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Book
Description


Taken With You


A Fractured Connections Novella


By Carrie Ann Ryan


 


From New York Times and USA Today
bestselling author Carrie Ann Ryan comes a new story in her Fractured
Connections series… 


 


It all started at a wedding. Beckham didn’t mean to dance
with Meadow. And he really didn’t mean to kiss her. But now, she’s the only
thing on his mind. And when it all comes down to it, she’s the only person he
can't have. 


 


He'll just have to stay away from her, no matter how hard
they’re pulled together.


 


Running away from her friend's wedding isn't the best way to
keep the gossip at bay. But falling for the mysterious and gorgeous bartender
at her friends’ bar will only make it worse. Beckham has his secrets, and she
refuses to pry. 


 


Once burned, twice kicked down, and never allowed to get up
again. Yet taking a chance with him might be the only choice she has. And the
only one she wants.


 


**For fans of Carrie Ann’s Fractured Connections series,
Taken With You is book four in that series.


 


**Every 1001 Dark Nights novella is a standalone story. For
new readers, it’s an introduction to an author’s world. And for fans, it’s a
bonus book in the author’s series. We hope you'll enjoy each one as much as we
do.**






About
Carrie Ann Ryan


Carrie Ann Ryan is the New York Times and USA
Today bestselling author of contemporary, paranormal, and young adult
romance. Her works include the Montgomery Ink, Redwood Pack, Fractured
Connections, and Elements of Five series, which have sold over 3.0 million
books worldwide. She started writing while in graduate school for her advanced
degree in chemistry and hasn’t stopped since. Carrie Ann has written over seventy-five
novels and novellas with more in the works. When she’s not losing herself in
her emotional and action-packed worlds, she’s reading as much as she can while
wrangling her clowder of cats who have more followers than she does.


 


www.CarrieAnnRyan.com
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One
Thousand and One Dark Nights


Once upon a time, in the future…


 


I was a student fascinated with stories and learning.


I studied philosophy, poetry, history, the occult,
and


the art and science of love and magic. I had a vast


library at my father’s home and collected thousands


of volumes of fantastic tales.


 


I learned all about ancient races and bygone


times. About myths and legends and dreams of all


people through the millennium. And the more I read


the stronger my imagination grew until I discovered


that I was able to travel into the stories... to
actually


become part of them.


 


I wish I could say that I listened to my teacher


and respected my gift, as I ought to have. If I had,
I


would not be telling you this tale now.


But I was foolhardy and confused, showing off


with bravery.


 


One afternoon, curious about the myth of the


Arabian Nights, I traveled back to ancient Persia to


see for myself if it was true that every day Shahryar


(Persian: شهريار,
“king”) married a new virgin, and then


sent yesterday's wife to be beheaded. It was written


and I had read that by the time he met Scheherazade,


the vizier's daughter, he’d killed one thousand


women.


 


Something went wrong with my efforts. I arrived


in the midst of the story and somehow exchanged


places with Scheherazade – a phenomena that had


never occurred before and that still to this day, I


cannot explain.


 


Now I am trapped in that ancient past. I have


taken on Scheherazade’s life and the only way I can


protect myself and stay alive is to do what she did
to


protect herself and stay alive.


 


Every night the King calls for me and listens as I
spin tales.


And when the evening ends and dawn breaks, I stop at
a


point that leaves him breathless and yearning for
more.


And so the King spares my life for one more day, so
that


he might hear the rest of my dark tale.


 


As soon as I finish a story... I begin a new


one... like the one that you, dear reader, have
before


you now.






Chapter 1


Beckham


 


“You are the person of my heart. The woman of my dreams. The
other half of my soul. I’ll never forget why you are mine. And why I am yours.
I will do whatever is within my power to make sure that you know I’ll always
love you with every ounce of my being. To the last breath in my body. I love
you, Harmony. With everything that I am. Be mine. Forever.”


“I love you, Brendon. With every ounce of my soul, with
every breath of my being. I hope that one day I will be able to really make you
understand exactly how much, and how honored I am to call you mine. We walked
through the darkness, and I know that even though we weren’t alone, we were
there for each other for a reason. And I will never regret that. You are mine,
Brendon Connolly. Forever and always. And I cannot wait to see what’s next.”


I leaned back in my chair and just smiled up at the couple
as Brendon and Harmony continued their vows in front of each other and the rest
of the wedding guests. We were family in a way, friends in so many more. And I
was glad that I was here, even if I’d almost stayed away. After all, I was good
at being on the periphery these days. I wasn’t very good at being in the middle
of things. 


I had been to a few weddings in my time, but never one quite
like this. I didn’t think there would ever be one quite like this.


I’d known Brendon Connolly for a few years—off and on in the
past. Then a lot better recently. Particularly when he and his brothers came to
take over the bar that I worked at to try and make it better. To make it a home
again. I had been there for the guy. Just like I had been there for his
brothers, Aiden and Cameron, as they attempted to figure out how to make their
world make sense after losing their parents and coming back together as a
family again.


It’d been interesting to watch them create relationships and
then fall in love even when they didn’t mean to. Of course—at least, in my
opinion—most people didn’t mean to fall in love. It just happened.


Not that I’d ever actually been in love. Not my thing. It
was safer to not form those connections. They only left you fractured in the
end. 


I resisted the urge to look across the aisle at the bride’s
side. At her. There would only be pain and heartache there.


“You may now kiss your bride,” the woman officiating said.
Brendon dipped Harmony low, his mouth fastening to hers in a deep kiss that had
the rest of the wedding guests on their feet, hooting and hollering and
clapping.


I shook my head, standing up with the rest of them as I
cheered as well. Then I put my fingers between my lips and whistled, a high,
sharp sound that garnered a few looks.


Including hers.


I really should not be thinking about her. Or noticing her.


Though it was hard not to. Especially since she was
always…there.


Not in a bad way. She was part of our new circle. The one I
hadn’t acknowledged I’d become a part of until I was sitting next to all the
Connolly brothers and their women and suddenly realized I was one of them.


Meadow Brown was the same way, just on the opposite side of
the connection line.


It was odd to think that, after all these years, I was in
the same circle as she—even though I didn’t think she actually knew who I was.
Beyond being the bartender and the one who liked to give Brendon shit about his
drink-slinging skills anyway.


I was the one with the smiles. The jokes. And that was the
image I tried for. I didn’t want them to know who I had been before. I wanted
to hide the stains on my hands.


I didn’t want to think about it either.


So I wasn’t going to.


Instead, I pushed those thoughts from my mind, shoved Meadow
out as well, and grinned as Brendon picked up his wife and carried her down the
aisle.


Of course, the rest of the wedding party had to have fun,
too.


Cameron grabbed his woman, Violet, throwing her over his
shoulder so she could smack him on the ass as they laughed and trekked down the
runner.


Aiden tapped his back, and Sienna hopped on, her dress
sliding up her thighs as she laughed hysterically, the two of them trying to
outrun Cameron and Violet.


The last of the wedding party, Dillon, who was now nineteen
or so if I remembered right, looked over at Adrienne, Violet’s sister-in-law,
and held out an arm.


Adrienne smiled, flipped her hair over her shoulders, and
took his hand.


Adrienne’s husband, Mace, stood on the bride’s side, glaring
at Dillon, though there was a smile on his face.


Dillon then reached down, slid his arm under Adrienne’s
knees, and hoisted her up.


Adrienne let out a shocked gasp and then laughed, blowing
her husband a kiss as the teen carried her down the aisle and from the wedding
area in a very gallant style.


The kid had game, even though I didn’t think he was dating
anyone. At least, not right now. But he knew how to romance women—even if it
was all in jest. After all, I was pretty sure he had had a hand in helping each
of his older brothers get and keep their women.


When and if I ever decided to enter a relationship, I’d
either have to go to Dillon for help if I wanted to keep it. Or stay far away.
The latter, especially if I knew that maintaining distance between myself and
whomever I might be interested in would be the best thing for everyone.


After the wedding party had left, I followed the rest of the
guests, nodding at a few as they smiled at me. I was the Connolly bartender.
Meaning I knew a lot of people’s names, even more faces, and their favorite
drinks. I knew a few secrets, too, because everybody always talked to their
favorite bartender. But most people didn’t know me. And I was just fine with
that.


I slid my hand over my clean-shaven face and frowned. I’d
had a beard for as long as I could remember, but had shaved for the wedding. It
was something my mother would have wanted me to do—not that I had seen or heard
from her in decades. I didn’t feel like myself anymore without the hair,
though. It was weird to look at the man in the mirror and realize that…hey,
that’s me, the man under the beard. I wasn’t sure I really liked it.


But it would grow back. Hopefully as fast as it had last time.


I’d already decided that I probably wouldn’t shave for the
rest of the weddings. All of the Connollys were
getting married. Except for Dillon. That kid had a ways to go.


At least, I figured he did. I hoped he wouldn’t get hitched
at nineteen or whatever the hell age he was.


Brendon and Harmony were doing a buffet-style meal at the reception.
That way, nobody had to sit down unless they wanted to. And that was just fine
with me. I hated formal events where I had to play nice and act like I knew
what I was doing.


Harmony’s family came from money. And as I looked around the
tent that we were under with all the waiters in black tie, and every little
detail perfect, I realized it was evident if you looked hard enough.


I remembered Brendon and Harmony complaining at the bar one
night that her parents wanted to go all out for the event, even though this was
her second wedding, and she wanted to do something small.


Apparently, they’d compromised. The wedding wasn’t huge or
insane, but it was nice.


I looked over at the food. The piles of it looked amazing,
hot, and were probably tasty, and I figured that I could handle this kind of
nice.


Anything for my stomach was a good idea.


“Hey, you’re late,” Dillon said as he came up to my side,
holding a small plate with something on a skewer that looked really fucking
good. “They announced over the speakers that everybody could start eating. That
way, nobody has to mill around. I think it’s only appetizers for now. Not quite
sure. Never been to one of these things.” Dillon shrugged before taking a bite.
The kid’s eyes rolled back, and he moaned.


“Good stuff?” I asked, sliding my hands into my suit pants’
pockets.


“The best. Just don’t tell Aiden, because he didn’t actually
cook this.”


I laughed and then shook my head. “But one of his friends
did, right?”


“Yeah, one of the chefs that worked with him at his old place.
He ended up leaving after Aiden did. The whole place is a mess now because of
the owner’s son or whoever ended up being the head chef. Not quite sure what
the whole story is, but Aiden’s friend opened up a catering business, and I
think the Connollys are going to hire them. I don’t
mind. There’s some good stuff here.” Dillon took another bite and moaned again.
“Seriously good stuff.”


“I’ll have to get some, then.”


“So why were you late?” Dillon asked, taking another bite.


My mouth was watering at this point, but I figured I could
talk for a bit. “I was just walking around before I came in here. I was like
thirty seconds behind you, seriously.” I rolled my eyes and then gestured for
the kid to walk over to the buffet area with me. They had stations everywhere
so, thankfully, there wasn’t a huge line. I got a little plate of skewers, some
cheese, and figured I’d save room for the rest of the dinner. I hadn’t been
hungry before, but smelling all the food? Now, I was downright famished. I
looked up and met Meadow’s gaze across the aisle.


Great, now I was starving for something else. The kick in my
gut that always came when I saw her did its thing. I ignored it and gave her a
smile, then winked and turned away. I didn’t want to see her reaction.


I honest to God didn’t know if she even remembered me from
before. Previous to the first time she’d walked into the bar to meet with
Violet. I really hoped she didn’t. I didn’t want that part of my past out in
the world. And, from the way she acted, I had a feeling no one knew her past
either.


It was better for both of us if we ignored it.


And that’s what I would keep telling myself.


It wasn’t as if she and I had truly talked before that first
bar meeting. I’d only seen her from afar, and we’d never actually met.



“So you ready to move out?” I asked before taking a bite.
“Hold that thought. Dear God, this is amazing.”


Aiden looked over Sienna’s head and glared at me.


I flipped him the bird before eating some more.


The other man just rolled his eyes, a laugh twitching his
mouth before he moved his attention back to his woman. Good. That was where it
was supposed to be. Not on me and the amazing skewers I was about to come over.


“Good stuff, right? As to your question, I don’t know. I don’t
really know if I’m ready to move out. But my friends and I all want to get a
place while we’re in school. You know? I don’t really want to stay with Cameron
forever, even though I kind of do.”


I nodded, understanding, even though I hadn’t really had that
growing up. Then again, maybe I had. I’d moved in with a group of friends when
I was about Dillon’s age. But they’d gotten me into a whole shitload of
trouble. Stuff that I couldn’t erase, even though I wanted to bury it. I’d
moved in with them not for college like Dillon, but because I’d thought they were
my family. Blood in and blood out and all that shit.


Jesus, I needed to get those thoughts out of my head. I’d
been thinking about my past a lot lately. And I had a feeling I knew why. And
that reason was currently standing on the other side of the room.


I ignored her—I had to.


“Cameron’s been taking care of you forever. He’s like
another dad, right?”


Dillon nodded. “Yeah. Ever since Mom did her thing. I’m
okay, though.”


I gave him a look that said I didn’t really believe him, but
I knew he was better than he had been. Honestly, he was probably the steadiest
of us all. That meant I needed to watch out for the kid. Anyone who was that solid
usually had something to hide. And since I knew most of the kid’s background—as
much as he let anyone know—I had a feeling that when Dillon broke, he would
need all of us. After all, I’d needed people when I cracked. Sadly, I hadn’t
had anyone.


I wouldn’t let that happen to Dillon.


“Anyway, I’m excited to move out. It’ll be nice for Cameron
and Violet to have their own place. Without me killing their buzz.”


“Knowing those two, I’m sure they find ways to get together
without having to worry about you.”


Dillon visibly shuddered, even as he grinned. “Yeah. I don’t
really want to think about that. But it’ll be nice not having to tiptoe around
if I need something to drink in the middle of the night.”


“I can see how that might be a little weird. But if you ever
need anything, let me know. Okay? I know you’re close to your brothers now, but
I’m here for you, too. Just say the word.”


Dillon smiled, his eyes warming. “You’re a good man,
Beckham.”


I wasn’t good. I was anything but. There was a reason they
said you had to atone for your sins. And I was working my way through that.
There would never be a happy ending for me. That was something I had learned
long ago. But I could at least try not to be the person I once was.


So I smiled and took a bite of my chicken before Dillon
wandered off to talk to the rest of his family.


When I was finished with my appetizer, I set down my plate and
went to wash my hands.


I didn’t know why I was still here. I usually showed up at
places and events and then left as soon as I could. But I figured it’d be good
for me to at least pretend like I belonged. Not that I always felt that way.


I leaned against the wall, watching everybody dance, smile,
and act like they were having a good time. When Meadow walked by, I wasn’t even
sure she noticed me. It took everything within me not to notice her.
Or try not to. But I couldn’t help it. She was always there.
In my thoughts, my past. And, lately, physically right in front of me.


And so, without thinking, I reached out and grabbed her
hand.


She froze, her eyes wide as she turned around. I wanted to
curse at myself.


I knew where she had come from. And, in general, I knew you
didn’t just go around touching women like that. Especially not when I had a
feeling Meadow had been through hell.


I was such a fucking asshole. I slowly let go of her fingers
and slid my hand back into my pocket.


“Hey,” I said, trying to sound casual. Attempting to come
across as if I hadn’t seen the fear in her eyes, or the way she looked as if
she were about to run.


There was fight or flight for a reason, after all. And I was
bigger than Meadow. So, flight was the logical response.


Damn it.


“Hi,” Meadow said, her throat working as she swallowed.
“Having fun?” she asked, her voice soft.


“Yeah. The Connollys sure know how
to host a party.”


“So I see. It looks like everyone is having a great time.”


A voice slid out of the speakers, and we froze. “Okay, now
this is where we’re going to have fun on the dance floor. Before the bride and
groom do their thing, they want you guys to come out. So, find the person
nearest you, doesn’t matter who it is, and take them out to dance. Let’s make this
wedding memorable.”


The announcer’s voice echoed in my head, and I wanted to
curse. There was only one person near me. The one I shouldn’t dance with. And
because I knew it would be better if we didn’t, because I was really good at
doing what would cause the worst pain, I held out my hand. 


“You want to dance?” I asked, my voice low.


Meadow looked at me then, her eyes wide, and she smiled. She
had on this jeweled green dress that hugged her curves and made her look sexy
as fuck.


There were a lot of attractive women here, some showing off
a lot of skin, others wearing more expensive and conservative pieces.


But Meadow was the only one I couldn’t keep my gaze off, and
that’s why I’d tried so hard not to look.


“Okay. Only because it’s part of the wedding and all.”


The justification wasn’t necessary. The reasoning had been
going through my mind as well.


I nodded and led her out to the dance floor.


I slid one arm around her, palm resting on her lower back
while the other clasped her smaller hand in mine.


“I promise I’ll try not to step on your toes,” I said.


She raised a brow, showing me some of the fire I knew lived
inside of her. “Okay, but I’m wearing high heels. I could probably hurt you
more.”


I looked down our bodies to her toes and saw the same jeweled
green peeking out from the bottom of her dress. I swallowed hard. Huh. Apparently,
I have a thing for her feet.


 “Okay, then. I guess
we’ll see who hurts the other the most.”


She met my gaze, and I had a feeling we both understood the
double meaning of that statement. At least, partly. But I simply smiled and
started to dance.


Other couples were on the dance floor with us, so I had to
pull Meadow closer to my body. She wasn’t pressed against it, but she was close
enough that I could feel the heat of her. Every once in a while, my body
brushed along the soft curves of hers.


We didn’t speak because there really wasn’t much to say. She
always turned from me when we were around the others, and I did my best to not
stare when I was around her. I didn’t know why she resisted being near me, but
I sure as hell knew why I did. And I didn’t want to push. I was going to have
this dance, and then I would get the hell out of here.


It would be better for both of us if I did.


When the song neared its end, we found ourselves at the edge
of the dance floor. There were other people around, but no one I knew. The rest
of my friends were on the other side of the room.


It sounded as if the music was far away. It felt as if it
were only Meadow and me in the space. This was a mistake. I knew it had been
from the first touch. But I couldn’t help myself.


Meadow and I kept dancing, though I wasn’t even sure the
music was still playing. I didn’t know if anyone was around us anymore at this
point.


And then, because I couldn’t help it, and I was the same
bastard now as I’d always been, I leaned down. I brushed my lips along
Meadow’s—just a soft caress that meant nothing. It had to be inconsequential.
But it meant everything. She let out a shocked breath, her lips parting. My
tongue brushed hers, a bare whisper of a kiss. And as I pulled back, her eyes
went wide.


“Hey,” I said, sounding like a fool.


She blinked at me and then released my hand. I let mine
fall, and she took a step back. Then another. Before I could ask Meadow what
was wrong, or apologize for doing what I did, she turned on her heel and ran.


She zigzagged through the crowd of others, but no one was
really paying attention to us.


I watched her go and knew I had fucked up.


I had kissed Meadow.


And though I knew it had been a mistake, the part of me that
had always been an asshole was positive I would do it again in a heartbeat.


And that, most of all, made me ashamed.






Chapter 2


He’s perfectly wrong for me. 


~Meadow, journal entry


 


Meadow


 


To the outside world, I knew my job was possibly the most
tedious one ever. To me, though? I loved it. It wasn’t monotonous or tedious.
No, I got to play with words, math, and science. And, somehow, fit them all
together in a textbook so someone else could learn from it.


Okay, it did sound a little boring. But I couldn’t help it,
it was what I was good at. Other people might get to work with their hands or
bake things or create fiction with words and TV and whatnot. They used their
bodies, they created.


I sort of made things. I took facts and known entities and
blended them all together. And I edited others.


People in school needed those textbooks. They required the
information to learn. Some things you needed a teacher for, but others demanded
a base. So, yes, while it may sound lackluster to some, I helped people learn.
That way, they could go out into the world and be exactly who they needed to
be. Not that anybody really knew I was the one behind the work. I wasn’t who
came to mind when they thought about their classes. I just wrote and edited the
expensive thing they had to buy before they started school. The book they
occasionally opened if they wanted to actually learn in class. I was the person
who wrote all the words in that giant paperweight, the thing that sometimes got
lost in the trunk of your car or at the bottom of your backpack because you
forgot it was there.


I loved my job.


Even though my friends didn’t really understand it.


But that was fine with me. I could work in my own little
bubble. I didn’t need to leave the house, and I could focus on what was
important: helping others. And I somehow made a living while doing it.


It wasn’t always easy, though I was figuring it out. And I
didn’t do it alone. There was always a handful of people who worked on this
type of project, and we supported one another.


My job was to handle the middle ground. To take what someone
wanted to write and make it work. And then edit it before it went to the next
phase of editing, or the people went through all of the science problems and
tried them out to make sure they actually worked.


I mostly helped with the grammar. And some of the science.
My degrees were still useful, even though I didn’t leave the house much.


I wasn’t a complete agoraphobe, but some days, I sure felt
like one.


Working from home had made it easier for me to make the
friends I currently had, though.


Not that I had many, but I did have a couple of good ones
now.


Violet was my neighbor. I think we initially met while I was
taking out the trash. She had been all smiles, even though her eyes had been
covered by dark sunglasses, and she kept rubbing her temples.


I found out later that she got terrible migraines. So over
the months of us getting to know each other, I’d helped her get through them.
They were so debilitating, she needed someone to come over and make sure she
took her meds and had enough water and food for when she felt better. I had
quickly become that person.


She had an amazing family, and they were there for her, too,
but I lived the closest.


Through Violet, I had met my other friends.


We’d lost one a bit ago now, even though it felt much more
recent. I hadn’t known Alison well, but she’d been kind to me, and I missed
her. I knew the others missed her even more. She had been such a huge part of
their lives.


But Violet, Sienna, and Harmony were my friends now. And
they forced me out of my comfort zone sometimes. And out of my house.


Something I honestly needed.


I wouldn’t have been able to do any of that before. Couldn’t
have walked into a bar to smile and laugh and get to know people. I wouldn’t
have been able to be around their men, large guys with even bigger
personalities.


The Connolly brothers were all broad and tall and tattooed
and bearded. Even the one that wore suits all the time, Brendon, tended to be a
little bit ragged by the time he finished his day and ended up at the brewery
with the rest of us.


It still surprised me that I could even see them and not
shrink away in fear. Though, in retrospect, I’d probably cowered a bit when I first
met them. But, thankfully, no one had commented on it.


Although there was one person that I should probably still
keep away from.


And he had just kissed me a few nights ago.


Beckham.


What was wrong with me?


I couldn’t believe I had let him kiss me, that I had kissed
him back. I shouldn’t have even danced with him that night.


It had been a horrible mistake. And I couldn’t let it happen
again.


I knew exactly what happened when you gave in to your base
desires, or when you leaned on someone and let them get close like that.


I rubbed my wrists and looked down, still seeing the bruises
that were no longer there. They had faded a few years ago, and they would never
be back.


No. I wouldn’t let myself be that vulnerable again.


Though the marks on my skin had faded, they were still on my
soul and in my heart.


I could feel them beneath my flesh as if each ache from the
blows had touched my very being.


The scars were still there, evidence of my mistakes, of the
person I had been and who I’d trusted when I shouldn’t have.


I wouldn’t—couldn’t—let Beckham kiss me again.


Actually, I would do everything in my power to never be
alone with him again.


I’d already made one mistake.


I didn’t know if I could afford another.


I pushed those thoughts from my mind and went back to work.
I had a few more hours of data to look over, and then I could spend my
afternoon doing whatever I wanted. Reading, doing some Google searches. Maybe
I’d take a walk. Although I didn’t really know if I wanted to do that enough to
leave the house.


The four walls and roof that surrounded me seemed like my
only salvation some days.


I could remember when the wind had blown in my hair. When I
smiled, and it was as if nothing was wrong in the world. It didn’t matter that
everything would eventually come crashing down around me, or that my soul would
become tainted by the decisions I made—or those made for me by people
who said they cared about me.


But I didn’t need the breeze in my hair anymore. I didn’t need
the sun on my face. I only needed these walls. They were my safe space, the
things protecting me.


I couldn’t afford to risk anything else.


I sighed, once again pushing those thoughts away as I went
back to work.


I had just closed my laptop and was stretching my back when
the doorbell rang.


I froze, tension crawling up my spine and making my stomach
turn sour. I tried not to let my pulse race, but I couldn’t help it.


It couldn’t be him. It couldn’t be them.


It had to be someone else. Maybe it was the UPS driver.


Yes. That was it. It must be a delivery.


I looked down at my phone, bringing up the doorbell video
app I had, and let out a sigh of relief.


It wasn’t my past at my door.


It was Violet and the girls.


I could deal with them. They were good for me.


A visit from my friends wouldn’t hurt.


At least, I hoped not.


I quickly ran my damp palms down the legs of my jeans before
patting my cheeks, hoping they weren’t too pale or too red. I needed to look
normal.


Normal people didn’t stress out or try to flee at
the idea of someone being at their door.


They didn’t want to vomit at the thought of not knowing who
could be visiting.


I was fine. Everything would be fine.


My hands shook as I unlocked the deadbolt and then the
second deadbolt, and then the handle lock itself.


When I opened the door, the girls each smiled at me. Sienna
held cupcakes. Harmony had a bottle of sparkling juice. And Violet held out a
charcuterie board.


I snorted, shaking my head.


“Ah, I see you’ve come prepared,” I said, hoping my voice
didn’t sound as if I’d just had a minor heart attack.


They couldn’t know. They couldn’t find out who I had been in
my past, the choices I’d made. I didn’t want them to know why I screamed myself
awake every night.


All they needed to know was that I was Meadow. I was normal.
Safe.


As far as they were concerned, I didn’t have a past—at least
not one worth mentioning.


I took a step back, raising my brows as the girls walked in,
chattering to one another even as they said hello.


“Well, we wanted to bring in a bit of a party before we
forced you out of the house.”


I closed the door behind me, doing my best to act nonchalant
as I locked both deadbolts and the regular lock.


The girls didn’t even notice. They had been here a couple of
times before and were likely used to my antics. For all they knew, I was a single
woman alone who wanted the extra security.


I pressed the keypad to make sure the security system was
armed and then turned back to the others, a smile on my face. I hoped it reached
my eyes.


“You guys didn’t call or anything. A little weird. And
shouldn’t you be on your honeymoon now, Harmony?” I asked.


Harmony shook her head, tossing her gorgeous hair behind her
shoulder. “Not for a bit. It’s been three days since the wedding. I’m allowed
to get out for some oxygen.” Her cheeks turned red, and I shook my head,
smiling as Sienna and Violet laughed.


“I’m surprised you can even walk,” Sienna said. “I mean,
with the way Brendon was all over you at the wedding? Yeah. Are you sure you
haven’t just escaped from being locked in the basement or something?”


I froze, the smile still on my face but no longer authentic.
I was grateful that the others weren’t looking at me.


I wasn’t going to think about that night. Or any
night from before. I was fine. Just fine.


“I’m allowed to leave. Brendon’s at the bar with the guys,
and I wanted to see my girls. So I showed up with cupcakes because I wanted to
bake.”


“And after Aiden stole one and said that they were ‘okay,
even though you aren’t a chef,’ we brought them over,” Sienna said,
laughing.


“I am going to kick your man’s ass one day,” Harmony said. I
sat back and watched as the others laughed and shared their inside jokes. They
were dating or now married to brothers and were already a family in their own
right. I was on the outside looking in, but that was where I wanted to be. 


“Anyway, where have you been?” Violet asked.


I frowned. “Here? Where I am always.”


“You say that, yet you haven’t texted. No call. No note,”
Sienna said, perfecting her perfect British accent as she pretended that she
was Molly Weasley from the Harry Potter series.


“I’m fine. Really. Just busy working. And after the wedding,
I figured everyone would be busy with cleanup and honeymooning and everything
that brides are supposed to do on their wedding night.” I looked at Harmony, and
she blushed even harder.


Apparently, she’d had a very nice wedding night.


“Well, considering you ran out of the reception, I wanted to
make sure you were okay.”


I looked at Violet, noting the concern in her eyes.


“I didn’t run. I said goodbye.”


“And then you ran like there was a demon on your tail,” Sienna
said. “We saw. Are you okay?”


“I didn’t see,” Harmony said quickly. “I was a little
preoccupied. And I’m sorry about that. But what happened? Are you okay?”


We settled on the couches, and I set my hands in my lap.


I thought I’d hid things well. But from the way they looked
at me now, I knew I hadn’t been entirely successful.


I’d never been very good at hiding.


The bruises on my soul were evidence of that.


“It’s fine.”


“What’s fine?” Violet asked, her voice stern.


“Beckham kissed me.” I hadn’t actually meant to say that. And
as their eyes widened, and they leaned forward, I knew I was in for it.


Well…crap.


That secret was supposed to go with me to the grave. The
kiss hadn’t meant anything. It couldn’t.


“He did? Did you not want it?” Sienna asked, frowning.
“Because I’ll kick his ass for you, or I’ll have Aiden do it if that’s the
case. He may be big and bearded and a little broody—although he’s not really bearded
right now since he shaved for the wedding—but anyway, I will totally kick his
ass if I need to. Or have it kicked.”


I shook my head quickly as Sienna continued to ramble.


“I’m fine. Really. He didn’t hurt me. Didn’t do anything
wrong. But it can never happen again. It can’t. Totally not going there again.”


I slammed my mouth shut as the girls looked at me expectantly.


What was wrong with me? I was never like this. I was good at
letting people know parts of myself, but they didn’t need to know this part.
And, honestly, I didn’t want to relive it.


But as my friends waited, I knew I had to tell them something.
But not everything.


“I was in a bad relationship once. I’m not ready to date
yet.”


I didn’t know if I would ever be ready.


They nodded, and Violet reached out and gripped my hand. She
gave it a squeeze, and I squeezed back, though not as long as I might have
wanted to.


“Well, if you need anything, we’re here for you. You don’t
have to keep it all bottled up.”


“Bottling things up isn’t good.”


I looked at Sienna and then the other two, and I knew they
were talking about their own experiences and thinking about Alison. I didn’t want
to worry them. Though I didn’t know what to say.


So I simply smiled and took a cupcake.


“I’m really okay. I was a bit surprised that I kissed
Beckham back. That’s all. But we’re going to be friends like always. Nothing
more, nothing less. Don’t worry about me. Now, tell me all about the rest of
the reception that I missed. And I’m going to devour this cupcake. I’m just
saying.”


The way they looked at me told me that they didn’t quite
believe me, but that was fine.


I didn’t really believe myself. As long as they didn’t push,
everything would be okay.


I didn’t know what I would say if they did try to
get more out of me.


We finished the plate of cupcakes, and all of the cheese and
crackers and other goodness from the charcuterie board, and then I leaned back,
my stomach full. I felt content.


It was still odd to have girlfriends. It wasn’t something
I’d had before this. It wasn’t allowed.


But this was nice. I didn’t feel quite so alone.


“Okay, well, we were going to take you to the bar to go meet
our men, but we don’t have to force you out if you don’t want to go,” Harmony
said, helping me clean up.


I looked at the others as they tried to appear busy and held
back a wince.


I didn’t want people to feel as if they needed to be careful
around me.


Worrying them wasn’t something I wanted.


And I didn’t want to be a liar. If everything were truly
going to be okay, I knew I had to leave the house. At least, for a little bit.


“It’ll be great. I’ll join you, and everything will go back
to normal. Just let me change, okay?” I asked. 


“I don’t even know if Beckham is working tonight,” Violet
said.


“Oh. That’s good.”


“Yeah, we can hang out and pester Dillon about what his
plans are for the rest of his life,” Harmony said, smiling. “Maybe you can get
something out of him. He trusts you. And that’s good.”


I nodded and then went off to change while the others no
doubt chatted about me in the living room.


I didn’t mind. They could talk all they wanted. It wasn’t as
if they’d ever guess the person I once was. Uncover the fallout of the choices
I’d made. And if I kept pretending that everything was normal and okay, maybe
it actually would be.


Though I didn’t know if it was good or not that Dillon
trusted me.


I didn’t know if anyone should.


Because there was always the threat of people coming. And
once those looking for me found me, I didn’t think anyone around me would be
safe. Especially not the man who’d kissed me. The one who’d slid into my dreams
every night since. No, not him. Especially him.






Chapter 3


Beckham


 


I was running late. And I never did that. I cursed my missed
alarm. The fact that I actually needed one annoyed me even more. I’d set it and
then had slept through the damn thing. It didn’t matter that it had been bright
outside after a late shift at the bar. I’d snored right through it.


I usually woke up before my alarm, even if I took a nap in
the afternoon. I had long since trained my body to sleep in small bursts so I
could get the rest I needed and still work when I had to.


It had been necessary when I was younger, while pulling the
shit I did. There was no sleeping in my old life. There hadn’t been time. I was
always on the go, trying to stir up the next pot of crap. It hadn’t mattered
that I hurt people. Wasn’t important that I took the easy way out or that I
joined up at all.


I wasn’t that person anymore. I couldn’t be. But I still had
some old habits that I had yet to break. Namely, being able to sleep no matter
what time it was, thanks to my bartender’s schedule.


However, even though I was usually pretty damn good at
waking up on my own, I hadn’t today.


Probably because I’d spent my entire sleep cycle tossing and
turning and dreaming about a certain person I shouldn’t be thinking about at
all.


And I really shouldn’t have fucking kissed her.


But I hadn’t been able to hold myself back. And even though
she’d returned the kiss, she ran.


I was such a fucking asshole for even thinking I could touch
her. To believe that I had any rights where she was concerned.


I shook my head and did my best to push her out of my
thoughts. It would be best if we had even more space from each other. I’d left
her alone the past couple of days. She’d run from me that night. And even
though I’d felt a connection, she ran. So I wouldn’t push. At least, not much.


Fuck. No. Not at all. I couldn’t. Not given who she was. Or
at least who she was before. Who I was in my past.


I walked into the bar, nodded at a couple of regulars, and
tossed my stuff in my little cubby before lifting my chin at Brendon.


“Are you seriously behind the bar again?” I asked, the humor
in my voice real. I loved needling Brendon. The guy was a good man. He was
smart as hell and had more business savvy in his pinky than I had in my whole
body. He was caring, funny, and apparently pretty good-looking, at least if you
asked his new bride. But he wasn’t the best part-time bartender. Oh, he was
good, just not the best Connolly at it. And he damn sure wasn’t as good as I
was. Considering that Brendon loved being the best at everything and tried his
hardest to do so, I had fun giving him shit.


Even though I knew it got under the man’s skin. Hey,
everybody needed a hobby.


“Fuck you. You’re late,” he grumbled as he poured two drafts
and slid them over to waiting hands.


“I am. So you decided to take my place and ruin your bar?” I
grinned and took the ticket for the next order.


“You’re an asshole. I should fire you.”


“No, I’m the best thing you have here.”


“Excuse me, I’m the best thing we have here.” Aiden
puffed out his chest as he came around the corner with two plates in his hands.
It looked as if they held some form of tapas, an appetizer thing that usually
didn’t fit well in the bar scene. But the Connollys
had spruced up the place and changed the food a bit, thanks to Aiden and his
gift. Aiden Connolly had worked at a Michelin-starred restaurant. He could be a
famous chef anywhere in the world. But, instead, he had come back to his family
and seemed to be setting down some roots. Maybe the guy would open up a
restaurant of his own someday. Perhaps even with his little brother Dillon, if
the kid decided to take that path.


But until that happened, I knew I would get some really damn
good food from the man, and I was thankful that he had decided to slum
it in the bar scene.


“Oh, shut up,” Brendon grumbled.


“Wow, you sure are acting a bit growly and unsatisfied for a
man who recently got married.” Aiden met my gaze over Brendon’s back as the
other man bent down to pick something up from the floor. I winked and continued
down our current line of conversation. “Yeah. You having a tough time there?
Things not up to the standards you’re used to?”


“Yeah, things hanging low?” Aiden asked.


“I’m going to kill you both. And, for your information, my
wife is over in that corner. And she could probably kick both of your asses.
You’re lucky I don’t do it myself.”


The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, and I looked
over to the corner because I knew—just knew—that if Harmony was there,
she wasn’t alone. And, yeah, I was right.


Violet and Sienna were on one side of the booth, laughing
with each other as Harmony said something.


And right next to Harmony, in the position closest to me,
where she would face me if she turned her head even a fraction of an inch, was
Meadow.


Fucking hell.


I should have known that she would be here. The night I was
late because I had been too busy trying not to jerk off to dreams about her.
After I’d decided that we should stay friends and that I needed to keep away
from her in other ways. Thinking maybe we shouldn’t even be that
close. 


Of course she was here.


She liked it here. At least, I thought she did.


This was her place. Her friends were all over the damn bar.
Some of them were my bosses.


Now I had to figure out what the fuck to do about it.


“If your wife’s over there, then why are you behind the
bar?” Aiden asked, smiling at one of the customers at the counter. Aiden didn’t
smile at anyone much, so he must be in a good mood.


He’d probably gotten laid by his girl before he came to
work. Must be nice.


I’d lost count of the number of months it had been since I’d
gotten laid. Probably since before I saw Meadow again for the first time.


No, that couldn’t be right. I’d gone out with that girl,
Julie, a few months ago. Right?


Dear God. It had been a few months. No wonder I was hard up
and having dreams about girls I shouldn’t be fantasizing about. I was just
horny. Soon as I found someone at the bar, I’d take them home and fix that. I’d
make sure the girl had the best night of her life, and then I’d be fine for a
while. Just top one off.


God, I was such a fucking lecher in my head.


“This asshole was late”—he pointed at me—“so I had to help.
It’s nice that we’re busy, though, right?” he asked, and I winced.


“Sorry, Brendon. You go sit with your wife. I’ll get to
work. I won’t be late again.”


Brendon’s eyes widened a bit, and he met Aiden’s gaze before
looking at me. “Hey, I was only messing with you. You were like ten minutes late.
You’re usually thirty minutes early all the time. Don’t worry about it. Are you
okay?”


I nodded, giving him the smile I knew everyone expected of
me. It was what I was good at. Being what people needed me to be.


“I’m good. Go sit with your woman. I’ve got this.”


Brendon raised a brow. “I’m not that bad of a bartender. I
know you like to make fun of me, but I’m not that bad.”


Aiden snorted, pulling a draft before handing it over to a
customer. “You’re not the best.”


“And you shouldn’t be back here either,” I said to Aiden,
laughing. “Go cook. Brendon, go work your magic on the wife. I’m going to get
to work. I’ve got this. Trust me with your baby. I know what I’m doing.”


Brendon smiled. “Yeah. I guess you do. And we do trust you,
you know, Beckham? We wouldn’t have let you stay here for as long as you have,
especially with your attitude, if we didn’t.”


He lifted his chin, smiled, and then went off towards the
booth where the girls were seated.


I stood there in stunned silence for a moment, trying to
collect my thoughts.


I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had said they trusted
me. Could they really at all? Sure, I tried to do the right thing, but it wasn’t
the same. Wasn’t actual trustworthiness. And though I planned to do the best I
could for the rest of my life to make sure I earned what they gave me, I wasn’t
positive I’d ever be worthy of it. Not with the sins that covered my body, the
scars that would never go away, and the regret that ran through my veins.


“Hey, do you have that new IPA on tap?” a guy asked, and I
turned around, giving him my best what-the-fuck look. Not that I didn’t like
IPAs. I enjoyed all beer. Some more than others. But I loved making the young
guy squirm. He looked barely over twenty-one, but I remembered him. He had a
real ID. I was pretty good at spotting the fake ones. And I knew the kid was
probably twenty-two now. He could drink legally. But it was good to remind them
of their place. And this one tipped better for it. He seemed to like being
intimidated a bit. I didn’t know why. But he did. So I indulged, and that meant
more money for me. More cash for rent. More for food. And more to stockpile in
case I had to go away. They would find me eventually. They always did. And when
they did, I’d have to run. And…fuck. I didn’t want to. I liked it here. Enjoyed
the friends and the makeshift family I had made. I didn’t want to leave. But
I’d have to if they showed.


I looked up and met Meadow’s gaze. I swallowed hard. Yes,
I’d have to go. If they came, they would find her, too. And I didn’t think she
wanted to be found. I wouldn’t be the person who ruined her peace.


I got to work, pulling beers and mixing drinks. There was a
rush on martinis with twists tonight, and I had to wonder if someone had
mentioned it. It wasn’t on sale. But I was damn sure making them extra cold. It
made me crave one, even though I didn’t really like vodka. Or gin. I was a whiskey
man.


“Hey, you going to take your break soon?” Cameron asked as
he walked towards me. “Dillon’s going to try to stop by a bit later. He’s out
with his friends tonight, the ones he’s moving in with.”


“Oh, yeah? How’s that going?”


Cameron ran a hand over his face. “I don’t fucking know. It’s
like watching my baby leave the house. And he’s not even my kid.”


“Stop lying to yourself. He’s yours. You raised him. Maybe
not from birth, but you raised him. And he’s growing up, going to college,
making friends. And now he’s moving out on his own. He’s doing damn well.”


“You say that, but I’m afraid everything’s going to get
fucked up because I didn’t do a good enough job.”


I raised a brow and looked at the other man even as I pulled
another draft. “That kid got into a private college, even after getting into
the state one he’s currently at. He’s transferring this fall on a partial
scholarship to a place that doesn’t give a lot of them. He worked his ass off.”


“He did. It’ll be weird not having him at the school right
downtown. Where he can simply walk over and see us during the day if we’re here
and he wants to.”


“He’ll still be close, though, right?”


“Yeah. It’s just weird that he’s growing up.”


“He’s nineteen, man. He’s already grown up.”


“Don’t remind me.”


“So you and Violet ever going to have kids of your own?” I
asked, not even sure where that question had come from.


Cameron raised his brows. “Have to ask her to marry me
first.”


“You better get on that. I mean, Brendon’s already hitched.
And I think Sienna and Aiden are well on their way. You don’t want Aiden to
beat you, do you?”


“You’re a shit-stirrer. And of course I don’t want Aiden to
beat me.” He mumbled the last part, probably because he didn’t want his woman
to hear. As much as she loved the brothers, I didn’t really think that Violet
wanted to know that a proposal might be coming sooner rather than later only so
Cameron could do it before Aiden did. Not that she’d say no. At least, I didn’t
think she would. All three couples were happy and in pre—and post—wedded
bliss.


It was nice to see, even though I wanted no part of it for
myself.


My gaze strayed to Meadow once again. She smiled at me,
though it didn’t quite reach her eyes.


Oh, good. Fuck this.


I was losing my damn mind. I really needed to get her out of
my head.


But I didn’t think I would be able to. After all, I hadn’t
been able to before, even when she was so off-limits that it probably would’ve
meant someone literally slicing my throat if I moved in too close.


Those barriers weren’t there as much anymore, but the
remnants still remained. The shadows. I didn’t want any part of that. Or, at
least, I shouldn’t.


“So, you’re going to take your break?”


I shook my head. “Maybe another half hour. We’re about to
hit that lull, and I’ll let Ben take over for a while. Sound good?”


Cameron nodded, took the beers I had poured for him, and
headed over to the table.


Brendon and Cameron had already sat down, Aiden moving back
and forth between the booth and the kitchen. A big group had just finished getting
their food, so I figured Aiden would wrap up for the night. He’d technically
been off shift for the past hour, but the man never let his kitchen go without
him for too long. He might trust his staff, but he was very anal-retentive when
it came to his food. I didn’t mind, though. It was damn good grub.


Thirty minutes passed, and the lull indeed came. I nodded at
Ben, who took control of the bar, and I went back to the storeroom. I’d make
sure that we had everything ready for when I got back, and then I would actually
take my break.


As soon as I turned the corner and passed the billiards area
where we’d hosted a pool tournament at one point, Meadow walked from the other
direction. She’d probably come from the bathroom area. 


I wanted to touch her. Wanted to be close to her.


She did something to me that made no sense. But I was
stronger than these feelings. I had to be. When she looked up, and her eyes
widened, I knew I wasn’t resilient enough to resist her.


I was a fucking bastard, and I didn’t care anymore. I’d
tried to be good for so long. Had even succeeded in some respects, but I wasn’t
going to be good anymore. I didn’t think I could be.


“Oh. I didn’t know you were back here,” she said, her voice
a little breathy.


I leaned against the wall, blocking her way. Then I smirked.
I knew she hated that. Every time I did it, her eyes narrowed, and a little
crease formed on her brow.


But her eyes always went to my mouth, so maybe she didn’t
hate it that much.


“Just coming back here before I take my break. Why don’t you
take it with me?” Jesus Christ, that was the worst line ever. I wasn’t very
good at things like that, especially when it came to her. But that was fine. I
wasn’t good at many things.


“I think we’re okay. We had enough of that already, didn’t we?”


Surprised that she had alluded to the kiss, I raised a
single brow. 


“You did kiss me back.”


“And then I ran away.” Her voice was a little sharp, and I
blinked. 


“I figured you had to be home by midnight or something.”


“I’m not Cinderella. I didn’t go home in a pumpkin. I took a
Lyft.” She raised a brow in response. “Honestly, I’m surprised your ego can fit
in this hallway. Just saying.”


“Well, it’s a heavy burden to bear, but I manage. You should
go out with me.”


Fuck, why did I say that? 


“No. Never.” Her voice shook a bit, and she lowered her
gaze. “I can’t.”


Jesus Christ. I knew she couldn’t. Why we shouldn’t. I
didn’t think she knew all of it, though. “Meadow.” I reached out and lifted her
chin as I gently caressed her skin. “You don’t have to be wary of me.” 


Or should she be?


“I’m not afraid of you.” I didn’t know if I could taste the
lie, but it definitely didn’t sound entirely truthful.


“We could be friends, though. Right?”


“That kiss wasn’t about friendship.”


“No, it wasn’t. But we have a lot of mutual friends. You’re
going to be coming into this bar often with them. That means you’ll have to
deal with me. Maybe we should make sure that we stay friends.”


“Only friends?”


“Jesus. I don’t know. I like you. I want you. And you want
me. I can tell. Let’s do something about it.” I paused. “If you only want to be
friends? Then I’ll do my best to keep things that way."


She snorted and shook her head. But she didn’t pull back. My
fingers were still on her skin. Still gently caressing. Damn it, she was such a
temptation. I needed to step away.


“Like I said. Ego much?”


“I like my big…ego.” I didn’t look down at my crotch when I
said it, but she did.


A pretty blush stained her cheeks, and I grinned.


“Come out with me.”


“I shouldn’t. I can’t.”


“Shouldn’t and can’t are two very different things. Which
one is it, baby?”


And then I lowered my head and fell into the abyss and my
bad decisions. I kissed her again, a brush of lips, a sweet caress of sin.


My tongue snaked out, parting her lips, and she moaned. But
she didn’t pull away. Instead, she put her hands on my chest, her fingernails
digging into my flesh through my shirt.


And when I stepped back, her pupils were large, dark. Her
throat worked as she swallowed hard.


“I shouldn’t.”


“Maybe not. But let’s try it out anyway.”


I really should not be doing this. Just like she shouldn’t.
There was only one way this ended. Actually, there were two possibilities.
Heartache or death. Or both.


But I didn’t care. So when she nodded, just a little
movement, a way to say yes, something twisted inside me.


I didn’t want to hurt her, but I craved her. But I craved
her.


I only hoped that with that “yes,” that one little
nod, I hadn’t sealed our fates.


It had happened once already. At least once. For
both of us.


I didn’t know if we could survive it again.






Chapter 4


I’m not perfectly imperfect. Just imperfect.


~Meadow, journal entry


 


Meadow


 


Women got asked out all the time. Men, too. Everybody did.


I was no different than anyone else. I’d succumbed and nodded
yes to Beckham.


And that meant that tomorrow, on his day off, we were going
on a date. I didn’t know what kind. It wasn’t like I had much experience with
them. I sucked at the whole dating thing, actually. My dating usually
included putting on tight jeans, high-heeled boots, a bra that pushed my boobs
up to my chin, and then involved me sitting on the back of a bike before doing
things I shouldn’t.


At least, old Meadow’s dates had been like that.


The new Meadow didn’t do that. She didn’t go out at all.


I hadn’t been on a date since Coby.


I shuddered at the name, wondering why I’d even thought it.
I’d done my best not to think about him for over a year. It wouldn’t
do to start now. Simply because I thought of my past for some reason every time
I thought of Beckham didn’t mean that was the right trajectory.


Sure, he was big and bearded and tattooed like Coby, but
that didn’t mean he was the same type of man Coby was.


Though it surprised me a little that I’d said yes to
Beckham, or that I wanted to kiss or be near him at all. Even the similarities
in the way the two of them moved worried me—or at least it should.


I knew that I flinched when large men came near. I knew I
cowered even though I tried not to.


I hadn’t always been like this. I used to laugh and smile
and toss my hair behind my shoulders, grinning at any man who flirted with me.
But I didn’t flirt back. Not usually. And especially not when Coby and I were
together. He didn’t like that. And I hadn’t wanted to flirt with
anyone else while I was with him. He was mine. My prize, my dream,
my…everything. He had been the epitome of everything a girl needed.


He had a rough edge, and paired with his wicked smile and
growl, he was the ultimate bad boy. I’d thought he was nice, even under the
cruelty. In his position, he’d needed to be that way. You couldn’t work your
way up in the club without being a little ruthless. You had to push and fight
your way to the top, and he’d had to do that more than most. His father was the
president of the MC. Still was as far as I knew. And just because Coby was the
son, the legacy, didn’t mean he could rise easily. 


Coby had done things I didn’t want to think about, even now.
And he’d started them before we even met.


But that had been my life, too.


I’d grown up with that.


Not in the same club, but another one.


Both had been the type to skirt the edges of the law, and
they usually came out on the wrong side.


I looked down at my hands, at the tiny scars on my wrists
and my fingertips.


I’d fallen off a bike—or, more accurately, I had been pushed
off. But I’d survived.


Back then, I was an old lady. Coby’s property. His bitch. He
called me his one and only.


And I had treasured it. I’d watched my mother climb through
the ranks along with my father until he became the president of their MC. And I
was the princess. The one who finally fell in love with the prince of another
club. Thankfully, they weren’t rivals, and I hadn’t gone all Juliet and Romeo,
but there was plenty of drama and angst regardless. And, at first, I was only a
teenager. Then I became an adult who made her own choices—ones that I regretted
to this day.


But I wasn’t that person anymore. I was normal. I had
to be.


I was just Meadow. The one who went to school and got her
degrees. The one who wrote and edited science textbooks. I rarely left the
house, and if I did, it wasn’t to go anyplace where anyone from my past might
be.


I wasn’t that person anymore.


But I had said “yes” to Beckham.


Not that he was my past. He had nothing to do with that
life. He was only a bartender. A friend of a friend, who could be my
friend in truth.


Maybe I agreed because old Meadow was coming out. But not the
kindhearted one with the soft eyes. The one who’d fought and clawed her way to
the top alongside Coby because that had been the only thing I could
do.


I hadn’t been cruel like the rest of them. I hadn’t been
mean or hard-hearted.


But I hadn’t thought myself anything more than what I was,
either. I hadn’t considered myself worthy.


When Coby hit me for the first time, I didn’t fight back. My
father had beaten my mother enough, had told her that if she didn’t toe the
line, if she ruined his chances of moving up, that she would regret it.


So, while I knew that my mom didn’t deserve to be hit—like
the punch to the face I got wasn’t warranted—I also knew that, sometimes, you
couldn’t get around it.


Often, if you didn’t find a way out, it was your destiny.


So I hadn’t walked away the first time Coby hit me. Hadn’t
left the second, either.


I stayed because I had nothing else.


There was no way I could go back to my parents, not when
they’d sent me off in grand style as their princess to marry the future king.


I broke a little inside, shattered into a thousand pieces
with each blow, every time Coby looked at me like I was nothing.


But I hadn’t left. Hadn’t run away.


There was nowhere to go.


It was only when he got drunk enough to bring a friend into
our bed to see what I would do that I tried to fight back.


He didn’t force me, neither of them had, but they didn’t
leave me standing in the end, either.


No, they left me bleeding, a broken shell of myself. I tried
to crawl away, attempted to run.


I still had the scar on my back from the knife—a cut to
prove that I was his. That there would be no leaving him…ever.


So I stayed.


Because I had to. There was nothing left for me out there.
Nothing left of me within either.


When my parents heard about what I had done, that I’d tried
to leave, my dad took me in hand to make sure that I never attempted to run
away again. The scar on my left knee was proof of that.


I made a move to run one more time, but they didn’t let me.


I had scars on both ankles from that incident.


Rope burns from when they tied me up so I’d learn whose property
I was.


It wasn’t until I ran with evidence of their drug-running
that I felt even remotely safe.


I snitched. I became the worst sort of person in my family’s
eyes, in Coby’s eyes. But I needed that freedom.


I’d caught a glimpse of the person I was becoming, of the
woman that I could turn into, and I saw my mother.


I didn’t want to become that. I wanted more. So I got out.
Finally.


Coby was in jail now. He could never hurt me again.


They hadn’t sent him to jail for hurting me, or for
threatening me. 


No, he had gone down for drugs. They were worth more than a
woman’s body in Coby’s world. More than her soul.


After all, I had basically sold myself to them. What, of
what was left, was worth anything?


I tried not to be bitter about that, but sometimes, that
vitriol was all I had.


But none of that mattered now. I was out of that life.
Completely out of it.


I tried not to talk to my parents. They came to me for
money, but I’d tried to leave that life fully after Coby had been locked up.


The state didn’t even require me to testify since my help
had gotten them all the evidence they needed.


Coby had pleaded for less time, so I didn’t even have to
face him in court. Didn’t have to face any of the club’s members.


Yet I knew my life was still on the line if I wasn’t
careful.


“Stop it, Meadow,” I mumbled to myself, shaking my head.


I went to the fridge and poured myself a glass of wine,
chugging it in three big gulps before pouring myself another.


I needed to take the edge off, to be okay for a brief
moment. I didn’t know why thinking about going on a date with Beckham had made
me think of all of that from my past. Maybe because I hadn’t actually been on a
date before, at least not with Coby.


I wasn’t normal. And I wasn’t good at pretending. I didn’t
know if I had ever been good at it.


My phone buzzed, bringing me out of my thoughts, and I froze
as I looked down at the name on the readout.


I didn’t want to answer.


“Just get it over with,” I whispered to myself. As soon as
the screen went black, and I knew she had hung up, it lit up again, this time
with a new call. My mother would keep calling until I answered. She didn’t
understand that I needed time or space.


I picked up this time, steadying myself as I sucked in a
deep breath. “Hello.”


“You don’t answer your phone?”


Petal Brown’s voice grated on my ears, but I was used to it.
It sounded as if she had smoked a pack a day, which she most likely had, but
she also made sure that it was a little low, a bit breathy for my dad. I hated
that I knew that, but it was kind of hard to put that away and forget about it,
especially when it was something he said to her often. He hadn’t cared that I
was around. He was horrible.


My mom hadn’t been a terrible mother all the time. And that
was something I needed to remind myself of.


I remembered the days when we played outside and laughed. Or
when she’d dance with me in the rain or giggle and sneak me an ice cream cone
without my dad knowing. I remembered how the sun shone on her bottle-blond
hair, and I could recall thinking, you’re the most beautiful woman in the
world.


At least, on the outside.


I hadn’t cared that she bleached her hair, or that she was
always afraid of her roots going gray or dark.


I dyed my hair a darker brown now because I liked the color,
and I wanted to be a new Meadow instead of the one with the ash-blond hair with
natural highlights that Coby loved.


Or, at least, pretended to.


As my mother began to berate me over the phone about not
answering and how I was a disgrace and an ingrate, I tried to ignore it.


I attempted to remember the good times. But there hadn’t
been many.


She’d slapped me when I said too many things I shouldn’t, or
when I questioned my father or the club. She’d pinched me behind the arms where
the bruises wouldn’t show if I didn’t say the right things. She forced me to
shove my fingers down my throat if I overate at dinner. And she’d smack me on the
behind if I didn’t do the right things for Daddy like having the table set for
dinner or wearing the right clothes that he would approve of.


She’d wanted me skinny and perfect with the best boobs that
could fill a push-up bra. When I was fifteen, she’d told me she had been trying
to scrimp for money to get me a boob job like she had, all because I hadn’t
filled out the way she wanted. But then hormones and genes had done their best,
and she’d scrapped the idea, using the money to buy herself things instead.


I hadn’t wanted a boob job. I’d liked my body, even as a
teenager. But what I thought or felt hadn’t mattered to Mom.


She put me in too-tight jeans, leather skirts, bustiers, and other barely-there outfits to try and entice
the other MC’s members. I had to be the perfect princess in a world that was
anything but perfect.


Then, when I met Coby, and he treated me far differently
than anyone else had, my mother thought I’d done the best thing in the world.
She believed that I had become the woman she thought I should have been all
along.


But I hadn’t. I wasn’t that person. Or maybe I had
become what she wanted, and it wasn’t enough.


Either way, the woman on the other end of the phone call now
had given birth to me. Raised me.


And yet, she’d never loved me.


I didn’t think she could.


“Are you even fucking listening to me?” she asked, and I
brought myself out of my thoughts.


“I’m sorry. What is it you wanted?”


“Answer your fucking door.” She hung up the phone, and then
the doorbell rang over and over and over again.


I froze, sweat sliding down my back as my palms went clammy.


My mother had never shown up at my house before. She
shouldn’t be here, but it appeared she was.


I hadn’t changed my name or gone into true hiding, so it
wasn’t like she couldn’t find me. After Coby had gone to jail, and my
parents told me that they disowned me, no one really cared where I ended up. I
told myself I was hiding, but in reality, I was just trying to be a different
person and start over somewhere else.


And yet, here we were.


She was here.


The doorbell rang again. I could hear her screaming on the
other side.


“I will wake up your whole fucking neighborhood, young lady.
Open this fucking door right now.”


I closed my eyes, counted to ten. I didn’t want to believe
this was happening. That she was right outside my door. I didn’t want to wake
up the whole neighborhood. I didn’t want this to be happening, but it wasn’t
like I could stop it or simply will it away.


My past was here. I couldn’t hide from it anymore.


I went to the door, tugging my sweatshirt over my hips. I
looked like hell, but I didn’t care. Yet, I did. What would she say when she
looked at me?


Would it matter?


I didn’t know, but I would find out soon.


I opened the door, flipping each lock carefully as I did.


I could have called the cops, alerted my security, but I
didn’t. This was my mother. And even though she was yelling and cursing at me,
I somehow still hoped that things would be different.


Or maybe I knew that if I didn’t get this over with now, she
would keep coming back. 


“It’s about fucking time.” She stormed past me, pushing my
shoulder as she did. “Looks like you’ve done well for yourself. Not my taste,
but it’s fine.” She looked me up and down, staring. “Good God. You’re never
going to keep Coby if you dress like that. What the hell are you wearing?
Jesus, that sweatshirt’s hiding…what? The extra twenty pounds you’ve added?
You’re such a fat-ass. You always were. If I hadn’t kept on you when you were
little, you never would have gotten Coby. And all your weight had to go to your
hips and your thighs. Never to your tits. You know, that comes from my
mother-in-law. Daddy’s mama. She is such a lard-ass. Constantly having to wear
sweats and leggings and stuff because she can’t fit into her leathers anymore.
God. If you don’t take care of yourself, Coby’s never going to take you back.
You better work on that. I only say this because I love you. Us girls need to
watch our weight. You can’t let yourself be too big. Fat kills. It keeps men
away.”


I just stood there, looking at her, wondering how in the
hell this woman had raised me. Every single thing she said was wrong. I liked
the way I looked. I was nowhere close to being what some might call overweight.
And even if I was what some might classify as that, what the fuck ever?


As long as I was happy and took care of myself, fuck them. I
had curves, and I liked them.


Jesus Christ.


“Why are you here?” I asked, surprised my voice was still
steady.


“I’m here so you can do your duty.”


I folded my arms over my chest. “What do you mean?”


“Your daddy and I need a little help. It’s been a tough
couple of months since I asked for anything…with what happened after you left.
You know, the incident.”


I looked at her, not quite comprehending. I left when the
cops raided both places looking for drugs. They’d found all of them, but only a
few people had gone to jail. Coby being one of them. My father hadn’t. Neither
had Mom.


“You need money,” I said, comprehending at last.


“Just a little. You know you owe us. For everything.
We gave everything we ever had to get you where you are. You owe us for that,
at least.”


“I went to school on my own. I took out loans and attended
community college. I worked night and day to get myself through. I did
this.”


“And you would have none of this if we hadn’t put clothes on
your back and food in your belly as a kid. Don’t be such an ungrateful bitch.”


It didn’t surprise me that she kept calling me horrible
names and degrading me even as she asked for things. That’s how Petal Brown
was. There was no changing that.


Mom had been named after a flower her mother saw on her way
to the hospital. Somehow, my mother had come out alive and healthy as a baby,
at least according to my grandparents, even though Grandma had been high as
fuck when she gave birth. Hence the name.


Petal had wanted to continue the tradition with names since
you could find flowers in meadows. At least, that’s what she said. Dad told me
it was because of where I was conceived, though he hadn’t used those words. No,
he’d used ones far more crass.


Somewhere deep down, I truly hated my family. Or at least
what they had become. I didn’t want to be a part of this. I wanted to be alone.
In my own home.


The place this woman was currently tainting. I knew if I
didn’t give her some money now, she wouldn’t leave.


Even if I told myself that I shouldn’t give her anything and
hope that she never came back again, that wasn’t how things worked with her.
She would stay, and she would make a scene, and she would find me at the bar or
with my friends or somewhere else later, and it would be worse.


I didn’t want things to be worse.


So I went to my wallet, pulled out the couple of twenties I
had, and handed them over. “It’s all I have. I’m sorry.”


“This is it?” she asked, sneering. “Well, I guess you’re not
as high and mighty as you think.” Still, she stuffed the money into her bra
without saying, “thank you.” 


“Call your pops. He misses you.”


He didn’t. He missed the idea of having the perfect princess
to lord over the guys. He didn’t miss me.


“And visit Coby. He needs you.”


“No, he really doesn’t,” I whispered. I hadn’t meant to say
anything. “You should leave now. You have your money. It’s all I have. You need
to go.”


“You were always such an ungrateful brat. Even when I made
sure that you were perfect for Coby. As I said, he’s going to need you. I’ll
leave. Sure, honey, I’ll go. But remember this. Once you’re in, you’re never
out.”


“I didn’t really have much choice, did I?”


“Well, you had a choice when you said yes to Coby. When you
spread your legs for him and became his whore. There’s no getting out after
that. There’s no saying no. But don’t worry. You’ll see when he gets out. His
appeal is coming up soon. You’ll have to deal with him then.”


The threat slid over me. My hands went damp, and my blood
turned cold.


“Go. Go away.”


My voice was firm, even though I wanted to scream.


“Okay. Thanks for the money. You’re going to do your mama
proud.” She reached up and pinched my cheek before slapping it a couple of
times, two quick, hard taps like she was patting me. It wasn’t only that.


Then she left, sauntering out in her tight jeans and frizzy
hair.


I closed the door behind her, flipping all three locks
afterwards, and then slid to the floor, my hands shaking.


I wasn’t part of that world anymore. I couldn’t be. This
wasn’t some movie where a biker gang came in and took me away. This was real
life. I had made choices, and I was going to continue making them. Even though
my mother would likely always say things like she just did. I knew Coby wasn’t
getting out anytime soon. And he certainly didn’t need me.


My mother might know where I lived, but no one else in the
clubs did. No one cared.


I was only their forgotten whore. At least, that’s what they
called me when they asked for money. And that was okay, that’s all I needed to
be with them.


I needed to be Meadow. My own person.


As the tears slid down my cheeks, and bile rose in my
throat, I wondered how I was going to be that person.


How could I be normal for Beckham and go out on a date and
pretend that everything was fine? Nothing was fine.


And it wasn’t going to be.


I looked down at my hands and then wiped my face, trying to
catch my breath. No, it had to be okay. I needed it to be all right. I
would make sure of it.


I was going on that date, and I would be normal.


I needed that.


I wouldn’t let them win. If I backed away, if I hid again,
if I cried myself into oblivion, they would win.


I didn’t think I had it in me to let that happen. 






Chapter 5


Beckham


 


Sometimes, you had to break down and ask for the wisdom of
those who knew more than you did. In my case, it was the knowledge of a
nineteen-year-old.


“Dillon. I need your help.”


The kid looked up, a sly smile on his face as a lock of hair
flopped down over his eyes.


Sometimes, he reminded me of Shawn Mendes with the way his
hair curled a little bit if he let it grow, and how he always had a smile for
others. I knew that Dillon hadn’t had the easiest life growing up, even though
Cameron had tried to make it easier for him. But the Connolly brothers—at least
those who were genetically related—hadn’t had the best birth mother. 


Their foster mom had been fucking fantastic. I’d only met
her a few times before she passed away, but I liked Rose. However, she wasn’t
here to help me. And I knew from past experience that if she were here, I would
likely be asking her for advice. However, I’d have to take what I could get. And
Dillon, the sage and wise one when it came to romance, was the person I needed.


“Let me see, does it have anything to do with Meadow?” he
asked, and I narrowed my eyes. “How did you know that?”


“Because everybody asks me about women these days. I don’t
get asked much about anything else. Although I don’t really know when I became
the love guru.”


“You’re anything but that, kid.”


“You say that, and yet, here you are. Asking me about
Meadow. So what can I do for you?”


“You sound a bit cocky. Maybe I shouldn’t ask for your
help.”


Dillon shrugged, though there was sincerity in his eyes.
Maybe he wasn’t so cocky.


“I read romance, and therefore, I happen to understand a
little more about women than my brothers. Or at least more than they thought I
knew. Not that I know a lot. But I can help you talk it out. What do you need?”


“You’re saying that you read romance books, and that’s how
you could figure out how to help each of your brothers with the issues they had
with their women?”


I’d never read a romance novel. Not that I hated them or
anything, but I didn’t really have time to read. In my old life, nobody read.
If you did, you got your ass kicked. And now, I was a little too busy, and it
just wasn’t my hobby. Maybe I needed to make it one. If I did, a romance book
would be the first thing I picked up.


“It’s not a be-all, end-all, but they’re written by women
for women, at least according to their taglines or whatever. So, yeah, I
learned a few things. Plus, now that I have a sister-in-law and a bunch of
future sisters-in-law, I tend to figure things out by watching. Maybe.”


I narrowed my eyes. “Maybe?”


“I don’t know. You guys keep coming to me. I didn’t actually
seek this position out. Like, what if when I actually find someone I really
like, I suck at this, and no one’s there to help me?”


I looked at him then, shaking my head. “You have your entire
family. And you have me. I might not be blood, but when and if you actually
need to talk to me about women or whatever you’re having an issue with, I’ll be
here for you. Okay? You won’t be alone.”


“Thanks. Although, if you’re coming to me for help, maybe I
don’t want to go to you for help.” He smiled as he said it, and I
wanted to punch the kid—good-naturedly, of course.


“You’re an asshole. But I kind of like you. However, I
really do need your help. For real. And yes, it’s about Meadow.”


“Okay. Ask away.”


“I have no idea where to take her on our date.”


I didn’t mention that this would be my first date. The first
of my life. And not only with Meadow. Sure, I had taken women out before, but
it was different back then. You didn’t really date women. They sort
of…fell into your life. Jesus Christ, I hated my old ways. I was such an
asshole. I didn’t remember the women I’d been with, and I sure as hell did not
remember their names. 


That was something I’d changed after I left. I knew every
woman I’d been with since—not that there had been many. I didn’t want to treat
women like that. I wasn’t a horrible person. Everything had been consensual.
And I made sure they got off like I did. But I never respected them the way I
should have. I saw that now. Once I was out of that life, I vowed to change.
And now, I was going to make sure that Meadow knew I was all about her. Only I
didn’t know how to go about doing that.


“You have no idea where you want to take Meadow, then?”


“No clue.”


“Well, that’s not too uncommon. Dates are expensive these
days. And you don’t know if you want to spend time talking, so you want to go
to a place that’s not too loud and where you can actually hear each other. Or
if you want to spend some quiet time alone, a movie will do that. Though if you
do dinner and a movie, that adds up timewise, and I don’t know if you actually
have that much time for a date. So, what do you want out of this date?”


I wanted for Meadow to be happy. And for me not to make a
mistake. But I didn’t say that aloud. That probably wouldn’t help the
situation. I already knew I would most likely make some mistakes while doing
this.


“I want to give her a good time. Something that will make
her feel like she’s the center of my universe. At least for the evening.”


Dillon grinned, his smile so wide, I knew that if any woman
could see him, they would probably swoon. The kid was good-looking, and one day
when he finally figured out what he wanted—and not only in life, but also with
sharing his life—the women were going to come in droves. And some were probably
bound for heartache. Like with any good Connolly brother.


“I think anything you do with her will make her feel like
that. I see the way you look at her.”


I winced. “Yeah, I don’t know if that’s the best thing for
you to be seeing, kid.”


“You don’t look at her like you’re some deranged psycho or
anything.”


“Well, that’s good,” I said with a laugh.


“Yes. So, what does she really know about you? What do you
think she’ll like that you do?”


“She sees me at the bar. Knows that I’m friends with her
friends. That’s about it.”


“Okay. So maybe don’t take her to a bar. She already knows
that about you. Show her something different.”


“Like what? I’m pretty much only the bar these days.”


Not that I minded that. It was better than my life only
being about my bike. Or the friends I had. The ones that hadn’t been true
friends at all.


“Seriously, I have no idea, kid. I figured going out to
dinner would be fine. She can order whatever she wants and have a glass of wine,
and then I’ll take her home.” I closed my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose.
“Dear God. I have no idea what I’m doing.”


“That’s not that bad. I mean, it’s just a normal date,
right?”


I didn’t know what a normal date was. But, again, I
didn’t tell the kid that. No one needed to know that I hadn’t actually been on
a real date before. What I’d done before was certainly not dating.
Meadow was unique. Special. And that scared me.


“I don’t know,” I ground out.


“Okay, dinner, wine, and talking is the perfect date. You
can make it casual or fancy or whatever you want. It’s Meadow. She’s sweet, and
she smiles, even though she doesn’t talk a lot. But she’s always there for
those who need her, no matter what they need. I mean, she helped Violet through
her migraines, still does whenever Cameron can’t be there. She likes helping
others. And I know she likes music,” Dillon added. My eyes widened.


“You’re right. She always dances in her seat when no one’s
looking whenever there’s a good song on. When we had that live band in, she
hummed along.”


“See? You do know her.”


I frowned, thumbing my fingers along the aged wood of the
table. There were still people in the bar, some eating their lunches and
talking. There weren’t too many drinkers yet, and that was good, considering it
was still a little early, and I wasn’t working behind the bar. I didn’t have a
shift at all today, but I had come in to chat with Dillon. He was on the
schedule as a bar-back, so I knew I could catch him.


The fact that his brothers might be around any minute to
harass me was something I might have to deal with. But I would.


“There’s something I can do. Something she might like. Or it
could be a completely stupid idea.”


The plan started to form in my mind, and I really hoped she
liked it. And I really, really hoped I wouldn’t make a fool of myself. However,
I was quite good at that, so…who knew? Maybe it helped.


“Are you going to tell me what it is?” Dillon asked, and I
shook my head. 


“No, but you helped. I will think on it a bit more. And, hopefully,
she’ll like it.”


“Well, now that the suspense is eating at me, I hope you do
it so you can tell me about it after.”


I looked at him and grinned. “If she likes it, I promise
I’ll tell you.”


“And if she doesn’t like it, we’re going to forget it ever
happened?” Dillon asked, grinning.


“Yeah, that sounds about right. Thanks for this, kid.”


“No problem. Just remember your promise. When I fuck up with
a girl and have no idea what I’m doing, be there. Okay?”


I narrowed my eyes at him and gave him a tight nod. “If I’m
around, I promise I’ll be there.”


Dillon opened his mouth, presumably to ask what that meant,
but I quickly shook my head and got up, waving goodbye. I hadn’t meant to say
that first part, but it was the truth. I didn’t know how long I’d be around.
I’d been here for a while. And I was afraid that if I stayed any longer, things
might end up bad for Meadow.


So, of course, I was doing the stupidest thing ever. I was
taking her out.


I really hoped she liked what I had planned.


 


 


“A piano bar?” Meadow asked from my side, and I slid my hand
around hers, giving it a squeeze. Her eyes widened slightly, her mouth parting
with a sharp intake of breath at my touch. I slid my thumb over her knuckles,
her soft skin so tempting beneath mine.


I had gone to her house to pick her up like I’d promised,
though I hadn’t gone inside. I noticed the double deadbolts and the fact that
she seemed to be using them even during the day. I was happy about that.
Considering what I knew of her past, it was a damn good idea.


Not that I wanted to think about that or how she could be in
danger.


She was safe. She had to be. If she weren’t, something would
have likely happened well before now.


But the fact that she was taking care of herself? Yeah, that
was a damn good thing.


When she opened the door, though, I’d lost all thought, and
had to take a minute to actually remember to breathe.


She looked so damn sexy.


My gaze moved over her now, and I couldn’t help but grin.


She wore tight, black leather leggings, and I only knew that
they were leggings because Violet had a similar pair and had been talking about
them at the bar with the girls.


I swore, sometimes, they forgot that I was one of the guys
and didn’t need to hear about all of that. But I didn’t mind. That just meant I
knew that Meadow was wearing a pair now, and I could appreciate them. She had
on a top that went to her neck, so she wasn’t showing cleavage, but her shirt
sort of piled on itself with fabric and looked like she had roses and flowers
all over her chest.


She had on a linen jacket or some other type of fabric that
I couldn’t name, and she looked sexy as hell in black and wine-red.


Even with the leather, she still dressed conservatively, and
I liked it.


A far cry from the girl she’d once been. But I’d liked her
then, too.


“A piano bar,” I said, bringing my thoughts back to the
present, rather than the past.


“Well, I wasn’t expecting this on a date.”


I cringed. “Too much? We can go out to eat. Dillon didn’t
sound too excited when I mentioned only dinner, so I changed my mind.”


A smile broke out on her face, and the light in her eyes
danced a little.


“You asked Dillon for help?” she prodded, and I sighed.


“Yeah. Apparently, that kid knows how to help others when it
comes to dating. He helped his brothers, and I was desperate.”


“Desperate?”


I had no idea what to think about that word. She hadn’t put
any emotion into it, and I was worried.


“I, uh…” I trailed off then slid my hand through my hair and
squeezed her hand with my other one. “Okay. I’m really not good at this. I
wanted to make sure this was fun for you and not stupid and boring, so I asked
Dillon because, sometimes, he knows what he’s doing. Or all the time. I’m not
really sure how. The kid has magic or something.”


“Yeah, he does. I’m glad you asked him. It’s kind of nice.
And the idea of a piano bar is great. I love music.”


“I know.”


She looked at me then and kept smiling, but there was
something different in her eyes now. Something I couldn’t quite read.


“I don’t know how to play the piano,” she said softly.


“Oh. Well, you don’t need to know how to play to come here.
I have a reservation for seven, though. We should get in.”


“That sounds great. This is nice, Beckham. Thanks for
inviting me.”


“You’re welcome.” I let out a sigh and shook my head. Maybe
I wasn’t completely terrible at this. I let go of her hand and brushed my thumb
across her cheek. I watched her eyes darken, and I prayed I was doing the right
thing.


“I hope you have fun tonight.”


“I have a feeling I will.”


“Good.”


“It’s lovely in here,” Meadow said, looking around the place
as we sat in the corner near the dais. The bar had dark lighting, with a
gorgeous piano in the corner where Sam, the resident player, sang and did his
thing.


“I come here every so often. I like the people.”


“And it’s a little bit different than the bar you work at.”


“Yeah, that, too. I love the Connolly Brewery. I love what
it is and what they stand for and the people. It’s a great place. But,
sometimes, it’s fun to do something a little different.”


She looked at me then as if searching for something on my
face. I hoped she found it. Though I had no idea what it could be. “I like
that, too.”


“Hey, Beck, you going to play for us tonight?” Sam asked
into the microphone, and everyone looked over. I could feel the tips of my ears
turn red, and Meadow looked at me, her eyes wide.


“You play?” she asked, grinning. “Really?”


“A little.”


“What do you say? Ask your girl there. I’m sure she’d love
you to play.”


“Beck! Beck!” The others weren’t screaming it, just a few
regulars saying my name as others started to look over and smile.


Damnit. I hadn’t expected this.


“Maybe another time,” I grumbled, trying to sound nice.


This was a damn classy place, after all, and I was on a
date. Maybe I had made the wrong move bringing Meadow here.


“You should play.”


“Not tonight.” I looked over at her, trying to show her what
I was thinking. Not that I knew what that was exactly.


“I’d like to see you play sometime.”


“Maybe our next date.”


She raised a brow. “So we’re going on another date?” she
asked.


I let my cocky side out because it was easier to be that guy
than the one who had no idea what he was doing. I grinned and leaned back in
the booth as I reached forward a bit to brush my fingertips along hers. She
didn’t pull her hand away. I counted that as progress.


“Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’s already in the cards.”


“Like I said, I have no idea how you can get through life
with that ego of yours.”


If she only knew.


“I do okay.”


“I’m sure.”


The waitress came, and we ordered our drinks, me a water
with a whiskey neat. She got the same.


“You like whiskey?” I asked, and she smiled.


“Sometimes. I like to try everything. At least, when I was
younger. I had to try everything. Almost all at once. Now, I like to do a
little at a time.”


That was the first time she’d ever mentioned her life before
now, before meeting me. And I wanted to count that as progress, too. Only I
didn’t know if she would ever open up fully.


If she did, I would have to come clean as well. And I
worried she wouldn’t forgive me.


“How did you start working for the Connollys?”
she asked later as we were both sipping our whiskeys and waiting for our meals.


“I showed up one day. Saw a Help Wanted sign in the
window and got the job.”


“That’s it?”


I shrugged, playing with the condensation on my glass.
“Yeah. Just like that. I needed a job. They needed a bartender. And I’m the
best.”


“Ego.”


I tilted my head, smirking at her a bit. “You like it.”


She paused and smiled. “Maybe.”


There. That was the spark. She didn’t always hide, there was
a lick of fire within her that called to me. One that showed the girl she had
been. I knew neither of us was the person we had been before. And that was fine.
We didn’t need to be. But that fire, that spark, that told me she was
better than she was before. That she was okay.


And that’s all I needed to know. All I wanted.


“How did you start out in your job?”


“My job’s boring.”


“Not really.”


She raised a brow. “Sure. Whatever you say.”


“Okay, so I would suck at it, but you do it. And you look
like you have fun doing it. Why call it boring?”


“Most people think it is. I know it’s not that
boring. Or at least it’s not to me. I got started in it because it was my
favorite subject in school. Science. All of the sciences. And when I was in
community college and working full-time, one of my professors needed help with
something, so I got another job helping him. It didn’t pay much, but it was fun
to learn all the ins and outs of writing a textbook. One thing led to another,
and suddenly, it was a career. It’s not huge, and I’m not a multimillionaire or
anything, but I do okay.”


“Yeah, you do.”


She smiled then, and it reached her eyes. I felt like I was
on top of the world. Like I had finally done something right.


We ate our dinners—steak and baked potatoes and crisp green
beans for me, chicken in her case. It was nice to simply be and enjoy the music
and the ambiance. It wasn’t something I did often.


This place was far removed from my life before. There were
no screaming people in the corner, no drugs, no one practically having sex on
the bar. There were no dangerous moves or the idea that you could die if you
took the wrong step. Not that we were always that dramatic, but sometimes, it
felt like that.


There was no stepping on one another to make sure you were
the best.


This was a place to…be.


And I liked who I was with.


When I took Meadow home, and we talked about nothing except
for our friends and our jobs, I figured this was possibly the best first date
I’d ever been on. The only real first date.


“This was nice,” she said, grinning. “Really nice.”


“You sound surprised,” I said, grinning a bit as we stood on
her porch.


“Maybe. I didn’t know what this would be.”


“And what is this?” I asked, the words out of my mouth
before I’d even fully thought them.


“I don’t know exactly.”


She went up on her tiptoes and kissed me square on the
mouth.


My eyes widened, and I reached around, holding her close as
I kissed her back.


She tasted of whiskey and our dinner. And Meadow. I wanted
to kiss her harder, to push her against the door and have my way with her until
we both came, but I knew that wasn’t the right move. It would be a horrible
idea.


“Jesus,” I drawled, pulling myself back before I pushed her
against the door and slid my hand down her pants like I wanted to. I was better
than this. I had to be. She deserved more than a quick fuck against a door. She
deserved everything. She had, even before, and she sure as hell did now.


“Thank you for dinner,” she whispered, licking her wet lips.


“Yeah. We need to do that again.”


“The kiss?” she asked, her eyes dancing.


“Dinner, the kiss…everything.”


“As long as you promise to play for me.”


“Maybe. But you’re going to have to kiss me again first.”


And then I slammed my mouth down on hers, not able to hold
back.


She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I growled as I
kissed her, our tongues sliding against one another.


“We need to stop,” I rasped.


She pulled back, looking into my eyes, and I saw that spark
again, the flame that reminded me of who she had been, mixed with the girl I
knew now.


“What if we don’t?” she whispered, and I froze.


“Are you sure?” I asked, my voice barely coming out through
my clenched teeth. This couldn’t be happening. This had to be some fantasy I’d
thought up. Maybe a dream. It couldn’t be real. 


But I held her in my arms, and I knew it was real.
So damn real.


“Yeah. But no promises. Okay? Just make me feel.”


“That I can do.” And then my mouth was on hers again, and
her hands were on my back.


I pulled away long enough for her to get her keys out of her
purse, and then we were inside, the door closed behind us. I watched as she
flipped each lock, making sure we were safe inside. I didn’t resent her for that
time. I hated that she felt she had to be that careful, but I was glad for it
all the same.


“You have to be sure,” I said again, asking her to reassure us
both. “Because as much as you say I have that big ego, I’m not going to take
advantage of you.”


She looked at me then, and slid her pin out of her hair, the
strands falling in luscious waves down her back and chest.


“Yes…” A pause. “Yes.” This time firmer.


“I don’t know if I can be gentle,” I whispered, running my
hands down her face. “And I think you need gentle, baby girl.”


“No. I don’t think I need it to be too gentle. For now,
let’s just be you and me. No past. No future. Only us. It’s what I need. Okay?”


I studied her face and nodded before kissing her again.


She was so soft beneath me, a moan sliding through her lips
as I kissed her harder.


I pulled away, only long enough for her to lead me to the bedroom.
I looked around her house, noticing small details as we passed, like the fact
that she didn’t have any photos on the walls of people, only some of
landscapes, places she might’ve been or perhaps some that didn’t mean anything
at all.


But then my mouth was on hers again as we entered her
bedroom, and I noticed the big bed behind her.


I couldn’t wait to see her splayed out, to join her.


There were no words then, none were needed.


I lowered my head, slowly running my lips along her jaw
before easing her coat off her body. It slid to the floor, and then I latched
my mouth onto her neck, softly biting down as she groaned, turning her head
slightly so I had better access.


“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I growled out.


“I need to come,” she whispered.


I grinned. And then I was kissing her harder, stripping her
out of her clothes as quickly as I could. I was so rock-hard beneath my jeans
that I was afraid I might blow right then. There was no need to be gentle. I
didn’t think either of us needed that right then.


What I needed was for this to be her and me, only us, but
not too much so. I had to be able to walk away. Being able to run to keep her
safe was important. And I couldn’t do that if I was too invested. 


I pushed those thoughts out of my head and lived in the
moment.


I eased her onto the bed and my mouth on hers, slowly
working her bra off as I did. Her tits were big enough to fill my hands, her
rose-colored nipples tight and puckered into hard little buds. I sucked one
into my mouth, and she moaned.


“Beckham,” she groaned out.


“That’s it, let me taste you.”


I kissed up and down her body, helping her out of her pants.
She wiggled beneath me.


And when I worked my way down her front, I grinned at her
black, lace thong and had to hold back a groan of my own. She was so fucking
beautiful. All curves and softness. She had a few tattoos, a handful of scars,
and I knew where those had come from, but I wasn’t going to say anything.


There didn’t need to be words.


When I kissed her over her panties, she arched beneath me,
her hands sliding through my hair.


I was glad that my beard had grown back because it was
getting long enough that it was turning soft. I slowly rubbed my cheeks along
the insides of her thighs, and she pressed her legs together around my
shoulders, arching under me.


“Beckham.”


I grinned and slowly slid her panties out of the way,
looking at her wet folds before latching on to her clit. I sucked, licked, then
used a finger to tease her entrance.


She moaned, writhing under me, but I kept sucking, kept licking.
And when she tightened around my finger, her body arching, I kept going, easing
her through her orgasm until she was right on the edge again.


She tugged at my hair as I pulled away, and I grinned.


“I need to be inside you,” I growled out.


“Beckham.”


Apparently, that was all she could say, and I was totally
fine with that.


“You’re so beautiful when you come.”


“Nice words. But I don’t see you doing anything else.”


“Feisty. I like it.”


“I’d like it if you weren’t dressed while I’m lying here
naked beneath you.”


She reached for the buckle of my belt, but I pushed her hand
away. “You touch me, I’m going to blow right now. And I have a reputation to
uphold.”


She raised a brow and then cupped her breasts. “Really?”


That was the Meadow I liked. One that could be herself.
Fuck. She was so fucking sexy. “Okay, no. But play with me anyway.”


I pulled my shirt off over my head and then undid my belt,
moving back so I could strip out of the rest of my clothes.


I pulled a condom from my pants’ pocket, knowing I had put
it there just in case, though hoping she didn’t think that I assumed we would
be doing this tonight.


Better safe than sorry, though. Right?


She didn’t say anything, her eyes dark as she watched me
slowly roll the condom over my length.


I cupped my balls, squeezing the base of my dick as I looked
at her, and I knew if I weren’t careful, I wasn’t going to make it inside her.


And I really wanted to be inside her.


She licked her lips, and I crawled over her, slowly
positioning myself at her entrance.


“You ready?”


“Always.”


And then I slammed into her. One thrust, and I was
balls-deep.


She screamed my name, and I captured her shout with my
mouth.


Her legs locked around my waist, and even as she adjusted to
my girth, I slowly pumped in and out of her, increasing my speed as I did.


Her fingernails raked down my back as I slammed into her,
one thrust, then another.


I wanted to fuck her hard into the mattress, wanted to show
her exactly who I once was, even though I knew I shouldn’t.


And because of that thought, I twisted around, moving to my
back with her on top as I slid my hands over her hips.


“Ride me.”


She raked her fingers through her hair before putting both
hands on her breasts, pinching her nipples.


“If you say so.” And then she rocked her hips, rolling as
she rode my cock.


“Fuck,” I growled, gripping her hips tightly so she could
sit still for a minute.


“Too good?” she asked, licking her lips.


“Fuck yeah.” And then I fucked her. Rising up and down so
quickly, the sounds I made echoed in my ears. It made things that much hotter.


She lowered over me, kissing me as I tugged on her hair and
fucked her hard.


I slid one hand between us, flicking my thumb over her clit,
and she came. When she clamped around me, I pumped once, twice, and then I came
with her, whispering her name into her mouth as I kissed her.


I couldn’t hold back, didn’t want to.


So we kept moving, even as both of us came down from our
orgasms.


I wanted more but knew I couldn’t take it. Was positive I
couldn’t give it.


And as she looked at me, I saw the girl she’d been before,
and I knew I felt like the guy I’d once been as well.


But then I saw the scars, the ones on her body I could see,
and the ones I couldn’t. And I thought about the ones she couldn’t see on me.


And not only the visible ones that reminded me of who we
were. The ones inside, as well.


Though this had been the best night of my life, I knew it
couldn’t last.


Because she was a princess. And I was the bastard who’d
worked with her ex-boyfriend.


I was the asshole who hadn’t known all the horrors of what
had happened with her until it was too late.


I was that bastard. And she would always be the princess.


And when she found out who I was? Who I had been back then?


There’d be nothing left.


Just like I deserved.






Chapter 6


What is perfection? 


Not my choices. But perhaps my reasons?


~Meadow, journal entry


 


Meadow


 


Apparently, I could figure out what normal was if I really
tried. Or this was my normal, and I was okay with it. “Really? I can’t believe
you like scallops.” I shuddered as Beckham rolled his eyes, tossing the shrimp
into the scampi.


“Scallops are amazing. They’re like butter.”


“Then eat butter.”


He raised a brow at me, shaking his head.


Now I loved it when he smirked. Yes, it was that ego that I
always joked about with him. But it made me feel like I wasn’t broken. And I
really wasn’t. I was okay. Sure, I was scared of my past, but I wasn’t afraid
of the people around me. Beckham didn’t make me feel afraid.


“I’m not going to eat butter, weirdo.”


“You’re weird.”


“Maybe. But I’m also cooking you dinner. I think that counts
for something.”


I shook my head and smiled at him.


We were four months into dating. Four months. I still couldn’t
believe we were doing this. We talked to each other every day, even if we
didn’t see each other. And when I went to the bar, he always grinned and winked
at me as he helped fill orders, and then he’d make sure he kissed me firmly on
the mouth later. In public. So everyone knew I was his.


Then again, in my mind, it was so everyone knew he was mine.


Not that I actually called him mine, because that would be a
bit…much. We’d been very good about not assigning labels. We’d mentioned dating
only since it was easy to say when we were going out together, but we did not
say things like “boyfriend” or “girlfriend” or “lover” or anything like that.


That would make things scary. At least, in my mind.


I was probably overreacting, but I tended to do that.


But now, four months after our first date at the piano bar,
I couldn’t help but smile at him and feel like this was the normal that I’d
craved. He still hadn’t played for me yet, but one day soon, I knew he would.
If I asked, he would. And I didn’t know what to do with that kind of trust.


I hadn’t heard from my mom or anyone else from my past since
Mom stopped by months ago. And Beckham acted as if this was our life now.


I loved it.


Now he was here, in my home, making me dinner. I knew he
would spend the night. And I would wake up in the morning curled in his arms
before he slid into me, and we woke each other coming and calling each other’s
names.


It was odd to think that it had happened so quickly, and yet
not fast enough.


I didn’t think of Coby anymore. Yes, Beckham had tattoos and
marks on his body like Coby did, but those scars were from an accident when he
was younger—or so he said.


We didn’t talk about that, though. We didn’t discuss our
pasts.


Perhaps that was my fault. Maybe it was his.


And it might get us into trouble one day. But that was fine.
I only wanted to think about our present and our possible future. Even if it
could lead us down two far different paths.


“You’re looking all serious over there, cupcake.” He leaned
down and kissed me on the cheek.


“Cupcake?”


“I don’t like calling you baby all the time. Makes
it sound like I don’t remember your name.”


“You rarely call me Meadow.”


“What am I supposed to call you? Flower?”


I shuddered.


“Now what’s that look for?” Then he looked at me, a strange
expression passing over his face as he shook his head. It was as if he knew
that I didn’t like being called that because it was too close to Petal, my
mother’s name. But he wouldn’t know that. He couldn’t. I hadn’t mentioned my
mom’s name. And he didn’t know her. He didn’t know about my past.


I had to be seeing things. 


“Anyway, I don’t think cupcake’s the word you want
to use. Now I’m hungry.”


“I’m making you shrimp scampi, woman.”


“Oh, good. Now, I’m going to be called woman.
Great.”


“Hey, better than cupcake.”


“Now I really want cupcakes.”


“How about this? After dinner, I’ll head to the store and
pick you up some cupcakes. How does that sound?”


I looked up at him then, and something made my heart clutch.
It couldn’t be that. Four months, and I had already pushed that aside. I could not
fall in love with Beckham Masters.


I had fallen in love before, and it had screwed me over.
Sure, this was completely different, and, no, I wasn’t the same person as
before. But I didn’t want that. I couldn’t have that.


I didn’t know what would happen to him if I had to leave. If
my past came after me again. Or if he found out who I was. Who I had been
before. What would he think of me?


Would he still want me?


I couldn’t fall in love with him. But I could have him for
now. That would have to be enough.


“I think after dinner, we should be just fine. Plus, I
brought cheesecake.” I grinned after I said it, batting my eyelashes, and he
licked his lips.


Then I imagined him licking other places, and I went damp.


Dear God, the man turned me on so very quickly. It was a
problem.


“Yeah? It’s like you know I love cheesecake, woman.”


“Stop calling me woman.”


“Okay, cupcake.”


“I’m going to kick your ass.”


“Oh, you can try. But don’t worry, I can take you.”


“So you say. But all I have to do is strip naked, and then
you’ll be at my mercy.”


He flipped the scampi a bit on the stove before removing it
from the heat and leaning against the counter. And then he folded his arms over
his chest and raked his gaze down my body. I could practically feel him touching
me. My nipples hardened, and my panties got wet.


Dear God, Beckham was so damned good at that. He was an
addiction.


Definitely my weakness.


“Well, why don’t we try it out? You strip down and get
naked, and I’ll try to take you.”


“After dinner.”


“So no cheesecake, then?”


“I’m sure we can work the cheesecake in somehow,” I said,
laughing. He reached around, gripped me by my ass, and lifted me up.


He set me on the counter, and I wrapped my legs around his
waist.


“The dinner’s going to get cold if we don’t start eating.”


“I’m thinking about something else I’d rather eat,” he said
and bit down on my lower lip.


When he licked away the sting, I leaned my head back so he
could move his lips down and suck on my throat.


I loved when he caressed my neck.


I hadn’t always liked it because I remembered the last time
someone had touched my neck—with their hands. And not in a good way. Coby had
tried to choke me before my mother came in, yelling about something or other.


I still didn’t know if she’d wanted him to stop, or if
something elsewhere had needed his or my attention.


He’d only choked me that once.


Before that, I hadn’t had a problem with anyone touching my
neck.


But now when Beckham did it? It wasn’t the same. I didn’t
feel that fear. It felt…perfect.


I really shouldn’t think that word.


Things couldn’t be perfect.


When they felt that way, that’s when things got scary.


“Let’s eat dinner first,” I whispered, pushing him away
slightly. If he took me now, I was afraid I would be lost forever.


And we needed some distance.


I couldn’t fall for him. Couldn’t let him know about my
past.


Even though I desperately wanted to know about his. There
had to be boundaries.


No matter what, we needed those lines that we didn’t cross.


“Okay. You’re so mean to me.”


I shoved at his chest as he helped me down from the counter.


“I’m sorry, you big baby.”


“Let’s eat quickly. I need to get inside you, woman.”


“I’m going to take my time then, cupcake.”


He raised a brow, and I chuckled, pulling down the plates so
he could finish our meal.


We ate in the kitchen, both of us sitting at the counter as
we laughed and talked about our days.


It was nice. Normal. But I couldn’t let it become routine.
Just in case things got too comfortable. If they did, I feared we’d both end up
hurting. But if we kept things as they were, nothing permanent, and ordinary
enough that it didn’t feel weird, I figured that was an excellent middle ground.


Not that I knew if we were actually on the right side of the
line we’d drawn.


“So we going for the cheesecake now? Or are we going to
watch that movie we talked about? Or are you thinking about being my dessert?”


I shook my head, taking his plate and bringing it to the
sink.


“How about we do dinner and cheesecake?”


He frowned, leaning forward to kiss me on my forehead.


“Anything you want, babe. You feeling okay?”


“Yes. I’m fine. Just a little tired, I think.”


He looked at me then, reaching around to knead my butt. I
loved when he did that. He was always so gentle, but constantly touching me.


I hadn’t known he’d be like this. Oh, I’d had a feeling that
Beckham would be possessive, but I hadn’t known he would be so sweet. There was
a huge difference between the way he was with me and how Coby had been.


I really needed to stop comparing them. There was no comparison.
“Do you want me to head home?” he asked, frowning as he studied my face. I
shook my head. 


“No, let’s watch the movie. I’m not caught up on all the Avengers
yet.”


“Then I feel like I’ve failed you.”


“You know, I think that’s exactly what Dillon said when I
mentioned it at the bar.”


“Well, Dillon’s the one who made sure I watched them in the
correct order, not chronological, but how they were released theatrically as
intended by the original filmmakers.”


“Please don’t get on another Avengers rant,” I
said, shaking my head even as I laughed.


“Hey, it’s been like three, maybe four days since I went on
a rant about the Avengers.”


“More like three or four minutes.”


He smiled. “Okay, honey, whatever you say.” 


I raised a brow. “Really?”


“Hey, I called you honey. It’s better than
cupcake.”


“No, it’s really not. Just call me Meadow.”


“I like calling you everything.”


He looked at me then, and I swallowed hard. Then I took a
few steps back, feeling afraid.


So damned scared.


He had to stop looking at me like that. Needed to stop
treating me like I was so precious. Because it felt too good. It felt like
forever, and that was something I couldn’t give him. Or myself.


He was so good, so sweet. But he didn’t have my past. Didn’t
have the connections I did. What happened when Coby got out of jail, or someone
from his club figured out exactly where I was? What would happen to Beckham
then? Being with me wasn’t good for him. I had to make it easy for him to walk
away. I had to make it simple. For him? For me? I didn’t know. But I at least
had to try.


“Come on, let’s watch that movie, and then we’ll have
dessert. Even if it’s only our own.” I winked as I said it, and he groaned,
then gave my ass a squeeze before slapping it.


“I’ll help you with dishes, pretty lady.”


“Pretty lady makes you sound like a cowboy.”


“Hey, you’re the one who rode me last.”


I winced at his horrible joke, and then kissed him again
before doing the dishes.


This was normal. Everything was fine.


But it couldn’t mean anything more than it already did. If
it did start to mean more, I’d hurt him in the end. And myself. And I’d already
broken once. I was afraid that if I had to walk away, or when Beckham did, I
would end up shattered. In a far different way, yet still the same as before. I
didn’t want to be that Meadow anymore. I didn’t think I could be.


But one look at Beckham, and I was afraid he’d see that old
me.


Even if it truly broke me in the end.






Chapter 7


Beckham


 


I looked over at Meadow dancing in the corner of the bar with
the girls and couldn’t hold back my smile. She seemed so damn happy.


And the hell of it was, I was happy, too.


That’s why I hadn’t told her that I knew about her past.


Why I didn’t tell her anything about mine.


I was the worst kind of coward.


But I didn’t know how to reveal those things without ruining
what we had. Even if I knew that what we had couldn’t be fully realized until I
did.


Jesus, I was a horrible person.


“Why the long face?” Dillon asked as he sidled up to me
behind the bar. He started helping me clean the dirty glasses, and I shrugged.


“No reason.”


“Yeah. Not buying that. If you want to talk, just let me
know.”


“You’re a good kid.”


Dillon glanced over at me, his hands covered in suds.
“Thanks. But I’m not really a kid anymore.”


“Well, since we’re your elders, you’re always going to be a
kid to us.”


“That’s what Cameron says. Maybe when I’m actually allowed
to drink behind the bar, I won’t be a kid anymore.”


“Well, first, you don’t drink behind the bar.”


“You know what I mean. Actually be legal to drink rather than
just standing here, helping you clean glasses.”


“Hate to break it to you, kid,” I said with a wink, “but
your family and I are probably always going to call you that. Even when we’re
all in our fifties.”


“So that means you’re going to be here until then?” Dillon
asked, his voice suddenly serious.


I looked at him, trying to figure out what I should say. I
didn’t have an answer. Did I want to be? Yeah, maybe. And that was the first
time I’d really let myself think that. I hadn’t allowed myself to think anything
like that before. I wanted to stay. I liked what I had here. I enjoyed this
feeling. I loved being happy. But everything could change in an instant. It had
already changed more than once in my life. And I knew I couldn’t let myself get
too settled. Forget where I came from. But I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I
shrugged and looked over at Dillon.


“That’d be nice, wouldn’t it?”


“Maybe.” Dillon smiled as he said it, and I had a feeling he
was trying to lighten the mood since things felt kind of heavy right then.


He was a good kid, a good man. And I had a feeling as he
grew up, he would grow into an even better one.


I liked him. Cared about all the Connolly brothers. And even
though I worked for them, they made me feel like I was a part of their family.


Not a bad deal.


“Okay, you’re off, right?” Ben asked as he came up and
nodded at one of the customers before pulling a draft. “Go hang out with your
girl. They’re all dancing in the corner, and I think the Connollys
over there want you to play pool.”


“They just want me to kick their asses,” I said, winking.


“Don’t let Brendon hear you say that. He and Harmony still
hold the record. I mean, it was only one tourney, but it’s still the record.”


“For now.”


“Yes, for now,” Aiden said as he came out with two plates of
food in his hands. He set them down on the bar, nodded at Big Ben, and gestured
for us to follow him.


“You know the only reason that Brendon and Harmony won that
pool tournament is because Sienna and I weren’t there,” Aiden said, shaking his
head.


I gave Dillon a look. He smirked, and then we both just
shook our heads, holding back laughter. Oh, we knew why the two of them hadn’t
been at that final pool tournament round. Aiden and Sienna had been doing
something of their own. Not that we’d mention that. Especially when everybody
could hear us, and Sienna could probably kick my ass.


Okay, there was no probably about it. She would
kick my ass. And Meadow wouldn’t like that.


Meadow. 


I looked over at her, and she smiled, the warmth in her eyes
pulling me in.


Damn. I was falling for her. I knew I shouldn’t. It wasn’t
safe. But I was pretty sure I had already fallen. I’d probably started at the
wedding. Maybe even before that.


I shouldn’t have danced with her. Shouldn’t have done so much.


“Okay, come on over,” Cameron said from the corner. “Pool
table’s ours for the next hour. Let’s play.” He twirled his finger in the air,
and Violet rolled her eyes before going and kissing her man on the mouth.


He grinned down at her and gripped her ass, and I shielded Dillon’s
eyes, even as the kid laughed.


“Hey. There are sweet, innocent eyes over here. Don’t scar
him.”


“Innocent?” Dillon asked, and I glared down at him.


“Excuse me, my baby brother is a perfect, lily-white
virgin,” Brendon shouted, and the tips of Dillon’s ears turned red.


Either the kid was embarrassed about his brothers yelling,
or Dillon actually was a virgin. Considering that I had seen him with
more than one girl over the time I’d known him, I had a feeling Dillon was no
virgin. However, having your brothers discuss your sex life—or lack
thereof—really loudly in the bar that you visited almost daily probably wasn’t
the best thing in the world.


“Please, stop,” Dillon grumbled.


“Oh, be nice,” Harmony said, wrapping her arms around Dillon.
“It’s kind of nice that he stays sweet and innocent. I mean, it’s tough to find
that these days. Just know that you’re special to us. We love you.” She kissed
him on the brow, and I saw the laughter in her eyes even as everyone else
actually broke out in fits of giggles and cheers.


Dillon narrowed his eyes at her, but he didn’t say anything.
Nobody could ever be mean to Harmony.


She was sneaky like that. I liked it.


Meadow slid to my side, and I wrapped my arm around her
shoulders. “They sure do love teasing him,” Meadow said, and I shrugged, even
as I pulled her closer.


“Yeah, but he gives as much as he gets. It’s kind of nice
having a family that makes fun of each other and yet will always be there for
one another.”


“I know. Sometimes, I’m a little jealous. They’re just so
good for each other. You know?” I nodded but didn’t look down at her. I knew
her old man. And that guy would never be there for her. For anyone. He only
cared about his club and himself. And not in that order.


I knew he didn’t give a damn about his little girl. Hadn’t
before, and sure as hell didn’t now. At least for more than what she could do
for him.


And, honestly, I wasn’t even sure he cared about his old
lady.


But that had to stay in the past. We needed to think about
the present. And maybe the future.


As Meadow went quiet and introspective beside me, I knew she
was thinking about her family as well.


We really weren’t very good at this. I needed to tell her.
It wasn’t fair of me to keep these secrets.


I might lose her in the end by opening up, but lying to her
wasn’t the answer.


I would tell her tomorrow. Telling her tonight while we were
with friends would ruin the evening. Maybe that was the coward’s way out, but I
figured that telling her tomorrow would work. It had to. I only hoped I didn’t
ruin everything by doing it. I hoped I didn’t lose it all when I opened up. But
this wasn’t about me. I needed to remember that. I had made my choices, my own
decisions.


And I wasn’t going to turn away from that. Not now. Not when
I was starting to feel what I did for her. It wasn’t fair. Not to either of us.
But mostly, not to her.


“Okay, now that we have completely embarrassed the kid—good
job, family—it’s time to get going,” Aiden said as he looked over at his woman.
“Watch while Sienna and I kick all of your asses.”


“That’s my man,” she said before taking a sip of her beer.


“The competition gets a little weird with all of you guys
together,” I said.


“That is true.” Violet looked over at Dillon.


“I thought you were bringing one of your roommates to play.”


Dillon shook his head. “No, and I can’t stay either.
Homework.”


“Well, I’m glad you were here for a bit. And I’m happy
you’re putting your studies first.” She leaned down and kissed the top of
Dillon’s head since he had taken one of the seats near the pool table.


She had started becoming almost motherly to him lately, and
I had a feeling Dillon liked it, even if there wasn’t a huge age gap between
any of them.


“Okay, then, I guess it’s just four teams. Two pool tables,
four teams, let’s see who wins.”


Sienna clapped her hands, and our mini pool tournament
started.


An hour later, my gut hurt from laughing, my pride stung
from the fact that we were in fourth place, and all I could do was look at
Meadow, who grinned.


“I’m not always bad at pool,” Meadow said. “Actually, I’m
usually pretty good.”


“It probably doesn’t help that you guys are pinching each
other’s asses while you’re playing,” Aiden said dryly.


“It’s true,” Sienna said. “We try not to distract each other
with sex when we’re playing.”


“Really?” I said, deadpan. “Aren’t you the two that
practically humped back there in the storage room?”


Sienna blushed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,
Beckham. I am utterly sweet and innocent.”


Everyone laughed so hard, I was pretty sure that Sienna was
going to hit us all with her pool cue. But she didn’t.


Meadow had just set up her shot when a voice from behind us
made me freeze. My balls shrank, my back turned to stone, and I swallowed hard.
I hoped to hell it wasn’t who I thought it was. But I knew it was. I knew
exactly who the fuck it was.


“Hey, what do we have here?”


No one else seemed to notice the tension in the air. They
didn’t know who was now in their midst. And why should they? They didn’t know
who I was at my core, and they sure as hell didn’t know where Meadow had come
from. They did not know these people. I’d hoped to hell they never would.
Unfortunately, that didn’t seem to be the case.


I turned. There was no use hiding. There was no way I could
run. They’d find me. They always did.


Cliff’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second, and that’s
when I knew they weren’t here for me. No, they had simply come in, and they’d
found me.


“Just a friendly pool game. We’re almost done if you want
the tables,” I said, my voice casual. The Connollys
must have figured out that there was something wrong because they all stood a
little straighter and angled their bodies so they stood in front of their
women. I knew that they didn’t know exactly what was going on. Then again, I
didn’t really know.


“Beckham,” Cliff growled out. “I knew you were around here.
At least, somewhere in the city. Had to be. You wouldn’t go too far since
you’re a lazy fuck. Always were. It’s my luck that I was the one to find you.”


“We don’t want any trouble here. We’re just playing pool.
I’m only the bartender.”


Meadow stiffened beside me. I hated this. Fuck. I couldn’t
take her to the side and explain things to her now, tell her why I had kept my
past a secret. It was over. She would likely hate me forever. I had to get
these guys out of here before they recognized who was standing beside me. If I
weren’t careful, they would figure it out. And I didn’t know what would happen
if they did. It wasn’t safe for Meadow. I shouldn’t have stayed as long as I
did. I shouldn’t have even become her friend. But I had. And now, she wasn’t
safe.


“Sure,” Cliff said, “but maybe we should go out back and
talk. It’s been a long time since we’ve seen you, Beck. I see you’re just as
ugly as ever with that fucking beard of yours. Couldn’t even grow it. Had to be
a patchy-assed-face like usual.”


“Hey, this is our bar. If you’re going to start something,
you should leave. We don’t take kindly to violence here,” Cameron said, his
voice low but still a growl.


Cliff looked over at him and snorted. “Okay, pretty boy.
Whatever you say. We don’t want no trouble either. Just surprised to see Beck
is all. And acting all casual, like he isn’t the scum of the earth. A fucking
traitor.”


I stiffened then and slowly angled my body a little bit more
so they couldn’t see Meadow. Thankfully, none of the guys in front of me looked
toward her. And even better, the woman beside them wasn’t looking.


I knew her. Trace. Coby’s sister, his damn twin.


And, if I remembered right, she was Cliff’s old lady. But
that had been a while ago, and even though you didn’t poach women—one of the
primary rules of being a brother—things happened.


But hell, things were getting a little too intense. I needed
to get them out of here and away from Meadow.


“I don’t want any trouble. I’m out. You know that.”


The Connollys all looked at each
other, and I could see them out of the corner of my eye, but I ignored them.
They weren’t the dangerous ones. No, the guys in front of me were.


The ones who ran drugs and did shit that I wasn’t proud of.


They weren’t like some who dealt in guns and other things.
But they were the worst of the bunch.


And I’d brought them right to my friends’ door. Sure, they
might not have known that I was here when they walked in, but now they were
trying to start something because I was.


I needed to make it stop.


“Come on, guys, you don’t need to do this.”


“Yeah, maybe we do,” Cliff growled. I noticed that the
others didn’t say anything, but they didn’t need to. With Coby in jail, Cliff
was number one outside of the main circle.


Coby had been the leader of his generation. And I’d followed
him. Of course, then I’d become VP over him, and everything changed. Things had
gotten worse. Coby found a woman, even though I hadn’t known who she was at the
time. 


Coby always wanted more power. Because I didn’t like the man
I’d become, I left.


It hadn’t been easy. And I bled for it in the end, burned
for it.


I’d left, and Coby took my place. And Coby had gone to jail
because of his own stupidity.


I hadn’t paid for my crimes. And I knew Cliff, Coby’s BFF,
blamed me for that.


“Hey, I have the cops on the line, and I can get them here
at any minute. So why don’t you guys get out?”


I held back a curse as Sienna spoke, and I had a feeling the
rest of the Connollys did, too.


“You really going to let your bitch talk for you?” Cliff
asked, and I moved forward, putting my hands on his colors. The leather felt soft
and supple under my palms, but I twisted it until it cracked.


“Just go. You don’t have any business here. This isn’t your
place. This isn’t some TV show where you can fuck up a bar because you feel
like it. Just go before you end up in jail again like your little buddy. You
hear me? You’re not wanted here.”


Cliff’s eyes narrowed, but when one of the other guys
elbowed him in the side, I pulled away. Cliff growled at me.


“Come on. You’re on probation, man.”


“Come on, Cliff. I’m tired of this already. Let’s just go
home,” Trace whined, leaning into her man.


I ignored the other guy, my eyes on Cliff.


“This isn’t over, Beck.”


“It was over a long time ago, and we both know it. Go back
to the life you chose. I’m making mine here.”


“For now, asshole.”


“No. Forever. Just go.”


The guys grumbled, and I had a feeling it had nothing to do
with my words. No, it was because of the men at my back and the fact that the
rest of the bar had gone silent, even though some of our regulars, big men in
their own rights, had also stood up, ready to do what they could to help.


Only five minutes in, and the guys had made this place a
biker bar. One where there’d be a fight and blood and broken glass.


And it would all be my fucking fault.


The members of my old club turned on their heel and left,
but not before knocking down a couple of chairs and cursing up a storm as they
did.


Glass shattered on the floor as they knocked into one of the
tables, but no one moved to pick it up. At least not right away.


The others started talking, asking me questions, wanting to
know what was happening, but I couldn’t listen. I didn’t have eyes for them.
No, I could only look at the woman at my side, who hadn’t said a word. The one
who didn’t want to draw attention to herself. And I knew why.


I looked over at Meadow, my jaw tight as I tried to open my
mouth to say something. But there were no words.


She simply looked at me, her eyes wide as she blinked. “You
knew them. You’re part of them.” Her voice was so hollow, like the one I’d
heard when I first met her. Not the Meadow she was now.


“Yeah. No use in lying. I was.” I paused. I knew I shouldn’t
say the rest, but realized I probably needed to. “It was before you were part
if it with Coby, though.” 


Her face blanched, and she took a staggering step back. “You
knew. You knew?”


The others looked at us, confusion clear on their faces, but
I had to ignore them.


“Yeah. I did.”


I was prepared for the slap, ready for the shove, the punch,
something.


But I didn’t expect what actually happened.


She looked at me, took another step back, and then turned on
her heel, grabbed her bag, and walked out.


I looked over at Cameron and gestured towards her. “Can you
follow her? Make sure that the others don’t find her. She wouldn’t welcome my
help.”


“Yeah, we got it,” Cameron said, his voice low. “But then
you’re going to explain exactly what the fuck just happened.”


“Promise. Just make sure she’s safe.”


“I’ll go, too,” Aiden said, following Cameron.


And then the two were off to make sure Meadow got home okay
in case the guys were out there waiting.


I wanted to be there. I wanted to fix this. But I didn’t
think I could.


I looked at Brendon and the girls, and I swallowed hard. I
didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything.


Instead, I picked up the chair and went to get a broom to
sweep up the glass.


I figured if it was my last day at the Connolly Brewery, I
might as well clean up some of the mess I’d indirectly made.


But I also knew that, no matter what, some messes couldn’t
be cleaned up. Some stains would forever haunt the place.


Just as they hung over me.






Chapter 8


Imperfections breed doubt. Or is it the other way
around? 


~Meadow, journal entry


 


Meadow


 


My fingers slid over the tattoo on my ribcage, the other on
my hip, the morning light casting shadows along my skin. They were flowers and vines,
two inconspicuous tattoos that had been for me, not for anyone else.


The one on my other hip, however, had been lasered off.


I had been stupid and young and not even eighteen when I had
Coby’s name tattooed on my hip. He’d asked me to put it there, wanted his name
on my flesh where no one else could see. That way, I would know I was his
property. That I was always his.


I could still see the scar, the marks. But I couldn’t see
his name. And that had been enough for me. It had been healing.


Because I no longer bore the name of the man I’d thought I
loved but who really only wanted to own me. Instead, I boasted the scars of my
decisions, not ones of ownership.


Beckham had seen my tattoos, my scars. But he hadn’t said
anything.


Had he known that Coby’s name had been on my hip? Had he
realized that the mark had been erased by a laser because I was ashamed of
where I came from? Or the fact that I had actually done it so I could become
myself rather than who Coby wanted me to be?


Beckham had known. At least parts of it.


This entire time, he knew.


And I didn’t know what to think about that.


He had been part of Coby’s crew, although he’d said that he
hadn’t been part of it when I was there.


But Trace had been. Trace had always been Cliff’s old lady,
just like I had been Coby’s.


And since Trace and Coby were twins, she had been my sister.
In a weird sort of way that had nothing to do with love but rather ties that no
one wanted to break. That others constantly told me could never be broken or
severed.


I had hidden from her earlier at the bar, hadn’t said a
word, and that was my shame. Far beyond what Beckham had said, or what he had
done, I carried the weight of my own decisions and truths. 


I had hidden. I didn’t want the others to know I was there.


I could blame part of that on shock. Surprise that they were
at the bar and that they knew Beckham.


Shock that Beckham had known things about who I was and
hadn’t told me.


I curled my fists at my sides, trying to calm my breathing.


Why did it feel like such a betrayal? I hadn’t been honest
either.


And that was my issue. 


I’d been to countless therapy sessions and yet I don’t think
I could pull anything from those to figure out the answers to why I hadn’t been
honest. I’d found my self-worth, but I hadn’t been able to find my courage. Not
all of it.


Beckham had known about me, but I hadn’t known about him.


And neither of us had said anything.


We weren’t truthful—not at all.


Instead, we had lived in this odd vacuum where we tried to
make our own happiness that was pillowed on a cursed bed of lies.


While neither of us had said anything, Beckham had known
about me, while I hadn’t known about him.


But what was worse?


I didn’t know, so I couldn’t face him. I could barely face
myself. But I was forcing myself to do that now.


I looked in the mirror one last time and then reached down
to pull my shirt over my head.


I didn’t need to look at my tattoos to know they were there.
But I always did.


I didn’t have to touch my scars to know that they existed on
my body. Because they had been woven through my soul long before they were
etched onto my skin.


And then I remembered the ink on Beckham’s skin and the fact
that I had touched every inch of him.


I remembered the scars beneath my fingertips, and I’d
wondered where they came from, even though I had known they came from his past.
Those scars had come from his club ink. The fact that it had been lasered off.
Painfully. Perhaps even brutally. I hadn’t realized how intertwined our paths
had truly become.


And not only what was in front of us, but where we had come
from as well.


“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I mumbled to myself and then
shook my head. That seemed to be standard for me lately, and I didn’t
feel like I knew what I was doing. I hadn’t spoken to anyone since I left, although
Cameron and Aiden had walked me to my car. I’d smiled, nodded at them in
thanks, and then driven home.


I’d locked the doors behind me, keeping my security system
armed, and wondered if the club would find me.


Not that they were looking. No one knew where I was. And I
hadn’t thought my parents would mention it to anyone. Honestly, it wouldn’t
have done them any good. They only wanted me for money. And if I were pulled
back into that life, I wouldn’t have money for them.


So, maybe they were smarter than I gave them credit for.


The doorbell rang, and I looked over at it, frowning.


If it was Beckham, I didn’t know what I would do. If it was
someone else, someone from my past, I honestly didn’t know what to do there
either.


I looked down at my phone, at the camera on the security
app, and let out a shuddering sigh of relief when I realized it was the girls.


I didn’t know what I planned to say to them, though I knew I
couldn’t lie.


They would likely want to know why I ran, and not only
because Beckham had come clean.


Plus, I didn’t want to hide anymore. I was so tired of it.
It just left me feeling like I was losing it when, sometimes, I felt like I
didn’t have much of it to begin with.


So I put my phone in my pocket and went to the front door,
taking my time turning each lock as I did.


It was as if I were getting closer and closer to baring my
soul with each snap of the lock, and I didn’t know if I was strong enough to do
it.


Violet, Harmony, and Sienna walked in, hugging me tightly as
they did.


I smiled at them and then closed the door behind them,
locking it tightly once more.


“Hi,” I said, my voice soft.


“Hey,” Harmony replied. “How are you feeling?”


“I’m okay. You guys didn’t have to come over this morning.”


“Yeah, we did,” Violet said.


“And you need to tell us what happened. Maybe explain why
you have those locks on your door. Why you looked so scared when those people
came into the bar. And why you didn’t look at any of them straight on. Oh, and
why you ran.”


Violet and Harmony glared at Sienna, and I shook my head, a
smile playing on my face. Of course, Sienna would be the one to cut right to
the chase. But they all had to wonder. And I was tired of lying. Of hiding.


“It’s a little too early for wine, but I guess once I’m
finished, you might want a glass. I know I will.”


“You don’t have to say anything you don’t want to,” Harmony
said quickly. “And even though Sienna’s the one that blurted that out, we
didn’t mean to come over here and make you feel like we were attacking you.”


“Hey,” Sienna said.


“Don’t worry about it. I was thinking about how to tell you
exactly what was going on anyway. You three coming over here made it easier for
me and was so helpful.


“So, hi. My name’s Meadow.”


Sienna snorted. “Okay. We’re going to start with that. We
love you, you know?” she said quickly.


“Thanks.” I let out a shuddering breath, my heart beating
quickly even as my body warmed at that.


“We lost a friend because we didn’t ask the right
questions,” Violet said softly. “And I know this is a completely different
situation, but we’re here for you. Okay?”


A tear slipped from her eye, and she quickly wiped it off
her cheek. I nodded and then gestured for them to follow me into the living
room. “Let’s sit down. I’ll try to explain. Just don’t hate me after, okay?” I
added quickly.


“I don’t think we could ever hate you, Meadow,” Harmony
said.


“You don’t know who I was.”


I thought about the scar on my hip, the ones on Beckham. And
I knew that scars dug themselves in deeply. The path you traveled left evidence
behind. I needed to figure out where I was at the end of my journey, so while
the scars might remain, I would still be able to figure out what I needed to
say.


“I knew the people that came in and recognized Beckham.”


“Okay,” Violet said. “Did you know that Beckham knew them?”


I shook my head. “Let me start from the beginning.”


“We’re here,” Harmony said, reaching out and squeezing my
hand. “We’ll always be here.”


And that’s why I could say what I needed to. Why I could do
this.


I’d never had friends like these before. The people in my
old life hadn’t been like this. Some in the club and on the periphery were able
to form connections, but not me. I’d thought I had something with Coby, but
that had been an unhealthy relationship that led to nothing but pain and
heartache.


The girls in front of me deserved more. And I needed to be
better for them.


So I’d tell them where I came from, who I’d been,
and hopefully they could see who I was now.


Even if I wasn’t always sure who that was.


“I knew them because I was one of them once upon a time.”


“You were a biker?” Sienna asked incredulously, and I
shrugged.


“That’s part of the culture. I didn’t have my own bike. I
rode bitch. First behind my daddy when I was little, and then behind the boy I
thought I’d fallen in love with.”


“Oh,” Violet said, looking at me wide-eyed.


“I know. That’s not who I am now. But that’s who I used to
be. I grew up in the lifestyle. My dad was the president of an MC. And I
thought it was the most amazing thing ever because while there’re some TV shows
and things that show MCs in a bad light with all the illegal crap and
overdramatization, there are some beautiful clubs out there that give to charities
and help with bullying and many amazing things. They’re truly a family who do
their best to make sure that the people in the club are taken care of. And they
give back.” I let out a shaky breath. “When I was a little kid, that was ours.
I don’t know when it all changed. Maybe when I was about fourteen or so. But
people needed money, and new blood came in. They started doing things they
shouldn’t. They weren’t on the right side of the law anymore, and I knew there
were drugs involved—only not as many as some other clubs.” I let out a shaky
breath, and the others looked at me.


“I’m sorry, Meadow,” Harmony whispered.


“Me, too. But that’s not the worst of it. As I mentioned, I
met a boy. From a rival club. But it wasn’t much of a rivalry, it was just an MC
that was close by. Coby was the son of their president and wanted to be the
vice president. I didn’t really know much about it because it wasn’t the club I
grew up in. I fell for him hard. He was everything to me. I thought he loved me.
And he treated me like I was the princess that everyone thought I was.”


The girls looked at me, and I was grateful that they didn’t
say anything. It was hard enough getting this out as it was.


“My dad used to hit my mom. Not all the time, but enough
that it scared me. But he’d always apologize, and they’d be fine afterwards. My
mom would slap me and hit me and make me feel like crap and force me to think about
my body in ways I shouldn’t, especially as a way to get men. And so, when Coby
treated me like a princess, I fell for it all. Then he hit me once, and then
again, and I couldn’t get out. The times I tried to leave, it was even worse.”


“Oh, Meadow,” Violet said. She moved forward to sit next to
me on the couch, and I was grateful. The girls sat next to each other on the
loveseat, holding each other’s hands as they looked at me.


“Anyway, Coby and his club were even worse than my dad. They
did so many horrible things. Mostly with drugs. And then I ratted them out.” I
let out a shaky laugh. “At least, I thought I did. Not completely, though. They
didn’t need my testimony to put Coby behind bars because they had enough
evidence without it. They didn’t even need me to get into the house. They
didn’t care that I was broken and bleeding when they found me.”


“Are you serious?” Sienna asked, rage in her voice. “I’m so
sorry.”


“I don’t know if that’s actually the truth,” I said quickly.
“They might’ve cared, I don’t know, but I was too hollow to process it. And I
didn’t tell them everything. There were things that they never needed to know.
All I knew was that the incident gave me the out I needed. I left, and I didn’t
turn back. But my parents have always known where I am and constantly try to
get money from me. That means anybody who blames me for what happened to Coby
can find me.”


I looked down at my hands.


“I didn’t know Beckham was part of it. He wasn’t in the club
when I was there, but he knew my dad. He must have. He had to have known
exactly who I was when we met.”


“And he didn’t say anything,” Sienna whispered.


“No. And it’s hard for me to completely blame him because I
didn’t tell him about my past either. I did horrible things when I was younger.
Not anything illegal, but I wasn’t who I am now. And I should have told him
that. But he should’ve told me, too.”


Tears were falling down my cheeks at that point, and the
girls gathered around me, holding me close.


“It looked like he was out,” Harmony whispered. “Maybe he
didn’t tell you because he didn’t know how.”


“That’s no excuse,” Violet said.


“I know. I’m just afraid. Afraid of what will happen if I
let him in again. Because I thought I was out. I guess I was wrong.”


Then the tears fell harder, and the girls simply held me.


I’d thought I was good at being boring. That was safe.


It’d kept me alive this long.


Alive.


But Beckham had been part of it all along, and I didn’t know
how to feel about that, even if he was out of the life.


I’d fallen once, and it had broken me.


I couldn’t fall again.


I’d already paid that price.


This time, I was afraid it would cost even more.


“What are you going to do?” Sienna asked, and I shook my
head.


“I don’t know. He hasn’t said anything to me.”


“Maybe he’s giving you space,” Harmony said.


“Maybe. But I don’t know what to say to him. He knew about
my past.”


“It sounds to me like he has even more baggage than you do,
or at least an equal amount,” Sienna lamented. “He got out. He wanted to put
all of that behind him.”


“I can understand that. And while I probably should have
mentioned who I was to him, especially considering how long we’ve been
together, he definitely should have mentioned that he knew me.”


“Yes, he should have,” Violet said, nodding. “And when he
explains why he didn’t, you can decide if you’re willing to take him back or
not.”


“I can’t. I can’t take him back. What if the club finds him
again?”


“I don’t know, honey. But you’re not alone now. You don’t
have your family, the ones that claim they raised you, but you do have us.”


Harmony nodded tightly as she said it. “We are your family
now. All of us. And no matter what, you can lean on us. I promise.”


“I don’t know what to say.”


“Then don’t say anything. You are allowed to have secrets.
We won’t pry. And we’ll always be here for you—whenever you need us. So, here
we are. For always.” Violet kissed the top of my head. “Now, maybe we should have
that wine, and you can tell us more if you want. Or we can talk about nothing.
I don’t mind either way. Regardless, we’re not leaving you alone. We’re here. Always.”


I held on tight as the tears kept falling. I had a feeling
that I was going to have to figure out exactly what to say to Beckham.


Because I knew more than anybody how hard it was to walk
away from that life and try to pretend that you were normal.


But we had been brought together, and somehow, we needed to
figure out what to do next.


Though I had a feeling that it wouldn’t end the way I
thought.


But what I had with Beckham had to end.


I couldn’t do this again.


I couldn’t.






Chapter 9


Beckham


 


I was wrapping up packing the rest of my duffle when someone’s
fist slammed on the door, and the doorbell rang a couple of times.


My spine stiffened, and I looked around for a weapon. Jesus
Christ. Apparently, Cliff and Leonard had found me.


This was it. This was how it was going to end.


Because I didn’t actually have a weapon on me, only a knife
from the kitchen.


And I wasn’t about to fight them.


I wasn’t that man anymore. I talked my way out of issues. In
the time since I’d left, putting my hands on Cliff’s colors had been the only
violent thing I’d done.


I refused to become that person again.


“Come on, Beck, open up.”


My shoulders dropped as I realized who it was.


The Connollys. The Connollys were here.


Okay, then. I could do this. Maybe. The whole keeping my past
a secret and lying to them thing probably wasn’t the best. But I could deal.


At least, I hoped so.


They wouldn’t hurt me too badly. Maybe.


I stuffed the last of my things into the duffle bag and made
my way to the front door.


I opened it, and the Connollys
barreled through. All four of them. Well, apparently, Dillon was going to be a
part of this, too. Perfect.


“I see you told the kid.”


Dillon raised a brow.


“You were almost in a biker fight in a bar. Of course they
told me.”


“Dillon,” Cameron growled.


“What? I was worried. Can’t I be worried?”


I glared at all of them.


“I already quit. I know I owe you all an explanation. But I
don’t know exactly what I need to say to you guys.”


And that was the crux of it. I didn’t know what to say.
There was nothing that would put me in a good light. I didn’t deserve that
anyway.


“You don’t get to quit,” Aiden snarled. “And no, Beckham,
we’re not firing you either.”


I could only look at them, blinking. “But I have to go. I
can’t stay.”


“Because they’ll find you?” Brendon asked, totally serious.


“I don’t fucking know. Jesus. Those guys at the bar? I used
to run with them.”


“We figured that out,” Cameron said. “We were
there, you know.”


I’d been so focused on Meadow, I hadn’t really thought of
it.


“So, you were a biker? I thought you were a hipster.”


I looked at Dillon, who shrugged.


“Just trying to bring some levity to the situation, but I
can tell that wasn’t the right thing to say. So why don’t you tell us what
happened?”


Again, the kid was wise beyond his years. I didn’t want to
tell them any of this, but I owed it to them.


So I’d tell them everything. Well, mostly. Some things I
didn’t need to say. Ever.


Except to Meadow. If she asked, then I’d tell her.


“I used to be part of that club. I thought it was a family
when I didn’t have one of my own. My parents skipped town when I was young, and
I finished high school but didn’t do much after. You know, stupid shit.”


“Considering that our lives were comprised of mostly stupid
shit before we moved in with the Connollys, I get you,”
Aiden said dryly.


“Well, you ended up in a nice family. I ended up with a
family that ran drugs.”


“Really?” Dillon asked.


Suddenly, the kid sounded his age. Sure, he was nineteen
now, but he was still so innocent in some ways. Of course, he had been through
more shit than I had until I joined the club, so maybe he wasn’t that innocent,
after all.


“I didn’t care about anyone’s feelings. I did whatever I
wanted. Did what I was told at the time when it came to the club business. Then
they started moving into harsher things, and I didn’t want to be a part of it
anymore. I woke up with some girl in my lap that I didn’t remember, the guys
all laughing around me about some shit, and I walked away. They’d drugged me
and I hadn’t even known it had happened. They didn’t let me walk away freely,
though,” I whispered.


I didn’t need to tell them that part.


They could probably guess what had happened.


The movies weren’t right, TV sure as hell wasn’t, but there
was still violence in my world. Scars on my back because of what they’d burned
from my body.


I wished I could have been in one of the good clubs, but we
were definitely one of the bad ones. One that gave the others a bad name.


“Anyway, I walked away with nothing but the clothes on my
back and the bike under me. And I’ve been sort of on the run ever since.
Because once you’re in, you really don’t get to leave. Not unless they want you
to go.”


“And you knew Meadow back then?” Aiden asked.


“I knew of her.”


They looked at me as if waiting for more, but I wouldn’t
give it to them. Not when it wasn’t my secret to tell.


“But, yeah, I didn’t tell her where I came from or that I
knew of her. So she didn’t know that I knew anything. She’s probably so fucking
mad at me right now. She’ll never want to talk with me again.”


“And that’s why she ran.”


I looked at Brendon. “Yep. And I deserved that. I left the
club because I had to. Because I didn’t want to be the person I’d become. When
I came here, I thought I could stay for a while. And then Meadow showed up. It
was like a part of my past came back, and I was trying to figure out what to do
with it. I tried to stay away. But I didn’t. And now I don’t know what to do.”


“So you’re just leaving?” Dillon asked, and I looked up at
him.


“I think I have to.”


“Will those guys come back?”


I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. Cliff doesn’t have
as much hold anymore after what he did. He had his group, but he was never the
one who made decisions before. I figured that most of the guys knew where I was
anyway. Knew I was out. And while I’ll always be a traitor to them, they’re not
going to come and do anything violent to me.”


“Didn’t look like that last night,” Aiden said.


“True. But that was only Cliff. Did you notice? Trace was
the only one who said anything other than him. They just walked out. The bar
should be safe. And I’ll be okay. I hope.” I wouldn’t know for sure until
something happened or didn’t, but there was nothing I could do about that. I
hadn’t broken the law since I got out, and I wasn’t going to do it again.


I wasn’t a good person, or at least I hadn’t been back then.
And I had been trying to pay my penance ever since. Attempting to become a
better man.


But I had still lied to Meadow.


“I don’t know what I can say to Meadow. She wanted to be
away from that, too. And I’m a constant reminder of what she left behind.”


“You need to grovel,” Dillon said, and we all looked at him.


I shook my head. “I can apologize, but I still need to keep
away. I’m not good for her.”


“Bullshit,” Aiden said.


“Excuse me?” I asked.


“He’s right. Bullshit,” Cameron agreed. “You two are good
for each other. You’re not as much of a fucking asshole as you used to be. You
laugh more, and you actually join us sometimes. And you brought Meadow out of
her shell. I see the way you two look at each other. You guys are happy.”


I just shook my head at Cameron.


“Maybe we were. But it was based on a lie.”


“Then fix it,” Dillon said.


“It’s not that easy, kid.”


“Nothing worth having is ever easy. All you guys taught me
that. Hell, it’s a saying for a reason.”


“It might be a saying, but that doesn’t mean it’s a thing.”


“Oh, shut up.”


I stared at him.


“Find something worth fighting for. That’s the whole point
of this life of ours. We all came from shit. All of us. And we pulled through.
You did. No, you didn’t tell Meadow about your past. And that’s on you. So…fix
it. Apologize. Grovel. Grovel hard. But fix it. You’re not going to know if she
can forgive you unless you try. But if you walk away? You’ll likely hate
yourself forever.”


I just looked at him along with the others, and then Brendon
shook his head and started laughing. “How the hell did you get to be so wise?”
Brendon asked.


“I don’t know. I listened to you guys, I guess. Sometimes
you know what you’re doing.” The kid stuffed his hands into his pockets, and I
rubbed my eyes.


“She’s not going to forgive me.”


“Like the kid said, you won’t know until you try,” Cameron
whispered.


I looked at him and shrugged. “So I’m supposed to go to her
and grovel, with no formal education, no job, and a past that is best left
untold?”


“Well, first off, we’re not all products of our pasts. We’re
allowed to have futures,” Aiden said, holding up one finger. Then he held up
another. “Second, you still have a job. Like I said, you don’t get to quit.”


“I was already part of a place that didn’t let me quit,” I
said wryly.


“See? You can joke about it. You’re fine.”


I shook my head at Cameron. “Really?”


“No. But we’re not going to fire you. We all have issues.”


“Believe us. We all have issues,” Brendon reiterated.


“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I whispered.


“None of us really do,” Dillon said sagely. 


I swear. That kid.


“I have no idea how to grovel,” I said.


And then we all did the one thing we knew we could. We
looked at Dillon. He rubbed his hands together and grinned.


“Okay, young padawans. Listen to Uncle Dillon. He’ll
explain.”


Aiden snorted and smacked the kid upside the head playfully.
Dillon beamed in response. I had a feeling that I was probably going to make
another mistake. But doing what I did the way I did it had ruined everything. And
the kid was right. I wouldn’t know until I tried. And I really wanted to try.






Chapter 10


Beckham


 


I stood outside Meadow’s door, hoping I was doing the right
thing. I needed to apologize. I needed her to know that I was sorry. That I
wished I had told her the truth. If she didn’t take me back, if she didn’t want
me, I’d walk away. Because the error was on me.


And I had to be okay with that.


I had to be all right with walking away.


Even if I hated it.


The door opened before I could ring the bell, and she stood
there, dark circles under her eyes and a shapeless sweatshirt over her body.


She looked beautiful. Stunning.


And I hoped to hell she forgave me. That she took me back. I
just didn’t know if she would.


“I saw you on the security cam. Figured I’d open the door
before you stood here forever.”


“I’m glad you have the security. It’s good for you.”


“I guess you knew the whole time why I have it. Didn’t you?”
she asked, a little sharpness in her tone.


I deserved that. And more.


“I want to apologize.” I put my hands in my pockets as I looked
at her, wanting to lower my shoulders so I didn’t feel so big.


I knew what the club guys were like. What I had been like.
No. I wasn’t like them anymore. I had to remember that. And there had been
worse.


Coby.


“Why don’t you come in? No use standing out on the porch where
everyone can see.” She took a few steps in, and I followed her, hoping I’d
figure out what to say.


I wasn’t good at groveling. I had never done it before. But
I would try.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.


“Because I didn’t know how.” I sighed. “And because I was a
coward. I should have told you right away that I knew who you were. But the
thing was, I also wanted to know who you became. And that tripped me up. I’m
sorry. I’ll always be sorry for that. There aren’t enough easy explanations to
explain that away.”


“I thought I had hidden it so well. Where I came from and
all of that. Because I don’t like the person I was back then.” She looked at
me, and I felt a kinship there. I only hoped it was enough.


“I didn’t like the person I was either.”


“I used to laugh at the girls who came in, wanting to be on
a man’s arm. Because I had mine. And that’s what I was supposed to do—laugh and
make fun of them and feel superior. I was a horrible person.”


“I don’t believe that.”


She let out a laugh. “I wasn’t the worst. I never hurt
anyone. I was never cruel to their faces. But I wasn’t the best person either.
I’ve tried to be better since I left. I’ve tried to help anywhere I could. Bury
who I became over time with the club. I thought I’d paid my penance for what I
did.”


She touched the scar on her wrist, and then I remembered. I
recalled the scars on her hip, the ones on her ankle.


“I don’t know everything, Meadow. I never did. Yes, I know
who your dad is. And at one point, I knew you were with Coby. But I don’t know
it all. I was never one of those people laughing at you from behind your back.
I never knew everything. I wanted you to tell me,” I said softly.


“And you didn’t. I thought it was all behind me. I didn’t
think I would ever have to think about it again. But then again, I didn’t tell
you anything either.”


“If I had told you what I knew, then I would have had to
tell you who I was. And I was ashamed of that.”


“My parents practically sold me to Coby,” she muttered.


My hands fisted at my sides, and I growled. “I figured.
That’s how the clubs do things.”


“Well, it didn’t really work out. I got away. You saw the
scars. You know who Coby was. What he was like.”


“And if I could strangle him right now, I would.”


“It wouldn’t be enough. But he’s in my past. And I’ve worked
with therapists over the years to try and figure out exactly who I am. I’m not
just a broken shell. I’m not the person I was. Yes, I’m quiet, but that’s
because I think about what to say and how I need to be the person I am, rather
than the person I was. I have all the locks and the security that I can get,
but I’m not as scared as I used to be. I’m not that person anymore.”


I took a step forward unconsciously, and she didn’t pull
away. I was grateful. “I’m not the same person either.”


“Will you tell me who you were?”


And so I did. I told her how I joined the club, the things I
did. I told her how I left. Explained the real story behind the scars on my
back. I told her everything. And then she told me about Coby. About what he had
done to her, what her parents still did.


And as I watched tears fall down her face, I held everything
in so I wouldn’t punch something. So I wouldn’t scream in rage at my lack of
control. There was nothing I could do. All I could do was listen and hope to hell
that she would be okay. I didn’t think she could forgive me. I didn’t think she
could look at me like she had before.


I was a reminder of a past she had tried to run from.


Like she was my reminder.


And while I knew I wanted her at my side forever, I wasn’t
sure if she wanted the same from me.


“I don’t know what to do now,” she whispered.


And then I remembered that I hadn’t done the one thing I
should. What Dillon had told me to do. Grovel. So, I went down to my knees in
front of her.


Her eyes widened, and she looked at me like I was crazy.


“I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t stay in
long enough to see what Coby became. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you from him.”


“That was never on your shoulders. Never your burden.”


She reached out, tracing my brow with her fingertips.


I closed my eyes and barely resisted the urge to lean in to
her touch.


“But because I knew your dad, and I knew of you through him,
I stayed away. I knew I needed to keep my distance.”


“But then you asked me to dance,” she whispered.


I nodded. “And it was the best moment of my life. I’m sorry
I didn’t stay away.”


“I’m sorry I couldn’t do the same.”


I closed my eyes, holding back everything so I could breathe
and focus. “We’re out, though, babe. And we’re always going to be.”


She looked at me then, her eyes wide.


“We’re not those people anymore. We’re allowed to move on
and have a future. I want to know you. The person in front of me. I want to
test the path we could have together. I want to figure out what this thing
between us could be. Please, forgive me. Know that no matter what happens, I’m
not the person I was before. I tried to atone for my sins, attempted to find
the path that led to a salvation that I knew would never truly come. But in my
heart, I hope that you’re on that road with me. Maybe not on the bike behind me
because riding is such a different thing, but perhaps holding my hand as I try
to figure things out.”


I snorted as I finished, shaking my head as she stood there
staring.


“I was never good with poetry. But just know that I fell for
you when I held you that first time. When you wore that green dress that made
your eyes shine. I fell in love with you when you said yes to my request to
dance, and even more when I had my lips on yours for the first time. And I’m
going to love you for the rest of my life. I’ll never forgive myself for
hurting you, for bringing back the past. But I know that if we try, we have a
chance. There can be a future where it’s not about where we came from, or the
sins we committed. But rather what we can do to atone for them. I hope you’ll
be by my side as we do it. I hope you’ll forgive me.”


She was quiet for so long that I had to wonder what to do.
Did I get up off my knees and walk out? Did I keep speaking? Or did I remain
kneeling and stay silent? 


Her hands caressed my face, and a single tear fell down her
cheek.


“I didn’t know you before. But I know you now. And I think…I
think we can try.”


My heart burst open, hope and pain radiating through me and
twirling around like a tornado.


I could hardly breathe, barely comprehend what she’d said.
Nothing had ever felt like this before. And there were no blueprints. No
roadmaps for me to figure out what to say or what to do.


“I fell for you then, too. Or maybe it was when you smiled
at me from behind the bar. Or when you touched my jaw to see if I was okay. I
want to know who you are, too. I want to find that peace and figure out what to
do. I don’t want to think about where we came from. I just want to move on. I
want to figure out who we are now. And there’s nothing to forgive, Beckham. We
both have our faults. It’s what we do with our lives now that matters.”


I pulled her close, put my hand on the back of her head, and
tugged her lips to mine.


And when she succumbed, kissing me back, I knew that we could
do this. This was the moment we would start again.


I had been taken with her all along, since the first moment
I met her.


When we were two separate journeys intertwined.


We would have to figure things out, and there would be more
bumps in our road.


But as she kissed me, I knew we could weather the storm.


We had each other. I had her.


The girl in the green dress with the wide eyes.


She was mine.






Epilogue


I found my perfection. Him. 


No, he’s not perfect. Nor am I.


But we can find our own way.


~Meadow, journal entry


 


Meadow


 


“Touch yourself,” he commanded, and I obeyed, arching my
back as I slowly slipped my hands up my body to cup my breasts. I rolled my
nipples between my fingers, my eyes on his as he slowly worked his cock in and
out of me.


“More,” I whispered. 


I needed more.


He grinned, his hands on my hips as he continued to work his
dick in and out of my tight sheath.


“We’re going to break your table if I go any harder,” he
drawled, and I grinned harder, slowly playing with my nipples.


He loved when I touched myself, just like I loved when he
did the same. The day before, I had been in the shower, getting myself off with
my showerhead as he stood outside the door, working himself with his hand. We
had both come, calling out each other’s names, and then he was down on his
knees as the water cooled around us, getting me off once again with his mouth.


His beard between my thighs was the best sensation ever. I
was a very wicked woman. And I loved every minute of it.


“I can get a new table,” I panted, letting go of my breasts.
I reached out, slamming my hands down on his chest, though it wasn’t easy since
he was too far away from me to really grab on to.


“Beckham,” I whispered. “Please.”


He leaned over me, a smirk reaching his eyes. I loved when
he looked at me like that. It was so sexy, even though it shouldn’t be. On
anyone else, it would be a horrible thing that would make me roll my eyes and
walk away. Prove the size of their ego. On him? It was perfect.


“Okay, cupcake. You asked for it.”


He thrust once, hard, and I groaned.
“Don’t”—thrust—“call”—thrust—“me”—another thrust—“cupcake.”


He stilled and then moved faster. His lips were on mine, my
hands on his back as he slowly worked in and out of me before going faster and
reaching a crescendo that sent us both over the edge. The table made a pained
noise, and I winced as it shook beneath us. When one table leg creaked so
loudly I was afraid it might snap, I pushed him off me, even as he kept moving.
He simply rolled his eyes, gripped my hips, and somehow lifted me while
continuing to thrust.


The strength of the man almost made me come immediately.


But I held on, gripping his shoulders as he pumped in and
out of me as fast as he could, even as we were standing. When I slid one hand between
us, slowly flicking my clit, he grunted, coming inside me as I clamped his dick
with my orgasm.


“Jesus Christ,” he mumbled, and I laughed.


“Well, I guess you were right about the table.” He squeezed
my ass with one hand and slapped my hip with the other.


“We were going to break it one day,” he said before slowly
sliding out of me.


He reached for a towel and cleaned us up, and then I stood
beside him in my kitchen, shaking my head.


“I probably do need a new table.”


“Before you get one, we’ll make sure we break this one in
just right.”


“By ‘break in,’ you mean break completely?”


“Probably. You doing okay, cupcake?”


I reached between us and squeezed his balls until his eyes
crossed.


“What did I say about calling me cupcake?”


“That I shouldn’t? I don’t know. I like it when you get all
fiery and feisty on me. It’s kind of a turn-on.”


“We are late for dinner with our friends. You know Brendon’s
working the bar, and you can’t mock him if you aren’t there.”


His eyebrows shot up, and I laughed.


“I know that’s your favorite pastime.”


“I’ll have you know we were just engaged in my favorite
pastime.”


I laughed at him, then went up on my tiptoes so I could kiss
his bearded chin before running off to the bathroom so I could finish getting
ready.


He chased me but, thankfully, I closed the door in his face
so he couldn’t delay me any more.


“You’re a cruel, cruel woman,” he called from the other side
of the door.


“You have stuff in the other bathroom. Use it.”


I didn’t mention that I wanted him to move in completely. We
weren’t ready for that. We were getting closer, but ever since we’d found out
that our paths were connected, we had tried to start at square one. Not that
we’d ever had a square one. But we were taking things slowly, even if that
meant having sex on my dining room table where it could break at any moment.


I smiled at that, then went and showered before getting
ready as quickly as I could.


Beckham was waiting for me in the living room when I walked
out, and he stood up abruptly from the couch before coming over to kiss me hard
on the mouth.


“You ready to go mock Brendon?” he asked, and I laughed.


“You’re the one who mocks. I try to hold him back from
beating your ass.”


“He could try,” Beckham said with a laugh, and I shook my
head in response as we turned off all the lights and headed to the bar.


We hadn’t heard from anyone from either of the clubs since
that night a few months ago. My mom would probably call again eventually, just
to annoy me. And I honestly didn’t know what I would say. But I knew that, no matter
what, I wouldn’t be going back. They weren’t after me. Coby would be behind
bars for a good long while. At least, that’s what I hoped. No more appeals for
him. Nobody from the club wanted Beckham back in. Nobody wanted me back. And
while we would always be careful, we had a future with each other. And that’s
what I had to remember. We might be the products of our mistakes, but that
wasn’t the end game. We had more to give.


And as I walked into the bar with the love of my life on my
arm, I knew that I had found my peace. Even in the place I hadn’t been looking,
the exact opposite of where I thought I’d find it.


Aiden and Sienna were off in a corner, yelling at one
another even as they laughed and joked. They were probably fighting over food
or one of their many cats. I loved the way they acted with each other. Violet
and Cameron were already in the booth, having a talk with Dillon and Dillon’s
latest girlfriend. I wasn’t sure what number this was, but apparently, college
life was good for the kid. He was always respectful, but there was no chance
that the romantic at heart would be settling down anytime soon.


Watching Cameron and Violet fall for each other during the
worst times of their lives had been beautiful even as it had been painful. One
day, watching Dillon fall in love would be wonderful, too. I couldn’t wait for
it to happen.


I squeezed Beckham’s hand as we walked over to the bar,
Harmony and Brendon behind the counter, laughing at each other as they worked.


I slowly put my hand over Beckham’s mouth before he could
say anything, and he kissed my fingertips.


“Be nice,” I whispered.


“I’m always nice.”


I raised a brow. No, he wasn’t. But then again, I hadn’t
always been either.


But these people that had made us their family meant
everything to me. Harmony had been given her second chance.


I was coming to realize that maybe we were allowed more than
one chance at happiness. And the man at my side was mine.


We all came from different backgrounds, and with varied
connections, and even though Beckham and I had once been fractured, we were
slowly putting ourselves back together.


The Connollys had taken us in,
even knowing we came from dark places. But then again, so had they.


These people were my peace, my future.


And as I held onto Beckham’s side, laughing at something
Brendon said, I had to remember that this was where the future lay.


No past was required.


I had been taken with him from the first moment I saw him,
and that was something I would never forget.


No past was needed. Only a future paved with our own
choices.


 


* * * *
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Chapter One


 


Liam Montgomery leaned against the wall and did his best to
stay out of the way.  It wasn’t easy
since, like the rest of his family, he was broad and tall and tended to stand
out amongst the crowd—that is, unless the crowd was full of Montgomerys.
Then, he blended in.


Today, however, only a fraction of the Montgomerys
were here—his immediate family—and not what felt like tens of thousands of
cousins, uncles, and aunts that lived in the state. 


Liam looked over the crush of wedding goers as they milled
around with their pre-ceremony drinks and tried to spot his family. The Boulder
Montgomerys had been invited to his friends’ wedding
and had all shown up, which was nice, considering that though they all lived in
the same city, they were rarely in the same place unless there was a family
dinner.


Those didn’t come often these days since they were all
busier than usual, but Liam had a feeling that once his mom saw all her
ducklings in one place, there would be an edict for a dinner sometime soon.


Liam sipped the last of his beer and then looked around for
a tray to set it down on since he was finished. He nodded at an attendant as
they took his bottle and then leaned back against the wall. He never really understood
why someone needed a drink before a wedding unless you were the one getting
married, but he didn’t really mind that he could have a beer while waiting for
everything to start.


“Why are you over here sulking?” Bristol asked as she came
to his side and leaned into him. Liam wrapped his arms around his little sister’s
shoulders and kissed the top of her head. She let out a strangled noise, and he
knew that she was rolling her eyes at him even though he couldn’t see her face
just then.


“Really? Really?” She sounded so annoyed that Liam couldn’t
help but grin.


He turned to face her. “What? You’re my baby sister. I’m
allowed to do things like that.” He reached out to mess with her hair again,
and she pulled away, huffing.


“I’m in my thirties. You don’t have to coddle me and kiss me
on the top of the head like I’m still wearing braids.”


Liam narrowed his eyes and then traced his finger along one
of the tiny braids in her updo. “Um, I beg to differ with the whole braids
thing.”


She glared at him and then flipped him off. “It’s two tiny
little braids in my updo that the hairstylist had fun with. I’m not actually in
pigtails. Stop treating me like a baby.”


“I’m always going to treat you like a baby. Because you’re
my baby sister.”


“You don’t treat Aaron like you do me, and he’s younger than
I am.”


“He might be, and I do treat him like a baby brother. But
you’re still the wee little girl.”


She flipped him off and then winced as their parents’ voices
hit them. “Did I just see you flipping off your brother at a very fancy event?”
Francine Montgomery asked as she came up to stand by them, tapping her daughter
on the nose.


“Surely, we did not,” Timothy Montgomery asserted, holding
back a grin.


Considering that both of Liam’s parents flipped each other off
constantly, as did the rest of the Montgomery family, Liam knew that it was all
bluster. But mothering Bristol or any of them was sort of what their mom did.
And he knew she loved it.


“Liam started it,” Bristol said, and Liam burst out laughing.


“Oh, yes, that’s the mature sister I know and love,” he
added as Bristol punched him in the gut.


He let out an oof and
rubbed his stomach.


“You’re packing a punch there, baby sister,” he muttered.


Bristol coughed and used her hands to cover up the middle finger
she used to flip him off with again.


“I still saw that, young lady. And you shouldn’t hit your
brother like that,” their mother added. Liam just shook his head.


He loved his family, he really did. But, sometimes, it felt
like they were in their own little comedy show outside of the world, a place
where nothing mattered but them. And he was fine with that. They had always
been there for him. They were the true friends and close relatives he’d had all
his life.


Liam was a Montgomery, just like the rest of them. They had
connections and ties that never died, no matter how much they made fun of each
other or flipped each other off. Because they were family, and that’s what
mattered most.


As his brothers came walking in, grinning at him and
Bristol, Liam leaned back against the wall and looked at them all.


Ethan was only a couple of years younger than Liam and
brilliant. He didn’t understand half the things that Ethan talked about when he
spoke about his job, but that didn’t matter. His brother was just that damn
good at everything.


And Aaron? Aaron was brilliant in his own way. He might not be
science and math smart like Ethan, but the art that he created was
breathtaking, and Liam knew it would last into the ages.


Just like Bristol’s music would.


They were all so damn talented and amazing. And while he
sometimes felt a little left behind, he knew he shouldn’t. Because he liked his
job, and he was damn good at it. He’d even liked it when he was a model back in
the day, even though everyone had made fun of him for it.


But it had made him enough money to get him through college.
With some left over to help the rest of his family so nobody ended up in debt.


If he had to deal with being called “pretty boy” and made
fun of for his looks? He’d take it.


And he’d flip off his family as he did.


“What are we doing over here?” Aaron asked, frowning. “Is there
some kind of Montgomery reunion I wasn’t aware of?”


“I’m just so happy that all of our family is together in one
place,” Francine said, sliding in between Liam’s two brothers and wrapping her
arms around their waists. “Y’all are getting so big.”


Liam snorted. “Um, Mom? I think we’ve all gone way past the
whole growing up stage. We’re pretty much as big as we’re gonna
get.”


“I don’t know, Liam, I think Bristol might one day actually
grow up and reach normal height at some point.” Ethan winked and patted Bristol
on the head.


Their baby sister narrowed her eyes and used both fingers
this time, raising them high into the air. She quickly lowered them as Francine
and Timothy glared at her.


“At least try to act like we’re not all heathens,” Timothy
said, although he laughed as he did. “We’re supposed to be the nice family at a
beautiful wedding, not people flipping each other off just because we can. It
gets kind of old after a while.”


“That is true,” Liam added. He was surprised that Bristol
didn’t flip him off again.


“If everyone would stop touching my hair, though, that would
be amazing,” Bristol added.


“Your hair does look lovely, dear,” Francine said, studying
her daughter. “Did Zia do it?”


Liam met his brothers’ gazes and held back a grin.


It didn’t matter how long Zia and Bristol had been broken
up, their mother wanted marriages for her children. And babies. And so, the
fact that Bristol and her ex-girlfriend were still friends always gave Francine
hope.


Besides, it took the attention off the rest of them so they
weren’t constantly being asked when they were going to settle down and find a
nice boy or girl to marry. Liam wasn’t ready for that, and after he had
witnessed all the trouble and heartache that his cousins had gone through in their
marriages, he was okay waiting that out for a little while. He had time. Lots
of time.


The fact that he was thinking all of this at his friends’
wedding wasn’t lost on him. Craig and Cain had been through their own hells,
but were now going to say their vows to each other and then head off into the
sunset, happily married. Maybe they’d eventually adopt a baby because they were
on the right path for that.


Liam was fine on his own road, thank you very much.


“Zia didn’t do my hair, Mom,” Bristol said, and Liam knew
she was holding back a sigh. “She’s not even in town.”


“But did she help you with the style or something? She’s
just so amazing with all her techniques and things. I follow her on Instagram,
you know? She’s getting her own makeup line and everything. Did you know that,
Bristol?”


Zia was an Instagram beauty blogger who was getting her own
product line or something like that. Liam was the one who had introduced her to
Bristol since he used to model with her back in the day. It was still a little
weird to think that his baby sister had exes in her life. He tried not to think
of Bristol as someone who could actually have a relationship. But Zia had been
good. Not right for Bristol, but good.


“I know, Mom. Zia and her boyfriend are out of town on
vacation, though.” Bristol emphasized the word boyfriend, and their
mother’s face fell.


“Oh, I didn’t know she was seeing someone.”


“Has been for a few months now. I think I hear wedding bells.”


“Speaking of wedding bells,” Ethan put in. “We should
probably find our seats, or Craig and Cain will beat the crap out of us for
ruining their wedding.”


“Yeah, we can’t ruin another one,” Aaron put in and then
laughed.


“What wedding have we ruined?”


“I’m sure we ruined a few,” Aaron put in, waving his hand.


Liam laughed and put his arms around Bristol’s shoulders as
they all walked into the seating area. “I’m sure our mere presence does that.
They can’t help but be intimidated by us. We are the Montgomerys,
after all.”


“They’re probably just intimidated by you, pretty boy,”
Ethan said, ducking out of the way as Liam tried to punch him.


“Boys,” their mom said in that voice that had been the same
since they were little. One word and they all stopped.


Even Bristol froze.


“Sorry,” they all mumbled under their breaths and then looked
at each other, grinning.


No, they weren’t kids anymore, nowhere close, actually, but
sometimes, it was good to be near family. Liam took a seat at the end of the
bench with Bristol sitting next to him, and then Ethan, Aaron, and their
parents. Liam had met Cain back in his modeling days, and the two of them had
struck up a friendship that had lasted through the years.


Yeah, Liam had been a teenage model, and it continued into
his twenties. He’d made a shit ton of money but then left that life as quickly
as he could. Somehow, he hadn’t found his way into drugs or too much drinking
or getting a disease from all the women he could have slept with over that
time. A few of his friends back in the day had succumbed to exactly that. It
didn’t matter what decade you were in, it felt like the craze of wanting to do
something bad and be in that circle just kept coming at you.


Liam had then met Craig in his new job. Liam had
been at his agency in New York, meeting his representative for a new book deal
when Craig had come out, muttering about authors and lattes and something else.
Craig had been an intern at the time and was now a full-time editor at Liam’s
publishing house—not his editor since Maisie would never let him go.
Liam had struck up a conversation with Craig when they were both waiting for a
meeting.


Then he’d introduced Craig to Cain, and the two of them had
hit it off.


They’d also come to visit Liam enough times in Colorado that
they had finally bought another home in the Rockies.


And so, they’d decided to get married and have their
ceremony in the mountains of Boulder, rather than in the city on the east
coast.


Liam figured that the couple would probably have another
party out in New York, but that was fine with him. He might just hop on a plane
and fly out there for that, too. He liked the two grooms, and they deserved
this and much more.


However, the way his mother kept looking around at all the
wedding decorations and everything else, he had a feeling that this was simply
one more nail in the coffin of his bachelorhood.


Not that he was actively against getting married, he just
hadn’t found the right person yet. None of the Montgomerys
in this city had.


But his mother was determined to have her way and make sure
that the wedding bells never ceased.


A Montgomery wedding was what she wanted. And, apparently,
it was what she was going to get, no matter the cost.


At least that’s what she had said at their last family
dinner, causing his siblings and him to burst out laughing.


It was like she was waging war, and weddings and babies were
the only way to end it.


Well, she’d have to wait a bit longer. Because today was
about Craig and Cain, not the Montgomerys. Even if it
felt like they were the center of their own world sometimes.


The music started, and Liam just leaned back onto the bench
and looked around. They were outdoors, the sun shining, and the mountains gleaming
against the blue sky. Didn’t matter what season it was, even if it was freezing
outside, the sky could still be blue. And then he figured that a snowstorm or a
thunderstorm would likely come out of nowhere and drench everyone, but they had
these few precious moments. And they were going to take them.


Craig and Cain looked hot as hell in their matching tuxes
and grins. Liam shook his head when Cain dipped Craig into a very intense, very
not-wedding-like kiss.


There were hoots and hollers, mostly by him and his
brothers, and Bristol wiped her tears, laughed, and looked on with the rest of
the crowd as the two men began the next phase of their lives together.


“That was so beautiful,” Francine said, wiping her face. “I
just can’t wait to see what happens at your weddings.”


“Mom,” Liam sighed.


“What? I have four beautiful children, and none of them want
to be married. None of you are actually in relationships. What have I done
wrong?”


“Do you ever feel like she was born in the wrong century?”
Bristol asked, tapping her chin.


“You mean that she’s like a Regency momma, watching her little
ducklings not able to find their duke or their lord at a ballroom?” Ethan
asked.


“Yes, I think we’re all wallflowers here,” Bristol said,
sounding so serious that he almost thought she meant it. Then he looked in her
eyes and saw the laughter.


“There’s nothing wallflower about you, Bristol.”


“Oh, that’s so sweet. Seriously. But again, I don’t really
want to get married right now. You know, I would kind of need a boyfriend or a
girlfriend to make that happen.”


“Well, don’t say that too loudly, or you know Mom will just
fly someone out to find you.” Ethan shook his head and grinned. “I swear she’s
going to start setting us up on blind dates or bringing people to family
dinners if we don’t start pairing off soon.”


“That may be true, but Bristol would be first, right?” Liam
asked quickly.


“Oh, no. I’m not going first. You’re the eldest. You’re the
one who gets to get married.”


“No, don’t the dukes and the sons of dukes get to wait until
their little baby sister is presented for her opening and pushed out into the
real world without a net?” Liam asked and then paused. “Is the word opening?
What is the word?”


“Debut,” Aaron said, and everybody looked at him. “What? I
happen to know a few women who read historical romance.”


They all kept looking.


“Okay, just because Lisa Kleypas
is one of my favorite authors does not mean I lose my man card.”


They all started laughing, and Bristol hugged Aaron hard.


“I think that makes you the best. Because her Wallflower
series is seriously one of my favorites ever.”


“I know, right?” Aaron asked. Liam just looked at Ethan
before they both cracked up laughing.


It was good to be with the family. Good to be smiling and
acting as if they all weren’t sometimes stressed with their jobs or the fact
that their mom really wanted them to settle down. It was good not to think about
anything but being with the people that mattered the most. His family.


The four of them stood off to the side near the outside of
the building where there was some restoration work being done, trying to stay
out of the way. They tended to be loud, and this was about Craig and Cain and their
day, so none of them really wanted to be the center of attention.


Nor did they want to be near the group when ties and garters
were being thrown in place of bouquets.


Liam knew that his mother was probably hunting for them
since the time for the toss was almost upon them, so they were hiding.


A little.


Liam looked up when he heard a scratching sound and frowned.
“What was that?” he said, his voice soft.


“What was what?” Bristol asked, and then her eyes widened.
“Liam!”


Liam looked to the right and then threw himself over his
little sister as the scaffolding that had been right beside them fell. There
was a sharp pain, and a deafening crunch as he heard his little sister scream,
his brothers shout to him, and then he heard no more.


There was only darkness.


Nothing.
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