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Chapter One
‡
LUKE SHULLER WALKED into Grey’s craving violence and whiskey, not necessarily in that order.
His knuckles still throbbed from where he’d landed a solid punch to his ex-best friend Beckett Larson’s face, and his cheek still throbbed from where his friend had returned the favor. But neither burned worse than the rage that was still roaring through his veins.
Beckett was just lucky that Luke hadn’t killed him on the spot. Seeing as the other man was about to be a father. Because he had knocked up Luke’s little sister. Luke had spent his entire life protecting Kaitlin. And in the end it had been a guy who was only around because of Luke who had ruined everything.
Yeah, he really needed that drink. He had gone straight from their fight to pack a bag so that he could head down to Marietta to keep an eye on his sister, to make sure Beckett didn’t do any further damage. He didn’t know what he was going to do, only that he needed to be here.
It was Saturday night so most of the town was hanging out, and most of them had already had a few drinks. Luke could only be envious.
Luke walked up to the bar and slammed his hand down on the wooden surface. “I need some Jack.”
The bartender nodded once and set about pouring the drink, sliding it toward Luke, who in return pushed a few bills in the other man’s direction. He lifted the glass, turning away from the bar, leaning up against it, surveying the room.
He needed something to take the edge off of his rage. Hopefully, the alcohol would dull some of it. Getting laid might help fix the rest. But he was in Marietta, and he didn’t hook up in Marietta. There were too many people here that he knew far too well. Too many people he’d grown up with, or were related to people he’d grown up with, or related to him in some obscure way. It was one reason he liked living in a slightly larger city. Anonymity, he found, was necessary for anonymous hookups.
And here in Marietta, there just wasn’t much in the way of anonymity. Beckett usually preferred anonymous hookups himself. Except in this instance. The bastard. Luke had to wonder if this was retribution for accusing Beckett of theft. But Luke would never have accused Beckett of theft if he weren’t certain that’s what had happened. Beckett was the only one with access to all that stuff in Shuller Automotive. Luke had given him access. Luke had trusted him. More fool him.
He lifted his glass to his lips, relishing the burn of the alcohol as it slid down his throat. He welcomed the pain.
For the same reasons he couldn’t get laid here, he couldn’t really pick a fight either.
Maybe coming home hadn’t been the best idea after all.
Luke looked across the crowded bar, his eyes drawn to a woman sitting in the corner. He couldn’t see her face, just her long blonde hair and hints of an excellent figure, expertly displayed by the tight black dress she was wearing. A dress that was riding up high on very shapely thighs. Unfortunately, the woman was already talking to a man. A cowboy, already drunk, his hat tipped back on his head, his face red as he leaned in close to whisper what Luke doubted were sweet nothings. More like very sexual somethings.
Of course, the fact that she was with someone didn’t really matter. This was still Marietta. And every woman in this bar was still off limits. Unlike Beckett, Luke had some scruples.
The woman shifted in her chair slightly, brushing some of her hair away from her face. And just like that interest turned to recognition.
Melanie Richards.
Basically the only friend he had left in all the world, now that Beckett was dead to him. And she had no call to be out here, in a bar, sitting across from some random dude who was clearly drunk off his ass. The guy grabbed hold of Melanie’s hand, lifted it to his lips. Luke saw Mel’s frame stiffen, her entire body going rigid from her head on down. Too bad her buddy didn’t seem to notice. He tugged her forward, pulling her halfway out of her chair and planting a kiss on her lips.
Before he could stop himself, Luke was across the room. He’d gotten his drink. He supposed now it might be time for the violence.
He reached down, grabbing the guy’s shirt collar and wrenching him away from his friend’s lips. “I think you’re done here.”
The guy stood up, his expression furious. The fury dampened a bit when he realized that Luke was a good head taller than he was. Good. “We’re on a date,” the other man slurred.
“Not anymore you’re not.”
Melanie scrambled out of her chair, almost knocking it over in her haste. “Luke, what are you doing? What are you doing here?”
“I’m being chivalrous.”
“Why are you being chivalrous here? And at me?”
“You needed chivalry, obviously. Aren’t I allowed to come visit?” He crossed his arms over his chest, keeping his eyes on Melanie’s “date”.
“You’re allowed, but it’s weird. And also, I don’t need your help.”
He whirled around, looking at her fully for the first time. His heart slammed hard against his rib cage, his mouth going dry. He would love to blame the alcohol but it took a lot more than half a drink to make him feel like the floor was tilting beneath his feet. Still, the fact remained the floor had definitely tilted beneath his feet.
He’d just seen Melanie last month at his younger sister, Sierra’s wedding, and then again a couple weeks ago when she’d come in to Bozeman to visit her grandmother and stopped by to see him. Both times she had looked very much like…well, like Melanie. Blonde hair in a braid or ponytail, maybe a little bit of lip gloss, and some sensible outfit that could most definitely be worn in church.
The dress Melanie was currently wearing would get her sent to confession, along with half the men in the room.
Bless me, Father, for impure thoughts abound.
The insubstantial garment clung to her curves like a second skin, molding itself to curves that were a bit more generous than he’d realized. She was wearing mascara too, and some kind of gold eyeshadow that made her eyes look impossibly large and blue. Then he found himself staring at her mouth. It was temptation red if he’d ever seen it. Like a piece of forbidden fruit that obsessed a man with the need to taste it the moment he set eyes on it.
If he didn’t know better he would think she was trying to attract attention. But Mel didn’t do that. So it was impossible.
“You obviously do need my help. Hey, buddy,” he said to drunk-ass cowboy, “get out of here.”
“You her husband?”
“Yeah.” Luke crossed his arms over his chest and gave the guy his meanest stare. Which, he had a feeling was pretty damn mean tonight.
“No, he’s not,” Melanie said.
But the other guy had already put his hands up, and was backing away. “Hey, I don’t want to get in the middle of anything.” He mumbled his parting words, then turned and stumbled the other direction.
“What a hero,” Luke muttered. Feeling pretty annoyed that he hadn’t even been able to throw a punch.
Mel stared after the would-be Romeo for a moment, before whirling around to face Luke, her expression thunderous. “What. The. Hell.”
“I think the words you’re looking for are thank you.”
“I am not thankful that you got rid of him. I’ve been looking for a guy to take home with me all night. Joel was looking really promising. And you chased him off!”
Now the floor didn’t feel like it was tilting, it was just gone. Like the bar had split open, revealing a cavern beneath, ready to swallow Luke whole. “Excuse me?”
“Well, why did you think I was here? It wasn’t to learn how to line dance.”
“I don’t even know what to say to you right now.”
Melanie was… Not this woman. Melanie was fragile. Damaged by a past with her abusive father. Cautious. Melanie was someone he lived to protect. From the moment he’d first seen her at her grandmother’s house, a skinny twelve-year-old with too serious eyes and bruises on her arms, he’d wanted to shield her from the entire world. Which was why he’d gone straight to her aid when that drunk jackass had grabbed hold of her.
“Why do you sound angry? I didn’t screw up your chances of getting some tonight.”
Molten heat pooled in his gut. “Outside. Now.”
She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, pushing the already accentuated body parts into greater prominence. “No.”
Later, much later, Luke would realize that tonight would be talked about as the night Luke Shuller threw Melanie Richards over his shoulder and carried her out of Grey’s like she was a ten pound sack of potatoes. But in the moment he wasn’t thinking of notoriety. He wasn’t thinking much at all. So, when he bent down and grabbed ahold of her bare thighs, hefting her over his shoulder, then straightening and heading for the door while she struggled, he didn’t much think about the people around them, or how his actions would spread through the town gossip chain like fire on dry brush.
Even if he had realized, he wasn’t sure he would have given a damn.
“What the hell are you doing?” she shouted.
He ignored her. She kept shouting, and he kept ignoring, all the way out onto the street.
When they were outside the bar, he lowered Mel back onto her feet, backing her up against the brick wall of the building, planting his hand beside her head. “Do you want to tell me what the hell is going on?”
She froze for a second, then lifted her hands, resting her palms flat on his chest. A sharp pop of heat and electricity assaulted him, immobilizing him for a moment. Then she shoved him backward, and he went, shocked by the action. “I think I’m the one that should be asking that question. What are you doing here, Luke?”
He thought back to the fight with Beckett, to the revelations about Kaitlin. He gritted his teeth and swallowed hard. “Just here. Visiting.”
“You look like you got punched in the face.”
“Because I did get punched in the face.”
“Are you on a bar fight tour? Punching your way through Marietta’s nightlife.”
“No. Stop changing the subject. What were you thinking, picking up some guy in a bar? You’re smarter than that.”
Her expression turned fierce. “You’ve never picked up a woman in a bar?”
He sputtered. “That’s different. The odds of a woman taking advantage of me are a lot lower than some guy taking advantage of you.”
“I’m in the market to be taken advantage of, Shuller.” She pushed away from the wall, the motion drawing his attention to just how impossibly long her legs looked in that dress and high heel combination. He hadn’t even known Melanie owned clothes like that. “Sorry if that bothers you.” She paused for a moment, a crease appearing between her brows. “Actually, not sorry.”
“You don’t do things like this,” he said again, hearing the helpless frustration in his own voice.
“I know. That’s the point. I’ve never done anything like this, and I want to. I am tired of hiding. I’m not going to do it anymore.” She took a deep breath. “Everyone else does this stuff. Everyone else acts normal. Not me. I am twenty-eight years old and I’m still paralyzed by things that happened to me more than a decade ago. I’m done. This is me, moving on.”
“This is not how you move on.”
“You don’t get to make that decision for me, Luke.”
“Bullshit.”
“Yes, you’re right. This is bullshit!” And then she whirled around on her stilettos and started to sashay away from him. He imagined she was aiming for a stomp, but the heels on her shoes prevented it.
Without thinking whether or not he should, he reached out and grabbed her arm.
*
MELANIE WAS PRETTY sure a blood vessel in her head was going to explode, and then she was going to bleed out on the main street of Marietta, Montana in a dress that made her look like she was—as her grandmother would put it—hawking her wares.
But dammit all, it was time for her wares to be bought. They were dusty. And unused. Mint-condition, in original box.
And Luke Freaking Shuller of all freaking people had no right to stop her from trying to change that. Years of pining. Damn years. And finally, finally, she was ready to move on. From her pointless feelings for him. From her paralyzing fear of men and relationships and sex.
But now he was here, telling her she couldn’t do this. That she had to stop.
Right. When he was getting laid regularly, and she had to stand around bearing witness while getting none of the laid herself.
Un. Fair.
“Get your hands off me, Luke, or so help me God…”
“You’ll get yourself thrown over my shoulder again and carted off? You can’t do anything to me.”
Rage flooded through her. “You’re going to use physical intimidation against me? Original.”
He released his hold on her like she she’d suddenly turned into molten metal, then took a giant step back. She felt guilty now, which was stupid. He was being a tool. But she knew he wasn’t going to hurt her, and she shouldn’t have implied it.
“I’m not trying to intimidate you. I just…Mel, come on. This isn’t you. You’re smarter than this. You know how to protect yourself.”
Yes, she did. Protecting herself was all she knew. She’d spent the first thirteen years of her life curled inward, fending off attacks both emotional and physical. She’d realized recently she’d never shed the habit. Not even after leaving her parents’ home in Idaho to come to Montana to live with her grandmother.
She’d cradled her fear, held it close. Fed and coddled it like a pet. Trained it and used it as her guard dog. Her fear had been her safety all her life.
So yeah, Luke was right. She did know better. But she was sick of knowing better. Of treating herself like she was a damaged victim in need of protection and shelter.
“This is what people do, Luke. It’s normal.”
“Not for you,” he ground out.
“Right. Because I’m a wounded sparrow.”
“Yes!”
The word settled between them, and she let it. Just let it sit there. Ugly and mean and exactly why she had to change.
Apparently, it wasn’t only her who saw herself that way, it was the people around her. She couldn’t even really blame Luke. She’d let him protect her. He’d been all too willing. But it had to stop.
“I’m not wounded, dammit,” she said, her brows locking together. “I am not. I’m a woman, if you hadn’t noticed.” He hadn’t. She knew he hadn’t. She’d tried, with much futility, at his sister, Sierra’s wedding last month to see if there was even the slightest chance that he might have actually noticed and…no.
Of course, if any other woman had taken him out back at the wedding venue, and offered him a little spiked punch and conversation as the sun dipped behing the mountains, he would have had her flat on her back in five minutes.
But not her. Not Melanie.
No matter how she’d angled her head, and looked down, and flicked her hair and thrust her boobs out, he’d seemed completely oblivious.
Then she’d gone to the garage for lunch a few weeks later only to see some skanky ho in a mini skirt and heels stumbling in from the apartment attached to the shop, looking tumbled and disheveled and still a little buzzed from the night before.
Mel had realized then and there that she would never be the skanky ho. At least not Luke’s skanky ho.
Which meant moving on. Really moving on and not just waiting for things to change with the aid of pixie dust that didn’t fucking exist.
“I’m going back inside,” she said, sticking her chin out and crossing her arms. “And I’m going to find a guy.”
“What? To screw you?”
When he put it like that, it sounded a little crude. But she was open to a little crude after all the years of wrapping herself carefully in cotton wool and bubble wrap. She lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug. “Yeah.”
“No.” He turned and reached out, grabbing the handle on the passenger door of the black muscle car that was parked against the curb, jerking it open. “Get your ass in the car.”
It was on the tip of her tongue to say ‘make me’ but at this point she figured he just might.
In all honesty, there weren’t really any guys back in Grey’s that she even wanted to tongue kiss, much less get naked with.
She looked at Luke, long, tall and sexy in well-fitted jeans and a tight black T-shirt. His dark eyes were glittering with rage, his normally sharp cheekbones and square jaw cut into even sharper relief by the hard light from the bar clashing with the velvet night.
He looked…like Luke, familiar and warm and everything she’d ever wanted in a man. And also, not like Luke.
He seemed edgier. Darker. The bruise staining the skin around his eye, the barely restrained violence in his posture…
It should make her want to run away from him. But it didn’t. No, the difference fascinated her. Tempted her.
To move closer. To try again.
To make it clear that she wanted something more from him than his overprotective BFF routine.
But that was the fruity drinks talking. She’d had a couple tonight. A little liquid courage to help with Mission Virginity Loss.
For all the good it had done. She just felt dizzy and annoyed.
“Get. In. The. Car,” he repeated.
And since the only man she wanted was standing out here, and there was nothing for her back in there, she obeyed.



Chapter Two
‡
MELANIE SHIFTED IN her seat, making sure her shoulder strap was in the appropriate position. Then she tugged the skirt on her dress down so that it covered a little more of her thighs. What had felt fine, even exciting, back in the bar, now just felt self-conscious sitting in the car with Luke.
She was so aware. Of every bit of bare skin. Of how tight the material was. Of just how hard he must think she was trying. Because she was trying hard. And of course Luke would know that. He knew how she usually looked. And pretty much had zero reaction to it.
He’d had a reaction to this. But it wasn’t exactly the reaction she’d always hoped for.
Of course, another man had been touching her.
Luke didn’t seem like he was jealous, though. He just seemed like he’d gone into some fugue caveman state where he disregarded the rules of polite society, while forgetting that women were full-fledged people and not objects at the same time.
“Where are you taking me?” She tried to look out the window, but the blur of buildings glowing in the streetlights made her dizzy.
Thanks, alcohol.
“I’m staying at the motel just out of town.”
Melanie rolled her eyes. “Classy.”
“I’m on a budget, Mel.”
“You’re taking me back to your motel?”
“Didn’t you want to go home with a guy tonight?”
“Not with you,” she said through gritted teeth. The annoying thing was, that was a lie. Part of her had always wanted to go home with Luke. From the first moment she’d understood what that meant.
It had been a jarring realization for teenage Mel. Luke had always been a safe space, the only man she’d ever trusted. But once those churning, shaky, stomach-tightening, knee-wobbling, attraction feelings had been introduced things had gotten a little bit difficult on her end.
So yeah, the past decade of their friendship, really. She’s been a late bloomer when it had come to men, thanks to her past. But good Lord, if her Luke feelings had started any earlier she would have imploded by now. Of course, had she been normal, she wouldn’t be a twenty-eight-year-old virgin with nothing but sweaty dreams about her best friend to count as sexual experience.
Had she been normal, she probably would have gone out and found a man who was actually interested in her a lot longer ago.
Now that she finally had, Luke was here meddling.
“Just take me home,” she mumbled, feeling suddenly sleepy and a little bit ill.
“I am exhausted. I’m not driving you all the way out to the cabin.”
“My car is at the bar,” she said, knowing she sounded like she was whining now.
“I imagine you were going to ditch it anyway. At least take a cab, right? Because you’ve had some drinks.”
Well, he wasn’t wrong. About either thing.
They turned the corner, taking the road that led away from the main part of town, and out toward the main highway. They passed by the gun mart and the gas station, continuing on until the faint lights of town faded.
The longer they drove, the more clearly Melanie realized neither of them had a plan. Luke had no clue what he was doing right now, and Melanie hadn’t had any idea of what she was doing all night. Not from the moment she’d sat down at that table with that guy – Joel. For some reason remembering his name seemed unimportant – to the moment Luke had carried her out of the bar, and demanded she get in his car.
There was a little alcove where the trees thinned, a fluorescent security light shining down on a nearly vacant parking lot. A tall, faded sign bearing the name Grizzly Lodge was clearly visible thanks to the bright green neon outlining the words.
“Very nice, Shuller. A real palace.”
“Probably where you would have ended up if you would have gone home with that drunk-ass cowboy.”
She cringed internally, because he was probably right.
As if on cue, a cab pulled into the lot, parking across the way from them. And when the first passenger got out, she saw that it was indeed Joel. He was not hurting for company. A redhead got out of the other side and Melanie gritted her teeth in frustration. That woman was getting Melanie’s sex, and all Melanie was getting was a lecture.
“Look at that. See what I mean? He didn’t exactly respect you.”
Melanie rolled her eyes and let out a growl. “You’re assuming I wanted him to.”
“Out of the car. Now.”
She undid her seatbelt and slammed it against the side of the car with a bit more ferocity than was necessary, then she got out, slamming the door behind her. She heard Luke’s door close behind hers.
He said nothing as he stopped at the nearest bright red door, taking a key out of his pocket and jiggling it in the lock, pushing it open and extending his arm as though he were a gentleman magnanimously allowing her first entry into a grand suite.
She stomped past him, her high heels sinking into the faded, tacky-looking carpet, causing her to pitch sideways. For the second time that night, Luke grabbed her by the arm, holding her upright. He closed the door behind them, doing up the deadbolt, his hand still wrapped around her arm.
“You can let go of me.” She proceeded to lean against him while she reached down and grabbed hold of the heel of her shoe, taking it off, then repeating the motion with the other one.
“Okay, now let go of me,” she said, stumbling as she straightened.
“How drunk are you?” He looked furious now.
She squinted. “I’m not drunk. I only had three drinks.” Now that the anger was fading, she felt a little bit lightheaded, though. “And they were pretty drinks.”
“Have you ever had three drinks in one sitting in your life, Melanie Richards?”
“No. No I haven’t. And you know what else? I’ve never had sex.” The words just sort of exploded from her, with no thought or reason. She spun around and sat on the bed, falling backward on the pine tree-covered comforter.
Luke made a sound that hovered somewhere between a groan and a growl. “Why are we talking about this?”
“Because you like…cock blocked me.” She opened her eyes and looked up just in time to see a blanket floating up in the air, settling over her, from the top of her head down to her feet. “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice muffled by the fabric.
“You are going to sleep. You’re going to not talk to me anymore. You’re going to share no more personal information with me whatsoever. Sleep.”
“You are”—she fought to get out of the blanket, gasping for fresh air when she found it—“ornery tonight.”
“And you are helpless tonight.”
“I’m not.” She was sleepy though. Maybe she was a little bit more sauced than she’d given herself credit for. Everything had seemed perfectly clear in the bar, and after that, anger had provided a buffer between herself and the booze. But now all the adrenaline was wearing off and she just felt deflated. She had tried to do something big. And she had done nothing instead.
“Go to sleep, little girl. I’ll yell at you more in the morning.”
Luke crossed over to the faded, threadbare sofa against the back wall of the room and plopped down, kicking his boots off, putting his hands behind his head. She couldn’t help but admire his silhouette, couldn’t help but stare at the muscles in his biceps as he ran his fingers through his dark brown hair. He sighed heavily.
“You don’t have to sleep over there,” she said, feeling her face heat. “I don’t want to take your bed.”
He froze, arching one dark brow. “I think I’ll stay over here.”
She wasn’t entirely sure if she’d been propositioning him just then, or if she was being nice. The restless ache between her thighs, and the heaviness in her breasts told her she was probably propositioning him. Why did she still want Luke? It was so patently clear he didn’t want her. And making any kind of overt move would only compromise their friendship. If not kill it dead.
“You don’t have to.” She wanted to stuff the edge of the blanket into her mouth to make herself shut up.
“Yeah, I do.” His voice sounded strained, weird.
“Why?”
Silence settled between them. “Go to sleep, Mel.”
She was on the verge of opening her mouth to tell him she couldn’t, when a deep heaviness settled over her. She was only going to close her eyes for a couple of seconds. And then she was going to tell him exactly what she thought of all of his commands.
*
LUKE DID THE very meanest thing he could think to do the next morning. He threw the curtains back, letting the early morning sunlight flood the tiny hotel room. But he was sore, he was grumpy, and he felt very much like taking it out on Mel. She was, after all, the cause of a good deal of his problems.
“Wake up, sleeping beauty.”
She curled more deeply into a ball beneath the thin, knitted blanket he had thrown on top of her last night, her blonde hair tangled up over her face.
She made a snorting noise and rolled onto her back, strands of hair stuck to her lips. She looked like a cautionary tale, and his body should respond accordingly. Or at least, should respond like it was looking at a friend and not a potential playmate. Sadly, neither was the case.
“Melanie,” he said, increasing the volume of his voice. “Mel!”
She startled, pushing her hair off her face, and opening her eyes. Then she grimaced, squeezing them shut tight again and rolling back to her side, burying her face in the bedspread. “Ow.”
“The morning after isn’t all that pretty, is it?”
“Why are you talking?”
“Because I’m a mean son of a bitch who spent the night on a couch.” After he’d felt the curves of her body pressed against him as he’d carried her out of the bar, after she had expressed anguish over not getting to hook up, and after she had told him that she was a virgin. He deserved a medal. A gold-plated one. No, a solid gold one that he could melt down into currency and pay off all his debt with.
A man who had been struggling with an inappropriate attraction to his best friend—a best friend who needed protection, not penetration—should not have to know things like that.
Though, he’d had a feeling she was probably mostly untouched. He knew her. He knew that she didn’t exactly date. Knew that she didn’t go out to bars, knew that she had a lot of hangups where relationships were concerned. But he didn’t think about it. He tried as hard as he could not think about her in those terms.
Trying was not always succeeding, but he did try.
“You’re not mean,” she said.
He grabbed hold of her blanket, and pulled it from her body. She squeaked, and curled up more tightly until he could see a fair bit more of her leg than he imagined she wanted him to. “Care to revise that opinion?”
She slid toward the edge of the bed, her black skirt rising up to a dangerous point. And he shouldn’t be watching with keen interest, that was certain. He should look away.
He didn’t. He would consider it recompense for the night on the couch that he was absolutely too tall for.
She rubbed her eyes, smearing her already smeared eye makeup in an even more exaggerated fashion. She looked like a bleary raccoon just making her way out of a burrow.
“Oh yeah. I forgot about last night. You’re a jackass.” She rolled her shoulders forward and grimaced as she tilted her head to the side. “And also you took my blanket.”
“Yeah. Well. It’s nine in the morning.”
“Oh, damn!”
“Yeah.”
“I have cake stuff,” she said, leaning forward and pinching the bridge of her nose.
“I imagine the cake can wait.”
“Bleh. I feel like I licked the inside of your boot.”
He snorted. “Yeah. Well, you can’t use my toothbrush so we better get your barely-covered ass home so you can use your own.”
She stood, wobbling slightly as she walked over to the door, where she’d discarded her shoes last night. She clumsily, and not very modestly, put the shoes back on, and he did his best to keep from taking in the whole show on offer.
His best, it turned out, wasn’t all that good.
“Let’s go,” she mumbled, unlocking the front door and opening it.
When the sunlight filtered in, she recoiled like a vampire, and he couldn’t help but laugh at her. She was a lightweight. Who’d probably never been remotely hungover before.
Considering the torment she’d put him through the past eight hours or so, he felt like he was owed at least a moment to relish her discomfort.
“Are you cold?” he asked. He could only enjoy her discomfort for so long.
“A little.”
The sun in Montana was still a little bit thin in May, not quite managing to warm the chilly mountain air around them. “Okay, hang on.” He reached toward the side table by the door and grabbed his leather jacket. Then he joined her outside, holding it out toward her. She just stared at it like he was offering her a headless lizard. “I’m trying to be chivalrous, dammit. Don’t make it so difficult.”
“What?”
He let out a heavy sigh and walked toward her, then behind her, draping the jacket over her shoulders. “See? Chivalry.”
“Thanks.” She opened the passenger door of his car and got inside.
He waited a moment before joining her, taking a breath of fresh air before he committed to breathing Melanie-scented air for the next few minutes. He closed the door and jammed his key in the ignition, starting the engine.
He kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, but he heard her shifting in the seat next to him. “Oh my gosh!”
He looked over at her, and saw that she was examining her reflection in the mirror on the sun shade. “This is why they call it the walk of shame, Mel.” He put the car in reverse and pulled out of his parking space. “Clothes from the night before, in the woman’s case, makeup running halfway down her face, hair pointing every which way. And just think, if I hadn’t grabbed you out of Grey’s last night you would have been waking up with a total stranger looking like this. Except, probably naked.”
He kept his eyes on the road as he pulled out of the driveway and headed back toward town, but he saw Melanie fold in half in her seat, her head between her knees. “Don’t remind me.”
“Yeah, the broad light of day has a way of showing all the flaws from the night before. Lucky for you, you didn’t make a huge mistake. Because of me.”
“I wanted to make the mistake.”
He gritted his teeth. “Really? Even this morning, you still stand by that?”
“Yes.”
“See you were going to… You can’t do that, Mel. Your virginity is a big deal. You can’t just give it to some random guy in a bar.”
“That is exactly the right person to give it to!” She exploded. “I’m not looking to get married right now. But I need to not be some scared, awkward little freak, who jumps every time she sees her shadow. I’ve let my past become bigger than anything in the present. It’s not right. It’s not normal. I just wanted to deal with it and move on. I want to start dating. I want to be normal.”
“Why would you want to be normal? You’re better than normal. You’re you.”
She made a scoffing sound. “Well, better than normal means thoroughly untouched and more than a little bit lonely.”
For a full ten seconds he didn’t know how to respond. Mainly because he could see nothing wrong with her remaining untouched. He didn’t like to think of Melanie as a sexual being. Though, this seemed to be the week for experiencing uncomfortable revelations about the women in his life. Melanie was out in a mini skirt trying to hook up, Kaitlin was pregnant.
Oh, fuck. Kaitlin was pregnant. He had allowed himself to be diverted by the Melanie crisis last night. Frankly, he needed the diversion. Because if he dwelled too long on the Kaitlin crisis he would lapse into some kind of rage, and literally kill Beckett.
He couldn’t really see a downside to that right now, but he imagined later he might.
“I’ll take you back to get your car,” he said, needing the subject to change. Badly.
“Thanks.”
They made the rest of the ride back to town in silence, and Luke was grateful. He wasn’t quite sure when his life had turned completely upside down, or why, he only knew that it had. He was pretty sure it had started sometime around Sierra’s wedding. First of all, his youngest sister had gotten married. There was something slightly wrong about that. As far as he was concerned, she was barely out of diapers. But, given that Sierra had always been a wild child, it was a relief to have her settled in many ways.
Of course, he knew now that it was at the wedding that Beckett had made his move on Kaitlin.
Then there had been that strange moment with Mel. Out back in the field behind the building Sierra’s reception had been in. He’d been drinking a beer, settled back against the top rail of the fence watching the party through a window, watching his little sister dance wearing a bridal gown, when he was pretty damn sure he’d been watching her dance around playing dress-up in a princess dress just yesterday. Melanie had come out to join him and there had been this moment… Insanity, that was all that could explain it. Some kind of weird, emotional breakdown that happened because his baby sister had pledged her whole life to a guy that Luke had always thought was kind of a douchebag.
Whatever it was, there had been this moment where the reception had kind of gone fuzzy, the lights blurring out, the music seeming to fade away completely. Melanie had looked at him, and he knew that she hadn’t meant anything by it. Not Melanie. Mel, who had been his to protect from the moment he’d first seen her. And not just because her grandmother had commanded it. Still, even though he knew that hadn’t been an invitation etched onto her beautiful face, his body had taken it as one. And for one completely crazy moment he’d nearly leaned in and closed the distance between their lips.
Then he’d remembered who he was. Who she was. And he’d gotten a grip on himself just in time.
But after that she’d been invading his dreams in a way she never had before. Ever since then other women just hadn’t appealed. He’d gone as far as to bring a woman back to his apartment in Bozeman. They’d both been drunk, and ultimately, he just hadn’t been in the mood. He’d let her crash for the night though, because he was a gentleman even when he was kind of being a pig. Of course, that was the day Melanie had shown up to have lunch with him, and he knew that she’d seen the woman—whatever her name had been—leaving his house. He hadn’t figured it would matter much to her, but just in case she’d felt that strange tension between them at the wedding, he’d figured it was for the best that she thought he’d moved on from it.
Of course, that was before he realized she was attempting to hook up with a random stranger. Attempting to lose her virginity to a random stranger.
He had to stop fixating on that.
He spotted Melanie’s blue truck across the street from Grey’s and he pulled up behind her. “Well, I guess I’ll see you later.” He had no idea how long he was going to be in town. Until he was sure Beckett wasn’t going to do irreparable damage. Or, more accurately until Beckett had finished up the irreparable damage already done.
Someone would have to be here to clean up after him. And it would be Luke.
His parents would be as supportive as they could be. But he imagined they would take to the idea of Kaitlin having a baby out of wedlock even worse than they took the bombshell that he would be opening up his own garage. And they’d taken that pretty badly. You would’ve thought he’d murdered somebody rather than opting to skip college to go into the workforce.
He was a damn entrepreneur, and they were still angry at him for taking the hard road when they felt they’d spent years doing that so he didn’t have to. He couldn’t imagine how angry they would be with Kaitlin. The fact that it was Beckett’s baby would only make things worse. They blamed Beckett for a good portion of Luke’s not going to college. After all, Beckett had owned a stake in Shuller Automotive until recently. He was an accomplice as far as Luke’s mom and dad were concerned.
He couldn’t think about that just now.
“See you,” she said, opening the passenger door and getting out.
Before she could shut it, Luke reached across the car and held it open with his hand. “I’m going to be in town for a while, Mel. If I catch you down here again trying any more stupid shit, I’m going to carry you right back out again.”
She frowned and slammed the door shut, and he only just managed to get his hand out of the way in time. He watched her walk to her truck, and he realized quite a few of the shop owners were watching her too. He’d hazard a guess that they knew who she was. Hell, half of them probably knew who he was too. The odds of the rumor mill starting to churn were high.
Perfect. That was all he needed.
He waited until she’d gotten into her truck, started it, and pulled away from the curb.
Now that Melanie was handled, he had his family to deal with.



Chapter Three
‡
MELANIE HAD HEARD it said that Hell was other people. She felt it was a little harsh to cast such a wide net over the entire human race. Melanie had an alternate theory: Hell was brides.
Perfectly nice, normal women transformed into beings of rage and woe the moment an engagement ring was slipped onto their finger. Then suddenly they started breathing fire, leaving scorch marks in their wake.
But, it wasn’t Melanie’s job to judge those women. Or dislike those women. It was her job to smile, make cakes for those women, and collect their money.
Though, if stock standard brides were from the lake of fire, celebrity brides transformed into Beelzebub himself.
Melanie had been fielding orders from quite a few celebrity brides of late. Her at-home cake business had expanded well beyond the small town of Marietta, Montana and had gone out into the rest of the United States. Thanks to a feature on Food Network when one of the shows had gone through the state, that had been followed by a segment on the Travel Channel then another on an entertainment network’s celebrity weddings program after she’d picked up her first major client – a reality TV star whose marriage had lasted less time than it had taken her to frost the damn cake – Melanie had been up to her eyeballs in more business than she could possibly take. Which made her appear exclusive. Which only made her orders increase.
She shipped cakes far and wide. And sometimes, her clients shipped her to the location when they wanted something more elaborate. Other than occasional all-expenses-paid travel, she was able to work from home and bake in her sweatpants, formulating new and exciting flavor combinations and making her own schedule. Like, today, she was able to start late since she’d crashed out at a dingy roadside motel and had spent a couple hours thereafter feeling like death as she recovered from her first ever hangover, and dealing with the horror of what had transpired the night before, both with Joel, the Drunken Cowboy, and Luke.
But hey, she made her own schedule. So whatever. Who cared if she was squinty and dire at work? Or if she was late. No one. She was her own boss.
For those perks, she would put up with just about anything.
And did. And was gearing up to deal with the epic hardship that was working with Nancy Parsons, former Marietta girl turned Hollywood superstar, and her equally famous fiancé, Jared Lovell.
The order for the cake, and the many cakes, and cupcakes, was maddeningly specific while also being vague. Rustic elegance, new flavor combinations that were also classic. But none of that was new in Melanie’s world. That was just life with brides.
She had a month to experiment with different concepts, and she had been paid enough that she had very little else she needed to work on during the timeframe. So, all in all, she couldn’t complain.
The biggest perk of working for a celebrity bride was that she was far too busy to communicate directly. There were assistants for that kind of thing. Assistants to professionally soothe the egos of their bosses and to help make them more palatable for the masses.
That meant that Melanie would be able to work largely undisturbed. Which was how she liked it.
She crossed the length of her kitchen, taking her red and white apron off of its hook, and put it on, wandering over to her wall of shelves lined with gallon Mason jars filled with dry ingredients. She kept multiple kinds of flours on hand to accommodate the special dietary needs of her clients. Almond flour, coconut flour oat flour, rice flour, and even standard all-purpose flour.
She would be utilizing a few different kinds to make gluten-free and paleo cakes, and some standard cakes for Nancy’s wedding. The weird-ass cakes always required a little bit of extra experimentation. Just to get the consistency down perfectly. Different flavors and alternate ingredients added or subtracted moisture which could throw everything off.
She was looking forward to trying the gluten-free sweet potato cupcakes with toasted marshmallow frosting. Possibly insane, but she wouldn’t know unless she tried. Which meant lots of taste testing and eating icing straight out of the bowl.
Really, her job was awesome. Which made up for her personal life being lame. Most of the time.
Of course, her aim was to get both her personal life and work life in order. Stupid Luke.
Heat flooded her face as she remembered everything that had happened last night. Luke had carried her out of Grey’s over his shoulder like she was a sack of potatoes. And then this morning he had driven her back into town in the same dress she’d been wearing the night before and…
She leaned forward, pressing her head against the cool surface of the countertop. She knew what people would think. Everyone in town knew Luke. Everyone knew her. Everyone also knew that they were just friends, so no doubt what had been witnessed by all and sundry last night, and this morning, would be taken in with great interest.
There was a knock on the door and Mel turned her head, frowning. Then she pushed up from the counter, straightening as she crossed the kitchen and moved through the living area, toward the front of the cabin.
She stretched up onto her tiptoes and looked out the window, groaning when she saw Luke’s handsome face through the glass. He was probably here to apologize. After all, carrying her out of the bar had been a little bit over the top, even for him. He was overprotective on a good day, but that had been ridiculous.
She took a deep breath and opened the door. “I’m surprised to see you.”
He shrugged. “I told you I would be around.”
She stepped out of the doorway, allowing him entry. “Yes, you did. You didn’t say why.”
“I know. We were a little busy.”
Something about the way he said that felt heavy with meaning that didn’t exist. They hadn’t been busy, busy. Last night, nothing had happened beyond the two of them falling asleep in separate locations in the motel room.
“If by busy you mean ‘drunk and angry,’ then sure.”
“I wasn’t drunk,” he said. “One shot is not going to put me under the table.”
“No, but it did seem to put me over your shoulder.”
“That had nothing to do with the alcohol and everything to do with your terrible decision making, which, I realize, was slightly connected to alcohol.”
“Nope,” she said, crossing her arms and pushing her hip out to the side, “hate to disappoint you, Shuller, but I made that decision sober.”
“You don’t want me to know that shit, Mel. I’ll roll you up in bubble wrap and stick you in your bedroom until you start behaving yourself again.”
“Um…excuse me, asshole, I’m twenty-eight. Not eighteen. Not eight. I’m a grown woman and I will make my own damn decisions, even if they’re bad, and you’ll deal with it. Or you won’t. But they aren’t your decisions so it isn’t your choice.”
“Is there something in the water around here?” he asked, his voice a growl. “Could you ladies maybe look for your independence somewhere other than in a random dude’s pants?”
“I’m sorry…what?”
“Nothing,” he said.
“Okay, seriously.” She planted her hands on her hips. “What is your problem?”
Luke started to pace the length of the living area. “Who says I have a problem?”
“Um. Your posture. Your every mannerism. The words you’re speaking. The bruise on your cheek. What happened, Luke?”
He paused. “Beckett punched me in the face.”
Melanie blinked. “Beckett? Beckett Larson. Beckett Larson punched you in the face.” Beckett was Luke’s best friend and business partner. Though, the two had had a bit of a falling out a month or so ago. Still, she’d thought they were dealing with that. And not with fisticuffs.
“Yeah, well, you should see him.”
“He looks worse?”
Luke cleared his throat. “Well, he looks the same.”
It was obvious to Melanie she was going to have to drag the story out of him. “Okay, why did Beckett punch you in the face?”
“Because I punched him in the face.”
“Luke, my kingdom for a deeper explanation.” Unsurprisingly, she got nothing. She sighed. “It may have escaped your notice but you’re twenty-eight, Luke. You aren’t thirteen. Solving your problems with your fists is frowned upon in civilized society. Also, carrying women out of bars isn’t acceptable in polite society, while we’re at it.”
“Good thing this is Montana.”
“Ha. Ha ha.” She gave him her most deeply unamused look.
He tried his best sheepish smile on her, and she refused to return it. She was still mad at him. “Do you have cake?” he asked.
“Does the forest have trees?”
“I would rather have cake right about now. I don’t want to get pine needles in my teeth.”
“Come on.” She turned and walked back through the modest entryway and into the kitchen. When her grandmother had moved into a retirement community in Bozeman, she’d left the house to Melanie. It had been the best gift Melanie had ever received. This cozy little cabin on the outskirts of Marietta had been the first place she’d ever felt safe.
She walked back into the kitchen and flicked the switch on her electric kettle, heating water to make a French press since she knew Luke wouldn’t want cake without coffee. In that, they were of one mind. A comforting thing, since right now she felt like she didn’t even know him.
“Okay, Luke. It’s story time. And if you’d like to build in an explanation for your caveman behavior last night, I’ll take it.”
“I don’t think I owe you an explanation,” he said, walking toward the covered platter at the far end of the island, lifting the glass dome and examining the cake that was beneath it. There was a quarter of chocolate with chocolate frosting with ganache drizzled over the top and about a third of a raspberry hazelnut cake with little meringues on top of the frosting. Luke eyed them both. “Are either of these gluten free?”
“No.”
“Good.” He walked over to the far cabinet and pulled out a plate before going back to the platter and slicing himself a piece of the chocolate.
“My gluten-free cake is fantastic. You would never even be able to tell the difference.”
“I beg to differ.”
“Well, I beg you tell me why the hell you punched Beckett Larson in the face.” She crossed her arms and leaned back against the counter, fixing her best Grandma Mina stare on him. She had learned a thing or two growing up with the sweet, but formidable old woman.
“I should have guessed when you told me you saw Kaitlin leave the wedding with him.”
She frowned. “Should have guessed what?”
Luke looked down, his expression dark, filled with deadly intent. “Kaitlin is pregnant.”
Melanie’s mouth dropped open. “What?”
“Pregnant. With Beckett’s evil Hell spawn.”
“I can’t believe that he would –”
“Believe it. The asshole stole money from our business. So why wouldn’t he knock up my little sister?”
She blinked rapidly. “Oh, a lot of reasons. I mean, he could have just put sugar in your gas tank if he was pissed at you. Getting your sister pregnant is a little bit elaborate.”
“That bastard is lucky I didn’t kill him.”
Mel decided that this called for a temporary ceasefire. She was still pissed about his behavior last night, but all things considered, she was going to let it go for a little bit.
“Definitely.” She frowned, thinking about Kaitlin. Luke’s sister was sweet, and definitely not the femme fatale type that bad boys like Beckett seemed to prefer. A relationship between the two of them seemed… Impossible. And Melanie would have thought a little bit better of Beckett than that. Sure, all that stuff had gone down between him and Luke and the garage, but still. She had known him, even if it was a little bit distantly, since middle school. He might have the swagger and the motorcycle of a bad boy, but she had always thought there was more to him than that. “What did Kaitlin say about it?”
“I didn’t ask her any details.”
“She’s a grown woman,” Melanie pointed out.
“Yeah. Kind of. But Beckett is a manwhore. Lesser women have fallen prey to him. It isn’t fair.”
The hypocrisy of that statement burned a little bit. Luke seemed intent on passing judgment on everyone else’s sexual activities while continuing to engage in his own. She wasn’t an idiot, and she wasn’t blind. She knew what she’d seen back at the garage a couple weeks earlier.
But, ceasefire. But temporary.
He was going to get his earhole reamed by her later. “While I’m certain you are a saint, Luke, you still don’t have a lot of room to comment here. As long as he didn’t coerce her…”
Luke scowled. “I’m not saying he did that.”
“Then it’s her fault too. Women are also involved in these choices, you know. We also like sex.” She figured. In theory.
That made Luke’s scowl deepen. “If a zebra walks up to a lion and asks to be eaten, the lion still did the eating.”
The water in the kettle reached the boiling point and the switch flipped off. Melanie picked it up and walked over to the French press, pouring some fresh grounds in the bottom before pouring the hot water on top, and putting the lid on. “You lost me at exotic animal metaphors.”
“I’m never going to be okay with it.”
“That’s a great plan, Luke. Because you’re going to have your first niece or nephew and you can spend the whole time hating the child’s father.”
“I don’t see a problem with it.”
She sighed. “I don’t suppose you would.”
“Anyway, that’s why I told my parents we’re dating.”



Chapter Four
‡
LUKE KNEW THAT he was in serious physical danger. Well, not really because Melanie was tiny. But, there were a lot of knives in her kitchen. She’d looked borderline homicidal from the moment he walked into her house, and it had only gotten worse.
“I had to explain why I was back in town. And my explanation was a bit abridged when my mom commented that she had heard that I was seen dropping you off at your truck in your outfit from the night before. After we were seen leaving together.”
“Of course,” she said, her tone flat.
“I needed a reason to be here. One that wasn’t Kaitlin being pregnant. She hasn’t told them yet. She doesn’t know when she’s going to. I’m mad at her, and I’m mad at Beckett, but I’m not going to blow things up by bringing my parents into it when things aren’t settled.”
“So, you lied about us?”
“I told them that it happened after the wedding.”
“What is wrong with you, Shuller? Who tells their parents they’re sleeping with someone?”
Luke shoveled a bite of cake into his mouth. “It isn’t like they thought I was a virgin.”
Melanie choked on her coffee, coughing, her face turning red. “I guess not,” she said, the words coming out on a squeak.
“And, it’s not like I said hey, Mom, I totally nailed Mel, and I’m now in town so we can continue nailing. I said that the nature of our relationship had changed, and I was going to come stay here for a while until we worked it out.”
“But that is basically code for the thing you didn’t say.”
“I know. But still, it’s code. The time-honored method of communicating with your parents.”
“I wouldn’t know. Keeping secrets from grandma is impossible.”
“Yeah, I would have been screwed living with her.”
“You would have been. But please don’t change the subject. Do you realize what you just did to me? I’m on a mission here, Shuller. A mission to change my life. And now I’m dating you. How am I supposed to go out and get laid when I’m dating you?”
Luke felt like he’d been hit in the head with a two-by-four. It gave him a small amount of gratification to see that Melanie was blushing. That she had a small share in the horror that was this conversation.
She looked down. “I’m tired of being scared, Luke. I have to change something. I have to change me.”
Luke sighed heavily. “Mel, Changing yourself doesn’t mean doing something stupid or drastic. You’re worth more than that.”
It was Melanie’s turn to sigh. “I call bullshit.”
“Why is that?”
“Because, you’re not worried about you or Beckett deserving the sex you have. You’re sure as hell fixated on Kaitlin and me deserving more, or whatever that’s supposed to mean.”
“Kaitlin is my sister.”
“And I’m not. You lost your virginity, what? Ten? Twelve years ago? You have had so much more sex than me. It’s not fair.”
“I won’t have this conversation with you.”
“Too late, Luke. We are having it, because you involved yourself. And if what you did last night was lame, this is even worse.”
Luke slammed his fork down on the counter. “This is the thanks I get for protecting you?”
“I do not need to be protected from penises.”
“So, what? You figure you’ll go out and hook up with some random guy and that will just open the floodgates? All your past baggage conveniently thrown out of cargo?”
“Basically.”
“Newsflash, baby. Sex tends to complicate more things than it fixes.”
She looked at him, her jaw set, her chin tilted upward stubbornly. “I wouldn’t know.”
For a full second he imagined her going back to Grey’s tonight. Allowed himself to imagine that jackass’s mouth on hers, his hands running over her skin. No way. No freaking way.
“You need a guy to help out with that? What, you need like a… A warm-up guy?”
“Yeah. I guess.”
“Then let me do it. Let me be your warm-up guy.”
*
MELANIE WAS CERTAIN she was hallucinating. She had probably been hallucinating since last night. Hell, maybe it was still last night. Maybe she’d had too many drinks, and was still sitting at the table in Grey’s having some kind of out-of-body experience.
Because there was no way she was actually sitting in her kitchen having just received a pity sex offer from her best friend.
She wished that the tiles on the floor would separate and make a crack big enough to swallow her whole. She was thinking disappearing into the earth would be preferable to this. This was mortifying. She doubted anything on earth could top it.
“You didn’t… You’re not… Luke.”
“What?”
“You aren’t suggesting that we have sex.”
He lifted a shoulder. “You’re so eager to throw it away.”
“Stop talking about it like that. Like my virginity is a thing. Like it even matters. All it is right now is a roadblock. You know what? It isn’t even that. It’s the representation of everything I can get over. I’m done. I’m over it. But you know what would be even worse than staying a virgin for the rest of my life? Pity sex.”
She pushed away from the counter, backed away from him. She couldn’t deal with this.
It was so close to what she wanted. So close, and yet so painfully far. He’d never wanted her. Had never noticed her like that.
“I never said I pity you.”
“You didn’t have to. You’ve pitied me from the moment you met me. Don’t think I missed that look in your eyes the first time you saw me.”
“You were a skinny little thing with matted blonde hair and bruises all over your body. The only people who wouldn’t have pitied you then were people like your dad. The person animal enough to put those bruises on you. That has nothing to do with right now. It has nothing to do with this.”
“Sure it does. You don’t want to put your hands on me, you just want to keep other men from putting their hands on me. That isn’t the same as wanting me.”
“The hell it’s not.”
“Luke –”
Before she could finish the sentence, before she even knew what she’d been about to say, Luke had taken three large steps across the kitchen, backing her up against the counter, his hands resting on the marble surface on either side of her, boxing her in.
“Let me get this straight, Mel, you would rather have some stranger touching you than me?”
“Let me get this straight, Luke, you would rather turn the light off, close your eyes and think of England, than let some other guy be my first? I know you’re a possessive, overprotective bastard, but this –”
This time, she was cut off by his lips against hers. For a moment, she was so shocked by what was happening she couldn’t even process it. He was so hot, so hard and perfect, and so much more than she had ever imagined.
She’d been kissed last night. That had been her first kiss. It had tasted like her fruity drink, and his beer combined. It had been strange, a little bit wet, and she’d felt it right against her lips and nowhere else.
This was an entirely different experience. Luke tasted like coffee, but mostly like Luke. Exactly like he should. Exactly like everything she’d always wanted. He was the promise of a spring day at the tail of winter. An edge of warmth piercing the cold, all the way down to her bones.
And she felt it everywhere. Not just her lips, but all through her blood, like warm honey. Her breasts felt heavy, her nipples tightening to stinging points. She ached between her thighs, slick and ready for him.
Her body gave no fucks that he was only doing this to keep her safe. That he was only doing this to protect her. That he didn’t want her the way she wanted him.
That he’d ignored her at Sierra’s wedding when she’d tried to show him that she wanted something more.
That she never would have been in the bar last night if not for him ignoring her then, if not for the other woman she’d seen leaving his place.
Yeah, she was ignoring all that, because right now he was kissing her, and it didn’t feel like pity at all.
He parted his lips, his tongue sliding against hers and a shiver wound through her body. Oh, holy night. This was nothing like the kiss from the bar with what’s his face. Nothing at all.
She arched her back, pressing her breasts up against his chest. He was still holding onto the edge of the counter. And it wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted his arms around her.
Wanted him holding her close so that every inch of her was pressed up against every inch of him.
It was too much and not enough all at once. It was everything she had ever fantasized about, and so much more.
She’d been kissed yesterday. Barely even twelve hours ago. How, in all the world, did this feel like an entirely different activity?
She reached up, planting her palms flat on his chest. He was so strong. So solid. She wanted to cling to him, lean against him, take everything he was offering and then some. Who cared about pride? She was getting the best kiss in the entire world. Pride couldn’t hold her at night. Pride couldn’t kiss her. Therefore, pride seemed not all that that important.
She couldn’t say yes to this though. Couldn’t say yes to him. It was wrong, and crazy. He didn’t really want her. He wanted to protect her. And she… She wanted to protect herself from that.
But you want it. So what does it matter what he feels? It’s his decision. He wants you enough.
The same way he wanted the women he had one night stands with in his apartment behind the garage, at least. Men couldn’t fake desire. That much she knew. She might be a virgin, but she wasn’t sheltered. She knew how everything worked. And right now, she could feel that everything Luke had going on worked just fine.
He was hard and insistent against her hip, a clear signal that he possessed at least the physical desire for sex. No matter how deep the wanting went, Luke did want her.
She curled her fingers into the fabric of his shirt, kissing him harder. She’d always wanted this. She didn’t want to be with just any man, she wanted to be with him. The only man who had ever made her feel safe. When she first discovered lust, it hadn’t been in the general sense. It had been Luke Shuller-driven lust from moment one. And some small part of her had always been afraid that if she didn’t satisfy that specific lust, it would never be satisfied at all. This was her chance. To have what she wanted. Finally.
Was she really going to say no because he didn’t want her for the right reasons?
As if she wanted him for the right reasons. She wanted sex. Because somehow, in her mind – sex had become the brick wall she had to break through to move on from her emotional baggage. It wasn’t like she wanted love, marriage, a relationship. Not now. Not yet. There were other things she had to conquer first.
She’d seen firsthand that love, or at least, the idea of it, made people do terrible, selfish things. Could make a woman retreat deep inside of herself, could make her sacrifice everything. Her safety, her soul, her own children.
No, she had no interest in that.
But she had a lot of interest in what was inside Luke’s jeans.
“Luke,” she said, pulling her mouth away from his. He kissed her neck, trailing down toward her collarbone. “Luke!”
“I’m kissing you, I can’t talk.” He swept his tongue over her skin, blazing a trail of fire through her blood. She really didn’t want to interrupt right now. Except, she did need to hear this one thing before they went forward.
“Do you want me?”
He lifted his head, his brown eyes meeting hers. He looked so deadly serious she almost laughed. Luke never looked at her like that. Like she was a tomb or a rabid wolverine or something equally unfunny. He reached up and wrapped his hand around her wrist, tugging her palm from his chest and slowly lowering it down so that it covered his denim-clad erection. “Doesn’t it feel like I want you?”
Her cheeks stung with heat, and she knew they had to be bright red. She’d never touched a man like this before. And it was Luke. Which made it a lot more terrifying and strange and exciting than if it had been a stranger. “Yes,” she said, her voice hushed. She moved her hand over his length, marveling at just how hard he was.
She wanted to press him for more. To ask if he really wanted her, or if he just wanted sex. To ask if she was special at all. So stupid. She would not have been special to the guy from the bar last night, and he wouldn’t have been special to her.
But the fact remained that this was Luke. And that made it different.
“You’re beautiful, Mel. You know that, don’t you?”
Tears stung her eyes, and she wanted to run and hide. She couldn’t remember ever being told she was beautiful. Her grandma loved her, but Mel was almost certain she’d gone out of her way to build up all of her other qualities, excluding those that were overly feminine or connected to the way men might see her. Mel had always imagined her grandma was trying to compensate for whatever mistake she felt she’d made with her daughter. The one who had gone off and married a man who’d done nothing but abuse her, and their only child. Whether she would ever say it or not, Melanie knew her grandmother blamed herself. Melanie never had. But, that blame had meant that the older woman had taken a hard line with Mel in a few different ways.
She wanted Melanie to be strong. To stand on her own. Ideally, Melanie imagined, she wanted her to not need these things. Men, sex.
But when Luke said she was beautiful she realized just how much she’d craved those words.
They felt like a long cool drink of water after years of deprivation. And that made her want to cry even more. But she couldn’t cry. If she cried he would definitely stop. Tears would interfere with his overprotective nature.
This was all a little bit weird. But she would worry about that later.
“I’ll take your word for it,” she said, tilting her head and finding his lips, kissing him again, because things seemed to move faster when that happened. Her heart raced, her blood got hotter, and it got a lot harder to think. Became much harder to feel anything beyond physical things, and that was more what she was after.
“Bed,” he said, his voice husky, moving his hands from the countertop to her hips, holding her tightly against his body. “We need a bed.”
“But it’s…” He kissed her throat and she shivered. “It’s the middle of the day.”
“So?” he asked.
“Shouldn’t we like… Wait until it’s dark?”
He chuckled, a dark, rough sound like she’d never heard from him before, as he rolled his hips forward, pressing his hardness against her softness. “This isn’t gonna keep that long.”
“It isn’t?” When he said things like that it seemed an awful lot like he really wanted her, not just generically wanted her.
He cupped her cheek, stroking his thumb over her cheekbone, his dark eyes serious. “No. Now that this is happening? Now that I’ve tasted you? I need you. I need you now.”
She studied his face, so familiar, and yet, a stranger’s face now too. She’d never seen this side of Luke before. Intense, single-minded. Had never been this close to his body, had never touched him the way she was touching him now. He had always been Luke Shuller, her friend. She hadn’t realized she’d only seen a sliver of him all these years. This whole vast part of him had been hidden from her. This raw, sexual part of him.
Other women had seen it. Countless other women.
And in that moment she hated those bitches.
A small smile curved his lips, his eyes softening for a moment. “Mel, I’m going to need for us to get to a bed, or I’m going to put you up on the kitchen counter and knock cake all over the floor.”
Suddenly, she saw the stranger intertwine with the familiar. With her friend. And she felt smug because sure, those other women had had the sex god, but they didn’t have him.
“Well, we have to save the cake.” Suddenly she found herself being lifted off the ground again, thrown over his shoulder as he done last night at the bar. “Luke!” she squeaked. “This is becoming a really bad habit.”
This time, he slid his hands up to cup her butt. “Yeah, but I’ve also discovered it’s really effective. So I’ll probably keep doing it.”
He carried her down the hall, to the back bedroom. The curtains were open wide, the windows facing out over the empty lake, evergreen branches crossing over the view, providing a little bit of privacy. Luke didn’t seem all that concerned. Not about the sun filtering in like a golden spotlight, not about being seen, not about anything. Which was good, because she had quite a few concerns. It was nice to be with someone who seemed completely at ease.
She found the world inverting again as she landed on her back on the bed, Luke still standing to the side of it. Then he gripped the bottom of his black T-shirt, and wrenched it over his head. Her mouth went dry and she curled her fingers tightly in the quilt that covered the bed, needing something to anchor her to the earth. She’d seen him shirtless before. Countless times. And she always had to pause and check him out. His muscles were well-defined, his chest broad, his waist trim, just the right amount of dark hair sprinkled over his tan skin. But this was different. Now, she could look. Really look. She didn’t have to disguise it, didn’t have to hide just how much she liked what she saw.
Even better than that, she could touch him.
She pushed into a sitting position, scooting to the edge of the bed, pressing her hand against his stomach, trailing her fingers over his ab muscles. “Oh, good Lord, Luke,” she breathed.
He laughed, the motion causing his muscles to shift beneath her touch. “I hope that’s positive.”
She didn’t say anything, instead she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his hot skin, arousal piercing her like an arrow. She looked up, her eyes clashing with his. He was like a man carved from stone now, his brows locked tightly together, his mouth set into a firm line, his eyes nearly black. “Does that answer your question?”
He planted one knee on the mattress beside her thigh, and leaning in, he gripped her chin with his thumb and forefinger and tilted her face up higher, capturing her mouth with his. She thought her heart was going to beat right out of her chest. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Right now. With Luke.
Luke. Luke. Luke. His name beat along with her heart, over and over again, bringing up her arousal, drowning out the nerves that were threatening to close in.
He pushed her onto her back, covering her body with his, settling between her thighs. Her feet were still hanging off the bed, and he still had one foot on the floor. But that didn’t matter. This was all working just fine. He sifted his fingers through her hair, rolling his hips forward slowly, his arousal making contact with the bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs, making her internal muscles clench tight, sending a streak of white-hot pleasure through her veins.
“This is going to be better than cake,” he said, his tone intimate, husky. Something else new. Something else special.
“Gluten free?”
“I think sex is naturally gluten free.”
She laughed, which, considering her best friend was currently resting between her thighs, kissing her neck, was a bit absurd. “I guess it would have to be, or Hollywood would be a very different place.”
“Yeah, I suppose.” A small smile curved his mouth again and she stretched up, kissing him, because she couldn’t resist, and she didn’t have to.
He grabbed hold of her wrists, raising them over her head, his hold surprisingly firm. “I’m going to need to get those clothes off you, because I think I’m going to go crazy wondering just what you look like.”
“I didn’t think you would be like this.”
“Be like what?” He frowned, a deep crease forming between his eyebrows.
“You’re very commanding. I mean, you’re always kind of commanding, but it’s different right now.” He was so confident in this, clearly, an area of expertise for him, and she’d had no idea. She wasn’t going to say that though. Because it sounded stupid.
“Do you like it?” he asked, pressing his fingertips to her collarbone, then trailing them slowly down between her breasts, down to her belly button, lower.
She gasped. “It’s adequate.”
“Adequate?” His brows shot upward. “Really? That’s it?”
“I don’t know. Keep going.”
“Damned with faint praise.” He undid the snap on her jeans and her breath caught as he lowered the zipper, tugging the denim, and her panties down her legs. “Oh fuck,” he breathed, the word sounding like a prayer more than a curse. And for the first time she really believed that he wanted this.
She was so fascinated by all of this, so curious about what might happen next, that she forgot to be embarrassed about the fact she was completely bare to him from the hips down. She was too busy watching his face, looking at the hunger in his eyes.
He put his hand down between her legs and she gasped as his fingers slid through her slick folds, a shower of sparks raining down over her with each passing of his talented fingers over her sensitized skin. She curled her hands around the quilts again, her hips bucking off the bed as he continued to tease her. His lips were parted slightly, his dark eyes boring into hers as he stroked her.
Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she tried to force them open. She wanted to keep looking at him. Wanted to stay entirely present in this moment. Then he shifted, pushing one long finger deep inside of her, and she gave up, squeezing her eyes shut, letting her head fall back, a cry on her lips. She lost herself completely then, in his touch, his scent, in the desire that was tightening like a fist inside her stomach.
She rocked her hips in time with his movements, pleasure building, so fast, so intense, that she wasn’t certain she could withstand it. She gasped for air, trying to catch her breath, trying to fight back against the full-fledged assault being waged on her body. And just when she thought she would lose it, lose herself, break into tiny little pieces, the tension in her midsection burst, transforming into a million glittering stars that rained down through her as her release crackled through her body like an electric shock. She couldn’t hold back the short, sharp sound of need, and she didn’t care.
Slowly, as she came back to earth, back to her body, she opened her eyes. He was looking at her, something a lot like awe etched onto his handsome face. And she realized that he still had his jeans on, and she was still wearing her top.
“More,” she said. It wasn’t what she meant to say, but she couldn’t even think of what she meant to say. Her brain had been rendered completely useless by Luke’s magic hands.
He stripped her T-shirt over her head, unhooking her bra with a speed that spoke of skill, skill that she could only be grateful for now, before taking his wallet out of his pocket and throwing it on to the bed, then straightening and working his belt buckle, removing his jeans quickly and efficiently, and his underwear along with them.
She scrambled into a sitting position, unable to keep herself from openly staring at the sight of his naked body. He was… He was everything. More beautiful than she’d ever imagined any man could be. And big. Very, very big. She reached out, encircling his length, squeezing him tightly.
“Mel,” he said, her name rough on his lips.
“Do you know that you’re beautiful?” she asked. Dimly, she was a little embarrassed that she’d said that. Men weren’t beautiful.
Except he was. So it was just the truth.
She bit her lip, overtaken with the desire to do something she wasn’t entirely sure she should do. She had no experience. She’d never been this close to a naked guy before. And they hadn’t talked about what they liked. What he liked. This was about her losing her virginity, so maybe he didn’t want her to go touching him.
Too bad. This was her experience. So she was going to take what she wanted.
She leaned in, pressing her lips to the thick head of his arousal.
Suddenly, Luke’s fingers were threaded through her hair, pulling hard, his hold so tight it stung her scalp. “Mel. You don’t have to do that. This is about you.”
“Exactly,” she said, angling her head and tracing the length of him with the tip of her tongue. “It’s about me. And I want to do this. Luke, I want to touch every inch of you. Taste every inch of you. You have no idea…” She stopped talking then, because if she said anything else it would be too revealing.
As if begging the guy to let you give him a blow job isn’t revealing?
Yeah, it probably was. But, oh well.
She shifted, bracing her hands on his slim hips, taking him deep in her mouth. His hold on her hair tightened, a rough growl rising in his throat. Satisfaction flooded her, along with arousal that was building again, so much sooner than she ever would have thought possible.
“Mel,” he said, his words strained, “Stop. Not like this. I need to be… I need to be inside you.”
She raised her head. “Well, technically you were inside me.”
She found herself flat on her back again, this time lying the correct direction on the bed, Luke looming over her. “You have a smart mouth. Luckily, you have a talented mouth too. That way you stay out of trouble.”
“I don’t know,” she said, looking up at him, at this naked man in her bed, “this looks a lot like trouble to me.”
He reached to the side and grabbed his wallet, taking a brightly colored square packet out of it. It was a condom. She recognized it. They were going to need that.
Oh, they were really doing this.
But she wasn’t nervous, and she wasn’t going to regret it. She wanted it. Wanted this. Wanted him.
He opened the condom, rolling it over his length slowly, then shifting, putting his hand between her thighs again, sliding one finger into her, then a second, stretching her slowly, gently. She never would have thought of that. She wondered if random guy from the bar would have done that for her. He wouldn’t have. She was sure of that. What Luke was doing took consideration, caring.
Suddenly, her chest felt so full it ached. And she realized that doing this with anyone else would’ve been a mistake. She didn’t just want sex, she wanted Luke. How she’d ever been so blind to that she wasn’t sure.
Because she’d decided it was impossible. But it hadn’t been impossible. He was here. They were here together.
He withdrew from her, settling between her thighs again, kissing her lips as he tested the entrance to her body slowly, carefully with the blunt head of his erection. He flexed his hips, stretching her inch by tantalizing inch. It stung, but only a little bit. It didn’t hurt, so much as it felt unfamiliar.
She felt him tense, then suddenly he thrust into her completely, a harsh growl on his lips as he buried himself in her body.
She squeezed her eyes shut tight, suddenly overwhelmed with a feeling of fullness that went well beyond the physical. He held her hips steady as he established a slow, measured rhythm, designed to build arousal and heat in her body again. It worked. Soon, she forgot about any discomfort, any pain. Soon, the pleasure had built to that impossible place again, so big, so tight, she was sure it would break her completely if she didn’t find release.
But this time, he was with her. This time, she could feel the tension in his muscles, see how tightly he was gritting his teeth, the tendons on his neck standing out with all the effort it was taking to control himself. But he was close to losing it. Close, just like her.
“Luke,” she whispered, as he thrust deep inside her again, his pelvis grinding against her in exactly the right way, “Oh, Luke, so good. So good.”
Then, his control broke, his movements suddenly becoming frantic, hard, so intense she could barely catch her breath. But she didn’t mind. “I’m sorry, Mel,” he whispered, burying his head in her neck as he froze above her, his muscles shaking, “Sorry.”
But she couldn’t figure out what he was apologizing for because just then the wave of pleasure broke over her, pushing her beneath the surface, threatening to drown her in sensation so sweet she didn’t even mind.
Dimly, she became aware of the fact that it was the middle of the day. That she could hear birds outside the window. That Luke was still inside of her.
And that she was absolutely, most definitely, not a virgin anymore.



Chapter Five
‡
HELL LOOKED A lot more like a handmade quilt than Luke had imagined it would. Surely, he was in Hell.
Because he’d just screwed his best friend, the woman he’d sworn to protect. Bad no matter how you looked at it. But the icing on the damned gluten-free sex cake was that she was a virgin. Had been a virgin. She wasn’t one now.
Thanks to him and his indiscriminate cock.
Actually, his cock had been rather discriminate of late. But it should have been more discriminating. It should have saved him from this. Instead, it had encouraged him.
So, now he’d surely be consumed by hellfire.
Except he didn’t feel consumed by hellfire. He felt good. Damn good. Relaxed and about ready to go again.
No.
He moved away from her, from the heat of her body, rolling onto his back.
“Luke.” Her voice was soft, and the touch of her hand on his chest even softer. He was an asshole. He was supposed to protect her. He was—
He couldn’t think anymore because she’d moved her hand down a lot lower than his chest. He caught her wrist and pulled her hand away. “Mel,” he said, his tone full of warning. “We need to be careful here.”
“It’s a penis, Luke, not a poisonous snake.”
He laughed in spite of himself. “You’re going to get sore. And I don’t have another condom.”
“I have condoms,” she said, waving her hand, still in his grasp.
He fought against a wave of rage that moved through him. “You do, huh?”
“Well, yes, Luke, I was a virgin, not a moron. I wanted to have sex so I bought condoms. Safety first.”
The idea that she’d bought condoms to use with some guy…some random guy…some random guy that wasn’t
him, made him want to smash glass and flip tables.
She would have used them with another man. And the thought hit him somewhere down deeper than just his desire to protect her.
“Well, trust me. You can’t just…you’re going to…I don’t want to hurt you.” He meant that in every way.
“Did I sound like I was hurt?” She stretched like a cat then, raising her arms up over her head, digging her heels down into the mattress, and he was powerless to do anything but stare at her. At the curve of her breasts, her slim waist, her slightly rounded stomach and perfectly curved hips…
She was beautiful. He hadn’t realized just how beautiful until now. If only because he’d never realized how deep beautiful could go. She was his friend. Someone he was comfortable with. If he had to make a list of people he’d choose to spend his last days on earth with, she’d be on it. And she was pretty. Mel was always pretty. Nice to look at, nice to be around.
Added to that, he liked naked women. In just about every shape from hourglass to pear and various body types in between.
But this was still more. Still different.
This was all that prettiness, all that-I’d-spend-the-last-day-with-you companionship, with added nakedness and hell if he knew what to do with that. Except keep staring.
“Oh,” she said, pushing into a sitting position. “Oh. Dear Lord.” She covered her mouth, her pale blue eyes going wide with horror.
Oh no. He’d hurt her. She regretted it already.
“We had sex on my grandma’s quilt.”
“What?” he asked.
“My grandmother’s handmade quilt. You took my virginity on it!”
He was so shocked that a crack of laughter escaped him. “Um. Yeah, I guess I did.”
“Oh, she would be so disappointed.”
“Well, maybe don’t call her up at the nursing home and announce it,” he said.
“She’s frail, Luke. And old.”
“Well, she’s old. Frail? Not so much.”
“If she knew that nice Shuller boy deflowered her granddaughter on a quilt she stitched together with her arthritic hands…”
“I would bet she figures you were long ago deflowered. If she thinks of it at all.”
“I bet not,” Melanie said. “She always wanted me to steer clear of men. Or, at least wanted me to make sure I had my shit together before I ever touched one.”
“And do you?”
“What?”
“Have your shit together?”
Mel blinked. “I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter. I’m not looking for a relationship.”
He ignored the strange, sinking sensation in his gut that felt like some strange mutant hybrid of disappointment and relief.
“You aren’t?”
“No. Are you kidding me? Why would I want…”
“You said you wanted to date,” he said.
“Yeah. And get rid of my virginity. Which was the main thing. But I want something casual. I just…” She rolled onto her side, her blonde hair spilling over her breasts, blocking them from his view, dammit. “My mom threw everything away, put herself, her child, in danger. I can’t…I don’t ever want to be blind like that. I don’t know if I ever want to get married or have kids or any of that. But I had to get through this before I could ever know. I had to get past the brick wall. Which, in this case was the virginity.”
His chest tightened. Her bastard of a father sure had a lot to answer for. “You would never do that,” he said. “You would never be that way.”
“Really? I’m sure my mom never thought she’d be that either.”
“I wouldn’t let you, first of all,” he said. “If some bastard ever hit you…if you were with a guy and he didn’t treat you…I would kill him. Actually kill him, not just wish I could kill him like I wish I could kill Beckett.”
“Poor Beckett,” Melanie said.
“Why poor Beckett? I’m the one suffering irreparable emotional trauma from his actions.”
“Um. Are you pregnant with his baby, Luke?”
He frowned. “You’re being ridiculous.”
“And so are you. Naked and,” she said, waving her hand, “ridiculous. And you’ve spurned my advances. So…double ridiculous.”
“We didn’t discuss what would happen after the first time,” he said.
Hearing his own words, his voice, all moderated and careful after they’d done something so careless and passionate…he wanted to punch himself in the face. He was a prick.
She rolled out of bed, bending down, hunting for her clothes. “I would rather you didn’t make such an effort to ruin this, Luke.”
“I’m not trying to ruin this. I’m just saying…” You didn’t think it through, asshole. You just wanted her and took her and lied to yourself so you could finally give into your lust. “I don’t—”
“Want me to get hurt. Right?”
“Would you rather I did?”
“No!” She bent and picked up her T-shirt, pulling it on with no bra beneath it. “Grr. You asshole.”
“Do you think random-ass cowboy would have called you the next day? Do you think you would have had more than one time with him?”
“No,” she said, the word cutting. “But I didn’t sleep with him. I slept with you. So excuse me for expecting better.” She tugged her jeans on, sans panties, and stormed out of the bedroom, slamming the door closed behind her.
Luke let out a heavy sigh.
He’d fucked up. No doubt about it. And he didn’t have the luxury of fucking up right now. There was too much going on. With Beckett being a thief, also the father to Luke’s first niece or nephew…
Yeah, he had quite enough on his plate without adding a heaping helping of Ruin The Only Other Friendship He Had to his plate.
But he had.
He lay back on the quilt, Grandma Mina’s quilt, that had never before known sex on its hallowed surface, and closed his eyes.
Damage control. He had to do damage control.
If only he could figure out what kind of Band-Aid you could possibly apply to a wound this big.
*
SHE HAD THREE different kinds of cake in the oven, one batch of frosting completed, and a salted caramel butter cream getting beaten in her upright mixer. But baking had not brought the clarity, or the peace of mind it often did.
Probably because she’d fundamentally altered the molecular structure of her body earlier. It had been an hour since she and Luke had made love. A whole hour of lost virginity.
She didn’t feel enlightened. She felt—damn him for being right—sore in places she’d never before had to contend with soreness, gritty-eyed, and emotionally deflated.
She needed to talk to her best friend. But she couldn’t talk to her best friend. Because he was the one who had done this to her.
And all she could really do was be mad at herself because she’d wanted him too.
Luke had been holed up in the bedroom since Hymenpocalypse. Probably for the best, because she either would have cried on him or tried to seduce him again and really, she shouldn’t do either.
She had to let things go back to normal. He was right. The guy from the bar wouldn’t have called her after. It would have been a one night stand. So she had to be content with letting this be a one afternoon stand.
It was good, at least. Luke had been everything. Everything and more.
Of course, that was what made the idea of it being only one time sting so badly. It had been…so good. It would haunt her dreams. And she didn’t have time to have her damn dreams haunted because she had wedding cakes to bake.
She walked over to the mixer and resolutely shut it off, dipping a spoon into the rich, creamy mixture and taking a big bite.
“I see you’ve been busy while I’ve been in there staring at a spot on the ceiling.”
She turned, frosting spoon still shoved deep in her mouth, and came face to face with Luke. “Hi,” she said, speaking around the silverware.
“Hi.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, and the muscles on his forearms gave her an illicit little show.
He’s turned you into a perv.
She slipped the spoon between her lips, licking it clean. “Did you find the answers to life’s questions up there somewhere?”
“No. Just justification for what I’m about to say.”
She blinked. “Okay.”
“I think we should keep having sex.”
*
HE HADN’T MEANT to say that. Not like that. Not so abruptly. He’d meant to kind of intro it with solid reasoning. Because there was solid reasoning. At least, he’d thought there was. Now it was a little hazy, completely obscured by thoughts of getting her naked again.
But this much he knew. He would be in Marietta until things with Beckett and Kaitlin were sorted, until he was sure everything would be okay, and his parents were going to send Kaitlin to a convent. And he couldn’t just ignore Melanie while he was here. Not after that. Maybe, though it was a big maybe, if you were going back to Bozeman immediately he could be one and done. They could get the distance they needed without either of them having to ignore the other really.
But he would be here. That changed things. At least, in his orgasm-addled brain it changed things.
“Like… Right now?” She bit her lip and looked toward her oven. “Because I have a cake baking.”
“No, not right now.” Though, his body wouldn’t say no.
“So just… Future sex. There will be… Sex… Between us… In the future.”
“If you want to. You seemed not that happy about it being once.”
“I’m torn, Luke.” She slammed her hands on the counter. “Because I don’t really like feeling as though the sex is something you’re benevolently bestowing upon me for my betterment.”
“If you think that, you were not paying attention.”
“Or, I’m a little inexperienced.”
Luke pushed his hands back through his hair. “I know. Mel…”
“No, I need to tell you this. I want you. I have wanted you. I’ve wanted you for a decent amount of time. Or, indecent amount of time depending on how you look at it. But it never seemed like something worth risking our friendship for. It still isn’t. So, if it’s going to be a problem we should stop.”
He let the impact of her words settle over him. “You want me?”
She blinked. “If you have a question about that you weren’t paying attention.”
“I meant before this.”
“You dumbass,” she exploded. “Did you really not know?”
“No.” He could tell by the subtle shift in her expression that went from dark to stormy, that that had been the wrong answer.
“So you didn’t… At the wedding…”
“The wedding?”
“This is perfect. This is just perfect,” she said, rubbing her forehead with her palm. “You didn’t ignore my advances, you just didn’t notice them.”
He knew exactly what moment she was talking about. That moment outside the reception venue. She’d looked at him, and he’d felt a band of tension stretch tight between them. He’d been tempted then. To lean in, taste her lips. He chalked it up to insanity. The insanity of his younger sister getting married, of moonlight, and too much beer and whatever else he could blame.
“If you were hitting on me, you did a pretty bad job of it,” he said.
Her eyebrows only dipped further, her expression getting angrier. “If you’re trying to get yourself out of trouble, you’re doing a damn bad job.”
“I didn’t realize… I realized something. Just not…I just…I wanted to kiss you.”
“You…” She blinked. “You wanted to kiss me?”
“Yes. I wanted to kiss you. More than that, I didn’t stop thinking about kissing you between that moment and earlier today when I actually did. Actually, that’s a lie, because I’m still thinking about it. It’s just that now I’ve done it too.”
“Then why did you sleep with that other woman?” Her words hit him like a slap to the face. “Don’t think I didn’t notice her leaving your place.”
“I didn’t.” He sighed heavily, knowing that even the explanation of everything that happened wouldn’t make him look like a knight in shining armor. But that was the thing. There were only a couple areas of his life where he rescued people. Where he kept perfect control, and served others, and did things for the greater good. Then there was his life. His personal life. Which was frankly, a much bigger mess than that.
“You didn’t sleep with her?” She crossed her arms, arching her brow. “Then why was she leaving your place?”
“Because. I took her home, we were both drunk. I didn’t… I couldn’t… Things weren’t. Anyway, I didn’t do it.”
Her brows shot upward. “You…couldn’t?”
“Yes. Couldn’t. Perform…” His throat felt dry and scratchy, “Sexually or whatever.”
“Are you…saying you tried to give the lady softserve, Shuller?” Her gaze dropped to the front of his jeans.
He gritted his teeth. “It didn’t get that far. But let’s just say it’s a testament to how much I didn’t want her.”
“Oh my gosh.” Her eyes rounded. “You couldn’t get it up?”
He growled. “Because I wanted you, you silly little virgin.”
“I’m not a virgin.” She was looking at him with large, owlish eyes.
“Because of me.” He cleared his throat. “And, everything was working just fine. You will notice.”
“Did I… Luke, did I ruin you for other women?”
His eye twitched. “With one look. One well-placed look at my sister’s terrible wedding reception.”
She blinked rapidly. “Oh. That changes things.”
“What does it change?”
“Well, it means that cake had better hurry up and bake or I’m taking it out and letting the middle fall in on itself.”
His stomach tightened. “Really?”
“Yes, because I need to get you back in bed. Now.”



Chapter Six
‡
MELANIE HAD ALWAYS heard that the first time wasn’t very good. That, in her experience was a lie. But, her second time was even better. It was dark outside now, moonlight glittering on the lake. She’d left the cakes out to cool, the frosting stuck in the fridge to wait until she got around to actually decorating anything. She loved the function of fondant, but she preferred frosting. Regular old, butter-and-sugar-filled frosting.
She wasn’t sure how she’d gone from sex to frosting in her mind. Actually, it made sense. The two were closely linked. Indulgent, fantastic, potentially bad for you.
She shifted, looking over at Luke who was lying on his back, his forearm thrown over his eyes, his breathing ragged. She took a moment just to study him. To look at him like she’d never looked at her friend before. At the little lines around his eyes, the deep grooves that bracketed his mouth. His well-defined muscles, the hair on his chest, trailing down toward that very masculine part of him that was no longer a secret from her.
In that moment, she thought her chest might crack open. Which wasn’t what she was looking for. She was looking for a different sensation. One of chains dropping loose, freeing her from all the baggage she’d carried with her for years upon years. She didn’t feel free. She just felt chained to the bed. Chained to him.
She watched his chest rise and fall, his breath even, steady. He was asleep. She bit back laughter. So, men really did fall asleep after. Good to know.
She found she wasn’t tired at all. She felt like swimming laps, running a marathon. Eating half of the cake.
Well, the cake thing was a lot more realistic than any of those other options.
She slipped away from Luke, dressing for the third time that day, and padding out into the kitchen. She opened up the fridge, retrieved the frosting and checked the temperature on the cakes.
She couldn’t afford to be distracted too much. She had this wedding to contend with after all. A huge wedding meant a lot of cake. A large bridal party and rehearsal dinner meant even more. Which meant she needed to be cake focused. Not cock focused.
Her lips twitched, humor and her own joke making her smile. It was possible she was going a little bit crazy. But then, if anyone was worth going a little crazy for, it was Luke. That made her frown. Luke specifically was not supposed to be important. Her chest clenched tight. She was just having some kind of emotional reaction to the physical stuff that had gone on between them. It was chemical. Hormonal. Unavoidable. She would have felt that way about Joel, the cowboy. If that was his name.
Forget that. She would not have felt this way about Joel.
She eyed the frosting in the bowl, seriously considering just eating this batch.
No, she wasn’t going to do that. She grabbed her icing spatula and plunged it deep into the salted caramel buttercream, scooping out a generous amount and slathering it over what would be the bottom layer of this chocolate cake. It was only a tester size. If she liked the way it held up, the way it tasted and the way it looked, then it would move forward to actual wedding cake size.
“What are you doing out here?”
She looked up and saw Luke standing in the doorway, his voice rough from sleep, his body essentially bare except for a pair of tight, black briefs.
She was never going to get tired of looking at his body. His broad chest, slim waist, narrow hips. And his thighs. Mercy. She imagined they got a good workout from him squatting down to work on cars all the time. It showed. She’d never realized that men’s thighs could be a thing. They were absolutely a thing. At least, his thighs were.
She held up her spatula. “Frosting cake.”
“I see that.” He walked closer to her, and her heart shimmied up into her throat. “But that means you weren’t there when I woke up.”
“You’re getting used to this change awfully quickly.”
“Don’t you like it?”
She turned back toward the cake, her cheeks flushing. “Yes.”
He wrapped his arm around her waist, pressing his palm flat against her stomach, kissing the curve of her neck. “Why did that sound so much like a complaint?”
“It wasn’t.” She shivered as his hand drifted down beneath the waistband of her pants, his fingertips sliding across her clitoris. “Oh…”
“If you would’ve stayed in bed, do you see what might’ve happened?”
“Can’t it happen now?” she asked, her voice morphing into a needy whimper.
“I don’t know. I feel like it violates a lot of health codes.”
“These are just sample cakes. No one’s going to eat them.”
“Still. Rules are rules. You don’t get naked in kitchens…”
She craned her neck back to look at him. “You don’t get naked with your friends anywhere.”
“I guess you make a good point there. We’re already breaking the rules.”
“Broken. Smashed. Might as well keep going.”
“I don’t know if I trust you,” he said, his breath hot on the tender skin of her neck. “I think your judgment might be impaired.”
She arched her back, pushing her butt, grinding against his arousal. “No more than yours, I imagine.”
His breath hissed through his teeth. “Maybe.”
He reached past her, to the bowl of frosting, taking her spatula out, then bringing it back toward them, brushing her hair to the side, sliding the soft, silicon edge along her skin, leaving a thick layer of icing behind.
“What are you –”
His tongue followed the path he just forged with the spatula, licking her skin clean. “Delicious,” he said.
This was the dirtiest thing she’d ever done. Dirtier than any fantasy she’d ever had. And she was doing it with Luke. In her kitchen.
That nice Shuller boy, as her grandma had always called him, had a filthy imagination. And Melanie liked it a lot.
“I need that for the cake,” she said.
“You said no one was going to eat it.” He dipped the spatula back in the bowl, gathering another dollop of frosting. “I would rather eat you anyway.” He gripped her hips with one hand, turning her so that her back was pressed against the counter, then with one fluid motion he wrenched her T-shirt over her head, exposing her breasts to him. “Perfect.” He dragged the spatula in a straight line across her bare skin, from her collarbone on down, then across more sensitized skin. He put the spatula back down on the counter, holding her hips tight, so tight it was almost painful, but she liked it.
He lowered his head, tracing her collarbone with the tip of his tongue. “You still worried about the cake?”
“What cake?”
He chuckled, continuing his exploration of her body, continuing to lap the frosting from her skin. He paused at her breast, sucking her nipple in deep, looking up, his eyes meeting hers. Her stomach tightened painfully, desire building low and deep. He repeated the motion on the other side until her skin was clean. She didn’t know what she expected him to do next, but it wasn’t what he did. He dropped to his knees, undoing the snap on her jeans. He lowered her zipper, and as the fabric parted he swept his tongue over her tender, bared skin.
“There’s no frosting there,” she said, her voice shaking.
“I don’t need it. You’re sweet enough.” He grabbed hold of the waistband of her jeans, pulling them and her underwear down her thighs, down to the floor.
“Luke…” It had been one thing to do this for him, but it was quite another to have him do that for her.
She wasn’t really sure why. Maybe because she’d been confident in her attraction to him. Tasting him, taking him into her mouth had been fantasy fulfillment for her. But for him?
He said he wanted you. He said he wanted you then and not anyone else. Just trust him.
He kissed the top of her thigh and she shivered. She didn’t have the brain power to worry about what he wanted or didn’t want. She couldn’t think about anything but the way his hands felt, holding her so tight. The way his mouth felt, so hot against her skin.
“Mel…” His voice, the reverence in his tone. The desire so evident in his voice, in his actions, it healed jagged pieces inside her she hadn’t even known were there.
He pressed her back against the counter, lowering his head and tasting her deeply. The sudden, decisive action shocked her, stole her breath. This wasn’t tentative, no careful, slow sampling. He was devouring her.
She laced her fingers through his hair, holding him tight against her as he continued to tease her with his tongue. He pressed deeper, letting go of her hips, bringing his hand down between her thighs, pushing one finger inside her.
She gasped, moving her hands to his shoulders, her hands digging into his skin, her eyes closed tight. She didn’t want to close her eyes. Didn’t want to miss this. Didn’t want to miss him.
She forced herself to look, to take in the sight of his dark head between her legs, her hands braced on those familiar, broad shoulders.
Intimacy.
The word burned itself across her brain. Hot and deep and impossible to will away. This wasn’t just sex. This was intimate.
He had licked her. Everywhere. He was tasting her now like she was the most exquisite dessert he’d ever had.
A man who had seen her cry, had seen her, bruised and broken, beaten by her own father. A man who’d watched her grow from a skinny, teenage girl into a woman.
The man she’d known since he was a lanky boy, with a home haircut that stuck out at odd angles and pants that were too short because he’d grown too fast and his parents’d had a tight clothing budget.
The boy she’d held onto while he’d told her about how he was barely graduating. How he was going to leave Marietta and start his own business. How his parents would hate him for it, but he wasn’t smart enough to do anything else.
She’d held onto him, and he hadn’t cried, but she’d known he wanted to. So she’d just held him while he’d sat there in misery. And he was holding her now. Holding her while he took her to ecstasy.
That boy and this man were the same person, and she couldn’t ignore it. Didn’t want to ignore it, even if it made her feel like her chest had been cracked open, left vulnerable to anything and everything that might hurt her, might destroy her.
Even if exposing her heart might mean it got stolen, twisted, tortured by the person who held it.
He pushed her higher, the tension in her stomach like a bowstring about to break. The tension wound itself around the emotions building in her chest, binding them tight, so tight she couldn’t release them, couldn’t let them go. Couldn’t separate the physical from the emotional.
It was a struggle just to breathe.
A second finger joined the first, his tongue sliding over her clit at just the right moment. And she fell. Endlessly, forever, in Luke’s arms.



Chapter Seven
‡
IT HAD BEEN a week. A week of amazing, mind-blowing sex with Luke. A week since she’d come apart in her kitchen, realizing that while she might have been able to simply have sex with another man, it could never be that simple with Luke.
She wanted it to be, though. More than wanted, she was determined. Determined.
Determined that when they were having a conversation like they always had, she would see only Luke, her friend. Determined that when he took her into his arms and kissed her, that was when she would see Luke, her lover.
Of course, her determination was for nothing because she couldn’t do either of those things. Hadn’t been able to censor epiphany up against the counter.
The arrangement they had didn’t allow for that. Luke, unlike her, was keeping things seamlessly separate. He was visiting his family, and generally going about his business in Marietta, doing phone business for his garage, acting like things were normal between them. Until they had a few moments of free time. A few moments alone. And then the humorous glint in his eye would change, growing intense, hot. And that was when Luke, her lover would show up.
Too bad she wasn’t able to make as clean of a distinction. She found herself wanting to touch him casually throughout the day. To brush his hair off his forehead when it fell into his eyes, to take his hand when they walked outside the house.
Though, she imagined that since the rumor mill in Marietta said they were a couple, now that they were walking down the main street she could take his hand if she wanted to. But did he want her to? It would only be because of what he told his parents. But did he realize that? Or would he think that she was overstepping?
The introduction of insecurity in her relationship with him was not her favorite part of this arrangement.
This morning, Luke had discovered that her bathroom sink leaked. He had decided that it needed to be fixed. She wasn’t sure which Luke had decided that. Friend Luke or Lover Luke. Or if there was really a difference at all, and he was lying to himself.
He’d checked out of the motel two days after they’d started sleeping together. It made more sense for him to stay with her. Really, even if they hadn’t been sleeping together it might have made more sense for him to stay with her. She had an extra bedroom. Though, they weren’t using the extra bedroom since he was sleeping with her. He claimed he was going to fix her plumbing as a thank you. For letting him stay with her, he’d hastened to add.
A good thing. She didn’t want to feel like he was buying sexual favors with manual labor.
He’d been very circumspect in his touching of her on the walk from her truck to the hardware store, then in the hardware store, and now, on the trek back to where they’d parked. And she felt like there might as well be a canyon between them, rather than a foot.
She flexed her fingers, then stretched her arm out slightly, leaning in and she did, purposefully brushing up against the back of his hand.
What are you twelve?
No, she was not twelve. She was a grown-ass lady. Who was sleeping with a man who wouldn’t even hold her hand, because he was her best friend. That just seemed messed up.
You said you didn’t want this. You said you didn’t want a relationship.
She frowned at herself. It wasn’t like lacing fingers together would automatically push them through terror and the space-time continuum and into the relationship zone. They were sleeping together, for heaven’s sake. She let him inside her body more than once a day. Holding hands was not more intimate.
And there was that word again. That annoying word that made everything feel heavy.
Why did anything have to be intimate? Why couldn’t it just be sexy and fun?
Why did she have to think about everything so hard?
She stepped to the side while continuing to walk forward, bumping into him a little bit harder this time, her hand hitting his again. She jerked it away, looked at him, then back straight ahead as he looked at her. “Are you okay, Mel?”
“Just… The sidewalk is kind of bumpy.”
“It’s not really.”
She let out an exasperated sigh. “Why can’t you let me get away with my lie?”
“Because we don’t lie to each other?”
“Fine. I ran into you on purpose because I wanted to touch you.” Her cheeks heated.
“You can touch me.”
They stopped walking, and she turned toward him. “Can I? I’m not sure. I’m not sure where the line is. I feel like we’re walking this ridiculous tightrope. I’m trying all day to pretend that nothing has changed. Then I get in bed with you and… And everything is different. Well, not everything. You’re still you. But… I don’t feel like I can…”
He reached out and took hold of her hand, lacing his fingers through hers, then dipped his head and kissed her lips. “How’s that?”
“Worlds are colliding,” she said.
“Is that okay?”
“I’ll let you know as soon as Main Street stops spinning around me.” She shouldn’t have said that probably. That was revealing. Not just to him, but to her.
It hit her then that the root of the problem was the sex wasn’t enough. And neither was friendship. Otherwise it wouldn’t matter to her if the two were kept separate. Wouldn’t matter to her if he were her friend during the day and her lover at night. It only mattered because independently they left her empty. Because she needed them together, needed all of Luke combined all at once.
That was a relationship.
That was the love thing she told herself she badly wanted to avoid.
No. Not that.
Luke had a life in Bozeman. She had a job. She didn’t want to get married. And the relationship with Luke would never be a casual relationship. It would be all or nothing. She didn’t want all. She didn’t want nothing either.
Well then. She was screwed.
“Yes,” she said, lying, because nothing really felt okay right now.
“You don’t sound convinced.”
“Maybe if you kiss me again I will be?” It came out sounding more like a question than she’d meant it to.
She didn’t have to ask him twice.
“I should wait to do it again until we’re out of the public eye,” he said. “Because if you thought losing it on your grandma’s quilt was horrifying, I’m sure you don’t want me to do you up against the wall of the toy store.”
She laughed in spite of the sinking feeling in her chest. Luke could always make her laugh. No matter what.
“Yeah, probably not,” she said.
He winked. “Do you want to get something to eat at the deli or anything?”
They started walking again and Luke didn’t let go of her hand. She felt like he was squeezing her chest.
You’re the worst, Mel. You can’t be pleased. You wanted to hold his hand and now you’re freaking the heck out.
She was the worst. But it didn’t change her feelings.
“Yeah,” she said, forcing a smile. “I want a sandwich.”
“A footlong?”
“I’m not walking into that one, Shuller,” she said, before lowering her voice into a poor imitation of his. “Yeah, I got your footlong right here.”
“I wasn’t going to say that,” he said.
“Uh-huh.”
“But I do.”
She stepped to the side and bumped his arm with her shoulder. “Gross.”
“You don’t think I’m gross.” He kissed her cheek and her heart expanded to the point she thought it might burst.
Then it plummeted right back down.
If there was one thing she knew about this kind of thing, about wanting more, having more, it was that there was a dark side to all the smiling. It was that pain lived right around the corner.
Luke would never hurt her physically, she knew that. It wasn’t about him. It was about her. She’d imagined freedom on the other side of all this. A physical release that brought the release of all those past hurts. All those past fears.
She didn’t imagine it would bring on new ones.
“Okay,” she said, clearing her throat. “Get me a sandwich before I faint.”
“As you wish.”
*
LUKE DID HIS best to ignore the vague awkwardness that pervaded his lunch with Mel.
It was normal, and yet entirely abnormal at the same time. She ignored her salad, and ate half of his french fries, and he complained about how she should have just ordered them if that was what she wanted. She rolled her eyes and continued to eat his food.
Normal.
The abnormal came when their eyes clashed and held, and tension stretched so tight between them he would be surprised if everyone else in the deli couldn’t feel it. He was pretty sure they were giving off sex vibes so strong other people were going to leave and get laid because of them. But mixed in with that was more. Something else. He couldn’t quite figure it out, and that bothered him. It made him feel helpless. He hated that. Hated feeling like there was nothing he could do to fix the situation. It reminded him too much of what it was like to be in high school. Failing everything. Always failing everything no matter how hard he tried.
A GED and a garage were not exactly his parents’ dreams for him when they were working sixty hours a week to give him a better future. He knew that. Still, there wasn’t much he could do about it.
“Are you finished?” he asked.
“Yeah,” she said, snagging the last french fry out of his basket.
“Little scavenger,” he said, picking up her basket and his and walking over to the trashcan by the door.
Just as he did, the door swung open and he came face-to-face with his sister, Kaitlin, who had been doing her very best to avoid him the past few weeks. “Luke,” she said, her eyes round.
“Yeah, did you think that I left town?”
“I wondered.”
He scowled. “You wouldn’t have had to wonder if you would have answered any of my phone calls.”
“I’ve been a little bit busy dealing with the epic curveball that I was just thrown in my life, nothing personal.”
“What’s going on with you and Beckett?”
Kaitlin’s brows locked together. “Beckett is currently making like a burrowing owl up in my apartment.”
“I have no idea what that means.”
“It means he moved into my house,” she said. “Without giving you a biology lesson.”
“What? So he sells his stake in the business, is currently unemployed, knocks you up, and then moves in with you?”
Kaitlin’s hands curled into fists. “It isn’t like that.”
“I have half a mind to go over and boot his ass out.”
Kaitlin growled and Luke took a step back. He wasn’t used to his sister being quite so pigheaded. “Beckett is my problem, not yours. I’ll decide what to do with him when I’m ready.”
“Or, maybe you make a decision when he isn’t in your space trying to force your hand.”
“I didn’t say he was in my space. I didn’t say that I wanted him gone.”
“Well, do you want him there?”
She said nothing, she just stared straight ahead, her eyes glittering, her expression defiant.
“I didn’t think so. You need to get rid of him, the sooner the better. You’re going to have Mom and Dad’s support. You know you have mine. That is going to be nothing but a drain on you. You don’t need him involved.”
“It’s not your decision to make, Luke.”
“Why? You think you should make the decision? Because you make such great ones? Obviously you have a blind spot where he’s concerned.”
“Or maybe you do!”
“Probably not. Since I’m not the one sleeping with him.”
Kaitlin clenched her teeth together. “Don’t treat me like a child. I’m not a child. And you can’t make this decision for me. More than that, I don’t want your opinion. This is why I’ve been avoiding your phone calls.”
“Because I’m logical and I speak the truth?”
“Because you are an overbearing asshat.” She spread her arms wide.
“Possibly because the people in my life seem to need that.”
Kaitlin whirled around like she was going to walk straight back out the door, then turned back to face him. “You seem to think that. About everyone but you. Maybe intervene in your own stuff, huh?”
“Me? I’m fine.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, very carefully not looking back at Melanie.
“Well, maybe someday when you aren’t so obsessed with my decisions, you’ll realize you don’t make very many of your own. And you’ll realize that you actually aren’t fine. But until then? Don’t call me. Don’t pressure me. I have enough on my plate without putting up with your white knight complex. Newsflash, I do not feel rescued by you. Not only that, I don’t want to be.” She looked ahead at the sandwich counter. “I want to storm out. But I need a sandwich. So I’m not going to storm out. But you don’t talk to me.”
She swept past him, moving to get in line at the counter, her frame vibrating with rage.
And he just stood there. Forbidden from talking to his own damn sister.
He felt a hand on his back and he turned around and saw Mel, looking at him with large eyes. “Is there anything…”
“No,” he said, his voice rough. “Let’s go.”
“Are you sure I can’t…”
“Leave it. She doesn’t want to talk.”
“Does that mean you should let her…not talk?”
He let out a long breath and pushed the door open, walking out onto the street, taking a deep breath and filling his lungs with the thin, cool air. He heard Melanie’s footsteps behind him, heard the door close.
“Yes, Mel, I’m going to let her not talk,” he said. “Because she doesn’t want anything from me. She doesn’t want my advice. She’s making a huge fucking mistake.”
“What? Trying to make it work with the father of her baby?”
“With Beckett,” he spat.
“I know you think Beckett stole from you…”
“No one else could have done it, Mel. No one. I was out of town checking out some classic cars at auction, and he was there. He was in charge. He was the one with keys and access and…I trusted that bastard. I defended him when no one else did, and he turned out to be what everyone said.” He took another breath. “I guess you can’t hide that shit forever.”
“What shit?” she asked, crossing her arms beneath her breasts.
He paused a beat to look at her breasts, then continued. “Who you really are. If you’re a worthless son of a bitch it comes out eventually.”
“Is that what you think? That we’re all just kind of down to the worst parts of ourselves? Slaves to them?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe.”
“So my father didn’t have a choice when he hit me? When he hit my mother? It was just part of who he was?”
His stomach tightened. “I didn’t say that.”
“If it was fate, Luke, was he really wrong?”
“Yes, he was wrong.”
“Does that mean we were meant to be victims?”
“I said that wasn’t what I meant.”
Mel nodded slowly. “It is what you mean. Whether or not you realize it. You don’t think people have a choice. You think they just have to wait for the inevitable and give in. You think ultimately we’re just going to turn into the worst that we are.”
“There are things you can’t control.”
“So you have to run around trying to control all the things that can be controlled?”
“Yes!” As soon as he said the word, he realized it was true. That he was so damn concerned about all the details of everyone around him because he wanted to focus on the things he could fix. Not the things he couldn’t.
Not his own future. His own stupid brain.
It helped to believe that other people were in the same boat too. That there were things they couldn’t change, just like he couldn’t change the dyslexia. Couldn’t ever make it go away, or get on top of it. Couldn’t seem to transcend it. There was a reason he worked on cars. He didn’t think he was stupid, you had to remember a hell of a lot of information to do his job. But there was a limit to what he could do. He found peace working with his hands, because at least he felt competent. At least he didn’t feel like he was struggling.
His parents had never seen that. His parents had always thought more hard work was necessary. But there had been no amount of hard work that could push through blocks of words on a page that he just couldn’t decode.
“That doesn’t work.”
“So what?” he asked, knowing he sounded ridiculous.
“This is how you lose friends.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “And sisters.”
“Am I going to lose you?” he asked. The idea made his stomach tighten further, made it difficult for him to breathe.
“Not if you stop being an ass.” She smiled, but there was something missing from her smile. But he didn’t want to look too deeply into that.
“I’ll do my best.” Though, on the theme of the conversation they’d just been having, he wondered if he was just destined to fall back into it. “I need to ask you a question.”
“Okay.” She looked a little bit nervous, and he felt a little bit nervous. So that seemed fair.
“Has this helped you? Just, speaking of moving on, of being able to control things and make choices. Has what we’ve been doing actually helped you with that?” He had the terrible feeling, in this brief moment of self-awareness, that all he’d really been doing was finding a controlled, acceptable way for him to slake the lust that had been building inside of him for Mel over the past month. “Do you feel… Normal now?”
Melanie laughed. “I don’t know if anything about this is normal, Luke. But I like it.” She looked away. “I like you.”
“But it’s not normal. It hasn’t… Fixed anything.”
“There’s nothing normal about sleeping with a guy at night and going back to being friends during the day. I’m not complaining. It’s just different.”
He nodded slowly. “Right.”
“Well, you know what you can fix?”
“What?”
“My sink. Hop to it, Shuller.”



Chapter Eight
‡
THE PROBLEM WITH doing physical labor was that it gave Luke a lot of time to think. And thinking was all he had done while he’d worked on stopping the leak in Mel’s sink. He thought about the moment outside the hardware store, about his confrontation with Kaitlin in the deli, and about the argument he’d had with Mel outside.
In all of those scenarios he wasn’t overly thrilled with himself. Mel had been so nervous when he’d taken a hold of her hand that he realized they’d never shared small things like that. He kept a firm line between sex and everything else, for the sake of their friendship.
He hadn’t fixed anything. Yes, she’d been looking into dating, casual relationships. And yeah, looking to lose her virginity. But it had been about expanding, getting out there. And he’d been using this selfishly. Telling himself that he was doing something for her benefit, when really, he was just getting laid.
That was how he found himself out in the barn as the light disappeared behind the mountains and pine trees, creating a thin gold band around the peaks and ridges in the distance, setting up candles, lanterns, a blanket and a meal he’d procured from the Italian restaurant in town.
If Melanie needed more, he would give her more. He would give, period. Which he felt like he hadn’t really been doing.
You’re such an ass. As if your penis was the ultimate gift that would heal all her issues.
The real truth was he’d been using her body to deal with his own issues. Or, to be honest, not deal with them.
He sucked.
Hopefully this would make up for it.
He walked out of the barn, across the yard and to the house. When he walked in, the smell of sugar and chocolate greeted him, as it often did, and he had to smile. All that greeted him when he walked into his house was the vague smell of motor oil and the faded aroma of food that was past its prime.
He just wanted to be still in this moment. This moment of walking in to this house that had always been a refuge for him when he was a child, with the smell of baked goods lingering in the air, and a woman in the kitchen who was beautiful, and soft, and made his heart beat faster.
But it wasn’t his. She wasn’t his. She might be beautiful, she might make his heart beat faster, but there wasn’t anything he could give her in return. It was why he’d never looked at her as anything other than a friend. Until that flash of attraction at the wedding reception caught him off guard. Caught him in a moment of weakness and tore the veil from his eyes and showed him everything he’d been missing.
But just because he’d seen her as a woman, just because that had changed, didn’t mean he’d changed.
He pressed through the living area, and on into the kitchen. Melanie was just opening the oven, bending down, her jeans conforming to the rounded curve of her ass and in spite of the mental scolding he’d just given himself he just stood there and looked.
“I feel you back there. Checking me out, Shuller.” She straightened, cocking her hip to the side and turning dramatically, her blonde hair swinging over her shoulder, one brow raised. “Enjoy the show?”
“I think you enjoyed being the show.”
“Hell yes. I’ve never been anyone’s show before.”
Now she was acting like there was nothing wrong. Like none of the shouting and strange feelings had happened back in Marietta. It made him feel almost tempted to abandon his romance plan. To go back into the barn, blow out all the candles and leave the food for the mice.
But that was the coward’s way. He was going to be a man. He was going to give her exactly what she deserved. Instead of treating her like his personal sexual outlet.
“I have something to show you.”
Both of her brows shot upward. “Really? My sink?”
“That is fixed. But unless you get off on perfectly sealed and fitted pipes, I figure we’ll skip it.”
“Color me intrigued.”
He reached out and placed his fingers through hers, tugging her toward him. “Come on then.”
Her cheeks flushed pink, a pretty smile curving her lips upward. “What’s going on?”
“You’ll see.”
They walked back out of the house, across the gravel driveway and to the barn. The old structure wasn’t in use at all anymore, beyond storing some old equipment. It was pretty much the worse for wear, and Luke bet that in the winter the roof leaked. But for now, it would serve his purposes. He led her through the open door and watched her face as she took in his handiwork. He had no experience with this sort of thing, so he hoped that he’d done it right. Judging by the expression on her face, he had.
“What is this?” she asked, looking away from the glowing Mason jars and the blanket spread out with cartons of food, and at him.
“Romance. I guess.”
She laughed. “You guess?”
“I’ve never really done romance before.” He suddenly felt really self-conscious and that was just damned ridiculous. He’d been with his share of women, and he couldn’t remember the last time he felt awkward in a relationship with one. If ever. It had never mattered enough.
“And why are you doing it now?”
“Because you deserve it. Because you deserve more than just me getting you naked and taking advantage of you without giving anything back.”
She made a coughing sound. “Is that really what you think is happening? You’re not taking advantage of me. You’re well aware that I enjoy what we’ve been doing.”
“I know. But…” He lost his words completely, so he turned and gripped her chin with his thumb and forefinger, dipping his head and kissing her lips gently. He closed his eyes, swallowed. “But I want you to have this. Because I want you to see that there are good things out there. For you.” Someday she would find a guy who would do things like this for her. Really. With the intent of the future, and all that stuff that she should have.
“It seems like there are some pretty good things in here for me,” she said, her eyes meeting his.
There were a lot of things he wanted to say to that. But all of the words got stopped up in his throat, and anyway there wasn’t much he could say that didn’t sound like an excuse. That wouldn’t ruin what was happening here. And he didn’t want to ruin it. Not yet. Eventually, he would. But not now.
Instead, he just led her to the blanket, and gently touched her down with him. A little bit different than throwing her over his shoulder and carrying her out of a bar. He opened up one carton full of spaghetti, and handed it to her, then open the other for himself, uncovering the basket of garlic bread that was sitting in the middle of the blanket.
“Garlic bread!” She slid her pasta to the side and picked up a piece of the heavily buttered toast.
“I didn’t bother to order any salad,” he said.
She scrunched up her nose. “You know me well.”
He did. Better than any other woman he’d slept with in the past. Which is probably why all of this felt weird. Probably why he felt self-conscious bringing her in here. Probably why he felt the weight to be something, and do something, when he rarely felt that anymore.
When she looked at him, he felt like she wanted something. Like she expected something. And he couldn’t find the answer to the unspoken question in her eyes. No matter how deep he looked inside himself. So he’d brought garlic bread instead. Which seemed like a pretty piss poor substitute, but it was all he had.
He wasn’t great with feelings, but he could bring her butter.
“So, are you going to call Kaitlin?” Melanie asked after a few moments.
“Talking about my pregnant, angry sister isn’t exactly the epitome of romance.”
“No. But it is bothering you. I thought you might want to talk about it.”
“Not really. Anyway, she told me not to call. So I won’t.”
“Since when do you back off when you’re told to?”
“Since my own sister so clearly didn’t want to speak to me. I messed it up. I know I did. But I can’t… Beckett. She only knows him because of me. I feel like this is my fault.” He felt a hard, dull whack up against the side of his temple. “Did you just flick me?”
“Yes. I flicked you. Because you’re being a martyr. You can’t control everything, Luke. Not everything is your fault, or your triumph. She made her choice. Beckett made his choices. Everybody makes choices. You can’t take responsibility for them, you can’t take control of them.”
He hated that thought. Hated it down to his bones. It made him feel like he was floating through space with nothing to anchor him to anything. It left him with nothing in his own stuff, and he didn’t like that idea at all.
“That isn’t what I do. I just wanted to protect the people I care about. And when I feel like I put the people I care about in danger due to my poor friendship choices, I don’t take it very well.”
“You’re taking responsibility for things you have no business taking responsibility for. Why do you do that?”
“I don’t know. Why do you let your past dictate your actions, Mel?”
She drew back like she’d been slapped. “I don’t think you’re in any position to comment on my decisions. Especially not when you stepped in to direct me taking control of my life. Which with hindsight, was probably not something I should have ever let you do. It was about me, and I let you sweep in and play Superman. Which, also allowed me to stick with the only man that I’ve ever been comfortable with. So I kind of enabled us both while pretending I was stepping out of my comfort zone.”
“So now you regret all of it?” He took the piece of bread out of her hand, tossed it down into the carton of spaghetti, and pulled the whole container away from her. “And I don’t think you get my food. The food goes with the sex. If you regret the sex, you can’t have the food.”
She gasped. “Why are you being such an asshole?”
Because nothing made sense. And he was confused. Sitting here feeling like he wanted something, needed something, and he couldn’t figure it out. It had been so many years since he’d wanted anything. “Why aren’t you letting me?”
“Maybe we both need to change.”
“Oh no, this is your therapy, not mine,” he said.
“So, you’re allowed to sweep into my life and make changes, but I’m not allowed to change you at all?”
“I don’t need to change.” I can’t change.
“We can all change. We all have those choices. We aren’t bound to them. I don’t think you understand how important that realization has been to my life. It’s what I’ve been working through for the past year. And everything that kind of came to a head last month.”
“Why last month?”
“Because I thought I might kiss you. Only then you didn’t seem to realize I wanted to kiss you. And then I saw that woman at your house, and I know you didn’t sleep with her, but I thought you did. And that hurt. I realized I had no right to be hurt by it. I never… I never asked for more from you. I was too afraid to ask for more. Even though I wanted it. I realized that you didn’t feel the same. But it was what made me realize that I needed to go out and make changes for myself.”
“You wanted more from me?”
“Yes.” She looked down at her hands. “I trust you. You’ve always been safe. And I wanted very much to keep you in that safe place. So for a long time I didn’t let myself feel the attraction that was always there, just beneath my skin. I didn’t feel like I could do anything about it. Then I realized that all of the unhappiness I was dealing with. The feelings of being stagnant… They were my fault. I spent a long time being angry at my mother. I spent a long time using her mistakes to justify my fear. I think… I think in my efforts to avoid becoming like her, I actually ended up just like her.”
“Except not in a relationship with an abusive douche.”
“Yeah. But, I blamed love for that. Until this very moment I blamed love for that.” She frowned. “It isn’t love. It was never love. It was fear. And that’s something I do have in common with her. She was afraid to leave. She was afraid to change things. Either because she was afraid of what he would do, or because she was afraid of things being different. Maybe she thought the status quo was better than the unknown. All I know is I’ve let fear drive my life too. And I can’t. Not anymore.”
“And what brought on this particular revelation?”
“Watching you do the same thing.”
“I’m not afraid of anything.”
“Yes you are. You’re afraid to want things. Afraid to try. You hold on so tightly to everyone else, to all of their choices, because it makes you feel like you’re in control. It gives you something to pour that energy into since you won’t do it for your own self.”
“I didn’t ask for your opinion on my life, Mel.”
“Too bad. I’m in the mood to psychoanalyze. I figured I would get you and me in one fell swoop, since this is all about you and me.”
“No, this is about giving you normal romance.”
“There is nothing normal about a romantic picnic in a barn with your best friend that you’re sleeping with that ends in shouting and confiscated garlic bread,” she shouted.
“Well, the garlic bread confiscation and the yelling are your fault.”
“Or they’re your fault. Because you can’t deal with your shit. If you could, nothing that I’m saying would bother you.” She looked at him, defiantly. And this, in a nutshell, was why he didn’t usually sleep with women who knew him. She could see too deeply inside him. Was hitting far too close to the truth, and he didn’t like it.
He pushed the food cartons to the side, wrapped his arm around her waist and pressed her back so she was lying down on the blanket. “I think this was a bad idea. The talking. The romance. I think we need to get back to what was working.”
His cock was already hard for her. In spite of the argument, or maybe because of it. It was hard to say with Mel. From the moment he’d acknowledged that he wanted her, he’d wanted her every minute after.
“That’s your solution?” she asked, her voice breathless, “more sex?”
“It works.”
And maybe, just maybe, if they went back to the sex, it would erase the ache that he’d felt since he’d walked into her kitchen and smelled the cake. Since he’d walked into that house, and wished for one blinding moment that it was his. That he was coming home to her. But this was more than friendship, more than sex. That it was more than therapy between two screwed up people who couldn’t seem to move on from the disappointments in their past. Or, in his case the disappointments in his present.
“Sure, but it doesn’t get us anywhere.”
He kissed her, deep and hard, flexing his hips and pressing his hardened cock against her clit, settling deeper between her thighs. “It’ll get us far enough.”
She let her head fall back, rough, raw sound on her lips, and he’d never heard or seen anything more beautiful. How had he ever ignored this? How had he ever thought of her as only a friend?
She squeezed her eyes shut tight and wrapped her arms around his neck, tugging him down and kissing him. He didn’t like that she closed her eyes. Didn’t like that she was trying to shut out everything, their discussion, the reality of the situation. Didn’t like that he put her in the position where she had to do that. But he wasn’t going to fight against it either. He wanted this. He wanted it more than he wanted to be right. More than he wanted to be helpful. He just wanted her. It had nothing to do with helping her break through any walls. Had nothing to do with having her so that no one else could have her. So that no one else could hurt her.
He was going to hurt her anyway. Like the useless bastard that he was, he was going to break her heart. He knew it. He knew it now. Soon enough that he could still turn back. But he wasn’t going to. He was going to make the bad decision, the wrong decision. He wasn’t going to try hard enough. Because that’s what he did.
And right now, he didn’t even care.
He wrenched her top over her head, stripped her bra from her, took her jeans and panties off as quick as he possibly could, baring her beautiful body to his hungry gaze. He needed her, needed this. He was being selfish. And he was owning it.
“You’re so beautiful.” He lowered his head, tracing her pale pink nipple with the tip of his tongue before drawing it deep into his mouth. “You have no idea. You’ve always been beautiful. I’ve just been blind.”
She tugged at his shirt, and he helped her, pulling it over his head and casting it to the side before shrugging his shoes, socks and pants off. He pressed himself against her, skin to skin all the way down, and enjoyed the feeling of her, bare and beautiful and perfect. This was perfect. He’d managed to screw up their friendship enough that talking wasn’t working anymore. That sex worked better than casual conversation.
He couldn’t regret that right now either.
She moved her delicate fingertips down his back, over his shoulders, as she wrapped her legs around his hips, urging him on, urging him inside of her. He pressed the head of his cock against her slick flesh, testing her, teasing her, teasing them. Then he eased in slowly, so slowly he thought he was going to explode. She was so tight, so hot, so incredibly perfect. He clenched his teeth to keep from losing it completely. He wanted to laugh at himself. For thinking that somehow this was going to help him maintain control. That sleeping with her would have somehow put him in a position to guide her actions when in reality it had taken his ability to direct his own.
And then he didn’t think at all.
He was lost in her, in this, in the heat and desire building in his blood. She flexed her hips with each move of his, each thrust he made deep into her body accompanied by a hoarse, sweet sound from her lips that let him know just how into it she was. Just how much she wanted him. Melanie Richards wanted him.
It was that thought that sent him over the edge.
He tightened his grip on her hips, tried to get a handle on himself as he lost complete command over his body, as his movements became wild, unsteady. She stiffened beneath him, arching against him, her release rippling through her, around him. In him.
And he let go. Let his need, his desire, his pleasure roar through him like a beast, overtaking him completely, stealing his every thought, his every concern.
Mel held him tight, her breathing soft and steady in his ear. And then she whispered. “I love you, Luke.”



Chapter Nine
‡
THE MOMENT THE words left her lips, she knew they were true. She also knew that she had made a big mistake. At least, in terms of not scaring Luke away forever. After their conversation, after what had just passed between them, the odds of him reacting favorably to her declaration were slim to none. She knew him well enough to know that.
Still, even though she knew she was setting herself up for a world of pain, she couldn’t regret it. She wasn’t afraid anymore.
No, that was a lie. She was afraid. She was terrified. Of what would happen when Luke finally spoke again, of what the future would look like without him. Of any moment beyond this one where he was still holding on to her, still buried deep inside of her. She was afraid of it all. But she wasn’t too afraid to face it. Wasn’t too afraid to press forward, asking for more, not just from him, but from life.
She had thought her moment of reckoning was in Grey’s a few weeks ago. That it had come the moment she decided she was going to put on a sexy dress, lose her virginity, stop being afraid of the unknown. But no. She could see clearly now that the Great Awakening that had happened then had been another red herring. A cautious step forward. Like a small animal who had only poked her head out of her burrow, and left the rest of herself safely shrouded.
A sexual relationship without an emotional component. A way to pretend that she was stepping out while continually protecting the parts of herself that were most vulnerable. It had never been her body. It had always been her feelings. That was why she had made such a weak pass at Luke and called it an honest try.
Because it had always been him. And she’d always known it would be a risk. But she’d been too afraid to try. She wasn’t now. Even being certain she would fail.
He moved away from her suddenly, leaving her cold, bereft. “What did you say?”
“I love you,” she repeated without hesitation.
“Why? I’ve been nothing but a giant asshole to you.”
“An asshole who made me a picnic in a barn.”
“And stole your garlic bread.”
“Yeah, that wasn’t very nice.” She moved into a sitting position, tugging her knees up to her chest. “I’ve always loved you.”
“Bullshit.” He closed his eyes and looked away from her. “You never said. You never acted like you did. You were never even dating anyone.”
He sounded panicked now, and part of her could vaguely understand why. She was changing his reality. Changing the rules. It was going to suck for her too, depending on how he reacted. But she couldn’t go back. Not now.
“I know. Because of the fear thing that I already told you about. I would rather have hooked up with a stranger in a bar than take a real risk in going after you and being rejected. And I told myself it was all about relationships, and finding myself, and making sure I didn’t fall into the same trap my mother did, but the thing is, Luke, I never had to worry about that with you. It was never that. I just didn’t want to lose our friendship. I didn’t want to lose this thing that had meant so much to me. I’ve been content for a very long time to take half. I thought asking for whole might be greedy. And that’s where I’m like her. Like my mother. I’m so afraid of being left with nothing that…”
“I would never leave you with nothing, Mel. Never. I can’t… I can’t do this.”
“Why not?”
“It’s not me. I just… I don’t finish things that I start. I’m not a long-haul kind of guy. I don’t do the hard yards.”
“Now it’s my turn to say bullshit. What about your garage? Your business?”
“I only do that because it’s the only thing I can do. Don’t you think I would probably be better off with a cushy office job? But I can’t do that. You know that. I’m too stupid to do it.”
“You’re not stupid, Luke. You never have been.”
“Doesn’t matter what you call it, I still have my limitations. So yeah, I have the garage. Out of necessity. Is it anything to be proud of? Is it anything to really strive for, or parade out as an achievement?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t think it is, neither do my parents.”
“Well, they’re wrong too.”
“It’s just not me, Mel. It’s not… I can’t. But it doesn’t mean we can’t keep what we have.”
“What?” Her lip curled. “Friendship with sex on the side?”
“Don’t sound so disdainful of it. You always order the salad instead of the fries, but I know you want fries. Consider this the fries.”
“I’d rather have nothing.”
“What?”
She started to collect her clothes, a tear tracking down her cheek. “You heard me.”
“I hope this is still a food metaphor, because you can’t have meant it like I think you did.”
“It’s all or nothing. Luke, I think you could give me all if you weren’t so afraid.”
“That isn’t fair.”
She straightened and he took a step toward her. She extended her hands, shoved him back. “You fucking coward! I’m standing here exposing my soul and you can’t even pull your head out of your ass and look me in the eye.”
He looked at her, his dark eyes flat. “How’s this? I don’t love you, Melanie. But I care about you. I’m your friend. There’s no reason to throw all of that out because I can give you marriage and whatever else you think you want right now.”
“Yes, it is. I hid for a long time. I hid behind you. I hid behind what was comfortable, behind our friendship. I’m not going to let you do it too, Luke. If you don’t love me, you don’t love me, and you won’t miss me that much.”
She tugged her shirt over her head, pulled her jeans on and started hunting for her shoes.
“You know that isn’t true.”
“No, I don’t,” she said, straightening, ignoring the pain in her chest and the sinking feeling in her stomach.
“You should. If you know me as well as you claim to. Well enough that you can psychoanalyze me, and tell me what you think all of my problems are, then you should understand that you mean a hell of a lot to me.”
“Not enough.”
“I can’t believe you.”
“No. You can’t. Of course you can’t. You’re used to me running away. Hiding. Not asking for anything.”
“Don’t act like that’s what I want from you,” he said, his voice rough. “That isn’t what I want. I don’t want to hide. I don’t want you to take less. But I don’t want you to walk away from this either. From us.”
“If you don’t love me, then there is no us.” She turned away from him and started to walk out of the barn, doing her very best to hold herself together while she felt like she was cracking from the inside out.
“We didn’t use a condom.”
She closed her eyes, his words hitting her with the force of a bullet. “I know,” she said, though she hadn’t been overly aware of it until that moment.
“What now?”
“Hope to God I’m not pregnant with your baby.”
“That bad, huh?”
She turned to look at him. “Being stuck with a man who just told me he would never love me? Yeah, that bad.” She took a step away from him, then stopped again. “You know what, Luke? You’re only a failure because you’ve settled into it. And I don’t mean the garage, the garage isn’t a failure. But this other stuff? Being afraid to want anything because you think you can’t? That’s all on you. I know your parents made you feel bad about yourself, about what you could and couldn’t do. I know it must have been hard to try for something, to want something, and feel like you couldn’t get it. But you can have me. No strings. The work is already done. You just can’t reach out and take my hand until you stop clinging to fear.”
And with that, she turned and walked out of the barn.



Chapter Ten
‡
EVERYTHING HURT. HIS head. His chest. Hell, his toenails hurt.
It was nearly noon and he was still lying in his bed at the Grizzly Lodge, nursing the biggest hangover of his life and trying to process where everything had gone wrong in the last twenty-four hours.
He had, at some point, fucked every last thing up. And he had no idea how to get back.
He scrubbed his hand over his face and swung his legs over the side of the bed, pushing himself into an unsteady standing position, just as there was a heavy knock on the door to the room.
He made his way over to it, wrapped his hand around the knob and jerked it open, wincing as the sunlight hit him full in the face. He couldn’t even focus on who was standing there. All he knew was that he was being stabbed in the temple by a ray of light. He turned away, just for a second, because it was too damned intense.
“Luke.”
Oh, shit. Beckett. He didn’t turn toward him, or the evil sunlight. He just couldn’t. Not right now. Not when Beckett was just another thing he’d fucked-all-to-hell.
“Trust me, Beckett, now is not the time,” he said, his voice rough from lack of use and the burn of too much whiskey.
“Trust me, Luke,” Beckett said, his tone hard. “I don’t care. I only have one thing to say to you. It’s simple, and you should have known it all along, but I also should have said it. Outright. Fought for the truth. I didn’t take any money from you.”
Luke closed his eyes, guilt lancing him, stabbing him deeper than the light had. “That’s a bit late in coming.”
“I shouldn’t have to say it. You should have believed in me. You should know me better.”
No. No, no no.
Luke turned, rage pounding in his skull along with pain, pain that went all the way down through his chest. “All evidence—”
Beckett frowned, his jaw clenched tight. “Fuck your evidence, Luke. You were my best friend. You were supposed to know me better.”
No, he couldn’t do this, Couldn’t deal with it now. If he was wrong about Beckett, he was wrong about so many damn things and he just couldn’t do this now. “If you’re trying to win some points with Kaitlin, you’re barking up the right tree. Now, why don’t you go make yourself useful and oh, I don’t know, get the fuck out of her life.”
If Luke couldn’t get his shit together enough to be there for Mel, how could Beckett possibly do it for Kaitlin? If Luke couldn’t change, how could Beckett? It didn’t make sense.
You don’t want it to make sense.
“I’m not going anywhere,” Beckett said, his voice a growl.
Luke crossed his arms over his chest, doing his best to hang onto his control, to keep from shouting, from flipping over the ugly-ass motel room desk. To keep from saying straight to Beckett’s face that if Luke couldn’t triumph over his issues, Beckett had no business doing it either. He didn’t do any of that. Instead, he chose his next words carefully, took aim, and fired. “What, you’re going to stick around and make an honest woman of her and break her heart later?”
Beckett didn’t let his words knock him back. “If Kaitlin would have me, I would not break her heart. Not now. Not later.”
Luke’s lip curled. “Right. You’re suddenly Mr. Family Man.”
“I love her.”
The words hit Luke hard in the stomach. Holy shit. He meant it. Beckett meant it.
And you can’t love Mel. You’re so afraid of those words, and he can say them. He might still be a thief but you are a fucking coward.
He wouldn’t let that voice win. He wouldn’t give in. “So, what, you’re getting married, having a kid, and I’m supposed to magically forgive you for stealing?”
“I didn’t steal.” Beckett flexed his fingers into fists, and Luke mentally prepared himself for another punch to the face. He’d actually like to earn one about now. “And I would love to marry your sister. I love her and if there was some way I could make her love me too, I would. I would do anything. But I can’t…force it.”
It reminded him too much of the resignation on Mel’s face when they’d talked about love. When she’d told him it was all or nothing. That she wouldn’t want to be stuck with him if she were pregnant with his baby.
Luke had never thought he and Kaitlin had all that much in common, but he was starting to wonder if meting out this kind of pain on another person—one who loved you—was in the Shuller genes.
Luke looked away from the man he’d once considered his best friend. “She deserves better than you.”
“I don’t doubt it.” Damn. He seemed to mean that too. Which made being angry at him hard. But Luke was doing his best. “But find one damn person who would work harder to deserve her.”
Beckett turned away from the door, and walked down the paved walk in front of the motel, heading to the main office. Luke didn’t watch to see if he went inside, instead he slammed the door closed, wincing as pain shot through him.
Good for Beckett for trying. Good for fucking him. It didn’t mean anything would come of it. Luke had tried his damnedest to please his parents. To graduate from high school. To overcome his dyslexia and be the kind of inspirational story they made movies about.
But his life wasn’t a movie. He hadn’t graduated, even though he’d done his best. He couldn’t control his brain. He couldn’t control anything.
*
LUKE WAS STARTING to think he was staying in Grand Central Station instead of a motel. For the second time in as many days there was a heavy knock on the door. Couldn’t these people see he was trying to wallow in misery?
He answered the door on a growl and froze when he saw his sister standing there, looking pale and in general like bedraggled hell. And she had the audacity to frown at him. “Are you hungover at six o’clock at night?” she asked.
“What are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same. You could be in Bozeman. Or you could be staying with Mom and Dad. Or I thought I heard some weird rumor about you shacking up with Melanie, which I know couldn’t be true.”
That was all way too close to reality for his liking. Yeah, he could be back in Bozeman. He could be the hell out of Dodge. But he was here. Here waiting for something that was never going to come to him.
Melanie.
For two days he’d been sitting in this motel, pretending he was hanging out because of Beckett and Kaitlin and the unresolved shitstorm still brewing between them.
Luke scrubbed his hands over his face. “First of all, I’m keeping an eye on you.” Kind of. “You know what? I don’t have the energy for this. Believe it or not, Kaitlin, I actually have my own problems to deal with. You and Beckett tag-teaming me—”
“Beckett was here?”
He sighed heavily. “Two nights ago.”
“What did he say?”
“He said I’m right and he’s an asshole.”
“Not. Funny.” She frowned at him, trying to work out what was going on with any of them. “I’m glad you have your own problems.”
“Yeah it’s fan-fucking-tastic.” He rocked back on his heels, crossing his arms over his chest. “What do you want?”
“I need you to…” She swallowed hard, shifting her weight from foot to foot, looking down. “I know you’re angry with Beckett. Still. But I don’t understand why.”
Luke stepped to the side, allowing her entry into the motel room. “Oh, you mean, stealing wasn’t enough.”
“You know he didn’t do that.”
“Whatever, Kaitlin. Listen—”
“He’d never do that to you. He’d never do that to himself.”
He didn’t need this right now. He had other issues. Issues that had nothing to do with Beckett and whether or not he was a thief.
Whether or not Luke was projecting all of his hangups onto Beckett rather than looking at the facts. “I don’t need you to defend him to me. He might have knocked you up, but you don’t know him. No one knows him. He does that on purpose, and he was my best friend for a long time but that doesn’t mean I knew him.”
Oh, shit, those words were so close to his own backyard he wanted to cut out his own tongue.
Been busy protecting yourself for so long, Shuller. Does anyone know you?
“You should know him! How can you not see? He does that on purpose. What’s wrong with you? Everyone in his life let him down and made him feel like nothing, so yeah, he protected himself a little bit. But he trusted you to see the good in him, and you used that trust for as long as it was easy and the minute it was hard, you broke it.”
He broke it. Him. Not Beckett. Just like he’d been the one to break Melanie’s trust.
You’re a coward. You’re afraid to want. Afraid to believe in anything or anyone.
“He was the only one who could have done it,” Luke insisted, the refrain tired even to his own ears.
“Except he didn’t. And you should never have thought it of him. That, Luke Shuller, is on you.”
He shook his head. “I’m not going to argue with you about him.”
“He is the father of my child, and I…” She paused, her words choking off for a moment as she paused and took a breath. “I do love him,” she managed on a shaky whisper.
Luke gritted his teeth. “No, you—”
“You don’t get to tell me what I feel, Luke.”
He pushed his hands through his hair, his heart raging out of control. This was too much like that last conversation with Mel. All of this, Kaitlin and Beckett bringing their drama to his doorstep was too close to everything he was trying not to deal with.
“Do you want to talk about your problems?” Kaitlin asked.
“Fuck. No.”
“Okay, do you want to help me?”
He let out a heavy breath. “I will help you with anything, Kaitlin. I would protect you from—”
“I didn’t ask for your protection, for your advice, for your disapproval. Only for your help. Are you ready and willing to give it?”
For the second time in a few days, he was being asked for something pretty big. He had a woman looking at him, depending on him.
Was he going to disappoint Kaitlin too?
Being afraid to want anything because you think you can’t? That’s all on you.
He’d spent so much of his life trying to fix the people around them because he’d felt unfixable. But Mel’d had the audacity to stand there and tell him it was his choice.
He’d tried to fix Kaitlin, and he’d only broken them. He’d been blaming Beckett for all manner of shit because he was so bullheaded. He’d seen a problem and an easy fix rather than stopping for a moment and believing his friend because…
Because he was just too damn scared to believe in anything. To want anything.
That failure cut so deep he’d done his best to avoid it ever since high school. When he’d studied his ass off and still during tests every word had reversed and wiggled and swam on the page, and he’d come out with nothing but failure.
Sometimes wanting it wasn’t enough, and he’d learned that then.
But he’d traded it for not letting himself want anything. For controlling, fixing, for other people while he ignored himself.
And it wasn’t working anymore. Because everyone suddenly needed more from him and he’d found himself unable to give it.
Kaitlin needed support. Beckett needed trust.
Melanie needed love.
He looked down at his sister, at her large, searching gaze. And he nodded.
Relief passed over her face, a small smile curving her lips. “Good. Now, say you love me. And you trust me.”
He swallowed hard. “I love you.”
“Luke.”
“I’m just not sure I trust him with you.” But then, he wasn’t sure he could ever trust anyone with Kaitlin.
“You should, asshole.”
His lips twitched, but he couldn’t quite force a smile.
“Come home with me. Be there when I tell Mom and Dad.” Kaitlin took a deep breath. “And I’m going to need your help with a plan.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
“You’ll hate it, but you’ll do it.” She stepped closer to him, wrapped her fingers around his wrist, took his hand and pressed it on her stomach. “If not for me, for this.”
For the first time, he felt the full magnitude of what was happening here. He’d been so caught up in all the shit. His anger, his fear over her getting hurt, his own hurt at the…well, he’d felt like his friend had betrayed him. Basically, he’d made all of this about him. And he hadn’t paused to fully appreciate the fact that Kaitlin was having a baby. That he was going to be an uncle.
Mel might be pregnant with your baby and you just told her you don’t love her.
But he was a liar in addition to being a coward.
Yeah, and what are you going to do about it.
His chest felt full. Too full. And his throat felt too tight. He jerked his hands away. “Fine. Whatever. Just don’t…make me touch anything again.”
He would go with Kaitlin now, help her out, support her instead of trying to make her choices for her…and then he had something very important to take care of.



Chapter Eleven
‡
THERE WASN’T ENOUGH buttercream frosting in the world to ease the pain that Melanie was going through. But she had no regrets. Because she had let go of fear, and she had gone for what she wanted.
She took a spoonful of chocolate frosting out of a bowl, and took a bite. Okay, she had some regrets. Like Luke rejecting her rather than doing the sensible thing and pulling her into his arms and telling her he loved her too. Yeah, she had those kind of regrets.
She licked the spoon clean and tossed it into the sink and turned around to survey the mess in her kitchen. She’d been baking nonstop since her life had fallen apart. As though she could rebuild it with bricks of baked goods. She could not. That much was clear. But it wasn’t going to stop her from trying. And it was in the name of work, since she really did need to finalize her plans for Nancy and Jared’s wedding.
Unfortunate since all she wanted to do was climb beneath a fuzzy blanket.
Too bad she couldn’t frost cakes from her bed. Really, it was a recipe for stickiness and heartbreak, and since she was already heartbroken she figured she’d better skip it.
Stupid Luke. The thing was, he did love her. She was almost entirely certain that he did. Because she knew him. She knew that there was more to the connection between them than sex and friendship. It was deeper. It was those things, woven together, and bound tightly. Boundless love, she was sure of it.
At least, she had been.
She stuck her finger straight into the bowl this time, taking a healthy scoop of the frosting and licking it off. She was a little bit pathetic. But she didn’t care.
She heard a knock at the front door and she crossed the kitchen, making her way to the entryway. She stopped suddenly, her stomach tightening. And she knew. Knew that it was him. She just wasn’t sure if she was ready to have this conversation yet. Whatever the conversation was going to be. He was probably here to try and convince her to continue their friendship. And she was weak. Weak for just the sight of him, the sound of his voice. She had no idea what all he might talk her into if he had the chance.
She stood there for a moment, not opening the door, considering never opening it.
“Mel, it’s me.”
“I know,” she said, furrowing her brows.
“And you are going to let me in?”
“Maybe not. I’m mad at you.”
“I know,” he said, his voice muffled by the door. “And you should be. I suck.”
“Yes, you do. But did you only come here to tell me that you suck or did you come here to do something about it?”
“I have to ask you something.”
She took a deep breath, opening the door a crack. “What?”
“My sister is marrying Beckett.”
She blinked, her stomach turning into lead. “Oh?”
“Yes. He doesn’t know it yet. But she’s marrying him. She needs a cake. I thought you might have an extra.”
“Are you… Using me for free cakes? After what you did? Wasn’t my virginity enough, you want to take my cake too?”
“Let me in and we’ll talk about more than just cake.”
She frowned but stepped back, opening the door wider and allowing him entry. “Fine. But if you’re mean to me again I’m throwing you out.”
“Sure.” He moved into the entryway, shoving his hands in his pockets and clearing his throat. “I’m an idiot.”
“I could have told you that,” she said, her throat tightening, her breath leaving her lungs in a rush.
“I know. You pretty much did. But I was being an idiot so I didn’t listen. I thought about it. And I… It’s been a weird few days.”
“Weird isn’t the word I would use for it. Terrible. Horrible. No good, very bad. Something like that.”
He ran his hand over his face, and for the first time she noticed how tired he looked. Good. She was happy to think this hadn’t exactly been a walk in the park for him. “I know. I talked to Beckett. Saw a lot of what I did to you reflected in his face. Since Kaitlin pretty much turned down his declaration of love too. Then I talked to Kaitlin. Who was a lot braver than I was, and I realized that she was making the wrong decision sooner than I did.” He took a ragged breath. “You’re a lot braver than I am, Mel. You came through a lot worse a lot better than I ever did. I believe in hard work. I believe that people can change their circumstances. At least, I wanted to. And then I couldn’t do it for myself. I couldn’t study hard enough, couldn’t overcome my dyslexia. I’m a grown man, standing here admitting that, and I feel stupid. Stupid that I let that run my life, but I did. It didn’t end there. It’s like, this thing inside me that I can’t fix and can’t control. So I’ve tried for so long to control and fix everything around me, to try and make that smaller. To make it so it didn’t matter. And on top of that, I never wanted to try and fail again. So I just didn’t. Sure, I opened the garage, I started my own business, but none of that was a dream. Now, I think somehow I knew that if I let myself dream about you, you would consume everything.”
“What?” The word came out a whisper, thin, hopeful. She despised herself for allowing that hopefulness. For getting drawn in. But she couldn’t help herself.
“I knew I could want you for everything. Always. More than I wanted to graduate, more than I wanted to make my parents proud. More than I ever wanted to protect Kaitlin from the evil clutches of Beckett. I knew that I could want you more than any of that. Somewhere, deep down I did. And I wrapped all of it up in excuses, even when I realized that I wanted you. It was easy to justify touching you. To tell myself I was fixing things for you. Ignoring the fact that I wanted it for myself. That I wanted you for myself. And then, the picnic. The spaghetti. The romantic garlic bread. In hindsight, garlic isn’t that romantic.”
“Shut your mouth. Butter is always romantic. Almost especially when in combination with garlic.”
“Okay. Clearly it was the right choice for you. I told myself I did that for you. To fulfill the promise I made you to…give you something normal. But it was because I wanted more. I wanted to be with you as more than just a friend. More than just a lover. I wanted the romance, the in between. The everything. The… The love thing.”
She swallowed hard, her heart beating so fast she was dizzy. “Please tell me that you’re going to say that you love me. If you’re throwing around the love word, but you’re not going to apply it to me, I’m pretty sure I’m well within my rights to punch you in the face.”
He closed the distance between them, pulling her into his arms, looking at her intensely. “Yes, I love you.” Then he was kissing her, deep, hard, and perfect. “I love you,” he repeated when they parted.
She frowned. “Why did you have to make it hurt like this? Why did you have to make it so hard?”
“I learned the wrong lesson from life. I learned to run. I learned to stop trying. I had to want something enough to relearn that lesson. To find the strength to push through, instead of turning away. That was you. You were the thing I wanted more.”
She thought her heart would burst, and she knew she was going to end up crying in front of him. But she didn’t care. “I would like to be a little bit more angry with you. A little bit more self-righteous. But I was afraid too. I knew I wanted you. But I was too afraid to reach out and take you. And I almost went straight into the arms of another man rather than going after you, because I was too afraid to take what I wanted.”
“Aren’t we a pair?”
“A yellow-bellied pair.”
“Well,” he said, “not anymore.”
She smiled. “No, not anymore.”
“I think that’s why it was so easy to stay your friend,” he said. “I could be close to you, talk to you whenever I wanted, and never risk a damn thing.”
“That was easier. But not enough.”
“What will be enough?” he asked, cupping her chin.
“Everything. Everything should be enough.”
“Then everything is what I’ll give you.”



Epilogue
‡
LUKE SHULLER WALKED down the aisle of the exquisitely decorated church, love and marriage on his mind, absolutely in that order.
The guests would be here soon, their families, everyone they’d ever loved would be here to watch him marry Melanie Richards. He still wasn’t a businessman, still wasn’t a college graduate, or even high school graduate. Still wasn’t everything his parents had worked for, wasn’t everything they’d wanted him to be.
But he loved Melanie. And today, he was going to become her husband. The rest just didn’t seem to matter so much.
The doors to the church opened wide, a rush of cool fall air blowing inside. They hadn’t had a lot of patience to wait to get married, which meant a wedding in less than ideal weather. But since the bride was ideal, he didn’t really care.
Along with a gust of wind, said bride blew right inside of the church, her white lacy dress swirling around her legs, her veil and blonde hair blowing over her shoulders. She forced the doors shut, and looked up at him and smiled.
There she was. He let himself look at her now, all of her. Didn’t force himself to see her with a filter of friendship applied. He looked at her, and saw a beauty so intense it hurt. The most beautiful ache in existence.
“What are you doing in here, Mel? You know I’m not supposed to see you before the ceremony.”
Her smile turned wicked. “Are you going to throw me over your shoulder and carry me back out?”
“I’d hate to start rumors.”
“The truth is I came to see you. I just wanted a moment before things got going. A moment alone.”
“You aren’t about to tell me you’re leaving me for Beckett or something, are you?”
“I think Kaitlin would kill me. And in spite of her advanced pregnancy, she would be well able to do it.”
He raised his brows. “Is that the only reason?”
“Beckett is a sexy bastard. But I have a weakness.”
He brushed her hair out of her face, adjusted her veil. “What’s that?”
“I want it all. And you, Luke Shuller are the whole deal.”
“I’ve waited a long time for this day,” he said. “I didn’t know how long. I didn’t know it’s what I was waiting for. But it was. I’m so glad it’s here.”
“Finally.” She smiled again, stretching up on her toes, kissing his lips.
Right then, he knew he had had it all. He didn’t need to protect himself. Didn’t need to control everything, protect his heart from pain. He was surrounded by a joy so bright, so strong, it overshadowed everything else.
He had Mel. His best friend. His lover. His bride. Finally.
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