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Chapter One
Blackness wrapped around them, a sheltering embrace as his body moved over hers.
His hunger had an edge tonight.
He’d come to her late, appearing in the darkened doorway of her room and she’d barely had a chance to catch her breath before he was there, strong hands slowly pulling away the covers and then the mattress gave way under his weight.
Now, as his cock swelled inside her, as one palm cupped her hip and angled her up to meet each driving thrust, he buried his face against her neck as he muttered her name.
She gasped out his and had to bite back the words she knew he wouldn’t want to hear.
Tangling her hands in his hair, she arched and whimpered as he shifted his angle, moving so that the head of his cock stroked the bundled bed of nerves buried deep inside her and that small adjustment had her panting. Heat blistered her and pleasure consumed her.
“Tate!”
He surged against her, harder. Faster.
She climaxed around him, muffling her sob against his shoulder.
His mouth covered hers, swallowing down that ragged, breathless sound.
Then he stiffened, coming inside her.
*   *   *
She wanted that purse.
Ali Holmes didn’t covet a lot of things, but as she stood behind the counter of the Madison Pizza Company, she decided she was going to let herself covet that purse.
It was a safe obsession. Vivid, murder-red, butter-soft leather. It cost almost as much as she made in a week—it would have to. It was a Coach purse. She had an eye for those things, mostly because she obsessed over them. Drooled. Coveted.
Sometimes when she went shopping in Louisville or Lexington, she’d even let herself pet them.
But she wouldn’t ever buy one. How in the hell could she buy a purse like that when she could barely afford to put food on the table?
It was a safe enough obsession, because she knew she wouldn’t ever go and spend money she couldn’t afford to waste on something like a purse, not when her two boys needed shoes, not when she needed to figure out how to fix the roof, and not when she was still scrambling to pay the bills for the appendectomy she’d had to have last winter.
The owner of that gorgeous red purse stood in the doorway, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the dim light after being out in the bright sunny afternoon.
Ali gave herself another second to lust as she gathered up a couple of menus and tried not to notice the way somebody was grinning at her.
“If you keep staring at the purse, she’s going to think you plan on mugging her.”
Just the sound of that voice was enough to make her heart skip, and maybe it made her knees a little weak, although she managed not to let it show as she turned her head and looked into the dark brown eyes of one Tate Bell, her other obsession.
He wasn’t so safe.
Lately, she was starting to think she might have to give him up.
He was like too much chocolate, too much wine. She wanted to gorge on him, but he was oh, so very bad for her. If she could keep herself to just lusting after him, it wouldn’t be an issue. Lust was nice. Lust was healthy. But she’d let herself get lost in him. Lost herself to him.
Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad, if he could do the same.
Tate had … commitment issues.
Hell, screw that. Tate had emotional issues.
With a lazy shrug, she said, “Nothing wrong with looking, sugar, right?”
A smile curved his lips.
That smile … damn it, that smile was what started it. That was why she’d given into him in the first place, and all he had to do was flash her that smile at any given time and it made her want to forget herself all over again.
Forget the promises she’d made herself late last night, as she lay in her bed, with the scent of him still on her skin, while her heart split just a little more.
He might share her bed, but he wanted no part of her heart and she knew that.
She knew she needed to pull away from him.
What she didn’t know was if she could.
“You’re doing a lot more than looking at that purse, Ali-girl,” he drawled, lifting his sweet tea to his mouth and drinking. His throat worked and she had to look away before she started thinking about pressing her mouth to that strong, tanned line. Before she started thinking about how they’d ended up in the shower last night—he’d been all hot and sweaty from hours spent in his studio and she’d been the same from hours spent hustling pizzas back and forth here at the restaurant.
“Oh?” She cocked a brow. “Just what am I doing?”
“You’re practically drooling.” He dropped his gaze to her mouth.
Out of reflex, she swiped the back of her hand over her mouth. “I am…” Then she rolled her eyes. “You need to finish your lunch and get out of my place, Tate. I’ve got work to do.”
“That was a subtle change of subject. Go on, go back to lusting over pretty purses. I’ll pretend not to notice.” He winked at her and lifted a slice of pizza to his mouth.
She sighed and turned away.
That was the damn problem. He did notice things. He noticed her lusting for purses, he noticed when she was tired at the end of the day, he noticed when something amused her or annoyed her.
If only he never noticed things, if only he wasn’t so amazing with her kids.
There were a thousand if onlys that had led to her current mess. She might not be in the shape she was in, if only he was just interested in sex; if he would just roll in her bed for a quickie, then back out, maybe life would be easier.
But he cared. He knew her. He saw when she was sad, knew when she was mad.
He saw that she was obsessed with pretty things like Coach purses that she could never afford.
It was that very kind of thing that made it hurt more when he pulled back like he did.
Pushing it out of her head, she moved away from the counter, menus in hand as she flashed a smile at the pretty blonde. “Two?”
“No.” The boy at the woman’s side gave her a very insulted look. “I’m four.”
Ali bit the inside of her lip to keep from grinning. Solemnly, she met his gaze. “Only four? I thought you had to be six, already.” He looked only slightly mollified. “I meant are there just two of you eating today?”
Then she shifted her gaze to the woman.
“Yes.” The woman grinned back. “Sorry. He’s very proud of the big four.”
“Can’t blame him.” Ali winked and led them to a table. “You all in town visiting?”
The lady shot her a glance as she slid into the booth and settled her son. “No. We just moved to town.”
“Oh?” The dots connected. Madison was a small town. The small-town grapevine was pretty efficient, probably even more efficient at getting the word around than any other means known to man. Pretty lady, looked like money. Young son. Just moved to town. She cocked a brow. “You bought the old Frampton place.”
The woman blinked, confusion in her eyes.
“Big old place, looks out over the river. Surrounded by an old stone wall.”
“Ahh.” She smiled and curled an arm around her boy’s shoulders. “Yes. That’s our place.”
I wouldn’t buy that hellhole if you gave me all the Coach purses in New York City.
Ali kept the words behind her teeth and smiled. “Welcome to Madison. I’m Ali.”
*   *   *
Tate tried to pretend he wasn’t bothered as she turned away without so much as touching him. But it bothered him. A lot. She treated him like …
Fuck. She treated him like he was any other dumbass who came in here just to flirt with her. She gave friendly service with a friendly smile and took his order. That was it.
Okay, maybe they chatted a bit, but they were friends. They’d always chatted a bit.
Nothing had changed.
Wasn’t that how he had wanted it? Of course it was. He’d helped set up those rules.
Friends, Ali. Just friends. Except when we want more.
But he didn’t flirt with his friends when he saw them eyeing a pretty red purse. Shit, other than Ali, he didn’t think he’d ever noticed what any of his friends were all that interested in, unless they shared the same interests as him. Although he’d be pretty damn amused if somebody like Guy or Adam showed any sort of interest in something like a Coach purse.
At least he thought it was a Coach purse. He’d spent enough time with her to see her curled up over her computer, eyeing them with something akin to longing.
Maybe he should …
Stop. That’s a little more than friendship.
He couldn’t stop eyeing the purse in the mirror attached to the wall behind the bar top. Those things were expensive. Not that he’d paid a lot of attention. He’d just happened to notice. That was all. He wasn’t going to hurt over a few hundred dollars, but for Ali, a few hundred dollars meant the kids’ school supplies, their shoes, maybe even some groceries.
Scowling, he made himself look away from the purse, focusingon the hunk of pizza he no longer wanted.
Behind him, he could hear Ali’s voice, warm and friendly. She didn’t just make small talk. That was one of the reasons people who came here liked her. She actually liked talking to the customers, made them feel welcome.
Of course, quite a few of the guys came in here to stare at her ass.
It was one of the reasons he liked coming here. One of the reasons he’d started coming here to begin with, but then, he realized he missed her when she wasn’t here. Without even being aware of it, he’d started coming in here on the days she worked, just so he could see her. That slow, subtle flirtation led to something more, although he’d put down the rules, because … well. There was only so much he had to give.
Maybe at some point it had started to bug him when he noticed other guys in there were doing the same thing he’d started doing, a few years ago. Ogling just how well her ass filled out those jeans.
They’d always done it. Anymore, it pissed him off.
Pretty Ali Holmes … his friend. Pretty Ali Holmes, mom of two, part-owner of a small, busy pizza place in small-town America. Ali Holmes, a cute brunette with silken skin and wide, green eyes and the sexiest fucking mouth. Ali Holmes … the girl he’d had tucked under his body last night. A little over twelve hours ago, she’d been clutching at his shoulders and gasping for air.
Now she looked at him and talked to him like …
He suppressed a groan as he reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. She treated him the same fucking way she treated everybody else here. Exactly the way he’d said he wanted things to be.
She’d been doing that all along, so why was it bothering him more and more?
Why did he get irritated when she eased back if he reached out to touch her hand when she brought him his food?
Why did he get pissed off if she wouldn’t lean over the counter to let him kiss her? If she pulled back when he tried to lean over and do it anyway?
Why was he still feeling empty after he’d left her bed last night? It was getting harder and harder to pull away from her, but last night, it had been almost impossible. As he lay there, his face pressed to her hair, their hearts slamming together in unison, he’d thought maybe, just maybe, if he stayed there, right there, the nightmares wouldn’t be so bad.
Maybe he could sleep, and not dream.
Maybe he wouldn’t wake up with a scream half-choking him.
He knew better. So he’d pulled away, kissed her cheek, and without saying anything, he’d dressed, then left.
Every step of the way, he’d wanted to go back.
He wouldn’t risk it, though. Wouldn’t riskwaking up in her bed, wide-eyed and terrified, while screams rose in his chest.
He wasn’t fit company for man or beast this time of year, much less the woman he—
Stop.
He couldn’t go down that road, because it was too dangerous. Those were thoughts he didn’t allow himself.
Yet somehow, he realized he’d hurt her. The thought of it left him feeling empty inside and he tried to brush it off, but it wasn’t as easy as he’d like it to be. Of course, nothing with her was as easy as he’d like it to be.
Hell, it wasn’t like he hadn’t left in the middle of the night. He never stayed.
But last night …
He closed his eyes, a fisted hand pressed to his brow as it played through his mind.
He hadn’t said a word.
His heart had still been racing when he pulled out of her.
You fucking asshole.
Guilt, raw and ugly, churned inside him.
Lifting his head, he stared into the mirror over the counter, his gaze seeking Ali out. She was taking care of the young family in the booth just behind him.
The woman was probably his age. She looked like money, while the boy at her side looked like mischief squared and he chattered with Ali like he’d known her most of his life. He shifted his gaze to the purse, the one that had made Ali sigh with longing.
Then, because part of him hoped she’d turn her head and look at him, he let his gaze shift back to Ali.
She didn’t look at him and that hollow ache in his chest spread. If he was smart, he’d walk away.
He didn’t have the strength yet.
Maybe in a few more months.
He’d said that a year ago.
*   *   *
She was acutely aware when he left.
The door shut behind him and she felt it echo inside.
She’d felt the weight of his stare drilling into her.
Part of her had hoped he’d come around, maybe come up to her and try to touch her. Even though she knew if he did, she’d just pull back. He wanted to be friends, right? She wasn’t going to let him keep blurring that line when there was only so much he’d give her. When he’d pull back from her in the night when she needed him the most.
But he hadn’t come to her. He’d just stared at her, long and lingering. She’d felt the weight of that gaze and it had left her skin prickling and her heart racing. Then everything inside her turned to ashes as he left, without saying a word.
Just like last night.
She understood why. Maybe he wouldn’t talk about it, but she knew. After three years of being lovers, she understood him better than he realized. Even before they’d become intimate, they’d been friends and he was an idiot if he thought she didn’t know what this time of year did to him.
It was hell on him and his sisters.
He thought he kept it hidden, but nothing could hide that kind of pain.
He spent hours at the cemetery, nights awake in his studio. There would be a lot of sleepless nights ahead for him, and then in six, maybe eight weeks, he’d start to shift back to his normal mode. The pain would ease back a bit, for a while. Come Christmas, it would rear its ugly head again, then he’d be himself again come the first week of January or so.
Until summer rolled around.
Then he’d be like this again. Sad, brooding.
Lost.
Pacing the floor while he brooded and wondered. The few hours of sleep he did get would be haunted by nightmares.
Not that he’d ever told her about the nightmares.
Jensen had been the first one to let it slip about those, but once or twice, he’d started to drift off to sleep on the rare occasions they’d been together at his place. Although she hadn’t mentioned it, she’d seen the evidence of the nightmares then.
They chased him, haunted him.
A hollow ache settled in her heart, but instead of letting herself dwell on it, she kept her mind focused on work. Noah Benningfield had just settled in at his normal spot in the back and she grabbed a Diet Coke for him.
Forcing a cheerfulness she didn’t feel, she dropped into the seat across from him.
“Heya, Preach.”
He slid her an amused glance and then bent back over the plans spread out in front of him. “Hey, Ali.” His golden-brown hair glinted under the lights and his hands, big and strong, held the pages down as he studied … whatever it was. It looked like a house plan. Sort of. With little pictures on the side.
“What’s that?”
He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Louisa over at the coffee shop wants to make some changes on the work I’m doing over there.” Although his face was solemn, his blue eyes laughed at her as he glanced up. “We’ve only finalized the project three times now.”
“Wow. Three? That’s pretty decisive … for Louisa.”
Noah winked at her.
“She asked you if you were going to give her a discount, seeing as how you’re a preacher and you’re not supposed to profit from worldly things?”
Noah blinked. Then he put down the pen he was holding and leaned back in the chair. “Excuse me?”
She grinned at him. “She was in here with her book group and was telling all of them how she thought it was just insane that a preacher would charge so much to renovate the coffee shop. You’re a preacher. You committed yourself to being poor and meek and mild and here you are, robbing people who only want to make an honest living.”
“Robbing people. Yeah, I look like I live in the lap of luxury.” He lifted a brow. “I wonder what she’d think if she saw just how much it’s going to cost, material-wise, to do the work.”
“I imagine she thinks you’re going to spread out your hands and turn the bread into boards, Preach.”
He rolled his eyes. “I stopped preaching years ago. Even when I was preaching, I don’t recall ever having that divine power. I was just a youth minister, remember … maybe I got left out because of that.”
“I remember.” She stood up, flicking her finger on the corner of the piece of paper. “You were my youth minister … Preach. So. You want your normal or are you going to live a little?”
A grin tugged at his lips and she remembered the mad crush she’d had on this man. It had lasted a good long while, too. He’d been one of the few who hadn’t tried to totally make her feel worthless when she ended up pregnant in high school. In small-town America, it was still enough to make a girl feel ostracized, but Noah had been there, held her hand, let her talk, asked what she wanted to do.
That had made her fall a little in love with him.
She’d just been a girl then. What she felt now for him was nothing more than friendship.
“Everything okay?” he asked, his blue eyes studying her, seeing clear through her.
She sighed and looked across the half-empty restaurant. Cara was taking care of her side, just a few late-lunch stragglers. Other than the new family, Noah was the only customer she had now that Tate had left.
“Okay?” She shook her head. “I don’t know, Preach.”
He reached out and covered her hand. “He’s a good guy.”
A slow, sad smile curved her lips. “Well, at least I improved over Scott, right?”
Noah ran his tongue across his teeth and gave a slow nod. He took his time before he spoke—that was Noah’s way. He took his time with just about everything. “Scott isn’t a happy man. He couldn’t have made you, or the boys, happy. The best thing you ever did was leave him, you know. Even if your life is a bit harder on your own.”
“Oh, I know that.” She slumped back in her chair, checking on the table where the mom sat with her child. “It’s just … hell. Tate’s not really a happy guy, either, you know.”
Noah was quiet for a minute. Then he squeezed her hand. “He’s happier with you.”
What she wouldn’t give if she could actually believe that.
She wasn’t making Tate happy. She was a distraction for him, a way for him to hide from the demons that chased him. That was it.
“I don’t know about that. Maybe I should just simplify and fall for you.” She gave him a weak smile. “You’re a stand-up guy, right? You like kids. You work hard. Wanna get married?”
He didn’t bat an eyelash. “Sure. I’m free tomorrow. Sound good?”
She laughed.
Falling for him wasn’t going to be any better than falling for Tate. He was just as unattainable. Noah barely seemed to realize women even existed. Maybe, though, an unattainable dream would be less painful than … what she had with Tate. She needed to quit brooding about this and get to work or she’d be in a funk all day. Clearing her throat, she forced a smile. “Why don’t you tell me what you want to eat, then? If we’re getting married, you’ve got to get your schedule cleared.”
“I think I’ll stick with my usual. Make sure you pick out something pretty for tomorrow.” He winked at her. “I’ll look for my cleanest pair of blue jeans, okay?”
She left the table laughing.
After she’d put in Noah’s order, the pizza for the young family came up. As she made her way over to their table, she caught sight of the scowl on the woman’s face. Her name was Trinity—Ali couldn’t remember her last name.
“Everything okay?”
Trinity gave her a polite smile. “Yeah, I just…” Then her eyes popped wide as Ali deposited the pizza in front of them. “That … wow. Okay, that smells amazing. I had my doubts about the pizza. I’m going to be honest. We’re from New York and—”
“That’s where the best pizza is,” the boy chirped up. “No place else can make pizza. They just pretend to.”
“Micah…” Trinity said, her voice soft while an embarrassed smile settled on her face.
“What? That’s what you said at home.”
Ali laughed. “It’s okay. My dad is from New York. Originally. Met my mom years ago, and they got married, but she wanted to come back home … this is home. This might be the closest you’ll get to New York pizza outside of New York. Definitely the best around here.”
She fished out napkins and passed them out. “Anything else?”
“Actually…” Trinity slid her a look and pushed the phone toward her. “I have a meeting after we leave here and I can’t find the address.”
Ali dipped her head to study the phone, as a grin crooked her lips. “Sure. I know where that isI could probably save you a trip, though. The owner is right over there.”
Then she glanced back and called, “Hey, Noah.”
The guy glanced over his shoulder.
It was weird, standing there as the two of them locked gazes for the first time. Just a few minutes ago, Ali would have sworn that Noah was all but immune to women. He never dated. Period. The tragedies he had behind him were enough to make any man leery about romance, that much was certain.
But Ali stood there, half-caught between them, while sparks practically set the air on fire.
It was like somebody had hit the two of them with a lead pipe. That was how stunned they both looked.
Then the little boy leaned over, excitedly shoving a picture under his mother’s nose.
The moment shattered.
Ali turned away, silently mouthing to herself. Whoa …



Chapter Two
A hot wind blew off the river.
He shouldn’t be here.
If he had any kind of brains at all, he’d be back at the shop, working on the mayor’s prized BMW or maybe the Indian he was restoring. If not that, there were always cars needing their damn tune-ups and oil changes and shit. The stuff he had to do to pay the bills so he could spend his nights doing what he really wanted to do—locked up in his studio with a blowtorch and bits and pieces of metal that he twisted into endless, bizarre creations. They sold at some of the small places in town and a few were even in art galleries in some of the bigger cities in the region.
Sometimes he’d get lucky and get a commissioned piece and he actually had one of those he could be working on.
His heart had led him here.
Tate knew, in his gut, he’d be spending a lot of time here over the next few weeks.
There was no other place for him.
Liar. There is one place you could be. If you’d just let it happen.
Ali.
Yeah. He could be with her and the voices that raged in the back of his mind would go silent. He could wrap his arms around her, find some small measure of peace from the demons that had chased him for the past fifteen years. The guilt that ripped at him. He could watch her boys play and maybe they could toss the ball around a while. He could be there, be happy … except happy was the last thing he needed.
The last thing he deserved.
Pushing the thoughts of her aside, Tate knelt down and laid a single rose—yellow, his mother’s favorite color—down.
“Happy birthday, Mom.”
There was no body buried in the plot. A month after her birthday, she’d disappeared. She’d been thirty-eight years old and she’d left behind three children. Tate, Jensen, and Chrissie.
It had taken years to even get a headstone erected in the small cemetery. Their dad, the bastard, had waited years before he even tried to get her declared dead. Maybe he thought it made him look innocent. Maybe he thought that giving them the money from her life insurance policy would make up for taking her from them.
Tate didn’t know.
The simple stone offered no closure, no comfort.
He brushed his fingers down the curve of the stone and swallowed the knot rising in his throat.
Closure.
What the fuck was that?
Anger, bitterness, grief, things that had remained rooted in his heart for fifteen years twisted inside him even as he tried to avoid letting his mind take that dark, winding road.
“… trailer trash…”
His mother’s stricken face, even as she tried not to let it show. The way she looked at her three children and then back at her husband.
“We can’t do this right now, Doug. Not in front of the kids, okay?”
The way his dad had laughed, that bitter, ugly laugh.
“We’re doing it now, you. You always want to fight? Fine. Now we fight.”
“I don’t want to fight in front of the kids, you son of a bitch.”
A sound from behind him tore him out of his reverie and Tate rose, blinking back the burn of tears that threatened. Oddly enough, the grief that had been clogging his throat eased up as he saw who was on the path behind him.
His dad.
Son of a bitch.
The monster who’d taken his mother away.
“What are you doing here?”
Douglass Bell inclined his head. “I’m here to see my wife.” He tried to smile but as Tate continued to glare at him, Doug just sighed and reached up, rubbing a hand across his head. “How have you been, Tate?”
Ignoring his father’s question, he focused on the first thing Doug had said.
“Here to see your wife?”
Disgust flooded him. Closing the distance between them, he glared down at the shorter man. He stood six foot three, a good six inches taller than his father. His height had come from his mother’s side of the family and he used it to good advantage just then, but Doug didn’t look away, didn’t back down. “You don’t get to call her your wife. You lost that right when you killed her.”
“Tate…” Doug shook his head. “I didn’t kill your mother. I loved her.”
Shooting out a hand, he closed it over the front of his dad’s T-shirt. The material was old and faded and it stretched under Tate’s hand. Jerking his father close, he glared down at him. “You loved her. Yeah, that’s why one of the last things I remember you ever saying to her was trailer trash. That’s how you talk to the woman you love, Dad?”
“We had a fight,” Doug said, his voice rough. “You are never going to understand how much I regret that night. But it doesn’t change the fact that I didn’t kill her. I loved your mother.”
“Stop it,” Tate said. “Just…”
Without saying anything else, he shouldered past his father, trying to ignore the ghosts and demons shouting inside his head. Too many ghosts. Too many demons.
*   *   *
Ali came around the corner, her feet tired, her back aching. She practically stopped in her tracks at the sight of the man across the street, striding out of the small cemetery.
Her boys, whooping and carrying on like a couple of miniature monsters, were already at the gate in front of their house and they didn’t see him.
A good thing, considering the look on his face.
The crack in her heart widened.
Seeing him now, striding out of the cemetery, wasn’t a surprise.
Nor was she surprised to see the older man, standing with his head bowed and shoulders slumped. Doug Bell looked like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.
Madison had more than its share of misery, and the Bell family was one of the sadder stories. Tate and his sisters had lost their mother, Nichole, almost fifteen years ago. Ali’s heart ached as she watched him walk away from his mother’s headstone, the grave empty, because her body had never been found.
Although Tate would never want to hear it, Ali’s heart ached for Doug, too.
She’d seen the man grieving by the graveside too often. He hadn’t killed his wife. Ali knew it, in her heart.
Tate caught sight of her and slowed. For a second, she thought he’d just change direction and she readied herself for that subtle rejection, but he didn’t. He walked right up to her and she mentally feasted on the sight of him even as she tried to brace herself.
He needed a haircut. The strands, dark, dark brown, hung near to his shoulders now, held out of his face by a rubber band. She loved pulling it free, fisting her hands in his hair as he hovered over her and drove inside. She loved brushing it back from his face when he put his head in her lap. She loved watching the way he tied it back from his face when he was working on one of the bikes he liked to rebuild—a hobby more than anything else—or when he was trying to coax a few more months out of her busted-up car. She really loved the way he looked when he was in his studio creating one of those warped creations he called art. His face would be hidden by whatever he called the shield thing he wore to protect him from the sparks from his blowtorch, but she knew under it, his face would be a mask of intensity. Sweat would dampen his shirt, gleam along his muscles. Her belly tightened just thinking about it.
If she was honest, there was very little about Tate that she didn’t love.
Too bad that wasn’t what he wanted from her.
He came to a stop in front of her just as her boys caught sight of him.
“Tate!” They shrieked out his name and came tumbling out of the yard, barreling in his direction.
A grin split his face and she wished she could react the way they did, just run toward him and see his face light up like that.
While they waited for the kids to join them, she asked softly, “How are you doing today?”
“Fine.” He shrugged restlessly.
She should have let it go. She knew that. Sliding her gaze past him, she looked at the cemetery, her gaze lingering on Doug. Then she looked back at Tate. “No, you’re not.”
A dark brow arched up but before he could respond, her oldest, Joey, reached them, out of breath and panting. “I’m going to a birthday party. I’m staying up until midnight.”
“Is that a fact?” Tate reached out and nudged him in the shoulder. “Just who is having a birthday?”
“Ryan Dolenz. He’s nine. He lives up on the hill and we’re making burgers and swimming and staying up all night.”
“Sounds like a plan, Joey. Eat some cake for me.” He rubbed his hand across Joey’s already tousled blond hair.
“I want cake.” Nolan finally reached them, his eyes big and solemn. He leaned against Ali’s leg, glaring at Joey. “I want to go to the party, too.”
“You can’t. You’re a baby.”
“I am not!”
Before a fight could break out, Ali stepped between them. “We’re staying up late on our own, Nolan, remember? Cookies? Avengers?”
Tate slid his palm down her spine, settled it low on her hip. That light caress sent a shiver through her. “That sounds like a fun party.”
“You’re welcome to join us.”
She’d made the offer before. She expected the same response she always got. He’d come by and work on her car. He’d come by on the weekends and see her sometimes, play with the boys. He’d slip in once the boys went to bed … and they’d have their own private party.
But he never did anything that might be construed as serious … no dinner dates. No dates period. Nothing that might lead the kids to thinking there was anything going on—that was how he phrased it. She’d had to bite her lip to keep from telling him he was an idiot. Kids were smarter than people thought and they’d draw their own conclusions.
When he didn’t answer right away, she moved in closer and reached up to brush his hair back from his brow. His eyes came to rest on hers and she asked, “Wanna come over tonight?”
A sad smile tugged at his lips and he shrugged, gazing out over the river. “I don’t think I’m good company right now, Ali.” He dipped his head and pressed a kiss to her lips, quick and light.
Before he could back away, she caught his shirt, fisted her hand in it. “Maybe that’s why you need company. Today’s not a good day for you to be alone.”
“I’ll be fine.”
Then he pulled back and without saying anything else, he left.
Sighing, she watched him for a moment. Of course he’d be fine … or fine enough.
He’d be angry. Lonely. Hurting.
He’d get by … alone. Just like always.
All without letting her in.
It’s not going to happen, she told herself.
It wouldn’t happen … and as long as she kept waiting for him to give her some scrap of something, she’d wait around, settling for next to nothing.
Maybe it was time to let go.
It was a thought that ripped her heart almost in two.
Let go … she tried to imagine going through the days without having him to look forward to. Seeing him walking through town and know that he wasn’t hers. Not in any way.
A knot swelled inside her chest and the pain was almost enough to have her gasping for air.
Right now, in some small way, he was hers. When he lay against her in the night, that long, hard body pressed to hers, his hand tangled in her hair while their bodies cooled and their breath calmed, he felt like hers.
As he continued to walk away, without even looking back, she had to wonder … was it enough anymore?
She just didn’t know.



Chapter Three
“… just get the hell out…”
Tate stood in his studio.
His tools lay spread out in front of him.
The materials he needed to make something were right there. If he could just bring an image of something to mind, some remnant of the chaos, he could make this darkness inside him spill out. Purge himself.
He’d always been able to lose himself in his art, but right now, even that escape seemed to be closed to him.
He’d tried to sleep and the nightmares sent him gasping back into awareness before he’d managed even an hour.
It wasn’t late—he hadn’t slept much the night before and he’d thought he could crash for a while and then work the night through, but screw that idea.
Now, standing in the dark garage he’d converted into a work area, he tried to think past the nightmares so he could work.
But he couldn’t.
“I loved your mother…”
“You son of a bitch,” he rasped.
That bastard could talk to him about love?
How in the hell could he talk about love?
He’d taken her away—
Grief, an awful storm of it rose inside him and he was tempted to grab his blowtorch and use it, not to create, but to destroy. Because he didn’t trust himself not to do it, he locked himself out of the studio and stormed away from his home. He had no destination in mind, not right away.
He just had to move.
Images of his mother’s face flashed in front of him.
Usually, the memories were faded, softened by time, but on nights like tonight, they were keen as a blade. The screams were just as loud, her voice, angry and hurt, raged on while his father’s, that big, deep voice, bellowed out, full of bile and ugliness.
“Trailer trash … just get on out…”
Minutes ticked by into hours.
He had no idea how long he walked, how far.
He found himself standing in front of Ali’s.
Dully, he stared at the brightly lit windows. Inside, they’d be watching The Avengers and eating cookies.
The simplicity of it called to him and more than anything, he wanted to be in there, his arms wrapped around Ali. And Nolan. Nolan would probably already be asleep and that was just fine. Having that kid curled up on his lap while they finished off the movie and cookies, that sounded like … heaven.
“Fuck.” He stared at the sky, where a thousand stars shone down on him.
He shouldn’t be here.
It was the only place he wanted to be—the only place he’d ever found any peace at all.
*   *   *
Nolan hadn’t even made it to Puny God … smash, smash, smash …
Ali sat in the darkened room, watching Bruce Banner as the Hulk smash Loki into the floor. Her son had his face buried against her thigh and she was probably going to have to treat the khakis she wore for stains from the icing that had been on the cookies, but that was okay.
In the hours since Tate had walked away … again … she realized she had to change things. Her life, as it was, sort of sucked. She had her boys, and she loved them. She had her job, which she liked and at some point, she’d take over the pizza place from her parents, but that wasn’t the problem.
She was lonely. Deep inside, in a place that just couldn’t be filled with a girls’ day out, or hugs from her kids, or a talk with her mom. She was lonely. She loved Tate and what she wanted, more than anything, was for him to fill that void.
It would never happen. Because he wouldn’t let it.
This couldn’t be all she’d ever have in her life … a job that wore her out and a guy who’d only be there when he’d let himself.
She wanted … no, she needed more than that.
As long as he was around, though, she wouldn’t ever let herself look for anybody else.
I can’t believe I’m thinking about doing this. It was a bitter, ugly pain that had settled inside her chest and now that Nolan was asleep, she let herself really acknowledge it. Once he was in bed, she was going to lock herself in her room, run a hot bath, and … she swallowed and dropped her head onto the back of the couch.
Cry her damn eyes out. That was what she was going to do.
She was getting ready to boot Tate out of her life and it was going to break her heart.
Half-dead inside already, she watched as Tony Stark shot up into the sky, through a narrow little opening, and tears tried to form, but she blinked them back. No. No tears now. Not until later. Once the choice was made, she’d bawl. After she’d told him, she’d bawl.
Not while her son was sprawled asleep on her lap.
Later, though …
Then she heard the door open and her heart skipped a few dozen beats. Sucking in a deep breath, she turned her head just as he appeared in the doorway, his shadow falling across the floor.
Her bruised, practically bleeding heart gave a feeble, desperate jump.
The hand that lay in her lap closed into a fist.
Now. He was here now.
This …
She was right.
This was all they’d ever have. It was almost ten. He’d come here now when it was late, and Nolan was asleep. He’d hang around for a couple of hours and then he’d disappear again.
All but breathless as the pain slammed into her, she looked back at the TV. I can’t do this anymore.
The floorboards creaked under him as he came toward her and settled down on the couch next to her. Her body shifted toward his as the cushions gave under his weight and the scent of him wrapped around her. The longing inside her spread. You son of a bitch. Part of her wanted to shove him away from her. The other part wanted to cling to him, wanted to beg.
Instead she just sat there as he reached out and brushed Nolan’s hair back from his face.
“How long did he last?”
“Didn’t manage to make it to his favorite part.” Wow. Go me. Her voice was calm, level even. No sign of the misery she felt inside.
“‘Smash, smash, smash … puny god.’” Tate’s low, easy voice sent a shiver down her spine. He curled his arm around her shoulders, drawing her against him.
The words she needed to say rose in her throat. I think you should leave, Tate … we need to talk. This isn’t working …
Already, her resolve was melting.
His strength, his warmth, seeped into her body and she closed her eyes, letting herself take all of that in, one more time. Once she said those words, though, that was it. She’d never have him here, in her quiet, dark house while her boys slept and they talked softly. She’d never guide him to her room, never feel his hands on her …
I’m not ready.
Sam, the mutt Nolan and Joey had picked out last year, came trotting in and she glanced at him. Traitor. Of course the dogs hadn’t warned her … they never did. They were used to him and never barked when he came in, but tonight, she could have used the warning.
Blowing out a slow breath, she looked down at Nolan’s small face and brushed his hair back from his face. The sight of him helped her to steel herself. It didn’t matter if she wasn’t ready. It was time.
She wasn’t just making this decision for herself. Her kids adored Tate and they were already too attached. He wouldn’t ever let anything more come of it.
It wasn’t fair. Not to them.
“How did the cookies go?”
“Well. There are cookies and icing … they went rather well. I think we have a dozen left.” Her heart banged against her ribs as he slid his hand up to her neck, a light teasing caress that sent a shiver through her. As he leaned in and nuzzled her, she had to bite back a gasp. “You can grab some if you want. You know where they are.”
“I’m not hungry.” His thumb stroked over her skin. His voice had that rich, almost velvety undertone that spoke of a hunger, all right, it was just a deeper, more basic hunger.
She had to close her hand into a fist to keep from reaching out and pulling the tie from his hair, feel those silken brown strands tumble around her hands.
This has to stop.
He was never going to be able to give her more than what he’d already given her and she so desperately needed more.
Blindly, she watched the rest of the movie, her son asleep in her lap while she mentally rehearsed what she had to say. Her heart felt like it had turned to stone and Tate sat there, completely, blissfully unaware.
Ending it … now.
How could she do this now?
He was raw, and she knew it, dealing with his mom’s birthday, and the anniversary of his mother’s disappearance hovering just a few short weeks away.
As Fury was addressing the council and assuring them that the Avengers would be around to kick righteous ass when needed, Tate shifted on the couch and slid his arms under Nolan’s warm, boneless body. “I’ll get him to bed.”
She stayed where she was, letting him.
She wasn’t going to watch. Some part of her had clung to hope, seeing how he was with her kids—she knew he loved them and maybe that was why she’d hoped all this time. He loved her kids … but he didn’t love her. Maybe he wouldn’t let himself.
Once he was out of the room, she rose and headed to the kitchen, calling the dogs. As they came running, she opened the back door, resting against the doorjamb as they disappeared out into the night.
Pain practically ripped her in two as she stood there, her heart beating in slow, dull beats and bitterness lay like ashes on her tongue. Eyes closed, she sucked in one slow breath after another.
I have to end this. I have to.
A warm hand brushed down her spine.
She just barely managed to bite back the sob as it rose inside her.
“What’s wrong?”
She waited a few seconds before she responded, and still her voice was rough and husky as she murmured, “Who said something was wrong?”
“It’s what you haven’t said.” He slid an arm around her waist.
That simple gesture twisted her heart in her chest. He pulled her back against him as the dogs came running back inside. She let the door bang shut as he pulled her closer, tucking her against his larger frame.
He slid his hand into her hair, tangling it around his fingers.
We can’t do this anymore.
She opened her mouth to say it, the words hovering on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t force them out.
Tate turned her around, his brown eyes boring into hers as he backed her up against the wall.
Stroking one hand up her side, he slid it under her shirt and the heat of his hand on her flesh was a shocking, brutal pleasure. After three years, she should be used to this. She knew she should. It shouldn’t feel like she was cutting out a part of herself to think about pushing him away.
Just do it.
But then, as she tried to brace herself to do just that, he dipped his head and rubbed his cheek against hers. There was no deep, breath-stealing kiss. She might have been able to find the strength to stand against the want. She always wanted him and she had to find a way to live without that. The strength drained out of her legs and she had to brace her body against the wall just to stay upright.
His gentleness was even harder to handle just then. If he had just pulled her against him, shown her all the heat and hunger that raged inside, then she might have been able to handle it.
“What’s wrong, Ali?” he whispered, his lips moving against her skin. “You look so sad. I hate it when you’re sad.”
She fisted her hands in his shirt and tried to force the words out.
We need to end this.
“It’s because of…” He paused and she heard him swallow, felt the uneven ragged motion of his chest. “Hell, I’ve been an ass the past week. I know I have. I’m sorry.”
Don’t, she thought. Please don’t make this any harder.
His arms came around her and he tucked her closer. “I’m trying not to be. It’s just—”
His body spasmed.
Ali felt her heart wrench in her chest as a harsh, ragged sob ripped out of him.
You son of a bitch. Don’t do this to me now. Closing her eyes, she pressed her brow to his chest and then slid a hand up to cup his cheek. Under her hand, she felt the rough stubble rasp against her palm. “Tate, don’t.”
“If you’re nice to me after I’ve been an asshole … hell.” He pressed a kiss to her palm. “I don’t deserve it. I’m just ragged right now. But I shouldn’t be taking it out on you. I’m sorry I’ve been doing it.”
Taking it out on me. She wanted to laugh at the insanity of it. If only he would take some of his grief out on her. Maybe then she could help him with it. But all he ever did was bottle everything up. Battered, torn, she sagged against him even as she tried to find the strength to pull away.
*   *   *
Ali sighed against him and some of that tension faded out of her.
A fear he couldn’t fully understand eased inside him and he pressed his lips to her neck. He breathed in the scent of her, almost drunk on it already. Warm and soft, she smelled like cookies and coffee and her. Soft, sweet Ali. Her body was the sweetest pleasure he’d ever known, and all he wanted to do was hold her, get lost in her.
“Don’t give up on me. I’m trying.”
Her hand curved around his neck.
“Don’t give up on you.” She was quiet for a moment, then she slowly eased back, eyeing him with a look he couldn’t even begin to understand.
It left a tightness in his chest, though and that fear came rushing back at him. He wanted to grab her back and hold her against him, but his mind was already processing what he’d just let slip out.
What in the fuck was he thinking? Why had he said that?
“Tate, giving up on you would imply we had something to give up on.” Smiling sadly, she shook her head and moved over to the fridge. “We don’t. We’re friends. Sometimes, we have sex.”
Sex.
No. He’d had sex before.
What he had when he was with Ali was a lot more than sex.
She pulled the fridge open and grabbed a bottle of wine from the shelf. He stood there in silence as she poured a glass. “You’re asking me not to give up on a friends-with-benefits thing, basically.” She shrugged and lifted the glass to her lips. “That’s easy enough. I don’t give up on my—”
He closed the distance between them and slammed his hands down on the counter on either side of her. Friends. Yeah, so maybe he’d been the one to suggest this thing they had between them, but she had to realize how much things had changed. He couldn’t be the only one to see it. They’d slid past friends a long time ago.
“We’re more than friends,” he growled.
She stared at him over the rim of her glass, her soft green eyes distant as the stars.
“No. We’re not. Friends is all you wanted. Friends is all you’ll ever give me.” The look in her eyes sent a spike straight through his heart.
“I…” He closed his mouth, tried to figure out what to say to that. Something inside him twisted. Panic fluttered inside but he shoved it down. “Ali, we … we’re more than friends. You know you matter to me.”
“I matter to you,” she echoed, her voice hollow. Then she turned away, staring out the window into the night. “You know something? Scott said that very same thing to me once. But neither the kids nor I mattered enough. Not to him.”
Those simple words knocked the breath right out of him. Stunned, he backed up a step, leaned against the door as he stared at her. His voice came out in a gruff rasp. “Ali, what do you want from me?”
“I guess I want to matter more.” She lowered her head, staring at the counter where her hands rested. She clenched them into fists. Tight, bloodless fists. “I’d … hell. I guess I’d like a man who actually wants to be with me. Not just for sex, but for real.”
“I do want that.”
She turned her head, stared at him. “Do you?”
“Fuck, I just said I did,” he snapped, shoving away from the wall and closing the distance between them. “What the hell is going on? What are you getting at?”
Slowly, she turned to face him, her face quiet, her eyes sad. He went to cup her cheek, but she pulled back, staring at the wall.
“Is this because of…” He fumbled for the words, remembering how callous he’d been, how foolish and blind. “Is it because of the other night?”
“Oh, Tate. This is about a lot more than just one night,” she said, slowly turning to look at him.
It hit him, then. He got it, and it was like she’d taken a knife from the butcher block sitting a few inches from her hand. The pain was sharp, piercing, and unending. She was done. That’s what this was about. She was done.
Staring into her pretty green eyes, while that pain tore into him again and again, only one thought managed to cut through it.
Like hell.
He closed his hands around her hips and boosted her up onto the kitchen counter. “No,” he said, his voice gruff and ragged as he pushed her thighs apart and moved closer. He slid one hand along until he could palm her butt and then he yanked her against him and he watched the heat bloom in her eyes, felt the slow, subtle tremor that went through her.
Her skin went the color of a rose, low on her chest, bared by the skinny-strapped shirt she wore and he knew if he pulled it away, that faint rush of color would go all the way down to her breasts.
“No,” he said again. “This is more than friendship.”
The need to strip her clothes away, climb on top of her, feel her close around him was strong, grabbing him by the balls—she would feel it, he knew that. He could show her just how much more this was.
“More than friendship.” Her lids drooped while that blush of color crept up her neck, then to her cheeks. Through her lashes, she watched him, all the while arching back so that the heat of her sex brushed against his cock. “This? This is just sex.”
He opened his mouth, the word no trying to form.
She slid a hand down his chest, toyed with the button of his jeans. “Sex.It’s good sex, it’s crazy sex, and it makes me forget who I am sometimes.”
His eyes all but crossed as she freed the button and then dragged the zipper down. Once she had room, she reached inside his shorts, closed her hand around his cock, and dragged it up, down. Each touch was a sweet, sweet torture and he found himself arching into her touch, even as he wanted to drag himself away.
Her eyes were distant, remote. “But this … this is all we really have.”
He caught her wrist and pulled it back, fury and need an ugly mix inside him. Slamming her wrist to the cabinet by her head, he leaned in, his mouth just a breath away. “It’s a hell of a lot more than just sex,” he rasped even as the need for her turned into a scream in his blood. “Sex is easy.”
“Easy?” She stared at him, her eyes mocking. “Easy. Like you climbing on top of me the other night and then pulling away when I was still wet from you. Easy. Like you walking away because staying is that much harder.”
He snarled. “You don’t understand.”
“Of course I don’t.” She jerked her chin up. “You won’t tell me.”
“That…” He shook his head, the words tripping him up. “Do you think I don’t want to be with you? It’s not that simple, Ali. But if it was just sex, I could get that anywhere. What I want is this.”
He slanted his mouth over hers, desperation and desire driving him. He couldn’t explain it, because she’d never understand. She hadn’t been there that night, and she hadn’t lived inside his skin all these years.
He could show her how he felt, though, how he wanted her.
She had to see—
She worked her hands between them and shoved him back, panting. Her hair tumbled into her face and the soft green of her eyes glinted hard as glass.
“Just sex,” she said again, shaking her head. “Everybody has their preferences, you idiot. Hell, I had a favorite vibrator before you came along and I bet you had a preference for one hand over the other. That doesn’t mean anything.”
Spinning away, he stared at the floor, shame and misery gathering inside. His skin felt tight, itchy. “Fuck. I … I’m sorry.”
Silence flooded the room and slowly, he turned, stared at her. The hollow look in her eyes cut through him like a poisoned blade. Swallowing around the knot in his throat, he shifted his gaze away. “If it was just sex, I wouldn’t want to be with you all the time. I do. If it was just sex, I wouldn’t hang around your restaurant four or five days a week, and I wouldn’t spend half my weekend here. You’ve got to know it’s more than that, Ali-girl.”
A sigh escaped her and he turned his head to see her slip off the counter, smoothing her clothes down, pushing her hair back from her face. “I know you feel more. But you only give me so much. It’s not enough anymore.”
Frustration and fear tangled, twisted inside him. He spun back around to glare at her. “What in the fuck do you want?”
“I want more,” she said simply. “More than this. More than you showing up at my door when I’m ready to put the kids down. More than you staying long enough to crawl on top of me, and then when you’re done, you roll off and disappear until the next time. This … friends-with-benefits thing isn’t enough anymore.”
Swearing, he drove his hands through his hair. “That’s not telling me shit. We have more.” He went to her, and instead of taking this time, he tried seducing, cupping her face in his hands and pressing a soft, sweet kiss to her mouth, hoping to feel her sigh against him, hoping to feel her body yield to his.
Her breasts were a soft, sweet weight against his chest, her belly warm against his cock.
But as he stroked his tongue along the full curve of her lower lip, as he dipped his tongue into her mouth, all she did was stand there.
“Nobody else makes me feel like you do.” He pressed his brow to hers. “You know I care about you. You care about me. What else do you want?”
“More,” she said, her voice low. “Stay the night. Talk to me. Give me something.”
He clenched his jaw. Stay the night—
Give her something . That was the scariest part of all. Because she wasn’t talking about gifts.
“Ali.” A vise closed around his throat as he stared at her.
She jerked her chin up and he knew, then and there, if he couldn’t give in, if he couldn’t find a way to do this, he might as well turn away and walk now. “The whole town will talk if I stay the night, Ali-girl.” He floundered for a logical reason to explain why he shouldn’t. An excuse. It was just an excuse and he knew it as he reached up to cup her cheek, stroke his thumb across her full lower lip.
“They’ve been talking about me off and on ever since I got knocked up in high school.” She shrugged and reached up, curling her hand around his wrist. “I’m not worried about it. But it’s not just that. Are you going to stop acting like we’re buddies? I want…”
Her voice skipped and then steadied as she met his eyes. She guided his hand down and he curled it into a fist, impotent and useless.
“I need more,” she said, her voice soft, her gaze steely. “I deserve more. I want a man in my life who doesn’t mind showing up at my door on a Friday night and taking me out to dinner. Somebody who might think about being more in my life, later on down the road.”
“I have no problem taking you out to dinner.” It made him nervous as hell, if he was honest, but he’d rather do that than lose her. He’d been so careful, all his life, never to let anybody in, but he’d messed up with her. She’d gotten in past his walls and now he couldn’t change that.
He had to change something, though, and fast. Or he’d lose her.
He’d lost too much and there was so little left already.
She continued to watch him, her gaze somber. “What about when it’s time for the next step?” she asked softly.
Wary, he watched her.
“What next step?”
“Yeah.” She nudged him back and eased off the counter. She took her wineglass and tossed it back like it was whiskey. Over her shoulder, she looked at him, her eyes glinting in the dim light, dark brown hair framing her pretty face, her mouth unsmiling. “The next step, Tate.”
Then she turned to face him and he never had a chance to brace himself as she gave him a sucker punch that sent him reeling.
“You think I care about you? Screw that. I’m in love with you.” Her eyes flashed as she glared at him. “I have been for a long time. But … that’s not enough. Sooner or later, I want a man in my life who is going to want to be a part of my life. A part of my kids’ lives. Forever. I want somebody who might want to think about marrying me. Being a father to my kids. I want more than … this.”
I’m in love with you. The words left him reeling. His heart slammed against his ribs. In the back of his mind, voices screamed. Terror tried to choke him.
“I loved your mother.”
“Trailer trash.”
“We can’t do this here—”
No. Not love. She couldn’t …
But even under the terror, something sweet, something powerful shifted, tried to grow. He refused to look at it. He couldn’t.
Pushing it back down, he buried it. “Ali,” he said, his voice raw. “You … look. That’s … it’s too much. I’m a bad bet for that sort of thing, and you know it.”
“Oh, Tate.”
She sighed and put her wineglass down and then came up to him, cupping his face in her hands. “No. You’re not. You’re the absolute best bet. I adore you. My kids adore you. You can’t tell me that you don’t adore them. I see you with them. I know you care. But I can’t make you want us.” She pressed her lips to his.
It was a soft, sweet kiss.
Gentle.
A good-bye.
He felt like his heart was going to shatter.
Right there. Shatter into pieces and fall to the floor. Something awful and hollow settled in the spot where his heart had been.
“You think it’s because I don’t want you?” He fisted his hands in her hair and pressed his brow to hers, staring at her, all but falling into those pretty eyes. Most of the time, those eyes were misty and soft. He’d seen them soft with hunger, soft with humor. But now they were hard. With determination. He started to realize, then, as he stared at her. Feeling desperate, he rubbed his mouth against hers. “I want you. You know that. I want to breathe.”
It was a fucked-up time to realize it, but there it was. He hadn’t held himself back enough. If he had, it wouldn’t hurt so much. The words ripped out of him as he lifted his head to look at her. “I love you, too, damn it. I love you, I love your kids. But…”
Love wasn’t right for him. It never could be. He had to be careful. Had to make sure she was safe. The kids. That was why he had to keep that distance, never give in too much.
Blackness swarmed around as the voices in the back of his head screamed even louder.
Shoving away from the counter, he grabbed the gift bag from the floor. He’d spent way too much time in the mall over in Louisville that morning looking for it. Dumping it on the counter, he shot her a look and then shook his head. “Look, you…” He sucked in a breath, tried to get some oxygen moving inside his lungs. It might help. Had to do something to ease the ache spreading through him. But nothing helped. “Look, I do love you. I love your kids. But … I … I can’t be what you seem to think I can be.”
Desperate, he turned to look at her. “I’ll give you whatever I can. But I…”
“I just want you,” she said, her voice stark. “All of you.”
What the fuck did that mean? It wasn’t like he was seeing anybody else. He thought about her all the time. She was in his head, in his blood. He could smell the scent of her skin even when she wasn’t there and he dreamt about her. Except … no. Not a good time to think about those dreams.
Shaking his head, he tried to make her understand. “I’ll take you out. I’ll stay the night. I…” Pleading, he stared at her.
“That’s not enough.” The pain in her eyes sliced at him, straight through the heart.
“What is?” Hands clenched into fists, he fought the urge to grab her, haul her against him. Why was she doing this? Desperation filled him, made him want to yell, but he managed to throttle everything down, kept his voice flat and empty as he watched her.
“If you have to ask, then there is no way I can explain. But it’s all or nothing, Tate.” She turned away.
All or nothing— The sight of her averted back was like a brutal punch, right to the solar plexus and only sheer will kept him from staggering back.
“Ali—”
“Don’t.” She tipped her head back and he saw her throat working as she swallowed. “I tried, you know. I tried to make myself happy on what you could give me. But it’s not working anymore. This just hurts too much.”
She turned away from him, resting her hands on the counter. “Please go.”
Legs wooden, he took a step.
Don’t do this. He didn’t know if that voice in his head was a plea to himself or her.
He went to take a step toward her and then froze as she flinched.
“I’m sorry.” Unable to say anything else, he turned away. He could’ve sworn he heard something crack as he walked away.
It could only be his heart.



Chapter Four
The door slammed shut and part of her wanted to tear off after him.
The wiser part remained in control. Barely.
But she almost shattered after she pulled the tissue paper from the bag and peered inside.
Tears all but blinded her as she reached inside and pulled the purse out.
“You bastard.”
It wasn’t red.
Trust Tate not to just grab what he’d seen her eyeing.
He went and did one better, finding a rich, vibrant shade of blue that she absolutely adored.
The buttery leather was even softer than she’d imagined it would be and she stroked a hand down it, trying not to sniffle.
A Coach purse.
The bastard.
Tate had given her presents, and more than once. Up in her room she had one of his art pieces—it was small, almost elegant, standing on the nightstand where she could see it first thing in the morning, and last thing at night.
It was also worth a good five hundred, easy.
As uncomfortable as she was accepting the presents, each time he’d given her one, there was a look in his eyes, a weird sort of light that made her accept it, something hopeful and wishful and yearning.
But this.
It wasn’t even the cost.
Tate earned more in a week than she did in a month, something most people didn’t realize. He was a top-notch mechanic, but he mostly did that to fill up the days and make sure he could keep buying the materials for the sculptures he created. Some part of him didn’t think he’d be able to make it solely on his art, although she suspected he could make far more if he’d just focus on that.
His art, the twisted works of metal, sold for a lot—some of the prices had left her jaw hanging and she knew he could afford the pretty purse in front of her.
It wasn’t the money.
It was the fact that he’d noticed.
He’d seen her staring at this purse, then he’d gone out and found it. He had the heart to notice, and he’d taken the time to find it.
He wouldn’t let them have a chance at a future.
Pulling it to her chest, she sank to the floor, her back pressed to the cabinets, while she stared up at the ceiling, willing herself not to cry.
The warm, luxurious scent of leather surrounded her.
Unable to hold the tears back another moment, she started to sob.
*   *   *
Gritty-eyed from lack of sleep, Tate slumped in the chair and stared up at the ceiling.
It had been less than twelve hours since Ali had tossed him out of her life.
His heart felt like it had withered up and turned into nothing but a ball of dust. Dry and useless.
Sleep had evaded him and because he had been going mad inside the four walls of his empty little house, he’d escaped.
There was no place left for him to really escape to, though, so he’d found himself here, with one of the few friends he had.
Sadly, that friend was a deputy with the county sheriff’s department, and he was also currently on duty. Guy watched him over the rim of his coffee cup, his gray eyes shrewd.
“You look like hell.”
“Gee, thanks.” He eyed the coffee Guy had gotten him with resignation. Well, if he was going to die, he might as well get it over with. Poison was relatively fast, right? He took a sip, grimaced as something akin to motor oil rolled over his tongue. “Shit. That stuff is awful.”
“Well, you don’t come here for my coffee.” Guy shrugged. Then he leaned forward, eyeing the monitor in front of him for a moment before sighing. “Tate, I don’t have anything new for you. You know that. If I did, I’d let you know … you wouldn’t have to come to me.”
Guy and Tate had either hated each other’s guts or been best friends for most of their lives. For the past ten years, they’d been best friends, except when Tate started thinking too much about how Guy looked at Tate’s little sister, Chrissie.
Then he wanted to hate the bastard again.
He made peace with it by yanking the guy’s chain whenever possible, and by using the man’s law enforcement connections. Rarely more than a few months went by without Tate asking Guy to poke around in his mother’s file.
Today, he wasn’t here to yank Guy’s chain, though. He needed to fill his mind and he need to stop thinking about Ali. Ali. Fuck. She was done with him. Unaware he was even doing so, he reached up to rub at his chest, the ache all but ready to end him.
Yeah. She was done with him. Why wouldn’t she be?
Aware of the curious look in Guy’s eyes, Tate pushed all of that aside and focused on why he’d come. His mom. Almost fifteen years. To the day. That date was drawing down on them, closer and closer. Sometimes Tate thought it was like a dragon, breathing fire down his back, but instead of heat, this dragon’s flame was made of ice. Ice and death.
“Nothing new? How do you know? Have you thought about reopening her case?” He dared another sip of the deadly coffee. It hadn’t killed him yet. He knew, because the misery was still eating him alive.
Guy sighed and gave him a level stare. “Tate. It’s been fifteen years. You have me doing this, all too often. I can tell you, Jensen doesn’t go more than a couple of months without poking around. Anytime we hear anything that might be remotely connected, she’s already on top of it. None of us have forgotten Nichole. There’s just nothing for us to find.”
Tate opened his mouth. Then, without saying a word, he shut it. Giving up on the coffee, he slumped forward and braced his elbows on his knees, staring at the dingy gray carpet and reached for something, anything, to say.
It didn’t even have to be related to this at all. He just needed something to occupy his mind. Anything to keep him from thinking about Ali.
It’s over, he thought dully.
It was really over.
What was he going to do without her? When he needed somebody to talk to? How did he get by without spending some time with her kids? He adored Joey and Nolan.
He loved her. So much, he felt hollow inside thinking about the days and nights stretching out in front of him. Days and nights that wouldn’t have her in them.
“Have you questioned…” He swallowed and forced the words out. “My father?”
“I asked him if he remembered anything new,” Guy said quietly.
“Like he’ll tell you.” Tate closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose while the memories tormented him. They were getting worse, those memories.
The anniversary of his mom’s disappearance was just a few weeks away now, and he’d be alone—
“You selfish bitch.”
Memories of that long-ago night rose up, grabbing him.
Him hugging the girls once he’d crowded them into his room after he’d realized the fight was just getting worse and worse. Chrissie’s thin arms wrapped around his neck, Jensen shivering against his side, him a mess of frustration and fear and confusion—he should have stopped him. He’d sat in his room with his sisters like a pussy, instead of going out there and telling the man to shut the fuck up.
Instead, he’d just sat in there with the girls and tried to figure out what in the hell was going on. His parents just didn’t fight. They might argue back and forth, but they didn’t fight like that.
“Doug, just stop. We’re not doing this in front of them.”
“The hell we’re not. You started it, so let’s finish it . I was never good enough for you, was I?”
“You know, living in the past is a damn sure way to drive yourself crazy,” Guy said, shattering the awful spell that had held Tate captive for a few minutes.
Turning his head, he looked over at the other man. “I can’t help it.”
“Sure you can. You just need to decide you’re going to move on.” Guy shrugged. “You think I don’t have bad memories of my folks?”
“Your dad didn’t kill your mother and get away with it.” Tate stared at the brick wall in front of him, but he wasn’t seeing anything. He was seeing that night. Hiding in the room with his sisters after his mom had left. The way his dad had slammed the door, locking himself in his room.
Then a little while later, Doug had left, returning hours later.
Fourteen years old, he’d tried to convince his sisters everything would be fine.
But nothing was ever fine again. His dad woke up. They asked where Mom was. He didn’t know. They waited. They all waited.
Fifteen years later, they continued to wait.
“No, he just beat her to death in front of me, and when I tried to stop him, he put me in the hospital.” Guy straightened in his chair, staring out at nothing.
Tate closed his eyes, swore under his breath. “Fuck. I’m sorry. That was–.”
“Don’t. It’s okay. Neither of us were the picture for normalcy. My dad beat my mother to death and went to prison. Your mom…” Guy sighed, and then shifted his attention back to Tate. “Look, there is no proof that Doug killed your mom. None.”
He shot Guy a dark look. “Who else would have done it? My mom didn’t get into a fight with some other husband that night. Nobody else reported seeing anything. There’s shit for evidence. Besides my dad, who else was angry with her that night?”
“Sometimes, there isn’t a point.” Guy stood from behind his desk and moved around to stand in front of it. “Look, I’ll poke around, see what I can find. But there’s not much hope here. We don’t have a body. We don’t have any witnesses. There is nothing to go on. She just…”
“Disappeared.” Tate closed his eyes. He knew all of this. It was the same shit he’d lived with all this time.
“Let it go, man.” Guy rested a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Go chase Ali down, make her marry you. Just let all of this go. That’s what your mom would have wanted, you know. All of you happy.”
“Chase Ali down.” He looked up at Guy. “I think Ali is tired of waiting around for me. Besides…”
He paused, struggling to keep the words trapped inside him. But the misery over Ali and everything suddenly came spilling out and for the first time, he gave voice to the fear that had lived inside him all of his life. “Something in him snapped that night, Guy. Just snapped. How do I know I won’t do the same thing?”
For a second, Guy just stared at him and then he swore.
Turning away, he moved to the window and stared outside. After long, tense moments, he turned back to him, watching Tate with burning eyes. “You’re a fucking moron. Do you really believe that? Is that why you keep pretending there’s nothing between you two even though the whole damn town knows you’re crazy about her? You think you’re going to go crazy and hurt her?”
“My dad never would have thought he’d hurt my mother, but he sure as hell did it.” He glared at Guy.
Guy closed his eyes, blowing out a breath. Then, he opened them and pinned Tate with a direct stare. “Okay, Tate. We need to have a talk—we should have had it a long time ago.”
*   *   *
The river unfurled under the sun, a long, glinting ribbon of blue and gold, stretching between the wooded shores of Kentucky and Indiana. It was the dead of summer and there wasn’t even a breeze coming off the water. But that didn’t seem to bother the boaters out there. Some sailboats, more than a few people out fishing—although it was possible they were just out there drinking and the poles were just for looks.
Tate walked alongside Guy, hands shoved deep in his pockets as he waited. It had been nearly thirty minutes since they’d left the sheriff’s department but Guy hadn’t said much of anything.
“You know, if I’d known you were in the mood for a nice, romantic walk along the river, we could have set up a date in the evening when it’s cooler,” he finally pointed out.
“Why? So you could say no?” Guy sneered. “Then again, you might say yes … after all, you aren’t in love with me. You’re in love with Ali, but you won’t take her on a nice long walk along the river, will you?”
“Shove it, Guy.” He shot Guy a dark look. Then he smirked. “Besides, you’re not my type.”
“Ali is. You push her away. All the damn time.”
“My relationship with Ali is—” Over. He swallowed the bitterness that rose up inside him. Stopping along the walkway, he turned and looked out over the river. A breeze blew up and he closed his eyes, lifted his face to it. “It’s none of your business, Guy.”
“Maybe not. But you, being a friend, are my business. If you’re avoiding trying to reach for anything real with her because you think you’re going to turn into your dad…” Guy stopped and blew out a breath, then he crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes, gray as the storm clouds piling up overhead, met Tate’s. “I don’t talk about this with you. I’ve tried before and you never listen. You never want to listen, but damn it, this time you are going to, even if I have to chase you down and sit on you. Tate, your dad isn’t a killer.”
“Oh, don’t start—”
“I fucking will start and for the first time your life, you’ll listen to me,” Guy said, his voice flat. “I know bad guys. I know scum. I know guilty men and I know men who could kill and not feel a damn thing. I came from that. I saw it, every time I looked at my father. I know killers. I also know the weak-ass bastards who snap and do awful things and regret it. I know that is who you think Doug is, but you’re wrong. If I had to stake my badge on this, I’d be willing to do it. I don’t think your dad killed your mom—I know that man and if you’d stop being pissed off at him, for just a little while, long enough to look at him, you’d see it, too.”
Tate glared at him. “You weren’t there,” he snarled, leaning in, nose to nose. “You didn’t hear them.”
“No.” Guy shook his head. “But I was there, day in and day out, when my dad threatened to kill my mom. I walked in when he was doing it … when he was beating the shit out of her and when I tried to stop it…”
Guy looked away.
Tate jerked out of his grasp and put distance between them.
Back in high school, their senior year, there had been a morning when all the teachers had been … off.
Guy’s seat was empty. They’d shared almost all their classes and come lunch, Tate finally heard.
Guy was in the hospital. His mom was dead.
Guy’s father had been sentenced to twenty years for her murder. He’d been released on parole a few years ago, but hadn’t even gone nine months before it was revoked. So he was back in jail.
Tate rather wished the fucker would rot there.
He looked down, staring at the battered leather of his boots. “Guy, our parents were different people. Your dad was always…”
“A monster?” He turned his head and met Tate’s gaze. “Yeah. He is. He was always a monster. He beat me. He beat my mom. He beat that mean-ass pit bull of ours and threatened to kill anybody who stepped foot on our property or looked at him sideways. He’s a monster. I know monsters. Your father isn’t a monster, Tate. I’ve spent too many nights talking to him. I cannot believe that man is the kind of man who’d kill the woman he loved. I don’t believe it.” He closed the distance between them and leaned against the railing, staring out over the town while Tate continued to stare at the river. “But even if I didn’t know your father, I know you. You would cut off your arm before you harmed a woman, man. It’s just not in you. Stop thinking that you’re some fucked-up kind of fruit from the poison tree. You’ve got a woman who’d make you happy. She’s got two kids who love you and you adore them. But instead of reaching for a life where you could finally be happy, you run from it. Out of fear? Shit, Tate. Fuck that. Think about it. Would your mom really want this kind of life for you?”
Then Guy shoved off the railing and walked away.
Tate stood there, staring at nothing.
*   *   *
“Instead of reaching for a life where you could finally be happy, you run from it.”
Those words haunted him. Whether or not Guy had intended that, Tate didn’t know.
But as he bent over the twisting metal, watching the image in his head take form, he couldn’t block them out. There was no escaping the truth of what Guy had said.
The truth of what Ali had said.
He was in love with her.
Had been for … hell.
Forever, maybe.
Sometimes, it seemed like he’d just been waiting for the right moment to take his spot in her life. It hadn’t been a sudden thing. He could remember seeing her with that fuckwit, Scott, back in school and thinking how much better she could do. He remembered seeing her push little Joey around in his stroller, and the kick he felt in his heart, seeing the two of them.
Forever. Yeah, that seemed about right.
Once again, memories rocked him, but this time, they weren’t the brutal ugly memories of his past.
He thought about nights spent in her backyard, her behind the old, brick grill he’d helped her repair, while she wielded a spatula and threatened to beat him if he came near her while she was cooking. The boys laughing as he pretended to cower away.
He thought of Nolan, the way he’d laugh when Tate threw him up the air and vague memories of his own father doing the same tried to creep in.
Then there were bittersweet, beautiful memories of nights spent in her bed. Her arms, soft and strong, wrapped around him as he moved over her, her voice a hungry little whisper in her ear.
He’d felt so … right.
With her.
It was the closest to real he’d ever felt.
He was letting it slip away.
He did run.
“Fuck.” He glared at the sculpture in front of him, the blowtorch feeling too heavy, awkward in his hands.
Swearing, he stepped back and lowered the tool.
If he kept this up, he was going to ruin the damn thing or put himself in the hospital.
He stowed his gear and moved away, staring out the grimy windows, but seeing nothing.
Except Ali. He saw her everywhere, felt her even when she wasn’t there.
The need to be with her, to tell her everything he had inside him was choking him.
He wanted to be the man she deserved.
The thought of seeing her in town one day, with some other guy was enough to gut him.
It would happen. Madison was about the size of a postage stamp.
He couldn’t stand the thought of her being with somebody else, but could he be what she wanted?
“Instead of reaching for a life where you could finally be happy, you run from it.”
Reach for a life.
Dropping his head, he rubbed the muscles along the nape of his neck while the storm built inside him. How in the hell did he reach for a life anyway? He’d never had one. It had all stopped one hot summer night fifteen years ago.
Reach for her, he thought.
That was how he started.
If he was going to do that, though, he had face things, figure out the mess that was his life, his past.
All of it.
*   *   *
There used to be a car shop there.
Tate stood at the corner, eyeing the empty building. The sign wasn’t readable anymore.
For the longest time, even after his dad had stopped trying to make it work, he could make out the words Bell’s Auto Care. A few others had tried to make a go with the place, set up a business but nothing had lasted.
When Doug Bell had owned it, it had done okay. More than okay, actually, although Doug had worked long hours. For a few months, right up until Mom had disappeared, Tate had been working there, too, and that had helped some.
Tate tried not to think about that time of his life. Tried not to think about how his mom would tease his father, making the somber man laugh, even when he didn’t know what to make of her sometimes.
Nichole had been silly. Strict and silly. Absolutely wonderful.
So many of those arguments had happened because their dad thought she was too strict.
Half the fights, though, Tate didn’t even understand what they were about. The last one …
Something crunched behind him.
Slowly, he turned, although he already knew who he was going to find behind him.
His father stood there, wearing the overalls he had to wear at the mechanic shop where he’d worked the past ten years. The words Assistant Manager were embroidered under his name. He’d been an assistant for ten years. At sixty years old, he probably wasn’t going to go any higher.
“The old shop looks like hell,” Doug said softly, looking past him to glance at the place he’d once taken so much pride in.
There were so many things Tate could have said.
So many things he’d already said. Questions he could have asked, maybe questions he should have asked.
He found himself thinking of what Guy had said … and Ali. Maybe it was just desperate hope that forced him to look at his father. Really look.
Tired eyes. So much more tired than Tate had ever seen them.
Tired but kind.
He’d been angry that night and Tate wanted him to suffer for what he’d said. But people did things, said things in anger. How many ugly words had he forced back inside? How many times had he leashed his anger, afraid of letting it out?
“Did you kill my mother?” The words ripped out of him, full of desperation, and a son’s need to believe.
Doug slanted a look at him. Then he sighed, his stooped shoulders rising and falling. “Tate—”
He closed the distance between them, hands clenched into fists as he glared down at his father. This man, whom he had loved so much, that he’d looked up to, admired.
“Trailer trash.”
“Go on. Get out!”
“You called her trash,” he said, his voice shaking as years’ worth of rage and grief came spilling out. “You made her cry and you called her trash and you told her to get out. Did you kill her?”
“No.” Then Doug met his eyes. “But I might as well have. If I hadn’t been so cruel to her, she wouldn’t have left that night. Whatever happened…”
Tate barely heard the rest of it.
The word no echoed through him and he spun away, sucking in oxygen. He couldn’t get enough. Couldn’t breathe deeply enough and his heart knocked hard against his ribs.
“Tate, I’m sorry.”
Blood roared in his ears and it was forever before he realized his father had moved to stand next to him.
“It was a fight,” Doug said, his voice level. “I said awful, ugly things that I never should have said and I said things that I know hurt her. I’ll never be able to apologize to her and I’ve accepted that. But I also hurt you all. Saying what I said was wrong. I was wrong and whatever happened to her that night wouldn’t have happened if I’d just shut my fool mouth. Because I couldn’t, because I let anger get the best of me, she left … and you kids had to grow up without your mom. You all lost her because of me.”
“No. We lost her because somebody took her from us.” Tate closed his eyes, struggled to keep his voice level. “That lies with that bastard, not you. It’s my fault I’ve been blaming you all this time.”
Then he took off.
He didn’t look back.
There was too much crashing inside his head just then, too much noise, too much confusion.
Underneath all of it, though, he realized something painful.
He believed him.
For the first time ever, Tate really believed that his father hadn’t killed their mother.
But all that did was leave him with more questions.
If Doug Bell hadn’t killed Nichole … who had?
*   *   *
The storm came blowing in not long after her parents whisked the boys off.
Her dad hugged her tight, folding her in his arms and asking, “Do I need to beat somebody up?”
She tried not to sniffle against his chest. They’d had their rough spots, but there were times like this when he proved to be … well. Just wonderful. “Won’t help, but thanks for caring.”
That had been nearly thirty minutes ago and not long after they’d left, the storm had started. The hard, heavy downpour hadn’t let up since.
Sitting on the porch swing, staring out into the night, she watched as the lightning lit up the sky over the river and she tried not to cry. It was easy to push it all aside when the kids were here. When they were here, she had to be a mom, first and foremost. Sometimes it sucked because as a single mom, she rarely had a free moment just to herself. But in moments like this, it was a blessing in disguise because she didn’t want moments to herself, moments to brood, moments to hurt.
Moments to think about everything that was never going to happen.
Sniffling, she focused on the raindrops, told herself they weren’t blurring before her eyes.
I’m not going to cry because it’s over.
I’m not going to cry because it’s over.
I’m not going to cry—
She hiccupped as a sob broke free.
Bringing her knees to her chest, she buried her face against them.
Lost in the hurt, she didn’t hear his footsteps. It wasn’t until he closed his hands around her ankles that she even realized she wasn’t alone.
Jerking her head up, she stared into Tate’s gaze. His eyes, so dark they were nearly black, bore into hers.
“Tate…”
He tugged her legs down and she curled her hands around the edge of the porch swing, her heart slamming against her ribs. He went to lean in and she lifted a hand, pressed it to his chest.
“Don’t.” Her voice cracked. “I’m not … we can’t do this anymore. I can’t do this anymore.”
He didn’t seem to realize she’d even spoken as he reached up and closed one hand around her wrist, his thumb stroking against her inner wrist as she continued to press against his chest. “Ali…”
His heart slammed against her palm and his shirt, soaked by the rain, was no barrier between them. She felt the scalding heat of his skin. Drops of rain clung to his hair and as she stared into his eyes, one of the drops fell, caught on his cheekbone, and rolled down. It hit her wrist and she was surprised it didn’t sizzle, as hot as she suddenly felt.
It was a heat that echoed deep inside her, down low in her belly and every beat of her heart sent that heat pulsing through her until she thought she might explode.
The seconds drew out and she took a slow, deep breath. His gaze dropped to her mouth and she had to bite back a moan.
“Tate, stop,” she whispered, forcing the words out. That hunger continued to pang inside her, making her skin feel tight, hot. She had to curl her fingers into a fist to keep from reaching for him. “I’m tired of only having part of you. I told you. It’s all or nothing and you won’t give me everything—”
He lifted her hand to his mouth, pressed a kiss to her inner wrist. That gentle caress sent shivers racing through her. Blood started to roar in her ears, so loud it took her a minute to realize he had started to speak.
“All my life, even from the time I was a kid,” he murmured, his voice slow, smooth as silk. He let go of her wrist, placing both hands on her knees as he continued to speak. “Everybody told me how much I was like my father. His parents, before they died. My mom. Even my sisters saw it.”
Her heart stuttered.
Tate rarely spoke of his father, but when he did, there was always a burn of rage in his voice. That wasn’t there now.
There was only sadness.
“After Mom disappeared, part of me wanted to believe he hadn’t done it.” He flicked a glance at her. “I really did want to believe it, you know. But I understood that gut-wrenching rage. Because there were things he’d said that made me so angry that I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to go after him and beat the shit out of him. I didn’t. Because of my sisters. When they were fighting, out in the living room, I was trying to keep Chrissie calm.” His voice skipped, almost broke and he looked down. “She was nine, scared. Confused. Upset. Clinging to me like a monkey. She … hell. You remember how she was? The teachers thought she might be kind of slow, how much trouble she had with school and everything. She did just fine as long as Mom was there. Mom could always calm her down, get her focused and everything. But…” He blew out a breath. “But she didn’t have Mom to calm her down that night. It was just me. We’d been out there, at first, when they started fighting. I don’t even remember what started it, not really. We were watching a movie. Mom got on me about something … and then … bam. It was like a nuclear explosion. They started fighting and I ended up picking up Chrissie, dragging Jensen along with me into my room.”
Memories clouded his eyes and his voice was soft, almost too soft to hear over the rain. He still had his hands on her knees and he rubbed them up and down, slowly, like he needed the touch, that light, physical contact to stay grounded.
“Chrissie was shivering, shaking so bad. Every time I went to put her down and go out there, tell them to shut up or chill out, she just squeezed me tighter. I figured I’d let them fight it out. Chrissie needed me and they wouldn’t listen to me anyway. So while my dad was being ugly as hell, I just stayed in the room with the girls and listened. He said the worst things. I’d never heard him talk like that. I hated it.”
She opened her mouth to say something, but she didn’t know what.
Tate reached up to brush her hair back. “He didn’t touch her. Dad never lifted a hand to any of us, not even to spank us. Well, except Chrissie. She got her butt swatted more than once. But she was Chrissie. Mom was more likely to do it than Dad, though. With all of us. He always said she was too strict, yelled too much, demanded too much…” He lowered his head, shoulders slumped.
Unable to stay still, she reached up and pushed her hand through his wet hair. Tate caught her wrist and turned his face into her hand. Her skin shivered as he pressed a soft, gentle kiss to her palm.
He never stopped speaking.
It was like the words had been trapped inside, behind a flood wall. That wall had broken and they were spilling out of him now.
“She yelled. But she loved us. A lot. Dad only yelled when things were really bad.” A scowl twisted his face as he looked away. “If Dad started to yell, we were ready to run for cover. Dad was always the scariest when he was mad. That night…” He stopped, his throat working.
She could see him fighting with the words.
“Tate, you don’t have to tell me this,” she said gently.
“You wanted everything. You wanted all of me. This…” He paused, shifted his gaze to hers, and she saw the hell that lay within. “This is me. All of it.”
He slid his hands up her thighs, absently kneading her hips. “That fight was a bad one, but I wasn’t really worried, exactly. Not about Mom, not even when she left. She was … tough. If that makes sense. She could look at a person and make them back down. Even that old bastard Theo Miller wouldn’t mouth off long when she told him to shove it. I wasn’t worried when she left. Not at first. But I was pissed at Dad because he made her feel like that. Made her feel so bad she had to leave, even for a while. What he’d said. How he’d said it. He was so fucking ugly and every time I saw him, I wanted to punch him. Chrissie couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d get her some warm milk—it always helped when Mom gave it to her, so I figured I’d try. I saw him in the living room. He was getting his keys and I just wanted to hit him. Hurt him for saying the shit he’d said. He wouldn’t even look at me. Just left. Didn’t say a word. He came back a little later. Mom hadn’t come home.”
He closed his eyes and dropped his head to her knee. She reached up and pushed her fingers through his hair.
“Hours go by. She’s not home. I realize something is wrong. I’m scared, and I’m mad, and getting madder. I could almost understand, then, the things he’d said, how ugly he’d gotten, because I wanted to do the same thing, only to him. I wanted to hurt my father, Ali.”
She tangled her fingers in his hair. “You were mad, Tate. He’d been unkind to a woman you loved. That’s just how you are.”
“That’s part of the problem. That’s how I am.” Slowly, he lifted his head and the look in his eyes made her heart skitter in her chest. Burning, full of an intensity that all but stole her breath. “I’m thinking, all this time, that he killed her. Not on purpose maybe. He just caught up with her, or ran into her somewhere. He lost his temper … he was angry, like I was. I’ve always believed that he killed her.”
His dark eyes bored into hers and he covered her cheek with his hand. “Ali, I’m just like my father. I’ve always worried … if he could do that…”
Confusion danced across her face and then abruptly, comprehension dawned.
“Tate.”
She cupped his face in her hands and leaned in, pressing her lips to his. That soft, light kiss somehow was a balm to the bleeding, gaping hole that was his heart.
“You stupid, stupid man,” she murmured against his mouth. Then she sighed and pressed her brow to his, slipping from the porch swing to kneel in front of him.
He curved his arms around her waist. The feel of her was both comfort and torment. Turning his face into her hair, he breathed in the scent of her. Let me fix this …
“You honestly think that you could hurt me. Is that why you try so hard to keep a distance?”
Why did he feel so foolish about this now? Foolish, and oddly relieved, as he felt her heart beat against his own. A weight had been lifted off him some time in the past few hours. A weight he’d been carrying around for too long. Maybe even for fifteen years.
He kept his face buried against her neck. “Intentionally, no. I don’t think I ever would … but a huge part of me…”
She eased back and covered his cheek with her hand. “Tate. Don’t take this wrong. Because I love you, dearly. But you’re an idiot.” Temper flashed in her eyes and she surged upward so suddenly, she knocked him off balance. He ended up sitting on his ass while she started to pace.
He shifted around to keep her in his sight as she moved.
“All this time.” She glared at him as she reached the end of the porch and wheeled around. “For three years, we played friends, all because you’re afraid you’re going to pull some weird Jekyll and Hyde bit?”
“Jekyll and Hyde?” He climbed to his feet, staring at her while his temper started to kick up inside. Okay, he could take feeling like an idiot, but he’d held back because he wouldn’t risk hurting somebody—hurting her. “You know, this might sound like a fucking joke to you, and maybe I’m being stupid, but I lost my mother. She was our world. Our dad was our rock. And for the longest time, I looked at him and saw only the man who I thought killed her. I saw a man who is just like me.”
“Did it ever occur to you that you were wrong?” she shouted. “About any of it?”
“Yes!” He spun away and sucked in a breath, closing his eyes. He moved to the edge of the porch and leaned against it, his weight braced on his hands. Heedless of the pouring rain and the wind, he closed his eyes. “But … shit. I didn’t let myself think about it. Until today.”
He hadn’t let anger get a foothold in his life, not since he’d lost his mom. He’d blamed her death on anger, after all. When he felt too angry, or too close to slipping there, he funneled all those frustrations into his art, into a hard, driving run … or sometimes, into sex.
Right then, though, he was caught, hovering between anger, self-disgust, and other emotions he couldn’t name. When Ali came near, he caught her arm and she crashed into his chest, glaring up at him.
This. He closed his eyes, let himself revel in the feel of her pressed against him.
Just … this.
He hadn’t felt whole since she’d walked away.
And even when they’d been together, he’d held back. Always.
This was probably the closest to whole he’d ever been. Slowly, he twined her hair around his fist, holding her gaze with his. “I know it might not make sense,” he said gruffly. “I didn’t let myself think it, because I couldn’t. Even if I was wrong, at least it was an answer. Can you understand that? Do you understand what it’s like … living with that? Not having any answer?”
Something flickered in her eyes and the tension that had held her rigid drained away. The hands that had been pushing him away curled into the fabric of his shirt and she sighed, gazing up at him. “Yeah. I think I do. You lost your mom—the answer, right or wrong, was something you needed. I get that. But you spent fifteen years blaming the wrong man. You spent fifteen years putting yourself in a box, only letting bits and pieces of yourself out because you were afraid you’d be just like him. You are like him, Tate. He isn’t a killer. He’s just a stubborn, headstrong man.”
“But that’s part of the problem.” He pressed his brow to hers. “I don’t want to be like him. I don’t want to be the kind of man who’d say things that sent a woman running out in the middle of the night. I don’t…”
“Tate.” A soft sigh escaped her, ghosting over his lips. “You can have some traits without being him made over. You decide the kind of man you’re going to be. You’re more likely to hurt me by closing me out than by anything you say.”
Stroking his thumb across her temple, he closed his eyes.
She smoothed her hands down his shirt and then turned her face into his neck. “You’ve had a rough day. Why don’t you come inside for a while? You can dry off and wait until the storm passes.”
He lifted his head and looked into her eyes.
“Then go home?” he murmured.
Go home …
Those words sent her heart to racing. No. She didn’t want him going home, not at all.
But she wasn’t throwing herself back out there again unless she knew he was going to be with her.
“I think you need to look at all of this, and make sure you know what you want,” she said haltingly, staring at the column of his throat. Much safer territory than his eyes. She felt lost every time she did that and if she looked there now and saw the heat and the hunger and the confusion and the love …
“I know what I want.” He tugged her head back and dipped his own, pressed his brow to hers. His free hand fisted the back of her shirt and it left her feeling surrounded by him. “I want you. I’m scared to death and you’ll have to kick my ass along the way, but I want you, and everything that comes with it.”
Oh. Well. Hell.
Now she was really lost.
For a long, long moment, he stared at her and then, slowly, he slanted his mouth over hers. He pressed her back against the wall of the house, the strength of his body pinning her to it as her muscles went lax. His tongue toyed, tangled with hers. Her heart slammed against her ribs as he slid his hands up her sides, danced the tips of his fingers along her neck before plunging them into her hair to arch her face to his.
“Ali-girl.” He rubbed his lips against hers before pressing a hot, burning line of kisses down her neck. “My girl.”
She twisted her hands in his shirt, sucking in a desperate breath. He shifted against her and her pussy clenched when she felt the hard, heavy ridge of his cock. Hunger and need ripped through her.
Lost … yes. She was lost. She didn’t care.
*   *   *
He barely had the brainpower to realize they were on the porch.
Her lit porch.
Groaning, he managed to stumble inside and kick the door shut and that was where his control ended.
Spinning around, he put her against the door and leaned back, grabbing the hem of her shirt. It was wet now, thanks to his own sodden clothes and he ran his fingers down the transparent cloth. Through it, he could see the outline of her bra, the soft swell of her breasts, the elegant line of her torso. He wanted to go to his knees before her and worship her, wanted to press his lips to every damn inch of her. Slowly, he lifted his gaze up to meet hers. “I got you all wet.”
“So you did.” She licked her lips.
“Should I do something about it?” He made himself hold back. He’d been so fucking unfair to her, holding back from everything they both wanted, both needed. He needed this … now. With her. She wanted it. But if he’d pushed her so far away that she wasn’t ready for this …
A slow smiled curled her lips. “Well, you’re a big boy, Tate. It’s time you start taking more responsibility for things,” she teased. “You got me all wet. Now take care of it.”
As she spoke, she curled her legs around his hips and arched against him.
The contact was a jolt, straight down his spine, hitting him square in the balls. “Yes, I should absolutely take care of that.”
Reaching for the hem of her shirt, he slowly peeled it up, watching as he bared each inch. Goose bumps broke out along her skin and once the shirt had cleared her head, he dropped it to the ground and leaned forward, pressed his mouth to the delicate line of her collarbone.
She shivered and he looked up, stared into her eyes. “Are you cold?”
“Umm.”
“I can’t tell if that’s a yes or no.” He nibbled his way along her shoulder, felt another shiver race through her. “I’ll take it as a yes. I should warm you up. Get rid of these wet clothes.”
He kissed his way up her throat and reached behind him to unhook her feet, guiding her legs down so he could deal with her jeans. “These should go, too, right?”
“Yeah.” She smiled against his lips as he went to take her mouth. Her kisses—he could gorge on them. Every day for the rest of his life and never be satisfied. That was what he wanted. What he’d wanted for a long, long time; maybe he’d even let himself think about having it. “I think everything should go.”
“Good idea.” He undid her bra, slipped the straps slowly down, watching as her breasts swung free. The deep rose of her nipples begged for him and he paused to catch one in his mouth, plumping her breasts together as he did so. “So soft. So sweet.”
She arched against him, a movement guaranteed to distract him. He wasn’t about to get distracted, though, and he straightened, focusing his attention on the thin cotton yoga pants. They were gone in seconds and he boosted her back up, pressed her back to the door.
A random thought fired—we can go to her room—but he didn’t want to be away from her, didn’t want to try and navigate the house when he could be inside her.
She hissed, shivering. “You’re getting me wet all over again.”
“That’s the idea.” He slid a hand down between them, pushed a finger inside her and yes, she was very, very wet.
She gasped as he stroked her, her muscles clenching around him. Then she reached for him, yanking at his shirt. “Take this off.”
He leaned back just enough, gripping the firm curve of her ass. “You take it off instead.”
Their gazes locked and held as she dragged the shirt up. It caught around his shoulders and he let go just enough to finish stripping the wet mess off as she clutched at his hips with her knees.
It was absolutely insane that his hands were shaking.
He’d made love to Ali a hundred times. More.
Yet each time was a new experience.
This time, I don’t have to hide—
He stilled, slowly lifting his eyes to stare at her.
“Tate?”
His heart thudded in his chest and he tried to breathe around the massive ache centered there but it was almost impossible.
An uncertain look crossed her features.
“No more holding back?”
A breath shuddered out of her. “Please don’t.”
Gazing at her, he eased the zipper of his jeans down, his cock pulsating, the need inside him swelling, rippling through him. His blood burned. Nerve endings seemed to sizzle and scream inside.
She reached down and stroked one finger along his length and he caught her wrist, stretched it up over her head and pressed it to the door, still watching her. He caught her other wrist as well, holding them both pinned in one hand, high over her head.
It arched her back, lifted her breasts, a position that seared itself on the back of his mind.
With his free arm, he caught one leg, drew it up. “There. Stay right there,” he muttered, right there as he pressed it to his hip, opening her. Her lips parted as she stared at him, soft, broken little pants coming from her. Then he reached between them and grabbed his cock, grimacing as even that touch sent a jolt racing through him. He was ready to come, right there. The heated kiss of her wet pussy against his head was a damn near brutal sensation.
Ali gasped as he pressed against her. Slowly, oh, so slowly, she yielded. Her breasts rose, fell against his chest in a rapid rhythm, her gaze all but blind as she stared at him.
She was burning him. Burning him alive.
“Burn for me,” he whispered against her mouth. “I want to feel you burn for me.”
The silken, tight grasp of her pussy closed around him, the tissues clinging to him as he withdrew and then surged back in. Her head fell back, throat arched, the line, delicate line exposed. He skimmed it with his lips. “I love you.”
A soft, broken cry escaped her lips.
Why did this feel different?
Bewildered, Ali stared into his eyes but even as she tried to understand everything shaking and rolling through her, he surged against her again. His swollen flesh rasped over sensitized tissues and he retreated, slow, almost too slow, so that she was painfully aware of the void he left behind. His gaze caught hers, held hers as he poised there, right there at her entrance.
Then he started it all over again, a slow, deep possession, until she was full with him, stretched tight around him. The pleasure battered at her and she whimpered, twisted in his arms in a desperate attempt to get closer.
“Burn for me,” he whispered against her mouth again, releasing her wrists and sliding his hand down to cup her cheek.
She clutched at his shoulders, her nails biting into his flesh as she clenched down around him, already feeling the orgasm gathering deep inside her. So easily. He had her so easily.
He worked a hand between them and she keened out his name as he flicked his thumb over her clitoris. There …
She caught her breath but then he changed his rhythm, going to shallow, teasing thrusts as he toyed with the hard little nub of flesh. “Not so fast, Ali-girl.”
She glared at him.
He stared back at her. The naked need, the hunger, the love she saw in his eyes left her breathless.
Desperate, she reached for him and he came to her, his mouth slanting over hers. Sinking her teeth into his lower lip, stroking her tongue against his mouth until he opened for her, she tried to gorge on him, feast. Lose herself.
His rhythm turned hard again, hard, heavy, driving. She arched to meet each thrust, gasping out his name and then he tensed against her.
“Tate!”
Abruptly, he moved—harder, faster, working one arm around her to hold her steady as he drove into her like he was trying to imprint himself on her very flesh. She loved it.
A shriek ripped from her as the climax slammed into her. Ali hadn’t even caught her breath before his cock jerked and she felt him start to come. Moaning, she quivered around him, shaking at each rhythmic jerk of his heated length.
“Ali…”
Her name was a dazed, raspy murmur on his lips.
Because she could actually say it this time without him tensing up, she turned her face into his neck. “I love you.”



Chapter Five
The sun came up over them as he made love to her again.
She’d lost track of how many times they’d turned to each other during the night. This might have been the sixth—she had fuzzy recollections of it happening sometime in the dark, but that might have been a blissed-out dream.
Now, with her face pressed against the pillow and him stretched out, half-lying on top of her, half alongside, she tried to steady out her breathing.
Her heart beat like mad and she had a feeling if she looked in the mirror, she’d see a goofy grin spreading across her face.
It wasn’t a bad day, she decided.
Not a bad day at all.
She didn’t have to work.
The kids wouldn’t be home for a while and best of all …
“What’s the smile for?”
That was the best of all. Tate was here.
She cracked one eye open and saw him peering down at her. “I dunno. I’m suffering from oxygen deprivation so I’m probably delusional.”
“Uh-huh.” He dipped his head, kissing her behind the ear and then he rolled off, settling on the bed just a few inches away.
In the soft, golden glow of the early morning sun, he looked too beautiful. He was here. In bed with her.
He hadn’t up and left in the middle of the night. He didn’t look like he was going to take off running right now, either.
Swallowing, she laid a hand on his cheek. “I can’t believe you’re here.”
He covered her hand with his. “Ali.”
“Don’t.” She shook her head, wiggling closer and tucking her head against his chest. “I just. Hell. I thought about this. I wanted this. Didn’t think it would happen and I was ready to just…”
“You got tired of waiting.”
He stroked his hand up her back, his touch light and gentle, but she felt the tension mounting inside him.
“Not because I wanted to.” She rubbed her thumb across his skin and felt his chest rise, expanding on a sigh. “I just realized that waiting around and hoping things would change wasn’t going to make them change.”
“So we talk now.” He rolled her onto her back and stared down at her. “What do you need me to do? What can I do?”
“You already did a lot of it, Tate.” Studying his face, she shrugged. “You let me in. All you ever did was keep me on the outside, sharing nothing but … this. It was just sex. I know that’s all we talked about in the beginning, but I think we both know things changed for us along the way.”
He pressed his thumb against her lips. “I always wanted more than just this. I just didn’t think…”
His voice trailed off and the thick black fringe of his lashes drooped, shielding his eyes. She kissed his thumb and then squirmed, pushing against his shoulders until he let her up. Dragging the sheet up over her shoulders, she settled on the mattress with her legs crossed. “I know. I get it. You’re wrong.” She narrowed her eyes as he slid a look at her. “But I can understand why you never wanted to trust yourself. As long as you’re willing to stop. Okay?”
“It’s not going to be just as easy as flipping a switch.” He climbed out of bed and she watched him disappear through the door. Something kept her from getting up and a minute later, he reappeared, pulling his jeans up over naked hips. She watched his hands as he zipped them up, left them unbuttoned over the lean, tanned line of his belly.
Dragging her gaze away, she looked back at his face, but he was focused on the floor. One hand closed into a fist. “I know I’ve fucked up, Ali. I am fucked up. I know that, I get that, and I’m going to fix this. Fix me. But I also know it’s not going to be an overnight thing.”
She waited a beat and then shrugged. “Well, we’ll take it in bits and pieces.” He flickered her a look and she smiled at him. “Besides, you might be wrong. Overnight things might just be the answer to getting you on track. Last night was pretty damn good, right?”
The grin he gave her was just a flash on his face and it barely showed in his eyes. Shoving away from the wall, he moved to stare out the window. “Just tell me you’re not giving up on me.”
“Tate.” She slid out of the bed and moved to stand behind him. Wrapping her arms around his back, she pressed her lips to his spine. “Baby, I didn’t give up the past three years while you had your head up your ass. You’re just now starting to show some sign of intelligence. Why would I walk now?”
“You’re a smart ass.” He covered her hands with his.
“Yeah. So are you. I think that makes us a matched set.”
They stood there a minute and then he slowly turned around, leaning back against the wall and drawing her into the cradle of his hips, one arm wrapped around her waist. “I keep thinking about the past fifteen years. About my dad. About me.” Misery was written across his face, naked and plain. “What in the hell am I supposed to say to him?”
Her heart twisted in her chest. The storm in his eyes, the pain she could see him trying to hide, was enough to break her. Reaching up, she cupped his face in her hands, pressed a soft, gentle kiss to his mouth.
Then, easing back down, she held his gaze. “Just go to him. Tate, that man loves you. All he wants is to have his son back.”
*   *   *
“I ain’t got time for you today.”
“Wow. Nice to see you, too, sis.” He stood in the doorway, watching Chrissie … no. Chris. She hated it when he called her Chrissie. Sometimes he looked at her and saw the little girl who’d clung to him that awful night. For a little while, after Mom died, he’d been her world.
Unlike him, she’d looked at their father and maybe it was the eyes of a child that had let her do it, he didn’t know, but she’d looked at her father and just saw the man who’d tucked her into bed. The man who’d told their mom to ease up when he thought she pushed them too hard.
They hadn’t been perfect parents, Tate thought.
But they’d balanced each other.
Tate hadn’t come to grips with how he felt about that final night, but he was going to do it in bits and pieces, just like Ali had suggested.
Starting here.
Chris stood at a table and for the life of him, all he could think was that she looked like a gothic Tinker Bell. Short punkish haircut in shades of white-blond, black, and pink, incongruous as hell, but it suited her. She wore a shirt with a ragged hem that bared her belly and left the stone in her navel flashing in the light as she reached for another blossom. Tattoos twined around both of her arms, sleeves that she had started working on as soon as she turned eighteen. For her eighteenth birthday, she’d gotten her first tattoo and Dad had paid for it.
That was what she’d wanted and Dad had never been able to tell Chrissie no.
It wasn’t a surprise.
She was the only one who’d believed in him, Tate realized. From the beginning.
The tattoos were a garden, blooming there on her skin, roses and daisies, climbing and vining around her arms before disappearing under the cotton of her shirt.
He thought there was a new one around her left wrist, but he wasn’t sure.
She shot him a look, her green eyes unreadable.
For the most part, he was close to his sisters, but this time of year was hard … on all of them. He tended to withdraw. Jensen all but worked herself into the ground, picking up extra hours at the station whenever she could. Chris centered herself around Dad. The baby tiger, there to guard the old man from anybody who might hurt him.
Namely, his son.
Swallowing, he closed his eyes and lifted his head, staring up at the sky as he tried to figure out the easier way to go about this. There wasn’t one, though.
What the hell.
He’d managed to bare himself to Ali. He could handle Tinker Bell over there.
“I talked to Dad.”
Her hands stilled over the blossoms—bad-ass, gothic Tink loved nothing more than working with flowers. There wasn’t a week that went by that their mother’s grave didn’t have a beautiful display on it. By night, she tended bar over at Shakers and during the day, she had a mini florist’s shop bustling in the garage tacked onto her house. Her dream was to expand it out of her house, but it hadn’t happened yet.
Her lips flattened out. “Leave him alone, Tate. You’ve caused him enough grief, don’t you think?”
“Yeah.”
“I mean, fuck. You try the same thing, without fail, every year—”
She stopped. Without looking at him, she put down the stems she was working with and then reached for the rag in her back pocket, wiping her hands off. She gazed out the window, her hands clutching at the edge of her worktable. “What did you say?”
“I believe him.”
She turned her head and stared at him.
Two seconds later, he had to dodge the roses as they came flying at him.
“Sorry.”
Tate slid Chris a look as she settled down next to him. “Are you?”
A grimace twisted her face. “Well. Technically, I probably should be. In all honesty, no. I wish I had a bucket of dirty water or something to dump over your head.” She sighed and leaned back, bracing her weight on her hands and stretching her legs out. “You’re such a stubborn ass, you know that?”
“Yeah.”
“You are so like him.” Her voice was husky and when he glanced over at her, he saw the misery in her eyes. She sniffled and averted her face.
Reaching out, he slid his arm around her shoulders. For a minute, she held herself rigidly. Then she sank against him, her voice cracking as she whispered, “I miss her, Tate. Sometimes I wake up, thinking she’ll come home. I can barely remember what she looked like, but I remember her voice, and how she smelled and how we danced around the kitchen some nights. I think … maybe she’s out there. Maybe she’ll come home.”
“I know.” He rubbed his cheek against her hair. “I know, Chrissie.”
A minute passed and she sucked in a breath, then pulled back, swiping the back of her hand over her eyes.
He pretended not to notice.
“She looked like you.”
He watched as she turned her head and stared at him. He smiled at her and shrugged. “You want to know what she looked like. Just see yourself. Without the crazy rainbow hair and all.” He smiled, pushed a hot-pink section of her bangs back. “But she looked like you. She was pretty. Funny. She yelled a lot and she drove me crazy and she made us work too hard.”
“She was a good mom.”
“Yeah.” He caught her hand in his and squeezed. “She was a good mom.”
Chris closed her eyes. “Dad…”
He sighed and lifted her hand, pressed a kiss to the back of it. Then, unable to sit still, he rose from the porch and started to pace. “I’m going to talk to him later. I’m trying to work things through in my head. But I needed a resolution, Chris. It’s not fair—it wasn’t fair to him, to you—”
“Or you.”
He shot her a look.
She sat on the porch, her elbows braced on her knees. She stared at him, her green eyes vivid. “It wasn’t fair to you, either. I know why you did it. Hell, Dad knows why. He’s the one who’s been telling me and Jensen all this time to leave you alone with it.”
He didn’t want to hear this. Turning away, he jammed his hands in his pockets, he braced himself because he also knew, as much as he didn’t want to hear, Chris was going to say it anyway.
“You needed to have some kind of answer—something in your head that made sense,” Chris said. “This was the only one you could come up with. So you focused on it. Because you did, you lost your father and your mother.”
Tate closed his eyes.
Behind him, he could hear her coming toward him, but he didn’t move. Didn’t turn to face her. When she circled around to face him, he had a hard time meeting those sharp green eyes. “Are you done punishing yourself now?”
“I’m not—”
“Oh, bullshit.” She shook her head. “You spent fifteen years telling yourself that you should have gone out there, said something, done something … stopped her from leaving. You were fourteen. You were just a kid. So was I. So was Jensen. Yeah, they had a fight. Dad shouldn’t have said the shit he did. He didn’t make Mom leave and no matter what…” Her voice tripped, then steadied. “No matter what happened to her, she didn’t ask for it. The only person to blame in any of this is the son of a bitch who took her from us.”
“We’ll never know who that is.”
She looked away. “No. We’re never going to know. We’ll never know what happened, where she is. Not after all this time. But I’m not going to let my life stop because of that. She would have wanted us to be happy—all of us.”
*   *   *
This would be the easier one, Tate told himself. Jensen wasn’t going to make it hard on him and hey, he even got a smile out of it, just sitting there and waiting for her.
Feet propped on the edge of her desk, he had the pleasure of watching his sister threaten to throw a mouthy bitch in jail, after said mouthy bitch shoved Jensen.
Granted, Jensen had all but taunted her into it, chin up, eyes glinting with an I dare you smirk in them.
But Leslie Mayer had gone into the station looking for trouble, and she’d found it in the form of Detective Jensen Bell.
Jensen had grown up to be a cop. Out of all of them, she was the most solid, something that had baffled Tate for only a very short while. She’d lost her mother but that hadn’t sent her down a spiral. It might have done that to Tate and Chris, but it had centered Jensen.
She’d lost her mother and she’d do everything she could to keep another child from suffering the same, another family from going through the misery the Bell family had suffered all these years.
As Leslie Mayer was led out of there by two uniformed cops, still screeching at Jensen, his sister headed over to her desk, pausing only a second when she saw him waiting there.
“You had way too much fun with that,” he said.
“Hey, a girl’s gotta get her kicks somehow, right?” She knocked his feet off her desk and dropped into the seat. “Why are you here? It’s awful early for you. You usually skulk in your den until the day is half done.”
“I don’t skulk.”
“Brood. Whatever.” She shrugged. “You made up with Ali yet?”
He felt the hot, red crawl of blood creeping up his neck. Half the damn town, he mused. From the corner of his eye, he saw the grin on her face and the way trouble glinted in her gaze.
“People sure are interested in my love life.” He turned back to face her. Leaning in, he studied her closely, more closely than he usually let himself.
If Chris was a gothic Tinker Bell—attitude and chaos in one tiny little package—then Jensen was her polar opposite. Every bit as slim and slight as the youngest Bell sibling, yes, and there were physical similarities, but while Chris was all clashing colors and short temperament, Jensen was order. She wore her dark hair in a neat, chin-length cut and she probably spent five minutes on it a day—including washing. Her makeup bordered on the nonexistent and her clothes were just like her, efficient and simple.
She looked like a cop.
That was all she’d wanted to be.
She cocked her head and studied him, her green eyes narrowed to slits. Lips pursed, she continued the study until Tate had to fight the urge to squirm.
“Something’s different with you,” she finally said.
“Yeah? I went and had my nails done. Sweet of you to notice.”
She snorted. “Yeah. That’s it. Let me guess, you used one of Chrissie’s favorite colors she’s always pushing on me … Razzle Dazzle Red or something?”
“Nope. I went with Fru Fru Pink.” He smiled, relaxing a little as she jabbed at him. He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees and rubbing his face. Man, he was tired. He felt like he’d aged a year in the span of a day. “Listen … I, uh, I’ve been thinking about things. Mom. Dad.”
She was quiet for a long time. So quiet, he finally lifted his head and saw her eyeing him, a sad smile on her face. “Finally figured it out, Tate?”
He blew out a breath. “So you aren’t going to throw roses or something at me?”
“Roses?” She grinned. “Let me guess. You’ve already told Chrissie?”
“Yeah. Know the bucket of flowers she keeps up on her table when she works?”
Jensen arched her brows.
“She pelted me with them.” He rubbed a finger over the scratch on his cheek. “Fortunately, most of them didn’t have thorns.”
“Yeah? Then what?”
He shrugged. “We talked. Wanted to come over and see you.” He blew out a breath and straightened back up in the chair, staring up at the ceiling without seeing it. “I’m going to hunt him down later and talk to him. He’s probably going to tell me to get the hell out, but I’ll try.”
“He won’t tell you to get out.”
“Why not?” he bit out. Shoving upright, he moved to the minuscule window she had by her desk. Jensen didn’t have an office but as one of the two lieutenants, her work area was a little bigger. By maybe two inches. She also had a window. He focused on it while temper sparked and brewed inside him. “Why not, huh? I did my damnedest to turn you all against him. I spent fifteen years hating him. I hassled every cop who’d listen to me to reopen the case and dig deeper into his story. Why shouldn’t he tell me to get out?”
“Because he understands.” Jensen didn’t bother getting up. She stretched her legs out and rested her elbow on the desk, glancing around the room, but most of the other cops had headed out to lunch or were out on patrol. The few left were too far away to hear them, although the siblings knew they’d try. “Tate, you needed a target. He let himself be that target. The same way you were the target when I found out my boyfriend was cheating on me senior year. Instead of going after him, you made me mad at you instead.”
Tate glared at her. “I just wanted to handle the punk myself. He shouldn’t have been messing around on you anyway.”
“You still let me take my mad out on you … it was safer.”
He looked away. “Nah. That jackass wouldn’t have lifted a hand to you—he couldn’t handle a woman who stood up to him. Probably why he kept fucking around on you.”
She sighed. “Fine. You want to play that way, go ahead. He did the same thing you do. Now I am going to do what Mom would have done—give more unsolicited advice. Stop standing there worrying and just talk to him.”



Chapter Six
The old man was sitting behind the shop where he’d been working all these years.
Ever since he’d closed his place down. Hard to keep it open, when half the people who used to bring him business started giving him the side-eye, wondering if he had indeed killed his wife.
Gut in knots, Tate moved across the busted pavement slowly, wondering how much of that was his fault. He’d never been quiet about what he’d thought. Was he to blame for that, too?
A busted bit of glass crunched under his boot and his dad tensed, slowly lifted his head.
He turned and looked and across the parking lot, their gazes locked.
Then Doug went back to eating his lunch. His actions were slow and mechanical, like he did it only out of necessity. I’m human. I gotta eat. So I will.
Tate understood that. That was how he approached almost everything in life. I’m human. I gotta eat, gotta sleep, but I don’t much care if I do it or not. I’m only doing it because I have to.
The only things in life that he took pleasure in were his art—and that was a release more than a pleasure—and Ali, her kids.
Fuck, he needed to get a better grip on life. Ali was everything, her kids were an added blessing he felt he had no right to.
But shouldn’t there be more?
The wooden bench gave under his weight as he settled across from his father, but a foot or so down so he could look at the crumbling cinder block of the garage, rather than Doug. It was easier that way. Simpler.
He opened his mouth, then snapped it closed after five seconds passed with no words coming.
Clearing his throat, he tried again, but the words evaded him.
A quiet sigh drifted under the hot summer sun. Doug said softly, “Boy, whatever it is that’s eating you, just let it go.”
“I can’t.” He slanted a look at his father. They didn’t look much alike—the artist in him could pick up the similarities—the shape of their hands, the set of their mouth, their eyes. But mostly, Tate took after his mom’s father. Physically, at least. Everything else, though, that was his dad and that was why this was so hard. He clasped his hands together and pressed his forehead to them, staring at the table while words circled through his head.
They were there. If he could think them, he could say them.
Right?
His hands felt painfully empty and because he was having the hardest time concentrating, he tugged a little leather journal from his pocket and flipped it open. It was full of a thousand sketches, it seemed—he’d fill a page and then move on to the next, and the next until he had no room left. He’d then buy another one. This journal was about half full. He started to sketch and once his hands were moving, he could almost imagine the block in his head moving.
He sketched a wall. He’d add a ginormous wrecking ball smashing through it—he’d do the damn ball in the shape of his head. “I messed up. I was wrong.” He managed to get those words out as he finished the outline of the wall. He wished he could stop there.
“Tate, you had a rough life. You don’t need to—”
“The hell I don’t.” He lifted his head slowly and met his father’s eyes. His own eyes, he realized with a jolt. Not just the color, or the shape or the size. But everything about them. He realized Doug would do this, too. He’d force himself to own up to the hard shit. Maybe he wouldn’t expect it of others, but he damn well expected it of himself.
The knot lodged in his throat and he threw the pencil he held down. “Fuck, Dad.”
“You’re too much like me, you know.”
He sucked in a breath and went to say something, but before he could, Doug just continued to talk, his voice low and easy. “And … too much like your mom. Too much like yourself, even. If that makes sense. I don’t think you could be any more contradictory if you had to.” A hint of temper finally showed in the older man’s voice as he tossed his sandwich down and dragged his hands over his face. “You don’t want to expect anything from anybody, and at the same time, you seem to set the highest fucking expectations. How is that even possible?”
Tate ran his tongue across his teeth. Then he shrugged. “I’m an asshole?”
Doug’s eyes shot to his face and then a slow, reluctant smile lit his face. “No.” He shook his head. “No, you can be, and too often, you are. But that’s because of the kick in the face life gave all of us. I think…” His voice trailed off and then he sighed. “I think if your mom hadn’t gone and disappeared the way she did, you would have been a different man. You’re a good man now, but you’re harder. Sadder. I hate it.”
Tate didn’t know how to respond to that. Uncomfortable with the way the conversation was going, he sighed and shook his head. “Dad, there’s no point in talking about any of that. I just … look. I’m sorry. I was wrong, and I’m sorry. I can’t make any of it up to you.”
He would have said more, but his father reached out and covered his hand with his.
It was the first time they’d touched in more than a decade. Tate recalled, vividly, the last time his father had touched him—high school graduation. He’d tried, yet again, to bridge the gap between them. Tate had told him if he laid hands on him again, he’d bury him.
Shame rose up in him, thick and dirty and black. He couldn’t take this back, not any of it.
“You don’t need to make a damn thing up to me,” Doug said. . “You’re my son. The one thing I wanted to have again … other than to tell your mom how sorry I am … well, you called me Dad again. I don’t need anything else.”
His dad’s image blurred. Looking away, he focused hard on the cinder block wall of the garage, staring at it until his vision cleared.
An awkward silence fell and he had no idea how to fill it, no idea what to say to this man who was all but a stranger to him now.
After a moment, Doug cleared his throat. “I hear you have something going with Ali.”
Tate flicked him a look. Half the damn town. Probably closer to the all the damn town. Shrugging, he reached for his pencil again and started to sketch. “Yeah. We’re … ah. Well, we’re working on it.”
“She loves you.”
Hands still over his sketch pad, Tate looked up.
Doug smiled. “I see how she looks at you. If you love her, boy, don’t let that slip away. You have no idea how precious that is. Sometimes, you don’t realize it until it’s over and gone and you have no chance of ever getting it back.”
I almost lost it. But he couldn’t talk about it with his dad. This … thing was too awkward, too strange. He just met his dad’s eyes and nodded. “I’m not going to let it go.”



Chapter Seven
He’d stood here.
Just here, a hundred times.
Maybe even more.
At the foot of his mother’s empty grave, waiting, wondering, hoping for answers that just weren’t going to come.
For the first time, he stood there without feeling the weight of all those questions, all that anger.
“I don’t think you’d want me to keep carrying all that around,” he said, while a breeze kicked up, blowing his hair back from his face.
He sighed and then looked away. “Screw that. You wouldn’t want it. I was wrong. You’d probably kick my ass if you could see how I’ve been acting all this time.”
He couldn’t undo it, though. All he could do was go forward.
“I’m going after Ali.” He paused as the words hung there, tentative and soft. Then he nodded. “Yeah. That is something you would like. I love her.”
Closing his eyes, he let himself smile. “I don’t know how I’m going to handle any of that, but I love her and we’re going to make it work.”
He waited a few more minutes, might have said something else, but a fat, heavy drop of rain came down, fell on his nose. He shot a look up at the leaden sky and blew out a breath. “Good-bye, Mom.”
He turned his back on the grave and strode out of the cemetery, but instead of heading straight to Ali’s, he cut down by the river as the rain started to come down harder.
Miles down the river, far, far outside of sight, something, buried for years, shifted.
The car, pushed out of place after a year of heavy rains, started to drift.
*   *   *
Tate stood on Ali’s porch. Although he had a key, he didn’t go to the back door. He lifted a fist, knocked.
He had the words he wanted to say, and he was going to get them out. No matter what.
She opened the door, giving him a puzzled smile.
“I thought maybe I could take you out on a date,” he said, while rain dripped down his face.
“Ah … well, the boys are here.” She looked past his shoulder to stare out at the pounding rain. “It’s raining kinda hard.”
“I wanted to take you out. The boys. All of us.” He swiped the rain from his face as Joey and Nolan appeared in the doorway, one on either side of her. They grinned up at him.
“Take us where?”
“On a date.” He reached out, hoping she didn’t see how his hands were shaking, just a little. “What do you think, guys? Can I take your mom out? You two?”
They didn’t even blink. “Yeah! Let’s go!”
They whooped and darted into the house while Ali continued to look at him, bemused. “A date,” she murmured, while he moved up and caught her hips in his hands.
“A date.”
He pressed a kiss to the corner of her mouth, sighed as her scent, warm and sweet, flooded him. The remnant ache in his heart faded.
“Tate, you’re going to get me all wet again. You know that?”
“Yeah.” He lifted his head and stared down at her. He frowned and stepped back, looked down.
She caught him, looping her fingers in his belt loops. “I don’t care. So … tell me, what are we doing on this date of ours?”
“I have absolutely no idea.”
She laughed and pressed her mouth to his. “That sounds absolutely wonderful.”
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