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This book is dedicated to all the people who
lifted me up while I was writing it. And
Stuntman Mike.




ONE


JOSH


I glanced down at the text while the light was red.




Celeste: I’m not giving you a dime, Josh. Go screw yourself.





“Goddamn it,” I muttered, tossing the phone on the passenger seat. I knew she was gonna do this. Leave me with my finger in the dam. Shit.


I’d left her the contents of the whole house, and all I asked was for her to pay half of the Lowe’s bill. Half of three thousand dollars’ worth of appliances I’d generously given her instead of selling them, despite the card and payments being in my name. And of course, I was somehow the asshole in all this for leaving the state for a new job three months after we’d broken up.


I had it on the highest authority she was now hooking up with some guy named Brad.


I hoped Brad enjoyed my Samsung stainless gas range with the double oven.


Asphalt-scented heat drifted in through my open windows as I sat in Burbank’s slow-moving morning gridlock. Even on a Sunday, there was traffic. I needed to get my AC fixed if I was going to survive in California—another expense I couldn’t afford. I should have walked to the grocery store. Probably would have gotten there faster at this rate, and I wouldn’t have wasted gas—another thing that cost twice as much as it did in South Dakota.


Maybe this move was a bad idea.


This place would bankrupt me. I had to host my best friend’s bachelor party, there were moving expenses, the higher cost of living . . . and now this bullshit.


The light turned green and I pulled forward. Then the truck in front of me slammed on the brakes and I hit its bumper with a lurch.


Fuck. You’ve gotta be kidding me.


My day had been officially ruined twice in less than thirty seconds. It wasn’t even 8:00 a.m. yet.


The other driver turned into a Vons parking lot, waving out the window for me to follow. A woman—bracelet on her wrist. The wave somehow managed to be sarcastic. Nice truck though. A Ford F-150. It still had dealer plates. Kind of a shame I’d hit it.


She parked and I pulled up behind her, turned off the engine, and rummaged in my glove box for my insurance information as the woman jumped from her vehicle and ran to look at her bumper.


“Hey,” I said, getting out. “Sorry about that.”


She turned from her inspection and glared up at me. “Yeah, you know you have one job, right? Not to hit the car in front of you?” She cocked her head.


She was small. Maybe five foot two. Petite. A dark wet spot cascaded down the front of her shirt. Shoulder-length brown hair and brown eyes. Cute. Impressive scowl.


I scratched my cheek. Irritated women were a particular specialty of mine. Six sisters—I was well trained.


“Let’s just have a look,” I said passively, putting on my calm-in-a-crisis voice. “See what we’re dealing with.”


I crouched between the back of her truck and the front of mine and surveyed the damage as she stood over me, her arms crossed. I looked up at her. “I tapped your trailer hitch. Your truck is fine.” Mine had a small dent, but it wasn’t anything major. “I don’t think we need to get our insurance companies involved.”


I couldn’t afford to have an accident on my driving record. It wasn’t good for my job. I pushed up on my knees and turned to her.


She leaned over and tugged on the hitch. It didn’t wiggle.


“Fine,” she said, obviously satisfied with my assessment. “So, are we done here?”


“I think we can be done.”


She whirled, darting around to the passenger side of her truck as I started for the grocery store. She dove into the cab, her legs dangling from the seat as she leaned in on her stomach. Her flip-flop fell off into the parking lot with a plop.


She had a nice ass.


“Hey,” she said, twisting to look at me as I walked past. “How about instead of staring at my ass, you make yourself useful and get me some napkins.”


Busted.


I put a thumb over my shoulder. “Uh, I don’t have any napkins in my truck.”


“Think outside of the box,” she said impatiently.


Feeling a little guilty for openly admiring her assets—or rather for getting caught doing it—I decided to be helpful. I went back to my truck, opened my gym bag, and grabbed a tee. When I handed her the shirt, she snatched it and dove back into the cab.


I stood there, mostly because she had my favorite shirt, but also because the view wasn’t anything to complain about. “Everything okay?” I tried to peer past her into the front seat, but she blocked my line of sight.


A small, light brown dog with a white chin growled at me from the window of the back seat. One of those little purse dogs. I scoffed. It wore actual clothing.


“I spilled coffee in my friend’s new truck,” she said from inside. She lost her other flip-flop to the sweltering parking lot and was now barefoot, her red-painted toes on the running board. “It’s everywhere. So no, it’s not okay.”


“Is your friend a dick or something? It was an accident.”


She pivoted to glare at me like I kicked her dog. “No, he’s not a dick. You’re the dick. You were probably texting.”


She was feisty. A little too cute to scare me though. I had to work hard to keep my lips from turning up at the corners. I cleared my throat. “I wasn’t texting. And in all fairness, you did slam on the brakes for no reason.”


“The reason was I needed to stop.” She turned back to the mess.


I suspected the reason was she spilled coffee on herself and hit the brakes reflexively. But I wasn’t going to poke the bear. Well trained.


I slipped my hands into my pockets and rocked back on my heels, squinting up at the Vons sign in the parking lot to my left. “Okay. Well, good chatting with you. Leave my shirt on the windshield when you’re done.”


She climbed into the passenger side of the truck and slammed the door shut.


I shook my head and chuckled all the way into the store.


When I came back out, she was gone and my shirt was nowhere to be seen.




TWO


KRISTEN


Shawn planted a chair smack in the middle of the fire station living room and straddled it backward, facing me. He did this so he could harass me as close as humanly possible.


I sat in one of the six brown leather recliners parked in front of the TV. My Yorkie, Stuntman Mike, stood in my lap, growling.


Shawn bounced his eyebrows at me under his stupid pompadour hair. “’Sup, girl. You think about what I said?” He grinned.


“No, Shawn, I don’t have any Mexican in me, and no, I don’t want any.”


The fire station captain, Javier, came down the hallway into the kitchen as I leaned forward with a hand on my dog’s head. “Shawn, I want you to know that if I needed mouth to mouth, and you were the last paramedic on Earth, I prefer donations made to the ASPCA in lieu of flowers at my funeral.”


Javier laughed as he poured himself a coffee, and Brandon chuckled over his book from the recliner next to me. “Shawn, get lost.”


Shawn got up and grabbed his chair, mumbling as he dragged it back to the table.


Sloan breezed back in from the bathroom. She had on that white linen skirt she got when we were in Mexico last summer and sandals that laced up her calf. She looked like Helen of Troy.


My best friend was gorgeous. Blond, waist-length hair, colorful tattoos down her left arm, a glistening rock on her ring finger. Brandon was her firefighter and equally hot fiancé.


It was Sunday. Family day at the station when the four guys on shift got to bring their friends and family to have breakfast with them if they wanted to. Sloan and I were the only takers this morning. Javier’s wife was at church with his daughters, and Shawn didn’t have a girlfriend.


Imagine that.


Technically I was here for Josh, the fourth member of the crew, though I’d never met him before.


Brandon’s best friend, Josh, just transferred from South Dakota to be the station’s new engineer. He was Brandon’s best man, and I was Sloan’s maid of honor for their April 16th wedding in two months. Josh had missed the engagement party, so it was some all-important thing that we meet each other immediately.


I checked my phone for the time. I was starving and getting irritable. Breakfast was on Josh today. He hadn’t shown up yet though, so nobody was actually making anything and all I’d had was coffee.


He was already pissing me off, and I hadn’t even met him yet.


“So,” Sloan said, sitting in the recliner next to Brandon. “Are you going to tell me where you got the shirt?”


I looked down at the black, men’s Wooden Legs Brewing Company T-shirt I’d knotted at the waist. “Nope.”


She eyed me. “You left for tampons, and you came back wearing some random shirt. Is there some particular reason you’re hiding this from me?”


Brandon glanced up from his page. He was a pretty level-headed guy. He didn’t usually let things work him up. But explaining that I’d christened his new truck with my black Sumatra drip would probably earn me a stern disapproving look that would somehow be worse than if he cussed me out.


I opted against it.


I’d cleaned it up. I’d managed not to damage the bumper in the fender bender I’d caused slamming on the brakes when I spilled it everywhere. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


Since my top was already ruined, I’d used it to clean up the mess and changed into Parking Lot Guy’s shirt instead.


“It’s Tyler’s,” I lied. “It smells like him. I just missed him.” I put my nose to the top of the collar and made a show of breathing in.


Damn, it smelled good.


That guy had been kind of sexy. A nice body under those clothes, I could tell. Good-looking too. That clean-shaven boyish face I always gravitate to.


I needed to get laid. I was starting to fantasize over strangers. It had been too long. Tyler hadn’t been home in seven months.


Sloan’s face went soft. “Awwww. That’s so sweet. It’s sad you can’t be with him on Valentine’s Day tomorrow. But just three more weeks and you’ll have him for good.”


“Yup. His deployment will be done and we’ll officially be living together.” A twinge of nerves twisted in my gut, but I kept my face neutral.


Sloan smiled and put a hand to her heart. She didn’t much like Tyler, but she was still a romantic.


My cramps surged and I clutched my stomach with a grimace. I was in the throes of another epic period. This, coupled with hunger, the events from earlier, and the 3:00 a.m. police drama at my house that I wasn’t telling Sloan about, had me in a fine mood. I was so tired I’d just tried to plug my charger into my coffee cup instead of my phone.


Sloan checked her watch and then wordlessly rummaged in her purse and shook two Aleve into her hand. She handed me her glass of water and gave me the pills in a well-rehearsed routine we’d perfected during our five years as roommates.


I swallowed the pills and turned to Brandon. “That book any good?”


“It’s not bad,” he said, looking at the cover. “Want to borrow it when I’m done?” Then he peered past me and his eyes lit up. “Oh, hey, buddy.”


I followed his look to the door and my jaw dropped. The handsome jerk from Vons stood there with bags of groceries.


Our gazes met from across the room, and we stared at each other in surprise. Then his eyes dropped down to my—his—shirt, and the corner of his mouth turned up into a smirk.


I stood, putting Stuntman on the chair as the guy set down his groceries and walked toward me. I held my breath, waiting to see how he was going to play this.


Brandon laid his book over the arm of the recliner and got up. “Josh, this is Kristen Peterson, Sloan’s best friend. Kristen, Josh Copeland.”


“Well, hello—it’s so nice to meet you,” he said, gripping my hand just a little too tightly.


I narrowed my eyes. “Nice to meet you too.”


Josh didn’t let go of my hand. “Hey, Brandon, didn’t you get a new truck this weekend?” he asked, talking to his friend but staring at me.


I glared at him, and his brown eyes twinkled.


“Yeah. Want to see it?” Brandon asked.


“After breakfast. I love that new-car smell. Mine just smells like coffee.”


I gave him crazy eyes and his smirk got bigger. Brandon didn’t seem to notice.


“Got any more bags? Want help?” Brandon asked. Sloan had already dived in and was in the kitchen unbagging produce.


“Just one more trip. I got it,” Josh said, his eyes giving me a wordless invitation to come outside.


“I’ll walk out with you,” I announced. “Forgot something in the truck.”


He held the door for me, and as soon as it was closed, I whirled on him. “You’d better not say shit.” I poked a finger at his chest.


At this point it was less about the coffee spill and more about not wanting to reveal my brazen attempt at covering up my crime. I didn’t lie as a rule, and of course the one time I’d made an exception, I was immediately in a position to be blackmailed. Damn.


Josh arched an eyebrow and leaned in. “You stole my shirt, shirt thief.”


I crossed my arms. “If you ever want to see it again, you’ll keep your mouth shut. Remember, you rear-ended me. This won’t go over well for you either.”


His lips curled back into a smile that was annoyingly attractive. He had dimples. Motherfucking dimples.


“Did I rear-end you? Are you sure? Because there’s no evidence of that ever happening. No damage to his truck. No police report. In fact, my version of the event is I saw a hysterical woman in distress in the Vons parking lot and I gave her my shirt to help her out. Then she took off with it.”


“Well, there’s your first mistake,” I said. “Nobody would ever believe I was hysterical. I don’t do hysterics.”


“Good info.” He leaned forward. “I’ll adjust my story accordingly. A calm but rude woman asked for my help and then stole my favorite shirt. Better?” He was smiling so big he was almost laughing.


Jerk.


I pursed my lips and took another step closer to him. He looked amused as I encroached on his personal space. He didn’t back up and I glowered up at him. “You want the shirt. I want your silence. This isn’t a hard situation to work out.”


He grinned at me. “Maybe I’ll let you keep the shirt. It doesn’t look half-bad on you.” Then he turned for his truck, laughing.




THREE


JOSH


In honor of the new-guy-cooks rule, I made breakfast for the crew on C shift. A Mexican egg skillet, my specialty.


I was on probation—the probie. Even though I was five years into the job, I was only five shifts into this station. That meant I was the last one to sit down to eat and the first one to get up and do dishes. I was practically a servant. They had me cleaning toilets and changing sheets. All the grunt work.


Sloan and Kristen opted to help me, and Brandon took pity on me, so they all stood in the kitchen wiping counters and scraping food off plates while I washed the dishes and Shawn and Javier played cribbage at the table.


Kristen had glared all through the meal, but only when she didn’t think anyone was watching. It was kind of funny, actually. I kept ribbing her. From what I gathered through my prodding, she’d told everyone the shirt was her boyfriend’s.


I wasn’t going to say anything. Brandon didn’t need to have the thunder stolen from his new truck by learning it had already been defiled, but I was drawing untold amounts of enjoyment from giving Kristen shit. And she didn’t take any of it lying down either. She matched me tit for tat.


“So, Josh, you drive the fire truck, huh?” Kristen asked casually, wiping down the stove.


“I do.” I smiled.


“Are you any good at it? No problems stopping that thing when you need to?” She cocked her head.


“Nope. As long as someone doesn’t slam on the brakes in front of me, I’m good.”


Glare. Smirk. Repeat. And Sloan and Brandon were oblivious. It was the most fun I’d had in weeks.


Sloan handed me the cutting board to wash. “You’ll be walking Kristen down the aisle at the wedding.” She smiled at her friend. “She’s my maid of honor.”


“I hope you walk better than you drive,” Kristen mumbled under her breath.


I grinned and changed the subject before Sloan or Brandon asked questions. “What’s your dog’s name, Kristen?”


The little thing had sat on her lap all through breakfast. Occasionally his head popped up over the table to look at her plate, the tip of his tongue out. He looked like a fluffy Ewok.


“His name is Stuntman Mike.”


I raised an eyebrow over my sink of dishes. “Tarantino?”


She raised hers. “You’ve seen Death Proof ?”


“Of course. One of my favorite movies. Kurt Russell as Stuntman Mike. And your dog has issues?” I asked. The little Yorkie wore a shirt that read I HAVE ISSUES on it.


“Yes, they’re mostly with Shawn.”


I chuckled.


Sloan swept cilantro stems into her hand and tossed them in the trash, and Brandon pulled out the bag and tied the top. “Kristen has an online business called Doglet Nation,” Brandon said. “She sells merchandise for small dogs.”


“Oh yeah? Like what?” I asked, setting a casserole dish into the rack to dry.


Kristen pulled out the coffee grounds and dumped them into the compost bag. “Clothes, bags, gourmet dog treats. Sloan bakes those. Our big-ticket item is our staircases though.”


“Stairs?”


“Yeah. Little dogs usually can’t jump up on a high bed. So we make custom staircases that match your bedroom set. Stain, carpet, style.”


“And people buy that?” I set the last bowl to dry in the rack and peeled off my rubber gloves.


“Uh, yeah they buy that. Why would you drop a couple grand on a nice Pottery Barn or Restoration Hardware bed, only to have some hideous foam staircase next to it from PetSmart?”


I nodded. “I get that, I guess.”


“Which reminds me—I’m out a carpenter,” she said to Sloan. Sloan’s brow furrowed. “What? Since when?”


“Since Miguel quit on me last week. He got a union job at Universal doing set work. Dropped me like I was radioactive. I have three stairs on order.”


Sloan shook her head. “What are you going to do?”


Kristen shrugged. “Put an ad on Craigslist. Hope the guy doesn’t end up being some kind of pervert out to kill me to sell my organs on the black market.”


I snorted.


Brandon nodded at me as he put a new bag into the trash can. “Josh is a carpenter. He’s pretty good at it too.”


Sloan looked at me. “Really?”


Brandon was already fishing out his cell phone. I knew what he was pulling up. The tiki bar I’d built in my backyard. Celeste’s tiki bar. Brad’s tiki bar.


“Look,” he said, handing around the phone. “He built this.”


Sloan nodded in approval. Then the phone went to Kristen, and she glanced at it before her eyes shot up to mine.


“Not bad,” she said begrudgingly.


“Thanks. But I’m not looking for any side work,” I said, waving them off. I didn’t need to build dog stairs for pennies on my day off. The living room of my new apartment was still full of boxes.


“Yeah, who needs an extra two hundred dollars for three hours of work?” Kristen said, flipping a hand dismissively. “Not Miguel apparently.”


I froze. “Two hundred dollars?”


Sloan sprayed the counter with lemon-scented all-purpose cleaner. “Sometimes it’s more—right, Kristen? It depends on the style?”


Kristen stared at her best friend like she was telling her to shut up. Then she dragged her eyes back to me. “The stairs run four to five hundred dollars apiece, plus shipping. I split the profits fifty-fifty, minus the materials, with my carpenter. So yeah. Sometimes it’s more.”


“Do you have a picture of the stairs?” I asked.


Kristen unenthusiastically handed me her phone and I scrolled through a website gallery of ridiculous tiny steps with Stuntman Mike posed on them in different outfits. These were easy. Well within my ability.


“You know, I think I do have time for this. I’ll do it if you don’t have anyone else.” A few of these and I could pay off my Lowe’s card. This was real money.


Kristen shook her head. “I think I’d rather take my chances with the organ thieves.”


Sloan gasped, and Brandon froze and looked at Kristen and me.


“Is that right?” I said, eyeballing her. “How about we talk about this over coffee.”


Kristen narrowed her eyes and I arched an eyebrow. “Fine,” she said like it was physically painful. “You can build the damn stairs. But only until I find a different guy. And I will be looking for a different guy.”


Sloan looked back and forth between us. “Is there something you guys want to tell us?”


“I caught him staring at my ass,” Kristen said without skipping a beat.


I shrugged. “She did. I have no excuse. It’s a great ass.”


Brandon chuckled and Sloan eyed her best friend. Kristen tried to look mad, but I could tell she took the compliment.


Kristen let out a breath. “Give me your email address. I’ll shoot you the orders. When you’re done with them, let me know and I’ll generate and send you the shipping labels. And I’ll be inspecting every piece before you take them to FedEx, so don’t try and half-ass anything.”


“Wait, you don’t have a shop?” I asked. “Where am I supposed to build these?”


“Don’t you have a garage or something?”


“I live in an apartment.”


“Shoot. Well, it looks like this won’t work out.” She smirked.


Sloan stared at her. “Kristen, you have an empty three-car garage. You don’t even park in it half the time. Can’t he work there?”


Kristen gave Sloan side-eye.


I grinned. “He can.”


A loud beeping came over the speakers throughout the station followed by the red lights. We had a call. Kristen held my stare as the dispatcher rattled off the details. Too bad. I could have hung out with my cranky maid of honor a little longer.


No luck.


Brandon leaned in and kissed Sloan goodbye. The girls would probably be gone by the time we got back. “We’ll finish cleaning up,” she said.


“Get my number from Brandon,” Kristen said to me, crossing her arms over her chest in a way that I think was meant to keep me from offering her a hand to shake.


Since the call was medical, we didn’t have to put on our fire gear. So Brandon and I headed straight for the apparatus bay where the engine was parked. I could feel Kristen’s eyes on my back and I grinned. She hated me. An ongoing theme with the women in my life at the moment.


Besides Celeste, all six of my sisters and my mom were pissed that I’d moved. Even my little nieces were giving me the cold shoulder when I called. Seven and eight years old and they’d already mastered the little-girl passive-aggressive equivalent of “I’m fine.”


“What’d you think of Kristen?” Brandon asked through a grin as we climbed into the engine.


“She seems cool.” I shrugged, putting on my headset.


Brandon and I had spent a year together in Iraq. He knew me well. Under normal circumstances, Kristen was my kind of woman. I liked petite brunettes—and women who tell me to go fuck myself apparently.


“Just cool?” he said, putting on his headset. “Is that why you were checking out her ass?”


Javier took his seat, chuckling to himself at Brandon’s comment and Shawn hopped in, catching the tail end. “Kristen’s hot as fuck. I check out her ass every time she’s here.” He put his headset on. “That dog bit me once though.”


We all laughed and I fired the engine to life.


“She’s not into me. She’s got a boyfriend. And I’m not looking right now anyway.” I hit the switch to open the garage door. “I’m not done paying for the last one.”


Literally.




FOUR


KRISTEN


The interrogation began on the drive home.


“What the hell was going on between you and Josh?” Sloan asked as soon as we pulled out of the fire station parking lot in her crappy Corolla. “Since when do you get offended because a guy looked at your ass?”


I didn’t. Nothing offended me except for cauliflower and stupidity. I just didn’t want this particular ass-man anywhere near me because if he looked, I was going to have a very hard time not looking back.


Josh was the human version of ice cream in the freezer when you’re on a diet. He was my type, and I was sex deprived and not a particular glutton for punishment. Few men could spar with me when I was at my saltiest, and running that gauntlet was practically foreplay for me. I didn’t feel the need to torture myself unnecessarily by subjecting myself to it on a daily basis.


“If I tell you the truth, will you tell Brandon? Where do your loyalties lie now that you’re engaged?”


She laughed. “Tell me.”


I came clean about the spilled coffee and the shirt.


“Oh my God,” she said, turning on Topanga Canyon Boulevard. “Brandon can never know. Like, ever.”


I scoffed. “Yeah, no kidding. He loaned me his truck for five minutes for an emergency tampon run and I manage to spill coffee in it and get into a minor accident with his best friend.”


I’d have taken Sloan’s car, but it was impossible to start. It came with a volley of instructions. Jiggle the key while pumping the gas, put your shoulder into the door to get it open, don’t let the screeching belts startle you. I hadn’t wanted to find myself bleeding to death in a grocery store parking lot because I couldn’t get the engine to turn over. I could have spilled coffee and gotten into an accident in her car and nobody would have been the wiser. I could have totaled it and it would have probably been an improvement.


“Why does Brandon get a new truck and a motorcycle and you have to drive this piece of crap?”


“I like my car.” Sloan twisted her lips up on one side. “Josh’s cute, huh?”


“If I didn’t have a boyfriend, I’d get under him.”


She gasped and looked over at me, wide-eyed. Sloan was a lot more sexually conservative than I was. Shocking her was one of my favorite hobbies. I never missed an opportunity.


I shrugged. “What? I haven’t gotten laid since last year. And this shirt smells incredible.” I dipped my nose back inside the neckline. “Like testosterone and cedar. And did you see him washing those dishes? He looked like Mr. February in a sexy firemen calendar. Guys like that are the exact reason why my grandmother always told me to wear clean underwear in case you get into a car accident.”


She shook her head. “I swear to God you’re a man.”


“I wish I were a man. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with all this faulty plumbing.” I cramped again and winced, rubbing a hand on my stomach.


She looked over at me as she stopped for a red light. “Is it getting worse?”


It was getting worse.


“No, same as always.”


Sloan didn’t need to know the truth. She was the kind of person who carried other people’s problems on her shoulders—especially the problems of those she loved. I had no intention of telling her what the doctor said until she was back from her honeymoon. Let her be ignorant and happy.


It didn’t need to ruin both our lives.


[image: image]


Tyler called while I was going through my emails, an hour after Sloan dropped me off at home. I was still cramping and feeling generally like shit. I stared at the chiming phone for four rings before I picked it up.


“Hi, babe.” I put more enthusiasm into my tone than I felt. That was the thing about military relationships—you didn’t get a lot of calls. Maybe one a week. You had to take them when they came, whether you felt like taking them or not.


And today was a not.


“Hey, Kris,” he said in that sexy accent of his. A little French, a little Spanish maybe? All his own. “I got the care package. You’re a lifesaver.”


I set my laptop on the coffee table and went to the kitchen with Stuntman trotting behind me. “Good—I worried it wouldn’t come in time.”


“Got here Friday. I can’t wait until I can get chocolate-covered espresso beans whenever I feel like it.”


“Yeah.” I grabbed a bottle of Clorox and a rag and opened the fridge. Usually I paced when I was on the phone. But I cleaned when I was stressed.


Stress won out.


I started pulling out Tupperware and juice cartons and setting them on the floor, holding my phone with my shoulder. “I’ll buy some so you’ll have them in the pantry when you get here.”


The pantry. It would be our pantry. I don’t know why this weirded me out so much. I dragged the trash can next to the fridge and began tossing old take-out boxes.


“It’s Valentine’s Day tomorrow,” he sang, poking me.


I made a dismissive grunting noise into the fridge. I hated Valentine’s Day. He knew that. Total waste of money. “I hope you’re not planning on sending me flowers,” I said dryly.


He smiled through the phone. “What would you like me to send you then?”


“Something practical that I’ll get use out of, like a dick pic.”


He laughed. “So what’s going on at home?” he asked.


I reached to the far end of the top shelf to pull down a two-liter bottle of flat Sprite. “Not much. Hey, do you know anything about working with wood?” I opened the bottle with a pith and turned it upside down in the sink and waited for it to drain.


“No. Why?”


“Oh, it’s just Miguel quit,” I mumbled.


“What? Why?”


“He got another job. I need a new carpenter. I have this one guy, but he’s not the best option.” I muscled the rack filled with condiments from the door. “He doesn’t have a workshop like Miguel so he has to do it out of my garage.”


“I don’t know the first thing about woodworking, Kris. Hey, if you put an ad out, wait for me to get home before you do interviews. There are a lot of perverts out there and you’re home alone.”


My mind went to my 911 call this morning. I wouldn’t tell Tyler about that. It would just worry him, and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it.


I carefully unloaded the mustard and ketchup bottles and started washing the empty rack in the sink. “So what’s the game plan when you get out? How long until you get hired, you think?”


It wasn’t like he had to worry too much about finances. Tyler came from money. But if he didn’t have a job to go to every day, I didn’t know how I’d handle all the togetherness.


We’d been dating for two years, but he’d been deployed the whole time. I’d met him at a bar when he was on leave. Long-distance was all we’d ever known. Two weeks of leave every year, full of sex and eating out, was one thing. Having a live-in boyfriend who was going to sit around and hang out with me for an indeterminate amount of time was something else entirely.


The whole damn thing triggered me. I was going from having a man who was almost invisible to having one that would be here 24-7.


And this was my idea.


He’d wanted to reenlist and I’d told him if he did, I was out. I couldn’t do another deployment. But lately I was afraid I couldn’t do this either. It’s not that I didn’t love him. It was just a huge change.


“I’ve got an interview with the State Department as soon as I get back,” he said. “Might take a while before I get in. And I’ll get to spend lots of time with you until I’m out of background checks.”


My lips pursed. I put the shelf upside down to dry. “Yeah. Maybe we can rent a cabin up in Big Bear or something while we wait. Catalina Island. Make it fun.”


“Think bigger. Why stay in Cali when we can go somewhere we’ve never been?”


He loved to travel.


I smiled, weakly, and went in for the next rack. Stuntman barked. He got excited when the fridge was open. I never fed him human food, but I think Sloan had been sneaking him pieces of turkey whenever she was here.


“Is that my little arch nemesis?” he asked. “That dog better not bite me again.”


I pulled on the shelf. It was stuck. “Or what?”


“Or he’s going to the pound.” He laughed. He was kidding. But it annoyed me just the same.


“How do you deal with armed insurgents when you can’t handle one four-pound Yorkie?” I gave the shelf a hard yank and it came away from the door with a clatter of condiment jars.


“If that fat ass is four pounds, I’ll eat my helmet.” He chuckled.


I laughed and felt myself soften a little. “He’s just fluffy.”


“I know. I’m just playing with you. You know I love your dog.” He paused for a moment. “Mi amor?”


Our game. My lips twitched into a smile and I stayed silent. I set the condiment rack down on the kitchen table and closed the fridge door.


“Amore mio?” he said in Italian.


Still, I waited. I wanted one more. Maybe two.


“Meine Geliebte?”


German maybe?


“Mon amour?”


Ugh. That did it. The French always got me.


Tyler had been a military brat. His parents were diplomats and had been stationed all over the world. He knew four languages by the time he was old enough to talk. Now he knew nine. He was an interpreter. He was also one of the most intelligent men I’d ever met.


He specialized in simultaneous interpretation, a skill set all its own. He knew Arabic and Farsi too, which made him a particular asset in the Middle East. They’d lobbied hard to keep him in service. It said a lot about his feelings for me that he was willing to leave all that.


I put my back to the fridge door and slid down to the floor, a grin on my face. “Yes?”


“I know you’re nervous about me coming home. I can hear you cleaning.”


He knew me too well. “And you’re not? I mean, let’s be honest here—this is a little crazy, right? We’ve never spent more than fourteen days together at a time and now we’re moving in together. What if I drive you insane? What if on day fifteen you want to kill me in my sleep?”


What if I want to kill you in yours?


On paper it made perfect sense. He didn’t have a place of his own. Why get one? He’d be over here all the time anyway. And if he was going to be over here, shouldn’t he pay rent?


This move-in thing had been in the works for six months. Tyler and I had decided on it back when Sloan and I moved out and I got my own place. It was hardly a new development. It just felt like it was barreling toward me all of a sudden.


“Kris, the only thing insane would be me spending another two years half a world away from you. It wasn’t just you who couldn’t handle it anymore. It’s going to be great. And if it’s not, you’ll tell me to go fuck myself and make me move out.”


I snorted and put my forehead into my hand. God, what the hell was wrong with me? “Tyler, do you ever see yourself acting crazy, but you can’t stop because you’re not a quitter?”


“You’re the least crazy woman I know. It’s my favorite thing about you. It’s normal to be nervous. It’s a big step.” He changed the subject. “How are you feeling? Do you have a surgery date?”


“Two and a half months from now. The week after Sloan’s wedding. I’m not anemic anymore,” I added.


“Good. I wish I were already there to take care of you.”


“Oh yeah? Are you going to buy me pads when I need them?” I asked wryly, knowing this errand was an affront to his very manhood. Men were so dramatic about buying feminine products. I never understood what the big deal was.


“Now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”


I rolled my eyes with a smile. “Lucky for you, there’s only one need I want you to take care of. I’m climbing the walls.”


He laughed. “As long as you’re not climbing anybody else.”


My mind flickered traitorously to Josh.


Tyler didn’t have anything to worry about. I didn’t cheat. Never had, never would.


Cheating was a completely avoidable scenario as long as you operated with the barest amount of common sense.


Like not putting yourself into vulnerable situations, such as hiring a hot fireman-carpenter to spend hours working in your garage.


Josh would be an endurance test of my willpower.


“Look, Kris, I gotta go. I’ll try to call you again in a few days. No more stressing. I can’t wait to see you. And I’m gonna tear you up when I get there,” he added.


Now he had me in a better mood. Of course, how much he could tear me up depended entirely on where my wacky cycle was at the moment. But I liked the offer. “I can’t wait.” I grinned.


“I love you.”


“I love you too.”


We hung up and I surveyed the chaos I’d pulled from the fridge. Stuntman sat in the middle of it, looking up at me. His little white chin looked like the beard on a nutcracker.


This is fine. It’s all going to be fine.


But I spent the next three hours scrubbing the kitchen just the same.




FIVE


JOSH


Two days after our fender bender, I knocked on Kristen’s door. Yapping started on the other side. I’d just gotten off my shift, and I had a heaping pile of building materials in the bed of my truck. Brandon let me raid his garage for power tools. Thank God. This job was temporary—I didn’t need to be buying shit.


Kristen opened the door, wearing a pink robe and a green mud mask. “Hey. Come in.”


Stuntman Mike bounced off my shins. I reached down to pet him, and she stopped me. “Don’t. He bites.”


“We’ve already met. He let me hold him at the station,” I reminded her.


“He’s got a misplaced sense of ownership over me and his memory is stored in a brain the size of a peanut,” she mumbled. “Wait a few minutes until he calms down. Then it’ll be safer.”


I looked down at the little fluff ball. He growled and wagged his nub of a tail at the same time. I followed her into the house and leaned down and gave Stuntman Mike a pat while she wasn’t looking.


A teetering stack of FedEx boxes sat piled by the front door. The coffee table was covered in carefully organized piles of paper. A laptop sat in the middle of it with a beer next to it, still cold. The glass bottle was perspiring. “Already drinking, huh? It’s breakfast time.”


“I had a Pop-Tart with it,” she grumbled.


I snorted.


Her house was clean. Sparse, but clean. Smelled a little like bleach. There was a huge vase of flowers on her credenza. From the boyfriend for Valentine’s Day, I guessed. I hated that holiday. Just an excuse to spend money on overpriced shit. I was glad I was single for it this year.


“Here’s the garage.” She opened a door off the laundry room.


A tiny lacy black thong hung from a hanger over the dryer at eye level. I looked at it longer than was probably appropriate.


I hadn’t been with anyone since Celeste. I’d been too busy and worn out from the new job and the move. And to be honest, I’d been enjoying not having to deal with a woman. It was a reprieve.


It had been my experience that all women, even the ones you’re only having sex with, are on some level exhausting. I wasn’t in any particular hurry to get back to it.


I came up behind Kristen and peered into the garage over her shoulder. It was cavernous and mostly empty except for a few containers stacked against the far end and a newer black Honda parked in the last bay. She hit a button on the wall and sunlight shafted under the opening garage door.


She turned to me, the green mask starting to crack around the edges. “Bathroom is down the hall. Sodas are in the fridge. Holler if you need something. I’ll get you a fan. It’s a hundred and fucks degrees out here.” She left me standing there.


Well, the reception was chilly, but at least she’d let me in.


I backed my truck up and started to unload, and she came down the stairs and set a fan in the middle of the floor. Then she walked out into the driveway, green mask and all, and put my folded shirt into my hands. “Here. I washed it.”


“Thank you.” A car rolled by and the driver stared at her. I looked back at her with an arched eyebrow. “Don’t you care what people think?”


“Do I look like I care?”


“No.”


“There you go.” She turned and went back into the house and I smiled after her.


Kristen had crossed my mind a few times over the last two days. I’d actually found myself somewhat looking forward to coming over and getting further abused.


I’d asked Brandon about her boyfriend. Not straight out—I’d asked him why she didn’t have him build the stairs. Just an excuse to find out more about her.


Brandon only met him once, almost a year ago. Didn’t have much to say about it, other than the guy seemed all right. But he did say Sloan didn’t seem to like him for some reason. I’d pressed for more, but he just shrugged and said she wasn’t a fan.


Two hours later I poked my head into the living room. “Where’d you say the bathroom is?”


She’d changed into sweats and a T-shirt and she lay on the couch with a heating pad on her stomach. Her mud mask was gone.


She answered with her eyes closed. “Down the hall, second door. Put the seat back down.” She winced.


“You okay?”


“Fine.”


She didn’t look fine. She looked like she was having the period from hell.


“Have you taken anything yet?” I asked.


“I took two aspirin at four a.m.” Even her words sounded painful.


I looked at my watch. “You can alternate with Motrin. I have some in my gym bag.”


I went out to the truck and got two pills and brought them back with a water bottle from the fridge and handed it to her. She took them gratefully.


“You get a lot of calls for period cramps?” she asked, lying back against the cushions, closing her eyes.


“No. But I grew up with enough women to know the drill. Also, I’m a paramedic. You shouldn’t be taking aspirin for cramps. Aleve or Motrin is better.”


“Yeah, I know. I ran out,” she muttered.


“I’m going to get some lunch. Want something?” I figured if I was going to eat, might as well ask her too.


She opened an eye and looked at me. “No.” Then she sat up with a grimace. “I need to go to the store.”


“What do you need? I’ll get it. I’m going out anyway.”


She clutched the heating pad to her belly and eyed me. “You don’t want to buy what I need. Trust me.”


I scoffed. “What? Pads? Tampons? I have six sisters. This isn’t my first rodeo. Text me what you want.” I turned for the garage before she could object. I couldn’t care less about buying the stuff, and she didn’t strike me as the kind of woman to be embarrassed by feminine products—or anything, for that matter.


She wasn’t. She sent me a long list. It was all heavy-duty. Ultra this and overnight that. I grabbed her some Motrin too.


I stopped at McDonald’s and got her food, figuring she was probably too sick to make something for herself.


When I got back, I dropped the bag of tampons at the foot of the couch.


“Thanks,” she said, sitting up to peer into the top of the bag. “I’ll write you a check. I’ve never met a guy who was willing to buy that stuff.”


“What, your boyfriend gets worried the cashier will think he’s got his period?” I said, plopping onto the couch next to her with the McDonald’s bag in my lap.


She gave me a little smile. She already seemed to be feeling better. The Motrin must have been working.


I started pulling food from the bag. “Fries,” I said, putting the red container in her hand. “And a hot fudge sundae.” I put that in the other hand.


She looked from her hands back to me in confusion.


“My sisters always wanted something salty and sweet when they were on their periods,” I explained, digging out the rest of the food. “Fries and hot fudge sundaes. They’d send me out to McDonald’s. I bought it on autopilot. There’s a Big Mac and two cheeseburgers too. I didn’t know what you wanted.”


Her face softened, and for the first time since I’d met her, it looked unguarded, like she just now decided to like me. I must have finally tamponed my way into her good graces.


“Six sisters, huh? Younger? Older?” she asked.


“All older. My parents stopped when they finally got their boy.”


Dad said he’d cried from happiness.


“Wow. No wonder you ply menstruating women with ice cream. I bet when their periods synced they sat around glaring at you and making prison shivs.”


I snorted. “Big Mac or cheeseburger?”


“Cheeseburger. So, how’d you meet Brandon?” she asked, setting the sundae down on the coffee table and eating one of the fries.


I handed her a yellow paper-wrapped cheeseburger. “The Marines.”


She arched an eyebrow. “You were a Marine?”


“Once a Marine, always a Marine,” I said, taking the Big Mac and opening the box.


She looked me up and down. “How old are you?”


“Twenty-nine. Same as Brandon.”


Stuntman Mike jumped up suddenly from the couch and started barking frantically at nothing. He startled the shit out of me, but she didn’t even flinch, like this was a daily occurrence. He stared at nothing, seemed satisfied that whatever it was was gone, and then he spun a few times and lay back down. His shirt today read I MISS MY BALLS.


“How old are you?” I asked.


“Twenty-four. Like Sloan.”


She was mature for her age. But then I always thought Sloan was too.


“Hmm.” I took a bite and chewed thoughtfully. “You seem older.”


A sideways smile told me she liked that I thought that.


“How are you liking the new fire station?” she asked.


She must have seen the answer on my face.


“Really? It’s shitty?” She seemed surprised.


I shook my head. “I don’t know. It’s all right.”


“What? Tell me.”


I twisted my lips. “It’s just at my old station, we didn’t get shit medical calls. I mean, we only got, like, three a day—”


“How many do you get here?”


“Twelve? Fifteen? It’s a busy station. But the calls are bullshit. Drunk homeless guys. Crap that should be a trip to a walk-in clinic. I went on a call yesterday for a stubbed toe.”


“Well, most people are pretty fucking stupid.” She ate a fry.


“My granddad used to always say, ‘Even duct tape can’t fix stupid,’” I said, putting my straw in my mouth.


“Hmm. No. But it can muffle the sound.”


I burst into laughter and almost choked on my soda. I liked her wit so much more when I wasn’t the brunt of it.


“You know, I never thought about firefighting being like that,” she said after I’d gotten hold of myself. “It’s so romanticized. Every little boy’s dream,” she said sarcastically.


I looked into my fry box. “It is not what everyone thinks it is—that’s for sure.”


I’d questioned all my life choices in the last week. So far there wasn’t much that I liked about any of it. Reduced to a probie, paying through the nose for everything, running calls to put Band-Aids on idiots. Except this was turning out to be interesting . . .


“Why did you move?” she asked.


I shrugged. “I had a breakup. My girlfriend of three years, Celeste. Figured a change of scenery was due. Thought I might like the busier station. And it was getting a little too much living so close to my sisters. I realized that I liked them better when I was deployed,” I said dryly.


“The breakup her idea or yours?” She unwrapped the cheeseburger and took out the pickle and ate it first. Then she dragged the bun on the paper to scrape off the onions.


“Mine,” I said.


“And why?” She took a bite.


“A lot of reasons. The biggest one being that she didn’t want to have kids. I did. It wasn’t negotiable.”


She nodded again. “That’s a big one,” she mumbled.


There were a lot of big ones at the end. I also didn’t much enjoy supporting her shopping habit or her inability to actually work in any of the many career paths she’d chosen. She was a perpetual student, jumping from one pursuit to another and never graduating. Paralegal, vet tech, dental assistant, nursing assistant, EMT—she was the most partially educated waitress in South Dakota.


“How about you? Boyfriend, right?” I asked, looking around her living room for a photo. When I’d gone to Sloan and Brandon’s to pick up tools, Sloan had photos and art and shadow boxes all over the place. Kristen didn’t have anything on her walls. Maybe Sloan took it all in the move.


“Yeah, Tyler. He’s coming home in three weeks. Moving in. He’s a Marine too.”


I took a swallow of my Coke. “First time living with someone?”


“I lived with Sloan. But yeah, first time living with a boyfriend. Any tips?”


I pretended to think about it. “Feed him and give him lots of sex.”


“Good advice. Though I’m hoping that’s what he does for me,” she said, laughing.


Her laugh transformed her face so instantly I was immediately taken by how beautiful she was. Natural. Long thick lashes, smooth flawless skin, warm eyes. I’d thought she was pretty the other day too, but a scowl is an unflattering filter.


I cleared my throat, forcing myself to look away from her. “So doglets, huh?” I nodded at Stuntman Mike. He had his head on her lap. The tip of his tongue was out. He didn’t even look real. Like a stuffed animal. “You know, he doesn’t seem like the kind of dog you’d own.”


She looked at me curiously. “What kind of dog do I look like I’d own?”


“I don’t know. I guess I just had a preconceived notion about what kind of people own dogs like this. Paris Hiltons and little old ladies. Is he the reason why you started the business?” I took a bite of my Big Mac.


“Yeah. There were things I wanted to buy for him that I couldn’t find online. So I started making them. People go nuts for their little dogs. The business does well.”


That I could believe. Just with the amount of orders she’d already given me, I could tell she made a decent living. It was pretty impressive.


I tilted my head. “They’re kind of useless though, aren’t they? Little dogs don’t really do anything.”


She scoffed. “Okay, first of all, he can hear you. Second of all, he’s a working dog.”


“What, a personal support animal?” Everyone seemed to have one these days. “Doesn’t count. A dog that hangs out with you isn’t a working dog. That’s not a job.”


“And what exactly would count?” she asked.


“A police dog. A search-and-rescue or service animal. A protection dog. A hunting dog.”


She looked at me, dead serious, and put a hand on Stuntman Mike’s head. “He’s a hunting dog.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s an insult to hunting dogs everywhere.” I dug for my cell and pulled up a picture of my buddy’s Lab with a duck in his mouth. “This is a hunting dog.”


She looked unimpressed. “Yeah, that’s a dog that hunts ducks. Stuntman hunts women.”


I snorted.


“What? I’m serious. He’s lady bait.”


I glanced at him. He was pretty cute.


She put her cheeseburger on the coffee table and pulled her dog into her lap like a floppy teddy bear, cradling him like a baby. His tongue rolled out and hung from the side of his mouth. “How about this? The next time you go to the store, take him with you.”


I shook my head. “I can’t take him to the store.”


“Why?”


“Uh, because he’s not a service animal?”


She laughed. “Stuntman can go anywhere. He’s wearing clothes. He’s not a dog—he’s an accessory.”


I chewed a fry thoughtfully. “So I just walk him in on a leash?”


“No, you put him in a bag.”


I shook my head with a laugh. “I’m cool buying tampons, but I’m not walking a tiny dog into a store in a purse.”


“It’s not a purse—it’s a satchel. And if this were entirely dignified, don’t you think all the guys would be doing it? It’s a core part of the strategy. Men don’t own dogs like this. They own dogs like that.” She pointed to my phone. “It’s adorable. Trust me. You’ll be a chick magnet.”


I didn’t care about being a chick magnet, but I liked the idea of having an inside joke with her for some reason. “Okay. You’ve piqued my interest. I’ll test your theory.”


“And if I’m right?”


“Then I’ll tell you that you were right.”
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