career was the most important thing in her life. She rolled her eyes. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not a completely heartless bitch. The law firm’s exceeded even my expectations the past few years. I’m comfortable, happy there. So it’s time I got my personal life under control.”

      “Finding a husband isn’t exactly easy, Kris,” Laura said. She was still standing at the door to the kitchen.

      Kristen waved her hand. “It can’t be that hard. I’m never hurting for dates. I’ll just start being more serious about forging a relationship. Besides, I can always enact my backup plan if worse comes to worst”

      “Backup plan?” Laura asked.

      “Jason and I have a deal. If neither of us is married by forty, we’ll marry each other. He turns forty the month before me.”

      Laura gave up getting the wine and returned to her seat, dropping down heavily. “Jason? Your law partner?”

      Kristen nodded. “Sure. Why not?”

      “Doesn’t he sort of drive you crazy? And I don’t mean that in a sexual way,” Georgie said.

      “We work very well together and when he’s not arguing with me over something stupid, he’s actually a lot of fun to be with,” Kristen explained.

      Laura bit her lip. “That would be fine except for the fact he’s always arguing with you over something stupid. Always,” Laura stressed.

      Kristen waved her off. “He’s just the backup plan. Believe me, I have no intention of initiating that deal.”

      “Right,” Laura drawled. “You’ll just go out and find yourself a husband in the next six months. Easy peasy.”

      Laura’s tone dripped sarcasm, but Kristen either didn’t hear it or chose to ignore it. “Exactly, and before you try to sneak out, what’s your plan for a second chance?”

      Laura had actually risen again. Kristen had busted her in the act of trying to escape.

      “Mine’s going to sound dumb.”

      “Dumber than me looking up old boyfriends or Josie’s fucking Howl List?” Georgie asked, rubbing her hands together with glee. “Can’t wait to hear this.”

      They all laughed.

      Laura sighed. “Maybe dumb was the wrong word. Mine’s actually pretty boring. I just want to find myself again. Want to find the girl I was before I let my marriage, my kids, my husband define me. I used to have fun. I laughed all the time, did crazy things with my friends. I’m tired of being so serious and predictable all the time.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that goal,” Shelly said. “It’s a good one. So what about you, Zoey? You haven’t told us yours.”

      Zoey closed her eyes and tried to imagine herself happy, tried to figure out where that emotion could be found. The answer was obvious, but it wasn’t one she felt comfortable saying aloud. Instead, she said, “My goal is to get healthy. I’m going to make a doctor’s appointment a month until I’ve gotten the all-clear on my teeth, eyes, boobs, and hoohah.” Her friends accepted her answer with a laugh. Zoey smiled while her true second chance whispered inside her head.

      I’m going to tell my best friend I’m in love with him.
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      Twenty-five years earlier

      “Who has the baseball?”

      When Zoey heard the voices of boys heading her way, she stepped off the front porch of her family’s new house and drifted toward the sidewalk. Her parents had thought they were doing her a favor, postponing their move to Harrisburg until after school was over. They didn’t want her to have to change schools in the middle of her fourth grade year. At the time, she’d been happy not to have to leave her best friend, Crystal.

      Now she realized her parents had made a big mistake. It was the beginning of summer and she was in a strange place with no friends to help her pass the long, boring days until school started again in September.

      To add insult to injury, it looked like her mom and dad had managed to buy a house in a neighborhood filled with nothing but boys. After a week of roaming around by herself, Zoey had only spotted one other girl on the street—a four-year-old whiner who was constantly crying for her mother. She hated it here. She was bored. And lonely.

      The gang of boys slowed down when they spotted her on the sidewalk. After five days of watching them traipse by her house to the park, she’d decided she wasn’t going to spend today alone.

      “Hey,” she said as they drew nearer. There were five of them and they all seemed to be around her age. They had baseball mitts dangling from their hands and one boy was dragging a bat behind him.

      “Hey,” the tallest boy in the group said.

      “Going to play baseball?”

      They nodded.

      “Can I come?”

      A couple of the boys looked like they wanted to invite her, but once again, it was the tall boy who answered. “No girls allowed.”

      “I’m a good pitcher,” she lied. Truth was she hated baseball, but anything was better than the solitude that had plagued her for days.

      Apparently she’d chosen the wrong position. “I’m the pitcher,” the tall boy said angrily. “And I told you. No girls. Come on, guys.”

      They continued walking toward the park as Zoey’s eyes filled with tears. She batted them away quickly. Boys were jerks.

      She walked back toward her front porch, disheartened. She’d exhausted her mother’s list of so-called fun summer activities. She was tired of coloring, watching movies and reading. While her room was unpacked and completely decorated, her parents were still busy painting and fixing up the rest of the house. She’d offered to help several times, but they told her she’d just be in the way and instructed her to go out and make some new friends, play.

      Zoey sank onto the top step of the porch and sighed. She hated this stupid town, this stupid house and those stupid boys.

      Another boy came running down the street in the direction of the park. Clearly he was late and trying to catch up with the others. Zoey didn’t stir, didn’t bother to wave. What was the point? No girls allowed. The brown-haired boy had almost passed her house when he noticed her and slowed down.

      When he turned to look at her, she felt a stirring of hope. Maybe this boy would be nicer than the others. She lifted her hand and waved.

      He stopped and approached her house. “Hi,” he said.

      His face was friendly, open, and Zoey liked him instantly. She grinned. “Hi.”

      “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

      She nodded. “We just moved in last week. I’m Zoey.”

      The boy’s smile widened. “I’m Robbie Granger. I live across the street, three houses down that way.” He pointed to a home with deep blue shutters and a wide front porch that resembled the one she was sitting on.

      She gestured to the glove in his hand. “You going to play baseball with those other boys?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. You wanna come?”

      “They told me no girls were allowed.”

      Robbie frowned. “Since when?”

      Zoey shrugged. “I don’t know. The tall boy just said I couldn’t play.”

      “That would be Jeff. He’s a jerk.” Robbie glanced toward the basketball net hanging above her garage. “My best friend, Johnny, used to live here,” he said. “We spent all last summer playing basketball. You shoot hoops?”

      Zoey didn’t, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t learn. “A little. There’s a ball in the garage. Johnny’s family must’ve left it behind. You want to play?” she asked hopefully, spying an end to at least one boring day.

      Robbie tossed his baseball mitt to the ground. “Sure. I hate baseball.”

      She hopped up quickly, dashing into the garage to grab the basketball at the speed of light. She was afraid Robbie would leave if she left him alone for too long.

      For a few minutes, she watched him shoot, then she took a couple turns. When it became obvious she’d never played the game in her life, Robbie taught her how to shoot, then they spent the rest of the afternoon playing Horse.

      By the time the other boys returned from the park, she and Robbie had formed their own little club of two—boys and girls allowed. Jeff teased Robbie about playing with a girl, but Robbie shrugged off the taunts, not rising to the bait. Zoey knew then and there he was the coolest person she’d ever met.

      When the other guys drifted back to their houses, she and Robbie walked to the middle of her front yard and dropped down to sit on the cool green grass. Robbie lay on his back looking at the sky, so Zoey followed suit. He pointed to a cloud that looked like a grizzly bear and she spotted one that looked like a teacup.

      “Thanks for teaching me how to play basketball,” she said after several moments of silence.

      “Sure.”

      Zoey knew time was running out on her day with Robbie. The smell of fried chicken wafted from the kitchen and she suspected her mother would call her in soon for dinner. She forced herself to ask her question, the one that had plagued her all day. Part of her was afraid today had been a fluke, or that Robbie was just being nice and his goodwill toward the new girl would evaporate overnight. “You want to do something tomorrow? We could play basketball again.”

      “Okay,” he said easily.

      Zoey released a relieved breath. “Robbie. Will you promise me something?”

      He looked over at her. “Promise you what?”

      “Will you promise to be my friend when school starts? You’re the only person I know here in my grade.”

      He grinned. “I’m already your friend, silly.”

      Zoey’s whole body filled with joy. His words came easily and she didn’t doubt they were true. Still, the memory of feeling so lonely this morning still lingered. She didn’t want to go back there. “Promise me anyway.”

      Robbie sat up and crossed his heart. “I promise.”

      The rest of the summer passed quickly as she and Robbie filled the hours of each day shooting hoops or acting out scenes from scary movies or swimming at the local pool.

      Robbie didn’t break his promise. When school started, they walked there together. He showed her around, escorted her to all their classrooms, introduced her to the other kids, and sat with her at lunch.

      

      His promise to be her friend had never wavered and Zoey hadn’t felt lonely since that day in her family’s front yard. She opened her eyes, her gaze zeroing in on a previously unnoticed smudge on the ceiling of the apartment she and Robbie had shared for years.

      She sighed. She hadn’t thought about her first summer in Harrisburg for years. The reappearance of the memory surprised her, though she supposed it shouldn’t. Her first week in town had introduced her to the concept of being alone.

      However, that emotion was nothing to the bone-wracking, terrifying loneliness that consumed her tonight. Robbie had saved her from an eternal summer when she was ten, but she wasn’t sure he could help her this time.

      It didn’t matter if he could or not. She needed him. Wanted him here. Desperately.

      She remembered her determination for a second chance on New Year’s Eve. She’d silently vowed this would be the year she told Robbie how she truly felt for him. So much for that. There was no way she could come clean now. No way she could heap her disaster on him. Not now when he was finally on the path to finding true happiness. How could she drag him away from that? Thrust him into what was certain to be months of pain and misery.

      She couldn’t.

      The answer choked her. Jesus. She couldn’t, but how could she do this alone? She wasn’t strong enough. Her stomach clenched and the lonesomeness wafted over her again, the pain so overwhelming she felt lightheaded.

      His voice. I just need to hear his voice.

      Before she could think about her actions, she picked up her cell phone from the coffee table. When it began to ring, she considered disconnecting the call, but fear kept her hanging on.

      “Hello?”

      “Robbie?”

      “Zoey? What’s up?”

      She regretted dialing the number the moment she heard Robbie’s voice. “Not much,” she lied. “Just, um, wondering how things are going.”

      Robbie was silent for a moment. She didn’t call him to chitchat thirty minutes before a show unless it was an emergency. And in twenty-five years of friendship, she’d never had that kind of an emergency.

      “Everything is fine, Zoey. How are things there?”

      Things were completely and utterly horrible. Instead, she said, “Fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Tears clouded her vision. Shit. She’d been okay all damn day. Hadn’t cried a single tear. Hearing Robbie’s concerned voice exposed the cracks in the dam. “Yep.” The word came out loud, awkward.

      “I have to go on stage in a few minutes.”

      She knew that. Christ. Robbie was living his dream. His band, Express Train, was opening for The Traffic, one of the biggest rock bands in the country. She’d been selfish to call.

      “I just wanted to say—” She paused, her mind filling in the real words: I have cancer. She cleared her throat. “I wanted to say break a leg.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Okay. Bye.”

      “Bye, Zoey.”

      She dropped her phone to the carpeted floor and closed her eyes to avoid the onslaught. The action was useless. There was no stopping the inevitable. Tears escaped, flowing slowly and steadily for several minutes before giving way to huge, soul-wracking sobs.

      Cancer.

      So much for the run-of-the mill baseline mammogram.

      Her baseline was fucked.

      She was fucked.

      She’d been surprised when the doctor’s office called and asked her to come in, but she’d dismissed it. It was her first mammogram. Maybe they wanted to explain it to her. Instead, the doctor had shown her the pictures, pointed out a shadow—an area of concern, he called it—and scheduled a biopsy for the next day. For the last three days, she’d held her breath waiting for the call.

      It came this morning. The results were obvious when, once again, the girl who’d never been sick a day in her life was asked to come in. Even worse, the doctor had suggested she bring a friend or family member with her. Christ, could he have been any more transparent?

      She’d gone alone. Her parents—both retired—were living it up in Florida and Robbie was on the road. She’d considered and dismissed asking Josie or Laura to go with her, but she was afraid of how she’d react when she got the news. She didn’t want to fall apart in front of them.

      She wasn’t sure she was ready to share this news with anyone yet. Zoey needed time to wrap her own head around it.

      Cancer. I have cancer.

      She reached for the box of tissues on the end table and blew her nose. Shit. She was sick and she was crying. The world really was going to come to an end. Everything was wrong, off-kilter, screwed up. Her hand balled into a fist and pure anger drove it into the couch cushion several times.

      “What the fuck?” Her words filled the empty room with venom, despair. “What the fuck!”

      She didn’t smoke, didn’t eat that much junk food, limited her alcohol to wine night with the girls and an occasional beer or two on weekends when Robbie was home. Sure, she sort of sucked at exercising regularly, but she wasn’t a total couch potato. The doctor had suggested she check into her family’s medical history to see if cancer was common, but what good would that do her? She already had the fucking disease.

      Disease.

      Zoey tried to catch her breath, but her lungs wouldn’t capture the air. There was a two-ton weight on her chest, threatening to crush her. The flood of tears wouldn’t stop. Soon she was too tired to even try to get a grip on her emotions.

      Control was pointless. She gave in. Lying on the couch, she let the tears stream until exhaustion finally won and she slept.

      

      Rob unlocked the door to the townhouse he’d shared with Zoey for a decade and a half. His band mates gave him shit about living with a gorgeous woman and not sleeping with her, but he wasn’t about to screw things up with his best friend. Zoey was more than an opportunity for sex. She was…everything to him.

      As soon as he entered the house, he took a deep breath and sighed. He was home. A grin crossed his lips as he tried to determine the scent. Zoey was a candle addict, burning them constantly. This month’s flavor smelled like cinnamon. She often paired her scents with the time of the year—pumpkin spice in the fall, balsam and cedar over the holidays, beachy smells in the summer. He grumbled whenever she lit one, claiming he felt like he was living in a chick’s place. Truth was he liked the candles. They were one more thing that made their house feel like a home.

      He glanced at the clock in the hallway. It was three a.m. Rob hadn’t been able to concentrate during tonight’s show, Zoey’s unusual phone call tugging on his conscience. As soon as the band walked off the stage, Rob got a taxi straight to the airport and hopped on the first flight home. Luckily he’d only been a state away. The up-and-down flight got him here in good time.

      Chip, Express Train’s drummer, had gone ballistic when he’d said he was leaving, but he couldn’t ignore the voice that told him something was seriously wrong. He assured the guys he only needed to make sure Zoey was okay and that he’d meet them at the next venue in two days.

      Mercifully the tour was winding down. Rob was sick of buses, the road, takeout food and all the crazy after-parties. More than a few times he’d recalled the saying Be careful what you wish for because you just might get it. He’d wanted to be a musician since the day he turned thirteen and got his first guitar, but now that Express Train was on the cusp of something big, he was second guessing that choice. Life on the road sucked.

      There was a light on in the living room, so Rob passed the stairs and walked toward it. It was way too late for Zoey to still be awake, but it was unlike her to leave a light on. She was the queen of energy conservation.

      He saw her the second he entered the room. She was fully dressed and sound asleep on the couch. She was surrounded by tissues. Fuck. He’d been right to come home. Zoey didn’t cry, but her puffy eyes betrayed she’d been doing quite a lot of that tonight.

      His first thought was perhaps she’d suffered a broken heart, but she wasn’t dating anyone. Hadn’t had a steady boyfriend in over a year, ever since she finally made a clean break from Drake the Prick. Jesus, he hoped that abusive asshole hadn’t made his way back. Last time Zoey had seen her ex-boyfriend, Drake had given her a black eye. Rob had repaid the favor, only instead of one black eye, he’d left Drake with two, as well as a broken nose and four loose teeth. If Drake had come back⁠—

      Then Rob’s breath caught as he considered something even worse. Her parents weren’t exactly old—both of them only in their mid-sixties—but if something had happened to one of them, Zoey would be desolate, devastated. Her dad had been diagnosed with high blood pressure recently and Rob recalled Zoey worrying that her old man would die of a heart attack like her grandfather had. But why wouldn’t she have told him that on the phone?

      He walked over and knelt in front of her. Her face was pale.

      “Zoey,” he whispered, gently pushing her dark brown hair away from her eyes. He didn’t like seeing her so tired, so frail-looking. A surge of protectiveness rose up inside him. “Zoey. Wake up, baby. I’m home.” God. He must be tired. Where had that term of endearment come from?

      Her eyelids lifted slowly. “Robbie?”

      He grinned. She was the only person on the planet who still called him by his childhood nickname. The second he hit high school, he’d instructed his teachers and friends to call him Rob. Zoey was the only one who couldn’t make the switch. She’d told him he would always be Robbie to her. He liked the idea, so he didn’t pick a fight about it.

      She sat up slowly. “What are you doing here?”

      He shrugged, then claimed the warm spot next to her on the couch. “I was worried about you.” He gestured to the tissues scattered on the floor and coffee table. “What happened?”

      Her response was worse than words. She quite simply fell apart.

      Rob reached for her, pulling her into his arms as she cried. “Shhh. It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’ll be okay. We’ll fix it.”

      His words, rather than comfort her, seemed to open the floodgate even more. She clung to his shirt, loud sobs wracking her small frame. He held her tighter, each cry slashing through him more sharply than a machete. Twenty-five years of friendship and he could count on one hand the number of times she’d cried in front of him. His heart raced as his mind whirled over what could have happened. Jesus. Whatever it was, it was bad. Really fucking bad.

      He tightened his arms around her, desperate for a way to calm her. “You’re killing me, baby. Please. Please tell me what’s wrong.”

      She shook her head against his chest.

      He cupped her face, forcing her to look at him. “Say it, Zoey. Fast. Like ripping off a Band-Aid.”

      “If I say it out loud, then it’s true.”

      He wiped the tears away from her cheeks. “It’s true one way or the other. Tell me and we’ll take care of it together.”

      “I have cancer.”

      His mind had raced over a hundred possibilities since Zoey collapsed in his arms. That one had never come to him. “I don’t understand.”

      Stupid words. He knew what she’d said, but Zoey was young, healthy. It didn’t make any sense.

      “I had a mammogram. They found a lump.”

      Hope reared its head. “That doesn’t mean it’s cancer. Lots of women find⁠—”

      “They did a biopsy. It’s cancer.”

      Rob struggled to take a breath and fought down a wave of nausea. It felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He had a new appreciation for the concept of his life passing before his eyes, as images of the past twenty-plus years whirled through his mind. “When did you find out?”

      “I’ve known about the lump for a few days. I got the biopsy results today.”

      She’d been dealing with this for days? Rob was horrified that she’d already done so much alone. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “I did.”

      “Jesus, Zoey. You called me after the fact and even then, you just told me to break a leg.”

      She rubbed her eyes wearily. They were swollen and red from crying. Rob hated seeing her so upset.

      “I called you as soon as I knew something for sure. But when I heard your voice…” She rested her head against the back of the couch. She was exhausted. “I couldn’t ruin your chance. You’re finally there, Robbie. On stage in front of huge audiences. All your hard work has paid off. It’s your time.”

      He didn’t want any of that. As he looked at Zoey, the priorities he’d always set for himself fell away, leaving just one. One thing that mattered to him.

      Her.

      She was right. It was his time. But not in the way she thought. For years, he’d avoided the truth, ignored feelings that had always existed as he chased the spotlight. He’d been a fool.

      “Did you call your parents?”

      She shook her head. “They’re in Florida. I thought about calling them, but I—” she licked her lips, “—I just wanted you.”

      Tears accompanied her admission. He pulled her into his arms again. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She sniffled and he suspected she was fighting hard not to fall apart again. “But the band⁠—”

      “Can do without me. There are only three more scheduled concerts. I’ll get Jeff to fill in for me on lead guitar. He’ll flip at the chance. After that, we’re finished for a while. I was going to come home and write some new music.”

      “If it’s only three more shows, you should go do them.”

      “No. I’m home. I’m not going anywhere until you’re better.”

      “That could be awhile.”

      His jaw tensed at the thought of what she was facing. “I’m staying.”

      She wiped her face as more tears fell. “God, I promised myself I wouldn’t cry anymore after tonight. I fucking hate feeling like this.”

      He smiled and kissed her on the forehead. “It’s still tonight. Get all the tears out now because tomorrow we’re going on a positive thoughts diet. Both of us.”

      She released a light laugh that turned to a choked sob. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “You can. You will. You’re young, strong. We’re going to get through this, I promise. We’ll do it together.”

      She clung to him, neither of them speaking anymore. What was left to say? Her tears were quieter now, but he knew she still shed them even though he couldn’t see the face she’d buried against his chest. The only noise in the room was her quiet sniffles, but soon that sound was replaced by her soft, even breathing. She’d finally fallen asleep.

      It was only then that Rob allowed his own tears to fall.
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      Twenty-one years earlier

      “Hey Robbie, wait up. What’s wrong?”

      Rob should have known Zoey would follow him home from school. He’d skipped stopping by his locker, which meant he didn’t have his math book and couldn’t do his homework, but he didn’t care. He was trying to get out of the building without having to talk to any of the shitheads from lunch. Somehow they’d gotten onto the topic of girls today. When it came out that he’d never kissed a girl, the other guys started teasing him, calling him Virgin. The razzing lasted all through lunch and right into last block. Fuck them.

      “Nothing, Zoey. I’m just going home.”

      When Zoey caught up to him, her cheeks were flushed and she was winded. Obviously she’d run quite a distance to catch up. “Did you forget something?”

      He paused and looked at her. He’d forgotten everything—his homework, his coat, his empty lunchbox. His mother was going to rake him over the coals for all of it. Instead, he said, “No.”

      “You forgot me, you idiot. We always walk home together.”

      He knew that…and so did the guys. They’d actually said they thought he and Zoey were doing it. Doing it! Shit, they’d only turned fourteen last summer. Besides, Zoey wasn’t that kind of girl. She was his friend. He’d sprinted out of school, hoping to avoid her, because now that the guys had planted the seed, he was sort of thinking about her differently.

      “I wanted to be alone.” His tone was sharp, meaner than he intended.

      “Oh. Why?”

      If he hadn’t been so pissed off, he would have laughed. Zoey had no boundaries, never took hints. “I had a really crappy day and I wanted to walk it off.”

      “Can’t you walk it off with me?”

      He gestured to her striding along next to him. “Guess I’m going to have to,” he grumbled.

      Again, she took no offense. “What happened that was so bad?”

      He knew it. Knew she’d keep going. Ask the questions he’d hoped to avoid. If he’d made it home quicker, without her, he could have gotten his act together and she’d have been none the wiser. No such luck. “Nothing.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. Seriously. Tell me.”

      He stopped and looked around. They were passing the park that lay at the edge of their neighborhood. Huge pine trees lined the sidewalk. He grabbed her hand and dragged her beneath the shelter of the large limbs and drooping pine needles. They’d played under these trees for years, calling it their own private Terabithia, but they’d outgrown the pines this past summer, opting instead to hang out at McDonald’s with the other kids.

      “Have you ever kissed a guy?”

      She frowned, her forehead creasing. “Of course not.”

      “Why do you say it like that?”

      “What do I want to kiss a guy for? Besides, have you looked around at the boys in school? My choices are kind of limited. I mean I could go for Dave, the nose-picker, or Chris, the fart machine. Ick.”

      “The guys at lunch thought I’d kissed you. That you and me, that we…”

      “We what?”

      “That we’re doing it.”

      Her face registered complete shock. Rob couldn’t decide if he should laugh or be insulted.

      “You and me?” She laughed, so he did too. Not that the idea felt entirely funny to him. “God, those guys are so stupid.”

      He sobered quickly. “You know, they’ve all kissed a girl. Some of them have gotten to second base even.”

      She shook her head. “Those morons can’t get to second base with a bat and a ball, let alone with a girl. Don’t be silly. They were lying to you.”

      “I don’t think they were.”

      Zoey sighed. It was a sound he was fairly accustomed to. She released that same heavy puff of air every time he said or did something she found absurd. She’d sounded like that the time he’d tried to ride his bike down the steep stairs in front of the bank and nearly broken his neck. And the time he copied Jenna’s homework in science, knowing full well that Jenna was even dumber in the subject than he was.

      “Robbie, do you even like any of the girls around here?”

      He shrugged as he struggled to think of a single girl who’d captured his attention in a more than friendly way. “No, not really.”

      “Then what’s the big deal?”

      “I’m a guy, Zoey, and I’m fourteen. I haven’t kissed a girl. That’s not normal.”

      “Say the dumbasses at your lunch table. I thought you were smarter than them.”

      He understood what she was saying, but it didn’t help. Fact was he did want to kiss a girl. He wanted to know what it was like. He’d watched his older brother making out with his girlfriend one night when they didn’t know he was sitting on the stairs. It looked like they were both into it. “I just want to try it. Once. You know.”

      She smiled. “Yeah. I get what you’re saying. I guess I’d like to know what all the fuss is about too.”

      She looked around and he followed her gaze. Though they were in a public park, the trees shielded them from the view of people on the street and in the park. They were isolated, completely alone.

      “Should we try it?” she suggested.

      All afternoon he’d thought about kissing a girl. Zoey’s face was the only one he’d seen when he imagined it.

      He nodded and stepped closer. Reaching out, he put his hands on her shoulders, drawing her near. His heart suddenly began to beat faster and he was finding it difficult to breathe. Was this right?

      Zoey offered no resistance to his tug. Instead, she followed his lead, lifting her face to his.

      Rob bent his head and placed his lips against hers. For a breathless moment, neither of them moved. Then he tilted his head and pushed harder. Zoey’s arms wrapped around his neck and he felt the slightest pressure of her boobs against his chest. The boobs were a new thing for her, only making their arrival in the last few months. She’d complained about having to wear a bra. He’d teased her a bit, but hadn’t taken much notice. Now he was noticing them too much.

      He remembered his brother kissing with his mouth open, so Rob tried it. Parting his lips, he touched Zoey’s tongue with his. He’d expected her to back off, tell him it was gross while wiping her mouth. What he didn’t anticipate was her tongue meeting his halfway.

      Shock pushed him away. Zoey, as always, appeared unruffled, composed, though he noticed her face was flushed again.

      She studied his face. “Well,” she began.

      He didn’t know what to say, how to respond.

      As always, Zoey had the answer. “That was weird.”

      He laughed. It was so like her to break the tension, to make him feel better. He’d been depressed about the lack of kissing, the teasing from the guys. In minutes, Zoey took it all away.

      “Yeah. Totally weird. You taste like bubble gum.”

      She grinned. “Eww. Don’t remind me. We touched tongues. Now you owe me a new promise.”

      He rolled his eyes. She was forever making him take vows.

      Promise you won’t let me fail Algebra.

      Promise you’ll tell me if I have food in my teeth.

      Promise when you’re a famous musician, you’ll write a song for me.

      She’d forced so many oaths from him, he thought he should start making a list. “Okay. What’s this promise?”

      “Promise me we’ll never kiss again. That was just too…” she paused as if trying to find the word, then she landed right back on the original, “…weird.”

      “Fine, I promise I’ll never kiss you again.” He held out his hand for their traditional handshake to seal the deal. Unlike the other pledges, this one was harder to make. Because there was a part—buried deep inside him—that really wanted to kiss Zoey again.

      

      Rob stared down at Zoey’s face as she slept. Her eyes were still puffy from last night’s tears. Neither of them had moved from the couch. Instead, he’d lain down next to her and held her as she silently wept. Pinpricks attacked the arm he’d wrapped around her, his hand numb from lying in the same position for so long. He didn’t bother to move. It felt too good holding her like this.

      Some truths were crashing down on him. He’d been an ass, living his life like he had all the time in the world. Their time on this planet was far from infinite, and yet he’d squandered years of it, working on his career, focusing solely on making it big.

      For what? Fame? Money? Why the hell did he need that shit?

      He’d always taken it for granted that Zoey would be here for him. How the fuck was he supposed to go on without her? The moment she’d told him about the cancer, the light had gone on.

      I’m in love with her. Christ. I’ve been in love with her since the first day I laid eyes on her.

      Zoey stirred. Rob’s heart began to race as her eyes opened slowly. He wasn’t wasting a second more. He couldn’t. He just couldn’t.

      She was disoriented for a moment before she lifted her gaze and smiled.

      With his free hand, he stroked her face softly. “Zoey.” Her name fell from his lips on a hushed whisper, his chest constricting under the weight of every emotion under the sun—love, fear, happiness, panic, a raging case of nervousness.

      What if she didn’t feel the same way?

      “Yeah?”

      He took a deep breath. Fear wasn’t going to hold him back another second longer. “I’m going to break my promise.”

      “What promise?”

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he bent his head and kissed her. Time froze as their lips met. Rob was transported back to that day in the park, to the truth that should have been obvious all those years ago. He’d been a blind, inexperienced boy back then, but now…his eyes were wide open.

      It was her. Zoey. For him, it had always been her.

      The kiss was a gentle touch at first, but when Zoey’s lips softened and accepted his, he deepened it. Her small hand cupped his cheek, exploring his face hesitantly before growing bolder, stroking it.

      The smell of cinnamon enveloped them, her candle still burning from the night before. He knew in his heart that from now on, that scent would always make him think of her. Of this moment.

      His heart lodged in his throat when he realized the magnitude of what was happening, of what he wanted to happen next. He was kissing his best friend. And she was kissing him back.

      Encouraged, he opened his mouth, stroking his tongue against hers. The kiss grew harder, hungrier. For several minutes—hell, it could have been hours for all Rob knew—they simply kissed, learning each other’s taste, texture. Her skin was soft beneath his fingers as he caressed her delicate cheek. Her breathing grew heavier, the heat of it warm against his skin.

      When he finally moved away, she was there, looking at him, studying his face. Hers was the picture of confusion, wariness…and desire. He latched onto the last like a dying man clinging to life. She wanted him.

      “Still weird?” He needed the joke, needed to get his bearings. His emotions were too raw, too new, too close to the surface.

      She shook her head slowly. “No. Not even close.”

      “Good. I’ve been practicing.”

      She laughed uneasily. “You’re insane. What the hell prompted that?”

      He knew her. Knew she’d try to twist this into something innocent, funny. He wouldn’t let her. He ran his hand through her dark hair, overwhelmed by the need to touch her. “Just figured it was past time. You mind if we talk about this after?”

      “After what?”

      He let his body answer the question. Turning so they lay face to face on the couch, he placed his lips back on hers. He didn’t want to push her. After all, she’d just received life-altering, horrible news. He’d keep things easy, let her set the pace.

      She didn’t resist his kisses. Her hand traveled along his shoulders and down his arm before landing on his chest. Her lips pressed against his harder. Then she moved away, an infinitesimal distance.

      “Touch me,” she whispered, her hand fisting in the cotton of his shirt.

      He didn’t need to be told twice. His hands roamed along her sides, drifted beneath her T-shirt.

      She shivered when he caressed the bare skin of her waist. He stoked her arousal, kissing her harder as he explored every bit of bare flesh he could reach beneath her shirt. He forced air into his lungs, fought to keep his hands steady as he touched her.

      The slight tremor in his hands seemed to distract her. She was the first to pull back. “Robbie, are you sure⁠—?”

      “After,” he repeated. He gripped her hip, dragging her closer. There was no way she could misconstrue how far he’d go if she was willing. His cock was hard, ready.

      She bit her lip and he could sense she was struggling to make a decision. He wouldn’t force her into anything she wasn’t ready for. Hell, he’d be perfectly content to spend the next dozen years or so simply kissing her. Making up for so many wasted years. “Zoey⁠—”

      She shook her head and closed her eyes, but not before he read the hungry need there. Then she lifted one leg and wrapped it around his thigh. She thrust closer. It was an outright invitation. “After,” she whispered, her voice steadier than he expected.

      Rob fought back the wave of lightheadedness her words provoked. She was in, ready for the next step. He held her in place as he nipped her lower lip. “I want you so much.”

      She kissed him, initiated it. Her actions told him that in this, she was with him. They moved as close as the couch would allow, but it wasn’t enough for Rob. He sat up, pulling her to a seated position as well. Reaching for the hem of her T-shirt, he pulled the soft cotton over her head.

      They’d spent a lifetime together and modesty had disappeared somewhere along the line. He’d seen her in her bra loads of times as she walked to and from the bathroom to her bedroom or whenever she dashed downstairs to retrieve a clean shirt from the dryer in their small basement. Regardless of those previous glimpses, this time was different, more powerful.

      Her breasts were gorgeous, perky and full. It was hard to believe that beneath the pale skin lurked disease. Something deadly, insidious. He thrust the idea away. He wasn’t going to lose her, not to fear and, sure as hell, not to cancer.

      He reached behind her and unclasped her bra. Zoey’s gaze was glued to his face and he wondered what she was thinking. Afraid she’d try to call a halt, he leaned closer and kissed her again as he removed the lacy material from her breasts.

      Rob’s gaze landed on a bruise on her breast. He reached out, touching it lightly. Zoey’s soft intake of breath told him she was sore.

      “Biopsy,” she whispered.

      He swallowed heavily, trying to batten down the part of him screaming that he should have been there with her. He should have been holding her hand when that needle pierced her skin. Never again. From now on, she’d acquired a six foot two shadow. Zoey wasn’t going to do any of this alone.

      Rob bent his head, placing a soft kiss on the dark spot. She blinked rapidly and he suspected she was trying to fight back tears.

      Twisting to the side, Rob sat on the couch, pulling Zoey across his lap, her legs straddling his thighs. The new position distracted her, caught her attention. It also gave him more freedom to touch her. Anywhere. Everywhere. He gripped her ass, pressing her against his jeans-clad cock. God, why were they still wearing so many clothes?

      Zoey gyrated against him, rubbing his hard-on until he saw stars. If anyone could drive him to climax from simple dry-humping, it would be her.

      He was grateful, spying an end to the loneliness that had plagued him on the road. He’d spent far too many nights trying to sleep on a bus full of snoring men as it hit every goddamn pothole from Texas to L.A. Zoey was saving him from that life. If only he could offer her the same salvation.

      She had cancer. Fuck. The words kept sneaking up on him, sucker punching him at odd moments. His stomach clenched and his grip on her waist tightened.

      Zoey retreated the slightest distance and looked at him. She’d always been far too in tune with his emotions. She cupped his face and smiled. Her crystal-blue eyes locked with his and held. The look of understanding comforted him, filled him with a sense of relief. She could communicate so much with just one touch, one look.

      Everything would be okay.

      He reached out to stroke her soft dark hair. She wore it shorter these days, the ends just brushing her shoulders. When they were younger, she never went out without her standard ponytail. Somewhere in her twenties, she’d started wearing it down, the thick mass reaching halfway down her back. Last year, she’d opted for the shorter cut. He liked it this way best. It framed her pretty face perfectly.

      “Take off your shirt,” she said, but didn’t wait for him to comply. Instead, she gripped the material and tugged it away. Her fingers stroked his chest, circled his nipples. He loved her hands on him, the way her hungry eyes ate him up. When her fingers stroked downward along his stomach, he joined the game. In unison, they tackled the buttons on each other’s jeans. Zoey stood briefly to ease the undressing and he instantly missed her body’s warmth.

      Rob sucked in a steadying breath when she unzipped and pushed her jeans down. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t try to hide beneath her panties. Within seconds, she’d shed both the denim and the silk, standing before him completely naked. Rob’s heart stuttered.

      He’d spent a lifetime running the wrong race. He didn’t want to be a rock star. He wanted to be hers.

      “Say something,” she whispered, and he realized he’d let the silent moment go too long. She was uneasy.

      His gaze met hers. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      She smiled. “Promise me that’s not your standard line.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never said that to anyone before. Promise.” He slowly unzipped his own jeans as Zoey lowered her eyes to watch. Lifting his hips, he eased his jeans and boxers away. There was no hiding his desire for her. His cock was full, hard. The head brushed his stomach as he kicked off his pants and sat back down.

      Zoey studied him, her tongue darting out to lick her lips. The sight made Rob dizzy with need as he imagined her mouth wrapped around his dick.

      “Come here.” He beckoned.

      She returned to her previous position, legs open, straddling his. It was the same position, but not at all similar. With no clothing to hinder them, Rob became aware of so many more things. He felt the heat of her body. The air surrounding them was filled with the sweet scent of her arousal. She was wet. He could see the shiny proof coating her skin at the junction of her legs. Now it was his turn to lick his lips, the longing to taste her rumbling through him.

      Zoey stroked his cheek. “I like when you don’t shave. It’s sexy.”

      Her comment reminded him he hadn’t touched a razor in nearly three days. A quick glance at her kiss-swollen lips revealed the slightest trace of a beard burn around her mouth. If he was a gentleman, he’d pop upstairs and remove the prickly hair before they continued.

      Zoey moved closer until the heat and moisture of her pussy encapsulated his cock. Fuck it. He’d shave later.

      When she wiggled against his cock, he closed his eyes and counted to ten. If she kept doing that, he’d destroy that sexy image by coming right now. He grasped her ass and held her still.

      “Jesus, Zoey. We have to slow down or it’ll be over before we start.”

      She giggled. “I thought you rock stars were supposed to be sex gods or something.”

      He narrowed his eyes. She loved to tease him about the rumors surrounding musicians. Mainly because she knew as well as he did, he didn’t fit the mold. He preferred monogamy to one-night stands and could count his past serious girlfriends on one hand.

      Most of the women he’d dated had come to resent the time he spent on his music, the weekends when he played in the clubs with scantily clad women coming on to him. Eventually, the relationships ended because the woman got tired of sitting home alone weekend after weekend. The time apart fostered suspicions of unfaithfulness that festered until it didn’t matter what was real. The truth was he’d never cheated on any of his girlfriends.

      Unfortunately, reality wasn’t as strong as perception. Groupies flocked to his shows, throwing themselves—as well as various pieces of clothing—at him, and that fact was simply too difficult for his previous girlfriends to handle.

      “I haven’t had sex in nearly a year, you know that.”

      She nodded. “Since you and Jessica split.”

      Jessica had been his longest—and most tumultuous—relationship. Rob lost count of how many times they’d broken up and gotten back together. Now, after a year, he still couldn’t understand why he’d kept going back to her. Zoey claimed it was because Jessica was safe. His conscience considered her a girlfriend, so he could get laid on a fairly regular basis. Meanwhile, his common sense wouldn’t let the relationship grow into anything more serious. When Jessica suggested they get married, he’d proven Zoey’s theory right as he backpedaled—big time—claiming they had a good thing and they shouldn’t screw it up. Jessica read the writing the on the wall, broke things off and was married within six months to some guy from the gym she went to.

      “Why hasn’t there been another woman?” Zoey asked. “I know you must get propositioned nightly. I’ve witnessed at least a thousand of those dirty invitations myself.”

      He shrugged. He knew why, but he wasn’t sure how to tell Zoey the truth. There wasn’t a woman alive who could compare to her. How could he tell her that and have her believe the words came from his heart, that they weren’t based on fear or worse, pity?

      Rather than answer, he played the coward. Leaning forward, he drew his tongue along one of her nipples. Zoey gasped, her hands clenching his hair in a way that told him she liked what he was doing. He offered the same easy stroke to her other nipple.

      “God,” she whispered on a gasp. Her hips began gyrating again and he knew he was in trouble.

      Flipping positions, he laid her beneath him on the couch. Common sense said he should get her upstairs to his bed where they’d have room to move around, to do this right. Reality said there wasn’t time.

      Her legs opened, welcoming his hips between them. They continued to kiss as the heat around them grew heavier, hotter. Sweat formed at his temple. Lifting slightly, he nudged the opening of her pussy with the head of his cock. Zoey wrapped her ankles around his back, urging him forward.

      He froze. Condom.

      His gaze captured hers, but again, she didn’t need the words.

      She shook her head. “No. Nothing between us.”

      Zoey had been on birth control since she was sixteen and had snuck off to the free-health clinic with a couple of girlfriends. He’d given her shit for it at the time, wanting to know why she needed it. Jesus. What a blind fool he’d been. Even then, he’d been jealous, possessive of her. Zoey had asserted it was to make her periods easier, more regular. Given the fact she didn’t lose her virginity for another year, he believed her reasoning.

      He kissed her to stop himself from asking the question hovering on his lips. It took every bit of strength in him not to ask her if she was sure about this. About them.

      Rob didn’t want to give her an out. Fuck. He couldn’t. He needed her.

      He pushed in farther, burying his cock about an inch inside. Then, his damn conscience forced him to stop. He released her lips and pulled away so he could see her face. He had to know this was okay. That she wanted it too.

      Her gaze caught his and she smiled. Then, her legs tightened and her hips rose, taking him deeper. It was the only permission he needed. He released the bonds he’d clung to for far too long and thrust inside her in one hard, deep motion.

      He was buried to the hilt inside Zoey. Neither of them moved as the connection of their eyes never wavered. They simply stared. Soaked it up. For Rob, the moment was almost surreal.

      Everything changes now.

      That idea didn’t scare him. A big part of him was screaming It’s about time!

      Zoey broke the silence first. “I love you, Robbie.” Her eyes betrayed her, glimmered briefly with fear.

      Did she think he didn’t feel the same way? Wouldn’t offer the same heartfelt words? “I love you too, Zoey. More than I can say.”

      It wasn’t the first time they’d said the words, but for him, the meaning was so very different. Did she understand that? Realize the sentiment wasn’t one of friendship?

      Apparently it didn’t matter. Her face cleared and her smile grew wider. “You’re inside me.” The words were laced with genuine disbelief.

      He chuckled. “Damn. How did that happen?”

      “You must’ve slipped,” she teased.

      “Maybe I should try to get up.”

      She nodded. “Just so long as you fall a few more times.”

      Their laughter lasted only a second, only until Rob took her at her word, lifting his hips until he was barely inside her. Then he fell once more.

      They gasped, but they didn’t stop. Over and over, he moved into her until the heaviness in his balls grew almost painfully tight. This wasn’t going to last long. He reached down to rub her clit, refusing to spoil the moment by coming alone.

      The added pressure drove Zoey to the pinnacle fast. The rhythm of her hips, lifting to meet his, became erratic, harder. She dug her fingernails into his shoulders and her eyes drifted closed.

      “Yes,” she hissed. “Oh my God. Robbie.”

      Her pussy clenched, the muscles contracting on his cock too tightly. He groaned, then gave himself up to the inevitable. Stars painted the black sky behind his closed eyelids as pulse after incredible pulse of come jetted out, filling her.

      The only word he could speak flew from his lips. “Zoey. Zoey. Zoey.”

      The strength in his arms gave out and he only just caught himself from collapsing onto her small frame. Shifting to the side, he turned until her back lay against his chest, spooning fashion.

      Neither of them spoke. For minutes, hours, days, they simply lay together, naked, sticky with sweat, complete.

      When the late-morning sun shone through the window, Zoey finally stirred. She rolled over to face him.

      “I suppose it’s after.” Her voice seemed casual enough, but he couldn’t miss the slight tinge of nervousness there as well.

      They’d lain together long enough for his cock to realize once wasn’t enough. Jesus. A lifetime inside her wouldn’t be enough.

      Her eyes widened when his rejuvenating hard-on nudged her stomach. “Robbie⁠—”

      “Can’t help it,” he teased. “I am a big rock star, you know. Insatiable.”

      “You don’t want to talk about this, do you?”

      He did and he didn’t. He knew where his heart lay, but Zoey was in the middle of some major shit right now. As his initial panic began to subside, he wondered if he was wrong to try to drag her into a relationship given all she was about to face. Hell, as far as timing went, his was probably about as bad as it got. He’d had twenty-five years to tell her how he felt about her and he chose the moment her life fell apart to lay it on her.

      “Can I just say I meant what I said last night? I’m not leaving you alone again, Zoey.” Ever.

      If he had any guts at all, he’d say the last word aloud, but he wasn’t sure that was what she needed to hear. She was going to spend the next few weeks making a shitload of decisions about her health, her medical treatment. How could he throw in another wrench, ask her to decide how she felt about him as well?

      “I’ve missed you,” she said. “So much.”

      “Then it’s settled. I’m home.”

      She glanced down at his cock. Damn thing was rock hard again. So erect no one would know he’d come less than an hour ago.

      “And what about him?” she asked, mischievously.

      Rob shifted them until he covered her once more. He reached down to touch her, pleased when he found her pussy wet. Pressing his cock inside her, he kissed her.

      “He’s home too.”
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      Zoey stared at the menu, her eyes unable to process the words printed there. Her brain was filled with too many other words. Words like lumpectomy, stage two, T2, chemotherapy. And other words she couldn’t even pronounce. A long stream of strange syllables that made up the names of drugs that would supposedly kill her cancer and save her life.

      Robbie had been true to his word. He’d called the band and bailed out of the last three concert dates to stay home. They’d been together for a week. Together together. He’d spent every night since his return in her bed, filling the hours with amazing sex, laughter and—most surprising of all—deep, peaceful sleep. He made her forget about all the bad shit going on inside her body and for that alone, she would love him forever.

      They hadn’t discussed the nature of their new relationship in any detail, but Zoey didn’t care. She needed him and he was there. Whenever she tried to think about things on a deeper level, anxiety took over. As long as she kept things light and easy, took everything one day at a time, she could deal.

      At least, she had until today. Robbie had gone with her to the oncologist this afternoon. They’d spent days beforehand reading anything and everything they could about breast cancer, composing an obnoxiously long list of questions for the poor doctor. For over three hours, they discussed her options with the specialist, listening as he explained exactly what she had and what she was facing. She’d been poked and stuck by so many needles she felt like a human pincushion.

      She’d tried to take in all the information, but her mind kept hanging up on key words and phrases. Tumor. Surgery. Four months of chemo. Bi-weekly treatments. An eighty percent chance of surviving the next five years. Robbie had released a huge sigh of relief when the doctor shared that bit of information. She’d forced herself to smile, while wondering about the twenty percent. Had those women been grateful to hear the odds too, not knowing at the time they stood on the wrong side of the statistic?

      Her lumpectomy was scheduled for next week. Mercifully, her friends had found a way to make the looming surgery less frightening. When she told the “wine girls”, as Robbie called them, about her breast cancer, they’d found a way to make her laugh, and then surrounded her with more love and support than a single person could hold. They’d promised to throw a going away party for her tumor at this Thursday’s happy hour. Josie texted her this morning to say she’d composed a poem for the event entitled Good Riddance: Fuck You Cancer. Zoey was looking forward to hearing it.

      “Decided what you want to eat yet?”

      Zoey glanced up at Robbie’s question and realized the waiter was there. She shook her head. “Sorry, can I have another minute?”

      “No problem. I’ll come back.” The waiter turned to take the orders of patrons at a neighboring table.

      Robbie gave her an understanding smile. “You ready for tomorrow?”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. Her parents were arriving. She’d called them a few days earlier to break her news. After consoling her mother and patiently answering her father’s seven thousand questions, she’d agreed they could visit for a little while, but then she insisted that they go back to Florida. While she loved her parents more than anything, dealing with what she was facing was going to be hard enough without their constant coddling. Her mother would hover and nag her about her diet, resting, and God only knew what else. Then her father would hound the doctors mercilessly. She hoped they’d come for a visit, see how well she looked, and then go home to do their worrying from afar.

      “I love my parents.”

      Robbie laughed. “But Jim and Gladys are a bit more than you can handle right now, right?”

      She grinned. She always got a kick out of it when he called her parents by their first names. To their faces, he was very respectful, referring to them only as Mr. and Mrs. Emerson. “They are so much more than I can handle. The only thing that may save my sanity this week is the fact they’re staying with Aunt Jenny, so we’ll have a reprieve during the sleeping hours.”

      “Well, hopefully we’re not just sleeping during those hours.”

      She rolled her eyes as he winked at her suggestively. He was insatiable. Hell, she was insatiable. Having just discovered mind-blowing, set-the-sheets-on-fire sex with Robbie, she wasn’t willing to give it up for any reason. She wondered if that same passion would remain once the treatments began. She sort of expected it wouldn’t and that bothered her.

      “Hey. Are you okay?” Robbie asked.

      Leave it to Robbie to read her emotions so well. She tried to put aside her concerns. “Yeah. I just can’t seem to concentrate right now.”

      “I know what you mean. Jesus. That was a lot of shit to take in. I wrote down a ton of stuff, but I can’t help feeling there was a bunch more I missed.”





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png






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/fallinghard2d1_3_300.jpg
BOOKS 1- 3 .
MAK CARR







