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        Being a celebrity is not all it's cracked up to be. The fake people—the paparazzi—the demanding schedule. Fame will slowly kill me if I'm not careful. I've got to get away for awhile—some peace in a small town is exactly what I need. 

        

        Until her...

        

        I never expected to find Jade, my green-eyed diner girl. 

        

        I can't stop thinking about those eyes and her sexy body—a body I just can't seem to let go of. How can I convince her she's mine before my fame ruins it all?

        

        Forever With You is a steamy standalone contemporary romance novel. It's only recommended for audiences 18+. No cheating. No cliffhangers. HEA.
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      The stools that pressed against the counters were permanently dented—red polyester ripped in the center, and the usually fluffy cushioning wasn’t so fluffy anymore. The booth in the farthest corner, situated next to the window had a small crack on the table top. It was thin, though, and smooth, so no one could cut their hands on it.

      My late uncle, Kyle Hunter, always wanted to fix it, but the diner was full from the time it opened to the minute it closed, seven days a week except on Christmas, and he never wanted to turn a hungry customer away in favor of making the place look a little better. Besides, he’d always said if they were staring at the aging furniture, then they weren’t eating his food, and they were always eating his food.

      Unfortunately, my uncle never had the chance to fix it since he’d passed away, six months ago today, in fact. It was a particularly somber day, and I couldn’t help but think of Uncle Kyle and all the ways he made the diner special.

      “Stare any harder, and that table might just get up to smack you.”

      I jumped, scowling as my cousin Alana hopped on the counter, wiping her hands on her apron. Her hair was everywhere, and I hoped that she remembered to wear a hair net while baking the pies since I didn’t want to have to remake them in case there were random strands of hair sticking out from the crust. Each pie I’d ever made ended up being scorched or halfway raw—the most terrible combination I could think of.

      So, it was important to convince Alana to stay on and work at Kyle’s after her dad’s death. I, on the other hand, threw myself into the everyday dealings of the diner, but eventually, I realized I couldn’t handle the business on my own, and Alana felt the need to be closer to her father—working at the diner gave her that opportunity.  The diner was better with the two of us teamed up—with my leadership, her personality, and Uncle Kyle’s old recipes, we were a winning combination, but again, I wasn’t a baker, and if Alana hadn’t taken on the role, I would’ve crossed baked goods off the menu altogether.

      “All finished?” I asked, uncrossing my arms to shove my hands in my jean pockets before kicking my legs out in front of me.

      “Yep,” she said, tossing me an egg-shaped timer, which flew past me. I lunged to grab it, catching it just before it hit the ground.

      “Sorry. Anyway, just take the last few out when that goes off, and we’ll be good through Friday.”

      My shoulders drooped as I offered her a quick smile. “Thanks.”

      Hopping off the counter, I hugged Alana as she slipped off her apron and threw it over one of the chairs.

      “Anything for you, Jadey, Jadey, Bo Badey.”

      “I really hate when you say that.”

      “I know.” She chuckled.

      I waved goodbye—my eyes catching the broken table she passed by.

      It was the table I’d always sat at when I was first shipped to the city as a teenager. It was my table—well as far as I was concerned it was. Sometimes I felt bad that I’d never told my uncle that I was the one who’d etched the design onto the table which he abhorred so much. But that was the past, and I suppose he probably knew anyway—he usually always knew everything.

      “Dad would be proud, you know.” Alana threw her coat on, staring out the window.

      Her lips were pursed as she shoved her hands deep in the coat pockets. We didn’t talk much about him—we didn’t talk much about anything. “He would?”

      “The place is doing great, and that’s because of you.”

      I scoffed, tearing my eyes from the table. It was still early enough that the sun was barely peeking above the buildings outside of the window and the streets were still pretty empty. Kyle’s wouldn’t open for another thirty minutes, but the regulars would arrive in about twenty-five.

      “Time to get to work.” I nodded, before slipping behind the counter and into the back.

      Letting out a breath, I was relieved when I heard the bell above the door ring as Alana shuffled out.

      Good.

      Alana’s boys would be awake soon, and she didn’t need to talk about ghosts before having to drop them off at school.

      I grabbed a bowl and a whisk and set off to make the pancake batter. It was my daily task—incredible, it's been my daily task since I started working here when I was seventeen. I could make the stuff in my sleep.

      Time slipped past silently as the sound of the whisk scraping the edges of the bowl created a gentle soundtrack that I’d become accustomed to.

      The pancake batter couldn’t be made in bulk, though, not if I wanted the taste to be just right, so I wrapped it carefully before shoving it into an already full refrigerator.

      I was slipping the first tray of bacon into the oven when the bell jingled again. Wiping my hands on the towel thrown over my shoulder, I peeked my head into the doorway, smiling at Mattie Brown and her granddaughter.

      “I didn’t realize it was Wednesday again so soon,” I called to them, winking. Mattie giggled, delighted. “Take a seat anywhere, ladies.”

      “Thank you, Jade.” Mattie’s granddaughter smiled, placing a hand on her grandma’s back to lead her to her seat. “We’ll have the usual.”

      Mattie Brown nodded in approval as I saluted them, heading back to the stove, flickering on the remaining lights so the diner would be officially open. Pulling out oats and brown sugar, I balanced them in one hand before grabbing the pancake batter out of the fridge.

      It was always the same for those two—pancakes with blueberries and bacon for the youngest Brown—oatmeal and extra bacon for Mattie. I fixed the meals quickly, exchanging the cooked bacon with a tray of uncooked ones in the oven, then plating them to serve.

      Three new patrons came in while I was grabbing syrup and juices. Taking their orders before fleeing to the back, I could hear their loud chatter bouncing off the quiet walls.

      But by the time Alana came back in, I had to skirt around strollers and backpacks with the plates raised high above my head to deliver the food. The apron I’d tied around my waist was already stained, and my forearms were sore from carrying three to four plates at a time. I nearly sagged with relief when I saw Alana dart behind the counter to wash up.

      I plated another stack of pancakes and gave it to her, while she poured coffee for a group who’d already set up camp with their laptops.

      Alana was only a couple of years older than me, but sometimes I felt like I was twice her age.

      Not that I knew what twenty-three should feel like, but I was pretty sure it didn’t feel like death warmed over. There was no point in continuing with that train of thought since I’d already made my decisions in life—decisions I couldn’t very well go back on.

      The door chimed, and without a second thought I darted to table five with a plate of waffles and scrambled eggs, dropping them off before glancing over at the new customers.

      One of the men was very tall, taller than anyone in the diner today. He frowned as he panned the diner, his face pulling to make the expression.

      What the heck is his problem?

      He slid into my corner booth, and his friend plopped down in the chair across from him. I grabbed the order pad from my back pocket and stopped beside them—the first man continuing to scowl while his friend watched him do it. My eyes darted between them, waiting for someone to say something.

      I sighed. “Well?”

      “We just got here,” the second guy huffed, looking up at me.

      “Right,” I tapped my pen against the pad.

      The tall man, who was wearing a beanie pulled tight over his head with tufts of brown hair sticking out, didn’t say anything. From what I could see, he looked familiar, but I couldn’t place where’d I’d seen him before.

      The slope of his nose was perfectly straight, with a smattering of freckles decorating the apples of his cheeks, meeting at the tip of his nose.

      I looked away quickly. If I could see the man’s dang freckles, I was definitely staring way too hard. Shaking my head, I cleared my throat, trying to catch his attention. I had other customers to serve, and I didn’t have the time to stand there and wait.

      The guy looked up at the sound of me clearing my throat—his face relaxed a bit—the hard lines of his forehead smoothing, and his lips pulled in what wasn’t quite a smile, but wasn’t quite a frown either. It suited him.

      “What do you recommend?” he asked in a deep voice, as his head tilted to the side.

      A strand of dark brown hair peeked out from the beanie, dipping in front of his eyes. I wondered if the hair bothered his eyelashes because they would certainly bother mine.

      Idiot, why am I even thinking this trash?

      I liked the way his eyes seemed to pierce too harshly for the situation, but I was surprised by the feeling, swallowing the lump in my throat.

      “Umm. The—my pancakes.”

      The man closed his menu, and the other followed suit. “Two?” I asked them both.

      Both men nodded. I scribbled their orders down onto a ticket before ripping it off the pad to hand to Alana. I grabbed a few plates from her before rushing out of the kitchen.

      “We’re out of batter,” she said, gesturing toward the empty bowl. “I threw in more bacon, though.”

      “Dang it,” I called after her.

      I mixed the batter quickly, spilling salt and vanilla into the bowl without paying much attention, unable to stop thinking about the men at my table. We didn’t get new customers often, even though the diner was popular, it was more of a mom and pop shop, and the customers we got were considered our usuals.

      I jumped when I heard the bell above the door ring. I don’t really know why I should’ve been used to the sound. Looking down at the batter, I realized I had whipped the batter a little too much, probably because I was distracted by the mesmerizing customer, and now there wasn’t any more time to make up a whole new batch.

      I had to rush out and help Alana, who was darting around the room with an expression just shy of panic. Pouring four large dollops onto the skillet, I watched the batter spread to the correct size and prayed they would cook quickly.

      The signature bubbles began to form, so I flipped them, then plated some of the bacon from the oven. In my head, I counted off the exact amount of time it took for the pancakes to reach the golden-brown color that Uncle Kyle expected.

      “Want me to take those, boss lady?” Alana deposited a stack of dirty plates into the sink, flipping on the water and squirting soap on top of them.

      I grabbed the plates and stepped back. “I’ve got it.” I left the kitchen, gripping the plates before Alana could even reply.

      “Pancakes,” I said, skittering to a stop at the cracked table with the handsome man and his friend.

      He’d taken his beanie off, setting it on the seat next to his jacket. The pancakes nearly slid off the plates when my hands slacked—surprised by how gorgeous he was.

      “Those look great,” he said, raising an eyebrow when I didn’t make a move to set the plates down.

      His eyes, too bright and blue for his dark features, were hypnotizing, and I couldn’t pull my stare away from them.

      They reminded me of the beach, the day I moved in with my uncle and Alana after my mom’s accident. The water was so blue that day. The man blinked, and the watery, cerulean color disappeared before narrowing at me.

      My heart stuttered a bit, and I forgot, briefly, the importance of breathing. Gawking for a moment too long, he sighed at me, letting me know his patience was running out.

      “It’s always nice to be recognized, but sometimes—incredible,” he muttered, sharing a look with the annoyed, shorter man across from him.

      “Listen, diner girl, don’t cause a scene,” the shorter man said in hushed tones, his glare pointing at me.

      I glanced down at him, my brows pulling together. “A scene?” I asked in a low tone, my voice scraping against my tongue as my throat forced the words out. “What are you talking about?”

      The short man let out a sound of annoyance. “I told you to keep your hat on.”

      “I know you did, Chris.”

      The taller man stretched his hands out, wrapping his long fingers around a mug of coffee that Alana must’ve brought him. He wasn’t as annoyed as his friend was. All I wanted to do was throw the plates on the table and walk off, but that’s not what Uncle Kyle would’ve done.

      “Your pancakes!” I said, a bit too loudly.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Alana look up with a frown from the other side of the diner where she was taking an order. I cleared my throat and gently set the pancakes down.

      “Thank you,” the tall man said, smiling.

      Chris, however, said nothing but grumbled under his breath as he cut into the pancakes. I stepped back and turned, trying to hide my flaming cheeks from the handsome customer.

      “I’ll be back,” I told Alana, who nodded absently.

      I slipped into the supply closet—my sanctuary. I flicked on the light and shut the door, trying to drown out the noise of forks scraping ceramic and chairs scratching the floor.

      I know I didn’t have time to take a mental break—not when the diner was full of customers, but it needed to happen. For everyone’s sake, it needed to happen.

      I sat down on the cold vinyl floor, crossed my legs, uncrossed them, and then crossed them again.

      What the heck am I doing?

      I recognized the tall, handsome stranger. I knew I did. But from where? From when?
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      I wasn’t hungry, but we needed to eat, so I let Chris drag me into the diner for a bite. All I wanted to do was lay low and stay out of trouble. When our waitress came over to take our order, I didn’t expect to see the most gorgeous pair of green eyes staring back at me. She was beautiful. Her black hair was tied back in a messy bun, but even in her unflattering waitress clothes, her curves couldn’t be hidden. She looked a little irritated, and I found myself itching to see those lips turn up into a smile.

      Idiot, what am I doing? Focus.

      She was gorgeous and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. As she walked away to put in our order, I couldn’t help watching the sway of her hips as she graced us with a nice view of her shapely rear.

      As we waited for our food, I found my thoughts wondering about our waitress. She looked like she was in charge, or maybe the owner.

      “Let’s eat fast, Grayson; don’t forget we have a meeting to get to,” Chris cut into my thoughts, reminding me that we couldn’t stay long.

      “I know. Remember, it was your idea to eat first,” I replied, though I wasn’t in such a hurry to go. I sat back and took a sip of coffee.

      Diner girl, the green-eyed beauty, returned with our pancakes.

      “Those look great,” I said, raising an eyebrow when she seemed frozen in place. Aw trash, she recognizes me.

      “It’s always nice to be recognized, but sometimes—incredible,” I muttered, sharing a look with Chris, who looked annoyed.

      “Listen, diner girl, don’t cause a scene,” he said lowly, glaring at the girl.

      “A scene? What are you talking about?” she asked.

      Chris huffed. “I told you to keep your hat on,” he said to me in admonishment.

      “I know you did, Chris.”

      I picked up my coffee mug, a little irritated that he was being so rude.

      “Your pancakes!” gorgeous green eyes said loudly.

      “Thank you,” I said, smiling up at her.

      Chris, however, was silent. He started eating, as the beautiful server turned and walked away quickly, clearly annoyed. She kept going, heading into the kitchen.

      “Hurry up, we gotta go,” Chris started shoveling forkfuls of pancakes into his mouth.

      I sighed and dug in. We ate quickly, then Chris threw a few bills on the table to cover our food, and we left. I took one last look back at the diner but didn’t see our waitress come back out.
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      “Jade—” Alana threw the door open before stopping suddenly, her gaze dropping down and head cocking to the side. “What are you doing down there?”

      I refused to blush under the scrutiny of my cousin. “Nothing. Did you need something?”

      “You’re on the floor—”

      “Yeah, what do you want?”

      Alana’s head tilted even further, her fist still closed around the doorknob. We stared at each other, unblinking.

      “Right,” Alana said after a moment. “Well, um, you almost done in here?”

      Tightly, I replied, “Almost.”

      Alana nodded, her eyebrow raised as she shut the door. I groaned when I heard Alana stomp away.

      Stop being such a little baby and get the heck out there.

      What kind of grown rear woman needed a pep talk in the supply closet before lunch time? Me, that’s who. I hit my head against the palm of my hand. I was being ridiculous.

      So what if I made a fool of myself? It’s not like I was going to see him again—not after the nasty service he received.

      Standing, I took a deep breath and made my way back to the customers, unable to stop my gaze from narrowing to the table in the corner. Unfortunately, instead of my handsome insta-crush awaiting me, I spied a woman with a small child. “Where’d those guys go?” I asked, grazing by Alana.

      “Left,” she said, picking up a few of the dirty dishes on the counter in front of her. “A couple of his fans came and he and the short stumpy guy kind of bolted out of here really quick.”

      “Fans?” I frowned. Alana shook her head. “See, I knew you wouldn’t recognize him. That’s what I was coming back there to tell you when you were sitting on the ground, having a meltdown.”

      I rolled my eyes and grabbed the coffee pot, refilling empty mugs. “What are you talking about?”

      “We just had our first celebrity customer,” Alana grinned, turning to go into the back with the dishes she had stacked. “Grayson Sparling was here.”

      “Grayson Sparling?”
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      It was another week before I saw Grayson again, gracing the cover of a magazine. Three days after that, lightning struck, and I actually saw him again at the diner.

      He walked through the diner’s door, and I froze when the ruggedly good-looking celebrity smiled at me. My chest constricted and my mouth dried, forgetting how to think—breathe—function.

      Grayson closed the door behind him, smile still in place, and threw himself onto a stool at the counter, right in front of me. He was wearing oversized sunglasses and another beanie—this one bright green, the opposite of discreet, despite the fact that he was probably only wearing one in order to be inconspicuous. He took his jacket off and draped it over the stool next to him, revealing a dark gray shirt that clung to him tightly. I couldn’t breathe. And it wasn’t like I was particularly fond of his work. Grayson Sparling’s repertoire was nearly all romantic movies, playing the strong and chiseled lead to a swooning Hollywood starlet. Needless to say, damsels in distress weren’t my cup of tea.
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      I slipped the sunglasses off my face and shot her a quick smile.

      “Hi again, diner girl.”

      She smiled at me but didn’t reply.

      “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about your pancakes.”

      The corners of her mouth turned upward. “I can’t say you’re the first person to tell me that.”

      A short, sudden laugh burst out of me. “No,” I agreed, “I can’t imagine that I would be.”

      She drummed her fingers on the table. “So—pancakes, I take it?”

      I pressed my head on my fist, leaning my head on the countertop. Her gaze flickered around the diner, never landing right on me. Perhaps she was too afraid to make eye contact? Perhaps I wasn’t as interesting as I thought I was?

      “What else can you make?”

      Her head snapped back—her cheeks flushing. “Are you serious?”

      “I wouldn’t have asked if—”

      “This is a diner, you know. Would you like a menu?”

      “No,” I swatted away the offered plastic. “I’ve looked before. I know what you make. I want to know what you want to make.”

      “I don’t have time for your games.”

      I looked around the empty diner. “I don’t see that you have any pressing matters at the moment.”

      She threw the menu under the counter. “You don’t know what I have.”

      “Touché.”

      “Breakfast foods,” she growled. “We have breakfast foods.”

      I raised an eyebrow as she poured coffee into a mug and slid it to me.

      “Did I say something to offend you?”

      “No. Sorry. I’m just—”

      “Just what?”

      “Do you like interrupting people when they talk?”

      I took a sip of my coffee, trying to figure out where her sass was coming from. Setting the cup down, I pulled two packets of sugar from the dispenser sitting on the counter, ripped them open, and then dumped them into my cup.

      “That much sugar, huh?”

      “I like most things sweet.”

      “Do you now?”

      “Most things.”

      “Well, you’re not gonna find that here.”

      “Why are you so sassy?”

      “I’m not usually.”

      “You seem like you need some taming.”

      She rested her hands on her hips. “Did you really just say that to me?”

      I took a sip of my coffee, then set it down. “Sure did.”

      Her cheeks turned red, and her lips tightened as she grabbed her pen and pad and huffed away. It wasn’t my best come on line, but something about her just brought out the animal in me.

      She made her rounds, pouring coffee, taking orders, then finally came back to refill my mug.

      “What’s as good as your pancakes?”

      The door’s bell jingled, proceeded by the angry wails of children.

      With her eyes still clenched, she sighed heavily. “My omelet, I think.”

      “Oh,” I said, raising my voice to combat the screams of the children. “I guess I’ll have to come back to try that.”

      “Yeah, looks like chaos has arrived and you probably want to have a quiet meal.”

      “Well, it’s not the quiet I was looking for.”

      She blushed.

      “What’s your name?”

      She tapped her name tag with her pen. “Says Jade right here.”

      “Jade. Pretty name. I didn’t know if that was a fake name tag or something. I never like to assume.”

      “Do you assume a lot?”

      I chuckled. “More than I’d like to admit.”

      I grabbed my sunglasses and slipped them back on. “I’ll be back, Jade,” I said, grabbing my coffee, draining the mug in a few hard swallows.

      “I won’t hold my breath,” she sassed.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out some bills and deposited them on the counter, grinning as I hopped off the stool.

      Quickly, I made my way out of the diner, sneaking a quick glance over my shoulder at Jade before rounding the corner. She was dang beautiful, and the attitude on that woman made me crazy. I wanted her in the worst kind of way, and I knew my fame wasn’t going to help me—not this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Jade

        

      

    
    
      Staring out the glass door as he left, I think I caught him stealing a quick glance at me before he disappeared around the corner. Alana snapped her fingers in my face, yanking me from my trance.

      “What in…” she said, drawing the syllable out, “the sweet hell did I just miss?”

      I ignored her question and began to wipe down the counter. Alana wasn’t one to deter easily, so she asked again. “What did I just miss?”

      She threw her coat over a stool and snapped her fingers at her boys who were using a booth table as practice drums.

      She turned back to me, rolling her eyes, annoyed with the noise they were making.

      I poured myself a cup of coffee. “Nothing.” I took a sip. “Nothing.”

      Alana propped her chin on her fist. “You really think I believe that?”

      “Don’t you?”

      She harrumphed after a moment of silence and pouted.

      “What was he doing here again?”

      My stomach clenched. “Can’t a man get some food without an ulterior motive?”

      “Sure, a man could. Grayson Sparling—not so much!” My throat tightened, and my palms tingled.

      “He’s just a customer.”

      “Just a customer, huh?”

      “Just an everyday customer.”

      “I can’t believe we’re a hot spot for a celebrity.”

      I cleared my throat. “He just liked the pancakes, is all.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Alana’s eyes widened. She stole my coffee cup and around a sip muttered, “Maybe I should introduce myself. I mean, Dad made the pancake recipe for me.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, I’m sure that’ll really endear you to him.”

      Alana laughed, too, though she narrowed her eyes in a mocking glare. “Hey, don’t be a jerk to me. I’m here to bake your pies, aren’t I?”

      “That you are,” I conceded, holding my hands up in surrender. “Both our customers and I thank you profusely.”

      “Good.” She nodded. “You’re coming to the party next Friday night, right?”

      “Of course, I am.” I glanced over at the boys, who were having their own personal booth party.

      Alana shook her head, and some of the bits of hair that had been clipped in her bun fell out.

      “Remember to grab your hairnet before you start baking.”

      “Why do you always tell me that?”

      “Because you need to be reminded.” I chuckled.

      She nodded. “True.”

      “Don’t forget—it’s the hub’s birthday.”

      My shoulders slumped. I didn’t really care for Alana’s husband since he was a bit of a jerk. Todd was a good guy, I guess, but he didn’t like breakfast foods, and he certainly didn’t like the diner. He had wanted to sell it after my uncle died and had almost convinced Alana it was the right thing to do. He kept bringing up the money, and how much it would help everyone out to have a fresh start. Thank goodness Alana decided against it.

      “Of course—Todd’s birthday.”

      Alana narrowed her eyes. “Okay, you going to be there?”

      “I’ll be there,” I promised.

      This seemed to satisfy her. “Okay, I’ll hold you to that. I got to go make some pies. Watch the boys.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or you’ll have to make your own pies.”

      There was no way I was going to get stuck making dang pies. “I’ll be here watching the boys,” I replied, quickly.

      “I thought so.”

      She disappeared into the back as I spent the rest of the afternoon flitting between customers and my little cousins, pretending like Grayson wasn’t the only thing running through my mind.
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      The city was brimming with bookstores, but I only ever visited Bookies, because the owner and my roommate, Madeline, only ever ate at Kyle’s. It was a nice trade-off that worked well since Kyle’s made the best patty melts, and Madeline always remembered to stock action novellas—my favorite.

      As I walked up and down the aisles, I thought about the last time I’d seen Grayson. I couldn’t believe it’d been two days and, in those forty-eight hours, the idea of seeing him even just one more time became more and more appealing. But, honestly, I wasn’t sure if I would be able to handle seeing him a third time. There was just something about him that made my legs wobbly, and my stomach feel like I was on a roller coaster. Secretly, I’d done a little research, having watched two of his more popular movies, and coming to the conclusion that he definitely looked a lot better in person—television just didn’t do him any justice.

      I don’t even know why I kept thinking about him. What if he never showed up again? Or, what if he did? What would I say? How would I act? Probably like a jerk like the last time.

      Gaaah, why did I do that? Just as I was fretting through my anxiety filled daydream of Grayson showing, and not showing, Madeline’s frustrated groan filled the bookstore and slung me back to the present.

      “I’m so sick of people saying that books aren’t important! They are! I know that Kindles are cool or whatever, but books matter, people!”

      “I agree,” I replied, almost confused by what had crawled up her panties.

      Madeline wrapped her knuckles on a stack of books, her face scrunched in its fierceness. “I’m just sayin’.”

      “I know you are,” I nodded again.

      Quiet agreement was usually the only defense I had against her passionate rants. They were plentiful and aggressive, and I’d learned by the tenth grade to just wait it out.

      Madeline huffed and grabbed one of the books, cradling it to her chest. She was a tiny little thing, even smaller than Alana, and though it couldn’t be seen from the opposite end of the counter, she had to stand on a step stool, wearing her favorite booted heels and lipstick like she always did.

      Madeline grabbed a roll of sale stickers from the crowded shelf beside her, sitting on the stool she kept by the register and started slapping them on the stacks of hardcovers on the counter. Bookies was open, but she wasn’t in any hurry to kick me out, so I grabbed a couple of stickers to help.

      She raised an eyebrow that I pretended not to notice. “Any particular reason you’re not off to work, Jade?”

      I shrugged one shoulder. The diner was open—it’d been open for hours, but I just didn’t want to be there. Every day that Grayson didn’t show up was a disappointment, and I didn’t feel like having to deal with all those emotions so early in the morning. So I slipped out after making two dozen or so pancakes so I could hang out with Madeline and bring her some coffee and muffins.

      “Jade?”

      I grabbed an armful of stickered books and pointed toward the empty round table she usually had stacked with new releases. “This going over there?”

      Madeline recognized my avoidance tactics and opened her mouth before closing it, pursing her lips expertly, and nodded. I walked over, neatly arranging them in nice little stacks.

      The little radio was still playing morning talk shows, so reminiscent of AM radio that I nearly chucked it out the window. I hated talk shows, but Madeline loved them; it was one of the biggest rifts in our friendship. She laughed at one of the jokes the radio host said, and I grumbled under my breath. My brain cells were dying at an alarming rate, and I wanted nothing more than for her to turn the trash off.

      Once I had all the books situated how I wanted them, I leaned on the counter, holding my chin up with my hands. Madeline ignored me and continued scribbling on a clipboard. From the angle I was at, it looked pretty official.

      “Are you just drawing doodles since you don’t want to work?”

      “Me? Never!”

      We ran our businesses differently, and nothing amused me more than to watch her lazily walk about.

      I watched her, and though one of her eyebrows was raised, she said nothing. She just rolled her eyes at another pun from the radio.

      “When did we meet, again, Jade?”

      “High school.” I stood straight, stretching my arms above my head and yawning. “You wore those God awful yellow gauchos every day.”

      “I looked fly,” she snapped, throwing the clipboard on the counter to cross her arms. Her lips twitched as she fought back her grin. “And like you looked any better?”

      I sighed and nodded. “Too true.”

      “But in all that time,” she hopped off her stool and frowned up at me, not seeming to care that she fell too short to actually hold any sort of intimidating stance. “You’ve gotten absolutely no better at lying.”

      I groaned, not wanting to tell her why I was avoiding the diner, or rather, who I was trying to avoid. The nerves in my stomach were distracting enough—the little pinpricks and bees all swarming around inside me. If Madeline only knew, she’d make me tell her all about the brief meetings over and over again until I was willing to introduce her. She wouldn’t let up either, not until she got what she wanted.

      But how was I supposed to introduce her to someone I barely knew?

      Incredible.

      I had to tell her something, otherwise, she wouldn’t let up until she got some news which was worthy of me trying to avoid the diner.

      Madeline bounced a bit, garnishing pleasure from making me squirm. “Just tell me,” she whined.

      I sighed and shook my head, trying to clear the nerves that had raced up my body.

      As my lips parted, I was interrupted.

      Thank goodness.

      The shop’s doors swung open, and a group of college kids made their way in, exclaiming how swanky the place looked.

      Madeline’s gaze flickered between the customers and me, as I pushed away from the counter, saluting at her with a grin. “See you later!”

      “Jade!” she hissed under her breath, but one of the kids was pointing toward a book on the shelf in front of her, effectively assuring that she wouldn’t be able to stop me from leaving.

      “See you at home!” I called, slipping out of the door before it slammed shut from the group of kids. I could practically hear her mind screaming from outside of the building.

      It was a bit chilly outside, but the weather was nice, and I liked to feel the wind swirl around and against me. I liked the crispness in the winter air. It woke me up just as well as any cup of coffee would.

      I let out a desperate sigh. As fun as avoiding work was, I didn’t really have any other excuse to hang outside of Bookies. It would be lunchtime soon enough, and I should be there to help out and make sure that things ran smoothly. I shoved my hands into my pockets and turned toward the diner, rounding a bit too quickly with my head still tucked down and my gaze still set on the pavement, which turned out to be a huge mistake.

      My eyes fluttered open to the soft blue sky before I’d even realized I’d fallen. My chest was wet and hot, and my back ached from slamming into the hard concrete.

      “Oh, my goodness!” Two hands shot out and wrapped around mine, pulling me up. The grip was strong, and I was on my feet before I could recognize the person who I’d collided with.

      Grayson Sparling stood in front of me, his eyes wide as his fingers wrapped tightly around mine. I nearly fell again. I was a klutz around this guy.

      His eyes darted about, eyeing me up and down, inspecting me for some injury. His grip tightened, and his gaze lingered on my face. “Diner girl. I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.” His hands were warm, and I had a hard time looking away from how perfectly rugged they were. The contrast of his darker skin against my pale wrists and forearms was a lovely sight, and if his face weren’t so appealing, I would’ve easily never looked away.
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      I’d been wanting to see my green-eyed waitress again, but I didn’t expect to run into her quite so literally. “Diner girl. I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there, I was rushing to get to—” I drew in a deep breath, dropped my hands to my side, realizing I’d been probably holding her a tad too long.

      “Rushing to where?”

      “Funny, really. I was on my way to your diner.”

      I could see her swallow hard, then clear her throat a few times before she could find her voice. “Well, I was on my way there, too.”

      My lips turned down when I realized I’d ruined her shirt. “Let me get that cleaned for you, or we can stop at a store, and I can buy you a whole new one.”

      She glanced down at the coffee stain on her shirt. “Don’t worry, I’m used to it. I think all my clothes have at least one coffee stain, or three.” She chuckled.

      My brow perked and her cheeks turned red. It was a rather awkward moment, seeing as how we were both headed to the same place and we needed to decide whether or not we should walk together. It was an easy decision for me, but after spilling coffee all over her, she might not be as amenable to the idea.

      “We can walk together—or?”

      “Or, what?”

      “Or, I guess I could walk five steps behind you the whole way there.”

      “That would be a little creepy.”

      I chuckled. “I guess it would. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to walk with me.”

      “I don’t have to do anything. But I’d like to walk with you.”

      “So, you’re sassy no matter what time of day it is?”

      She shrugged and shot me a wink. “Pretty much.” Her cheeks flushed a bit further, but her embarrassment ebbed enough to lessen the tension between us.

      “My apartment’s on the way,” she announced. “I’ll just stop and change before I go to the diner.”

      “You’d be okay with a stranger walking you to your apartment?” The tension that had tightened around my shoulders relaxed a bit.

      “You’re not exactly a stranger.”

      “I’m Grayson, by the way. I don’t think we were properly introduced.”

      “I know.” She flipped her hair and headed down the sidewalk, leaving me standing alone.

      I jogged behind her to catch up, then laid my hand on her shoulder. “And you’re Jade.”

      She glanced over at my hand. “Presumptuous, aren’t we?”

      I pulled my hand away. I’d never met a woman who wasn’t keen to my advances. I mean idiot, I’m Grayson Sparling.

      “So, no last name?”

      “Hunter. Jade Hunter.”

      “Pleasure to finally meet you, Jade Hunter.”

      She didn’t reply. Instead, she sank her teeth into her bottom lip to curb her smile, scrunching her nose as if she were concentrating on something difficult.

      She was being adorably cute, and I couldn’t help but inch closer to her. I was stunned by the feeling radiating from the air billowing around us. I shoved my hands into my pockets, grinning back at her. If I’d left them out, I would’ve probably touched her hand, creeping her the heck out.

      “So, shall we?” I asked, taking a step forward.

      We’d barely made it halfway down the sidewalk before my steps stuttered and I slunk back until we were walking side by side.

      “I don’t know where you live,” I said, grinning. “Probably shouldn’t be the lead.”

      “You usually are, aren’t you?” She winced as the words left her mouth. “I mean, in the movies.”

      I rolled my eyes, “Yeah, I guess I usually am—in the movies, though.”

      I almost crossed the street when I should’ve turned left, but she gently grabbed my elbow, leading me in the right direction. Again, pinpricks danced where our skin met.

      “Sorry. There I go, trying to lead again.”

      “I like when you lead.”

      I perked my brows, enticed by her innuendo.

      “Your movies, I mean.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. I was amused by her insecurity coupled with her sass. I couldn’t quite grasp what kind of girl she was. Playful? Cheeky? Meek? No, she wasn’t meek. Either way, she intrigued me like no one else, and I’d be darned if I was going to let her off the hook without letting me in to find out more.

      “I didn’t peg you for the romance type,” I said.

      She shrugged. “In life? Or—”

      “Movies. I meant movies.”

      “Oh.” She laughed.

      “What’s your favorite, though?”

      She stopped walking, pulling her keys from her pocket. “This is me,” she said, unlocking the door. “Action movies, I guess.”

      She opened the door and went inside the complex. I hesitated as to whether I should follow her or not, raising an eyebrow as I waited for an invitation.

      “Are you coming in?”

      The tension in my face left as I took my first step into her complex.

      “Which is yours?”

      “Three,” she gestured toward the door.

      I headed over and leaned against the doorframe, waiting for her to unlock it. Her hands trembled a bit under my stare, the keys almost slipping from between her fingers.
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      I opened the door, nodding my head for him to enter.  He pushed himself off the wall and shot me a dauntlessly appealing smile as he walked into the apartment.

      “Why action movies?” he asked.

      I followed in after him, stopping short in the doorway. Grayson Sparling was standing in my living room, and I needed to take a moment to enjoy that surreal fact.

      I suddenly felt ashamed that the apartment wasn’t glamorous; if anything, it was just a few pegs up from an abandoned warehouse.

      We had limited old furniture, and all of our décor was just off season holiday decorations. There were Christmas lights, and fake jack-o-lanterns, courtesy of Madeline’s eclectic tendencies, strung across the walls.  Our only quality possession was a very tall pile of DVDs, a book collection, and a pretty decent kitchen.

      Grayson, however, probably didn’t decorate his house with Dollar Tree Halloween décor, and he probably hadn’t been using the same futon since he was nineteen. Although I was well aware of the rule not to keep your furniture for more than ten years because of dust mites, I always felt as though it never applied to me, and even though I really liked my apartment, standing in it with someone like Grayson made it feel quite inadequate—dirty—embarrassing.

      Eyeing him as he moved around, I clenched my hand around the edge of the door, digging my fingernails into the wood while he ran his knuckles across the wall as his eyes flickered across the pictures hanging side by side.

      “Hmm.” My hand fell from the door as my nerves pooled in my gut.

      After a few moments, he turned with a wide grin plastered across his face before throwing himself onto the futon.

      “Well?” I closed the door, tentatively taking a step inside the room.

      “I like it,” he declared.

      My muscles relaxed a bit, but my eyes still rolled. I didn’t know what it was about this man that brought the sass out from depths I didn’t even know existed, but there it was—eye rolling and snappy comebacks, spewing at every turn. “Well, who asked you, anyway? I’m going to go change.”

      His deep laughter followed me as I stomped toward my room, fighting back my own urge to smile.

      Even from the other end of the hall and through a door, I could hear his boots shuffling against the floor, and the creaking of the futon’s frame as I quickly ripped my shirt off and redressed in the first thing I found hanging in my closet.

      I raced out of the room so quickly the door slammed hard on its hinges, punching a hard sound through the small apartment.

      Grayson jumped up from the futon. “What happened?”

      I looked around the room sheepishly. “Sorry about that. I’m ready to go if you are?”

      He inched slowly toward me, making my skin tingle from his proximity.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the freckles adorning his face, forgetting to breathe for a few seconds.

      My eyes narrowed as I sucked in a deep breath to keep from passing out.

      He stepped closer yet, and grazed the hem of my shirt, running the material between his fingers before nodding. “I approve.”

      He took a step back, away from me, flashing me a satisfied smirk

      “I don’t remember asking,” I said eventually, the words crawling out in a whisper.

      He smiled. “No, I suppose you didn’t.”

      I stood close enough to smell the cologne on his body, but not quite close enough to have an actual moment. He looked at me, his eyes flickering from my boobs to my eyes, and back down to my hips and legs like I was some kind of meat he was eyeing at the market. I bit my lower lip, trying to hold back my anxiety ridden sexual tension. I needed to interrupt the moment before it went somewhere I wasn’t quite ready for—or was I? “I guess I should get to work.” I didn’t want to leave, but the room was getting too thick to breathe and I really ought to get to work. “How long are you in town?”

      His eyes narrowed, considering me. “Why, do you want to see me again?”

      “Me?” I stepped back.

      “Yes, you.” He tapped my finger with his. I could’ve died right there.
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      My eyes narrowed on her cheeks, as I regarded the question, running my fingers through my hair, pulling the strands in an even more disarrayed position, before cocking my head. “Three months.”

      “Three months?” she queried.

      “I have three months in town.”

      “That’s nice,” she replied nonchalantly.

      I nodded. “Loads of time for…” I trailed off, shrugging.

      She tilted her head to the side. “For anything, really.”

      My gaze softened, and a small smile pulled at the left corner of my mouth. “For many more late breakfasts?”

      “Is that what they call it these days?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I wouldn’t know.”

      “Oh, but I think you would.”

      I wondered what her hair would feel like beneath my fingers, and if she liked coffee or tea, or if she had a favorite subject in school? It seemed like my thoughts could either slam to a halt or skid furiously from one thing to another and pretty much nothing in between in her presence. It nearly hurt my head to flop between.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, but she quickly silenced it without checking. She sighed. “I need to get to the diner.” I wanted to tell her that I wished she didn’t have to go, wanting to spend the rest of the day getting to know her better, but I didn’t protest, I just sighed as I watched her move toward the door. Unfortunately, my mind and body weren’t in sync, and my hand shot out, wrapping my fingers around her arm, pulling her back to me—crashing her into my chest. Her soft curves complimented my hard plains perfectly. I tilted my head down to gaze at her sweet lips.

      I could feel the tiny breaths of anxiousness escaping her, making her cheeks flush.

      “Are you embarrassed?”

      “More like in uncharted waters.”

      “How is it that a beautiful woman like you has never been pursued like this?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as forward as you.”

      “Well, then, you’ve only met boys.”

      My hand moved up her arm, sliding over her elbow and closing around her shoulder, lighting squeezing before my fingers ran over the exposed skin of her neck.
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      My legs nearly buckled underneath me. My arms shot out, wrapping around his waist.

      Before I knew it, his lips descended, capturing mine, in a fast and quick motion. It was as sudden as fire, and before I could fall into the moment any further, it was over.

      He pulled away, taking a large step back. My lips were still parted, and my mind churning, unable to land on anything except warm cinnamon and oh my goodness over and over again.

      “I’ll see you,” he said after a beat, his tongue darting out to run against the length of his bottom lip.

      I was helpless to do anything but watch, reminiscing the feeling of warmth from his lips on my tongue, and his hand on my neck. He walked to the door, glancing over his shoulder one last time with a piercing glance before leaving my apartment.

      The door closed behind him, and I turned, slowly, staring at the wood on the floor. I don’t even think I blinked, or breathed, or anything, for what seemed like an eternity.

      My fingertips grazed over my lips. “Oh, my goodness.”
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      Kyle’s was busy open to close nearly every day, save Christmas. But, like any business, some days were better than others, and I knew with a certainty that the town’s impending Homecoming parade would mean the diner would have a huge rush around breakfast time, and then it would be dead for the rest of the day. It was something that used to bug me because as much as I liked a bit of downtime, I liked paying my bills much more.

      But this year—knowing that I’d have hours of quiet time to ponder Grayson—well, it didn’t sting quite so much.

      Working quickly through the morning rush, flipping flapjacks with a speed that would have made my uncle proud, I wanted to get the usuals out just in case Grayson showed up. He seemed to be the only thing I ever thought about anymore. Not that I knew he was going to show up or anything—but—just on the off chance, I’d be ready.

      And even though he was only going to be in town for three months and was so painfully famous and out of my league; I didn’t give a hoot. Three months was going to have to be enough.

      I had a terrible time finding my way to work the day before since I was so lost in the thought. That kiss. Where’d he learn to kiss like that? Probably on some set, with some beautiful co-star whose beauty I couldn’t even hold a candle to. Idiot, what if I was a terrible kisser?

      Goodness.

      It was probably terrible, and he’d never come back to see me, because if a kiss is terrible, then sex wouldn’t be so far off that mark. It had taken everything in me not to tell Madeline everything when she’d gotten home from the bookstore the night before, but the heavy knot in my stomach stopped me. What if I told her and then Grayson never came to the diner again? Then Madeline would always know that I was such a bad kisser, I’d run a celebrity out of town.

      If Grayson did come in today, I was going to fix that trash. I was going to stuff my nerves in a box, lock them away, and show him what the heck I was capable of. I could do it.

      After ushering the last customer out before the parade was set to start, I sank into a chair at the corner table, running my finger down the scratch as my thoughts slipped back to my uncle. I’m sure he would’ve thought that Grayson was a nice guy, and maybe given me his blessings, even though he wasn’t really into outsiders.

      “Going to make a dent in that chair,” the other cook said as he passed by.

      “Huh? Oh.” It was ridiculous, how much I thought about Grayson. We’d barely spoken and had barely seen each other, but I felt like I’d known him forever. There was just something different about him—something fuller, and I couldn’t pretend it wasn’t there, even if I wanted to. He was radiant. Could a woman call a man radiant without emasculating him? I shrugged. Oh, well, he was radiant. I probably just shouldn’t say it to his face.

      A hard buzz made me jump. It was my dang phone vibrating in my pocket. Shaking my head, I pulled it out and took a look at the screen.

      “Hey, Alana.”

      She huffed loudly, and she winced before she even started the conversation. “Jade.”

      “What’s up?”

      “What’s up?” she echoed, incredulously.

      I looked around frowning.

      “What’s up is that you’ve been dodging my calls.”

      “Oh.” I relaxed in the chair, propping my legs up on the table. “No, I haven’t.”

      Well, I kind of had been, but only because I didn’t want to talk about Grayson and I knew she wanted to ask me about him. “You have been,” she accused.

      “Nope,” I defended, still lying. “I’ve just been busy.”

      “Oh.” She perked up. “With what? Or should I ask with whom?”

      I scoffed, but couldn’t stop myself from peeking out the window. There was no sign of him. “Don’t be ridiculous, Alana.”

      She laughed, the sound a bit too loud through the telephone. “Okay, okay. Fine. I’m really just calling to remind you about Friday.”

      “I’m not going to forget about Todd’s birthday.”

      “You did last year,” she muttered.

      “One year. Crucify me, why don’t you.”

      “And the year before that.”

      I fought back a groan. “Things are different now. I’m—”

      “Yeah, you’re different now,” Alana sassed. “I get it. I’m just reminding you.”

      Drumming my fingers on the table, I replied, “I won’t forget. I’ll be there.”

      “Seven o’clock?”

      “Seven o’clock.”

      The little bell above the door sounded, and my head shot up. My mouth dried up the instant I saw Grayson step through the door, pulling off his sunglasses as his gaze swept the room. He grinned when he saw me sitting at the table.

      “I’ve got to go,” I said quickly. “Customers.” I ended the call and jammed the phone into my pocket, struggling to get up with my legs still on the table. Thankfully, though, I didn’t fall in front of him again.
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      “Didn’t have to end your call, you know,” I said.

      She looked wonderful, and I wanted to walk across the room and kiss her like I had the day before, but I held back. I was going to try to be a gentleman with her, but the way she sassed me, I just couldn’t make that promise to her or myself.

      She swallowed heavily. “I wanted to.”

      “It’s usually busier than this, isn’t it?” I asked, looking around.

      “We’re on a bit of a lull,” she explained. “Because of the parade and all. Small towns and their traditions, you know.”

      I nodded and stepped further into the diner, dropping my sunglasses on the counter. I followed her, stopping when I was only a few feet away. I closed the distance some, my smile widening as the smell of her perfume caught my attention.

      “I wanted to apologize,” I said.

      “For what?”

      I reached toward her, her fingers curling around my waist. Her face softened, and her eyelashes fluttered against the apples of her cheeks.

      “The other day.”

      Her face flushed and she looked away. My eyes narrowed on her mouth—my gruff words coming out too delicate when I realized she must’ve been thinking I’d regretted kissing her.

      I responded quickly to let her know I thought nothing of the sort, “I’m sorry I made you fall.”

      “Oh! The fall.”

      “What did you think I was talking about?”

      “Oh, nothing,” she said, backing away. “Nothing at all.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. I know what I was thinking. I don’t need you to interrogate me.”

      I held my hands in the air. “I surrender.”

      “And I’m sorry, too.”

      “For what?”

      “Well, it wasn’t my best work?”

      My eyes widened, “Excuse me?” Was she trying to tell me that kiss wasn’t her best work? If it wasn’t, I’d love to see what was, because I hadn’t stopped thinking about it since it happened.

      “I feel so stupid to even be saying this.”

      “What?”

      “That kiss. I don’t think I did a very good job, and—well—I’m going to need a do-over.”

      I’d never heard a woman ask for a do-over, but then again, I’d never met a woman like her.

      I bit my bottom lip, cheeks puffing a bit as I fought back a grin. Taking a step closer, I hesitated only a moment before putting my palm against her neck, pulling her close to me—her heart hammering against my chest so heavily, I couldn’t tell where her heart beat stopped, and mine started.

      I didn’t need to be told twice. “Then I guess we’re just going to have to fix that.”

      Her arms wound around my waist, drawing me in as close as she could get to me, lifting herself up on her toes to touch her mouth to mine. She kissed me softly at first, just like at the apartment, but as I parted my lips a bit, she arched up, tightening her hands around my back, deepening our kiss.

      The kiss wasn’t a battle of warring tongues—neither of us fighting for domination. It was more of a dance that we both knew the steps to. Push hard here—push hard here—give in there—melt together just right. By the time my lungs were screaming for a breath, she let her lips trail down my jawline to the soft skin on my neck, kissing gently as she moved.

      I growled a little as I rolled my neck, letting her lips rove about. She moved away, and I could no longer feel her lips on my skin. I wasn’t going to let it end early again. Grabbing her quickly, I crashed my lips against hers, pressing my hand against the side of her neck, rubbing my thumb against her cheek.
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      I could’ve died a happy woman right there. His fingers tightened around a fistful of my hair—I gasped—my body shuddering at the tight tug.

      His kiss was like fire and vindication all wrapped up with one sweet bow, melting on my tongue like chocolate.

      “Grayson,” the name was wrapped in a moan I couldn’t hold back.

      He pulled away, letting me stare into his bright eyes. “Jade.”

      I was in a trance—my fingertips yearning to reach out and pull him closer. The moment was passing as we drew ragged breaths. Why wasn’t he saying anything?

      Say something or kiss me!

      We were alone in the diner, and I wanted to take full advantage of it.

      “Well?” I cleared my throat and took a step back. He still didn’t say anything.

      The moment was so awkward, and I wanted to say something, but the only thing I could think of was, “Coffee?”

      Idiot, I am such a waitress!

      He nodded. “Decaf.”

      He slid onto a stool as I slipped behind the counter, trying my best to hide my shaking hands while I loaded a fresh pot of coffee.

      “Anything else?” I asked lightly, peeking over to take in his breathtaking company.

      He looked up with wide eyes and a smile that was a bit too tight. “Nope.”

      “Good.” I turned the coffee pot on, listening to the churn as it brewed. My shoulders fell a little, and my pulse started to beat in a less frantic flow. “I don’t feel like wasting our time together by cooking.”

      “Well, at least I know you can cook. Most of the women…” his words trailed.

      “Most of the women, what?”

      “They have cooks, and they can barely make a peanut butter jelly sandwich.”

      “What kind of women do you date?”

      “Models, usually.”

      I chuckled. “Well, that explains it.”

      “What?”

      “Models don’t eat. If I don’t build buildings, why would I need to learn how to?”

      “I don’t think it’s as dramatic as all that.”

      I didn’t reply except to continue laughing at my own joke.

      The school parade could still be heard from outside, and it was already a few blocks down. The music was peppered with screaming, chatter, laughter, and bouts of trumpets.
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      She poured me the steaming cup of coffee.

      “For you, Mr. Sparling,” she handed me a few packs of sugar, and I ripped them open to pour them all in.

      “Thank you,” I muttered, taking a long sip.

      I grimaced a little and sat it back down, unwinding my fingers from the mug. “Really hot. Good, though.”

      “Thank you,” she said as she began to rub at a stubborn stain on the counter.

      I took another sip of coffee, sloshing some onto my fingers when I set the cup down. Absentmindedly, I raised my hand to lick the coffee off. I caught the disgusting habit right away, but she had already seen.

      Idiot.

      It wasn’t the smoothest of moves.

      She paused. “Let me ask you something.”

      I perked up as the words flew out of her mouth. “Okay.” I leaned forward, perking my brows, creating wrinkles on my forehead.

      Instinctively, she leaned forward and smoothed them out with her fingers. Her touch was warm, and as we stared at each other, she ran her fingers over my cheekbones and down my jaw, finding her way to the small curls at the nape of my neck.

      “Would you consider going out with me?”

      “Yes,” I replied without hesitation.

      “Yes?” her voice squeaked a little.

      Straightening my posture, I tilted my head to the side.

      “Yes,” I repeated to make sure she knew I was sure. I hadn’t planned to start something with her but cursed if I could stay away.
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      Wringing the dish towel tightly in my hands, I grinned as we briefly stared at one another—but the spell was broken when the bell above the door rang out.

      Grayson fell onto the stool, and I jumped, my face wrought with guilt. The family that stumbled in hadn’t noticed our shared moment as they threw themselves at the largest table in the nearly empty diner.

      “I’m going to go. Call me later,” he said, hopping off the stool and grabbing his sunglasses to leave. He walked quickly out the door.
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      Life had always been a bit of a blur ever since I’d moved to my uncle’s house, but the upheaval was made a little easier since Alana, and I already had a pretty solid relationship from growing up together and the countless sleepovers throughout the years. Uncle Kyle was everything I thought a dad should be, and my own mom was everything Alana knew a mother shouldn’t be. But by the time I turned fifteen, I knew that Alana and I didn’t quite fit anymore—Alana with her preppy boyfriend and high ponytails, and me with my baggy clothes and a scowl that even the teachers retreated from.

      But then when I turned seventeen, my mom was gone, and things changed. Working in the diner, really working, helped. I hated it, at the time, hated having to give away my weekends to a sullen uncle and annoying customers. But eventually, I realized that Kyle wasn’t punishing me; he was giving me something solid. It had been so unfamiliar that I didn’t recognize it as anything but hard.

      I was eighteen the first time I kissed a boy. We were drunk, and the boy’s lips tasted like spiced rum. Not bad, but not great. By nineteen, I was working full time, begging my uncle for weekends off and the secret ingredient to the pancakes: Kyle never gave me either.

      Alana was married when the boys were one, and she was twenty-two. Her dad died when she was twenty-four. She spent her twenty-fifth birthday drunk in the storage room.

      The years were smashed together, with one or two bright spots decipherable in my memory. I had gotten used to things being blurry, to the years passing by so quickly I spent most of my time running to catch up.

      But suddenly, with the addition of Grayson Sparling in my life, things were suddenly much clearer.

      And, unfortunately, slower. Each hour ticked so slowly as I waited for the phone to ring or the bell to announce Grayson’s arrival. It was a nice note to end on the other day, Grayson’s cheeky grin and flippant “Call me later,” but the reality fell flat. He hadn’t given me his number, and he hadn’t been by the diner since the day of the parade. I was starting to feel like I never should have asked him out in the first place.

      I didn’t really know what I was thinking when I asked Grayson Sparling to go on a date. The man was a celebrity, his face plastered on billboards and magazines. He was a movie star who could have anyone in the world, any Hollywood A-Lister or regular Jane, and I guess I had some audacity to think he’d want to be seen with me. Sure, Grayson had kissed me—but that didn’t have to mean anything. In fact, it probably didn’t. It had probably been a spur of the moment decision that Grayson regretted and that was why he purposefully didn’t give me his number and hadn’t returned to the diner.

      But even though I was pretty certain that was the truth of it, I couldn’t help but hope. So the days dragged by slowly and my chest nearly exploded every time a customer walked in. I hated how clear life suddenly was. I had pretty much convinced myself that Grayson was done with me.

      I almost told Alana about it when I came in for my shifts, but I managed to keep my mouth busy by shoveling in my lunch at a rapid pace. She’d looked at me a little wearily but hadn’t pressed me too far.

      I waited two full days before starting to panic. By the time the fourth day came, I decided I didn’t care at all if Grayson ever showed up. I spent the morning cooking pancakes and omelets and the afternoon had a huge little league baseball team rush, so I made a dozen patty melts and too many orders of fries. By the time Alana showed up, I was grimy from the fry grease and pissed that my heart sped up each time the bell to my own diner rang.

      “You look terrible,” Alana said, instead of a greeting. She rolled her eyes and passed me as she entered the kitchen, delivering a few plates and grabbing some dishes to bus the table. The diner was bustling; I was thankful. I couldn’t obsess over a kiss with a tall, handsome celebrity if I was busy washing dishes and flipping burgers.

      A woman reached out, smiling. “Can I have some coffee, dear?”

      “Right away, ma’am,” I shot her a smile before darting in the back to drop off the dishes. I ignored Alana’s pointed stare in exchange for grabbing a new mug and filling it to the brim, delivering it to the table with the woman.

      I cleaned a few more tables before switching with Alana, letting her deal with the customers while I fixed the plates.

      The rest of the day went by quickly, a break when the lull in the day hit. I ignored most of Alana’s attempts at conversation that weren’t directly about the diner or her boys, even if it seemed to annoy her.

      Eventually, I gave up looking for Grayson completely and left the register to Alana, heading to the storage room to take inventory. After about an hour of counting bulk condiments, my cousin peeked her head into the back room.

      “I’m going to head out,” she said, waving. “No one is here. Want me to lock up?”

      I held up my hand, counting the rest of the napkins on the row I was on. When I had finished, I turned to Alana, offering a small smile. “No, thanks. I’ll get it.”

      She nodded. “Sure thing. See you.”

      I listened as she left, hearing the little bell jingle to mark her departure. I hoped she’d cleaned the tables, but I knew Alana, so it probably would be a bit of a war zone out there. Sighing, I counted the rest of the napkins on the second row, scribbling the answer on a pad of paper I kept in my pocket before going back to the main room.

      There were no dishes left in the dining area, which I counted as a success, even if I’d have to wash all the tables and mop still. It wouldn’t take me too long, especially if Alana had cleaned down the burners. I could be out in an hour, which would give me just enough time to obsess over Grayson some more at home while watching a movie with Madeline before bed.

      I went to the back and grabbed the broom along with a rag to clean off the tables. I was searching for the bottle with the cleaner in it when the bell signaled the opening of the door.

      Seeing Alana’s jacket still on the desk, I smirked. “It’s back here!”

      I heard the door close, and footsteps headed toward me. They sounded hesitant, and I nearly laughed that Alana would be so afraid to come back. “Coming back to help me clean?”

      I leaned down to grab the cleaner, spotting it on the bottom shelf. Instead of Alana’s voice, however, a low chuckle filled the room, and I jerked up, hitting my head on the shelf.

      “Incredible,” I muttered, sitting back on my calves and rubbing my head. Standing in the doorway with his hand over his mouth was Grayson.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said from behind his fingers. His eyes were wide, brows far enough raised on his forehead that his pushed down hair mostly hid them. I blinked, dropping my hand from my head. “You—I thought you called me back here.”

      “I thought you were my cousin.” I stood, running my fingers through my hair. It was a bit of a mess after a long day spent at the diner. I knew I looked disheveled, my hair messy and my clothes stained. It was a long day, and I wore each moment on my face and posture. I had to resist the urge to fidget under Grayson’s stare.

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I can leave if you want.” He gestured to the door, though he took a step forward into the room.

      I shook my head. “No, it’s okay.”

      I sat the cleaning supplies down on the desk, next to where the broom was propped. My stomach flipped as I watched him shuffle from one foot to the other, smiling.

      Grayson took his beanie off his head, scrunching the materials in his hands. “You’re closing?”

      I nodded. He looked out the door to the dining area before shrugging and shoving his hat in his jacket pocket. His hair was sticking to his forehead, and his cheeks were bright pink from the chilly evening.

      “Hand me that broom. I’ll help.”

      I waved him off, but he just smiled a little bigger and passed me, grabbing the broom and heading out of the back room, leaving me behind.

      After a moment, I blinked and bit my bottom lip. Fighting my own smile, I grabbed the rag and cleaner and followed him. The smile broke through when I saw that Grayson had deposited his jacket on the counter and was sweeping near the door. His motions were too fast and broad, his eyebrows furrowed and lips pursed as he concentrated on the task. He was wearing another long-sleeved t-shirt, this one a dark purple shade that made his skin seem paler. It was tight enough that I nearly sighed happily watching the muscles on his arms bulge and contract as he swept the floor.

      We worked in tandem quietly, the only sounds in the entire diner being the scraping of the broom’s head on the floor and the soft sounds of me wiping down the tables. Grayson occasionally walked through his own piles, making him mutter under his breath before sweeping the area. I studiously pretended not to notice and continued my own task, cleaning tables and chairs before putting the chairs on top of the tables to allow him to sweep under them.

      I would probably have to re-sweep the floor when he left before I mopped, but I liked that he was trying. I liked the menial tasks to be passed with him there, sleeves pressed to his elbows and tongue slipped out of his mouth as he concentrated. He looked adorable.

      When he accidentally dragged the broom through another swept pile, I had to turn around to hide my laugh. I didn’t move fast enough, though, and Grayson, of course, saw.

      “Are you laughing at me?” he asked, his jaw dropping as he threw his arms out. “I’m helping.”

      I didn’t bother swallowing my new round of giggles. “You’re certainly trying.”

      His own mouth twitched, an almost smile, that was replaced by a sharp glare I thought was a little forced. “You’re positively cruel.”

      I grinned. “You’re terrible at sweeping.” I started to giggle again, and this time, he joined me. “Have you ever even seen a broom before?”

      Grayson dropped the broom and shook his head, his own grin wide now. “I have, thank you very much.”

      I nodded playfully, mockingly. I finished wiping down the table I was on and started moving the chairs. “You’ve just never used one, then.”

      He laughed. “Rude.” He moved over to where I was and lifted the last chair. Teasingly, he raised an eyebrow and said, “You’re welcome.”

      My shoulders shook as I tried not to laugh again. “Thank you.”

      The diner was far from finished, though there was only one table left and the sweeping he had done—while terribly executed—did help some. He sat on one of the bar stools and placed his chin on his hand, cocking his head and looking pointedly at the stool next to him. I joined him quickly.

      “I really do appreciate your help,” I said after a beat. He shrugged one shoulder, but his lips quirked in a pleased smile, and he scrunched his nose, the little freckles drawing my attention again. I wanted to draw the constellations with them. We were close, our knees brushing. I folded my hands in my lap to avoid doing something dumb.

      The silence between us was nice. He just watched me, his eyes slowly dragging across my face, down my neck and chest before raising again and capturing my gaze. My mouth was too dry to bother trying to start a conversation, and I liked the feeling that blossomed in my chest from his attention. It felt warm, and though I knew I was probably just imagining it, I thought I could smell cinnamon from being this close to him.

      Grayson lifted his head and dropped his arm onto the counter, his fingers drumming against the top in a slow patterning. His eyes were a stormier blue today than they had been the other day. Like the sky in the winter time, when it has been snowing, and you think that it might start again any second, like a bruise formed out of the atmosphere. I liked this color, too.

      “I kept waiting for you to call,” he said slowly after a moment. He flattened his hand on the countertop, and my fingers burned with the desire to cover them. It would be warm and masculine, and I thought maybe Grayson wouldn’t mind so much and—

      My head snapped up, eyes wide as I took in his words. “You never gave me your number, so I didn’t know how to get in touch with you. I kept hoping you’d come by the diner!” I blurted out.

      Grayson’s mouth twitched, and he nodded. His expression reminded me of summertime, even if his eyes were winter. “I know. Or, well, I realized that. Today. I just got swamped with this latest project.”

      My whole body relaxed, nearly sagging off of the stool. He wasn’t avoiding me. He’d just been too busy to come see me.

      Well, I could hardly blame him for that. I’d been afraid to call him, just as he’d been too occupied with work to come to the diner. I had forgotten to get his number just as much as Grayson had forgotten to give it to me.

      “So,” Grayson continued. “I decided to come find you myself.”

      “Oh.” My throat was dry again. I swallowed heavily. “I’m—glad.”

      “Good.”

      “So.”

      “So.”

      “Um. Can I—well, can I have your number now?” I winced, scratching at the sore spot above my ear. I kept my hand there while I waited, holding my breath. Did I have to sound so nervous? Couldn’t I just ask for the guy’s number without wanting to immediately hide in the supply room?

      Grayson, luckily, didn’t seem to notice my horrified reaction to my own nerves. His eyebrows jumped and his tongue swept across his bottom lip as he nodded. “Give me your phone.”

      I jumped up and darted behind the counter, grabbing my cell and handing it to Grayson from behind the barrier. I went and sat next to him again, feeling my cheeks flushing as our knees hit, and he shot me a quick smile.

      He typed into my phone for a moment, and then a ringing sounded from Grayson’s jacket. He reached over, grabbing the jacket from a few seats away. The thin shirt rose, a strip of skin and carved muscles peeking out. I tried to avert my eyes but instead stared harder.

      When he relaxed back in his seat, he was holding his phone. “There,” he said. “Now I have yours, too.”

      I grinned. “Good.”

      He nodded, drumming a finger over his lips before dropping his hand. He put an elbow on the counter and pushed himself up again, looking at me with a teasing smirk. “So, when’s our date?”

      “Our date?” My heart stopped for a moment before kicking into overdrive, thumping against my chest aggressively.

      “Yeah, our date.” His voice went from light and playful to deep and serious, sending small shock waves down my spine. “You’d better not forget. This matters to me.”

      I felt like he might be composed of helium. “It does?”

      Grayson tilted his head up, his strong jaw flexing for a moment before he let his head drop again, a short nod. “Yes,” he said carefully, watching my expression. “You matter to me.”

      Warmth flooded me at his words. I briefly fantasized about biting that jaw lightly and running my lips over the smooth surface of his neck.

      “Friday?” I asked a little hoarsely.

      He nodded, eagerly. His shoulders raised, his posture straight and his eyes flickering down to my lips quickly before coming back up to my eyes. “Perfect.”

      “Perfect,” I repeated.

      Grayson’s phone rang and, after a few rings, he huffed and glanced at it. He rolled his eyes and silenced it, offering me a one shoulder shrug. I shrugged back.

      “What are we going to do?” he asked, leaning a bit closer. His lips parted, eyes still stormy, and I nearly sighed. “Movies, dinner, beach walking? The classics? Or, let me guess.” He smirked, leaning back as he appraised me, narrowing his eyes. He looked positively dangerous like this. My pulse hammered as I waited to hear what he would say. “Something crazy. Like paintballing or community service.”

      I licked my lips, clearing my throat. “Haven’t decided. You’ve given me quite a spectrum to work toward.”

      His eyes widened in consideration. “That I have.”

      He leaned on his fist, blinking and looking at me. His expression shifted, nearing a frown as if he was contemplating something heavy. His phone rang again, and he silenced it without even looking.

      I didn’t know where I was supposed to take him for our date. What kind of date would he even like? I was hoping he’d take me out, but he was new in town, so I suppose that I needed to be his tour guide. He was a celebrity—and not a bad one, either. His face was on every magazine cover, his movies in every theater, his name on every awards list. He was Grayson Sparling, for goodness sake. He could have any date he wanted with anyone he wanted. He could find a model to whisk him off to Paris for dinner or Rio for swimming. He could do anything. What was I, Jade Hunter, small time diner owner, supposed to do? Make him a burger and call it a night?

      And it was already Wednesday—what could I possibly plan and pull off by Friday? It was practically no time at all and with such short notice, there was no way I’d get Alana to cover for him and—

      Alana.

      Oh, shoot.

      Grayson’s phone rang again. He silenced it. “Stop calling,” he grumbled.

      I couldn’t believe I was such an idiot. “Seems important,” I replied, mind still racing. How had I forgotten about Todd’s stupid birthday again? “You can answer it.”

      “Just my manager,” he shrugged. Then his eyes sparkled, his face lighting up. “Doesn’t matter. Not as much as figuring out where we’re going for this date.”

      I groaned, closing my eyes, and my head lolling back. “I can’t.”

      I sighed heavily and shook my head remorsefully. Just my luck. I sat straight again, looking at a very confused Grayson.

      “Why not?” he asked, his lips pulling into what was dangerously close to a pout.

      I couldn’t help but start smiling at the look. He might play the dashing lead very well, but he was also possibly the cutest man on the planet.

      And now I had to cancel my date with him because of family. Ugh.

      “It’s my cousin-in-law’s birthday. I have to go to this party for him,” I explained, frowning. “I would just not go, I really would, but, see, Alana—Alana, that’s my cousin—she’s, like, really determined that I go this year and I don’t want to deal with that because, well, you don’t know Alana, but dang, can she keep a grudge,” I quickly spoke the words, throwing them out as I prattled on nervously.

      He blinked. I felt my earlier happiness dissipate.

      “I’m really sorry. I really want to go out; I just can’t. That is unless you want to go to a family party with me.” I gave a half laugh, shaking my head. I could just imagine Madeline’s face.

      Grayson, though, didn’t laugh. “Why not?”

      I stopped short. “Wait, what?”

      He pressed his lips together, turning to look at the signs behind the counter. “I could go with you. That way we can have our date, and Alana won’t hold that grudge.”

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. His hair somehow seemed bigger when I was looking at his profile, his jaw nicely decorated with a five o’clock shadow and his nose straight as he refused to look at me. I considered dismissing his idea and suggesting a different day for the date. I didn’t want Grayson to feel obligated to go to some boring event where Todd would undoubtedly make a jerk out of himself and Madeline would want to take a hundred selfies. But his posture was tight and his hands, on his lap, were clenched into fists.

      I didn’t know why, but I was pretty sure that this mattered to him. I mean, really mattered. For some reason, he wanted this. And, if I was being honest, so did I.

      “We can leave whenever you want.”

      His head turned sharply, his eyes widening. The open, nervous expression surprised me, giving me a new bout of warmth inside my stomach. “Okay.”

      “I mean it. You say the word or—or—I don’t know, nudge my knee or something, and we’re out of there. Alana be darned.”

      He scooted a bit closer to me, pressing himself on the edge of the stool. He nodded.

      “You’ll have to tell me if you’re uncomfortable,” I insisted.

      “I will,” he promised, nodding solemnly. He looked incredibly earnest as if he was vowing something much more serious to him.

      “Well then,” I shook my head, even if I couldn’t swallow my smile enough to look serious. “Looks like we’ve got a plan.”

      His returning smile burst across his attractive face, making my chest ache. “It’s a date.”

      The ringing of his phone broke our trance, and he cursed, grabbing it. He was about to silence it when I reached out, gently touching his hand. He turned to me with his eyebrows raised.

      Blushing, I dropped my hand. It stung as if it had been burned. “You should answer it.”

      He cocked his head. “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded, studiously pretending like my face wasn’t a bright pink from the touch. “I’ve got to finish cleaning anyway, so.” I shrugged.

      Grayson ran a hand through his hair, looking at the floor as a smirk pulled at his lips. He glanced up at me through his lashes, hand still wound in the thick, curly hair and eyes burning nearly indigo.

      “Alright,” he said, drawing the word out slowly. He stood, grabbing his jacket. “I’ll go.”

      I stood, my knees wobbly as I sucked in a deep breath. “Want to meet here? At, say, seven?”

      He nodded. The phone had stopped ringing, but he still made no move to check to see who had called. He shoved it into his pocket instead and took a step toward me.

      Gently, he lowered his lips to mine, very softly touching them, tantalizing me. I leaned in, gasping quietly as I parted my lips as I tried to press them harder against his. He was so close. His breath smelled like chocolate, and I just knew that the taste would mix with cinnamon until I was heady from the concoction.

      He allowed a brief second of our lips touching before he pulled away, pupils dilated, and cheeks flushed. “I’ll see you on Friday, diner girl.”

      He left, once again, with my fingers still pressed to my lips and my veins on fire. When I finally got my wits back about me, he was long gone, and only one thought was running through my head.

      It was going to be a long two days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Jade

        

      

    
    
      The wind curled around us, seeping in through my thin jean jacket. I regretted not bringing my good coat, regretted not opening the door immediately, and in fact, regretted even going on this date in the first place. What was I thinking? Inviting Grayson Sparling to a family dinner—Alana would be there, not to mention her husband and Madeline. There was no way I was going to get out of this party unscathed.

      I had been right the other day. It had been an impossible two days as I waited for the party to roll around. I had meant to tell Alana and Madeline about the date so they would know I was bringing someone, but I couldn’t. Every time I tried, my throat closed up, and my head swam with a fogginess that left me dizzy. I knew they’d have a million questions that I wasn’t ready to answer. But now, standing in front of the door, it seemed ridiculous. How could I not warn them? They were going to kill me.

      I stole a glance—Grayson, looking fine in a thick scarf that matched the new beanie he tugged over his head keeping him warm. He didn’t even look a bit nervous, which I supposed made sense: what about going to a small, family birthday party would be nerve wracking for a movie star? This night probably wasn’t even a drop in the ocean of parties he’d been to. It was just one more thing that we didn’t have in common.

      His teeth sunk into his bottom lip and he glanced at me, raising an eyebrow. His lips were quirked, not quite a smile, and my chest warmed at the sight. His smile widened, and I thought that his cheeks were warming, too.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I said. He rolled his eyes immediately, having heard me say this at least a dozen times since we’d met at the diner at close. He hadn’t once suggested he didn’t want to be there, but I knew he was probably just pretending to be polite. He was an actor, after all. It couldn’t have been that hard to pretend like he wanted to be somewhere he didn’t. “I really don’t mind.”

      “Well,” he raised his hand, bending his fingers into a fist before letting it hover above the door, poised to knock. “I do. We’re going.”

      I had to check one last time. “Are you sure?”

      He laughed, knocking on the door three times before turning to face me more fully. “Positive.” He grinned, eyes twinkling. “I’m looking forward to their stories about you.”

      My mouth fell open. I hadn’t even thought about that. What was I getting myself into? I groaned as Alana threw the door open.

      “Jade!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “I thought for sure you weren’t going to—well, hello.”

      Alana’s eyes were comically wide, her expression just shy of panicked. I knew the feeling. I wondered if I’d end up sitting in her pantry, too.

      Grayson looked between us, a frown pulling at the lines of his face. I offered him a one shoulder shrug. Alana blinked, hard. I pulled my jacket tighter around my body, tilting my head toward Alana, trying to convey my exasperation as subtly as I could.

      She whipped her head toward me, jaw still dropped, and then looked back at Grayson. Her brow furrowed as she considered and then, swallowing hard, smiled tightly.

      “Who is this?” she asked, slowly. Grayson smiled.

      “Hi,” he reached for her hand, holding it between his briefly, smiling. “I’m Grayson. You must be Alana.”

      The sound that rushed from her was nearly a squawk. “I—yes.”

      I was impressed. I didn’t think my cousin had it in her to not immediately scream his name. Of course, she’d handled herself in the diner that day he’d been in, and the second time, too. But surely there was some unspoken rule about being normal when celebrities were your customers that didn’t apply when they showed up on your doorstep with your cousin.

      Thankfully, Alana, though looking close to fainting, was holding her own. She even pretended not to recognize him. I’d have to give her a day off next week to thank her.

      No one had spoken since Alana’s squawk, so I cleared my throat. They ignored me, though Grayson did drop his hands from Alana’s. She continued to stare, and I nearly grabbed Grayson by the scarf and dragged him away. The wind picked up a bit, and I shivered. I cleared my throat again, this time more pointedly.

      Grayson shot me a look before turning back to Alana pleasantly. “Thank you so much for having me. I know this is a family event.”

      “Oh!” Alana leaned against the doorframe, though it seemed more out of necessity than to be casual. “It’s—of course, yes.”

      I’d had enough. “Can we come in?” I asked pointedly.

      They both looked at me with sharp stares, and I would have laughed if I wasn’t so cold.

      “Sure, sure,” Alana finally got out of the doorway, opening the door wide enough for us to pass her. “Come on in.”

      Grayson passed her first, murmuring a “thank you” as he took his beanie off. This one was a dark gray. It wasn’t my favorite, but it looked stylish, which I supposed Grayson might have been going for. Grayson walked down the small entryway, eyes flickering around as he paused to look at the photos that adorned the wall. I went to join him, shuffling past my cousin, but her hand shot out and wrapped around my wrist.

      I raised an eyebrow, and she narrowed her eyes. Through clenched teeth, she called toward Grayson. “Jade’s going to help me in the kitchen for a minute.” Alana tore her eyes from mine, breaking our eye contact, to glance at Grayson. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      He waved us away. “Of course not. I’ll just, you know.” He gestured around noncommittally. Alana nodded and tugged on me until I followed.

      We passed Todd and the boys, but Alana kept her hand on my arm, refusing to let me stop to say hello. She only released me when we pushed through the kitchen door, and even then, she only released me to spin around, tiny fists on her hips as she glared.

      “That is Grayson Sparling,” she hissed, eyes darting toward the door as if he’d hear her. I straightened my shoulders, trying not to sigh heavily; it’d only make her angrier.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “And when, exactly, were you going to tell me that you were bringing Grayson Sparling?”

      She looked furious. I had to steel my body to suppress my wince. “I wasn’t, I guess.”

      “You weren’t going to. That’s right; you just brought him!” Alana stomped her foot, throwing her arms out. “You just brought a celebrity to my house!”

      I crossed my arms, my face pinching in frustration. “You told me I could bring a date.”

      Alana scoffed, turning to the fridge and grabbing the wine. She poured herself a glass and took a long pull of it, all while shooting me undecipherable glances. After the glass was nearly empty, she sat it down and sighed. “Since when do you date celebrities?”

      “I don’t,” I replied. “I date—well, I don’t even date him. I’m just—tonight—”

      Alana froze. When she thawed, she pounced on me, standing so close I had to lean back so I could see her face. “This is your first date?”

      I nodded slowly, my expression making me wince preemptively.

      Alana opened her mouth, potentially in shock or to yell at me, but the kitchen door swung open before I could figure out which.

      “Guys!” Madeline bounded into the room, grabbing my hands to spin me toward her. “You won’t believe who’s in the living room!”

      Dryly, Alana raised an eyebrow and said, “Grayson Sparling?”

      “No, it’s Grayson—” Madeline dropped my hands and blinked at Alana. “How did you know that?”

      Alana handed her the glass of wine, and Madeline drank the rest of it. “It’s my house, Madeline. I answered the door.”

      “Oh,” Madeline deflated a bit, pouting. “That’s right.”

      “Also,” Alana shot me a glance, and I tensed. “He’s here with Jade.”

      Madeline turned to me quickly, the glass nearly slipping from her grasp. I grabbed it and set it on the island, glaring at Alana.

      “Alana,” I said sharply. She shrugged unrepentantly, folding her arms across her chest.

      “It’s true.”

      “Well,” I looked between them, deflating a bit. “Yeah.”

      Madeline stared at me, expression softening until it was completely blank. “How are you here with Grayson Sparling?”

      I shuffled my feet, shrugging. Alana rolled her eyes. “He came into the diner a while back, you know. I told you about it! Jade didn’t even recognize him.”

      “You’ve been seeing him since then?” Madeline demanded.

      “No,” I said a little defensively. “Tonight is technically the first time we’re seeing each other.”

      “Outside of the diner,” Alana supplied.

      I felt my face heating up under their scrutiny. “Well, no. I mean, we bumped into each other outside of the diner. At, um, well, outside your place, Madeline.”

      Madeline made a protesting sound with her throat. “You bumped into Grayson Sparling outside of my store, and you didn’t even introduce us?”

      I scratched at a sore spot behind my ear. “Todd’s probably boring him. I should, you know, rescue him.” I gestured toward the door that led to the living room, backing away from my very angry cousin and roommate. They were quite a pair, always had been, and I knew they could rip me to shreds if they wanted. Together, they were a combined force to be reckoned with.

      “Fine,” Alana growled. “But this conversation,” she made a sweeping motion between the three of us, “is not over.”

      “So not over,” Madeline muttered in agreement.

      I nodded quickly. Anything to end this for the time being, when my noisy brother-in-law and celebrity date weren’t a few feet away, probably listening. I slipped out of the kitchen and into the living room before they could rethink letting me leave.

      As expected, Todd sat on the couch, talking lowly with Grayson. Grayson’s head shot up when I entered the room, a bright smile blossoming on his face. He lifted a hand, wiggling his fingers a bit, before turning his attention back to Todd.

      Todd, it seemed, didn’t care that the random date I had brought to his birthday celebration was a celebrity. I heard the distinctly boring conversation of the insurance business wafting from the couch and almost considered going back into the kitchen to avoid listening to Todd suggest we up our coverage another time.

      I sat on the arm of the couch because Grayson smiled at me again. His eyes lingered, and his eyes rolled just a little, enough to tell me he was trying to be polite. Todd continued the story, and Grayson nodded, pretending to care. I absently thought that he really was a good actor.

      “How’s your birthday going, Todd?” I cut into their conversation. I couldn’t take it. I really didn’t care about fraudulent claims, and I’m sure Grayson didn’t either. Todd blinked, pushing his glasses up on his nose, and looked at me for the first time.

      His smile was a bit tight, but then, mine probably was, too. “It’s going well, thank you.”

      Madeline and Alana came from the kitchen; heads huddled as they muttered to each other, with drinks for the five of us. Alana sat on the couch next to her husband while Madeline threw herself into the chair across from us after passing a drink to me. She tugged on her skirt, pulling it down a bit, before giving me a look I couldn’t decipher. Madeline rolled her eyes when she realized I didn’t know what she was trying to say.

      “It’s been great,” Alana argued with a smile. She gave Todd and Grayson their drinks before throwing an arm around her husband. Then she turned to Madeline and wiggled her eyebrows. “More than great.”

      Todd blushed while Grayson and Madeline laughed with Alana. I fought to not roll my eyes.

      “So, Grayson,” Alana turned her attention to my date, painting a politely interested smile on her face. I could still see the slight hint of over exuberance in her eyes, giving her a little bit of a crazy look. I knew she was trying, though. “I assume you’ve been introduced to my husband here.”

      Grayson nodded, his smile hitting politely interested much more genuinely. I wondered if he was ready to leave yet. Hesitantly, I dropped my hand to his shoulder, squeezing softly. His head whipped around to look at me, his expression gleeful before relaxing a bit. He leaned into my touch before looking around the room again.

      “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of your acquaintance, however,” he said to Madeline.

      Madeline, for potentially the first time, seemed to be at a loss for words. She opened and closed her mouth several times. Grayson frowned.

      “That’s Madeline,” I took pity on her. “She’s my roommate.”

      My voice seemed to snap Madeline awake. “Yes, hi, I’m Madeline. Designated best friend.”

      Alana scoffed as her eyes flashed in anger. “I think I get that job.”

      Madeline waved the thought away dismissively. “You’re family, doesn’t count.”

      I held my hands up to stop them from arguing further. “No need to fight, I like you both equally. Which is to say, not at all, at the moment!”

      Everyone laughed, the tension broken. Grayson took a sip of the drink, settling back into the couch a bit. My fingers brushed against his neck, and we both smiled.

      “So, I know what Jade and Alana do,” Grayson said, looking around at all of us. “And I’m well-versed in Todd’s job, I would say.” He nudged Todd, who guffawed loudly. I raised an eyebrow in surprise. I couldn’t believe we were all getting along. “What is it that you do, Madeline?”

      Her eyes glazed over a bit when her name fell from his lips, but she quickly shook her head. “I manage a bookstore in town. The Bookies. It’s mostly college kids and older people who haven’t figured out eBooks yet, but it’s nice. I do okay.”

      I scoffed. “More than nice. It’s the best bookstore in the state; I’m positive.”

      “Sure, Jade,” Madeline brushed off the compliment but preened a little anyway.

      “It sounds lovely,” Grayson offered, nodding his head as if what he said was an assurance. “I’ll have to visit it while I’m in town.”

      Alana pounced on that. “And how long will that be, Grayson?”

      “About two more months, right?” I answered for him, looking down to confirm with Grayson. He paused, glancing around, before nodding.

      “Yes.”

      The conversation flowed easily from there, the five of us chatting easily. Grayson was witty, quick on his feet, and I couldn’t help but keep my hand on the back of his neck, my fingers lightly running over the nape of his neck where his hair was soft and short. Grayson’s eyes came over to me every few minutes, the angle we sat letting me be taller than him for the first time. I felt completely enthralled with Grayson’s every breath and word.

      Grayson fit easily into our quirky dynamic, something that I hadn’t even dared hope for. The four of us—Madeline, Alana, Todd and me—had been a group since high school. Even though Todd and I had always had our differences, we never had an issue being a part of the same small family. Madeline and I had occasionally brought in significant others, but no one had ever been able to make an impression on the group dynamic. It was always uncomfortable, slightly apart from what it should be.

      But Grayson laughed at Todd’s stories and let Madeline read his palm and complimented Alana endlessly. He caught onto the slightly antagonistic joking atmosphere quickly and joined in, unafraid to mock and be mocked.

      And, too, it looked like he was genuinely having a good time. I liked the way his head lolled back, throat exposed as his laughter spilled to mix with ours. He was beautiful, breathtakingly so, but also so right with the rest of us.

      “This is so good,” Grayson moaned around a mouthful of cake. “It’s so good.”

      Alana clapped, delighted. “I’m glad you think so.”

      We’d just sung Happy Birthday for Todd, who unnecessarily gave an awkward speech at the end where he thanked Alana profusely. The two had kissed, and Grayson clapped while Madeline cheered.

      I had served the cake, taking care to give Grayson an especially big piece. They all pretended not to notice, though Madeline had been smirking ever since.

      “Tell me you’re putting cake on the menu,” Grayson said imploringly to me before shoving another forkful in his mouth.

      I smiled fondly. “That’s up to Alana over here. I refuse to bake.”

      “That’s true,” Alana nodded, setting her own plate down nearly untouched. Despite being a brilliant baker, she hated sweets. I would never understand it. “You should try my pies.”

      Todd started nodding emphatically. “They’re incredible, Grayson, they really are.”

      Alana went on a short tangent about the different types of pies she made. Madeline and I exchanged eye rolls while Grayson watched, eyes glazed over and mouth parting.

      “That’s everything,” he muttered, turning to me. “I want pie with my omelet.”

      I nudged him with my knee. “That can be arranged.”
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      We chatted about the different things on Kyle’s menu while finishing the cake off. When Alana and Madeline went to top off everyone’s drinks, and Todd snuck upstairs to check on the boys, I scooted across the carpet, so my head was next to Jade’s knee. She was now sitting on the couch, and I rested my head against her leg. We had moved into different sitting arrangements when Madeline was reading palms. At first, I had been bothered that we weren’t sitting right next to each other, but seeing Jade smile down at me with my chin propped on her knee, I wanted to thank her weird roommate. There was something about Jade that drew me in. I couldn’t keep my distance any longer.

      “Hi,” I said softly, my cheek nuzzling a bit on her. Her breathing seemed to increase as I continued to nuzzle her leg.

      “Hi,” she repeated. “How are you?”

      I smiled. “Really good. I like them.”

      I saw a grin break across her face as she heard my words. “I’m glad.”

      I lifted my head off of her leg. “It’s—they’re just really nice.”

      She nodded. “They’re my best friends.”

      I looked back toward the door when Madeline’s raucous laughter broke through the room.

      “I can see why,” I said.

      She looked so soft. I wanted to run my fingers through her hair. Her teeth sunk into her bottom lip briefly before letting it go. The lip blushed red from the bite, and I wanted so badly to sink my own teeth into that lip.

      Her hands were on her knees, and I looked at her again, lifting my hand so that our fingers were intertwined. It was so wonderful. I couldn’t help but want more.

      “So,” she said in a whisper. “Do I get a second date?”

      My eyes widened. She was being so bold, I loved this side of her just as much as I loved her sass. My lips spread in the widest smile, teeth peeking out helplessly as I grinned.

      “Absolutely.”

      I decided that I didn’t care if we were at her cousin’s house or that I was a movie star. I didn’t care that her friends could walk in on us. I didn’t care. I had to taste her mouth now.

      I tugged on her hand gently until she slid off the couch and into my lap, keeping her hand tightly in mine, and pressed my lips against hers. I kissed her with all of the emotion churning within me.
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      The next two weeks moved in that ridiculously slow speed that I was struggling to get used to. I wasn’t accustomed to each moment dragging by slowly, like nails lightly scraping through hair and lips slowly moving across skin. But Grayson’s presence made everything easier.

      Each morning while I tossed vanilla and flour together, cracked eggs and added sugar, pinching salt to add to the pancake mixture, I thought about the laugh that Grayson sometimes did, where he held his arms around his waist tightly and scrunched his face together as tears threatened to spill from the sides of his eyes. I flipped omelets while thinking about the shades of blues I’d seen in Grayson’s eyes—everything from a soft, pastel blue to the deepest sea shades—and while I mixed coffees and cocoas, I thought about the cinnamon taste of Grayson’s mouth.

      When I swept, I had to keep my lips pressed tightly together so I wouldn’t think about all the times Grayson came to the diner to try and help me close up. I had to avert my eyes from the magazines when I was at the grocery store; sure I’d buy every last one if Grayson’s face was on them.

      By the second week, we spent every evening together. Some were spent pursuing Madeline’s shelves at The Bookies, reading out lines that were particularly good to each other as our legs intertwined and our hands held each other. Others, I grilled supper for us while Grayson complained about the industry he’d been in since he was a kid.

      It surprised me sometimes how much Grayson seemed to dislike about his job. Of course, I should have realized that being a celebrity wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. A lot of pressure, of course, and a lack of privacy. He had confessed that he was nervous that someone would tip off the paparazzi about his vacation, that he’d have his time here cut short by his least favorite part of his life. After he told me that, I had stopped asking him to go out to the movies or dinner someplace that wasn’t the diner. I didn’t want him to leave anymore than he wanted to.

      I groaned when the coffee spilled from my hands, coating the counter with the dry grounds. He was supposed to stop by after my shift today—it was two weeks after our first date, and Alana was going to close since she’d taken the last few days off and he had been planning a date for us. It was the first one that I hadn’t planned, even though mostly we just watched a movie in my living room and kissed when Madeline went to bed.

      I felt like a teenager most nights, panting on the futon with my—well, boyfriend wasn’t quite the word I should use. But he definitely wasn’t just my friend, either.

      I shook my head. I was nervous. I wondered if I’d ever get over these butterflies in my stomach or if it was just part of the package.

      The door opened, the bell jingling, and I jumped. More coffee spilled.

      “Jeez,” Alana laughed as she passed me to drop off her coat and bag in the back. “Someone’s jumpy!”

      I rolled my eyes, then went and swept the grounds into my hand and cleaned up my mess while Alana went and washed up. She came back, leaning her hip against the doorframe and her eyebrow raised as she dried her hands on a washcloth.

      “What’s up, Jade?”

      She refilled the coffee pot like I had been trying to do, pouring in the coffee and then the water before flipping the switch.

      “So,” I said, pointedly ignoring her scoff. “The place shouldn’t be too busy tonight.”

      Alana continued to watch me as she moved around, tidying up the space near the register and coffee pots. “I think I can handle it, boss lady.”

      I smiled to myself, checking to make sure none of the customers needed a refill or anything before I left them to Alana.

      I had worried, a while ago, that Alana would resent me for taking her father’s spot as manager in the diner. It was, after all, her legacy, not mine. But Alana knew what Kyle meant to me and what this diner meant to me. She had her boys and Todd; I had Kyle’s.

      But, it seemed, that I had worried for nothing. Alana didn’t mind having me as a boss any more than she minded having me as a roommate when we were teenagers, and I moved in with them. Alana was always good like that.

      “So,” she said, effectively interrupting my reminiscing. “What’s this fancy date?” I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading on my lips. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Grayson’s planning it.”

      “Ooh,” she teased, wiggling her eyebrows. I laughed, and her own answering smile was soft. She opened her mouth before hesitating and closing it again.

      I sighed and turned around, leaning my back on the counter so I could cross my arms and fix her with my best cousin stare. One raised eyebrow, chin slightly jutted—she wilted a bit, and I struggled to contain my grin that the look still worked on her. “What is it, Alana?”

      She tapped her foot on the floor a few times before sighing heavily. “Just—I’m happy for you. He seems to make you really happy.”

      I relaxed, my face spasming until I let the smile morph my expression. I dropped one arm, the other raising to run my hand across my face in a pointless effort to hide my blush.

      Alana patted my arm, knowing me well enough to know I’d never be able to reply, her low chuckle matching my own laugh. “Go have fun,” she said, shoving me a bit. She dropped her hand and smiled at me.

      “Okay,” I raised my shoulders, ducking my head a little even as my blush burned brighter. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Alana.”

      “See you, Jade.”

      I raced home, nerves and excitement too strong for me to be bothered by the rain that started to lightly splatter on me. The walk was brisk, and I was home in no time, jumping into the shower and scrubbing at my hair vigorously.

      I had no idea what Grayson had planned, but I was determined to not smell like waffles and French fries for once. I was going to look sexy.

      By the time five o’clock rolled around, and I was ready to head to Grayson’s hotel, I had changed three times and nearly canceled five. I would be a bit earlier than the five thirty we agreed to, but there was no way I could sit in my apartment any longer. I was too excited.

      I’d dropped Grayson off at his hotel plenty of times, but hadn’t actually gone inside. It was grand looking, compared to the little dumps I was used to staying in. I hesitated by the door, glancing at my outfit. Just skinny jeans and a casual green blouse. I would stick out like a sore thumb if I went in there.

      I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      I rode the elevator, texting him that I was on my way to the room I’d been told to go to. I wasn’t sure if we were going out or staying in, but it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that this was the first real date he had planned and we were going to be together.

      My whole body thrummed with anticipation.

      I counted the doors slowly, checking my phone half a dozen times to make sure I didn’t accidentally knock on the wrong one. That would be so like me. When I finally reached the door that read 710B, I knocked gently on the wood.

      The door flew open nearly immediately. I jumped.

      Grayson, in all his glorious, sculpted beauty, was a mess.

      I had never seen him so disheveled—shirt unbuttoned and askew, face coated with a sheen of sweat, hair pressed down on his forehead. He was panting a bit, eyes a little wild, and he had a smear of what appeared to be flour decorating his cheek. He didn’t say anything, just clenched the door and stared at me. He wasn’t even wearing shoes. But it was his chiseled chest that had my attention. I couldn’t stop staring.

      His heavy breathing filled the silence until I managed to get my head wrapped around the image in front of me.

      “Hey,” I said stupidly. He nodded back. We both stood still.

      Grayson was the messiest he’d ever been, but he was the sexiest I’d ever seen him.

      I was pretty sure I’d never been as attracted to him before.

      “Can I come in?” I asked, nearly wincing from the way my voice had raised an octave or two too high. I couldn’t help it; he looked so good. I had never seen him so unpolished, and for the first time, even though he was still crazy beautiful, I felt like maybe I had a shot with this guy. Like maybe he was as normal as the rest of us.

      Grayson’s eyes impossibly widened more. He threw himself out of the way, letting out a quick ouch when his side collided with the door. He rubbed at the sore spot and made a grand sweeping gesture. “Of course! I’m sorry, please.”

      I entered, slowly, and turned to face him. He seemed to have caught his breath and was watching me, apprehensively.

      “You look,” I bit my bottom lip. “Really good.”

      Grayson rolled his eyes, my compliment jolting him out of his trance. He closed the door and ran his hand through his hair. “Please,” he grumbled, tugging on the bottom of his shirt to straighten it. “I look like a mess.”

      I nearly laughed. That much was true. “Yeah,” I agreed, looking him up and down. “You do.”

      His expression darkened, narrowing in on my lips. “Don’t mock me, Hunter.”

      “Wouldn’t dare, Sparling,” I teased. I shook my head, shrugging out of my jacket and moving to hang it on the rack that Grayson was standing next to. “You might be a mess, but you’re a hot one.”

      I froze.

      What was that?

      I looked at Grayson, horrified. He stared at me, mouth parted in a silent ‘O’ before the corners started to lift and his eyes flashed.

      He took a step toward me, tongue darting out to swipe across his lips, while his eyes clouded and his posture straightened. When he reached me, he kept his eyes on my lips and moved close enough that his breath was ghosting against my lips, as he had done the other day.

      The reaction was instant. My knees trembled and my breath caught in my throat, my eyes fluttering closed.

      “What was that?” he murmured, lips so close I could practically feel them. My eyes flew open when his hand curled around my hip, pulling me closer to him. His other hand cupped my cheek, thumb swiping across the skin. I felt my body tremble.

      “I—” I swallowed, shaking my head. he tugged me even tighter against him, pressing our bodies flush against one another. I bit my lip hard to hold in the moan.

      “I think I like you like this,” he murmured, nose running along my jaw slowly. He lowered his mouth to my neck, pressing an open kiss against it. I gasped at the exquisite feeling. “I was trying to cook you dinner. I even bought wine,” he whispered softly in my ear.

      He pulled back, his eyes hooded as he stared at my lips. I tried to keep my shivers under control. “But I think I want to change our date. I like you like this, shaking for me.”

      My body betrayed me, my hips thrusting a little against him. He was so close, pressing against me. The feeling was heady.

      I tried to reach up to capture his lips, but he pulled back, smiling dangerously. “Tell me. Is that okay with you?”

      He pulled further away, hands moving up my side, and I nearly whimpered as Grayson retreated. “What?” I couldn’t remember what we were talking about.

      His jaw ticked, and I watched him swallow hard. “Is it okay if I change our plans, Jade?”

      My name sounded so warm in his mouth. “Yes,” I nodded for emphasis.

      He smiled sexily. “Good.”

      His hands wound themselves in my hair, fingers scraping against my scalp and sweeping away the tendrils of hair to move my mouth closer to his own. This kiss was hard and demanding, something so unlike the others we’d shared. Instead of gentle romance and cinnamon-flavored nerves, this was desperate and fast. He slipped his tongue into my mouth, both of us fighting for dominance in the kiss. I surprised myself as I moved my lips over his with a bruising harshness, pulling back only when my lungs were screaming for air.

      He allowed himself to be separated but kept his eyes trained on my swollen lips. I wasn’t much better, my own gaze hard on his pink mouth and nearly all black eyes. He looked predatory, something dangerous and devilish standing in the hotel room.

      My hands shook, but I ignored the thick anxiety swimming through my veins as I raised them, pushing at his unbuttoned shirt as he shrugged his shoulders to help me with my mission. My heart hammered in my chest, so fast and loud I thought, briefly, that I might actually pass out. I wouldn’t mind if this were my last moment; standing inches from Grayson Sparling, with fluffy hair messy from his fingers, his lips swollen from our kisses, pupils blown from desire for me. It was so much more than I’d ever expected.

      He swallowed, and my eyes narrowed onto the motion, watching his Adam’s apple bob around the swallow. My face flushed with the desire to nip at the skin there, to kiss hard enough that he was bruised and marred from me.

      He reached for me, tongue darting out to wet his bottom lip. He popped open the top two buttons on my shirt, grinning at me. He was positively breathtaking, and I vowed, at that moment, to give him whatever he wanted, so long as he was willing to keep looking at me like that. Finished with my buttons, he pulled my blouse open and stared at my exposed body. I was wearing a plain white bra, but his jaw had dropped open in awe.

      “If I had known—” Grayson started to say, his voice low, a thick sound like gravel scraping against the road. He stopped himself, swallowed, and then spoke again. “Dang, I knew you were beautiful, Jade, but if I had known this is what you were hiding, I would have tried to get you into my bedroom a long time ago.”

      My whole body tensed before releasing in a thousand pinpricks of jostled nerve endings, a shiver running down my spine. Good lord.

      My jaw ticked, my hands clenching into fists by my side before I released them, taking a step forward. I wanted to say something, to explain that he was the one who looked good, that he was something—something more. He had said that I mattered, but I wasn’t sure I could believe that. He could have anyone, and in a few weeks when he went back to his real life, the life of a Hollywood star, he would forget all about me.

      Until then, I suppose he wanted me. Grayson looked at me with blue eyes darkened to nearly black, wet lips, and a smile that made me tremble, and for now, that was going to be enough. I was going to let this be enough. Even though he was something so much more to me, I was okay with just being this to him. It was more than I deserved and I was grateful for it. For holding hands in a bookstore and smiling over dinners and kisses that begged for more. I was grateful, and this was enough. For now.

      But I wasn’t good with words, let alone declarations, so I just pressed as close as I could, and let my lips show him what I felt in a different way.

      “Goodness,” he groaned, head lolling back to allow me more access as I attacked his neck, small kisses, little licks and nips against the tender flesh. He gasped, hips rolling hard as I worked.

      My ministrations faltered to a stop when he grabbed my hips and rocked his pelvis against mine again, our bodies pressing against each other at a stuttering pace, his hard lines and coiled muscles rutting against my softer ones as the feeling in my veins got hotter and hotter.

      He grabbed my chin roughly, pulling me up before kissing me harshly. It wasn’t comfortable, instead all teeth and tongue at a rapid pace that our bodies struggled to keep up with. I slid my hands up his torso, his undershirt hitching on one of my fingers and rising as I dragged my fingernails against his bare abs. When I swiped my thumbs over his exposed nipples, he hissed, head thrown back and hitting hard against the door we had stumbled into. The sound was hard and forced our mouths apart, but I didn’t hesitate. I pressed my lips to the dip of his collarbone, sucking on the skin and smoothing it over with the flat of my tongue as profanities fell from his mouth. I couldn’t believe how forward I was behaving, but I didn’t care.

      He pushed me back. I looked up, eyes wide as I took a stumbling step backward, his smile sharp as he took long steps to close the space to follow me. I didn’t realize I was still backing up until the back of my knees hit the edge of the bed. His smirk was punctuated by a flash in his dark eyes, and he pushed me, letting me fall onto the bed before leaning over to kiss the bare skin of my belly.

      I nearly blacked out when his lips pressed my hot skin.

      I nearly passed out a second time when the phone across the room rang, and he pulled away, growling in frustration.

      “Ignore it,” I gasped, throwing my hands to his shoulders to keep him there. His eyes snapped back to mine, and his expression shifted, beautifully dangerous. He stared at me as the phone continued to ring. It finally stopped ringing, and he wasn’t an inch away from my mouth when it started to ring again.

      “Dang it,” he muttered, dropping a quick peck onto my mouth before stalking over to the phone, yanking it from its charger. “What?” he snarled.
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      Holy trash, I couldn’t believe Chris had such lousy timing. Of all the times to call. I had started attempting to put dinner together, but I only knew half of what I was doing. Still, I wanted to do a good job to try to impress my gorgeous, green-eyed diner girl. I spilled flour everywhere and had essentially made a mess of the kitchen in my suite. By the time Jade had arrived, I was a nervous wreck. I heard her knock and rushed to answer the door, excited as all perdition.

      Once I opened the door though, I wasn’t even thinking about dinner. Seeing Jade at the door to my room, dang, I could barely think. She was so breathtaking. Even dressed casually she was stunning. The green blouse matched her beautiful eyes, and the jeans and boots she had on only accentuated her curvy body.

      I was coming undone listening to her tease me. My expression darkened, narrowing in on those gorgeous lips.

      At her words, I felt the arousal I’d been keeping at bay cut loose.

      I stepped closer to Jade, keeping my eyes on those luscious lips as I wrapped my hand around her hip to pull her closer. “What was that?” I murmured.

      My other hand cupped her cheek, thumb swiping across her soft, dewy skin. I felt her body tremble, and I felt my already hard cock grow even harder.

      She started to speak, but I tugged her against me, pressing our bodies flush against one another. I held back the groan that was rumbling in my chest.

      “I think I like you like this,” I murmured, running my nose along her jawline slowly, teasingly. I began kissing her neck. “I was trying to cook you dinner. I even bought wine.” I whispered, my arousal evident.

      Pulling back, I looked down at Jade, gazing intensely at her lips. “But I think I want to change our date. I like you like this, shaking for me.”

      She thrust against me as she reached for my lips, making me want to strip her bare. But I held back. I needed to know she wanted this too. She tried to kiss me, but I pulled back first.

      “Tell me. Is that okay with you?”

      “What?” she was looking as distracted as I felt.

      I clenched my jaw and swallowed hard. “Is it okay if I change our plans, Jade?”

      “Yes,” she nodded once.

      I gave her a slow, sexy smile. “Good.”

      Suddenly, my hands wound themselves in her silky black hair, scraping my fingers against her scalp and sweeping away the tendrils of hair to move her mouth closer to mine. I was going to own her with this kiss. It was hard and demanding, unlike the other kisses. We were fighting for dominance. It was intensely hot, and I slid my tongue between Jade’s lips, sweeping into her mouth and dueling with her. She kissed me back hard, ready to give herself over to me.

      She pulled away, breathing hard. Both of us were. My lips were tingling, wanting more. She pushed at my shirt, tugging it off my shoulders as I wrestled with my sleeves to pull it off. My heart was pounding in my ears. Licking my lips, I reached for Jade’s shirt, plucking at the buttons to undo them. When I finally reached the last one and pulled her shirt open, my breath stopped for a few seconds.

      She was wearing a plain white bra, but I couldn’t have cared less. I felt my jaw drop open in awe as I took in her luscious body. She was exquisite, like a fine wine waiting to be savored.

      “If I had known—” I started to say, my voice low and thick. I stopped, swallowed, and then spoke again. “Dang, I knew you were beautiful, Jade, but if I had known this is what you were hiding, I would have tried to get you into my bedroom a long time ago.”

      Jade squirmed under my intense scrutiny.

      I felt the excitement of impending pleasure. But I also felt something else—something I hadn’t felt for anyone else. A feeling of euphoria washed over me—a connection with Jade that made me feel like I was home. It was powerful and heady, and I didn’t know what to do with these feelings.

      She leaned in and kissed my neck, making my cock stir and fight for release.

      “Goodness,” I groaned, dropping my head back, wanting more of her sexy little nips and licks on me. I wanted her lips everywhere. My hips had a mind of their own, thrusting against Jade’s body as she worked her way down my body.

      I pulled away and pushed her gently, so she fell onto my bed. I leaned down to kiss the soft, sensitive skin of her belly, reaching for her jeans.

      The sound of my phone ringing from my dresser interrupted my progress.

      “Ignore it,” Jade gasped, pressing her hands on my shoulders to keep me from getting up. I met her stormy green eyes, and I was sure her feelings were mirrored in mine. We started at each other as the phone continued to ring. It stopped, and I reached for Jade again, only to hear the ringing start again.

      Through the foggy haze of desire, I wrestled for control. Incredible, it was probably Chris calling. I had completely forgotten that he was due back today.

      “Dang it,” I muttered, dropping a quick peck onto her mouth before lunging for the phone, yanking it from its charger. “What?” I snarled, beyond annoyed.

      “Grayson, it’s Chris. You were supposed to meet me tonight. You going to make it?”

      “No,” I snapped, closing my eyes. Idiot, I wasn’t ready for tonight’s date to end.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, shaking my head in irritation. “I’m busy.”

      “We were supposed to—” Chris began.

      “No, no, listen, I’m busy! It doesn’t matter with what…”

      “Is everything ok Grayson?”

      “I’m—Fine, fine. Okay.”

      Chris continued, “Well, if you are fine, then you should have no problem keeping out meeting. Nothing is as important as your career.”

      “Whatever, yes. Yeah. I’ll see you soon then. Goodbye, Chris.” I knew if I didn’t meet Chris, he was liable to show up here, and I didn’t want him anywhere near Jade tonight.

      I hung it up, slamming the phone down hard on my dresser. Sighing, I turned to Jade. She had sat up and was frowning in concern.

      “What’s up?” she asked, her sexy voice was tinged with worry, and I wanted to reassure her.

      “My manager,” I said shortly, shaking my head again as I looked toward the ceiling, then back at her. “He’s in town.”

      She nodded in understanding. “Oh,” she said. “That guy who you came to the diner with, that one time?”

      I nodded. “Yeah.” I sighed and sat down next to her on the bed. “I’ve got to go meet him.”

      She looked as crestfallen as I felt. “Okay.”

      I nudged her gently with my shoulder. “I’m sorry.” You have no idea how sorry. I didn’t want to leave her and our time together, but I couldn’t risk Chris coming here and causing damage I couldn’t repair. I couldn’t let my career taint what we had.

      She shrugged, giving me a small smile. I loved that smile. I had grown accustomed to seeing it these past few weeks, and I had wanted to explore all her many other facial expressions tonight. Idiot.

      With a big sigh, I stood, holding out my hand to help her stand up. I glanced at her lips then met her eyes with a resigned smile of my own.

      “You’ve got to go now, then?” she asked. Nodding, I raked my fingers through my hair.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” I promised.

      The smile she gave me was radiantly beautiful. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      I leaned close to her until our lips were just barely touching. “Good.”
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      Walking home after our interrupted date left me with an aching chest and a bad taste in my mouth. I felt the disappointment rolling inside of me, thin liquid that seemed to be staining my every thought and move. I should probably have taken a cab, but I needed the time to clear my head.

      I waited until just after midnight, but Grayson never called, and eventually even the coffee I was drinking couldn’t keep me awake any longer. Madeline patted me on the arm when she eventually heaved herself off the futon, muttering something about sleeping.

      “He’ll call tomorrow,” Madeline said, nodding. She looked very sure, and I smiled. Even through my sleep deprived haze, I couldn’t stop myself from feeling immensely grateful to my roommate. She always knew how to make me feel better, starting with horror films and coffee and ending with assured promises.

      I hid my yawn behind my hand, stretching as I popped my back. We really needed to just shell out the money for a real couch. “Thanks, Madeline. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I smiled at her quickly before turning my attention back to the TV.

      Finally, too tired to stay up any longer, I stumbled to my room, checking my phone one last time before sighing and setting the alarms for the next morning. I’d be working all day, and Alana would only be there for the morning shift, so I really shouldn’t have stayed up so late waiting for a phone call I never even got.

      I told myself I shouldn’t be mad. It wasn’t like Grayson said he’d call or owed me anything; he had to meet with his manager and he’d probably gone to sleep hours ago like a normal person. I was the one who was still hung up on our quasi-date, wishing we could just pick up where we left off when he got done with his meeting.

      I’d just have to find a different evening that worked for him, and the two of us could resume our date. After all, he promised he’d make it up to me for leaving early.

      I shuddered, my heart beating a little too rapid as I thought about what that promise would entail. I’d never felt this way about someone before. It was like every bit of me was a wick and he could ignite me into a fire with a mere look, let alone a kiss.

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when he left. I felt like I was falling for him.

      As I fell asleep, I couldn’t help but imagine impossible scenarios where he stayed.

      The next day passed uneventfully. I burnt two batches of hash browns before Alana switched places with me and I jumped each time the door opened, but other than that, the day went smoothly. Business, as usual, was busy and consumed most of my thoughts. Luckily, there wasn’t much down time, and I didn’t have to spend too much time pondering why Grayson wasn’t stopping by.

      I’d gotten spoiled, having him all to myself. He didn’t really know anyone else here, didn’t want to get spotted by fans, and was dedicating all of his time to me. It really shouldn’t bother me that he was busy now. I myself was usually busy, and he never complained.

      Still, when the dinner shift ended and I still hadn’t heard from him, my stomach plummeted.

      I sent the cook home after I cleaned off the grill and did the dishes, even if I kind of wanted the company. I dwelled a bit in the disappointment that was still curled inside of me, frowning as I swept and mopped, stomping a little as I wiped down the tables and put the chairs away.

      I spent a little longer at the diner than normal, cleaning and recleaning the appliances. I didn’t want to see Madeline and have her sympathetic eyes follow me as I grumbled around the room, essentially pouting. I knew I was being ridiculous. I just couldn’t seem to help it.

      Eventually, though, the night was dark, and I had to admit that there was nothing left to do at the diner, save making a mess on purpose to clean up. The idea briefly appealed to me, but I discarded it quickly and grabbed my coat and keys from the back. I’d just go home and mope there. Maybe, if I went to bed early enough, Madeline wouldn’t feel the need to say anything at all.

      I was almost to the apartment when my phone rang. I jumped, grabbing at it quickly. I nearly dropped it when I read Grayson’s name on the screen.

      “Grayson,” I answered my voice a little breathless. I pretended it was because of the walk.

      There was music playing, low and distracting, in the background where he was. His voice was almost too low to hear. “Jade,” he drawled.

      I stopped walking, frowning as I plugged my other ear and tilted my head to try and hear better. “You alright?”

      “Perrrfect!” he replied, his voice a little slow. “I’m perfect, Jade.” He laughed, but it was off. Too sharp. Not like Grayson at all.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “Um, you sure?”

      “Yes.” The word was slurred, and I realized with a start that he was drunk. I pulled the phone away from my ear and checked the time. 9:35. “Perfect.”

      I crossed one of my arms across my chest, leaning on the wall of a building, so I wasn’t directly in the middle of the sidewalk. The music seemed to be getting louder from the other end of the line.

      “What are you doing?” I asked unsurely, biting my lip. I didn’t know what I was supposed to say.

      Grayson, though, didn’t seem to mind. “Drinking!” He laughed.

      I smiled a bit. Maybe nothing was wrong, and he really was just drunk. It wasn’t like it was an unheard-of event. “Sounds like it.”

      I heard Grayson sigh heavily. “I miss you. I want you to be here.”

      My heart started racing. Goodness, even sloppy drunk that man could break me. My mouth dried at the picture of Grayson, gleeful from a few drinks, laughing and cheeks burning red from the alcohol. He would be too handsome with flushed cheeks and glassy eyes.

      “But Chris,” he spat the name, “said you can’t come over.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “That so?”

      “Yes,” he said quickly, “I already asked. Chris is a jerk.” I heard someone talking away from the phone, too far for me to understand any of the words. I imagined it was Chris, defending himself. He let out another breathy sigh.

      “Chris is a jerk,” he repeated, but this time he laughed a little.

      I wasn’t entirely positive Chris couldn’t hear me, and while Grayson probably wouldn’t mind if I didn’t mince my words, I thought his manager would. “Maybe,” I said diplomatically. “But I’m sure he’s not that bad.”

      Grayson didn’t say anything, but the phone shuffled, a sound like fabric over the microphone breaking through. I could see him shrugging, lips pursed.

      I wanted to see him. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

      He was still quiet. I frowned. My heart stuttered. “Or, well, you don’t have to or anything, obviously, I was just—”

      “I want to!” he interrupted. “I want to; it’s just Chris.”

      I thought maybe I was too hasty to defend Chris. Maybe he was a jerk.

      “I might be busy. But I’ll call you. I’m coming by Monday no matter what,” he seemed to be saying the last part away from the phone as if it wasn’t directed at me at all. Which was fine by me. I was glad Grayson was willing to defy Chris if he tried to keep us separated for a third day in a row.

      “Good.” I smiled, leaning my head back on the bricks behind me. He didn’t reply, but his breathing was even, and I felt my pulse slow down incrementally. “I’ll be glad to see you.”

      He exhaled into the phone. “Me, too,” he said quietly.

      I heard the muffled voice of whom I assumed to be Chris again, and then he was grumbling. “I’ve got to go, Jade. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      I nodded before I remembered that he couldn’t see me. “Yeah, okay. Have a good night.”

      “You, too.”

      I hung up the phone, smiling a bit as I shoved it into my pocket. He wanted to see me. The thought played on repeat during the rest of my walk home, warming me better than the coat I wore could.

      I unlocked the door, raising an eyebrow to see Alana laying in the living room of my apartment. Madeline sat next to her on her knees, two sharpies in her left hand and a straw between her lips.

      “Is everyone drunk today?” I asked aloud. Alana and Madeline giggled, despite having no way to know what I was talking about.

      I shrugged off my jacket and tossed my keys on the desk we kept near the door, dropping the coat to the floor. I’d deal with it later. I threw myself on the floor and grabbed Alana’s cup, taking a swig.

      Ugh. Vodka. I passed it back.

      “What are you guys doing?” I asked, peering over Alana’s side to see the design that Madeline was coloring on my cousin’s stomach. It looked like a squirrel, maybe. Or a dog. It was definitely brown and probably an animal. I gave Madeline a thumbs up when she gestured to the artwork.

      Alana tried to roll over, but Madeline stopped her. When she settled, she blinked up at me. “Coloring,” she replied.

      I laughed. “I see that. Why?”

      “Because!” Alana grinned, looking a little less drunk than Grayson had sounded, but only by some. “Todd is watching the boys. All by himself. So, I am having fun.”

      I sat back up, stretching my arms over my head. “Alright,” I said. “Enjoy yourself, girls.”

      Madeline dropped the pens, her arms shooting out as she wrapped her hands around my arm. “Uh uh! We have to talk.”

      I pulled back, tilting my head. “We do?”

      Alana sat up, crossing her legs and staring at me with wide eyes. “We all do. You promised.”

      When I frowned, Madeline sighed heavily. “Jade,” she spoke slowly as if she was hard of hearing, “in the kitchen. You promised.”

      My stomach dropped. “I did no such thing.”

      “Did too!”

      “No, no way.” I tugged my arm free. “You promised we weren’t done; I didn’t promise to say anything.”

      Madeline and Alana exchanged a look, faces scrunching in concentration as if trying to remember if that was the way the conversation had gone. Eventually, Madeline shrugged, and Alana whirled back to me. “Doesn’t matter,” she said definitively.

      “I’m not talking.” I put my foot down.

      Madeline shrugged again. “Don’t care. Listen then.” Then she started to laugh, and Alana joined, the girls nearly falling over in their giggle fit. She tried to stand again, but this time both of them reached for me, Madeline’s nails digging into my arm while Alana whacked me on the side of the head.

      “Ow,” I complained, rubbing the spot. Alana just smiled.

      “It’s about Grayson,” she sang, wiggling her eyebrows. They laughed again.

      Well. I supposed I wasn’t that tired. I could maybe stay for a little bit and listen to whatever they had to say.

      Once it was clear I wasn’t leaving, the girls stopped their giggles and tried, in their drunken stupor, to stare at me seriously. It was interrupted with frequent grins, but I gave them points for trying. Alana always drank hard when she did, and Madeline was a light weight. I was lucky they were even awake.

      “We saw him at the bar,” Madeline started.

      “Fitzgerald’s! The one we all got kicked out of in high school!” Alana interrupted. She threw her head back, silent laughs shaking her shoulder. “Todd was so scared!”

      I smirked at the memory. I was younger than my cousin and her husband, but I remembered I was the only one that the bartender thought was old enough to be there.

      “Anyway,” Madeline shot Alana a look, “we saw Grayson at the bar. He was getting trashed.”

      I swallowed a grin. “As opposed to you two gentle, casual drinkers.”

      Alana swatted at my shoulder lightly. “Shut it. Do you want to hear about your boyfriend or not?”

      My face burned. I felt light headed suddenly. All the blood from my body seemed to be in my face. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Madeline grinned, her mouth open wide. It must’ve hurt; it was such a big grin. “That’s not what he said.”

      The blood rushed from my face, as quickly as it had come, momentarily deafening me. All I could hear was the whooshing of my blood and the hammering of my heart. “What?”

      The girls broke, giggling themselves into a heap, arms thrown around each other. I barely contained the growl that they were taking so long to tell me the story. “Guys!”

      “Sorry!” Alana gasped, wiping away tears that had formed from her laughter. “Sorry, it’s just—your face.”

      “Aww,” Madeline teased. “Our little Jade likes him.”

      “Shut up,” I replied automatically, my mind still whirling. “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” Alana said innocently. I glared at her, and she relented easily, holding her hands up. “Okay, okay. We-ell, if you must know, Madeline and I were at Fitzgerald’s for a drink—”

      “Or two.” Madeline held up two fingers.

      Alana nodded. “Or two. Or three or four or five.” She started to giggle again but composed herself when I groaned. “And we saw little Grayson all by himself! He had on that stupid hat and sunglasses, inside, as if that would help him not be recognized.”

      “And then!” Madeline interjected. “We went and sat by him, and we all got a few drinks. It was good, Fitzgerald’s has really stepped up its game.”

      “Madeline,” I almost smacked myself in the forehead. They were too drunk to be telling any story.

      “Sorry. Anyway, so we sat by him, and man was he drinking!”

      “So we asked him—”

      “We asked him why he was drinking—”

      “And it was because of you!”

      They both beamed at me. I blinked back.

      “Sorry, what? What about me?”

      “You! Apparently, his manager Craig—”

      “Chris,” I corrected.

      Alana nodded emphatically. “Yeah, Chris. That’s what I said. Apparently, his manager Chris forbade him from seeing you or something and Grayson threatened to fire him because, and I quote—”

      Madeline joined in, both of them lowering their voices. “Idiot him to tell me who can be my girlfriend.”

      My mouth fell open, my jaw dropping. The girls exchanged a look.

      “That’s you!” Madeline explained, smiling. “You’re the girlfriend!”

      “He—Chris forbade him from seeing me?” I couldn’t believe it. That guy was a jerk.

      “And Grayson refused!” The girls were positively gleeful about Grayson’s supposed refusal.

      His manager thought I was so bad for him that he tried to forbid him from even seeing me. I couldn’t seem to catch my breath or swallow around the lump in my throat. I frowned, dropping my head to look at the carpet after seeing the girls’ faces fall. What could Chris even know about me that was bad enough to warrant such a response? It couldn’t have even been a suggestion if Grayson felt the need to threaten his job to get him to lay off. That had to be—I didn’t even know what that had to be or mean. Just that it wasn’t good.

      No wonder he called him a jerk. No wonder Grayson hadn’t called me earlier today.

      Maybe it was for the best, though. I didn’t want to be the reason that he was fighting with his manager. Grayson hadn’t said much about the guy, not really, but I knew enough about the industry to know that managers were important and that Chris had been with Grayson since he started, basically. Their careers had grown together, and I had always thought that Grayson seemed to like the guy, if not respect the heck out of him.

      What reason could Chris have to think I was so bad for his client? His friend?

      I swallowed thickly, laying down on the carpet. It was thin and old. We’d never replaced it. It was dirty and old, like most of the things in my life. Maybe that alone was the reason. Grayson was in a completely different league than me. Maybe Chris saw that while Grayson still didn’t.

      “Hey,” Madeline said, drawing my attention back toward my friends. She was pouting, and Alana wore an identical expression. “This is good news.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, it’s great.”

      “No, seriously,” Alana argued. “He likes you, Jade. Really likes you. Harass his manager or whatever. This is a good thing.”

      I didn’t want to argue with them. I knew what they were saying and where they were coming from. Alana and Madeline, at their core, always had good intentions. I didn’t want them to feel bad for not realizing sooner how wrong they were this time.

      Clearing my throat, I tried to ignore the clawing dread in my stomach. I wasn’t good enough. Grayson was going to see that soon. My eyes burned.

      “I know,” I lied, trying to smile. It came short of genuine, but the girls brightened a bit at my display. “I think I’m just tired. I’m going to hit the hay.”

      Madeline nodded and Alana, in a rare display of affection, threw her arms around my neck, hugging me. “I like him. He’s good for you,” she whispered. “Let him be.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, squeezing tightly once. Then I dropped my arms and stood, nodding. “Night, girls.”

      “Night.”

      I took a shower and changed into sweatpants and an old t-shirt, plugging in my phone and setting the alarms, running over the schedule for the upcoming weekend before climbing under the covers; my thoughts looped over and over again the entire time with one horrible thought.

      I wasn’t enough. And Grayson was going to figure that out soon.
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      Who the heck did Chris think he was? He may be my best friend and my manager, but he couldn’t tell me I couldn’t be with Jade. There was something different about her, and I wasn’t going to let her go. She was going to be mine—I’d make sure of it.
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      When Grayson called the following day, I couldn’t answer.

      I had excused myself to the supply room, staring as his name lit up the screen. It buzzed in my hand, screaming at me to answer. I watched it go to voicemail and the call end.

      I couldn’t answer it. I blamed it on the lunch rush, justifying that I was too busy to take a personal call. But I wasn’t a great liar, even when it was just to myself. When it rang a second time, I groaned aloud and sat on the floor, throwing my head into my hands.

      I waited until the buzzing stopped and then laid back, my head on the cool ground. If I just laid on the floor indefinitely, I thought my problems would probably go away.

      I heard the bell ring and the loud voices that accompanied a sports team bustling into the diner. Oh well, I thought, nice try. I stood, popping my back and groaning. I shoved the phone into my back pocket and left the back room to help Alana with the new onslaught of customers.

      She winced behind the counter, holding her head. I coughed, trying to disguise the chuckle forming. She caught it anyway and glared at me. “You’re a jerk,” she muttered.

      I let the laugh out. I patted her on the head briefly before darting out of the way of her smacks, grabbing an order pad and going over to the teenagers. I took their orders quickly while Alana grabbed their drinks.

      I offered her a small smile before going into the back to make the food; I nodded back at her. I decided that once the rush died down a little, I’d make my famous hangover tacos and send her home early.

      After all, her hangover was partially my fault. She’d drank partially to get information about Grayson for me. It wasn’t her fault that it was bad news; she didn’t even really realize it was bad news.

      I grilled a half dozen patties, whipping up some onion rings and French fries while they cooked. The food was plated before long, and I helped Alana deliver it, nodding at the coach when he shot us a grateful look.

      With no new customers to serve, I cleaned the grill and threw in a load of dishes, scrubbing at the bottom of the sink while Alana manned the register.

      It was a good day for working. I liked having my mind occupied, and it kept my thoughts from drifting to Grayson.

      Alana nearly hugged me when I let her go home early, her eyes welling with tears as I handed her the to-go bag with tacos. I tried very hard not to laugh in her face.

      The dinner rush would be interesting to handle on my own, but I had done it before and wasn’t too worried. My regulars would understand, and the new customers wouldn’t know the place well enough to recognize if I was moving slowly. I knew I was fast enough to deal with it.

      Plus, then I’d be too busy to think.

      The lull between lunch and dinner hit hard, leaving the diner completely empty. I cleaned and prepped and did some invoicing, but eventually, there was nothing left to do but wait. Fixing myself a sandwich and a cup of coffee, I sat in the corner booth with the chipped top to eat.

      I ran the pad of my finger down the jagged edge. What would Uncle Kyle think, if he was here to see how I was running the place? Would he hate that I was so short-staffed? Kyle had always gone out of his way to fill the place with local high school kids and family, making sure he was doing his part in the community. Kyle was a big community guy.

      I’d never get the diner to run as smoothly, never figure out how to make the pancakes just right, never find someone to love me the way my aunt loved my uncle.

      I didn’t know her, not really. But Kyle spoke about his wife so often, so tenderly, that Alana and I both knew growing up that true love existed, if only for the two of them.

      Alana once confessed she loved Todd like that. I didn’t see it, couldn’t see it at the time. I’d never considered the fact that it was genuine, what my cousin was saying. Nothing could match Kyle’s love for his wife, his adoration for his daughter, his dedication to the diner. Nothing could match Kyle’s emotions and—well, anything. Nothing could match Kyle.

      I took a sip of my coffee. It was lukewarm now, but I swallowed it and took another. Anything to smooth the lump building in my throat down.

      It was a stupid thought, a fleeting one that I’d only had once. But I was in The Bookies with Grayson, and we were reading each other bits of adventure novels. Grayson’s voice had caressed a sentence so nicely, and I couldn’t help but think that Kyle would have liked Grayson.

      I was different now. But could being different really matter when I had twenty-three years under my belt of not being different?

      I couldn’t tear my eyes from the rip in the table. I should have apologized for that. Did it even matter that Kyle probably knew I had done it if he didn’t know that I was sorry?

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I ripped it out.

      Grayson’s name mocked me as it filled the screen. I moaned in frustration as I answered the call.

      “Grayson.” Anger spilled from the name, burning my tongue and lips. I heard Grayson take a stuttering breath as he paused.

      “Jade.” My own name was said carefully, calculating. I imagined the little crease between Grayson’s eyebrows deepening, and it hurt. I didn’t want to be thrown away. I didn’t want to be told that I wasn’t enough—would never be.

      “What do you want?” And, Goodness, but that was harsh. I couldn’t stop myself. My thoughts were poison, and they flew out of my mouth.

      Grayson sucked in a breath in surprise, the phone dragging against fabric again as he readjusted. I blinked harshly at the stinging in my eyes. “Just to see how you’re doing. Bad, I’m guessing.”

      I scoffed. I didn’t know how to reply to that.

      “Goodness, okay.” I heard Grayson getting a little angry now. Good. I was ready for this to end. I couldn’t drag it on any longer, couldn’t let my stupid thoughts and pulse betray me, set me up for the biggest fall. “You’re in a mood.”

      I ground my teeth. “You called me, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Grayson snapped. “I just—” he took in a deep breath. I waited, and then I counted. When I got to fifteen, Grayson sighed again. “I just wanted to hear your voice.”

      I wanted to throw my phone through the window. My grip tightened around it instead. “Oh.”

      “I—can I come by?”

      I stiffened. “I don’t know. Can you?”

      Grayson paused. “I suppose I deserve that,” he muttered, before raising his voice a little. “I don’t give a hoot what Chris says. I’m coming by.”

      He hung up the phone call, and I sighed, dropping my phone on the table. I lowered my head into my hands, rubbing at my temples. What was wrong with me? He hadn’t done anything wrong. He had defended me, for goodness sake. He just—

      I could hurt him. I could ruin him. And I couldn’t shake the feeling of inevitability tightening around my wrists and throat like chains, ready to drag me down at the blink of an eye.

      I knew what I should do. Clean break, as early as possible; work hard, be nicer, be better.

      I put the closed sign on the door and turned off the front lights instead.

      I threw away my mostly untouched lunch, washing the plate and mug quickly. Then I went to the supply closet and laid down.

      There was probably something to say about my incessant need to lay on the ground when I was overwhelmed. I didn’t bother thinking about it, though.

      The minutes passed slowly, as all minutes had the last few weeks. Maybe this was part of the reason things were so much now. I could feel every second as it ticked by, was awake and present for all the days in my weeks. So much happened, so many things tugged at me. I couldn’t decide if I preferred it to the sleepy existence I had before Grayson barged into my life with his laughter and cinnamon kisses.

      My body shook a bit when I heard the bell announce Grayson’s arrival, his tentative steps followed by a quiet, “Jade?”

      I closed my eyes. “Back here.”

      The steps faltered before resuming in a more determined path. I could practically hear his serious expression and annoyance through his steps.

      I sighed, sitting up. It wouldn’t do to be sprawled across the floor when he came in. No need to make myself look more pathetic than I actually was.

      I spread my legs out in front of me, stretching a bit. Grayson came in, glancing around before he lowered his gaze and found me. His face softened immediately and fluidly he dropped to the floor across from me. He sat cross-legged, his knees hitting the bottom of my shoes. He put his hand on my calf, rubbing lightly and looking at me with a gentle expression.

      I couldn’t read the lines on his face. He seemed as hesitant as I felt.

      His eyes were grayer today than usual, a gunmetal color that looked oddly ethereal against his smooth skin and thick lashes. I held my breath as I waited for him to speak.

      Luckily, it didn’t take very long. He swallowed, and I tracked the movement down his throat, eyes flickering back to his after the motion stilled. He spoke so quickly that the words seemed to tumble after one another desperately. “I’m really sorry, Jade. I didn’t realize it would upset you so much and if I had known, of course, I never would have said anything. I just—I know you have every right to be furious with me, but I do hope you believe how genuinely sorry I am. You—I hope that you believe me.” He shook his head, staring down at his hands.

      I sucked in a breath, the sound harsh in the room. My head swam.

      “You’re sorry?” I repeated, frowning. His head snapped up, his face imploring. He nodded.

      “So, so very sorry.” He bit his bottom lip.

      My fingers ached with a phantom desire to pull his lip free. “For what?”

      My heart hammered in my chest. What was he apologizing for? Had he taken Chris’s advice? Was the need to get ahold of me today worse than I had feared? The dread that had been threatening to consume me all day waved over me anew, a thick blanket over my bones and muscles.

      He tilted his head, and I braced myself for the blow. “For the phone call,” he elaborated. “For calling you drunk.”

      I opened my eyes. I hadn’t even realized I’d clenched them shut. “What?”

      Grayson barreled forward, continuing. “I was such a jerk. It was so improper. I was just—I had spent the day with Chris having the most infuriating argument, and I missed you. But to not call you at all after our wonderful date, even if it was so short, and then to call you like that—it’s inexcusable.”

      I blinked. Tilted my head. Frowned.

      He was apologizing about calling me drunk? He had been calling me all day because he was sorry, not that he wanted to break up with me, but because he thought it was improper to call me—whatever—when he was drunk?

      I crossed my legs, scooting a little closer to him. Grayson closed the distance quickly, sitting on the back of his thighs while waiting for me to reply. He clearly struggled not to keep talking, his hand twitching on his thighs as he sunk his teeth into his lip again.

      This time, with an ounce of bravery I wasn’t sure really belonged to me, I used my thumb to gently free the lip. He let out a shuddering breath.

      “I wasn’t upset that you called me drunk,” I murmured. My pulse was so loud.  I wished he could just hear me, could just know what I was trying to say without saying anything. But his frown deepened, and I had to elaborate. “I—I liked it. I, well. I thought you were cute.”

      Grayson shook his head again. “But—you were so angry.”

      I winced. “Yeah,” I didn’t see the point in arguing. I really had been. “But it wasn’t at you. I mean, at least, not directly.”

      His hand reached for mine, and I complied quickly, lacing our fingers together. Both of us relaxed a little at the motion.

      “I know that Chris wants us to,” I stopped short, hesitating around the words. After a moment, I decided on, “stop seeing each other.”

      He recoiled a bit, frowning. I shrugged. I didn’t feel bad about gaining the knowledge. It felt important. “Madeline and Alana told me.”

      Realization dawned on his face. “Oh, my goodness,” he laughed. “I completely forgot I even saw them.”

      I smirked. “They’ll be heartbroken. They really thought you three bonded.”

      “Oh, we did,” he assured me. “I just was a bit wasted at the time.”

      “So I hear.” I squeezed his hand to show him I was only teasing. He smiled.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I listened to what Chris said, and he listened to me. I’m not—this—I’m not willing to lose it.”

      Hope flared in my chest, desperately. How could I be so hopeful, so trusting, when ten minutes ago I’d been on the floor, sure I was destined to be alone?

      Grayson offered me a soft smile, and my stomach flipped. Right, I snorted to myself. As if I stood a chance. I’d always risk it for Grayson, I thought.

      But reality, too, was threatening to dampen the spark inside of me ignited by his fervent words. “Your manager—he’s important, Grayson. He’s important to your job and, you know, to you. His opinion matters.”

      “You matter,” he replied. He tilted his head a little lower, looking at me earnestly. His eyes were still stormy, and his smile was still soft. I felt my resolve crumbling. “I’ve told you this already. You matter.”

      I barely stopped myself from swooning. “You matter to me, too,” I said quietly.

      His answering grin made me wish I had screamed it.

      Still, though, I still felt the prickling of fear at the base of my skull. I rubbed my lips together, trying to figure out the phrasing before I opened my mouth. “It’s just,” I started slowly, “that there are things we haven’t dealt with. That we haven’t spoken about or, or, I don’t know. I just—your manager doesn’t think it’s a good idea. Whether as your friend or your manager, it doesn’t matter, right? Because if it’s not a good idea.”

      I stopped, unable to go on. I had struggled through my point enough to make it, I thought. I waited for him to consider his words, trying not to fidget with the silence around us. Luckily, he didn’t take as long as I did to respond.

      “I know that there are complications,” he said. He ran his free hand through his hair, tugging at the tufts of brown hair. “It’s not going to be easy. I just—I don’t care. I think it’s worth it.” His gaze suddenly sharpened, an unexpected vulnerability softening his face. “Right? Don’t you?”

      I considered the question. It was hard to answer.

      For me, I knew it. I knew Grayson was worth it, was worth anything. No one, nothing, had ever made me feel this way. Had ever made life feel like it was worth living and remembering. Had made my heart speed up and my breathing slow down. I knew irrevocably that he was the reason I felt this way. That was more than worth it.

      But it wasn’t the same for him. He was giving up more than he should have to for me. He was willing to hide in the shadows so my face wouldn’t be dragged in the tabloids, willing to fight with his manager, willing to become drinking buddies with my cousin and roommate. He was willing to put himself into my life fully. But I couldn’t be a part of Grayson’s life.

      And was that worth this? Was I worth all that for Grayson?

      But Grayson was still looking at me as if I was more than he thought I was. As if I did matter as if I was enough. And in the dark of my diner, with our hands clasped and his eyes a new shade of blue, I pretended not to feel the pain like sharp knives throughout my skin.

      “Yes,” I lied. “Absolutely.”
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      Before I even realized it, Grayson’s three months came to an end.

      We were at Alana’s house again, Grayson teaching the boys how to best memorize lines for a school play they were in when Alana handed me the calendar she kept in her kitchen. She had marked a few days that she wanted off from the diner and I had agreed to put it on my phone calendar so I wouldn’t forget.

      But staring at me from the pages, mockingly, was an expiration date only a week away. My stomach fell into the pit of my stomach, and before I could school the devastation on my face, Alana saw it and barely concealed her concern at my sharp glare.

      Our three months were almost up, and I couldn’t stomach it. I watched him as he recited lines with Brad and Brian, the twins trying to copy the actor’s stance and cadence. His hair had grown to a ridiculously unruly length, constantly falling in front of his eyes and needing to be pushed behind his ears. Grayson had admitted that he liked having his hair like this because once he was cast, he always had to trim it to a neat, short style. I preferred it like this.

      He looked over Brian’s head, winking. My heart fluttered, and I smiled back.

      “I like him,” Todd announced. Alana rolled her eyes, and I raised an eyebrow. Todd looked between us, frowning. “What? I do. He’s nice.”

      I laughed. Nicer than me, you mean. “He is,” I agreed.

      I typed out the dates that Alana wanted off work and handed her back the calendar, studiously refusing to look back at the only date that actually mattered on the calendar. One week.

      He hadn’t mentioned leaving. Though I supposed, I hadn’t mentioned staying either. We had made plans that certainly would spill over into the time that he was supposed to be gone, though—like now, with Grayson helping the boys and promising to be there for the opening night. He’d even started helping out around the diner—exclusively refilling coffees, as that was really the only job he was capable of. His flour-covered hotel room turned out to be one of his better attempts at cooking.

      That didn’t necessarily mean anything, but it made me feel a little less breathless when I thought about the days passing.

      When the boys started yawning, and Alana ushered them upstairs to go to sleep, Grayson and I said our goodbyes and slipped out the door. He wove his fingers through mine and tugged me toward the direction of his hotel room with determination, and I allowed it, letting him drag me closer so that I could rest my head on his shoulder as we walked.

      It was finally starting to warm up, though the sun had long ago set and I knew I’d be chilly if I weren’t pressed so tightly against Grayson as we headed toward the hotel. The walk barely took fifteen minutes, and I found that I didn’t mind it much like this. I pulled back a little, lifting my head and squeezing his hand before letting it go as we entered the hotel and went up the elevator.

      He yawned, hiding it in his elbow. I smiled.

      We intertwined our fingers again after exiting the elevator and seeing no one in the hallway. It was an extra precaution we’d started taking without talking about it. I didn’t mind as much as I thought I would.

      He didn’t bother flickering on the lights, just stepping out of his shoes and tossing his jacket and hat on the small table. I followed suit, toeing my shoes off and hanging my coat on the rack.

      The curtains were open still, the position of the room letting a bit of moonlight seep into the space. He looked nice like that, standing in a strip of glowing moonlight, slowly taking his long-sleeved top off, his eyes heavy with sleep. Not that it was surprising that he looked nice. I just hadn’t gotten used to it, how each day with him managed to take my breath away. It was a bit unfair, frankly.

      He turned to me, cocking his head. A smile ghosted his features, pulling at the strings in my chest that seemed to be directly tied to the corners of his mouth.

      “Come over here,” he said, his voice rough with sleepiness. He held out a hand, and I scrambled over to him, taking it. His smile widened at my eagerness.

      He dropped his shirt on the floor and tugged at the bottom of my shirt, raising it above my head and discarding it on the floor with his own. He grabbed my hand and pulled me to the bed, both of us falling onto it. Grayson laughed at our rather graceless descent and rolled over, so he was on his side, propping his head up on his hand.

      “What’s got you quiet tonight?” he asked. I positioned myself, so I was mirroring him, smiling when he reached over to rake his hand through my hair. His fingernails dragged against my scalp, the feeling making me keen softly.

      He ran his thumb down the side of my face. I leaned into the touch. “Nothing.”

      He hummed, tsking underneath his tongue. I almost pointed out that he’d gotten that from Alana, but thought it too endearing to ruin.

      The moon spilled over his side, highlighting half of his face and arm. His cheekbones were bright and sharp, looking something dangerous from this position. I almost moved to kiss them, feel their strength beneath the give of my mouth, but I felt too good with his hand in my hair to disturb it.

      “I don’t believe you,” he murmured. My eyes fluttered closed as his fingers deftly worked through my hair. It felt so good. The bed groaned as he scooted a little closer, reaching around to the other side of my head. “What’s wrong?”

      My whole body felt like jello. The bed was soft, and his hand was firm, and his cinnamon breath was blowing across my lips.

      “It’s just.” I sighed, rubbing my face into the pillow a bit. “You’re scheduled to leave soon.”

      The words fell out, an accusation and a plea all rolled in one. He inhaled sharply, his fingers hesitating.

      The seconds ticked on. I watched his face, looking for any sign of distress or worry. I watched his face for anything. After a moment, though, my fingers started to move again, and the pinched expression relaxed. He didn’t reply.

      Instead, he tilted his head, letting his hand fall a little until he was cupping my jaw and capturing my lips with his own.

      I melted instantly, kissing him back eagerly. I shifted until Grayson was on his back, I hovered above him, our lips moving with each other slowly. I tilted my head, nudging his bottom lip with my tongue. His lips parted instantly, and I deepened the kiss, swallowing the groan he produced and kissing him a bit harder for it.

      He wound one arm around my neck, the other gripping at my hip tightly. I ground my hips into his, our mouths both parting in moans at the sensation. He kissed me with more vigor, but I pulled back, slowly, looking down at him.

      The apples of his cheeks were blotted pink, and his blue eyes were dark and hooded, lips kiss swollen and red, wet from my tongue. Heat flashed harshly in my core, my body trembling above his.

      I lowered myself, lips meeting his as he stretched up to meet me, this kiss slower than the last, more languid. The cinnamon taste was less pronounced tonight, but still there in the corner of his mouth and lips. I chased it, my mind fogging until no thoughts were able to make it through except please and more.

      He pushed on my shoulder, hooking his leg around mine and rolling us so that he was on top. He bit on my bottom lip, too hard, and I bucked my hips at the sensation, groaning. He swiped his tongue over the bite mark and sucked my lip into his mouth, releasing it with a pop to trail wet kisses down my neck and the tops of my breasts.

      He fisted one hand in my tangled hair, the other in the sheets next to me as he jutted his hips and curse words fell from his lips. His mouth continued to tug and lick and bite at the sensitive skin, a softly bruising trail down my neck and collarbone, weaving down my chest. I was nothing but fiery sensations, all desperation, and pleas beneath his warm body. I hated the jeans we wore, separating us. My eyes nearly rolled in the back of my head when his tongue swiped across my bottom lip, recapturing me in a demanding kiss. I moved my hands, gripping at his shoulders, sliding them down his arms. I wanted to feel everything and know everything.

      He was leaving. And I wanted so much more.

      He pulled away, gasping for air. He rested his forehead against mine, both of us panting. I could see the different shades of brown his freckles made across the bridge of his nose. I couldn’t believe it had been these stupid freckles that had enraptured me that first day we’d met.

      Three months. Possibly the slowest three months I’d ever lived through, while simultaneously passing the quickest. His lips were still bruised pink, and they spread into a wide smile. My own mouth tingled from the proximity. Then, his lips spread a bit further, and he was laughing, loudly, and I couldn’t stop my chest from bubbling and my own laughter joining in.

      He fell next to me, our shoulders touching and shaking as we laughed. I wrapped an arm around his waist, my whole body shaking with the effort to keep my laughter in.

      After a minute or so, we both quieted down, our boisterous laughter shifting to occasional chuckles. We grinned at each other, a bit stupidly, and I reached out, swiping my thumb against his bottom lip before cupping his face gently. He leaned into the touch, his smile pressed against my palm.

      “We’re good at that,” he joked. I let out another chuckle, my chest still heaving a bit. He turned to his side, wrapping an arm around my waist, and pressing his face into the crook of my neck, sighing contently. “This, too.”

      “Mhmm,” I hummed my agreement, shuffling a bit to bury my face in his curls. His arm was heavy on me, warmth spreading out from it to fill me entirely. Grayson let out a yawn and pressed his lips to my neck, a quick kiss.

      “Night,” he mumbled, burrowing a bit closer. I tightened the grip I had around his waist, hugging him closer. I shifted so I could drop a kiss on his chest.

      “Night,” I said back, quietly. My eyes were heavy, and I let them drop, drifting off to sleep easily, the tightrope in my chest completely unraveled and my thoughts cleared, the light of the moon peering in from the window.
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      She was going to kill me without even trying. Her body, her eyes, her scent, her laugh, everything called to me. I don’t know how much longer I could restrain myself when we were together like this. She was so beautiful and genuine. I had never met anyone like her before. This is why I had to take things slow—I wanted her to know she mattered to me. I could easily harass her like we both wanted, but I wanted what we had to be different. She was worth the wait—she mattered—what we had mattered. I would take things slowly and enjoy having her in my arms. When she knew how important she was to me—then, and only then, would I make love to her.
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      When I woke the next morning, Grayson grumbled and tightened his grip around my waist. We had fallen asleep in our jeans, and I shifted, uncomfortable from the roughness of them. The sun was still soft from the window, and I hoped that meant I hadn’t overslept too much to open the diner on time.

      Slowly, I tried to slip out of bed without him realizing. But the second I had both feet on the floor, he shot up, his face panicked. When he saw that it was just me, he relaxed, his smile warm. The left side of his face was a bit pink from having it pressed against my back all night, his eyes bright blue as he rubbed the sleep from them. He yawned, stretching upward, and I couldn’t help but gawk at the movement in his body, and at his abdominal muscles as they flexed.

      He ran a hand through his already ridiculously high hair. It didn’t help any, and I loved it all the more.

      “Early,” he said, his voice low and scratchy. I would rather he perpetually be waking up, so his voice would always have that thick gravel in it. It made small shivers run up my spine and my chest squeeze. “Too early.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, leaning a knee on the bed to push him gently, watching him bounce a little as he fell back on the pillows. His answering laugh was bright and full, surprise coloring his face and his mouth too busy smiling to prepare for the kiss I pressed to the side of it. “But I have work.”

      He groaned, lower lip slipping out in a bit of a pout. “Too early.”

      “Good argument,” I teased, standing up again. I popped my back as I stretched and yawned delicately. “But the diner opens early, you know.”

      He huffed, and I bit back a laugh as I stepped into the bathroom to do a quick finger brushing and wash my face. He was adorably petulant in the mornings, I mused. Briefly, I realized how surreal it was that I knew something like that about Grayson Sparling.

      I shook my head and grabbed my previously discarded shirt, throwing it on. It was wrinkled after a night on the floor, but it was still relatively clean, and I didn’t really want to stop by my house to change. I considered bringing a few pieces of clothing over to his room, if he didn’t mind since it’d make things a bit easier—but I stopped short, remembering that we had less than a week until he was set to leave.

      I swallowed heavily and took a moment to school my expression before turning back to him. Surprisingly, he was already standing and buttoning his jeans.

      “Go back to sleep,” I told him.

      He shook his head. “Nah, I’ll head in with you, if that’s okay.” I raised an eyebrow. “I have to meet Chris in a bit anyway. Might as well do it over the best breakfast in the world.”

      He kissed my cheek, grabbing a shirt from his closet and slipping it over his head. This one was a deep blue, and I kept looking at him as I pulled my shoes on, sneaking glances to see the way his eyes contrasted against the sea blue shirt.

      It was brilliant, and I bit the inside of my cheek to muffle my smile.

      He headed into the bathroom to brush his teeth and wash up quickly.

      “Ready!” he declared, throwing himself into the chair next to me. The hotel room was more of a suite and was much too large. I liked it anyway.

      “Me, too.” I finished the tie on my shoe and slipped my jacket on quickly. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a beanie, shoving it over his head. It was orange and horrible, but he still looked good wearing it. I smoothed a curl that slipped out the front.

      “Oh, hold on.” He darted back into his closet, coming out with a gray beanie. He grinned and carefully put it on my head, tugging it low on my forehead and on top of my ears. He took a step back, tapping a finger to his lips. He nodded, appraisingly, before grinning. “I approve.”

      My cheeks warmed. “I don’t remember asking.”

      “Hmm.” He slid his arm through mine, wiggling his eyebrows. “I suppose you didn’t.”

      We laughed, and he locked the door behind us as we left the hotel room. By the time we entered the lobby, Grayson had taken a step away from me, leaving a respectable distance between us as if we hadn’t spent the night in the same bed, even though I was wearing the same clothes I wore the day before and fresh bruises marring my neck.

      I snuck a glance at Grayson, who seemed to be doing the same thing. We both quickly averted our eyes. Oh well, I thought. It didn’t matter if he wanted to pretend like we were something else. He had his reasons.

      The street was busier than it had been the night before, so I didn’t try to step closer to him, even if my body trembled a little with the effort. I just wanted to feel the heat radiating off of his side, hear his breath. I only had six days left with him. I wanted each one to count.

      My mind recoiled from the thought, glancing up at him. He turned at my scrutiny, offering me a half smile as he shoved his hands deeper into his pockets. His head was ducked low, avoiding contact with the people who passed him on the streets, as if each day he was closer to the deadline he was more likely to get recognized and ruin the little bubble that we lived in. I wasn’t sure if that was true, but I worried nevertheless. I knew that his worry was born of something genuine, even if I wasn’t sure where it came from.

      I wondered if it had happened before. If he had gone somewhere and gotten close to someone else before the paparazzi ruined it. I wondered if it was his childhood or just his adult life as a movie star that had him worried so fiercely about his privacy. I guessed I could understand. I was only a diner owner, but I could barely talk to anymore without tripping over my feet. I couldn’t imagine what I would do if I knew that everyone was watching me while I tripped, hoping to catch me doing so.

      We turned the corner, nearing the diner. I hoped it wasn’t too busy today. Grayson sometimes stayed if things were a little slow.

      “What’s the meeting with Chris about?” I asked, pulling the keys out of my pocket.

      He lifted a shoulder, shrugging. “It’s Chris. It could be anything from my mom sending an email, to the whole world knowing about you, to me being out of Hollywood so long my career is over.”

      I froze, stuttering to a stop so suddenly that Grayson kept walking a good few feet before he noticed and turned around frowning. “Is that true?” I demanded. “Are you really at risk of losing your career?”

      His shoulders straightened, his body stiffening. His face pinched for a moment before relaxing, a smile tugging at his lips as he schooled his expression to something placating. “Of course not,” he said. “It’s fine.”

      My limbs felt heavy, but I forced myself to walk anyway. The cold air felt good on my suddenly burning face. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded, starting to move again when I caught up with him. We were only a block away from the diner now.

      “Positive,” he said, nudging me a bit with his shoulder. “I’ll worry about my manager, you worry about feeding me. I’m thinking scrambled eggs and those pancakes today.”

      I couldn’t help myself, I smiled. “Okay.”

      “With chocolate chips! And blueberries, I think.” He looked away, his expression dreamy as he considered his breakfast choices. “I love breakfast.”

      I laughed, watching him lean against the door frame of Kyle’s, face still light. I unlocked the door and pushed it open, gesturing for him to enter before me. “Help me get the chairs down, and I’ll get your breakfast to you even faster, Your Majesty.”

      “Anything for you, diner girl.”

      We worked in tandem, silently prepping the diner to open. I slipped in the back when the front was presentable, starting to mix the pancake batter. He fumbled with the old radio above the desk, bopping he’d head along to the tune he’d chosen. I smiled up at him, whipping the batter. I turned the grills on to heat, and he turned on all the lights, flipping the sign to open. I was pulling my first tray of bacon out of the oven when the bell rang, signaling the arrival of customers.

      “I’m going to go steal my booth,” he said, snagging a piece of bacon from the tray, laughing when I swatted at him. “Can you make my food when Chris gets here? He’ll just have the same.”

      I nodded absently, wrapping the batter up and putting it in the fridge. He placed a quick kiss on my cheek and bounded out of the back room, greeting the people who had seated themselves. I knew he was going to stake his claim on the corner booth with the messed up top. I considered telling him about my own feeling toward the booth, explaining the significance of both it and him being drawn to it. But instead, I shook the thought away and grabbed my order pad. I wasn’t going to bother him with stories about me from before. Besides, I kind of liked seeing him be drawn to the same things I was. It made this whole thing seem less impossible.

      The diner was packed, and by the time Alana came in, I was nearly sweating from exertion. I’d made more food than I thought I ever had while by myself, and it didn’t help to see him staring at me from the corner, stretched back with his arms crossed and his legs kicked up on the seat opposite of him. I could feel his eyes trail me every step I took. Any look I tried to shoot him was met with an answering smirk that made me stumble. After spilling three cups of coffee, I tried very hard not to notice him anymore.

      The bell rang, and both Alana and I tensed. We were nearly at capacity. I fantasized briefly about shutting the whole place down.

      The man who entered was short and had a piercing stare, his gaze sweeping across the room in an accusatory fashion. I bristled from the sneer he wore. His eyes landed, his face softening a bit, and I followed his gaze to see Grayson grinning, waving at the man.

      Oh. I nearly rolled her eyes at myself. Of course, this was Chris. I had already met the man, kind of. I decided if I was less busy today I would have recognized him instantly. I delivered the plates I had in my hands, refilling a few drinks before darting into the back to start Grayson’s order. I hoped that Chris actually didn’t mind having what Grayson was having; blueberry chocolate pancakes were a bit much, even if Grayson’s lips tasted extra nice afterward. But Grayson had said to do this, and I wasn’t about to interrupt a meeting with a guy who didn’t even want me to exist to confirm his breakfast order.

      I added the chips and the berries, making four large circles on the griddle. I decided to add some sausage to the order, even though Grayson hadn’t asked for it. My sausage turned out really good today and would pair nicely with the eggs I was scrambling, in case Chris didn’t like the pancakes.

      As I waited for them to brown and started on another order that Alana handed me, I couldn’t help but think back to all those weeks ago, when I stood nearly exactly here doing nearly the exact same thing.

      I wouldn’t have believed that so much could change so quickly if it hadn’t happened to me.

      I flipped the pancakes expertly and poured the eggs, adding salt and pepper before a dash of paprika, I slide them alongside the sausage before adding the pancakes.

      It looked great. I was a little proud of herself.

      “Want me to take those?” Alana asked distractedly, darting toward the sink to drop dishes off.

      I waved her off. “They’re for Grayson.”

      Alana rolled her eyes, letting out a short laugh, but she smiled as she plated the other order that was finished and took that out instead.

      I took a deep breath. Chris hadn’t liked me, but I was determined to change his mind. We only had a few days left and whatever happened, happened. But I wasn’t going to let it be because some manager didn’t like me.

      Besides, I thought, heading toward the table, no one can resist my breakfast food.

      The two men had their heads ducked, whispering furiously. Grayson’s jaw was tightened, the muscles flexing, and I faltered when I reached their table, afraid to interrupt.

      Grayson, though, sensed me coming and his head shot up, his face relaxing as he smiled softly.

      “Thank goodness,” he teased. “I’m starving.”

      Chris sat back, crossing his arms. I swallowed hard, bracing myself. Grayson sighed, and I thought I saw him kick Chris under the table.

      “Jade,” Chris said through clenched teeth. He rolled his eyes. “I’m Chris. Grayson’s best friend and manager.”

      He looked up at me. I quickly set the plates on the table in front of them, wiping my hands on the apron tied around my waist before offering it to Chris.

      I cleared my throat. “It’s nice to formally meet you.”

      Chris tilted his head, narrowing his eyes at me. I locked the muscles of my body, refusing to fidget as Chris appraised me.

      I didn’t blame the manager, not really. He seemed to want what was best for Grayson. We just disagreed on what that was.

      After a tense moment, Chris took my hand and shook it. I thought I heard Grayson sigh in relief.

      “Well,” I said after dropping Chris’s hand. “Enjoy your food.”

      “Can’t you stay?” Grayson asked, hand shooting out to wrap around my wrist. Both Chris and I tracked the movement. My skin burned from the touch, my heart fluttering.

      “Sorry,” I murmured. “It’s busy right now.”

      Grayson frowned but then seemed to perk up, shrugging. He dropped my hand and picked up his fork. “Later then.”

      The breakfast rush eventually died down about an hour later, and Alana left to run errands before she was needed back. I fixed myself a quick coffee and grabbed a muffin, hesitating on my way to sit at an abandoned table near the window. Grayson and Chris were still in the corner booth.

      Grayson seemed to sense my hesitation, and his head popped up, hand raising to wave me over. I grinned and went over.

      “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Mind if I join you for a minute?”

      Grayson shook his head quickly. “Please do.”

      I sat, offering a quick smile to Chris. He returned it tightly. Great.

      I took a sip of coffee, wincing a bit at how hot it was. “So,” I said, clearing my throat delicately and looking between them. “Did you figure out what you needed to?”

      Grayson nodded. Chris raised an eyebrow. “Not quite,” he said dryly.

      Grayson shot him a look and reached over, pinching a clump of sugar from the muffin and tasting it. “This is really good.”

      “Alana,” I explained, taking a bite of the muffin. It was good.

      Grayson laughed. “Of course.” He nudged me, silently asking me to get out of the booth. “I’ll be back in a minute. Play nice.”

      Chris saluted. I laughed lightly, a little unsure. “Will do.”

      I sat back down after Grayson headed off toward the bathroom, lifting my coffee mug to take a sip. Chris watched me with piercing eyes as he swallowed. I blinked, clearing my throat delicately, and starting to feel a bit uneasy from the attention.

      Chris propped his chin on his hands, elbows on the table as he narrowed his gaze on me. I sighed and set the mug down.

      “What?” And, okay, that wasn’t the politest thing I could say to his—whatever’s best friend. But Chris was just shy of shooting murderous glares at me, and it was my own booth in my diner. The guy could at least pretend when he was around.

      Chris smirked. “Ooh, kitten’s got claws.”

      I bristled. “I just don’t get what your problem is.”

      “Easy,” he replied, sitting up. He put his arms on the back of the booth, stretching. “You are.”

      “Me?” Well, I knew that. I didn’t have to sound so surprised. “What did I do?”

      He glanced toward the bathrooms, where Grayson had gone to. He turned back to me, shaking his head dismissively. “It’s not about you. You’re just the problem.”

      “Oh, so glad you cleared that up.” The sarcasm was a bit much but so was this guy. I could feel my old feisty self surfacing. I was trying, really trying, and I didn’t need some jerk talking riddles.

      Chris’s smirk widened. “I like you.”

      “Not what I hear.”

      Chris tilted his head. “And what is it that you hear?”

      He looked interested, genuinely, and I relaxed a bit in my seat, letting my fingers curl around the mug again. “That you wanted Grayson to break up with me.”

      “Grayson,” he muttered under his breath. “Goodness. Okay. Well, that’s true.”

      My eyebrows shot up, jaw falling open a bit. “Oh. Well, yeah.” I hadn’t expected the guy to just come out and admit it.

      “But it’s not about you. It’s about Grayson when you’re concerned.” Chris leaned forward, putting his arms on the table, folding his hands together as he spoke, quickly and quietly. “Grayson’s throwing a lot away to be here, you know.”

      I frowned. “He has three months off.”

      “Had.” Chris corrected.

      My stomach flipped unhappily. “What do you mean?”

      Chris didn’t reply. His eyes narrowed again, but this time the look was less aggressive and more contemplative. He was measuring me up, and I didn’t have to struggle to sit still. I didn’t know what was going on, not really, but I knew I deserved to know. Chris would see that, too.

      And he did, after a moment. Chris nodded sharply, seeming to be satisfied with his evaluation. “Well, diner girl. I’m not supposed to say anything. Grayson,” he said looking at the ceiling briefly before catching my eyes again, “would be furious. But he won’t listen to me. Maybe you will.”

      My mouth dried and I struggled to unclench the coffee mug in my hands. My fingers ached a little when I stretched them. I waited.

      Chris didn’t need much prompting, it seemed after he made up his mind. “Grayson was supposed to come back a while ago when I first started calling. He had a press circuit that came out of left field for his newest flick, but he refused to come. So I came here to drag him back when the producers threatened to cut him from the sequel. He still didn’t come.”

      “He lost a movie because of—” I cut myself off, unable to voice it. I gestured around helplessly.

      Chris raised one eyebrow. “Not just that one.”

      “What?”

      “He’s been auditioning for this movie series for months. Like, literally months and he’d been drooling after the role way before that. It’s not his normal thing, you see,” the frustration in Chris’s voice was heavy and seemed to penetrate into me as well, “it would change everything. He wouldn’t just be some romantic love interest—he’d be the lead to a trilogy adaptation that could open a lot of doors for him.”

      “That sounds incredible,” and it really did. I could see how excited Chris was by the premise and knew that Grayson would be, too. He was more than good enough to carry a series on his shoulders, more than ready for roles with bigger stories and better characters. This sounded like his shot at that.

      “But he won’t take it,” Chris said bitterly, leaning back again, folding his arms across his chest. “He won’t leave.”

      My stomach clenched, and I blinked at the sudden stinging in my eyes. “I—maybe I could talk to him.”

      Chris brightened instantly. Apparently, the thought hadn’t occurred to him. His posture straightened and his face erupted in a smile so brilliant, he looked like the kid from Grayson’s stories, not the foe trying to separate us.

      “You’ll talk to him?”

      “Not a chance, she will.”

      Grayson stood at the end of the booth. He looked furious; his eyes narrowed on me as his mouth curled in a disgusted frown. “Not a chance, you will.”

      “Grayson,” My mouth was too dry to talk, my throat too thick to breathe. I stood up quickly, my knees slamming under the table as I scrambled to get out of the booth. I reached for Grayson’s hand, but he recoiled, pulling his arm away.

      “Chris,” his voice was smooth, but the edges were sharpened with a greater anger than I had ever heard from him. “You’re going to want to leave now.”

      Chris sighed, getting out of the booth slowly. He wasn’t quite amused, but he wasn’t anxious. “The girl has a right to know what you’re doing.”

      “It’s my life,” he growled. “It’s my decision.”

      “It’s your career,” Chris agreed. He grabbed his jacket and put it on, pulling out his wallet and depositing a few bills on the table. “But it’s her who will deal with your regret. And trust me, you will regret it.”

      Grayson’s fists clenched at his sides. He took a step toward him, menacingly, but Chris merely side stepped him and headed toward the door. “I’ll call you later.”

      He left, and the diner was quiet. I sank back into the booth, my hands trembling, feeling bewildered. I folded them on the table and stared at them, ignoring Grayson as he slid into the booth across from me, taking Chris’s discarded seat.

      “I’m not sorry,” he said after a moment. I glanced up at him to see him watching me, too. His expression was tight.

      “I’m not either.”

      His lips quirked. “What would you have even been sorry about?”

      I shrugged. “Nothing. That’s the point.”

      He licked his lips, and I stared at my hands again. Eventually, he elaborated. “It was a good role. But I don’t want it.”

      “Why not?”

      He ran a hand through his hair, jaw ticking. “It’s—it’s a big commitment. Time wise. I don’t know that I want to go back there.”

      “It’s your home,” I argued.

      He shrugged it off. “Technically speaking.”

      “It’s your job. You’ve worked your whole life for it.”

      “And so I think I know better than you if it’s the right move for me.”

      “You’re just scared.”

      We both stopped short at my rebuttal. It was true, of course, for the both of us. I supposed that was why we clung so tightly to each other in the first place.

      “Maybe.” He didn’t bother trying to convince me that he wasn’t. “But I still know that I don’t want to take that job.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “You’ll just—what? Stay here?” I shot back. “Live in a hotel and sneak around so we can hold hands in empty diners.”

      “That’s not fair.” He placed his hand over my folded ones, his fingers squeezing tightly. “You know—there’s a reason. The paparazzi—”

      “I know,” I relented. “It’s just. This isn’t a life for you. You don’t have a life here.”

      He jutted his jaw out, eyes hardening. “I have you.”

      My breath caught in my throat. He did have me. But that wasn’t enough.

      “That doesn’t matter,” I argued gently. Grayson shook his head fervently as I spoke. “This, whatever it is, isn’t enough.”

      “Don’t say that.” His cheeks were tinged a bit pink now. His eyes were that sky blue again, the one that made me warm from the chest out. “It’s not up to you to decide what’s enough for me.”

      I couldn’t take this. I realized then, with a start, that Grayson wouldn’t give up. He didn’t have it in him to stop fighting, didn’t realize he was batting for the wrong team. He was going to throw away this movie deal and probably others, all in a stubborn bout of romanticism he’d eventually regret. Chris knew it; I knew it. Grayson didn’t, but Grayson couldn’t. Everything about him was genuine, from the dimple that sometimes formed in the corner of his mouth to the whispered promises that slipped from his lips when our heads were still on the pillows. He liked sweet foods and couldn’t sweep and thought Todd was funny and he was perfect in the mold of my life. But he was also so much more than this. Me, Kyle’s—this would never be enough. He deserved so much that I couldn’t give him.

      But I could give him this. I could give him this shove that Chris couldn’t, that Grayson didn’t realize he needed. Grayson had entered my life and made the time start mattering again. I could make sure he didn’t waste any of his.

      I could feel my throat closing with the effort to keep my sobs inside my chest and not rake through my whole body, and the effort infuriated me.

      “You’re being ridiculous!”

      He glared at me. “I’m not!”

      “You are. You’re just being stubborn and—and—pigheaded because you can be.” He didn’t even look a bit swayed. “You’re going to, what? Throw your entire life away so you can watch me work in a diner? You’re a movie star.”

      “Oh, right, here it is.” He laughed humorlessly. “Maybe I don’t want to just be a movie star anymore!”

      “Then try TV!”

      He threw his hands up, gesturing around the still blessedly empty diner. “None of that matters, don’t you get it? I was—it wasn’t real. But this—this is real. You and me and blueberry pancakes, Jade. This is real. Everything else—Hollywood or movie stars or whatever, that’s not anything that matters. This is.”

      I blinked rapidly, I pulled my hands from underneath his, wrapping my arms around my stomach, desperately trying to hold onto my resolve. Grayson pulled his own hand back more slowly, taking in a deep, shaking breath. His face was open, vulnerability seeping from his pores.

      “Fame isn’t real. It’s like you’ve forgotten that I’m just a regular guy.” He hesitated, swallowing thickly. “Just a regular guy falling in love with the most wonderful woman I’ve ever met.”

      I froze. Grayson offered me a wary smile.

      I could say it back. I could get out from behind this stupid table that I ruined and pull him to me, kiss him senseless, and tell him that I loved him. I could never side with Chris on anything ever again and encourage Grayson to stay here, hoping that he never realized what he gave up.

      I could say it back.

      But I didn’t.

      My life slowed down when Grayson entered it, allowing each moment to be felt and seen and full. Because of this, I felt each agonizing second as I locked my jaw, my eyes trained on the slit in the table, as I refused to say a word.

      If I opened my mouth, I’d beg him to stay. And he deserved to go.

      Eventually, the door opened, the bell chiming. We both looked up to see Alana, who stopped when she saw our expressions.

      I couldn’t look at him. My eyes burned and breathing was so hard. I stood up and went to the back, slamming the storage door shut behind me. I held my breath as I listened. Don’t go.

      Alana’s voice was too low to hear when she spoke, but I heard the door when it opened again and shut. Then no voices.

      Grayson was gone.

      I sank to the floor, pulling my knees up to my chest as I wrapped my arms around them. My every vein was throbbing, each cell of my body aching as my shoulders shook with the effort to contain the pain inside of me.

      Grayson was gone.
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      She didn’t want me. After everything I did to stay here with her and hold onto what mattered—she didn’t want me. I told her I was falling in love with her, and she walked away without a word. I had to leave. I had to get out of there. Maybe Chris had been right all along.
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      The first week after Grayson left the diner, I hoped that he was still going to be there. Each customer was met with a disappointed greeting and every day full of anxious hope I shouldn’t have had. I wanted him to leave—needed him to, really—but I never expected Grayson to just up and leave without even saying goodbye.

      By the time the second week rolled around, I realized that he wasn’t actually just avoiding the diner. He was just gone.

      It was a harsh realization, one that hit me the second I got home from the diner and was taking off my coat. It punched me in the stomach, a hard hit that knocked the air out of me and made my arm shoot out in front of me, pressing against the wall as I tried to keep myself upright.

      He was gone. And it was all my fault.

      It’s for his own good, I chastised myself, slowly continuing my way into the apartment. It was dark, save the Christmas lights that beamed from the wall, signaling to me that Madeline wasn’t home yet. Good.

      I poured myself a drink and threw it back, swallowing quickly so I could finish it off while I was still in the dark kitchen, pressed against the counter top. It burned my throat a little, but I didn’t mind. It was nice to feel something so concrete.

      I poured another, this one fuller than the last, and shuffled into the living room. I didn’t bother putting a movie on, just flicked the TV on so it could lowly play whatever had been being watched before it had been switched off. Nighttime TV sucked, but I couldn’t force my thoughts to clear or my mind to focus long enough for it to matter.

      How was it that this was what had become of us? Me, drinking in the dark with a constant feeling of emptiness in my chest, and Grayson just gone, missing from my life as if he’d never stumbled into Kyle’s in the first place.

      I had always known it would be temporary. But temporary didn’t have to hurt this much, did it? It didn’t have to leave so much carnage behind.

      The first time I saw him, I’d had to sit on the floor I was so dumbstruck. The memory tugged at me, all night, whispers of bright hats and slippery smiles and eyes that could change color just from thoughts. Grayson had etched himself into my life so thoroughly that no place was safe from him, no thought or desire or space was free from his ghostly presence. I wanted to punch him for leaving; wanted to kiss him and beg him not to go again.

      But he wasn’t around so neither option would work. Instead, I took another long pull from the drink, sighing at the burn as I swallowed.

      I finished half the bottle before Madeline came home, her key scraping against the lock in the door. I must’ve muted the TV if I was able to hear that so clearly. I blinked, trying to focus on the screen to figure out what was playing. It proved pointless, so I took another drink.

      Madeline smiled when she saw me, but it fell when she took in what I actually looked like. I was sure I was a mess. Sprawled on the futon, eyes glassy, bottle resting between my legs. I didn’t think I was actually bruised or bleeding, but I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out I was. Judging by the concern on Madeline’s face, I just might’ve been.

      “Hey,” she said softly. I didn’t reply but nodded the bottle in her direction. Some of it splashed onto the futon, and I bit my bottom lip, eyes welling. It would stain now. Not that it really mattered. It was littered with other stains. My whole life was, really.

      No. I wanted this. I caused this. Grayson was probably off signing contracts and getting facials and being carted around like a prince and he deserved it. Deserved better than to hide in a dark hotel and eat fried, small time diner food for every meal. No, I wouldn’t let my thoughts blame him for this.

      Madeline settled herself on the couch next to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and placing my head in the crook of her neck, holding me tightly to herself. I let my head drop to rest on her, not fighting when she pried the bottle from my hands.

      She took a swig and sat it on the ground by our feet, cuddling closer to me.

      “I know you miss him,” she murmured. I was too far gone, too hurt, too drunk, to even bother denying it. “It’s okay to miss people, Jade.”

      She lifted her other hand to run through my hair, soothingly petting me as the TV played too lowly and my heart desperately tried to stop cracking.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Another two weeks passed by. I, unfortunately, retained the newfound ability to witness my life fully, even without Grayson around. I experienced every miserable hour as slowly as I had when he was there and then, one day, a few not so miserable hours.

      My mood had improved, just a bit, as the days passed. If I stopped moving for a moment, my thoughts would return to Grayson, to how much it hurt, but when I was busy enough, things felt—well, almost normal.

      After three of these pretty reasonable days passed in a row, Madeline cornered me in the non-fiction section of The Bookies. I had stopped by to bring her a coffee and her tiny arms wrapped around one of mine, refusing to let me leave until I heard her out. I could have broken out of her embrace, but her face was scrunched seriously, her hair pulled into two tight buns, and, frankly, she was adorable.

      I wished, though, that I’d pushed my way out of the store at any cost to her or our friendship. It turned out she was absolutely certain I had to go on a date with a customer she had met earlier that day. She insisted that it was crucial, that I needed to put myself out there if I ever wanted to be able to relax again and that it had to be this guy.

      I said no a dozen times and then, after a dozen more maybes, relented.

      Maybe, I had thought, it wouldn’t be so bad. Madeline had jumped up and down for a good ten minutes before running to the register to get his number, somehow hopping over abandoned books in her booted heels and not tripping once. I shook my head in wonder. Who was I to second guess Madeline, anyway?

      But, it had turned out, I definitely should have.

      So bad my rear, I thought, watching as my date tried for the third time to convince me to watch The Horse and the Hound, one of Grayson Sparling’s “absolute best films”.

      I ground my teeth together, rubbing at my temples while the guy explained that the movie was really very good and that Grayson Sparling was actually quite awesome in it.

      I wanted to tell him that I knew exactly how awesome Grayson Sparling was, thank you very much, and until a month ago, I had actually owned that particular DVD. But Grayson hadn’t wanted anyone to know, and so I just ground my teeth and suggested, now for the fourth time, a different film.

      The guy huffed in annoyance. I didn’t know what Madeline saw in him. I needed to get out of here.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said, standing and pointing toward my extensive DVD collection—all great movies without the ex I couldn’t stop thinking about. “Feel free to pick out a movie. Just not—”

      “Yeah, this one.” The guy clearly wasn’t having any better of a time with me than I was with him. Which, yeah, was my fault. I had been quiet during dinner and was positively argumentative about the movie. But I had told Madeline I wasn’t ready, and she insisted I was. So, really, I’d just blame her. I closed the door to the bathroom, running my hands down my face.

      I looked at myself in the mirror, sighing. One movie and then this guy would leave. I could make it through that much.

      My phone rang from the other room, and I shook my head, leaving the bathroom to answer it when I heard the ringing cut short and my date’s confident “hello?”

      I gawked, hand still on the doorknob. This guy just answered my phone?

      “Hello?” The guy repeated. “No, she’s in the bathroom. I- who am I? We’re just watching a movie, man, we’re on a date.”

      I couldn’t believe this was happening. I almost laughed. I had assumed it was Alana on the other line, grilling the guy for details. I hadn’t even told her about this date, though it was safe to assume that Madeline did.

      I decided to rescue the guy from my cousin’s insipid grilling and headed back into the living room. I was surprised to see that the guy had set his phone down, though, before I could even get into the room. Alana had never gotten off the phone that quick.

      “That was my phone?” I asked as if I hadn’t been eavesdropping. The guy nodded but was staring at two DVD cases. Both looked like action flicks. I let out a breath in relief. Finally.

      “Some guy,” he muttered, shoving one of the DVDs back on the shelf. He brandished the winner to me. “What do you think of this one?”

      The guy looked hesitant, and I almost laughed. “Perfect,” I said, grabbing it and shoving it in. This, at least, I could do. I could always watch Vin Diesel save the day.

      I grabbed my phone off the table, shoving it into my pocket. I’d just deal with Alana’s line of questions tomorrow at work, rather than text her back. If it were important, she’d call back. I was pretty certain it was just to get dirt on me, though.

      “Great.” We sat down, the bowl of popcorn cool and resting between us from before the Grayson Sparling debate.

      So, the date wasn’t great. But it wasn’t horrible, either. It was just bad enough that I actually was looking forward to telling Madeline and Alana about it.

      Even if there was no love match made between us that night, I realized, unfortunately, that Madeline was right. This was definitely a step in the right direction.
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      “I saw him.”

      Alana was breathless, her hand on her side as she panted, bent at the waist. She had run into the diner a moment ago, throwing her bag on the stool next to where Madeline was sitting and had started talking through gasps for air. I blinked at her from behind the counter, exchanging a look with Madeline.

      “Huh?”

      “I saw him, you dummy. I saw him.”

      Two months had passed since Grayson had left town, and with each day was a new struggle. I had accidentally poured raspberry juice in a bowl of pancake batter last week and almost pulled out my phone to call him because they tasted so nice.

      But even though I was still aching most of the time and my thoughts tended to be consumed, things weren’t as bad. The heaviness in my limbs didn’t last as long, and I didn’t have the urge to drown my thoughts with a bottle anymore. I guessed that even the scars that never left you stopped bleeding eventually.

      “I saw Grayson,” Alana panted.

      Then again, maybe not.

      The air rushed from my lungs, and I gripped the counter top. Madeline looked between us quickly, as if we were speaking instead of just watching each other, wide-eyed.

      “Where?” I finally asked. My heart hammered dangerously fast as if Grayson himself had walked through the door. “Where?”

      “Downtown. At the Ritz. He was—there were a lot of press people there.”

      I nodded, tugging at the ends of my hair as my mind swirled. Grayson was back. He was back in town, and he hadn’t called. Hadn’t stopped by.

      My pulse danced at the thought of seeing him again.

      “Go!” Alana urged, sitting on the stool by Madeline, her grin growing. “Go get up! We can watch the diner.”

      I blinked, considering the offer. I steeled myself against the onslaught of desire I felt at the concept. “No,” I refused quietly. “Thanks, though.”

      “Jade,” Madeline said sadly.

      I shrugged it off. I had made my choice, and it was the right one, even if my gut ached in protest.

      Alana opened her mouth, but Madeline dropped her hand to her arm, shaking her head slightly. Alana let out a disbelieving scoff.

      “This is stupid!” she said, shaking her head rapidly. She jumped off the stool again, pacing a short space near the counter. “You’ve missed him! And I’m sure he missed you and if you just went down there—”

      “Alana,” Madeline tried, but Alana wasn’t hearing it.

      “No! No, Madeline. You’ve seen her, Jade’s been miserable! Grayson just up and left, and he owes Jade an explanation at least!”

      “No, he doesn’t,” I could barely speak around the lump in my throat, the tightness in my chest.

      “Yes, he does, don’t be a martyr,” Alana waved off my protest, turning back to Madeline. “We don’t even know what happened, but it doesn’t matter because people don’t just leave! They shouldn’t just leave!”

      She was almost yelling now, her voice rising with each new sentence she spoke. Her eyes were bugging and wild, and I realized with a start that this had very little to do with Grayson and me.

      Her bottom lip trembled, and she wound her arms around her waist, the same that I had done that day. She looked little, then, my cousin. I walked to her slowly, enveloping her in a hug.

      “I miss him, too,” I murmured, quietly. Alana whimpered against my hair.

      The year anniversary of Kyle’s death was barely a week away. I should have realized how heavy Alana’s heart was weighing.

      “I don’t want anyone else to leave without saying goodbye,” she sniffled, looking up at me. “Why can’t you just go say goodbye?”

      My bones temporarily turned to jello, and I cleared my throat several times to keep from crying. “It’s not the same, Alana.”

      She frowned, stepping out of my embrace. “Only because you can fix this.”

      I slumped. I could. I could fix it but—

      “It’s my fault.”

      Alana and Madeline waited. I swallowed a few times before speaking. And then, as if I had prepared and been waiting for the right moment, I told them everything. The movies that Grayson was passing up, the worries I’d felt, his tender confession that I’d steadfastly ignored. I couldn’t stop once I started, spilling story after story of our short romance to my captive audience.

      When I finished, I sucked in a deep breath and groaned, covering my face with my hands. “I’m an idiot.”

      Neither girl responded so, tentatively, I lowered my hands to see their reaction.

      Alana was smiling. “You really kind of are.”

      “You have to go,” Madeline insisted. “Like, right now.”

      I bit my bottom lip, looking at Alana. She nodded. “He—he loves you, I think. You can’t let that pass. You can’t take his choice out of his hands just because you’re scared.”

      I flushed, my stomach chilling as shame rushed through me. That was exactly what I had done. I should have trusted Grayson enough to know that no matter what decision he made, he was making it for himself. I should go to him. But still, I hesitated, the insecurities and worries pressed to the forefront of my mind, making me wilt a bit.

      Alana shook her head, face hardening. “I know this is hard for you, Jade. Between your mom and then when Dad—” she stopped, her voice cracking as she said his name. “It’s hard to give a piece of yourself away when they might not give you anything to fill the space.”

      My eyes locked with hers, looking for something. I felt as though I was searching as well.

      “I can’t lose anyone else,” I admitted. Alana nodded slowly.

      “I know, Jade.” She gave me a watery smile. “Go get him, so you don’t, okay?”

      She hugged me again, this time much more quickly. She planted a kiss on my cheek and then pushed me firmly toward the door. Madeline whooped.

      “Go get him!” she called, and I laughed, nerves tingling in my limbs as I raced out of the diner, hailing a cab.

      Rain was starting to drizzle, and I promised the driver a good tip if he got me there fast. The drive barely took five minutes, but it passed by too slowly for me, my restless leg jittering up and down as I watched the dreary colored buildings pass on by.

      When the driver pulled up in front of the Ritz, I took a deep breath. I paid the driver and then stood in the rain, trying to convince my screaming organs that this was an okay decision.

      Eventually, I was starting to get too wet if I wanted to be let into the building, so I pretended to squash my panic and marched, determinedly, into the hotel.

      There were dozens of press members filling the lobby, big cameras and reporters everywhere. I didn’t know what I expected, but a press conference wasn’t it.

      Still, though—I came here for a reason, I thought resolutely. And I wasn’t one to get distracted.

      I ran my hand through my hair, shaking out some of the water, and looked around until I saw Grayson.

      I nearly passed out at the sight of him.

      The time out west had done wonders for him. As terrible as each day had been to me, it seemed to have been twice as good to Grayson. His skin was darker now, tanned and glowing, making his bright blue eyes seem less ethereal but just as heart stopping. His hair, too, was trimmed short and his smile was as wide as it had ever been as he threw his head back, exposing the long column of his neck so that he could laugh at a joke one of the reporters had told him.

      When he recovered from his laugh, his eyes scanned the room. He froze when his gaze landed on me.

      Oh goodness, oh goodness, oh goodness.

      We stared at each other across the room for what felt like an eternity. Suddenly, Grayson shook his head, seeming to wake himself out of his stupor. He spoke quickly to the man he was standing next to, his eyes never leaving mine.

      Then he turned on his heel and exited the lobby, going down a hallway. I followed.

      He grabbed my wrist as I turned the corner, throwing me against the wall and pouncing on me, stopping himself just as he was a hair’s breadth away from my lips.

      My every hair stood on end, my nerve endings exposed and raw, waiting for him to do something.

      He raked his eyes down my body, catching on various angles before dragging again. I could practically feel him studying me, and I shivered from the not-quite touch.

      “Tell me now,” he said, eyes boring into mine. His pupils were dilated, the dark cerulean color being consumed by the black. “Are you here for me?”

      I sucked in a breath. “Yes.”

      That, it seemed, was the only thing he was waiting for. He pushed against me, crashing his mouth into mine.

      Nearly as soon as he’d captured my lips with a bruising intensity, Grayson bit down on my bottom lip hard, swiping his tongue over it to soothe it before pulling away.

      “I have to go. Don’t you dare leave.”

      Grayson turned again and left the hallway, leaving me against the wall, gasping. I raised a finger and touched my lip; it was sensitive from the nip.

      Well. That went—smoothly.

      My head swam. I was barely able to have a single coherent thought, let alone come to any sort of conclusion. I decided I would just do as he said and wait for him. Sinking to the floor, I scooted so I was just on the edge of the corner, still able to hear some of what was going on.

      The first few interviews seemed to be going on too far away from where I was, but eventually, I could hear Grayson’s voice waft into the hallway. The sound made my stomach clench with happiness and anticipation.

      “So,” a woman began, loudly. “Who was that beautiful woman we saw follow you to the bathroom earlier?”

      There was a pause and then Grayson’s laughter. “No one special.”

      “Oh?” The woman’s voice was sharp. “Because I have sources that say you’ve been seen with her quite a few times, on your other trips.”

      I felt the color drain from my face. They were talking about me. I sat a little straighter, barely suppressing the urge to peek my head around the corner.

      Grayson laughed again. “Come on, Sharon. Like I would keep anything from you. She’s just a woman who lives here. You’ve got to do something when you’re on a press tour, right?”

      Sharon joined in with his laughter.

      My chest tried to collapse.

      I stood quickly, on shaky legs. Goodness, how could I be so stupid? To think that I was something serious to Grayson Sparling, of all people? Sure, we’d had a nice time—but Grayson was on vacation, and no matter how much I thought it looked like he might stay behind, he didn’t; in fact, he left without even saying goodbye or trying to contact me in the three months since. What was I thinking, coming here, all desperate and pathetic? Grayson was just trying to shove me out of the way without being a complete rear about it. That’s all the kiss was. That’s all we were.

      I looked around, sniffing in agony. I didn’t want to go through that room again, see all of them, see Sharon and Grayson laugh at me as I pushed my way through a crowd with a bleeding heart and a crushed ego.

      I spotted an exit sign and pushed it open, slipping out quickly. The rain was heavy now, pouring down onto me. I didn’t mind. The sky was grieving with me.

      The door had let out into a little alley, and I looked left, deciding that was probably the quickest route to the main road. I tried not to think about Grayson’s mouth on mine or his laughter mixing with the pain in my chest as I headed down the alley.

      With my head down, I didn’t get very far before an angry screeching sound distracted me. I had barely looked up before the silver car was speeding down the alley, smashing into me, and everything faded to black.
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      She was here! She came to me. I couldn’t stay away any longer. I knew she was it for me. I just had to finish with this press trash, and then I could claim my woman. I wasn’t going to let her go again. She needed to understand that she was mine.
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      I dreamt about my first night at Kyle’s house after I had moved in.

      I was seventeen, and my mom was gone. I hadn’t ever been there, not really, but now she was really gone, and I smashed my fist through the wall. I knew in my memory that Kyle hadn’t said anything, just patched up my hand and told me we’d go to the hardware store in the morning. But in the dream, things were foggier, and when I punched through the drywall, my fist was covered in blood I knew wasn’t my own.

      Dream Kyle cried, shoulders shaking as he sobbed, the sounds like nails down the chalkboard as goosebumps rose on my skin. I pounded against my skull, desperate to apologize and wrap my arms around my uncle, but Dream Jade didn’t. I just turned my back and walked out the front door, leaving my crying uncle alone in the too dim house.

      I also dreamt about Grayson. That dream went better. It was the first time I had gone to Grayson’s hotel room all over again, but this time there was no burned dinner or managers calling to distract us. It was just Grayson and me and lips that couldn’t stop whispering praises and admissions of love, hands that wandered and reached farther than had ever actually happened.

      My third dream wasn’t so much a dream as it was a feeling. I was shrouded in darkness, limbs held down by a deep heaviness I couldn’t name, while sorrow was pumped into the room, heady in its tangibility. I pulled against my restraints while tears streamed down my cheeks but it was useless. I was trapped and in agony, and that was all there was.

      Once, I thought I saw Alana’s face hovering over me, her lips parted in a scream. But then I blinked and it was gone.

      The third dream lasted much longer than the others; I cried myself hoarse and spent the rest of it calling out for help. Sometimes, Grayson’s name fell from my lips, but even in my dream state, I was glad he wasn’t there to feel this pain.

      I dreamt these three scenes over and over again, the faintest image of a car sticking to the peripheral of my thoughts as I slept.

      When I finally woke, it was to silence the incessant beeping. I swatted my hand around, looking for my phone, before trying to roll over to reach the nightstand.

      The movement caused a sharp pain to radiate from my side, so strong my eyes rolled to the back of my head, and I almost passed out. It was horrible, this ache, and I felt like I’d been hit by a semi.

      “Not quite,” someone spoke aloud, laughing. I jumped, wincing when my ribs protested. I blinked a few times, eyes adjusting to the harsh overhead light. Two women, one wearing a long white lab coat and the other in nurse’s scrubs, stood over me. The nurse stepped up to me to check my pulse. “Just a regular old Volvo.”

      “A Volvo?” my voice was scratchy from disuse, and the woman straightened, handing me a cup with a straw in it. I drank the water greedily and realized I must have spoken out loud earlier.

      “Yes, ma’am.” the nurse smiled, scribbling something on the chart before turning to give me her attention. “You were admitted early yesterday, Ms. Hunter. Seems you had a bit of a run-in with a car.”

      I nodded. I didn’t really remember anything hitting me, but I definitely felt like I’d had a run-in with a car. “You should see the other guy.”

      The doctor laughed. “Oh, a sense of humor. No wonder you have such a fan club.”

      I cocked my head. The movement made me a little dizzy, and I glanced down, trying to take in the injuries I’d apparently received. My ribs were wrapped, along with one wrist, and my leg was in a cast.

      “Goodness,” I muttered. The doctor shot me a wry grin.

      “Extensive injuries, ma’am.”

      “Jade,” I corrected.

      The doctor nodded. “Jade,” she appeased. “You’ve broken two ribs, along with your wrist. Your leg and foot are sprained, hence the cast.” She raised an eyebrow. “You should know you’re a very lucky lady. These injuries are nowhere near as bad as they could be.”

      I hated to think about what they could be if I were already broken in so many places. “Thanks.”

      She nodded, writing another scribble onto the clipboard before placing it at the foot of my bed. “Now, you have quite an army of visitors. Would you like me to let your sister in?”

      My head jerked up, and I nodded eagerly, even as the motion made my head swim. Alana. She must have meant Alana.

      “Alright, Jade. I’ll go get them for you.”

      “Thank you!” I called after the doctor, making a mental note to ask her what my name was when she came back. I couldn’t remember if she’d told me or not.

      It didn’t take long—I had only taken one more sip of water—before Alana threw the door open and raced into the room. She moved in a blur, hesitating only when she skidded to the edge of the bed, arms poised to pounce but stopping as if she’d only just remembered how injured I was.

      “Hi, Alana.”

      “You idiot!” she seethed, reaching over and smacking my good arm. My body vibrated a bit from the touch, but I swallowed the wince down, having anticipated it. “How dare you get hit by a car?”

      I reminded myself that she’d only get angrier if I laughed. “It was hardly my fault.”

      “Hardly your fault,” she repeated under her breath, snorting. “Sure! Running into an alley road without checking both ways in the middle of a rainstorm really sounds like a freak accident.”

      I flushed. Okay, well, maybe that was what had happened. The crash was still too fuzzy for me to say exactly.

      Alana dropped to the chair by the bed, cradling her head in her hands. “I was so scared.”

      My face fell, guilt clouding me. “I’m sorry, Alana.”

      She nodded, sniffling. “It’s okay. I just—this week, I swear. I’m going to lock Todd and the boys up next year.”

      I groaned. Goodness, the anniversary was only a few days away. I had really put Alana through the wringer.

      “I get two hugs from you once you’re healed, as long as I want. No complaining,” she warned me sternly. I lifted my good hand to give her a scout’s honor.

      We were silent for a minute, and it scratched at me. I struggled to think of a conversation that wouldn’t send my cousin into a heap of tears.

      “So, I hear I missed a day. Anything good happen?”

      She told me about getting the phone call and closing up the diner, her and Madeline rushing to the hospital. Madeline had been there that morning, too, only leaving to check on the boys when Alana refused to leave. She was supposedly on her way back now.

      The biggest surprise, though, wasn’t Madeline demanding to get into the room without being family; it was Grayson.

      “You called him?” I gasped, horrified. Alana frowned.

      “Of course, I did! You asked me to!”

      I froze, then frowned. “No, I didn’t.”

      Alana shook her head, her expression firm. “You definitely did. I mean, you were a little out of it on the meds, but you explicitly asked me to call him. Plus, you said his name like a thousand times as you slept.”

      My face burned. “No,” I denied. Alana laughed.

      This was awful. Alana continued her story, telling me that Grayson had rushed to the hospital with a half dozen reporters chasing after him, calling out all sorts of questions as he basically threatened to sue the hospital to see me.

      “What happened?” I couldn’t believe that he would do such a thing. Even before I realized I was just a fling to him, he had always been mild-tempered, if not absurdly accommodating.

      Alana smiled. “I took pity on him, and we worked it out so he could wait outside the room.”

      My eyes flickered with dismay toward the door. Alana’s smile widened. “Want me to get him?”

      “No!” I all but yelled, my heart lurching at the idea. Unfortunately, Alana heard, her eyebrows raising as the machine beeped at my accelerated pulse. “I—we—it’s complicated.”

      Alana jerked her head forward as if to say “so.” I elaborated, telling her quietly what had occurred at the Ritz the day before. Alana sucked in a deep breath when I told her what Grayson had said, so similar to my own reaction, and we sat quietly for a minute, reeling at this revelation.

      “Hmm,” Alana said after a minute, eyes narrowed. “Jade, listen, I—”

      “I don’t care trash!”

      The yelling came from the hallway but so close to the door that Alana and I froze, eyebrows raised in identically comical expressions of surprise as we listened to Grayson curse out whoever was in his way.

      “You’re going to get the heck out of my way right now before I make you.” His voice was dangerous, a growl that promised something to whomever he was talking to. I had always admired the genuineness and honesty that Grayson personified; I was absolutely positive that he would make good on this promise if he didn’t get what he wanted. I looked at Alana to see her eyes wide and lips pressed together, both of us waiting with bated breath.

      A body thumped against the door hard, and then the door swung opened, a slightly wild-eyed Grayson pushed his way through.

      “You’re awake,” he breathed, freezing at the door. I nodded mutely. His eyes were bloodshot, the blue dull compared to the deep circles underneath his eyes. His face was scruffier than I’d ever seen it before, his clothes and hair disheveled. He locked eyes with me, his mouth parting and a soft, shaking breath exhaled through his lips. “You’re okay.”

      Where before he seemed frozen, he now raced to my side as if he had to make up for that lost time. He didn’t pay Alana any mind, merely pressing close against her to get to me. One hand smoothed the hair on my head while his other hand traced my jaw and neck, trailing down my collarbone until his hand rested, palm down, over my chest. His eyes fluttered closed as he felt my pulse beneath his own.

      I looked at Alana from over Grayson’s arm. She just shrugged.

      “I’ll leave you two alone for a minute,” she said, standing. He didn’t even glance at her, though his eyes did pop open and made quick work of assessing all of my injuries. “Just a minute. I’ll go call Madeline.”

      I nodded to her but didn’t reply, too enthralled and yet confused by the devotion pouring out of his expression.

      I swallowed. “Sit down, Grayson.”

      He fell into the chair immediately, though he stretched so that he could keep his hands on my face and chest. It was a weird pose, awkward, but I couldn’t make myself mind.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay, I’m so glad.”

      My heart stuttered. We both felt it a second before we heard it. “What are you doing here?”

      His eyes snapped to mine. They were swimming with moisture. “What are you talking about? You were hit by a car.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes; I thought it would hurt too much in my current condition. “Yeah, I know that much. I mean, why did you come?”

      He dropped his hands as if they’d been burned. His lips quivered for a moment before he collected himself, hardening his expression. “Would you rather I not have?”

      I took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “Guess that depends.”

      “On what?” he fired back.

      “I heard what you said to Sharon.”

      “To who?” He shook his head in confusion, running both hands through his hair, tugging at the ends. It was an honest mess. I preferred it, but couldn’t let it distract me. “What the heck, Jade?”

      “That reporter girl, Sharon. I heard what you said about—us. Me. About press tours.”

      He shook his head again, his irritation spilling onto his expression. “I don’t know what you’re—” realization dawned on his face, and he narrowed his eyes. “Don’t tell me you left through that alley because of what I said to Sharon.”

      I shifted my eyes away, pressing my lips together. I could feel tears threatening.

      He groaned, long and low, nearly a keening sound that made me wonder if he had somehow been the one to hurt himself. “It was just—she’s tabloid, Jade. She’s the tabloid; it was just—incredible. It was just trash I said to keep this,” he swept his hand between us, “separate. How can you not see that? How can you not see that I’m always just trying to keep you separate?”

      I glared at him. “How can you not see that I don’t want to be separate?”

      He groaned again, though this time it was clearly out of frustration. His muscles tightened, broad shoulders tense. “But I need you separate. Not because I don’t want you to be a part of all that but because I don’t want that to be a part of you. Of us. This is mine, Jade.” He took hold of my good hand, kissed it, and brought it up to his heart.

      The door creaked open. Chris popped his head in, frowning and sliding into the room quietly. He surprised me by being here at all, much less coming into my room, but Grayson hadn’t relaxed or looked away. When I caught his gaze again, he continued speaking like his manager hadn’t interrupted them.

      “You—you said yesterday you went there for me.”

      I swallowed. “Yes,” I whispered.

      Grayson tilted his chin up, but his eyes gave away the fear. My heart accelerated at the sight, the machine letting everyone in the room see how much he affected me. “I came here for you.”

      He was offering me something, something that I had already tried to refuse. I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to refuse it twice.

      “I said those things to the reporter,” he repeated. “But I didn’t do it to hurt you. And—and if you want, I’ll tell every reporter the truth, I’ll tell them everything about you. Or I’ll quit, and I’ll never talk to another reporter again. I—you matter, diner girl. You’re enough for me, no matter what else we have to decide.”

      I considered the resolve I’d had in the diner those months ago when I pushed Grayson as far away from me as I could. I thought about my determination to do whatever it took to help him.

      I decided, swiftly, that I had been an idiot. My heart thundered on the monitor, and Grayson’s attention flickered to the screen, watching, before turning back to me.

      I slowly grinned. “I guess you’ll do.”

      His answering smile was radiant enough to warm my soul. Dare I hope? “You mean it?”

      “Entirely.” He jumped from the chair, about to throw his arms around me before he realized he wasn’t going to be able to do that. Instead, he settled for resting his hand on the top of my head, running his fingers through my hair, beaming.

      Chris cleared his throat, and we both jumped a little, having forgotten he was there. I hissed at the feeling in my ribs when I jolted, and both men turned to me, concerned before I waved them off.

      “So,” Chris said, raising one eyebrow as he appraised us. I braced myself, expecting the worst. “How long will you be staying here, then?”

      Wait.

      “You’re not going to try and break us up again?” I blurted before I could stop myself. My face burned when Chris turned to me, smirking.

      “Wasn’t going to,” Chris said, folding his arms. “Why? Would you prefer that?” he asked with a smarmy grin.

      Grayson laughed, running his hand up and down my arm in reassurance. “Shut up, Chris.”

      “Make me, Sparling.”

      I watched them apprehensively. Chris seemed to be okay with this but…

      “Really?” I just didn’t believe him. I had been so sure a few months ago. His reasoning was solid enough that even I had bought it.

      Chris rolled his eyes, but it lacked the venom he usually put behind it. “Really,” he confirmed. “I want what’s best for Grayson. I always have.”

      Grayson smiled broadly. “You were just wrong about what that was, is all.”

      “Yeah, for like, the first time ever,” Chris grumbled. “Besides. I’ve just spent three months with him moping around.” Chris shook his head. I looked at Grayson from the corner of my eye, disbelieving. Surely, he’d been fine. “You should have seen him after he tried to call you and some other guy answered.”

      Grayson’s face blushed red, shrugging. I barked out a quick laugh, which was short-lived when my ribs protested. “That,” I stifled my laughter, my aching ribs barely taking the humor out of the situation, “was the worst date I’d ever been on.”

      He dropped his hand to my shoulder, squeezing it. “Good.”

      I wasn’t sure what was going to come. I didn’t know what had been happening in Grayson’s life the last few months, how far he was in this movie if our confessions meant that he’d relocate or if we’d just try our hand at long distance. I didn’t even really know how the diner was going to stay afloat while I recovered from these ridiculous injuries.

      But I did know that I loved Grayson Sparling very much and that he seemed to love me too. I knew that we were going to make it work, no matter what needed adjusting. He had fit so smoothly into my life. I was just going to have to have faith that I’d fit into his as well.

      All I really knew was that this was enough for the both of us.

      Chris cleared his throat again, getting our attention. “How long are you staying here, then, Grayson?”

      Grayson shrugged, smiling down at me. His eyes were bright, and the small freckles on his nose were illuminated from the window across the room, reminding me that I still needed to trace the constellations that they made.

      He dropped a kiss to my forehead and then smiled a little wider as he looked into my eyes. “Indefinitely.”
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      I had many great things in my life. I owned a small diner I inherited from my uncle where I worked with my cousin, Alana, just down the road from my best friend, Madeline. I had perfect health, even after just a handful of short months of physical therapy to help me after I was hit by a car in the pouring rain. I had a nice nest egg that promised a good retirement if I kept things up. I had my life back after the grief over losing my mother and uncle threatened to trap me in my own mind. I had a wonderful boyfriend in Grayson Sparling, movie star, and backrub extraordinaire. I had a love with him that I thought only existed in fairy tales or for people so worthy it was impossible to measure up to.

      And, most recently, I had my late uncle’s pancake recipe.

      The little index card was yellow with age; the pencil scratches nearly faded. But I knew Kyle Hunter’s handwriting as well as I knew my own, almost, and I could make out perfectly the secret ingredient.

      “What is it?” Grayson asked, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet. He had never met Kyle, of course, but he was nearly as excited as I was. Though that probably had more to do with the fact that my boyfriend was absolutely obsessed with pancakes. I was having a hard time wrapping my head around the idea that my recipe could get any better.

      I tucked the card in the safe where I had found it, buried behind literally years’ worth of paper napkins. “No way,” I said, spinning the dial and tugging on the handle to make sure it was locked. I had also spied an old photo album and a few letters, but I’d wait to go through it all until Alana, Kyle’s daughter, and my cousin could be there with me. As eager as I was, I knew I wasn’t the only one who would want to devour the information Kyle left behind.

      “Come on,” he pleaded, wrapping his arms around my waist, pressing close to me. “I can keep a secret.”

      I laughed. I knew that he could. Even after our secret courtship in the beginning, Grayson and I had decided to keep our relationship as secretive as possible until after the first of his action trilogy came out. Though that had been a bit difficult, considering the scene he had caused when he’d practically beat down my hospital door to get to me when I’d had my accident.

      I pressed my lips to his, kissing him lightly.

      “I don’t want you getting any fancy ideas,” I murmured. “You’re a terrible cook.”

      His head lolled back as he laughed, the short, surprised one that I liked the most. He tightened his grip on my hips, and I dropped my hands to his waist to keep him steady as he laughed.

      “Too true,” he agreed, grinning. I smiled back.

      No longer laughing or hiding the recipes, I couldn’t help but notice how close we were pressed, hips aligned and chests touching. We were in the supply room at Kyle’s, but the diner had been closed for an hour, and considering I was the owner, I didn’t think anyone would mind if I kissed my boyfriend for a while against the shelves.

      Decision made, I pushed him a little, and he responded immediately, backing up until his back pressed against the shelves. I crowded him, capturing his lips.

      Grayson kissed back just as strongly, his hands weaving into my hair. He tugged, eliciting a throaty moan from me; he swallowed it and slipped his bottom lip between my lips, parting them enough to deepen the kiss.

      My fingers dug into his shoulders. I tilted my head, pushing hard with my lips before grabbing the dominance of the kiss with my tongue. My hands ghosted lower, pushing the thin material of his shirt up so the pads of my fingers could delicately trail across the bare skin. His skin was hot to the touch, burning me as I softly ran my hands over his abs and the sexy, sharp V that dipped below his jeans.

      When my thumbs pressed hard into the corners of the V, Grayson jutted his hips, rotating them in a quick, desperate thrust. His mouth fell open as he gasped, throwing his head back and hitting it hard against the shelves. Other than tightening his grip in my hair, it didn’t seem to affect him. I took advantage of the new position, leaving Grayson’s mouth to kiss and suck on his neck and collarbone. I kissed the area, wide, open-mouthed kisses that had Grayson rutting against me deliciously, before sucking the skin between my teeth, gently nibbling. I let it go and ran the flat of my tongue over the area.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he gasped. I chuckled into his neck.

      I pulled away to catch my breath.

      Grayson’s chest heaved as he struggled to catch his own breath, lips swollen and parted as he rested his head on the shelf behind him. I could barely see the blue of his eyes, as hooded and dilated as they were. But his top lip was shiny, and his cheeks were flushed, small purple bruises raising on the pale skin of his neck. I loved him like this, hips still subconsciously rolling softly, hands too tight as he gripped me.

      His hands slid down my neck, down my sides to rest on my hips as I continued to run my fingers up and down his abs. But he didn’t hesitate, not even briefly, and he slipped his hands underneath my shirt.

      His hands burned. I hissed at the sensation, eyes clenching shut. Grayson pressed a kiss to the middle of my throat, nipping at my neck as his hands trailed up and down my sides, one teasing at the sensitive skin near where my panties sat, the other scraping nails down my back.

      I was going to melt, right here, in the middle of my supply closet if he didn’t stop.

      As if he had heard me, he dropped the hand that was teasing the waistline of my panties, raising it to grab my face hard, thumb stroking along my cheekbone softly as he pulled me into another kiss. It was a thousand tiny feelings at once. I would never get used to his mouth on mine, his lips moving hard and his tongue begging for entrance. I would never get used to the desperation that pooled in my stomach or the eagerness that sped from my fingertips as I tugged him as close to me as possible.

      Each of our kisses delivered a new message to me. I had experienced the hot ones that would surge through me as if screaming and banging on the walls inside my skull for me to hurry up, for me to take notice and to clutch at him desperately. I liked the quiet ones, too, that were slow and deep, eyes that stayed open a little too long and hands that clutched firmly but didn’t wander. Even the gentle ones, pressed lightly against lips or foreheads or cheeks, best when one or both of us were sleepy, had a permanent place of reverence in my mind. My favorites were probably the ones that were made half of laughter and half of pure happiness. The first time I had one of those kisses, Grayson had laughed so hard that tears were streaming down his face and his mouth tasted like cherry from a candy he had been eating. I had told a bad joke, kept telling it, too, until he shut me up with a kiss and I had to swallow my words and his laughter.

      There were many more kisses—the “it’s been raining, and you walked here” kiss, the “I’ve been sleeping all day, don’t judge me” kiss, the “You’re wearing a t-shirt that I purposefully washed wrong so it’d shrink but now it looks really good” kiss. Every day seemed to bring us a new type of kiss, a new reason to have heart palpitations, and to be thankful for falling in love. Today, it seemed, was the “I finally have the recipe I’ve been trying to get my whole life, and in a way, this feels like my uncle’s stamp of approval on my boyfriend” kiss.

      I really liked this kiss.

      Pulling away, Grayson nearly fell as he stretched toward me, eyes still closed, as he tried to keep our lips connected. I laughed lightly against his lips and took a step back; we’d hide out in here forever if one of us didn’t stop and from the pout forming on his face, it didn’t seem like he’d be the one to cool things down.

      “Come on,” I said, rolling my eyes when he huffed. “They’re going to be here any minute.”

      “But I’m not done with you yet.” Grayson winked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Grayson

        

      

    
    
      Pressed tightly against Jade, I felt around quietly to see if there was a way to make more space for us. We both stood silently as I struggled in vain, and I couldn't help but feel her rear grinding against me as I shifted around.

      "What now?” Jade whispered, turning her head toward the back of the closet to face me slightly. 

      "Now?" I replied, "you’re mine. You belong to me."

      She blushed. "We should really get going.”

      “Shhh,” I whispered into her ear. Jade shifted in front of me, apparently trying to readjust. Her rear backed firmly into my toe and pressed it up against me, and she held there as she found a more comfortable position. I started to chub up, my cock stuck upright between her rear cheeks. Within a few seconds, I was full on rock hard, and there was no way she couldn't feel it as she shifted slightly on her feet.

      "Grayson..." she breathed out softly. “Take me.”

      Quickly, I pulled down my pants, and my cock sprung free, tapping her on her lower back. I slid it down her rear crack, leaving a trail of precum until it found a new resting place between her thighs. 

      Our shifting continued as we tried to find a better position, and I found myself more stimulated than ever. Every slight movement was jerking me off between her thighs, and my precum was dripping off the tip of my toe.

      I don't know if I zoned out or just got lost in pleasure, but before I knew it, I found myself moving slightly back and forth, essentially her thighs. The need to cum started to win the battle with my rational brain, but I was still able to hold back from forcing myself on her.

      Before I knew it, I started to feel a different sensation. Her underwear hadn't shifted, but I felt a distinct wetness seeping down onto my cock. Next, the unmistakable sweet smell of woman hit my nose, and my toe got harder than I knew was possible.

      “You’re so wet, Jade.”

      She said nothing right away, but she subtly pressed her rear back into me. I felt a tremor in her thighs, and at that point, I was convinced she wanted it as bad as I wanted her. My thrusts became way less subtle, and I felt the head of my cock drag across her wet pussy with each stroke. 

      “Mmm, you’re teasing me, huh?”

      "I'm not a tease..." she meekly replied. I cued off her tone and leaned in, pressing my lips against her ear.

      "Prove it," I whispered as forcefully as I could.

      Her hands shot down to her panties and yanked them down, and my cock snapped back up against her as they rubber banded. The slap of it against her pussy was the loudest sound we had made so far, but neither of us seemed to care. 

      The green light was flashing in my mind, and I knew that no more words were needed. I backed up as much as I could manage and lined my mess up as she arched her back obscenely. The tip slid in easily, and I bent my knees slightly to make sure I could get all the way in. 

      "Idiot me," she dragged out, but I didn't need to be told. I sunk myself balls deep in her, moved my hands to her hips, and took in the moment. Here we were, in the supply closet, with my cock buried in her pussy. 

      "Dang," I breathed out as I started to harass her, moving relatively slowly in order to keep the noise down. 

      Her warm pussy was like a velvet vice grip, every inch of her felt divine on my cock. I slid in and out easily despite how tight she was, her wetness begging me to harass her harder. 

      "You like that, baby?" I asked. 

      "Oh idiot,” she responded quietly. She started to pick up the pace, herself back into me as hard as she dared. 

      We still weren't really going at it, due to the fear of being discovered in the back of our minds. This didn't make it any less great, but it definitely gave me the stamina to last longer than usual. Our breathing grew hot and labored, and I noticed a few beads of sweat trail down her back. 

      I moved my hands up from her hips to her shirt, pulling it up in one motion. It fell down to the ground, and I didn't miss a stroke as I reached up and around to grope her belly. I squeezed them and pulled on her nipples, getting myself acquainted with her body in ways I had never dreamed possible. 

      The tremor in her thighs returned, and I sensed that she was close to cumming. I buried myself in her again and ground myself into her, resisting the urge to start pounding her instead. I moved my right hand down to her clit, and my left hand back to wrap it in her hair, yanking down hard enough to startle her. As I predicted, this set her off, and I kept myself buried all the way in as she started to cum on my cock. 

      Her whole body shook as I lightly rubbed her clit. Her neck and back arched, and she breathed heavy and hard. I let her ride it out, savoring the way her pussy squeezed down hard on my toe. After a moment, she came back to her senses and started grinding back against me. Her bubble butt felt amazing, and I was disappointed that we didn't have room for me to truly appreciate it. 

      "Did you cum?" she asked as she turned her head, making eye contact. Despite the dim light in the closet, I could see her cheeks were flushed. 

      "Not yet," I responded as I started to slowly harass her again. She held eye contact with me, and I watched her bite her lip.

      "I want you to..." she whispered to me.

      "Turn around, baby," I commanded as I buried myself balls deep again, expecting her to say no due to the limited time we had. Instead, she pulled off my toe and raised up onto her toes. She lifted her hands above her head as she tried to spin, barely managing to squeeze herself around to face me. I backed up as much as I could to get the best view of her nearly naked body. I didn't even try to mask my expression as I gawked at her.

      "Do you have any idea how sexy you are?" I asked, leaning closer to her.

      She stood a few inches shorter than me, and my toe poked into her stomach as I pulled her close. I kissed her again, and she melted in my arms as our lips met.

      Without breaking the kiss, I grabbed her rear and lifted her up a foot. She knew what to do, and reached between us as she wrapped her legs around my waist. I pressed her body against the wall of the closet, and I finally had some more room to really give her longer and deep strokes. I shifted gears, pounding her pussy hard. I savored the feeling of her rear in my hands and didn't waste the opportunity to grope the trash out of it. Jade apparently appreciated my passion, she started to moan into my mouth. The noises of our passion grew louder, yet neither of us cared at the moment.

      "What did you want me to do?" I teased, pulling back from her hungry mouth. She hugged me close, and I felt her belly bouncing into my chest as I continued to pound her.

      "Cummm..." she whispered back with her lips brushing my ear. 

      "You want me to cum?" I pressed her further, not relenting.

      "Yes, yes, yes," she chanted back.

      "You dirty girl,” I responded, enjoying my control over her. 

      "P-please, please cum in my pussy," she stuttered out. I wasn't expecting her to get off again, but I felt her tense up as her grip around me tightened.

      This really lit my fire, and I let her have it as hard as I could. I knew I was close, but I held back as long as I could.

      The wet slapping of our sex filled the closet, and no doubt anyone outside would have heard us. Miraculously, no footsteps approached, we were left alone to get away with our crime for a little while longer.

      As I neared the edge, a sudden pressing thought entered my mind.

      "Are.. are you..." I panted out as I kept on.

      "Cum, just cum," she reassured me immediately.

      “Are you still on the pill?" I managed to get out through gritted teeth, barely holding back the floodgates. Her pussy felt divine, and I knew in a few seconds that I would have no choice.

      "Oh idiot, cum, please cum in me," she begged, ignoring my question.

      I felt the tip of my cock press against the inside of her, and her pussy juices drip down my balls. I knew I was done for, and I gave in to my desire. 

      "IDIOT," I said way too loud, and I slammed in deep as I started to cum. I shot rope after rope as deep as I could, moaning out loud as her pussy squeezed and milked me. Jade squeezed her legs around my waist, preventing me from pulling out, as she brought her mouth back up to my ear. 

      "No," she whispered with a mischievous smile, answering my earlier question.

      At that moment it was the sexiest word I had ever heard. 

      I felt like my orgasm lasted years, I emptied myself fully into her hot body as I took a picture of the moment in my mind. 

      We rocked against each other as I came back down to earth. Our sweat glued us to each other as we resumed making out, and I felt like we were two puzzle pieces who just slid into place.
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      Fifteen minutes later, I grabbed Grayson’s hand, leading him out of the back room.

      “I’m the one that found the safe,” he muttered, sighing dramatically as he threw himself into our booth. “And I barely even get rewarded for it.”

      I laughed, pushing a table to the edge of the booth so it would accommodate the group that was coming. It would have been easier to just push two of the middle tables together, but Grayson liked the slightly ruined table. I watched as he absently ran his finger over the scratch, catching my eyes as he smiled softly.

      “You were amazing.” Grayson bit his bottom lip.

      I couldn’t help but blush and readjust my clothing and smoothing down my hair.

      “I love you,” he added.

      “I love you, too.” I smiled.

      The door to the diner opened, and our family came in, voices booming.

      Todd reached us first, dropping a bunch of flowers on the table. I raised an eyebrow.

      “They’re lilies,” he said, sliding into the booth across from Grayson. He reached his fist out, and Grayson hit his own against it. “Grayson, I read that book you recommended and I. Absolutely. Loved. It!”

      Grayson’s face lit up, and the two started talking about some series that I had never heard either of them mention. It was ridiculous. I shook my head. Only Grayson could find my cousin-in-law enjoyable.

      Alana and Madeline entered next, still laughing at some joke I hadn’t heard. I hugged them both, grabbing their coats before offering to grab them drinks. The four of them called out what they wanted, and I headed to the back to collect them.

      The door opened again, and I smiled at the chorus of “Chris!” that the small group yelled out. Chris had joined our little family nicely. It had taken him a while—in the beginning, I was wary of Chris, who had wanted us to break up when we first got together and only gave his approval when Grayson raced to my side after I had been injured. Eventually, though, it became obvious that Chris really was just looking out for Grayson and loved his best friend as completely as I loved mine. Speaking of—Madeline, my best friend, and roommate until Grayson and I got our own place, had taken the longest to warm up to Chris. Even now, nearly a full year after everything had smoothed out for us, Madeline would occasionally still shoot Chris glares and murmur snide comments, untrusting of his intentions.

      I worried it would upset Grayson, but he didn’t mind. He understood where Madeline was coming from just as easily as I had understood where Chris had been coming from.

      I grabbed another soda for Chris, carefully balancing them on a tray as I headed back to the group. Sometimes, it floored me that my life could be so good and so full of people I loved, who loved me back.

      Life had once been a blur for me. Then, it had been so hyperreal that it sometimes hurt to notice, like staring it to the sun. But things had shifted, and now, I knew that I was just happy. Things were finally the way they were supposed to be.

      “Hey, Chris.” I passed out the drinks, sliding into the booth next to Grayson, tucking my hand into his under the table. The fingertips of my other rested on Grayson’s thigh, and we shared a smile.

      “Jade,” Chris nodded and then gestured toward the table where three large pizzas sat. “I figured you’d like a break from cooking.”

      I groaned with appreciation. “You’ve come to know me too well.” I flipped open the top pizza box and grabbed a slice without waiting for the others. My diner didn’t serve pizza, and it was rare that I got any, though after taking a large bite, I resolved to make sure Grayson and I ordered the delicious pie more often.

      The evening passed quickly as we all devoured the food and exchanged stories from the past week. I still saw Alana often with the diner, but after moving in with Grayson, neither of us saw Chris or Madeline that often and, though I wasn’t that upset about it, we didn’t see Todd all that much, either. Todd’s stories focused less on insurance and more on his and Alana’s boys, though, and I couldn’t help but grudgingly enjoy hearing about my little cousins. They were cute as all perdition and I really ought to make more time to see them.

      Before long, the sun had dipped low enough that the room was cast in nice gray and blue shadows, even with the fluorescent overhead lighting. Alana went to the back to grab a pie she had made for us, promising Grayson his slice would be huge, and I trailed after her to help cut and serve dessert.

      “Hey, cousin.” She raised an eyebrow when I stepped into the kitchen, stacking a handful of clean plates next to the pie. She grabbed a fistful of her hair and tied it in a knot at the nape of her neck, a big scrunchie holding the strands in place. I shrugged and grabbed the ice cream from the freezer, joining her at the workstation.

      We moved in silence for the first few plates, and I hid my smile when she cut nearly a fifth of the whole pie in one slice, dropping it on a plate, and muttering my boyfriend’s name. I dolloped a little extra ice cream on that plate, too. I could still hear the others, though the words were muffled and punctuated by a lot of laughter. I felt my heart expand as I considered how new this all still was, how far we’d come in the past year.

      A bit of the pie crust fell off of the plate Alana was working on, and she popped it into her mouth quickly, shooting me a glance. I bit back my smile and held up my hands in mock surrender. “I’m no snitch.”

      Alana laughed, her head thrown back a little. She dropped one of her hands to her stomach, gently resting her fingers on the abdomen. “I just can’t help it,” she admitted, turning her attention back toward the pie. Almost humming to herself, she patted her belly and set the plate aside with her other hand. “Ever since—”

      She stopped short. I raised an eyebrow, scooping a spoonful of ice cream on the plate while I waited for her to finish. When she didn’t, I glanced over at her. I frowned at her wide-eyed expression. With lips drawn tightly together and hand frozen with the knife in the air, she looked something akin to shocked.

      “What?” I asked. Alana didn’t blink.

      Suddenly, it slammed into me. “No!” I practically shrieked. At her horrified expression, I slapped a hand over my mouth and closed the space between us, hurriedly whispering. “You’re pregnant!”

      Alana’s mouth fell open, her lips parted as the little wrinkles between her eyes became more pronounced. After a moment of warring with herself, her face shifted, and she beamed at me. “Okay, fine. Yes—but you can’t say anything! Todd and I didn’t want to tell anyone this soon and oomph.”

      I cut her off by wrapping my arms around her, squeezing her in a tight hug. She hugged me back tightly. The spoon was still wet with melted ice cream, and I was pretty sure a bit of it was dripping down her back. I let go of her, dropping the spoon and grinning.

      “Congratulations, Alana,” I said softly. Her lips twitched but her smile was already large, her eyes glittering with unshed tears of happiness.

      “Thanks, Jade.” She cocked her head, looking fondly out at the dining room. We couldn’t see the others from where we were, but could still hear them. She rubbed gently on her not-yet swollen belly. “I’m so excited.”

      “You should be,” I bumped her shoulder, grabbing the knife from her hand and quickly finishing the job. I left the last two pieces of pie alone, without the ice cream, knowing that Alana and Todd both preferred it that way. Probably the only thing they had in common.

      “Don’t tell Grayson,” Alana warned. “He’s a blabbermouth.” Alana grabbed two of the plates and shot me a conspiratory grin when we heard Madeline scream out a desperate “Grayson, what did you just say?”

      Alana shook her head. “See?”

      I laughed. “Don’t worry; I’ll wait. But you’d better hurry. He’ll figure it out eventually. And then he’ll buy you gifts.”

      Alana shuddered. “They’ll be terribly inappropriate for infants, won’t they?”

      I loaded a tray with the remaining plates, biting my bottom lip briefly to hold in my chuckles. After I swallowed the majority of my mirth, I nodded sagely. “Most likely.”

      We were still laughing at each other when we went back out to the dining area. Our family’s heads all whipped toward us. Todd and Chris both wore identical amused expressions while Grayson looked downtrodden and Madeline was positively gleeful. She bounced in her seat, looking between the group she sat with and her and us with a speed that was probably a bit unsafe.

      I exchanged a look with Alana, who merely shrugged in response. We passed out the pies. Grayson kissed Alana’s cheek, declaring her a dessert queen, and rested his hand briefly on my thigh when I sat down.

      “Missed you,” he murmured hotly, pulling me close. My face burned in a bright blush, and I let my cheek rest on his shoulder.

      “Eat your pie,” Madeline said, shoveling her own food in at an overwhelming speed. I frowned at her.

      “That’s…” I trailed off, unsure how to politely approach the subject of her unladylike eating.

      Alana took a less tactful approach. “Disgusting,” she supplied.

      Grayson and I both nodded in agreement. Madeline rolled her eyes and picked up my fork, gathering a huge bite of pie onto it, and then shoved it toward me until I accepted it. Slowly, I took a bite, chewing thoughtfully.

      Chris and Todd, while less eager and revolting, also ate their pies fairly quickly. Grayson, on the other hand, was barely even nibbling at his own plate. Alana and I watched them, confused. It was—well, odd to say the least.

      The ice cream on Grayson’s plate was nearly all melted now, a little circular bobble of formed ice cream still in the center of the puddle, with the crust of the pie absorbing any moisture that came near it. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen him not inhale his dessert. Usually, he was a lot like Madeline was currently being in that respect.

      “Hey,” he turned toward me, lips nearly pressed into my neck. “Want to go on a walk with me?”

      I shifted toward him, eyebrows furrowed. He was usually the last person to suggest leaving the group, especially when Chris was there. “Sure.”

      “You okay?” Alana asked, following my train of thought. He gave a smile as his eyes twinkled.

      He nodded quickly, nudging me until I stood up so he could join me. “My legs are just a little stiff from all this sitting and eating.” He grabbed our jackets, shrugging his own on before helping me, in a gentlemanly fashion, into my own. Madeline awed at the sight but otherwise ignored it. Grayson grabbed his beanie from his pocket, shoving it on his head. It was a pretty purple one that reminded me of the day we first met. “You guys keep eating. We’ll, um, be back.”

      Madeline shifted again in her seat. Chris put a calming hand on her arm, and she relaxed at the touch, smiling at him a little too wide. Grayson ushered me out of the diner before I could comment on it, though I was pretty sure I heard Alana loudly say, “What is that?”

      The wind nipped at us, the way it always did when the sun set and the stars were out. I liked it, though. Liked the way Grayson’s nose would tinge red and his hands would seek mine, without fail, even if we were wearing gloves. We stood a little closer when it was cold, too. No longer did he take a step away when we were in public or worry about being seen. I was pretty sure that he would shout our love from a rooftop if I let him. The past eight months were like a salve over the insecurities that used to plague me. I needn’t look any farther than Grayson’s adoring smile to know that I was loved by this crazy, ridiculous, famous man.

      I snuggled closer than necessary as Grayson looped us around the block, heading for the park that was only a few minutes’ walk from the diner. It had the best view of the stars that I had been able to find in walking distance from both our apartment and the diner. I had once told Grayson that I liked all kinds of stars, not just the celebrity variety. The joke had been met with a low groan and a fistful of popcorn being chucked in my face.

      Still, I supposed it was true.

      “You didn’t tell Alana about the safe,” Grayson noted, his tone hushed as if somehow, she’d be able to overhear. Well, if anyone could, I thought dryly.

      “No,” I sighed. “I will, obviously. It’s just—I want it to just be us.”

      Not that I didn’t love them all. But this was something that needed to be completed with just us cousins, holding hands, and going through what was probably the last new memory of Kyle Hunter we’d have.

      Grayson nodded, his agreement solid even in his silence. He got it.

      He stopped walking when we got a bit into the park, his grip firming on my hand when I absently tried to keep walking.

      “Let’s sit here,” he suggested, gesturing toward the ground. The grass was a little long as if no one had been maintaining it for a few days. It tickled where the edge of my pants was a little too high, and my socks were a little too short.

      I frowned. “Thought your legs hurt.”

      He grinned, the look a little devilish. He threw himself to the ground and tugged me down with him. “That was a lie I used to get you all alone.”

      I couldn’t help myself; I grinned back. “That so?”

      “It is,” he confirmed, nodding. He turned, laying on his side, head propped on his hand, while I alternated between looking at the sky and his face.

      Sitting so close, I decided to wait his silence out by occupying my mind with my favorite past time: memorizing the constellation of freckles and marks on his face. It helped, of course, that the real constellations were merely a glance away. I was fairly certain that the Little Dipper was on his right cheek while the edge of his nose, dripping down the brim to touch his cheek gently, was the whole of Cassiopeia. His tongue darted out of his mouth, running over the swell of his bottom lip, and my eyes dropped immediately to follow the movement.

      “Well,” he murmured. “Now that I’ve got you here.”

      I smiled and met the unasked challenge. I kissed him lightly, our lips pressing soft and slow against one another. Grayson leaned over me, one hand on my shoulder, his thumb running across my collarbone.

      He pulled back, and I sighed contently. His eyes were closed, long lashes fluttering for a moment before stilling, his lips still parted. I kissed him again, just as teasingly and brief, and he sucked in a shuddering breath and then gave me a piercing look.

      “Marry me.”

      The words were exhaled from his gasp, trailing out of his lips breathily. My heart stuttered before stopping completely, and I sat up so abruptly, I nearly knocked him over.

      He sat with me and, quite without intending to, we both laced their fingers together, staring at each other with moon-wide eyes. The seconds ticked by as we both searched each other’s faces.

      My jaw hurt a little, and I realized I had dropped it. I closed it with a snap and leaned forward. His expression seemed frozen, a little too wide, but otherwise blank.

      I swallowed hard. “Did you mean that?”

      My voice was even softer than his had been; as if we spoke too loudly and the bubble would burst, the desire would escape.

      Grayson nodded without hesitation. “Entirely.”

      “Are you sure?”

      His expression broke a little, a smile cracking through the hard exterior. “I’m the one that asked you, you know.”

      “I know.”

      Grayson pried his left hand away from my grasp and used it to brush a lock of hair off my forehead. He looked at me with love written clearly on his handsomely chiseled face.

      “Jade, I love you. I—I’ve seen love, before. I mean, I’ve played it before. I’ve pretended so many times to feel what I feel with you, thought that I knew what it meant, what it looked like. I used to think that love was a feeling and in a way, it is, but it’s so much more, too. It’s—it’s everything. Jade, you’re everything. I’ve tried to live my life without you and I can’t. I won’t. It’s not a life at all. I didn’t know that love was more than just someone to come home to. It’s someone to want to come home to and to—to—know that no matter what, everything really will be okay. As long as you’re there and I’m there, we’ll be okay.” He paused, licking his lips and taking a deep breath. My own breath hitched and he smiled. “I love you. So, please. Marry me, diner girl.”

      I surged forward, knocking him off balance. We both fell, and I lay, sprawled on top of him, peppering his face with kisses. He let out a surprised little bark, and I swallowed the rest of my laughter, kissing him hard. My laughter shifted to a moan as he deepened our kiss, and I wound one hand into his hair after haphazardly knocking the beanie off of his head. I tugged a little, and he gasped. We kissed until our lungs ached and we were both desperate for air.

      I pulled back, panting. He looked up at me hopefully.

      “Grayson,” I whispered. “You absolute fool.”

      His smile fell. He cocked his head to the side, adorable in his confusion. I couldn’t help but kiss him again, albeit shortly this time.

      “You’re—of course, I’ll marry you. I’d be so lucky to marry you, Grayson.”

      His whole face lit up, and he let out a bright whoop of joy. He pulled me into a bone-crushing hug, both of us rolling a bit as we clutched to each other, happily. Eventually, laughingly, we rolled to our backs, trying to subdue our chuckles of relief and joy. I wound my fingers through his. We only pretended to look at the sky for a moment before giving up and staring at each other.

      “We have to tell the others,” I was glad Alana hadn’t said anything about being pregnant tonight. I wasn’t going to wait to tell them all about this just to avoid stealing the thunder.

      “Actually,” he coughed, looking a little sheepish. He reached into his pocket and drew out a little velvet box. He handed it to me hesitantly. “I might have already told them. I’m sure Madeline has informed Alana by now.”

      I opened the box and swallowed thickly at the sight of a beautiful, sparkling tear-shaped diamond set in a gold band. “You’ve been planning this?”

      He shrugged, though the motion was stilted from being on the ground. “I might have been carrying that around for a month.”

      “You know,” I murmured. “I love you so much.”

      “Only half as much as I love you.”

      My heart felt too full. It nearly hurt from the pressure and I recalled another time this ache had blossomed so prettily in my chest. “Just a boy in love?”

      Grayson recognized what I was saying immediately. His too blue eyes were molten at that moment. Nodding, with bits of brown curls framing his freckled face, he vowed, “Just a boy in love.”
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