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 Chapter One

He had returned to Cottonwood Falls.

Hermione Windsor ducked her head as he scanned
the bank interior. She knew what others would see when they looked
at him. A man whose appearance was identical to that of an
up-and-coming action movie star. In fact, most might not know it
was Brody Paget, who’d at one time lived here in Cottonwood Falls.
After all, once he’d left here, he’d changed his name to Alton
Rivers…his screen name.

They may not know, but she did. With a sniff, she
lifted her head. She had no reason to be ashamed. She wasn’t
the one who’d left. She hadn’t abandoned her fiancé without
a word. And yet, seeing him, here and now, brought it back.
All of it. The good, the bad, and the excruciatingly
painful.

Taking a deep breath, she withdrew the money and
counted it out to Mrs. Cofax who waited. “There you are, Mrs.
Cofax. Have a great day.”

“You know, Hermione. You’re always such a joy. Every
day I see you, you’re always so cheerful. Aren’t you the president
yet?”

Not feeling particularly cheery right now.
“Thank you. I’m waiting a year or so more before my takeover,” she
said, smiling at the man behind her current customer, the actual
president of the bank.

“She’ll have my job very soon, Mrs. Cofax,” Mr.
Pringle commented. “Mark my words, she’s destined.”

The woman turned and welcomed him. Beyond them,
Hermione spied Brody still in line. His shades hid his dark brown
gaze. I wonder if karma will bite me for avoiding him. Bite.
A singular word, which tempted her with memories. She’d done that
to him a time or two, as well as being the recipient of some marks
herself. No. I will not go there.

“Ms. Windsor,” her boss said. “A moment.”

She up moved her closed window sign in position with
a sigh, gave Mrs. Cofax a farewell smile, and left the chair. Mr.
Pringle met her at the end of the four teller windows.

“Yes, sir?”

“I wanted to thank you again for coming in to help
out.”

“No need. Shelia didn’t plan to go into labor early.
I have no problem running a window. I’ve been running since high
school.”

“It’s just not common for you to do so anymore,
especially as you’re now the finance officer of the bank.”

He sounded distraught, and she hastened to calm his
fears. “We’re family. I will help people when they need it. Our
patrons understand we’re short staffed currently.”

“I’ll take over now. I know you haven’t had a
lunch.”

“Sure thing.” If Brody was in here, it was the last
place she needed to be. On the other hand… No, I don’t need to
do this now.

Moving to the back, she grabbed her container of
leftover perciatelli and meatballs then placed it in the microwave.
While it reheated, she withdrew her salad before she added the
breadsticks for the final remaining seconds of the heating process
of the pasta.

At the small table, she ate, in no particular rush,
enjoying her meal. The rest of her day flowed along smoothly. It
was later than she’d planned when she left, for she had some
paperwork to catch up on before she could depart.

The sun had begun to lower in the sky when she walked
out of the bank. Heading to her car, she took a deep breath, ready
to get off her feet and relax for a bit. She placed her bag on the
passenger seat and started to round to the driver’s side.

“Hermione.”

The voice wove around her, rooting her to the spot.
She closed her eyes briefly, took a deep breath, and turned to meet
the man behind her. Ten years wasn’t nearly long enough for her to
forget him, no matter how he’d changed. She would know him
anywhere. Regardless of what name he went by.

“Hello.” Yes, that would work. Be calm,
unimpressed.

He towered over her. Always had. Brody had never
failed to make her feel small, delicate even. And protected. The
important thing for me to remember here is the word had in
all those thoughts.

“I didn’t recognize you in the bank when I was there
at first. You’ve changed.”

She wasn’t sure that was good thing or not. “Most do
in ten years,” she said, grateful her tone remained modulated.

He never altered his expression, and she couldn’t see
behind his sunglasses.

“Yes,” he commented. “I suppose we all do.”

“Excuse me,” she said. “I have a date.” Where the
words originated from, she hadn’t any clue.

“Really?” His dark eyebrows shot up on his
forehead.

Her ire went from low simmer to full-fledged with
someone using a bellows on the flames. “I’m sorry? Is the prospect
of me having a date so foreign to you?”

He took a step back before halting and shaking his
head. “No, that…that isn’t it at all.”

She arched one eyebrow and, looking down her nose at
him, sniffed. “Good.” Before she totally lost her composure, she
spun on her heel and climbed in her car. Her trusty Honda rumbled
to life when she turned the key, allowing her to drive away without
another word. Even so, as she moved farther away from him, she
glanced in the rearview.

Damn him! What had she done to deserve this? Without
considering she may be busy with other things, or someone else,
Hermione drove over to her friend’s house, Dr. Melinda Glazer.

Parking beside her SUV, Hermione took deep breaths
before climbing out on wobbly legs. At the door, she rang the bell.
Moments later, Melinda answered.

“Hermione, how… What the fuck happened? Are you okay?
Get in here.”

She could feel her walls crumbling around her then
Melinda had her arms circling her.

“Christ, honey,” she said. “You look like you’ve seen
a ghost. What’s going on?”

She had, in a manner of speaking. “He’s back,” she
muttered, going along as Mel led her to the couch.

“Go grab something comfortable from my closet, and
we’ll talk about it. I’ll fix us something to drink.”

Hermione may have less stature than Melinda, but at
least she wouldn’t be in her business suit. In Melinda’s room, she
dug for a pair of sweats and an oversized sweatshirt, needing some
extra warmth for the moment. Melinda waited with a drink for her,
and they sat on the couch.

“Am I interrupting something you had going on
tonight?” she asked.

“Not a chance. Besides, you need me, I’m here. What’s
going on? Who’s back?”

She sipped the coffee, grateful for the liberal
amount of alcohol she tasted in it. Leave it to Melinda to know
what she needed. She swallowed, accepted the burn, and looked at
her friend.

“Brody Paget.”
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Brody paced his small hotel room. He needed to go
home and see his parents, which had been the sole purpose of this
trip. His news to them would be better served face to face.

So what the hell am I doing hiding out in the
hotel room? He wasn’t quite sure, but neither could he bring
himself to go to the house he’d grown up in. His confidence had
wavered in the bank. He sank on the edge of the bed.

Hermione. Seeing her again had rocked him to the
core. She’d filled out in the ten years since he’d left, becoming
much curvier. She still took his breath away. It had been a shock
to see her, but once he’d figured out who she was, he couldn’t take
his eyes off her. He’d been eternally grateful he wore his
sunglasses, for that way no one else in there would know he stared
only at her.

The young woman who’d stolen his heart had given way
to a mature woman who made his mind go down roads best left in the
shadows. He had no claim over her. Plus, she said she had a date
tonight.

Knowledge that pissed him off. Again, without any
rhyme or reason. He didn’t have the right to feel such a way about
her, but he did. He wanted her here with him, wanted to share his
journey with her. Kiss her. Make love to her.

His mind shoved him down a dark path. Was she
enjoying her lover? Taking him inside her body with moans and cries
that used to be reserved solely for Brody? Was that man kissing her
in that ticklish spot on her hip, right below her butterfly
tattoo?

Rage simmered just below the surface, and he swore,
catapulting to his feet and pacing once more. He pocketed his keys
and left the room that had begun to close in on him.

He slid behind the wheel of his rental, a white
Cadillac Escalade. Backing away from his spot, he turned toward his
childhood home. No time like the present. He noticed the changes as
he drove along, liking what he saw. The place still had a small
hometown feel to it. Some days in Hollywood, he missed that. Missed
the niceties that come with knowing your neighbors.

As he pulled up to his parents’ house, he took
several deep breaths. Parking behind his father’s old truck, he
killed the engine. The front yard, meticulously maintained, as
usual. The house appeared in need of a new coat of paint, but it
wasn’t anything serious.

He opened the door and climbed out. His old rope
swing no longer hung from the large Cottonwood in the yard. He
strolled up the path to the steps, steps he’d fallen off, jumped
from, and rolled down more than once. The railing, smooth beneath
his hand, gave him purchase as he went to the screen door.

The television was on; he could hear it through the
door. It was accompanied by the scent of his mother’s cooking.
Brody pushed the doorbell and waited.

“I got it, James. You stay there.” His mother’s
southern drawl was a balm to Brody’s soul.

She approached, wiping her hands off on her apron.
“Yes?” she asked before she stopped and gasped. One hand over her
mouth, she pushed open the door, never once taking her eyes from
him.

“Brody?” she asked, that same hand reaching out to
him. He couldn’t help but notice the slight tremble.

He removed his sunglasses. “Hi, Mama.”

Tears filled her large eyes as she reached for him.
“Oh, my baby is home. Brody’s come home. James, Brody’s back,” she
called out, her strong arms holding him the way only a mother’s
strength can.

Over his mother’s head, he looked up to see his
father standing there. “Hello, sir,” he said.

For a moment, he thought his father would turn around
and walk away. Then, he reached out a hand. Brody shook it, more
grateful than words could ever say about being home once more.

“Come inside,” his mother said, stepping back but
tugging on him. “I’m fixing dinner.”

“I know. I could smell it outside. Been a long time
since I’ve tasted your home cooking.”

The familiar bang of the screen door behind him sent
him farther down memory road. Summer nights, running in and out of
the house, only to circle it on the veranda then back in again.
Chasing the lightning bugs to put in jar and bring to his room,
only to release them the next night and do it all over.

His father shut off the television and joined them in
the kitchen. Brody sat at the table, accepting the tall glass of
tea his mama gave him.

“So, what have you been doing all this time?” she
asked.

“I’ve been in California. Acting.”

“And, they don’t have phones out there you could call
your mama?” she reprimanded as she began filling the potpies.

“They have phones, yes. I know I did this wrong, but
I did the best I could. I sent money.”

His father opened a beer. “Through some man we never
even heard of before.”

“He’s my agent.”

“We’re your parents.”

“James, please.”

There was no denying the plea in his mother’s voice.
His father grunted and drank some of his beer.

“I wanted, needed to be anonymous. I had to see what
I could do.”

“And, what did you find?” Her question had him
turning from his father to look at her.

“That Alton Rivers is a great actor. I came home
because I had to tell you, I’ve been offered a part opposite a big
name star, and if this movie does well, they will find out who I
really am, and people may come here to see what my childhood home
and parents are like.”

“Alton Rivers?”

“Yes, sir, that’s the name I use in the movies.”

“Your middle name is Alton.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you think we can’t handle a few people coming
over here?”

He rose and walked to kiss his mother’s cheek. “I
know you can, Mama. I don’t know how this will play out, but I
didn’t want you to be blindsided by it on the chance it
happens.”

“Why wouldn’t it have happened before now?” she
asked.

He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I wasn’t in big
roles. I had small parts.”

“If this is going to be where people come here to dig
into your past, have you told Hermione?”

At his mother’s question, his father crossed his arms
and arched an eyebrow, telling him he also wanted to know the
answer to that.

Brody leaned against the countertop. “No. I saw her
today in the bank, but she wouldn’t talk to me.”

Both his parents gave him a look he knew was a no-duh
look.

“I don’t know how they do things out there,” his
father said. “But here, if you walked away from the best thing that
ever happened to you without a word and are now possibly making it
so she has to face that, you’d best get a way to have a discussion
with her before it happens.”

“I know. Do you know who she’s dating?”

Her mother smacked him in the arm. “Do you really
think your ex-fiancée wants to talk to us a lot after our son
abandoned her?” She shook her head. “That’s between the two of you.
I don’t want to get involved.”

He wished it was a road he didn’t have to revisit
either. But, he did have to. He owed her that much, at least, for
doing what he’d done.

“Do you at least know where she lives?” The moment he
asked it, he accepted he’d worded it wrong. He should have asked if
she would tell him. Either way, he would find her tomorrow, and
they could have a little chat.

A tensing of his belly at the thought of being close
to her again had him shaking his head and going to the fridge for a
beer of his own. This was not the time for feelings to be brought
back up, at least not ones he’d left behind.

Hadn’t he?


 Chapter
Two

Hermione slowed as she returned from her run to her
drive when she saw the large shadow of an SUV in the driveway.
She’d begun running after Brody had left her as a way to channel
her pain and anger. Since then, it had become habit, and she did it
every day religiously. The unease in her gut told her who it was,
even before he emerged from the interior.

It’s too early for this. I haven’t even had my
coffee yet. She slowed to a walk and tried to cool down a bit
before reaching him. He’d left a boy and come back all man. His
jeans were slightly baggy. Not that it mattered; she knew what he
had. Black boots on his feet braced slightly apart, and she dragged
her gaze up over the button-down light denim shirt that covered
another blue shirt beneath it. The sleeves on the long-sleeve were
rolled up, exposing his powerful forearms to her hungry gaze.

His hair, gone on the sides, was close cropped on the
top. He had a circle beard—she’d always loved that on him—but now,
his face had matured, and it did so much more for him. His dark
brown skin tempted her even from the distance separating them. Even
after all this time.

She wiped the sweat off her brow and slowed even more
as she neared him. The sun glinted off the black stone in his ear,
and she soured. “Some reason you’re parked in my driveway, Alton
Rivers?”

He removed his sunglasses and hooked them over the
blue t-shirt beneath the long sleeve.

“Don’t call me that.”

She rolled her shoulders. “Why not? Isn’t that who
you are now? You turned your back on Brody Paget.”

A grimace twitched at the corners of his mouth
briefly before he smoothed it away. “Not to you. Look, can we
talk?”

She snorted. You’re not a damn thing to me now
except a painful memory. “Now, you want to talk? I couldn’t
possibly imagine what about.” Hermione walked by him to her front
door. It didn’t take a genius to know he’d fallen into step behind
her.

Removing her key, she took several deep breaths
before opening her door, although she wasn’t sure it was wise, for
his scent ran roughshod over her. He entered after her, and she
barely refrained from snarking at him.

This was her sanctuary. A place his memory and ghosts
hadn’t any foothold on her. Until now. Until he walked over that
threshold. In seconds, his imprint was all over her home. This
isn’t fair; it’s just not fucking fair.

“Sit. I’ll be right back.”

She didn’t wait to see if he listened, just hoofed it
to her room. After embarking on a swift shower, she dried off and
tugged on her work clothes. The professional attire would act as
another layer of protection for her. Hopefully.

The scent of coffee filled the air, and she groaned
in anticipation. She walked by him, still seated in her living
room, and fixed herself a mug. After a moment, she made one for
him, as well.

“So talk,” she ordered, setting the mug within his
reach before retreating to the other side of the coffee table and
taking a seat there.

“Since you called me Alton, I take it you know where
I’ve been.”

She blinked at him.

“Okay,” he said. “The thing is, now, I’m in a big
movie, and if it does as well as we’re hoping, people will be
digging for stuff about my past.”

She narrowed her gaze slightly but continued to sip
her coffee.

“I wanted you to have a head’s up in case some
reporters come here asking about our past relationship.” He drank
some coffee before peering directly at the mug then her.

“I didn’t poison it.”

“I know. I was thinking you made it exactly the way I
love my coffee. You remembered.”

Something private and special passed between them.
The hitch in his tone nearly got to her. Somehow, she stayed on her
path and didn’t allow herself to be deviated. “What does you making
it big have to do with me and my life?”

“They may come and ask you questions about us. About
our past.”

She placed her mug down, incredulous. “And, what, you
think that a bunch of strangers asking me questions will be harder
to face than you hightailing it out of town, leaving me, your
fiancée, behind without a word? Did you think holding my
head up and looking the people in this town in the eye was easy?
Why the fuck would I give a damn what a bunch of nosy ass reporters
think of me, or your fans? I have already walked barefoot
through hell, and trust me—Alton Rivers or Brody Paget, whichever
goddamn motherfucking name you want to be addressed by—nothing your
paparazzi can throw at me would ever be worse than what I
faced here. Alone.”

She wanted to punch the wall. Anger coursed through
her. She tried to calm down. She failed.

“You know what?” she began again. “I’m sure it was
just guilt that brought you back here. Why the fuck would they even
ask about me? I doubt you’ve been telling your caviar and champagne
friends—crowd, I don’t even know, or care, if you have friends in
that cesspool out there of plastic surgery, fake smiles, and
diamonds—you were once engaged to a girl in a hick town. Don’t you
dare come here to appease your conscience when you don’t even have
the Goddamn decency to apologize for bolting on me. Get out!”

She shoved to her feet and stalked back to the
kitchen, entire body shaking with the amount of raw emotion pouring
through her.

“I’m sorry.”

“Ten years too late.” She forced herself to meet his
gaze. “Go peddle your apology somewhere else.”

Instead of leaving, he neared her. She hated how she
still physically reacted to him. He stopped five feet away from
her, crossing his arms. She stared at the watch on his wrist. Her
heart lurched. It was the one she’d given him once they’d gotten
engaged. Why would he still have that? Surely, he can afford
something more expensive.

“Let me explain.”

Lifting her chin, she shook her head. “No. You don’t
get to decide, after all these years, you want to come demand I
listen to you. Especially since we both know you wouldn’t have
returned if not for the threat of me spilling something about you
to the press. As before, your concern is all about you. You know
where the door is, use it.” She pivoted around and dumped the rest
of her coffee, no longer having the stomach for it.

When she finished and turned, it wasn’t all that much
of a shock to see him waiting there. Same position and this look on
his face she’d wished had been there the years ago before he
bolted. Stubbornness.

Perhaps, then, they would have been able to salvage
their engagement. Their future with one another. Instead, he’d
left. Ran. Vanished.

He stopped her when she began to move by him. Every
cell in her body flared to life at the single touch, despite it
being through her blazer. Forcing all emotion from her face, she
angled it toward him and arched an eyebrow.

“You’ve changed so much,” he said, near to a whisper.
His tone was seductive and held a hint a shock.

Only with him do I cuss this much. Otherwise, I
don’t typically let those words pass by my mouth. “I’m sure. Do
you mind?”

His gaze lingered on her lips. Would he? No. He
wouldn’t dare. Her heart kicked up in speed, and her breathing grew
shallower as it also increased. His thumb skimmed along her arm,
driving her to distraction.

“No,” he murmured. “I most certainly do not mind at
all.” He dipped his head and slanted his lips over hers.

Tentative at first, he moved lightly along her mouth.
Then, he grew bolder, and his tongue invaded her mouth, seeking out
hers. He tasted the same. Wholly addictive. She whimpered and
struggled not to lean into him. Memories she’d moved beyond opened
their doors and stepped into her thoughts. She couldn’t slam them
all and not nearly fast enough.

Yanking away from him, she made a production of
wiping her mouth. “That will not be happening again. You
need to leave now.”

The emotional turmoil she witnessed in his gaze
almost gave her pause. Almost. Instead, she infused steel in her
spine and didn’t move until he’d left and she heard the click of
the door behind him. Then, she stumbled to the table and sank on
the nearest chair. This wasn’t fair, at all.

She didn’t move for a good five minutes, merely
trying to get her heartbeat to return to normal and her breathing
to calm down. Her hands continued to tremble as she picked up the
used coffee mugs and put them in the sink before shaking her head
and moving them to the dishwasher.

This wasn’t right nor was it fair. She didn’t need
this, especially now. “I’m in a good place in my life, right now.
Good job. House. Friends. Why is this happening to me?”

She slumped back in a chair at the table and dropped
her head to the surface with a muttered groan. “I cannot be kissing
him again. That’s not going to make this any easier for me if I
allow that type of behavior. In fact, I should just avoid him,
because when we’re in the vicinity of each other, my language goes
to shit.”

Who knew if out-of-sight, out-of-mind would work now.
Brody Paget or Alton Rivers hadn’t ever been completely out of her
mind, despite being out of her sight.
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He drove. Brody didn’t have an end destination in
mind; he just drove. When he reached Tourin Park, he got off the
road and entered. There were no vehicles there he could see, so he
took the spot he wanted and got out.

Walking without direction, he ambled around the park.
The breeze blew over him, welcoming him home, and he closed his
eyes as he leaned against one of the large trees.

What the hell was I doing, thinking it would be
smart to kiss her? He’d just acted. It had been the most
natural thing for him to do. Taking those full lips with his. All
he’d wanted to do was sweep her up in his arms and carry her back
to the bedroom to relearn her body. Wipe the memory of any other
man from her mind. Make her whimper and cry before screaming his
name to the heavens as she came around his cock.

He hated the pain he’d put her through and wished he
could go back and make it so that never happened. She deserved so
much more. Then and now. The problem was, now that she was back in
his life, he didn’t know if he could let her go a second time.

“May not have a choice here, Brody,” he said as he
made his way to the nearest picnic table and sat on the top.

He tipped his head back. After years of being in the
Hollywood area, the silence and peacefulness he got sitting there
in Tourin Park took him back to childhood. Days of running free,
open spaces, Friday night games at the high school. Waterfalls and,
of course, Hermione.

They’d been a couple since middle school, but he’d
had a thing for her since kindergarten. He accepted that life
wasn’t always fair. Especially in this situation. He had no one to
blame other than himself. They’d been homecoming king and queen on
their senior year.

“I can’t begin to imagine how hard it must have been
for him to face everyone.”

“Didn’t you ask her?”

Brody opened his eyes to find Vance Hendrickson
walking toward him in his unhurried stride.

“Vance?”

The man smiled. “I’d heard you were back in town,
man. I figured one spot you would go would be here at some point.
Saw you when I was on my way by. How the hell are you?”

Brody slid off the table and embraced his best friend
from childhood. “I’m good. I’m good. How about you?”

They sat back on the picnic table. “Things are good
for me. I own Old Man Tucker’s garage now. Renamed it Vance’s Auto
Repair.”

“Congrats. I remember you in automotive class; even
then, you impressed the teacher.”

“What can I say, it’s my calling. And, there are
rumors about you. Where’ve you been?” Vance’s slow and unhurried
drawl was another reminder of the difference in paces going in
Cottonwood Falls versus Hollywood.

“Acting.”

The man at his side whistled. “No shit? Have I see
you in… You look an awful lot like Alton Rivers.”

His smile was more sardonic than anything. “We’re one
in the same.”

“Goddamn. I thought he—you—were a bit familiar.
That’s great for you, Brody. Or do you go by Alton?” He waved a
hand. “Either way, congrats. So what are you doing back here? Here
for Hermione? I know you were rambling about her when I walked
up.”

Brody explained why he’d returned to his friend.
Vance never gave him shit for leaving or a hard time for his reason
he’d chosen now to return. As they talked, he noticed the
differences in their dress. He wore designer clothing while Vance’s
jeans were torn and grease stained.

The man was comfortable and confident in his skin.
But then, Vance had been that way growing up. A laid-back country
boy who stood fast by his beliefs. And friends.

Vance had been picked on a bit in school for his
lisp. Brody for being skinny. In elementary school, that forged a
strong bond between them, which had lasted through high school.

Brody picked at the corner of the table. “Do you see
her any?”

“I was to be your best man. She came to me and asked
me two things the after you missed the wedding.”

He scrubbed his head. “And?”

Vance blew out a breath and shifted his booted feet
on the wooden planks beneath. “She asked me if you were okay. And
if I would return the ring to you. I told her I didn’t know since I
hadn’t spoken to you and didn’t know where you were. So, she gave
me a small pathetic attempt at a smile before returning the ring
and walking out. Hell, only in the past couple of years has she
come to my garage to take care of her car. So, no, I don’t see her
much.”

“I’m sorry.” He flicked the wood away.

“Can’t say I wasn’t pissed at you for your actions,
but I got over it. To stand up that woman and leave without a word
to anyone, including your parents because I asked them, you must
have had one hell of a reason.”

“I thought so. At the time.”

“How long are you here for?”

“Honestly, I’d planned on being here no more than a
week.”

“And, now that you’ve seen Hermione?”

“How’d you know I’m not involved with someone?”

“Besides the way your voice gets all moony when you
say her name. You’ve been asking me questions about her.”

More wood picking. “I never stopped loving her.”

The chime of a cell phone had Vance holding up his
hand. “Hang on. Yeah?” Some muttering. “Sure thing, I’ll be right
there.” More low drawls and mutters. Then, he ended the call. “I
have to go. That was Sarah Mallery. She’s about to give someone a
lift to my garage. I have to get to work.” He hopped off the table.
“It was great seeing you again.”

Brody stood, as well. “Thanks.”

“One day, you’ll have to tell me how the fast life
is.” They shook hands. “Swing by if you’re around for a while.” He
strode off toward the decked out three-quarter ton Dodge dually,
only to stop and pivot back. “If you hurt her again, I’ll kick your
ass.” He wheeled back around, climbed up in the cab, and started
the engine with a wave.

Brody accepted the warning and returned the wave as
the diesel rumbled off down the road. “I really should leave her
alone.” Key word was should.

Seeing her once more, in person and not in his
memories, had reawakened the emotions he’d believed he’d moved
beyond when he left Cottonwood Falls. Ran away is more like
it.

He made his way to his Escalade and headed back to
town and his childhood home. His mom had insisted he stay with
them. All the while, he wondered what Hermione would be like in
Hollywood. Would she like the fast life?


 Chapter Three

She pounded along the path, inhaling deeply the fresh
air that accompanied the early hour. This time of day had always
been her favorite.

When she and Brody had been in school, they’d gotten
up early to walk together, just time for the two of them. She shook
his memory away, determined not to allow the promise of a
spectacular day to be ruined with the thoughts of what had
been.

She rounded the corner and slowed to a walk. This
spot was her private sanctuary. On an outcropping, one overlooking
the falls that had given the town its name. There were three
cascading falls coming down beside one another, the large pool the
water fell into was surrounded by tall, mature cottonwoods. The
road leading up to the spot was also lined by more cottonwoods and
gave the area a wide array of colors during the autumn season.
Another of her favorites.

“This is still your place, isn’t it? I
remember how much you loved it here. Especially in fall.”

She fisted her hands briefly as her world was rocked
on its axis as if an eight-point-six earthquake had hit beneath her
feet with the mere sound of his voice. I should have known he
wouldn’t allow me any peace.

“It used to be my place,” she said, her words cutting
and cold. “Used to bring me peace.”

“Passion, too, I recall.” He crouched beside where
she stood

The numerous times they’d indulged in one another and
made love here flashed in her mind. She slanted her gaze to him and
bit back a groan. His light blue sleeveless shirt allowed her to
ogle his defined muscles in his arm. He dragged his fingers along
the ground. His shorts were tiny running ones and did nothing to
cool her heated body. They boy had matured into a man she couldn’t
help but imagine what it would be like to smooth her hands over the
rippled muscles wrapped by that dark chocolate skin.

Part of her wanted to rail at him, but she didn’t
have the energy to fight with him. And, while she was hurt still by
his actions, she’d grown and knew better than to hold on to the
grudge. It was done. What good would it do her to be pissed off all
the time? That only took energy from her. Hands on hips, she walked
in a tight circle to both calm down and give herself something to
do. I can’t dwell on the fact this is where we’d been the day
he’d asked me to be his wife.

Touching him is something to do. “Times long
past.” She paused and stared out over the view.

“Nothing is ever too far for a memory,” he uttered.
“How did you know it was me as Alton Rivers?”

“The first time I saw you was in Mitchell’s
Revenge. The scene you had with one of the girls they flashed
the camera over your ass, and I saw the triangle birthmark you
have.”

“That was my second movie.”

“Congratulations,” she said in a cold tone.

“She didn’t mean anything to me. I never forgot you,
Hermione. Or the times we shared with one another, here, down at
the falls, and other places around Cottonwood Falls. Never. No
matter how the days ticked by or what I was doing. You were always
part of my thoughts.”

She tensed at the realization he’d moved right behind
her. He smelled better than she recalled along with the faint hint
of his sweat. She ground her teeth and bit back her whimper.

“I’m sure you’ve not spent the past ten years
reliving high school rendezvous.”

One finger trailed over her exposed arm, causing her
breath to hitch even more.

“You’d be surprised what I’ve been doing for those
years.”

“In order to be surprised, I’d have to care.” She
stepped away from the intoxicating caress from one finger. One
damn finger.

“How was your date?”

She stopped herself from asking what date seconds
before it slipped free from her mouth. Dampening her lips, she gave
an offhanded shrug. “Wonderful. We ate, drank, and talked. Did
other things.”

“Other things?” The deep rasp of his voice was a
bloody aphrodisiac.

Her pussy grew slick, and her nipples pebbled. “Yes.
Other things.”

He spun her around and slanted his mouth over hers.
“Tell me something, Hermione. Does he know of the way your body
trembles when I lick your tattoo?”

Her breasts were heavy with want of his touch. She
remembered the first time she’d shown him the butterfly tattoo. The
amount of attention he’d showered upon it had turned her into a
mess of quivering muscles.

“That’s not the tattoo which makes me tremble
anymore,” she said before she could control her tongue.

He wrapped her close in his embrace and dominated her
mouth. She squeezed her eyes tight and just allowed herself to be
taken away by the emotions roaring over her. She may be foolish for
letting him do this, but she couldn’t negate how much she craved
him and his touch.

He spread his palm over her belly and dipped below
the waistband of her running pants. The outline of his hard cock
pressed into her, as well. She dug her fingers into his shoulders
and the muscles playing there.

“Shit,” she called out when he pushed two thick
fingers inside her waiting pussy. Her hips bucked, trying to draw
him in deeper to her heat.

“I’m going to make you come on my fingers.” The
promise in his tone was like a drug to her.

All she could do was nod and whimper. He worked his
fingers inside her, thrusting, scissoring, driving her crazy. Her
back bowed, and she came hard around him as his thumb worked her
clit in a way only he’d been able to do.

His kiss engulfed her released cry, and he slowly
lowered them to the ground. He gentled the kiss and began nibbling
along her lips. She dragged her lids up and focused on the man
above her. Right now, he was the man she’d given her heart and
virginity to all those years ago.

“Brody,” she whispered, reaching up to twine her arms
around his neck.

His stormy brown gaze bore into her as he continued
to work his fingers inside her slit. She squeezed her eyes shut
again and just allowed the moment to carry her away. He drew free
of her and removed her pants then her panties.

At the press of the broad head of his cock at her
entrance, she opened her eyes slightly. His jaw set, tense with
control, he pushed inside her with a fluid stroke. Muscles that
hadn’t been used in a while gave way to his thickness. A moan of
pure pleasure slipped free of her throat.

“Fuck, you’re tight, Hermione.”

And, he was bigger. Thicker. Longer. She maneuvered
her hands below his shoulders then up, so she could dig her fingers
into the muscles over the top of them. Drawing him down closer to
her, she buried her face into the side of his neck and wrapped her
legs around his waist.

Brody began to move. Slowly, at first, allowing her
to adjust to his size. They didn’t speak to one another, just
allowed the actions to fall together. The familiarity of his body
on hers took her back to all those stolen moments. She struggled to
keep the painful memories away. Thankfully, his touch, so potent,
superseded anything else.

He braced his hands on either side of her and picked
up his pace. Used to dancing with him, she responded instinctively.
Undulating and rolling her hips to get the most of what he was
offering to her. Pleasure spiraled up from within her, beginning at
the bottom of her feet. He moved one hand to rest on her hip, his
grip proprietary.

“Look at me,” he rasped.

Somehow, she managed to tear her lids open and meet
his demand. She found herself falling into his gaze and knew it
wouldn’t take any time at all before she was lost in it. She tried
to pull away, but he refused to release her stare. He forced the
connection as they both crested the pinnacle together. His cock
jerked inside her, filling her with his seed.

“I’m going to find out all these new tattoos you have
on your body.”

There was promise in his words. She knew, if she
opened her mouth, angry words would spill, so she kept her lips
pressed tight and just allowed the euphoric emotion that came with
having sex with Brody to cocoon her.

His cock flexed again and grew hard inside her. She
raked her nails down his back and groaned when he moved his arm
behind her knee, lifting her leg.

Thank God she didn’t have to go to work for a while,
because from the look on his face, he hadn’t any intention of
letting her go for a spell.
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“Hi Melinda,” Brody said as he approached the woman
standing with the shopping cart before the next aisle.

She tossed her hair as she turned to look at him. The
warm expression on her face fell away to be replaced with a look
hot as the ice in Antarctica. “Brody.” One eyebrow rose. “Or do you
go by Alton now?”

“We grew up together; Brody is just fine.”

Her smile was pleasant, just like nails on a
chalkboard. “I hear you landed some big part and came back to give
all of us a head’s up.”

Unease churned in his gut. “Something like that.” He
shifted on his feet. “I wanted to deliver the news in person to my
parents. And Hermione.”

Her gaze grew diamond hard. “How kind of you. Have a
good day.” She pushed away for two steps before pausing, turning
around, and walking up to hug him. “I’ll kill you if you hurt my
friend again. She went through hell after you ditched her. I’ll not
let that happen again,” she whispered in his ear.

To the onlookers, it appeared as if she was welcoming
him home; he knew that. When, in truth, he got she didn’t give a
damn if he was there or not.

“I don’t want to hurt her.”

“I don’t care what you want. She’s not one of
your Hollywood floozies. She was your fiancée and is
my best friend.” Melanie stepped back and pasted a smile on her
face, one he accepted was strictly for those looking at them. “I
don’t say what I did lightly. Good to see you again.” She pivoted
on her heels and walked away, leaving him in a cloud of
icicles.

He spoke to some of the locals, signed some
autographs, and finished his shopping. After he took the items home
for his mother and put them away, he checked his watch. Noting the
time, he went back out to his vehicle and climbed behind the
wheel.

His next stop was out to Vance’s. He knocked on the
door to his friend’s house and waited. Vance opened it, wearing
nothing but a pair of low-slung jeans.

“What’s up?”

“Hey, Vance. You said you had the ring; do you still
have it?”

He scratched at the scruff on his face and backed up.
“Sure, come on in.”

Brody followed him in and closed the door. He walked
with Vance into the living room and waited as his friend ambled
down the hall to his bedroom. A sound behind him had him turning to
face the kitchen. A woman stood there wearing simply a long shirt.
Her dark skin glowed and had evidence of recently having been
washed.

Her eyes grew wide, and she moved her mouth as if in
shock.

Brody smiled and stepped toward her. “Hi, sorry to
intrude on your morning. I’m—”

“Alton Rivers.” She slapped a hand over her mouth.
“Oh my God. I’m standing here talking to Alton Rivers, wearing
nothing but a shirt.”

His lips quirked. “Vance’s from the looks of it.”

“You know him?”

“We grew up together.”

“Mr. Rivers, I’m such a—”

“Let me interrupt you. No need for formality, and
please, call me Brody.”

“Brody?” She flashed her gaze from him to past
him.

“That’s what we call him. Before he moved away and
got all famous on us.” Vance’s voice came from behind him, full of
light-hearted teasing.

She walked to Vance after he stepped up beside Brody.
“Are you kidding me? You know Alton Rivers?” She seemed to be
having a hard time believing what was right before her.

“I hope so, or else he just broke into my house.”
Vance tossed him a small black box.

Brody opened it, and his heart skipped a few beats.
The ring hadn’t been anything extravagant but simple, perfect in
his mind at the time. A small diamond solitaire set in an
eighteen-karat clad band with flower designs along the gold. He
snapped it shut in time to catch the tail end of the woman’s
suggestion he have lunch with them.

“I don’t want to intrude.”

Vance shook his head. “You’re not getting out of this
one, man. I don’t want Kendria mad at me because you didn’t want to
eat with us.”

“Kendria,” he said with a smile. “Nice to meet
you.”

“Oh, God, I never even introduced myself.” She
offered her hand, after which she bolted, saying, “I’ll be right
back.”

Brody crossed his arms when they were alone. “She’s
cute; when’d you start dating her?”

Vance ran a hand over his head. “She’s the one who
Sarah called me about. She’s just sticking around a little bit
longer.”

“Man, you sure have changed. I’m not sure the Vance I
knew would have done such a thing.”

“I’d say we’ve both changed. There’s something about
her, Brod, I don’t know what it is. I want to protect her at the
same time I want to thrust her up against the nearest wall and fuck
her until she has no energy to move. Even knowing how much you’re
still in love with Hermione, I still want you to stay far away from
Kendria. There’s got to be something wrong with me.”

“If you have her in your house wearing nothing but a
shirt, I’m guessing that has happened.” He didn’t address the
statement Vance made about him being in love with Hermione. “I’m
not a threat to you. Aside from being impressed you know Alton
Rivers, she was all eyes for you.”

Vance grunted. “She’s running from someone, has a
fractured arm.”

He frowned. “Someone laid a hand on her?”

Vance shoved his hands in his pockets. “She says she
fell, but I don’t know.”

“Let me know if I can help,” he added, pitching his
voice lower when he spied Kendria approaching them again.

They sat down to lunch where he spent time asking
Kendria questions and answering hers in return. They spoke of his
earlier small parts and a bit more about what he was doing in the
new Hawk movie. After signing an autograph for her, he shook
Vance’s hand before giving her a hug and kiss on the cheek. Then,
he left them with a wave.

He pulled into Hermione’s driveway a short time
later. Her car was parked there, and he smiled as he climbed out
and made the short walk up to her front door. He pressed the
doorbell and rocked back on his heels as he waited for her to
answer. Glancing around, he waved at the people who went by and did
the same to him.

“You?”

He turned back to see her standing there with a frown
on her face. “Hermione.” Brody flashed the grin he used on camera,
only to lose it when her expression darkened further.

She crossed her arms under her breasts. Breasts he’d
enjoyed fully earlier this morning when they’d stripped away
everything but the passion between them. His cock stirred to life
again. She was his addiction, and having that taste of her
previously had demolished his resistance to her.

“What are you doing here?”

He stepped forward. “I needed to see you.” Seeing
what flowed between Vance and Kendria, Brody wanted to be with the
woman who did that for him.

Her jaw flexed. “Well, here I am.”

He lowered his head closer to hers. “You can be as
pissed as you want, Hermione. Hell, we both know I deserve it. But,
none of it negates the fact I can see your arousal.”

Diamond chips replaced her eyes. Frosted ones, at
that. “You came to my door. Who’s to say I don’t have someone in
here.”

His world went green with jealousy then fiery red
with anger. “Do you?” The words were forced from his throat and,
even so, were barely decipherable.

“Christ,” she muttered. “I can’t even have a fucking
day off to myself. I know you; you’re not going to leave me alone
until you look for yourself. Not that my life is any of your
business. Come in, check it out, so you can leave.”

He accepted her less than gracious invitation and
made short work of going through her small house. There was no one
else there.

“Satisfied?” she asked, still standing by the door.
While it was currently closed, he knew she was ready to toss him
out on his ear.

“Not hardly.” He raked his gaze over her once more.
Need that had been simmering in his blood boiled over. He smoothed
one hand over his facial hair and approached her. Not slowing until
she was in his arms and his lips covered hers once again. Her
whimper tore into him, and with a frustrated growl, he backed away.
“I have to tell you something.”

Trembling fingers touched her lips before she shored
up her defenses. “Fine, but you have to talk in the kitchen. I’m in
the middle of baking.” He waited for her to say something about him
kissing her, but she never mentioned it.

She strode by him, and he pivoted to track her with
his hungry gaze. With the way her sweats rode low on her hips and
the tank top with its crisscross back highlighted her figure, he
knew he was torturing himself. In school, she’d shown the promise
of the beauty she would become. Now, a decade later, she’d grown
into that woman with abundance. There wasn’t any denying that. She
was barefoot, and he’d caught a flash of electric blue on her nails
as she’d moved by him.

I deserve it. I should have left her alone. He
hadn’t. Now, he was here. Staring at the one woman—aside from his
mother—he’d ever loved. And the one I hurt.

Her kitchen wasn’t huge, but it was open like the
rest of her place. He leaned against the counter and watched her
working on something.

“What are you making?”

“Cookie pizzas and some fruit pizzas.”

“A fruit pizza?” He moved closer.

“Yep.” She rolled out the dough and placed it on the
sheet. “One, I’m doing with a sugar cookie crust in a large pizza
shape. It’s over there. This one is going to be individual
cookies.”

He washed his hands. “Okay, put me to work.” Her gaze
snapped up to his, and he held up his clean hands. “I’m serious. I
want to talk to you and I can help. I can follow some orders. So,
just tell me what to do.”

“I need that cream cheese mixture smoothed out over
the dough. Then, top it with the fruit. There are containers of it
in the fridge. Kiwi, mandarin oranges, strawberries, and
blueberries. Just pile it on, try to make it look nice. Once that’s
done, take the small green container in there and brush the
contents over the entire pizza with the pastry brush laid out
there. Then, the whole thing can go in the fridge.”

“Got it.”

He took out the items from the fridge and lined it
all up for himself, stealing occasional peeks at the woman working
in the room with him. Her hair had been piled up on her head, and
he recognized the clip holding it there. One he’d given her.

“Thought you had something to tell me,” she said
without looking at him.

 

He took a deep breath as he spread the white
concoction over the baked and cooled cookie. “I left because I
didn’t think I had anything to offer you.”

Silence met his claim, and he lifted his head to find
her staring at him. “Nothing to offer me?” She finally posed the
question.

“The closer we got to the date, I began thinking that
I wouldn’t be able to give you the life you deserved. That I
wouldn’t be able to provide for you or our children. Not in the way
I wanted to.”

“And, your response to that was running away without
a word to anyone.”

He licked the knife, enjoying the flavor, even as
shame put a sour ball in the pit of his stomach. “I was a kid.”

Her snort had no humor in it. “So was I. And, while
I’m not sure why I’m entertaining your need to clear your
conscience, what exactly did you think I needed? Or deserved?”

“Whatever it was, I didn’t feel up to the task.”

“I don’t know why you thought, after all those years,
that I would need something special. We’d known each other for
years. Or why you didn’t just come to me and talk about it. But,
I’ll tell you this, all I needed was a man named Brody Paget. The
man who would take early walks with me. Hold me out in the rain for
no other reason than I loved to be out in it. The man who could
make me smile merely by walking into a room. A man who never called
me crazy or insane when I began dancing, horribly I might add, to
music I played on my parents old forty-five. The man who made me
feel more cherished than a lot of the couples we saw around town,
this town that we had grown up in.” She held his gaze, unflinching.
“You took that man away from me and created someone called Alton
Rivers. I hope you’re happy as him.”

“I’m still Brody, Hermione.” Her words cut him deep,
and he clenched the edge of the counter as the pain in her words
continued to slice him to ribbons.

“Not as far as I’m concerned. You needed to leave and
search for something else, fine. Not blaming you for any of that.
Lots of us need to find our calling. But, you took it a step
further. You killed Brody, and the only—the only— reason you
came back is because you wanted to give us a head’s up about
reporters possibly coming back. Not because you wanted to check on
us or apologize for what you’d done ten years ago, but so we could
practice what we may have to say before a camera and potentially
ruin your image. That’s not the Brody I knew and loved. So, it must
be Alton Rivers.”

She finished loading cut cookies on the tray. “I
didn’t care we wouldn’t have much money, Brody. I have no problems
working outside the home. I’m not someone who wanted to be kept.
Never was, and you should have known that. But, you needed more. I
hope your fame and money keep you warm at night. Then again, with
that, you tend to get more women than you can use, so perhaps, it’s
not even an issue.”

Hermione lifted the tray, carried it to the oven, and
slid it inside. She set a timer then moved to his side and swiftly
finished putting the fruit down. He stopped staring at her when she
finished brushing the liquid from the green container over it. She
was efficient and, soon, had that in her fridge as she began
cleaning up.

“I can’t lie—or rather, I won’t—and say I haven’t
been with other women,” he began.

“Stop, just stop right there. I don’t give a damn to
know or hear if you’ve been with other women. You have your own
life, and I have mine. Now, if you don’t mind, this is my day off,
and I’d really like to enjoy some down time.”

“Are you going to see your parents?”

Her entire body went rigid. Tears shimmered in her
eyes when she met his gaze. “My parents died. Please, see yourself
out, Alton.” She slammed down the rag she’d been wiping up the
counters with and strode out of the room.

Fuck.


 Chapter
Four

The first hot tear tracked down her face as she
stumbled into her bedroom. She didn’t have long to hide away in
here, the cookies would be done in minutes, but for the moment, she
needed to just… She climbed onto her bed and curled up in a ball,
holding one of her body pillows. The tears ran fast down her
face.

As if it hadn’t been bad enough he’d left her alone,
she could have used him when her parents had died. Although they’d
been gone for six years now, the pain still existed. She opened her
eyes when the doorbell chime reverberated through the house.

“Christ almighty. What now?”

Rolling to her feet, she left her room after a brief
check to make sure the tear tracks were gone from her face. She
turned the corner and froze. Brody stood in her doorway, talking to
whoever was on the other side.

He is so fucking handsome. That wasn’t it; her
love for him hadn’t just vanished. It had existed all these years;
she had just kept it buried beneath the pain. She would always love
him. He was her first and her one true love.

Today, his black pants hugged his firm ass and
emphasized the muscles in his legs. The thighs seemed to barely
contain him. His shirt apparently had the same problem, for his
upper arms strained the fabric.

Whatever he has been doing has certainly worked
for him. She approached, working hard to compose herself before
she reached his side. It was her neighbor Richard Moses.

“Hi, Richard,” she said, forcing cheer into her
voice. “Come on in. I see you’ve met Alton Rivers.”

He nodded and emphatically shook the offered hand. “I
didn’t know you knew him, Hermione.”

“How do you know my Hermione here?” Brody asked in a
deep voice that never completely hid the possessiveness in his
tone.

“We’ve been neighbors for three years now.” Richard
entered. “I’ve seen all your movies, and I hear now you’ll be
starring in the next Hawk movie. Is that true?”

She wheeled around on Brody’s laughter and made her
way to the kitchen. Unfucking believable. Comes over to my house
because I’m doing him a favor and is enamored by the big Hollywood
movie star in my living room. It’s not like he’s Denzel, Samuel, or
Morgan. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep the sarcasm
contained.

At the fridge, she withdrew the cooling fruit pizza
and placed it on the counter. The men entered just as she finished
covering it. The timer went off, and with a smile, Brody walked
over to the oven and withdrew the cookies as if he lived there. He
didn’t even have to ask where she stored hot pads. She wasn’t sure
how to feel about that knowledge.

“Here’s the pizza, Richard. It needs more time in the
fridge, so put it in when you get home. Leave it in your icebox for
about two more hours. It should be ready by the time the kids start
arriving. I’ll bring the cookies over when they’re finished, as
well.”

“Thank you so much. And…it was such an honor to meet
you.” He cleared his throat and shifted his feet. “I know you’re
busy and all here with Hermione, but if it wouldn’t be too much
trouble, my son is having a party later today, and if you could
come by and meet him with his friends…”

Brody nodded. “Absolutely. I’ll come over with
Hermione to deliver the cookies.”

“Thank you so much!” Richard turned to leave and made
it to the doorway before spinning back. “Guess I should take this
one now. I can’t believe it, Alton Rivers. Next door.”

She rolled her eyes as the muttering vanished from
the kitchen and out the door. Then, it was just her and Brody once
more.

“Why did you introduce me as Alton?”

“Isn’t that who you are?”

“You know I’m Brody.”

“I know you left as Brody and came back as Alton.”
She propped her fists on her hips. “And, did you have to tell him
you’d be arriving with me? Not to mention, what’s up with that ‘my
Hermione’ thing? You don’t have the right to claim me anymore,
Brody.”

He narrowed his gaze at her. “You think not?”

“I know you don’t.” Lord, she longed to stomp her
foot. “You abandoned me.” She’d meant to scream the words, but they
slipped out on a pained whisper. Hermione gasped and slapped a hand
over her mouth, furious at the vulnerability it painted of her.

He strode toward her, ignoring her when she held up
hands to ward him off. Brody captured her shoulders in his large,
strong hands.

“I know I did, Hermione. I was stupid and foolish for
doing what I did. I never meant to come back here and throw your
life into upheaval and turmoil. But, the moment I laid eyes on you,
all those feelings I had for you previously snuck free from where
I’d shoved them. I love you, still. I will always love you. If I
could go back and undo all the harm I’ve done, I would, in an
instant. I don’t know how to make this right.”

He drew her closer to him. “I’m so fucking sorry I
wasn’t here for you. To face the town, when your parents passed,
all of it. Tell me what I can do to being making up for it.”

“Why are you doing this?” she asked, tears leaking
from her eyes. “I don’t want to hear declarations of love from you.
You loved me before, or so I thought, but that didn’t keep you here
then. I haven’t changed, Brody. If I didn’t have enough to keep you
here before, I don’t have enough to do so now. Especially when
you’re now a movie star.” She pressed her lips hard together.
“Can’t you just leave me alone?”

“No.” The word was ragged as if being torn from his
throat. “I can’t. God forgive me, but I can’t. I’ve tried,
Hermione. Vance warned me about hurting you again. Melinda did, as
well. I know you deserve so much better than me, but I can’t.”

Her laugh was brief and didn’t hold much humor in it.
“What a pair we make because I want nothing more than to crawl into
your arms, right now. As much as I know I should kick you out of my
house and life, once and for all, I can’t do it. Damn you, I can’t
do it. You’re my weakness, Brody. I don’t know if I like that at
all, but there we have it.”

He lifted her in his arms, and she wrapped her legs
around his waist. “You’ll always be mine, Hermione. Always.
How long until we have to fix the cookies?”

He said we. Just like he used to say. It was
never a me, I, or you thing with him. They were a team. A couple. A
we. “Long enough to be ravished at least once or twice.” She
possessed his lips, loving them against her own.

“That, I can do.”

She closed her eyes, only to open them when he
lowered her back to her bed. Watching him strip off his shirt, she
licked her lips and inched back on the bed. He shook his head and
grabbed her ankles, bringing her back to where he’d placed her.

“No moving.”

Her belly clenched in anticipation. She tracked his
movements as he removed his boots and socks. Their gazes locked
briefly until his fingers brushed the button of his pants. Then,
she honed in on his groin. When he pushed them down, her tongue
snuck out once more, as did a moan. He was going commando, and his
cock, large and thick, burst free into her line of sight.

“No moving.”

She’d not even realized she’d moved and settled back.
Need spiked through her, and she was desperate for him and his
touch. “Brody,” she begged.

He approached her, naked and a prime male specimen.
“I’m going to ravish you, Hermione. I’m going to strip you bare,
lick you from head to toe, and see this new tattoo. Then, I’m going
to slide this”—he hefted his cock—“inside you. I’m going to move
slow and create a burn within you only I can extinguish. I’m going
to put a vibrator on your clit, or have you hold it there. Then,
I’m going to fuck you. I want you to scream my name.”

Her nipples were painfully tight, and she whimpered
at his words. “What vibrator?”

“You had one in high school; I doubt you don’t have
something now.” He moved to the drawer beside her bed and opened
it. “I apparently have some choices here.” He held her gaze, his
own dark with promise. “Looking forward to them. First things
first, however. I get to undress you.”

She was so close to coming already. How the hell
she’d make it through this, she hadn’t any clue.
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Brody scrubbed a hand over the shorter hair on his
head. He’d had Hermione cut it down for him a week ago. He hadn’t
left Cottonwood Falls, and now, people knew he was Alton Rivers, so
he spent a great deal of his time talking to folks about acting,
posing for pictures, and signing autographs.

As for him and Hermione, he wasn’t giving up on her.
He wanted her back in his life. She seemed okay in sharing her body
with him, but he couldn’t get to the part of her heart he wanted.
The deepest part, where he would have the key to her soul.

He ravished her at night, and she did the same and
more to him. But, when the sun came up, she was all professional.
She refused dates and anything other than a brief hello out in
public if he saw her at the bank.

While he understood her hesitation and reservations
about allowing anything to rekindle between them, it bothered him.
He wanted it all. He’d been stupid enough to walk away the first
time, he’d be damned if he did so again.

They’d spent many nights talking about what had
transpired over the past ten years. On some level, he’d hoped it
would help them move on, and in a way, he supposed it had. But, on
another, he wondered if he wasn’t further back than he’d been
before he returned to Cottonwood Falls.

Swiping the bottle of wine, he stepped out on the
porch. The evening had been wet, and while the rain had ceased, the
cooler temperatures had remained behind. Hermione leaned against
the pillar of the porch.

He placed the bottle down by their glasses and stared
at her for a few moments. She faced away from him, one arm around
her middle as she gazed out over the night. He followed her
direction and saw outdoor lights scattered around. The faint
laughter of children playing outside and a few vehicles. There were
no sirens, no yelling obscenities, and nothing to ruin the mood
hovering in the air. He strode up behind her.

“I remember the first time I laid eyes on you,
Hermione Windsor. Do you remember the first day we met? We were in
kindergarten, and you walked into the room—new to town—holding your
blue bag in front of your purple jumpsuit. Your hair”—he brushed a
hand over the wavy curls—“was in two pigtail braids. Your big eyes
skated past me as if I weren’t even there. Then, Melinda walked up
to you, and you had found your first friend in Cottonwood
Falls.”

She moved away from his touch, walking to the porch
swing and curling up on the floral cushion. He pursued her, sitting
on the other end of the bench.

Go easy. He recognized her skittish look;
problem was he would pursue if she ran. He didn’t want her to run.
He truly wanted to move beyond the elephant in the room about
them.

“I told Jack Dempser who sat beside me I was going to
marry you. He said I was crazy.”

“Seems to me, given how things unfolded, he had the
right of it.”

“It was the dumbest thing I’ve ever done.”

“Telling Jack? He won’t tell anyone; he died three
years ago.”

He frowned. “I had no idea.”

“Tends to happen when you cut yourself off from what
you used to be part of.”

The reprimand was there but not a lot of heat to it.
She was making a statement, and he understood that now. She
wouldn’t keep from saying something to spare his feelings, but he
didn’t believe she was deliberately out to hurt him.

“I’m beginning to see that.” Every day he spent here
in Cottonwood Falls, he found he craved more. Being here fed
something in his soul. Then again, so did acting. Maybe it’s
strictly Hermione.

He angled his body, so he could see her better. The
soft porch light fell over her, gentling the harsh set of her
expression. I’m such an ass for what I did to her, and the mere
fact she’s sitting here talking to me at all says so much about who
she is.

Life wasn’t always fair. Yet, he had no one to blame
other than himself for how this scenario had played out.

“I meant what I said to you before, Hermione.”

She rested her head on the chain holding up the
swing. “And what, Brody? You want me to give you my heart all over
again, so you can smash it when you return to Hollywood?”

“I have a career out there.”

She gave a short bark of laughter. “And, I have a
life here. I’m not telling you to give anything up. In fact, you
should probably be going back there. I know you only planned on
being here a short time to warn us about the reporters. We’ve been
duly notified and warned.”

“It’s not that simple.”

She looked at him. “Why not? What’s complicated
now?”

“Us.”

“No,” she said, holding up a hand. “I don’t want to
hear that. You don’t get the right to say that. You… No, you don’t
dare go there.”

“You think I just came all this way for a fucking
booty call?” His anger rose.

“I think you came back to appease your conscience,
just like I said at the first. Fine. What more do you need to do to
appease it? You’re making the mistake that just because I’m weak of
flesh when it comes to you that I want to hear talk about us being
together forever again.” She shoved to her feet, her body
trembling. “You’re wrong. You don’t have that right. There
isn’t a damn thing for us to discuss because there is no us. There
was fucking. Got it? Was. As in no more. There is no us.”

She stomped by him to the door and slammed it behind
her as she vanished inside. Her words created something cold and
ugly in his gut.

He rose and walked to the door. After a short pause,
he opened it. He heard her slamming things around in the kitchen,
so he went there. Her back was to him, and he leaned in the
entryway, waiting for her to face him.

“I’m not letting this go.”

She whipped around, and his heart caught in his
throat at the evidence of her tears. The streamed down her cheeks.
Why is she crying?

“Hermione?”

“Don’t. Just leave me alone, Brody. Go back to being
Alton Rivers and your life in California. I…I’m done with
this.”

“I’m not going anywhere until we figure this
out.”

“No!” She slammed the pan on the burner. “You don’t
get to decide you want to talk now. I wanted to talk before. To
know why you left. Then…then…we had something to discuss,
about us. Now, we don’t.”

Behind the tears was pain and anger in her gaze. “I’m
here now.”

“And, you need to leave.” Her hands shook, and she
flexed her fingers a few times.

“What aren’t you telling me?” She fixated her stare
at a place on the floor and took several deep breaths. He
approached her and settled his hands on her shoulders. “Why are you
refusing to talk anymore, Hermione?”

“Let it go,” she said with a shake of her head.

“We can’t move on until we get past this block you
have.”

“We wouldn’t have to if you’d been a man and had
stuck around.” She brushed off his touch and tried to walk
away.

He gripped her upper arm, preventing that feat.
Smack. He’d not been expecting the hit.

“Go, Brody. Before I say something I can’t take
back.”

He couldn’t follow what had pissed her off so badly.
“I’m not leaving this time.”

“Bullshit. You have to get back there; you’ve said so
already.”

“I can return.”

“Didn’t for ten years.”

He threw up his hands, pissed as well now. “We have
gone over that, Hermione. I fucked up. I admit it. Are you going to
hold that over my head forever? I can’t change what dumbass
decision I made all those years ago.” He tried to calm down and
realized maybe he should leave for the night. At least go take in
some fresh air. “I’m not spending my entire life apologizing for
that. I’ve done so already. Let it go.”

Her expression turned ugly and unforgiving.
“Leave.”

He knew there would be no getting through to her
right now. She was beyond livid, and if he pushed, all he would do
would be succeeding in pushing her further away from him. That was
the last thing he wanted. He wanted her closeness, not another
hurdle between them. “I’ll be back in the morning, and we can talk
then.”

She followed him to the door, where he stepped out,
and when he looked at her there was a deadness in her gaze. “You
should, you know.”

I wish I knew what she was going on about. “I
should what? Apologize again? Why? You won’t forgive me for it.
What more do I have to do for forgiveness?” He needed his heavy bag
to work off his frustration and anger. On one hand, he understood
her right and need to hold onto the anger. But, on the other, he
didn’t, for they couldn’t move on until she let it go and gave him
a fair shake for starting once more.

“Live ten years with the knowledge your unborn child
never made it into the world. That, on our wedding night, I was
going to tell you I was pregnant and, instead, lost the child a
week later. Live with that, and then, tell me if a simple apology
is going to be enough.” She slammed the door in his face.

Her words nearly took him to his knees. He ran what
she’d spoken through his mind over and over, unable to believe what
he heard. The clicks of her locks engaging told him she did not
intend to let him in once more. And, so he was out, short of
busting down the door.


 Chapter
Five

Her eyes didn’t want to open when the alarm went off.
Bumbling around, Hermione smacked the button, cutting off the
annoying beeping. Drained. That was the only word she could come up
with to describe how she felt. Both emotionally and physically.

For so many years, she’d kept that secret, even from
her best friend, Mel. Her pregnancy, the loss, and the suffering
she still went through each year on the month he or she should have
been born. Until last night. Brody had pushed her to the edge, and
she’d let it slip.

Part of her had expected him to pound on the door and
demand entry. Hell, his alter ego, Alton Rivers probably would have
kicked down the door to get to his heroine. Hermione punched her
pillow and forced her eyes to open.

“I didn’t think kicking down your door would have
gotten me any favors with you.”

She squealed and jackknifed up in bed. Brody sat
across from her in the overstuffed chair occupying the corner near
the window. His long legs stretched out before him, covered in the
pair of light denim jeans he wore with a brown belt, encouraging
her gaze to swing up to his groin and the large length she knew was
there. The rich green shirt highlighted his dark skin, and she did
her best to ignore the pulse of desire that swamped her in a single
breath.

“What are you talking about, and what the fuck are
you doing in my bedroom?”

“You muttered about Alton kicking down your door. I’m
telling you this is your life and not a movie. I know that’s not
the way to go, and seriously? You don’t know why I’m here? You
didn’t expect me to take that news you dropped on me without
warning last night and leave you alone, did you?”

“I didn’t expect to even tell you.” She shoved a hand
through her hair and rose from the bed. Stopping to stretch, she
looked over at him once more. “How long have you been sitting
there?”

“All night. I was tempted to crawl into bed with you,
but you needed your sleep.”

“Doesn’t feel like I got much, at all. You can leave
now.”

His gaze heated as it traveled over her simple blue
nightshirt.

“You were restless all night.”

She’d believe it.

While she walked to the bathroom, he sat right there
when she left a time later, dressed in a simple white dress she
would be wearing to work today. “Didn’t I ask you to leave?”

He rose, moved toward her, and she gulped. Damn man
was all too fine for her own sanity.

“You demanded it last night, mentioned it this
morning. But, after breaking in to your house, why would I leave
merely because you asked me to?”

“Because Alton Rivers doesn’t need a B&E on his
record?”

His smile bordered on a sneer. “Alton Rivers has
nothing to do with this.”

“Really?” She brushed by him, heading out to the rest
of her house. Swinging by the kitchen, she poured herself a cup of
the coffee that awaited her before making her way to the back
porch.

He followed her; she heard him. She walked to the
railing, set her cup down after drinking a sip or two, and rested
her head against the pillar.

“I’m not leaving, Hermione. I deserve an
explanation.”

“You deserve shit, Brody. I owe you nothing. I
stayed, remember?”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I would have stayed.”

“I don’t need to hear this. How could I have told
you? I found out the night before the wedding. It’s not as if I saw
you again. So…now, you know.”

“Hell no, that’s not how this is going to go.”

He reached for her the moment she picked up her
coffee and the unexpected movement of him turning her had hot
liquid spilling all over his shirt.

“Shit,” he hissed.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.” She put the
cup down and reached for him.

He yanked his shirt off and dabbed at the moisture on
his skin.

“Are you okay? Did I burn you?” She brushed his hands
away to look for herself.

The play of muscles beneath her fingertips flexed,
and she slowed her inspection until it was more just touching him.
From her periphery, she noticed the balled up shirt fall to the
wood beneath her feet. He slowly brought her chin up until their
gazes locked.

“I know I keep saying this, Hermione, but I’m so
sorry. For everything.” She opened her mouth to reply, but he shook
his head. “No, you’re going to listen to me. I didn’t lie when I
said I still loved you. I always will. I want a future with you.
For a while, I thought of asking you to Hollywood with me, but your
life is here. I want one with you. I’ll commute, be on location for
filming, but then, be here with you. In this house. I want to marry
you, as I didn’t ten years ago. I want to hold you at night. Make
love to you until the wee hours of the morning.”

Tears sprang into her eyes.

He sank a hand into her hair as his other settled
along her hip, his fingertips grazing along her ass. There was
nothing but seriousness in his gaze.

“I want to be here when you come home from the bank
and talk to you about your day. I want to talk to you about the
baby we lost and see if you want to have another one. Or more than
one.” A light kiss against the corner of her mouth. “I want back
into your life. If you’re not ready to give me a chance, I’ll buy a
house here and wait until you are.”

She held onto his waistband, her thumbs skimming his
bare skin above the belt. “Brody,” she began.

“Not done. Acting is in my blood, Hermione. I love
it—the rush and the fun. The travel. But, compared to you, it is
nothing. If you want me to stop, I will after this film.”

“No, you have to do what calls to you. I just…I just
don’t know.”

“We need to talk about the miscarriage and work
through that before we can move forward. I get and understand that.
I have to make amends in your eyes. I’ve changed, Hermione. And,
yes, you were right when you said I was only back for my own
reasons. Not denying that. However, you, Hermione Wilhelmina
Windsor—named after the virtuous queen of Sicilia in Shakespeare’s
The Winter’s Tale, as well as a feminine take on William’s
name—reminded me of the love I foolishly pushed away and left. If
it takes me one year or a hundred, I will claim your love as my
own.”

“Brody,” she whispered as tears fell from her eyes.
She couldn’t believe he’d remembered what she’d told him the reason
was for her having the name she did. Why her English professor
parents had named her what they had.

He slid his hand down and gripped her hair, tugging
her head back and burying his face in her neck. She allowed her
eyes to drift closed even as the sun crested the horizon, filling
the sky with oranges, yellows, and purples.

“I love you,” she admitted to him and the morning
air. “I’ve always loved you.”
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Epilogue

Brody stepped from the SUV and looked around
Cottonwood Falls. It was good to be home. He cast a glance up at
the house, aware that Hermione was still at work and wouldn’t be
back for another few hours yet.

He’d flown in early to surprise her. He’d missed her.
They still had rocky moments but were making progress. He had stood
beside her when the reporters had arrived, proud of how she’d
handled the questions.

Hermione had traveled out to California once, but he
could tell when she was there how uncomfortable she was and hadn’t
insisted she come back again. Hopefully, though, she would agree to
come with him this time.

He’d gotten three more movies ever since the release
of his big break and was very busy on location shooting. Still, he
made it a point, even if he needed to capitalize on the few hours
of sleep he was granted, to call her and speak with her once a
day.

When he was here in Cottonwood Falls, people treated
him like Brody, instead of the action star, Alton Rivers, as they’d
had when he first come back. He liked that, being able to walk into
the diner and eat without being swarmed. Being able to go to the
high school games and cheer on the students from his town. Or, even
playing baseball or a pickup basketball game with guys he went to
school with. Here, things didn’t become a news article.

After three trips to his SUV and back, he finally had
everything out and began setting it up. The winter days were cold,
and the sun set early. The slice of Hermione’s headlights across
the front windows had anticipation burning in his gut.

He stepped out on the porch to meet her. “Hello,
beautiful.”

“Brody, I thought you weren’t arriving until
tomorrow.” She hurried up the steps and into his arms.

Their lips met, and his hands found their way below
her coat. “I missed you,” he muttered. “Caught an earlier
flight.”

“I missed you, too.”

“How was your day?”

She smiled. “Good. I got to hang out with Bastian
Müller today. He’s back from Arizona and working the wildfires out
there. Haven’t seen him in a while.”

“I remember him. He was what, two years ahead of us?
Hung out with”—he snapped his fingers—“the one who left to join the
Marines. I don’t remember his name.”

“Grey Sorenson. And, Grey didn’t join the Corps; he
went to the Navy. I believe he’s a SEAL.”

He brushed some of her hair back. It hung loose
around her face, how he loved it. “That’s right. Let’s go inside. I
have supper ready.”

“Do your Hollywood peeps know the mighty Alton Rivers
cooks dinner when he’s back in Cottonwood Falls more than one night
a week?”

“Nope. Or that I do dishes.” He opened the door and
waited for her to precede him.

“I’m not sure I believe it, either,” she teased,
stepping in, only to draw up with a gasp. “Oh, my God, Brody. What
is all this?”

“Flowers.” He kissed the side of her neck before
pushing the door shut behind him and assisting her off with her
coat.

“You brought me Amazon Lilies?” She moved toward the
two-foot tall potted plants. Their white flowers emanating a sweet
scent to the air. “And Passion flowers, water hyacinth, water
lilies, and some type of orchid.”

“A vanilla orchid.”

“What’s this one?”

“Night blooming jasmine.”

She bent to inhale the fragrance, her skirt smoothing
over her ass. He shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on
his heels.

“Thank you, Brody. This, these… I couldn’t ask for a
better gift.”

“Other than me?” he asked, in a teasing voice.

“Of course.”

“I know you said you’d take flowers over diamonds,
and we dealt with a florist on this last set, so I asked for some
help. I remembered you’d mentioned these flowers.”

She jumped in his arms, and he held her with one arm.
“This is perfect. Flowers and dinner. What more could I ask
for?”

He put her on the floor and dragged his fingers along
her forehead, moving the soft hair in his wake. “How about
diamonds?”

Suddenly, the low music in the background took center
stage at her silence. “What? What did you say?”

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the black box
that had been burning a hole in it since he put it there. Opening
it, he turned the ring toward her so she could see it. “I said, how
about diamonds?” Brody dropped to one knee and asked, “Will you
give me another chance and marry me, Hermione?”

He could read the concern and trepidation in her
gaze. Pushing back up on his feet, he removed the ring and slid it
on her finger. “Tonight, if you’ll have me. Let’s fly to Vegas and
do it. Then, we can plan a larger ceremony if that’s what you would
like.”

“I…I…I…”

“I’m not leaving you this time, Hermione.” He lifted
her hand and pressed a kiss to the hand adorned by the ring. “What
do you say?”

“You know I’ll kill you if you don’t show this time,
right?”

“I’d deserve nothing less.”

“Yes,” she said, wrapping her arms around him and
touching their lips together. “Yes, I’ll marry you. Can we really
go to Vegas tonight?”

“I’ll charter a plane if that’s what you want to
do.”

She backed to the bedroom, beckoning him after her.
“Can we go later?”

He waggled his eyebrows. “Hell, yes.”

Brody chased her into the bedroom, and as he lowered
them both to the bed, his heart had found peace. This was the
beginning of the rest of his life, and now, he got to have the one
woman who meant the world to him in it.

Hours later, he walked hand in hand with her to a
wedding chapel in Vegas. Slicing his gaze sideways to the woman at
his side, he smiled. Her white dress left one shoulder bare,
allowing him and anyone else to see her Faith tattoo scrolled along
her skin. Her outfit fell to mid-calf and left very little to his
imagination. At the same time, it was so elegant he was beside
himself. Her heels put her a little closer to his height.

Behind them came the couple they’d brought along for
witnesses. And, just because Brody felt they could use a trip,
also. Vance and Kendria. Both of them were dressed up, as well, and
looking like they could be going on the red carpet.

The ring in his pocket was a combination of the first
one he’d gotten for her and new. For this was a new beginning, but
they couldn’t take away the past they’d endured. She halted him,
smoothed down his tuxedo, and gave him a shy smile before
reclaiming his hand.

“I’m going to ravish you all night long,” he
muttered. “Then, for the rest of our lives.”

“We’re next, behave.”

He nipped her ear. “I am.”

As they stood before the minister, listening to him
talk about what marriage was about, Brody continued to wait for
someone to yell “Cut” and end this a second time before it could
begin. When the man asked him if he had a ring, it took Brody a few
moments to come out of his trance. It helped that Vance nudged him
before handing over the ring.

The concern on Hermione’s face shamed him. What must
she be thinking? He took the symbol from his best friend and placed
it on her finger.

He breathed easier once they were proclaimed husband
and wife. When he was told to kiss the bride, he did so with
pleasure.

“I love you, Mrs. Paget. So much.” He covered her
mouth once more and accepted the love she had for him.

He may have messed up the first time, but this time
around, he would be better. He wouldn’t swear he’d be perfect, but
he wasn’t leaving her, that was for sure. Not again.
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