
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            Piece of My Heart

            Nicole Jacquelyn

         

         
            [image: alt]

            New York Boston

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2019 by Nicole Jacquelyn

Excerpt from Unbreak My Heart © 2016 by Nicole Jacquelyn

Cover design by Faceout. Cover art by Trevillion.

Cover copyright © 2019 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104
Read-Forever.com
twitter.com/readforeverpub

            First published as an ebook and as a print on demand: July 2019

            Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            ISBNs: 978-1-5387-1188-0 (ebook), 978-1-5387-1189-7 (POD)

            E3-20190530-DA-NF-ORI

         

      

   


    Contents

  


	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Dedication

   	Acknowledgments

   	Chapter 1

   	Chapter 2

   	Chapter 3

   	Chapter 4

   	Chapter 5

   	Chapter 6

   	Chapter 7

   	Chapter 8

   	Chapter 9

   	Chapter 10

   	Chapter 11

   	Chapter 12

   	Chapter 13

   	Chapter 14

   	Chapter 15

   	Chapter 16

   	Chapter 17

   	Chapter 18

   	Epilogue

   	Discover More

   	An Excerpt From Unbreak My Heart

   	About the Author

   	Also by Nicole Jacquelyn




    
    Navigation
   

   


	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    





   
      
         
            For my mom and dad.

You’re the wind beneath my wings.

I don’t know what I’d do without you.

         

      

   


   
      
         Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

         Tap here to learn more.

[image: Forever logo]



   


   
      
         
            Acknowledgments

         

         To my kids, who are ridiculously patient and ridiculously proud. You guys have no idea how much your support means to me. I wouldn’t be who I am without you cheering me on. I love you.

         To my parents, who supply the coffee and babysitting—I couldn’t do life without you. I’m so glad I’m your favorite child.

         To my sister, who is always the first one to boost me up when I’m down and kick my ass when I need it. Thanks for the shove, sis. Thanks even more for the hugs.

         To Nikki who has read everything I’ve ever written, usually more than once, and pushes me to be better every time. Your friendship has meant more to me than you’ll ever know.

         To my agent and my editors, who worked tirelessly to get this book where it is today. Thank you so much for the support and patience you’ve shown me.

         To Donna, who was the first blogger to spread the news about my work. You will always have a place in my acknowledgements. Thank you so much.

         And thank you a million times to my readers. Without you, I wouldn’t get to support my family while doing something I love.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Alex

         On the day I met the love of my life, I slept through my alarm, spilled coffee down the front of my uniform, forgot to bring running shoes, and had to run five miles in my boots, all before noon. By the end of the day, I was spent. All I wanted to do was go home and watch TV in my skivvies with a six-pack of beer in arm’s reach.

         Just as I climbed into my truck, I remembered that I had agreed to be the wingman for my coworker Sean’s double date. I didn’t know the guy well, but since we’d be working together and potentially deploying together, I hadn’t felt like I could blow him off when he’d asked. Most of the other guys in our platoon were in serious relationships and couldn’t help him out when he’d gone around begging for the favor. I brought up Sean’s contact information in my phone and called him as I pulled out of the parking lot.

         “Haven’t you been on a date with this chick before?” I asked as soon as Sean answered his phone.

         “Hello, Alex,” he laughed. “Long time no see.”

         “I didn’t catch you before you left the building,” I replied. “Haven’t you guys hung out already? Why am I going to this thing?”

         “Yeah, I couldn’t wait, so we met up on Wednesday for drinks. I guess she’d already made plans with her friend for tonight, though, and she didn’t want to cancel.”

         I opened my mouth to back out of the whole thing when Sean spoke again.

         “You gotta come. This girl, she’s so hot,” he said. I could practically hear him smile through the phone.

         “And you haven’t sealed the deal yet.”

         “I never kiss and tell,” he lied. “But no. I like her and she’s not the type. Wants to hang out for a while first.”

         “Hang out or date?” I asked, switching the phone to Bluetooth so I could drive. “Because there’s a difference.”

         “There is?” he asked.

         “You’re kidding, right?” I flipped on my blinker and headed toward the front gate of the fort. Living in town instead of on base had a lot of advantages, but the biggest disadvantage was that it took me twenty minutes to get home every day. I knew it could be worse, but I hated spending any time driving around. We had only a certain number of minutes on Earth, and I didn’t want to waste them.

         “Yeah, man, I’m kidding,” Sean said. “We’re dating. I’m taking her out, not inviting her over for China Buffet takeout and zombie killing on the Xbox.”

         “Killing zombies sounds like the perfect date to me, but it probably wouldn’t go over well with most women.”

         “Meet us at six, all right?” Sean said, ignoring my comment. “And shower, yeah? You smelled like ass today.”

         “I forgot fucking deodorant,” I replied. It was one of the hazards of sleeping through my alarm.

         “Right,” he said. “Shower. Six o’clock at the sushi and steak place.” He hung up before I could reply.

         “Shit,” I muttered, dropping my head back against the headrest. It looked like I was going out tonight after all.

         By the time I got home it was closing in on five thirty. I stripped as I walked toward my bathroom, but carried the discarded clothes with me to the hamper and tossed them in. I’d realized not long after I’d moved out of my parents’ house that if I didn’t clean up my crap, I’d be living in a shithole.

         After a quick shower and shave, I slapped on some deodorant and dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt. The place I was meeting Sean and the ladies wasn’t fancy. A T-shirt would have worked fine, but I rarely had the chance to dress nice, and women liked when you put in some effort. I laughed as I glanced in the mirror to make sure I looked presentable. My twin brother, Abraham, would have given me so much grief if he’d known I’d put in this much effort for a blind date.

         Even before he’d hooked up with our foster sister, Ani—yeah, that happened—he’d rarely made much of an effort to date, and he would never in a million years go out with a woman sight unseen. Abraham and I were opposites in almost every way, and if he knew just how many blind dates I’d gone on in the past few years, he’d shit his pants. Bram would rather have a root canal then spend the evening making small talk with a stranger.

         By the time I pulled up in front of the steak house and parked my truck, exhaustion was hitting me hard. It had been a long week, and for the first time in a long time, I dreaded making nice with someone I didn’t know. Usually I was up for anything, but damn, I was tired.

         I forced myself toward the entrance of the restaurant and pulled open the front door, smiling politely when I caught sight of Sean and his date waiting for their table.

         “Hey, Alex,” Sean called in greeting, even though we’d already made eye contact and he’d wiggled his eyebrows. “This is Hailey.”

         “Hi, Hailey.” I smiled wide, making Sean’s expression flatten as he stepped a little closer to her. “Nice to meet you.”

         I always did that—grinned real big and stared directly into the eyes of my friend’s date. You could tell a lot about a person during a first impression, and I always knew from that initial look if a woman was into my friend.

         I was good-looking and I knew it. Tan skin, even white teeth, and eyelashes that annoyingly flicked against the lenses of my sunglasses. As far as I was concerned, it was a freak of genetics that didn’t really matter, but I still used it to my advantage when I could. I wasn’t stupid. Currently I was using those freak genetics to charm my friend’s girl.

         When Hailey tilted her head toward Sean just slightly, I relaxed a little. When she laughed at his reaction I relaxed more.

         “Nice to meet you, Alex,” she said, grinning. “Thanks for coming.”

         “Of course,” I said, like I hadn’t been thinking about a reason to bail for the last hour. I looked around the area we were standing in but didn’t see her friend. “Am I making this a third-wheel situation?”

         “No.” Hailey shook her head and grimaced a little.

         “Her friend’s running late,” Sean said, just as the hostess called his name. “She said she’ll be here as soon as she can, though.”

         I nodded and shrugged. The place smelled damn good as we made our way through the tables, and my stomach growled, reminding me that I’d missed lunch. I eyeballed the sushi being prepared, and my mouth watered.

         It wasn’t until we’d sat down and ordered drinks that I realized we’d have to wait for Hailey’s friend to get there before we could order. The good mood I’d been enjoying vanished, but I kept a polite expression on my face. I chatted with Sean about work and told Hailey some mildly embarrassing stories, but I couldn’t help but keep glancing at my watch. Jesus, I was starving. Fifteen minutes passed, then thirty, and as we got close to the hour mark, even the waitress started getting a little annoyed.

         Finally, about fifty minutes after we’d sat down, a petite woman with long brown hair dropped into the chair next to me.

         “I’m so sorry I’m late,” she said breathlessly. “There was an armadillo in the road, and I couldn’t just leave it.”

         My interest was piqued at the sound of her husky voice, but it solidified when the woman turned toward me and I saw her face. Dark-brown eyes, a mole on her cheekbone, a sharp nose, full lips. There was a gap between her two front teeth when she gave me a small smile.

         Holy fuck.

         “I’m Sarai,” she said, lifting her hand politely for me to shake.

         I froze like a twelve-year-old who had just gotten caught staring at the pretty lifeguard at the neighborhood pool.

         “This is Alex,” Sean said, laughter in his voice.

         “I’m Alex,” I mimicked, shaking her hand and then letting go as if it were on fire. Oh, that was real smooth. What the hell was wrong with me?

         “Nice to meet you, Alex,” she said politely.

         She turned back to the table, and I immediately wanted to poke her or pull her hair or make a joke. Anything to get her to turn those big brown eyes my way. The only problem was that my tongue seemed to be glued to the roof of my mouth.

         I wasn’t that guy. I didn’t see a pretty face and clam up. I didn’t stumble over my words or make an ass of myself. I was cool. Collected. Charming as fuck. Women loved me.

         “Don’t worry about it,” Hailey said with a wave of her hand.

         “How’s the armadillo?” I asked at the same time.

         “It’s dead,” Sarai replied.

         I almost laughed. She’d said it so matter-of-factly, like I should have known the answer before I’d ever asked the question.

         “And you still stopped?” I said, my lips twitching.

         “Well, someone has to call it in,” she said with a shrug. “You can’t just leave dead animals on the road.”

         “Right,” I replied.

         “So I stopped and dragged it off the road and waited for someone to come get it.”

         I glanced at her hands.

         “Don’t worry—I washed them,” she said. Smiling, she lifted her hands from the table and wiggled her fingers.

         “Would you like something to drink?” the waitress asked just as Sarai’s hands rested on the table again. I hadn’t even noticed the woman walk up.

         “Just water, please,” Sarai answered. The waitress scowled.

         “She’s pissed because you were so late and now you’re ordering a free drink,” I said to Sarai as I met the waitress’s eyes. I had meant it as a joke, but when I looked back at my date, her eyes were wide in disbelief and I realized how the words sounded.

         Sean gave me a what the fuck scowl, and I grimaced, shrugging my shoulders before looking away. I was completely botching what should have been an enjoyable dinner. To be fair, I wasn’t the only person at fault. I hadn’t been the one who’d shown up late.

         “I’m sorry,” I muttered, running a hand down my face. “I didn’t mean that toward you. I mean, you were late, but I wasn’t trying to call you out.”

         “You just keep talking,” Sarai said, her lips tipping up in a small smile. “But you’re not making it any better.”

         “I’ll shut up,” I replied immediately. Then, like a complete jackass, I lifted my fingers and mimicked zipping my mouth closed.

         Sarai laughed and looked back across the table at Hailey, dismissing me. I closed my eyes for a moment in disbelief.

         I needed to turn this shit around. I waited for my moment, quietly observing the two women as they talked about their classes and professors.

         “What’s your major?” I asked Sarai quietly as Sean finally captured Hailey’s attention again.

         “I’m getting my MBA,” she replied. “I graduate in the spring.” She grinned and did this little celebration motion with her hands. I relaxed a little. If I could just keep her talking, maybe I could salvage her opinion of me. If nothing else, at least she’d think I was a good listener.

         “Damn,” I said. “That’s a lot of school.”

         “Well, I took a couple of years off after high school,” she replied. “So it hasn’t seemed too bad.”

         “Oh yeah?”

         “It turns out,” she said softly, leaning toward me as if she were telling me a secret, “college is expensive.”

         I chuckled and she grinned.

         “No kidding,” I replied. “I was never very good at the whole school thing.”

         “Why is that?”

         “Class clown,” I said, pointing to myself. “I was too busy making sure everyone else wasn’t paying attention to learn anything.”

         “Ah,” she said knowingly.

         “It’s a curse.” I shrugged.

         “I’m guessing the Army beat that out of you,” she said, turning toward me a little.

         “The drill sergeants didn’t find me amusing,” I replied drily.

         “I bet.” She laughed.

         Hailey said something, pulling Sarai’s attention back across the table. Damn, just when we were getting somewhere.

         We ordered our meals, and thankfully I didn’t embarrass myself again. There was something about the woman sitting next to me that made me all nervous and twitchy. I wanted so badly to make a good impression that I psyched myself out.

         I watched her while we ate, trying not to seem creepy. I couldn’t help myself. Everything she did, every move she made, seemed…dainty. I’d never used that word before in my life, but it fit. Her table manners were impeccable; meanwhile, my sushi rolls were falling from my chopsticks with alarming regularity.

         “Do you need help with that?” she finally asked as I tried and failed to get a roll into my mouth.

         “No,” I mumbled, putting a hand in front of my mouth to hide the food hanging out of it. “No, thank you.”

         “I have just the trick,” she said, lifting one finger in the air.

         I sheepishly put my chopsticks in her hand when she gestured for them. I watched in fascination as she folded the wrapper from her straw and set it between the chopsticks, then wrapped a tiny rubber band from inside her purse around the whole thing.

         “See?” she said, squeezing the chopsticks on one end so they opened and closed at the other end. “Magic.”

         “Did you just put training wheels on my chopsticks?” I asked in disbelief.

         Sarai’s eyes widened innocently as she pressed her lips together. “Yes?”

         “I think I love you,” I replied, wiggling my fingers. “Let me try them.”

         The woman was a genius.

         “Better?” she asked, watching as I easily grabbed a roll.

         “Jesus, Evans,” Sean said, scoffing. “I can’t take you anywhere.”

         “I’m taking these home with me,” I replied, opening and closing them a few times.

         Ground rules for wingmen in our circle meant that I was getting a free dinner. Since Sean was the one trying to impress his date, it was his responsibility to pay. I’d given up beer and video games to help him out; it was the least he could do.

         Unfortunately, Sean seemed to have missed that memo and didn’t reach for the check when the waitress set it on the end of our table after we’d finished eating. I gritted my teeth as I watched him smile widely at something Hailey said. I glanced down at the check and then back at him as Sarai grabbed her purse and started rifling through it. Sean still didn’t pick the damn thing up. Finally, just as Sarai found her wallet and pulled it out of her purse, I reached past her and snatched the bill up.

         “I’ve got it,” I said quietly, putting my hand on top of hers for just a second. I reached for my wallet at the same time she tried to argue.

         “No way,” she replied. “You don’t need to pay for mine.”

         The couple across the table completely ignored our interaction.

         “I know I don’t have to,” I said to Sarai as I caught the waitress’s eye. I pulled out some bills and handed them to the waitress when she walked over to us. “Keep the change.” I’d given her a fat tip. It was the least I could do after spending so long at her table during one of their busiest nights of the week.

         “Really,” Sarai said, pulling some cash from her wallet. “How much do I owe you?”

         Sean and Hailey were still talking to each other like they had no idea that I’d just paid for their goddamn dinner. No one was that oblivious. I was pissed, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to make Sarai pay for her own meal. I’d had a good time, and I’d probably be thanking Sean later for setting this double date up, but it was the principle of the thing. The bill was his responsibility.

         “Nothing,” I said to Sarai, shaking my head. “Seriously, this one’s on me.”

         “It’s not like this was a real date,” she said softly, her lips tipping up at the edges.

         “Doesn’t matter,” I replied, standing up from my seat. I pulled her chair out as she finally put away her wallet and stood up, too.

         “You guys leaving?” Hailey asked, suddenly out of the Sean-fog she’d seemed to be lost in.

         “I still need to get the check,” Sean said jovially. The prick.

         “Alex already got it,” Sarai said drily. “I’ll see you Wednesday in class, Hailey?”

         “I’ll be there,” Hailey said. She made no move to get up, so I guessed that was our cue to leave without them.

         I followed Sarai out of the restaurant, still completely annoyed. That dipshit was going to pay me back. It wasn’t as if I was hurting for money, but I definitely hadn’t budgeted for paying for four expensive dinners this week.

         “It was nice meeting you,” Sarai said as we stepped out into the cold night. She was holding her sweater tightly around her.

         “You too,” I said, smiling. The night had been complete shit from beginning to end, but now that we were ready to leave, I was kind of disappointed. “Where’d you park?”

         “Right over there.” She nodded to her left.

         “I’ll walk you.”

         She opened her mouth to reply, then tilted her head and snapped her mouth shut again.

         “Yeah, you wouldn’t have been able to talk me out of it,” I said jokingly. She rolled her eyes, and I knew that I’d guessed her unsaid words correctly. “My dad would kill me if he knew I let a woman walk alone in the dark to her car.”

         “Yeah, but how would he know?” she asked, pulling her keys out of her purse as we walked.

         “I’m a terrible liar,” I replied.

         “Do you think he’ll ask if you’ve let any women walk to their cars alone lately?”

         “It’s possible,” I joked, nodding my head. “But even if he didn’t”—I sighed—“the minute he answered the phone, I’d probably blurt out the truth. Guilty conscience, you know?”

         “It must have sucked to be your friend when you were a kid,” she said, chuckling.

         “It did,” I replied in mock seriousness. We’d arrived at her car, and I searched for a way to buy myself some time. I hadn’t wanted to come, but now that the date was over, I didn’t want to leave.

         “Well, thanks for the escort,” she said, smiling politely.

         “You want to get dinner sometime?” I asked, grinning down at her.

         “I’m really busy,” she hedged.

         “I could work around your schedule—”

         Before I could say anything else, she shook her head.

         “Thank you, but no.” She unlocked her car door.

         “Really?” I said, unable to hide the surprise in my voice.

         She looked at me and snorted. “Yes. Really.”

         “Uh, okay.” I stepped back, completely unsure of myself now.

         Opening her car door, she turned to look back at me. “I’m focusing on school right now, but thank you for the invitation. Besides, I don’t date men prettier than me,” she said with a teasing smile.

         After that parting shot, she climbed into her car and drove away, leaving me standing there on the pavement, a dazed look on my face. As I watched her taillights disappear, I started to laugh.

         I was still laughing while I walked to my truck and climbed inside. Jesus. Getting completely shot down because I was too pretty was a fitting end to the hellish day I’d had. I mean, with the way the entire day had gone down, had I really expected that it would end any differently?

         My phone rang as soon as I’d stepped through my front door, and I groaned when my brother’s name flashed on the screen.

         “Abraham,” I answered.

         “It’s Ani,” my foster sister, sister-in-law, and best friend whispered.

         “Why are you calling from Bram’s phone?” I whispered back, grinning.

         “Because my phone is in the bedroom with my sweet little demon, who is currently asleep for the first time in twenty-four hours,” she replied, still whispering.

         “Damn, woman. Go get some sleep!”

         “I am,” she hissed. “I was just calling you to make sure you didn’t call me.”

         “I wasn’t planning on calling you.”

         “Well, how was I supposed to know that?”

         “You need some sleep,” I said, dropping onto my couch with a sigh. “You’re acting crazy.”

         “Do you think Bram would find me if I slept in the bathtub?” she asked seriously. “I could put some towels in there, and—”

         “Yes, he would notice. You have his phone,” I replied with a laugh. “Go get in bed.”

         “If he asks for sex, he’s coming to live with you.”

         “That’s a little extreme,” I said. “Make him live with the parents.”

         “He’d be too close,” she said, groaning. “If I had to see his face, I’d kill him.”

         “He’s probably already asleep,” I assured her, trying and failing to take her seriously. “Just go get in bed and get some rest while you can.”

         “Fine.” She hung up without saying good-bye, and I grinned as I dropped my phone on the couch beside me.

         Ani was one of the best people I’d ever known. She’d also been right. I would have called her once I’d had a few beers. I wanted to bitch about Sean not paying for dinner, and I still couldn’t get over the way Sarai had shot me down so easily, and I wanted to tell Ani about it. She’d laugh her ass off.

         I knew that I wasn’t God’s gift to women or anything like that, but I did pretty well with the fairer sex. I’d never in my life been told no flat out when I’d asked a woman to have dinner with me. I’d heard excuses and had women give me the brush-off, sure, but never gotten a plain “No.” If I was being honest, that had burned a little.

         I stripped down to my boxers and grabbed a six-pack from the fridge before settling back down on the couch again. Since I didn’t have anything going on the next day, I was going to drink every single one of those beers and burn off some frustration by killing some video game zombies.

         Before I turned on the TV, I flipped through my text messages until I found one from Sean and replied to it, You owe me for dinner, fuckface.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Sarai

         School was going to kill me. I’d been working all day on a paper, and I finally had the rough draft written, but I still had to outline the next paper before I could go to sleep. Neither of them was due until Monday, but I had plans tomorrow that I really couldn’t cancel. I rubbed at my forehead, where a headache was forming.

         “I know, Auntie,” I muttered, staring at her through the computer screen. She was complaining again about the distance between us. She didn’t understand why I’d gone all the way to Missouri for school when there were plenty of good schools in New York. Why couldn’t I live at home and go to school? Was I trying to get away from her? How was she supposed to check on me? I was twenty-six—wasn’t it time for me to settle down and give her some babies to hold?

         It drove me crazy, but I also kind of loved that she forced me to Skype her at least once a week to make sure that my cheeks hadn’t thinned out. I hadn’t been back home in over a year, because the tickets were so expensive and I couldn’t afford to take any time off from the accounting office where I worked. I missed New York, though, and my aunt and uncle’s little apartment. I missed the smells and the sounds and the food and the family that was always around when I needed them.

         I’d grown up in Missouri, and it wasn’t until my parents died in a car accident when I was fourteen that I moved to New York to live with my uncle and aunt. I’d expected the old familiar landmarks to feel like home when I came back to Missouri, but they hadn’t.

         When I decided to return to Missouri for school, I’d been so confident. I’d rolled my eyes when family and friends had told me how homesick I’d feel. After all, I’d grown up in Missouri. It was as familiar to me as New York was. Sure, I’d miss the people I’d left in New York, but it was an adventure. I’d settle easily into my old hometown.

         How wrong I’d been. I hated thinking of those first two years at school. The isolation I’d felt. The homesickness. It had only been pure stubbornness that had kept me there. Sheer force of will. Everything was so spread out. I had to drive if I wanted to go anywhere, and walking to the corner store was a thing of the past. Neighbors didn’t stop me to say hello and ask how my studies were going. No one cared what I was doing or where I was going. The very things I’d looked forward to when planning to move so far away were the things that depressed me.

         Eventually, I’d grown comfortable again, but I still missed home, especially on days when my aunt was being nosy, and I could hear my uncle in the background telling her how I’d never call again if she kept asking me questions.

         “I’m going to a party,” I told her when she grilled me about my plans for that weekend.

         “What kind of party?”

         “Housewarming. My friend is moving in with her boyfriend.”

         My aunt made a noise in her throat. “Stupid. Moving in with a guy before marriage is a bad idea. You try to do that, I’ll come drag you home by your hair.”

         She was dramatic, but I had a feeling her words weren’t far from the truth. If she found out that Hailey and Sean had been dating for less than a month, she’d have even more to say, and I wouldn’t even be able to argue with her, since I thought the whole thing was insane. My aunt and uncle were young. They’d been newly married when I’d gone to live with them, and in a lot of ways we’d grown up together. They were the fun parents, the ones who’d pretended they didn’t know when my friends and I sneaked cigarettes and wine or spent hours discussing boys instead of doing our homework. However, underneath the surface, they’d always taken their duties as my surrogate parents very seriously.

         “I don’t have a boyfriend, and I like my apartment,” I said seriously.

         “Good. Wait until you come home before you find a man,” she replied. She’d said the same thing more than a few times before. “Easier that way.” It would be easier for her, she meant. If I met my future husband in New York, she could be as nosy as she wanted and meddle until she drove me completely crazy, and she wouldn’t have to worry that I’d stay in Missouri forever.

         “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, searching in my closet for something to wear. “I have to go—I have a million things to do tonight.”

         After I promised I’d call again on Sunday, and dodged her questions about when I’d last set foot in a synagogue, we hung up. I didn’t know why she still asked if I was going to temple when she knew the answer. I’d lost my faith when I was fourteen, and no nagging from her would change that.

         I stuffed my phone into the pocket of my robe and stared into my closet. I should have asked my aunt’s opinion on what I should wear; she’d seen nearly every item of clothing I owned. And she’d definitely have an opinion.

         Jeans were always a good choice. Casual, so I didn’t look like I was trying too hard, and I had a pair that made my ass look really good. I didn’t know why I was so concerned with how my ass looked. Okay, no, that was a lie. I knew exactly why I had to look amazing at Hailey and Sean’s party tomorrow afternoon.

         Alex Evans.

         I hadn’t been lying when I told him that I was trying to focus on school instead of dating. But damn, it had been hard to tell him no. The man was gorgeous. Charming, too, when he tried to be.

         I’d told him that he was prettier than I was, but that had been a lie. He wasn’t pretty; he was beautiful in a way that only a man could be. Muscular, commanding, confident. If I were looking for someone to spend time with, he’d be my exact type.

         Unfortunately, I wasn’t looking. I was busy every day of the week and most nights. Working full-time and finishing graduate school pretty much took up every waking minute I had.

         That didn’t mean that I was willing to look less than spectacular when I saw him again, though. There would be a lot of people at that party, plenty of women to catch his eye, but I wanted to be the one he couldn’t look away from.

         I grabbed my favorite black sweater from the closet. It hung off my shoulder and gave the impression that I didn’t have anything on underneath. Sexy, but not trashy. There was something incredibly provocative about a bare shoulder or a high-necked dress that showed off a woman’s legs but nothing else.

         As soon as I had my clothes laid out for the next day, I grabbed a cup of tea and climbed into bed with my planner. The next week was already full of reminders and timelines, but I still found a few spaces to make notes. I didn’t have much to add, because I always filled the little date boxes weeks in advance, but scheduling my time and making lists calmed me. Before long, my nervousness about seeing Alex again was gone.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The next morning I allowed myself to sleep in. Since I worked full-time and took classes at night, weekends were usually filled with homework and household chores. I’d known before I’d fallen asleep that I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on schoolwork before the party, though, so I hadn’t set an alarm. I’d needed the sleep so badly that by the time I woke up, it was already noon.

         Funny, handsome Alex Evans filled my thoughts as soon as I opened my eyes. It was ridiculous, and I knew that I had to stay on course and not get distracted by a guy, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. It had been a few weeks since the awkward double date when we’d met, and I still thought about him on almost a daily basis. It was a little pathetic, really. I smiled as I remembered how he’d been so impressed by the chopsticks trick that he’d brought them home with him.

         For all I knew, he had a girlfriend now. Maybe he’d show up with her this afternoon, and my outfit would go unnoticed. That would probably be for the best.

         I climbed out of bed and shuffled toward the shower, stretching my arms above my head as I glanced at the sweater and jeans I’d hung over the back of my chair. Smiling to myself, I continued into the bathroom. I was definitely wearing the outfit.

         It took me a little over an hour to get ready. Blow-drying my thick head of hair took almost half that time. I thought about cutting it all the time but couldn’t quite make myself go through with it. My mom had loved my long hair, and she’d never let me cut more than a few inches off when I was a child. I couldn’t even count the number of hours that she’d spent brushing and braiding it, telling me stories about the neighborhood in New York where she and my dad had grown up.

         I checked the clock as I got dressed, but I still had plenty of time before I had to be at Hailey’s new place. They were renting a house the size of a postage stamp, so it seemed a little silly to have a bunch of people over, but what did I know? I’d been in the same apartment since I’d moved to Missouri, and I rarely ever had people over.

         Hailey wanted me to help her set up the food, so at three o’clock I headed over to her house. It wasn’t a very long drive, but it was raining so hard that it felt like it took forever. Driving in the rain always made me nervous. I’d much rather be holed up in my apartment with a good book, wrapped in a blanket, and drinking warm soup than be out in that kind of weather.

         “You’re here,” she yelled excitedly as I ran from my car to the front door of her house. “I’ve been running around like a maniac trying to get everything ready, and I’m so behind!”

         “Why doesn’t this surprise me?” I teased as I hurried inside. Hailey was a notorious procrastinator.

         “Okay, so I mostly got stuff from the freezer section at the store,” she said, taking my jacket from me and throwing it on her bed as I followed her around the house. “You know, the little pizza bites and egg rolls? But I also got chips and salsa. Oh, and some fruit and vegetables. I figured we could cut those up and put them on trays.”

         “How many people are coming over?” I asked as we reached the kitchen. The place was trashed. It looked like she’d been trying to prepare all the food at once, and my upbringing had me cringing at the sight. Kosher foods were carefully prepared. Meat and dairy never mixed; you couldn’t even wash the dishes that held them at the same time, though most people I knew didn’t follow that rule very closely.

         “I’m not sure. I tried to get a head count, but nobody freaking RSVP’s anymore. Especially Sean’s friends. They’ll probably all stop by at some point, though. I don’t even know what I’m doing.” She threw her hands up in the air.

         “Let’s start with the frozen things,” I said as she glanced around the kitchen helplessly. “Where are your baking dishes?”

         We baked the frozen snacks while I cut vegetables and Hailey cleaned up the mess she’d made. She explained that she hadn’t gone to the store until that morning, because Sean had wanted to hang out at home the night before. She wiggled her eyebrows as she said it.

         “Where is Sean?” I asked, carefully putting some sliced carrots onto a large plate.

         “He’s at the gym,” she replied easily. “Then he was going to go grab the kegs for tonight. He said he’d be home in time to shower before everyone got here.”

         It seemed kind of shitty to me that the guy hadn’t helped get the house ready for their big party, but I kept my mouth shut. People didn’t want to hear your opinion on their significant other. If she complained to me about him, I could agree and commiserate, but otherwise it wasn’t any of my business.

         I didn’t know much about Hailey’s boyfriend beyond the one time I’d met him and the few things she’d said in passing. Sean was nice enough, I guess, but there was just something about him that didn’t seem right. I couldn’t pinpoint why he made me uneasy, but he did.

         We worked in tandem for over an hour, getting all the food set out and the furniture reorganized to accommodate all the people who might attend. She’d told everyone that the party started at five o’clock, but when I glanced at my phone, I noticed it was five twenty and no one had shown up. Sean wasn’t even back with the keg.

         “It’s five twenty,” I told her, dropping onto her couch. “When’s Sean supposed to be here?”

         “Shit, already?” she asked, reaching up to smooth her hair.

         “You look fine,” I told her. “Stop messing with it.”

         She nodded and looked around the room. “It looks good in here,” she said. “Hopefully no one goes in our bedroom, though. I haven’t unpacked all of the boxes yet.”

         I’d seen the boxes when she’d put my coat on her bed, but I hadn’t realized they were still full. The house looked finished already. It was so small, I wasn’t sure where she would have room to put anything else.

         “No one cares about boxes,” I assured her. “You guys just moved in a week ago.”

         “Crazy, right?” She laughed. “It happened so fast!”

         “Honey, I’m home,” Sean called out as he pushed open the front door. “Hold the door for me, would you, babe?”

         I stood up from the couch as Hailey hurried to hold the door, and watched as Sean carried in two kegs and set them in the middle of the floor.

         “Hey, Sarai,” he said with a nod. He handed Hailey a plastic grocery bag. “Here’s the taps. I’m gonna hop in the shower, and then I’ll get them set up.”

         He walked away without a word about the house or the food or any apology for being late.

         Hailey set the taps on the kitchen table. “We’re all ready now!”

         “Hey, babe, come wash my back,” Sean called, making my friend giggle.

         “I’ll be right back,” she said, holding up one finger.

         She was gone a lot longer than a minute. When someone knocked on the front door, I practically ran to it.

         “I think I might have the wrong house,” Alex said, grinning at me from the porch.

         “Funny,” I replied, waving him inside. “Please get in here.”

         “Where are Sean and Hailey?” he asked as he set a bottle of wine down on the coffee table. Just as he finished his sentence, a loud thump came from the direction of the bathroom, mixing in with the sound of running water.

         “Taking a shower,” I said, almost embarrassed that I was standing in their living room while they got busy.

         “No way,” he looked toward the bathroom and then back at me. “Did you just get here?”

         “No, I’ve been here for hours, helping Hailey get ready.”

         “Oh, man.” He laughed a little. “That’s bad form.”

         “I mean, am I supposed to just wait until they’re done?” I asked, smiling as he laughed again.

         “I say we find some paper and make some scorecards,” Alex replied. “Rate them as they walk out.”

         “Tempting,” I said. “But a little creepy.”

         “Or we could go for a walk,” he said. “The rain stopped.”

         “God, yes,” I agreed.

         I hurriedly grabbed one of Hailey’s coats hanging by the door and followed Alex back outside.

         “So, how’s school?” Alex asked as we made our way down the sidewalk. “Are you learning all sorts of super-important smart-people things?”

         I fought a grin. “Super-important smart-people things?”

         “Hell, I don’t even know what you’re studying. Business, right? That’s what an MBA is?”

         “Yeah,” I replied. “I’m hoping that I can get an upper-management position when I’m done. I could probably move up at the accounting firm where I work now, but I’m casting a wider net than that. I’m not sure that I want to stay in Missouri forever.”

         “Accounting, huh? Sounds boring,” he teased. “Although, if it means you get to stay here…”

         I laughed. “It is boring, but it’s also kind of nice. You can work numbers to get the outcome you want, but numbers never lie. There’s a beautiful symmetry to it all.”

         “Why didn’t you become an accountant, then?” he asked.

         “No way,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s too much pressure.”

         “But upper management is less pressure?” he asked, chuckling.

         “Different kind of pressure, at least.” I shrugged. “You want to know the truth?”

         “Always,” he said seriously, shooting me a sweet smile.

         “I started out as an accounting major, but the professor who taught almost all the classes I needed to graduate with that degree spent every lecture discussing college sports.” I rolled my eyes. “I knew I’d never be able to pass with him teaching me.”

         “That sucks.”

         “It all turned out okay,” I replied. “I like what I’m studying, and I’ll have far more opportunities to use it. I could work anywhere.”

         We’d made it almost all the way around the block, and I could see Hailey’s house ahead of us as it started to sprinkle rain.

         “Crap,” Alex said, pulling the hood of his jacket over his head.

         “I’m not running,” I told him as he sped up. I pulled my own hood over my hair. “With my luck, I’d slip and fall.”

         “I’d catch you,” he replied just as he slipped on the grass. He waved his arms around frantically, barely catching his balance before he fell.

         “I’ll take my chances walking,” I said, laughing as he turned wide eyes in my direction. “It’s safer.”

         “Let’s forget that just happened,” he whispered conspiratorially in my ear, throwing an arm over my shoulders as we reached Sean and Hailey’s house.

         “I don’t think I can do that,” I replied in mock seriousness.

         The front door swung open as we started up the porch stairs, and I didn’t even have time to enjoy the arm around me before it slid off my shoulders as Hailey stuck her head outside.

         “There you are! Where the heck have you been?”

         Alex laughed under his breath as I was pulled into the surprisingly crowded house. In the time it had taken me and Alex to circle the block, at least fifteen people had arrived, and the music had been turned up so loud I could barely hear my friend.

         More people poured in the front door a few minutes later, and before long the house was packed so full that there was barely any room to stand without touching someone else. I mingled, saying hello to classmates and their dates, but I considered the less crowded kitchen the prime real estate, considering the proximity to all the snacks Hailey and I had prepared.

         I noticed that the vegetable trays were looking pretty empty, so I began pulling extra carrots and celery out of the fridge. I was bent at the waist, trying to reach a container that had been shoved toward the back, when all of a sudden a hand grabbed my ass. It wasn’t a brush or a pinch; it was a full-on entire-hand grab.

         I’d spent my teenage years in New York and I’d dealt with my fair share of creeps, but I’d never been so blatantly groped in my entire life, and I was embarrassed by the way I froze in horror. My first thought wasn’t that someone was assaulting me or even that I was angry someone would touch me without permission. No, my first thought was that I shouldn’t have worn the tight jeans that accentuated my ass. I knew that was complete bullshit. It didn’t matter what I was wearing. I hadn’t done a damn thing wrong. Shame was almost instantly replaced with rage as I jerked away, practically diving toward the back of the fridge.

         “The fuck are you doing?” Alex’s angry voice thundered.

         I stood up and turned just as Alex’s fist met the face of a guy I’d never seen before in my life.

         “You like it when people put their hands on you without asking?” Alex asked, hitting him again. “Feel good?”

         “Man,” the guy said, clearly drunk if his slurred speech was anything to go by. “She was shaking it right in my face—what was I supposed to do?”

         Alex’s expression grew even darker as he slammed the guy against the wall. “You motherfucker,” he said, raising his fist again.

         “Evans,” a man called, pushing through the crowd. The man stopped Alex by wrapping an arm around his waist and lifting him off his feet. “Beating on civilians is a good way to get thrown in the brig.”

         “That fucker—” Alex replied, pointing at the bleeding idiot standing against the wall.

         “I know, I know. I saw what happened,” his friend said soothingly as he dragged him back a few feet. “We’ll take care of him, all right?”

         Alex’s eyes met mine from across the room, and I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment and something very close to gratitude. My rescuer didn’t relax until a couple of guys grabbed the groper and shoved him out of the room. As the people around us went back to what they were doing before the drama, Alex mouthed, Are you okay? At my nod, he turned and let the big guy lead him away.

         I was ready to leave at that point, but some stubborn part of me refused to show that I was shaken up. I went back to filling the vegetable trays as if nothing had happened, even though my hands were shaking. I took my time, making sure that everything was placed just so, before putting the extra food back in the fridge.

         Then I walked slowly toward the living room, planning on getting my coat and making a quiet exit.

         “I think everything’s going good, don’t you?” Hailey said, practically bouncing toward me, completely oblivious to what had happened in the kitchen.

         “It looks like a success to me,” I replied, my eyes straying from her to Alex. He was talking to a group of people, and they were all laughing at whatever he’d said. I was glad that he seemed to have shaken off his anger, but it also left me feeling strangely alone.

         “I see you and Alex seem to be getting along,” Hailey said, following my gaze. “He’s so nice. He helped me and Sean move.”

         “Oh yeah?” I couldn’t help but be distracted as Alex elbowed the big guy and then slapped him on the back. I wondered what they were saying.

         “Yep, he met us at Sean’s old apartment and helped carry some of the heavier stuff that I couldn’t help with.”

         “Where’d you put your stuff?” I asked distractedly. “I haven’t seen any of it here.”

         “I didn’t bring any of my furniture with me,” she said easily. “I just gave it to my roommates.”

         “You what?” I asked, finally paying attention to our conversation. “Why would you do that?”

         She laughed. “You’ve seen this place! It’s not like we could fit all of it in here.”

         “Hailey, that’s—” I started to tell her what a bad idea it was for her to give away all her stuff, when Sean came up behind her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. He was far past drunk and sliding into sloppy.

         “Babe,” he slurred. “Kegs’r almost gone.”

         “That’s good, right?” she replied, looking up at him with a smile. I realized then that she must have had quite a bit of alcohol, too, because she hadn’t even noticed the annoyance in his voice.

         “No,” he said slowly, as if she were an idiot. “People won’t have anything to drink.”

         “We have soda,” she said, laughing a little as she rolled her eyes at me. “And water.”

         Her face changed and her shoulders rolled in a little as Sean tightened his arm around her.

         “We’re not giving them soda,” he said, his voice dropping. “Are you fucking kidding?”

         “Hey,” I said before I could think it through. “Knock it off, Sean.”

         “Bitch, why don’t you get the fuck out—”

         I took a startled step back at the vehemence in his words and ran straight into a muscular chest.

         “What’s going on?” Alex said from behind me. I was too rattled to move when his hand squeezed my shoulder gently and then stayed there. “Looks like the kegs are getting low, so Clover and I are going to run to the store. You have any requests?”

         “Nah, man,” Sean said, letting go of Hailey. “You don’t have to do that. I’ll—”

         “No problem at all.” Alex cut him off. “You can pay me back later, yeah?”

         As soon as Sean nodded and moved away from us, Hailey smiled at me. “Whoops! Guess we should have planned ahead,” she said happily, like the last few minutes had never happened.

         “You want to ride with us?” Alex asked, leaning close to my ear.

         I wasn’t quite ready to leave Hailey with her asshole boyfriend, but I didn’t exactly want to stay in the same vicinity as Sean, either. When he’d looked at me, I’d seen him. Not the face he showed the world, but the asshole that he tried to keep hidden. I glanced around the room, and when I saw the familiar faces of some of my classmates, I decided that Hailey would be okay if I went with Alex.

         “Yeah,” I replied. “I need to grab my jacket.”

         Alex waited while I grabbed my coat from Hailey’s room, and then led me out of the house. The rain had stopped sometime when we were inside, and the air smelled fresh and clean after I’d been breathing in the scent of other people. I took a deep breath as he held my coat up so I could thread my arms into the sleeves.

         I shoved my hands into the pockets of my coat, relieved that no one had stolen my wallet, phone, or keys, and followed Alex to his truck. I wasn’t paying any attention to where we were going and was startled as the big guy from the party stepped out of the shadows.

         “Hey, I’m Keegan,” he said, reaching out to shake my hand. “I saw what happened in there. You okay?”

         “Sarai,” I replied. “And I’m fine.” I waved my hand nonchalantly and then dropped it when I realized I was overplaying my answer.

         Keegan looked back and forth between Alex and me.

         “Why don’t I stay here,” he said, taking a step backward. “I’ll help you unload when you get back.”

         “You sure?” Alex asked.

         “Yeah, man,” Keegan replied, grinning. “Your truck ain’t really built for three.”

         He walked away with a wave as Alex opened up the passenger door. I took a deep breath as I climbed inside the truck and watched Keegan’s broad shoulders disappear into the house, then Alex shut my door and went around to his side.

         “All set?” he asked, starting the engine.

         “Yep.”

         We pulled out onto the street and I tried to relax into my seat, but it wasn’t really happening. I was always a little nervous riding with new people, and on top of that, I was closed in with the guy I’d been thinking about for weeks.

         “Thank you for what you did earlier,” I said, glancing at him.

         “Of course,” he replied, flexing his fingers on the steering wheel.

         He didn’t say anything else, and the silence stretched into awkwardness while I searched for something to say.

         “I thought you told Sean that someone named Clover was going with you?” I finally asked, grasping at straws.

         “That’s Keegan,” Alex replied. “His name’s Keegan Clovis.”

         “But you call him Clover?”

         Alex grinned and glanced at me before turning his gaze back to the road.

         “You can’t smile like that and not tell me why,” I said, turning my body toward him a little.

         “It goes back to when we first met,” Alex said. “Me and Clover both got stationed here around the same time, and as the new guys, we didn’t have many friends, you know? So we exchanged numbers, planning to hang out at some point, but that same night I get a call at like two in the morning.” He looked at me again, and I felt my heart do this weird thump. He was really gorgeous. “Turns out, the caller is Keegan. He asks me to come pick him up at some house off base. I bitch and moan, but I do it, right? The guy doesn’t know anyone but me, and I can’t just leave him stranded.”

         “That was nice of you,” I replied.

         “Oh, it was worth it,” Alex said. “I get to this house and all the lights are off, and I’m wondering what the hell is going on. I just happen to glance at the field across the street, and there’s Keegan, doing a little shimmy in nothing but a pair of cowboy boots, using a hat to cover his junk.”

         “No,” I said, laughing.

         “Oh yeah. Turns out the lady was married, and Keegan had to bail out the window bare-assed naked.” Alex laughed.

         “But where did the name Clo—oh,” I said as it all became clear. “He was standing in a field of clover, wasn’t he?”

         “Yep,” Alex answered as he pulled into the parking lot. “Kind of perfect that his last name was Clovis.”

         I laughed. “What do you two do in the Army?” I asked as he parked and we climbed out of the truck.

         “Nothing exciting,” he said with a laugh. “I’m just a grunt—infantry.”

         “I have no idea what that means,” I confessed.

         “I’m just a soldier,” he said with a grin as he gestured for me to walk into the store ahead of him. “That’s my specialty. Nothing fancy.”

         Alex seemed to know where he was going, so I followed him to the coolers in the back and stood there while he loaded cases of beer into the shopping cart. He didn’t let me carry anything or pay, but he refused so politely that I couldn’t even argue. I’m a strong, independent woman who works out occasionally; I could’ve easily helped him load beer into the bed of his truck, but I kind of liked the fact that he held my door and helped me inside the cab before loading everything. It was so unassumingly sweet.

         “You doing okay?” Alex asked as we headed back toward Hailey and Sean’s. “You know, after all that shit earlier?”

         “Yeah. I’m okay,” I replied, turning my head to watch him as I remembered how he’d thrown that guy against the wall. “You didn’t have to do that.”

         “Yes, I did,” he said. He reached up and scratched where a five-o’clock shadow darkened the side of his face. “I can’t stand that kind of stuff, and if no one does anything, then guys like that think they can keep doing it.”

         “He seemed pretty wasted,” I murmured.

         “Don’t do that,” Alex said softly. “Don’t make excuses. It doesn’t matter how drunk I am—I’d never touch some woman without making damn sure she wanted me to. No one else should do it, either.”

         “I agree,” I said simply. “There’s no excuse.”

         “Good.” Alex nodded. He reached out and flipped his hand palm up.

         The calluses on his fingers rasped against my skin as I put my hand in his.

         “See?” he said, shrugging as he gave my hand a squeeze. “Easy as that.”

         I smiled as I watched his fingers thread through mine until his swollen knuckles pressed against my unblemished ones. His thumb slid gently back and forth over the back of my hand, and all my rules about distractions and my excuses for staying single flew out the window. I was pretty sure there was no way I’d ever be able to say no to Alex Evans again.
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