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Chapter 1

Shane Hart never went out of the house with the sole intention of hooking up with women. Getting laid just happened to him. Like rain in Seattle or tornadoes in Texas. It was just his personal climate—sunny with a sixty percent chance of sex on any given day of the week. Some guys were always winning at the casino. Some guys never missed a free throw. Shane’s gift was getting women naked. It wasn’t a talent he had asked for, or even honed on purpose, but he had yet to regret it when, with a few words and a grin, he found himself with a gorgeous woman on top of him making like a bull rider.

So a bachelor party should have been an easy place to score. Not even worth taking a bet on—if anyone happened to be betting on his sex life. Which they were.

But despite having his future brother-in-law Chance Rivers’s friends egging him on all night, Shane was going to leave the party alone. There was just no fun in it when it was intentional.

“I’m going to head out,” he said to Dane, Chance’s best friend. Chance was surrounded by a bevy of admiring female fans, who were thrilled to run into one of country’s hottest stars on Nashville’s famous Broadway Street. The group of guys had spent the majority of the night in private venues to protect Chance from the crowd, but he had wanted to make an appearance for the fans, who had been happily watching his relationship with Jolene unfold since their reunion the year before. “You need help getting Chance out of here?”

“Nah, I got it,” Dane yelled over the loud music. “But where the hell are you going? I have a fifty riding on you winding up the meat in a blonde sandwich tonight. Do it for me and all the rest of us married guys.”

That made Shane snort. “I told you not to take that bet. I can’t play it like that. Banging has to be spontaneous. Not predatory.”

He never approached it as a mandate. It was just he got to talking to women and one thing led to another, which led to naked. Scanning the room for a potential bed partner then casting a line and reeling her in was not his style.

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Dane said. “All hookups are predatory. And I’m out fifty bucks to Walker.”

Shane didn’t feel the need to explain himself any further. He clapped Dane on the shoulder. “Didn’t your mama ever tell you there’s no such thing as a sure thing? Mine sure did.”

He waved to Walker and to Chance’s other buddies, Sam and Mitchell, guys Shane casually knew from the music scene in Nashville. Tootsie’s was hopping as always, and while normally Shane dug the energy of all the bars and the live music pouring out on Broadway, it was cruising toward two in the morning and he had eight hours blocked out in the studio over the next two days. He wanted a good five hours of shut-eye before he went in to work. Next weekend was Jolene and Chance’s wedding and they had family coming in all week, so between personal and professional obligations, he was booked solid. For that reason, and because Chance was over a year sober, Shane hadn’t been drinking at all—a fact that would make the crack of dawn about a thousand times more pleasant. There was something to be said for the maturity that came with being almost thirty.

Maneuvering his way through the hot, crowded room, he edged out several girls to get to Chance to make his goodbyes. “Hey, I’m taking off.” He gave Chance a quick dude hug. “I hope you had fun, man. And for the record, I don’t hate you marrying my sister.”

Chance grinned at him. “There’s a ringing endorsement, thanks. Seeing as I don’t have a sister, I don’t know exactly how you’re feeling but I can tell you this—all those things you do with your flavor-of-the-week hookups? It’s better when you know someone inside and out. Like I know your sister.”

Shane grimaced and made a sound of protest. “Stop. Shit, Rivers. Don’t tell me that.”

His sister’s fiancé laughed. “Someday you’ll understand what I mean when you fall head over ass. But not tonight, I imagine. Who’s the poor girl who thinks she wants to leave with you?” He looked behind Shane curiously.

Shane rolled his eyes. “You know, I don’t have sex with a different woman every night of the week. I think you all have turned me into more of a legend than I actually am. I mean, I’m good, but I do need sleep from time to time.” He couldn’t help but brag just a little bit.

There was a woman near them who was leaning so that her hip kept sliding along Shane’s thigh. He glanced over at her and she gave him that sultry smile, eyebrows rising in a challenge. Oh, damn. He needed to go. “See ya next week, bye.” He clapped Chance on the shoulder and bolted.

He felt a little dirty as he walked out of the club. His sex life was too much a subject for discussion for his liking. He hadn’t fostered a reputation any more than he had sought out hookups, and he wasn’t entirely comfortable with being a lothario among his friends.

Once he was finally outside, Shane breathed in deeply. It was a hot July night and the city was buzzing. He loved Nashville, had since the minute their mama had moved them all there so Jolene could pursue a music career. He’d felt the limitations of his small hometown being lifted, and the pain of his father’s abuse of their mother—and his own frustration that he couldn’t stop it—finally begin to heal.

That had been almost ten years earlier and now Jolene was a star, and Shane was gaining respect and ground as a producer. Mama was happy in her condo, and their sister, Elle, was on the road doing hair and makeup for a big-time country diva. Everything was damn good. Shane walked down the sidewalk and whistled a cheerful tune that one of his artists was in the middle of recording. The street was noisy, though the crowds were beginning to wind down a little as bars shut down for the night. There was music and laughter, but as Shane neared the end of Broadway, he also heard shouting, the rise of anger in a young woman’s voice.

Most likely just some drunken lovers’ spat, but he did glance over to see what was going on. There was a young redhead dressed in a short lace dress and pale blue cowboy boots screaming at a guy in the driver’s seat of a truck as she jumped out the passenger door into the street. “You’re a lying manwhore son of a bitch,” she shouted. “And I hope that, that, that…something really bad happens to you!”

That made Shane chuckle despite her obvious upset. It seemed like Red had a hard time coming up with a suitably horrible curse, which was kind of cute. She slammed the door shut and squeezed both her hands into fists, letting out a shriek of frustration. She locked eyes with Shane. Her mouth dropped open and her nose wrinkled. But as the truck peeled away with a squeal of rubber and a revved engine, she suddenly whirled and started screaming, “Stop, stop, stop! Ben, stop, my purse is in there!”

The driver didn’t stop. She started running after the truck, and even as it disappeared into the distance, she kept flailing down the street, her gait uneven, arms waving hysterically. Shane started moving toward her. It was dark and she was going to get hit by a car doing that. The street wasn’t crazy busy, but people still were stupid enough to drink and drive, and she was clearly upset.

As the truck turned a corner and vanished, she stopped running and bent over, like she was trying to catch her breath. He reached her in a few long strides. “Hey, are you okay? Why don’t you come out of the street before you get hit.”

She looked up at him and Shane’s words caught in his throat. Holy hell, she was like nothing he’d ever seen. There were tears dampening her pale cheeks, a dusting of freckles over her peaches and cream skin. Her nose was tiny, her lips surprisingly full, a rich raspberry color that he could tell wasn’t due to lipstick. Her cheekbones were strong, her lashes delicate, dark with tears. But it was her eyes that arrested him. They were two different colors. One a pale translucent blue, the other a rich green, veering toward hazel. It was mesmerizing to see those eyes, filled with raw, naked pain, trained directly onto him.

“No, I’m not okay,” she said. Her voice was soft, trembling. She had an accent he recognized, a sign of growing up in the country. He would guess either northern Tennessee or his own home state of Kentucky. “I left my purse in his car.”

As she stood up straight, Shane realized that he towered over her tiny frame. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, to gently lead her to the sidewalk. At first he had thought she was high-school age, but now that he’d seen her face up close, he guessed that she was more likely in her early twenties. But there was something very sweet about her that made him instantly feel protective. For all his reputation Shane considered himself respectful of women. He had disdained his father for using his strength and size against his wife, and Shane had grown up loving his mother and his sisters more than anyone on the planet, so he genuinely adored women. This woman was in more than a spot of trouble and he wasn’t about to walk away until she was in a taxi heading home or in the company of her girlfriends.

“Who is that guy, besides a lying manwhore?” He paused under the streetlight and looked down at her, giving her a smile so she’d know he was joking.

“He’s my boyfriend. Well, he was my boyfriend until I just found out he was cheating on me.” She gave a snort. “How stupid does he think I am? When she talks about how awesome it was to suck his ding dong, she’s not projecting. She’s talking truth.”

Shane tried not to laugh. It wasn’t funny. This girl was clearly angry and upset. But ding dong? It was hard to not at least crack a smile. “I agree with you one hundred percent. I also think there is nothing more selfish than a cheater. You can’t have your cake and eat it, too.”

A scowl crossed her face and he wasn’t sure what she was thinking, or if he had upset her further, because she didn’t speak. She just looked around him to the street. Finally she said, “I need my purse. My wallet and phone are in there.”

“Do you want to borrow my phone to call him?”

“I don’t know his number. I never memorized it.” Her eyes widened with fresh tears. “Who doesn’t know her boyfriend’s phone number? Lord, this is so stupid and awful. What am I going to do?”

“Do you know anyone’s number? Were you out with friends tonight or just him?”

“Just him.” The grimace she gave was so disgusted it was a relief. He could deal with her anger toward her ex better than tears.

“Where do you live? I’ll get you a cab home.”

She shook her head. “We live here, with Ben’s aunt and uncle.”

She was living with the lying, cheating manwhore? Yikes. That was definitely a problem. “Can you call a friend?”

“I don’t know anyone here. I’ve only been in Nashville a few weeks.” She bit her lip, and her anger seemed to deflate. “But if I can get my purse, I can go to the hotel room I reserved for tonight. I can’t stay with Ben’s family. It’s way too humiliating.”

He could understand that. He really felt bad for her. She still had tears in her eyes and she looked confused, hurt, defeated. There was something about her that reminded him of a girl he’d known in high school, one he’d nurtured a serious crush on. Jeannie Sims had looked perpetually sad, and Shane had always wanted to comfort her. With his lips on hers. He was starting to have a similar reaction to this woman. “Maybe you should go back to the house and wait for him so you can get your purse back. It’s late, where is he going to go?”

“Apparently to a whole lot of women’s houses. It turns out ding dong girl was just the latest in a line.” She tossed her long hair back and shook her head. “Lord, I’m pissed off at him for putting me in this position. He promised me he wouldn’t do this again.”

Shane wasn’t sure what to say to that other than the man was an idiot and she was too trusting. Based on her words, he had to assume she meant he had cheated before. Shane had zero respect for a man who did that. He also thought she was a whole lot more forgiving than he would have been. He would be one and done in a situation like that.

“I can give you a ride.” He pulled his cellphone out of his pocket. “Here, hold this. And my wallet.” He held them both out to her. “That way you know I’m not a serial killer.”

She cocked her head and blinked. “But if you killed me, wouldn’t you just take your wallet and phone back? And I’d be dead, so I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone anyway.”

That made him laugh. Maybe she wasn’t as naïve as she looked. “Good point. But you can use my phone to call for help if I get weird.” When she didn’t accept the offered items he took them back and opened his wallet, pulling out two twenties. “Then here, take some money for a cab and I’ll wait with you until it gets here. I’m not leaving you standing on the sidewalk at two in the morning with no phone and no money.”

“Thank you so much, but…” She started to shake her head in protest. “I can’t accept money from you. Maybe I can just find a cop?” She looked around helplessly, then drew in a big shaky breath. “They’ll help me, right?”

“You’re from Kentucky, aren’t you?” he asked. “Small town?”

“How did you know?” Her nose wrinkled. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only because I’m from small-town Kentucky. I know the accent. Trust me, cops back home might give you a ride and think nothing of it. Here, they have better things to do than shuttle girls home after fights with their boyfriends. They’re not going to have a lot of sympathy. This is a party town and things like this happen every single night. You’re on your own, unfortunately.” He smiled. “Except for me. I’m feeling an odd sense of big brother, Good Samaritan-ness toward you.”

He was. She was making him feel homesick, which was odd. He hadn’t loved anything about his childhood other than his mother and sisters. Not the small town, not his cruel father, not the bleak lack of prospects for a better life. Yet he looked at this girl and suddenly he was seventeen again and wishing like hell that Jeannie Sims would turn her sad green eyes on him and appreciate the man he’d thought he was.

But that was well over a decade ago and he wasn’t ever going back to Kentucky, and Jeannie Sims had sadly overdosed on heroin a few years after he’d left. Still a piece of him had always felt guilty that he couldn’t help her, even though she had never really spoken to him. The least he could do now, though, was help out this equally vulnerable girl tonight.

She fell backward against the wall behind her, like she was tired of holding herself up. Tears ran down her cheeks and she sniffled. “This is so stupid. This is the stupidest of stupid things. I’m such an idiot.”

Shane pressed the two twenties into her hand but she didn’t take them. They just fluttered to the ground. After bending over to pick them up, he studied her. She didn’t look drunk. Just defeated. Shell-shocked. “I’m Shane, by the way,” he said. “And come on. I’m giving you a ride.” He didn’t want to let her out of his sight until he knew for sure she was safely in a house.

“I’m Avery.”

“Nice to meet you, Avery.” Shane took her hand, forced his cellphone into it, wrapping her lithe fingers around it. “Hold this.”

She finally obeyed. Then he took her other hand and squeezed it softly.

“You don’t have to do this,” she said, but she sounded unsure of herself.

“No, I don’t. But I’m going to.” He pulled her forward off the wall. “The code on my phone is 4512 so you can unlock it if you want.”

She dug her heels in. “Wait, what if Ben realizes he has my purse and comes back? Shouldn’t I wait here?”

She had a point. Shane tipped his head to the diner across the street. “Let’s go get a cup of coffee and watch out the window for his truck.” He’d give it thirty minutes.

“I can wait by myself. You don’t have to stay.”

“You don’t have any money, remember?” Shane tugged her again and this time she came forward. “Stop being stubborn and just accept my help.”

Avery looked at him for a minute and then nodded. “Thanks. This is very nice of you. I’m sure you have better things to do.”

“You’re right. I could be sleeping. But I don’t want to wake up tomorrow and see on the news that you are missing or were hit by a car or got arrested for loitering. And I hate the idea of never knowing what actually happened to you.” He put his wallet back into his pocket and glanced right and left to make sure the street was clear to cross. “Call me a sap and a sucker, but it’s just the way I’m drawn.”

She looked up at him with those stunning eyes. “If you’re a sucker, I’m an idiot.”

What she was, was beautiful. She looked fresh, sweet, trusting. She looked like the kind of girl you brought home to meet your mama—and Shane didn’t spend much time with women like that. The women he hung around with were fun, confident, sexy, brazen. They knew what they wanted and it was a little bit of companionship of the naked variety, nothing more. Then there were the women who wanted to use him as a stepping stone into the industry. They were easy to spot. They looked hungry, calculating. He avoided them now, though he couldn’t say that had always been the case.

But Avery? This teary-eyed redhead fresh from the sticks was trouble. Because relationships weren’t his style and that wasn’t going to change anytime soon.

“I guess we’re both a couple of idiots. But at least we’re good-looking.” He winked at her to lighten the mood. Tried to get a laugh out of her.

“They say the devil was a handsome fella, too, you know.”

Now he had to laugh. He hadn’t expected that from her. “Don’t worry. I won’t ask you to dance.”

For the first time, she gave him the tiniest of smiles. “That’s a shame, because I sure do love to dance.”

Shane felt a stirring of something that was extremely inappropriate. Lust. Kicking up right below the waistband. He hadn’t expected that and he didn’t like it.

Damn it. He should have gone home with the girl from Tootsie’s, the one who had given him the fuck-me eyes. He could have avoided this whole mess.

Then he pictured Avery wandering around Broadway alone and his gut clenched. He had been in the right place at the right time and he was thankful for that. And damn it if he wasn’t going to be a true gentleman, lust or no lust.

Yet that didn’t stop him from saying, “You know what they say about dancing. It’s a vertical expression of a horizontal desire.”

It just fell out of his mouth. He was a dirty flirt. He couldn’t stop himself.

But Avery only stared at him. “I don’t get it.”

Thank you, baby Jesus in the cradle. He had found the one woman who didn’t think he was adorable. “Ask your mama what it means.” He smiled and pulled the door to the coffee shop open and hoped like hell he could help Avery get home in the next five minutes, before things got awkward.

By awkward, he meant before he got an erection he could do nothing about.

Her eyes suddenly widened and she looked back at him, her auburn hair tumbling over her face. “Ooooh, I get it.” Her cheeks turned pink and she drew her tongue across her bottom lip, assessing him like she was seeing him for the very first time. “You mean sex.”

Just like that, with that short sentence falling from her raspberry lips and her remarkable eyes bright and curious, he went hard.

And things got awkward.


Chapter 2

Avery O’Leery had been getting into scrapes her whole life, much to her mama’s chagrin. No matter the situation, she always managed to do something that got her dusty, dirty, banged up, or busted. Leaving her purse in Ben’s truck might be the biggest screwup yet. She had always been a free-spirited country girl, had never gotten used to hauling a pocketbook around with her everywhere. Eyelash curlers, floss, and seven shades of lipstick were not things Avery felt the need to have with her at every minute, and now that lack of concern for her purse had landed her penniless on the streets of Nashville in the middle of the night.

With a man who might be her savior or her killer.

She hadn’t decided which one yet.

It was hard to think straight. She was tired, she was upset, angry, and heartbroken. Then there was Shane, looking very much a man, not youthful like Ben. A seriously good-looking man. The kind of good-looking that had her doing double takes. He was tall, lean but muscular, wearing a maroon-colored T-shirt with a white eagle on it. He had on an expensive watch that flashed gold as he raised his arm to hold the door to the coffee shop open for her. It gave her a clear view of his biceps, rock solid, and a glimpse of a tattoo under the shirtsleeve. He had a narrow face with dark eyes, short brown hair, and a wicked, charming smile.

Growing up in a small town where everyone knew everyone, she’d seen her fair share of guys who thought they were all that. But this guy? He really was. It was terrifying.

But given her current circumstances, her experiences with sexy Prince Charmings—or lack thereof—were irrelevant. Her options sucked and she believed Shane when he said it was unlikely the cops could help her out. Without any phone or money, she was stuck with Shane until she could sort out a plan, so the last thing in the world she needed to be doing was rising to the bait of his dancing comment.

Another of her flaws? Blurting things out without thinking them through first.

“Yes, sex,” he said. “Though if I’m trying to convince you I’m not a pervert, I guess I shouldn’t be talking about sex.”

He turned and held up two fingers for the hostess who just said, “Sit anywhere you like, folks.”

“How about this table?” Shane said, gesturing to the one right up alongside the window by the sidewalk.

Avery didn’t care if they sat on the floor. She just needed to put her bucket on any bale and try to clean up this disaster. “That’s fine, thank you. And thank you for stopping,” she said, remembering her manners about ten minutes too late. Had she said thank you already? She wasn’t really sure because when Ben drove off all she had been able to think was that she had never been angrier or more frustrated in her whole damn life.

“Even if you are an opportunist serial killer,” she added. It probably wasn’t necessary, but she wanted him to know that just because she had been stupid enough to trust Ben, that didn’t make her stupid enough to trust a total stranger.

Shane held out a chair for Avery to sit. “No problem. We’ll get you home safe and I can give myself a pat on the back for being a decent human being.”

“Where were you tonight? Out with friends?” She sat down and strived to be polite, even though she was distracted. Her elbow hurt. She had banged it during her sudden exit out of Ben’s truck. Ben. That jerk. To think she’d put on a new dress for him, believing they had a big romantic night ahead of them.

He nodded. “Bachelor party.”

“You seem pretty sober for a bachelor party.” She hadn’t been in Nashville long, but it had been enough time to see that Music City had become the Sin City of the mountain state. There were drunken bachelor—and bachelorette—parties stumbling up and down Broadway every weekend. Avery adjusted the hem of her dress. Lord, this thing was short. She didn’t know how other women managed to function normally in mini dresses. She was definitely more a jeans and T-shirt girl, or if the occasion required something more, a long skirt and denim jacket.

“The groom doesn’t drink, so it didn’t seem right to tie one on.” He ordered two coffees from the waitress. “Just black for me, cream and sugar for the lady.” He gave her a smile. “You look like cream and sugar.”

Avery stiffened. Was he flirting or being creepy? “I take it black,” she said stiffly. That was a lie, but she felt the need to be contrary, though she wasn’t sure why. She fingered the sticky menu, her leg bouncing up and down. She wanted to trust the man sitting across from her, but she had trusted Ben and look where that had gotten her. Abandoned on Broadway at two in the morning after too many wasted years.

He shrugged, but the waitress was gone. “Sorry, that was presumptuous of me. You don’t have to add it if you don’t want to. So, how long did you say you’ve been in Nashville?”

“Just a few weeks.” She had arrived hopeful, happy. Now she was left doubting everything. Was she really so unlovable and unattractive that Ben felt the need to have more than one woman on the side?

“You in school?”

“No.” School hadn’t been her strong suit. “I’m here for the music.” Also, to find answers about her father, but not even Ben knew about that, thank goodness. That was her secret. Hers and Mama’s.

Shane sat back, unfurling his long legs out to the side. “Ah, yes, the music. I guess that’s what brings most people to Nashville in one way or another these days.”

“What brought you here?” He didn’t look small town to her at all, but sophisticated, confident. The cool guy everyone wants to hang out with.

“My mother. We moved here when I was twenty. Along with my two sisters.”

“Did your mother take a new job or something?”

He shook his head. “No.” He didn’t elaborate and he looked a little guarded, like the question had made him uncomfortable.

It piqued her curiosity, but she didn’t figure it was her right to press. That he’d grown up around women was oddly reassuring. Maybe that was why he was taking the time to help her sorry ass. “You seem to have shaken off your accent a bit.” He sounded decidedly city boy.

“It took some effort but I managed. I’ve been here almost ten years.”

Lord, he was old. Nearly thirty. Not that thirty was old, but she was only twenty-four and she considered herself an unintentionally young twenty-four. Part of it was the virginity thing, she knew. But until coming here, she hadn’t fully experienced life, and it made her feel…well, young. Still a kid. Or, as her mama would say, you weren’t truly an adult until you filed your own taxes, paid your rent, and had a man inside you. That was a direct quote.

She wanted to cry again, this time not from anger, but from homesickness. She missed her mother. How pathetic was that? She had come to Nashville to grow up, start her life, become a woman, and hopefully a songwriter, but here she was lost in the middle of the night, wanting her mother to save her. She drew a shuddery breath and focused on Shane. If she just concentrated on him, maybe she could ground herself, keep it together.

Murmuring her thanks to the waitress for pouring her coffee, she absently wrapped her hand around the mug, but didn’t take a sip. She cupped the mug until it made her flesh too hot then removed it. “So you’ve found your place here then. I hope someday I feel that way.”

“How long have you been with Ben?” he asked, lifting his own mug and taking a long swallow.

“Eight years.”

He choked, coughing into his hand, and putting his mug onto the Formica table with a hard bang. “Holy shit, that’s a long time.”

“Too long,” she said with no small amount of regret. “What a total waste of time.” All that time waiting…for what? Nothing, apparently. Tonight was not the culmination of eight years of dating ending in an engagement and wonderful hotel-room sex, which was what she had been planning and expecting. No. It was just…nothing. A giant why-the-hell-had-she-bothered? What had she invested in? Hopes and dreams, clearly not reality. The realization drew a shaky sigh out of her.

“If you say what a waste of the best years of your life, I’m going to call bullshit. You have plenty of great years ahead of you to do the relationship thing,” he said.

“I wasn’t going to say the best years of my life, no.” They hadn’t been. They’d been content years, but also years of anticipating. She’d been stuck in a holding pattern, waiting for the future. For her real life to begin.

He studied her until she shifted uncomfortably. What was he thinking?

“How old are you?” he asked finally.

“Twenty-four.”

“Oh. I would have thought you were younger.” He seemed both surprised and relieved.

Great, just what every grown woman wants to hear. That she was so obviously immature her actual age was shocking. “I’m not. I guess I’ve been sheltered.”

“So with the same guy since you were sixteen, huh?” He looked intrigued by the thought. “I’ve never been with anyone for eight years. I can’t even imagine it, actually.”

He was looking at her like she had achieved the unachievable. Like it was an Olympic record for dating or something. Clearly not a man who sought commitment. “I take it you’re not married or anything then?”

“No. Happily single. I’m too selfish to be in a serious relationship.” He actually shook his head to emphasize his point.

That seemed like a pat response. She didn’t know anything about him, but what she did know was that he had interrupted his night to help her, so he wasn’t entirely selfish. He’d offered her money for a cab. She had his cellphone sitting next to her. Maybe it was all an elaborate con to kidnap her, but that seemed a little far-fetched.

She let his comment sit and instead asked him about the bachelor party. “Is it your friend getting married or a relative?”

“My sister. It works for them, but I’m not sure it’s my destiny. Too many beautiful girls to settle down with just one.” He gave her a smile and a shrug. It wasn’t a lecherous or bragging smile. It was a self-deprecating one. Like he didn’t understand exactly how he ticked, but he had accepted it.

If he wasn’t so sheepish, it would sound frankly unappealing. So playboy. Avery wasn’t sure if it was the truth or just what he liked to believe. Either way, it had nothing to do with her. She wasn’t the kind of girl a man like Shane would be interested in. She was the perennial friend, the guys’ girl, the little-sister sidekick. That had been her mistake with Ben. He had felt all of those things for her, and she had mistaken youthful affection for love. And she had been wrong. So very wrong.

“At least you’re honest about it.” That was what chapped her ass the most. Ben didn’t want to be with her, so what? She could live with that. But he had made a job out of lying to her. Telling her they needed to stay pure until marriage, even when she’d been so crazy aroused she would have done it in broad daylight in the middle of the street if he had given her the green light. She had been wanting to satisfy those increasing urges for at least four years and he had shamed her into thinking she was the slut for wanting it. Yet all the while he had been screwing around on her.

Her cheeks burned with renewed anger. It was a double betrayal. It made him just about the shittiest human being she had encountered in her life and she had spent eight years with him? Good Lord. Where was the Do Over button when you needed it?

“I’m sorry about your boyfriend.”

“I’m sorry I was a fool,” she said. She could feel the initial shock and grief again being consumed by the flames of rage. She took a sip of her coffee to stop herself before she went into a rant about liars and lamented all those nights she could have had an orgasm and hadn’t to a complete stranger.

Ben had been so convincing, and for years she had wanted to be a “good” girl. Everyone in town knew her mama had been wild in her youth and Avery hated the way they had talked about her, not to mention the way they teased Avery herself for being gangly and awkward as a grade-school kid, more into horses than sleepovers. She had wanted to somehow prove to them that her mother had raised a lady. She had also yearned for the security of marriage and forever because she knew how hard it had been for her mother to be a single parent. All of which seemed decidedly less important now at twenty-four—but at sixteen years old, it had been everything to her. Once the ball had started rolling with Ben, the years had ticked by.

Now here she was, finally in Nashville, her whole life behind her like a big giant joke, abandoned by the person she thought she loved. She had trusted Ben to be the one person from home who wouldn’t make fun of her, and yet, that was exactly what he had done, make a total mockery out of her feelings for him. It hurt like hell and her stomach twisted in knots anew. She was stagnant, behind the dime in the game of life, a very twitchy virgin. Even this attractive stranger sitting across from her thought she looked like a kid.

“It’s not foolish to trust someone you love,” Shane said. “That’s the way it’s supposed to be.”

Did she even love Ben? She wasn’t sure anymore. He was just…familiar. It had been Avery and Ben, since forever. The options in Rock Creek hadn’t been that plentiful. She and Ben had gotten along, and they had seemed a good fit. The move to Nashville had been exciting, the culmination of years of dreaming and planning, and she had felt like once here, she would truly start living. In her mind, tonight had been about them cementing that future.

Talk about best laid plans and all that shit. She couldn’t help but want to laugh at how horrible and ridiculous and insulting it all was. It didn’t even feel real, sitting here, under the fluorescent lights, talking to a man who was so even and reasonable, unlike the way Ben had been the last year. Shane seemed steady, spoke maturely, much like she had imagined Ben would be as he grew up. But Ben hadn’t changed all that much in the years they had been together, and it seemed so damn obvious right now. He had stayed selfish and childish and patronizing. It was she who had changed, who strove to grow, leave the petulance of youth behind her.

It made her furious with herself, that she had chosen to ignore that truth about Ben. She’d known for a while, she had. But moving to Nashville felt impossible without him so she had turned a blind eye to her discontent and the red flags of his impatience and secrecy.

In retrospect, maybe she wasn’t as mature as she liked to think. But she was a work in progress. “How old did you think I was?” she asked, not sure she really wanted the answer.

“I don’t know.” Shane shrugged. “I knew you weren’t a kid but I didn’t think you were on the high side of twenty.”

Wonderful. He had thought she was basically a teenager. “My mama always tells me one day I’ll be glad I look young, but at the same time it would be nice if just once a man looked at me and thought—”

Avery cut herself off. What was she doing? Shane didn’t need to know that she was desperately afraid no one would ever think she was sexy. She’d never been the hot girl, who had guys jostling to get her attention. Clearly Ben had even gone so far as to create an elaborate “let’s wait until marriage” ruse in order to avoid getting naked with her. Sure, they’d fooled around, but not much more. She had once wondered if he was secretly gay, but given the other women, that didn’t seem likely.

Only Shane-the-stranger didn’t need to know any of that.

Unfortunately, he didn’t let it go.

“What?” he asked. “What do you want a man to think when he looks at you?”

“Never mind.” She felt pinned beneath his intense gaze, like he could tease out all of her secrets. The man never blinked. He just watched her like he knew exactly what she was thinking. Like he knew she wanted a man to strip her naked and make her his. Avery broke eye contact and felt herself blushing as she looked down at her cup. Damn, she wished it had some sugar in it. It was a bitter liquid, much like the pill she was swallowing. The sugar packets and creamers were sitting right there on the table taunting her, but she ignored them. “I just don’t get why Ben even bothered to stay with me. That’s just wrong. It’s rude to string someone along. Unnecessary. Who does that?”

“Like I said, some people want to have their cake and to eat it, too.” He sat back, letting his long legs sprawl out. His arm came up to adjust something in the pocket of his jeans, and she saw again the ripple of corded muscles in his arm.

It should be terrifying to sit with him, but Avery was too upset to even care about being nervous. Instead, she was just fascinated. She’d never been this close to a man who wasn’t someone she’d known her whole life. Hell, she really was the epitome of a sheltered, small-town girl. And Shane seemed like the men she saw in magazine underwear ads, on TV shows, or at concerts she had been to in Nashville. He looked like a man who made it his business to flirt. And she would bet every dime of the four grand she had spent the last six years saving up that he was not into waiting until marriage. He would want to have sex with the women he dated. Know them completely. Be satisfied.

He would fuck.

The thought made her blush harder, yet made her want to be that woman. Just once, she wanted to be that woman.

“I’m not so sure I’m cake,” she said, tilting her head as she thought about it. “More like banana bread.”

He started laughing. “I don’t even know what that means.” He walked his long fingers over the tabletop and turned his phone screen, pushing it on. “It’s been twenty minutes. I think it’s safe to say that Ben isn’t coming back for you. What do you want to do?”

Avery wasn’t sure if he didn’t want to hear her musings on her ex, or if he was tired, or just trying to be thoughtful of her, but she realized she had to make a decision. She couldn’t sit here all night and expect Shane to fix the situation, or for it to fix itself.

She wanted to stay with Shane, because for some reason it felt safe to be around him. But that wasn’t smart. It probably wasn’t exactly safe to be in a taxi without an ID or phone, either, but at least cab drivers were background checked and tracked. It would be easy to trust Shane because he was being nice, and because he was attractive, but she didn’t want to be stupid.

An idea occurred to her. “Can I use your phone to log in to my Twitter? I can send Ben a message. He’ll get the notification.”

“Sure. I don’t really use any of that stuff. Not my thing.” He unlocked the phone and turned it back toward her.

“What is your thing?” she asked, curious. His screen was a picture of the Smoky Mountains.

“Music. Motorcycles.” He smiled. “And a few other things.”

“Do you have a motorcycle?” She had no problem picturing him on the back of a bike, straddling it, in control. Strong, sexy…“I prefer horses myself.”

Shane moistened the tip of his finger and reached out and rolled it over his half-used sugar, getting the crystals on his finger. He brought it back to suck the sugar off and Avery’s mouth went dry. He had just merged adorable and hot as hell into one sexy package. “I enjoy riding horses, too. But I like the noise of my bike. It drowns out the world around me. Sometimes I need that.”

Avery knew what she needed and it was definitely a ride. She forced herself to clear her throat and focus on their conversation. “Is it hard to live in the city?” she asked, wondering if she would eventually get used to it. “I mean, that sounds awkward, but I have to admit that while I love the energy here, I feel like a hick sometimes.”

“I felt like that, too, when we first moved. This is your dream, though, right? To be here?”

“Yeah.” She busied herself with his phone, logging in to her various accounts before messaging Ben. “It is.” It was all she’d ever wanted—to be a songwriter. Well, that, and to find her father’s family.

That was a secret she had kept from everyone, including Ben. She didn’t plan to try and meet them. She just wanted to see them with her own two eyes. To see if they walked like she did or talked like she did, or shared the same laugh.

It was a long shot. Men like Buddy and Chance Rivers were untouchable to common folk like her. The truth of that was the reason everyone had scoffed at her mother’s claims to an affair with Buck Rivers. They lived behind gates and tall hedges and moved around town with bodyguards and didn’t mingle with catering assistants like her mother had been.

But finding them, at least catching a glimpse of them, was her secret fantasy, even if Buck, her father, had passed away in a car accident years ago. Buddy was her grandfather, Chance her half brother, and she just wanted to see them.

Didn’t every woman have a secret fantasy?

She had more than one. The first was to see her family, the second was to finally understand what it was like to fully be a woman, to experience the intimacy Ben wouldn’t give her.

Avery stared at the screen and willed Ben to respond to her. Miraculously, he did.

Where are you?

A diner.

She glanced at the menu the waitress hadn’t removed and typed out the name and address of the restaurant.

You have to bring me my purse.

I’m already home.

Seriously? He had the gall to cheat on her and then complain about driving out of his way?

I don’t have any money or my phone!

Fine. Be there in ten.

Relieved, she wrote, Thanks, and then set the phone back down.

“Did you just thank him?” Shane asked, glancing down at the screen.

“Well, yeah. I mean, he agreed to bring my purse.”

“It’s the fucking least he could do,” Shane snorted.

“True.” Still she couldn’t help it. She’d been raised to be polite. But he was right. She didn’t owe Ben a damn thing, least of all a thank-you. “That gets you off the hook, though.”

Shane shook his head. “I’m not leaving until you have your purse and you’re settled somewhere safe for the night.”

“You don’t have to do that.” She wanted him to, though. She didn’t want to be alone. She didn’t want to see Ben. If Shane were still sitting with her when he arrived, she wouldn’t have to get into a conversation, or more likely a fight, with her ex-boyfriend. It would allow her to retain the tiny shreds of dignity she still held and not bawl her eyes out in front of the jerk or start screaming at him in the presence of diners who just wanted to eat their eggs.

“I know I don’t have to. But I’m going to,” he said firmly. “Now tell me, what is it you want to do here? Be a big star?”

She shook her head. “No. That’s not my dream.” She didn’t want to talk about how she wanted to be a songwriter. It would sound so silly to a man like Shane. How many fresh-faced girls had wandered into Nashville thinking they would make a career out of music, only to have the hard reality of the industry shut them down? Thousands. She knew she sounded and looked naïve.

Besides, she couldn’t take any more disappointment tonight. She didn’t want to see Shane’s skepticism or sympathy when she said she wanted to be a songwriter.

“That’s it? That’s all I get?” He frowned at her.

Basically.

“Do you want to be a songwriter? A backup singer? A sound tech? A producer?”

“Never mind.” She wasn’t going to wax enthusiastic about writing songs to a man who was just being polite.

“Now you’re just making me even more curious. It sounds so mysterious.” He smiled at her.

That wasn’t her intention, either. She just wanted to dissuade him from prying. “Well, what’s your dream?” she asked. “What do you do for a living?”

He made a face. “Okay, fair enough. I’m not in the mind to share that right now.”

Avery gave him a smile, pleased that she had turned it around on him. “See? Though I guess if we’re ever going to share secrets, at three A.M. with a stranger is the way to do it.”

But Shane raised his eyebrows. “I could think of better things than secrets we could share in the middle of the night.”

In the motion of taking a sip of her coffee, Avery paused. That almost sounded suggestive. She looked at him closely. Not exactly familiar with the signs of overwhelming lust in a man, she couldn’t say for certain that was what was darkening his eyes, but she didn’t think it was heartburn, either. “Like what?” she asked without thinking. Blame it on the emotional overload. She wanted to hear him say it—that he was talking about sex, that he was flirting.

The corner of his mouth turned up in a slow, sensual grin. “Waffles.”

She blinked. “Waffles?”

“Yeah, I’m starving.” He winked at her.

Well, it seemed that tonight was just not the night a man would decide with raging certainty that he could not go another minute without making her feel like a real woman. It shocked her how disappointed she was. “Might as well,” she told him. “There’s nothing better to do.”

She excused herself to go to the restroom. She was feeling a cry coming on and there was no way she wanted to do that in front of him. Her fragility upset her. She hated the way it made her feel.

“Are you okay?” he asked, jumping out of his seat in a gentlemanly quest to pull out her chair for her.

Avery nodded then bolted for the restroom, smacking the hand dryer on so no one would hear her sobs.

She wanted to goddamn Ben and all men, including Shane, but she couldn’t bring herself to say goddamn after so many years of Sunday school training. So instead she cursed Ben for being a bastard. But then that made her feel bad, because wasn’t she technically a bastard? People were always so gleefully calling her one as a kid. Finally, she settled on deeming him an asshole, because it was a gross word and Ben was just gross. It suited him. Ass. Hole.

She studied her swollen eyes and her ratty hair in the mirror. “Ben, you’re a no-good, cheating, lying slut,” she murmured out loud. “And I can’t believe how badly I wanted to have sex with you tonight.”

That was the most ironic part of the whole situation. She had booked a hotel room for the express purpose of tossing her virginity aside as easily as the annoying lace dress she had envisioned Ben ripping off over her head.

It had been her quest to stop letting Ben control her destiny. Her moment to push him a little, take what she wanted, wrest a deeper, more meaningful commitment from him. Talk about having it blow up in her face. Why had she tried so hard to force something? It was mortifying.

She had the hotel room that was too late to cancel, her credit card on file. It looked like she would be spending the night in that big bed all alone. This was perhaps the single most depressing and humiliating night of her whole life.

She wanted to drag her feet, linger over her coffee with Shane. Have him try to make her feel better, smile at her. She had jumped out of Ben’s truck and landed right in front of a man who straight-up said he loved ’em and left ’em. No relationships.

Which made him perfect for stroking her ego, offering her a little comfort. Shane almost seemed like he was flirting, but she couldn’t tell for sure, because she hadn’t tried to flirt back. If she were analytical about it, the waffle comment he’d made could have been all part of that byplay between a man and a woman. Not him saying he wasn’t interested. There was something there. In his eyes. She wasn’t going to have sex with him obviously…but here at least was the perfect opportunity to hone her flirting skills. Make herself feel a little better. Avoid the inevitability of the empty bed for a little longer.

Give Ben the proverbial middle finger.

If she had her purse she’d fix her hair, but then she realized she didn’t have a brush in her purse anyway, so she was shit out of luck.

That thought made her laugh. “Avery, it’s time to act like the woman you want to be,” she told her reflection.

Nashville wasn’t for sissies. Ben or no Ben, she was staying here.


Chapter 3

Shane ordered a Belgian waffle and absently watched the waitress give him a warmer on his coffee. What the hell was he doing? His initial concern for a woman alone late at night was giving way to an intense curiosity he had no business feeling. What did it matter to him what she was doing in Nashville? Why did he care that she not go home alone to cry? He liked people, and he liked to talk and hear stories. But he didn’t share secrets. He never talked about his childhood, because that chapter was closed as far as he was concerned. Talking about his father gave his old man recognition he didn’t deserve. And he wasn’t about to tell Avery he was a music producer and his sister was the famous country star Jolene Hart. Avery would either freak out and bolt, or she would see him as an opportunity to take advantage of. It had happened before, and he had shrugged it off. But he didn’t want Avery to look at him with either of those reactions. He wanted her to just like him.

That made him raise his coffee to his mouth and roll his eyes at himself. Why the fuck should he care if this slip of a girl liked him? Everyone liked him. He was friends with tons of people.

Close to no one.

Damn. He should have gone home.

Shane eyed the restroom. Avery had been in there awhile. She had been on the verge of tears when she’d jumped out of her chair and he didn’t know why specifically. But obviously she’d had a completely lousy night, so it wasn’t unexpected.

The bells to the door jingled and he turned to see who had walked in. It was a guy, around twenty-five, average-looking, kind of short. He seemed annoyed. Shane thought it might be Ben. He eyed the restroom again but no sign of Avery.

When he realized the guy was holding a purse, one that looked beat to hell and back, he was sure. So he stood up and went over to him. “Hey, are you Ben? Avery’s in the restroom.”

Ben gave him a frown. “Who are you?”

Shane instantly disliked the guy’s attitude. “I’m the guy who pulled her off the street when you dumped her out of your truck. I let her borrow my phone to get in touch with you.”

Ben’s shoulders stiffened. “She jumped out on her own. That’s Avery, though. She’s impulsive. Always has been.” He shouldered past Shane.

Now Shane really disliked him. So somehow this douchebag was blaming Avery? And had the gall to bump Shane on his way by? “Where are you going?”

“To drag her annoying butt out of the bathroom and give her this ugly-ass purse. Why do you care?” Ben sneered at him.

For being hobbit-size, the guy had a lot of fucking nerve, Shane had to say. “Just give me the purse. She doesn’t want to see you.”

“I’m not giving her purse to a total stranger.”

“Then I’ll go get her. You stay here.” Shane didn’t wait for an answer. He thought about Avery dating this guy and couldn’t picture it. At all. She seemed so sweet and cute. This dude had little-man syndrome, and Shane found it hard to believe that he’d managed to find a woman willing to cheat with him. The personality just wasn’t there as far as he could tell. And the guy didn’t need to be such a prick, especially given the circumstances. He should feel guilty, not smug.

Shane approached the restroom right as Avery yanked the door open and came charging out, her face determined, strides confident. She plowed right into him. The first thing Shane noticed was how sweet she smelled. Like flowers and country air. It was like she’d infused Kentucky into her red hair and wore it like a perfume. He felt an overwhelming sense of melancholy roll over him. What the fuck? He grabbed her arms to steady her.

“Oh!” She jumped back, stumbling a little. “Sorry.”

“You okay?” he asked, keeping his hands on her thin arms. She was petite, but she was fit. Those arms held the muscles of someone who rode her horse daily, or who worked in the yard. She felt stronger than he expected. Her size and her predicament made her seem more fragile than she probably was.

He felt it again, that inappropriate flicker of lust that he had absolutely zero business feeling. Damn dick didn’t seem to understand timing. But what man hadn’t thought that a million times in his life?

She opened her mouth to speak, but instead just bit her bottom lip, her perfectly straight white teeth sinking into the tender raspberry-red flesh, turning it white. Shane wanted to take that lip between his own teeth. Tease it, bite it, suck it, kiss it. He was distracted, everything in him shifting into the oddest combination of desire and protectiveness. She spoke, but he didn’t hear a word, too busy staring at her mouth.

It wasn’t until her eyes darted to the space behind him that he remembered what the hell he was supposed to be doing. He squeezed her arms gently. “Ben’s here.”

Her hand fluttered up to the neckline of her dress. “Damn. I mean, that’s good. But damn.”

“I can leave you alone with him or go with you for backup. Your choice.” He really wanted to go with her, but it was frankly none of his business.

She tugged again at her dress, shifting the neck so he could see more of her creamy, ivory flesh. There was no cleavage. It was inches higher than that would be, and if anything, that made her even more tantalizing. Somewhere, underneath the virginal white lace, was a woman’s body, and he found the idea incredibly enticing. He cleared his throat and forced his eyes up to hers.

“The mature thing to do would be to go alone,” she said.

“The mature thing to do would also be to not punch him in the face, but I fully support you doing that.” The guy was a tool.

Avery cracked a smile. “That does sound appealing. Okay, let’s make this quick. I don’t want to hash out anything with him. There is nothing to discuss. I just want my purse.”

Avery turned and started down the short hall back to the dining area but Ben was already there, blocking them from moving back to the table. She held out her hand to her former boyfriend. “Purse, please.” Her voice was cold and stoic.

Ben handed it to her with a scowl. “You’re welcome. I did drive all the way back here, you know, when you’re the ditz who forgot it in the first place.”

Avery bristled. “I’m not thanking you for bringing me my purse when I forgot it because I was too busy discovering you’ve had sex with at least three other women.”

Three? What a dick. Shane stood there, feeling slightly awkward that he was overhearing something so personal, but mostly just feeling pissed on her behalf.

Ben’s cheeks flushed pink. His pimply, round, shiny cheeks. Shane couldn’t even imagine what Avery had seen in this guy. There must have been slim pickings in her hometown.

“One, you’re jumping to insane conclusions,” Ben said. “Two, it’s not my fault if women are interested in me.”

That made Shane laugh out loud. He couldn’t help it. He didn’t mean to. But the snort just flew out. Ben was nuts if he thought women were beating down his proverbial door to get a piece of him. He was tiny and mean—not generally qualities women are looking for in a lover.

“What the fuck are you laughing at?” Ben asked, glaring at him.

“Ben, don’t,” Avery said, holding her hand up as Ben charged forward.

Shane was just further amused. “What? Are you going to hit me? Go for it, you little prick.” He really shouldn’t egg the guy on, but come on. What was he so pissed about? He was the one who had been getting all the side pussy. He had no right to be angry at Avery.

“Mind your own fucking business,” Ben said. “We don’t even know you.”

“I don’t want to know you,” Shane said. “But I’m not leaving Avery alone here.”

Ben turned to Avery in disbelief. “Who is this idiot?” he asked her. “Come on.” He grabbed Avery’s arm and yanked her.

She yelled, “Hey!” and reared back. “Let me go.”

That was all Shane needed. When a man touched a woman against her will, he saw red. He remembered with vivid clarity the way his father had used his mother as his personal stress reliever, his fist meeting her face when the urge overtook him. He remembered that helpless feeling of knowing when the storm in his father was brewing, seeing the warning signs, while watching his mother try to placate Billy Hart, talk him down. That they had all walked on eggshells, never knowing what would set him off, still left a sour taste in his mouth. Shane had never been able to protect his mother, not truly. Even when he had gotten older and stronger and had tried to intervene, only to get the fists turned on him. But every bruise he had received instead of her had been worth it. And since they’d left Kentucky he had vowed never to mind his own business when it came to a man getting rough with a woman.

He stepped in front of Avery and put his hand on Ben’s chest. He had a good eight inches on the guy. “Let go of her right now,” he said, his voice steely, his intention clear. “Or I will fuck up your shit with zero hesitation.”

Ben dropped Avery’s arm and took a quick step back. “This is ridiculous,” he sputtered. “This whole situation is ridiculous.”

“Well, I can’t disagree with that,” Avery said dryly. “Just go, Ben. I’ll text you about picking up my stuff. Beyond that, I never want to see you again.”

Ben’s gaze moved to her. “What is your mother going to think about this? She thinks you’re here with me.”

“My mama is going to think I’m better off without a man who has lied and been unfaithful to me.” With that, she held her head high and strode on past him back to their table. She pulled out her chair with more force than was necessary but she looked dignified, done.

Shane admired her tremendously for the way she was handling Ben. She wasn’t screaming or crying or causing a scene, nor was she willing to stand there and take his belittling. She didn’t look like a child anymore, but like the woman that she was. Which made him even more intrigued by her.

He gave Ben a scathing look of dismissal and started to follow after her.

Ben startled him by stepping in front of him. The guy had balls, Shane would give him that.

“Don’t think you can take advantage of Avery because she’s a country girl,” Ben told him. “She knows what she wants and it isn’t a hanger-on like you.”

Shane raised his eyebrows. That was a description he hadn’t ever heard applied to him. Not in the last decade anyway. “Just go home, man.” He didn’t feel the need to say anything further. He was going to dismiss the guy exactly as Avery had. He moved around him and over to the table. His waffle had been set at his place and he felt his stomach growl.

He sat down and smiled at her. “Yum. Do you want the first bite?”

Her cheeks were pink and her mismatched eyes were dark with anger at her ex, but she gave him a smile back. “I’d love the first bite. It looks delicious.”

Ben stormed past them and slapped open the door to the diner. Shane poured on some syrup, cut a piece and held it out to Avery. He expected her to take the fork from him but she didn’t. She just opened her delicate mouth wide and let him feed her. It was unexpectedly sensual, intimate, and her eyes softened. His gut clenched. She chewed, sighed, closed her eyes.

“That’s so good.”

Yeah, it was. A good view. A good night. An unexpected encounter with a good woman. Damn, he was so caught off guard. The urge to kiss her returned, stronger than before, and he berated himself mentally. The last thing she needed was a guy like him taking advantage of her vulnerability. She was heartbroken and he needed to remember that.

“So tell me how a nice girl like you ends up with an asshole like him.” He pulled his fork back and took a bite for himself. The waffle was sweet and fluffy.

“Maybe I’m not always a nice girl,” she said.

Shane paused in taking a second bite. He hadn’t been expecting that. It was intriguing and sexy as hell. He shouldn’t probe deeper into what that meant, but he did. “Oh, really? How so?”

“Really.” Her eyes met and held his in defiance. “And I think you know exactly what I mean.”

Damn. He did. Not only did he know what she meant, he also could visualize it. Avery, naked. Him, over her. Her, being naughty and nice all at the same time. Shane cleared his throat and tried not to get hard. He failed miserably.

But he looked down at the waffle. He wasn’t going to pick up what she was putting down. He just wasn’t. “I realize you were swimming in a small pond back home, but there had to be better fish than him.” He tore open a sugar packet and poured it on his finger then stuck it in his mouth to suck the sweetness off.

“Do you always pour sugar on your finger?” she asked. “It’s kind of an odd habit.”

He did do that. It was something he had picked up from his mother. He and Jolene both did, though their younger sister, Elle, had shaken the habit. It was just a trick his mother had used to reassure them everything was okay after a big fight with their father. She’d pull out the sugar bowl and sprinkle crystals on their fingers and urge them to close their eyes while they ate it. Now he just craved the sweetness. “Are you making fun of me?” he teased. “Because I’m kind of sensitive.”

She flushed. “I don’t believe that for one second, but no, I wasn’t making fun of you. I think it’s cute.”

Cute wasn’t a word normally used to describe him, either. “Puppies are cute. I’m devastatingly handsome.” He gave her a smile to let her know he was still teasing.

Avery just eyed him and said, “I don’t find it particularly devastating but the Lord wasn’t laughing when he made you, that is true.”

Her answer was honest and somehow that was actually embarrassing to him. He wasn’t used to women who didn’t flirt back or give him a hard time. Avery’s forthrightness knocked him a little off balance. But that didn’t stop him from saying, “It wasn’t the only gift I was endowed with.”

“Are you flirting with me, Shane?” she asked. “I’m asking because I’m honestly not sure. I don’t get flirted with very often.”

Yeah, she was the cute one, not him. She was damn near adorable. “I don’t know. I guess you could say that,” he said. If she could be honest, so could he. “I think it’s a combination of I’m trying to make you feel better and I’m flirting.”

Her head cocked. “Huh. Okay. That makes sense. But why are you flirting with me?”

That was an even harder question to answer. “I don’t know. Other than that you seem like you deserve a whole lot better than what just happened to you.” He studied her, from her beautiful red hair, to her extraordinary eyes, down over her pale, lightly freckled skin, to those rich ruby lips and he knew he had to give her the compliment she deserved. Any woman would be feeling less than amazing after realizing they had been cheated on repeatedly. So he wanted her to understand his unbiased truth as a total stranger. “You’re really beautiful, that’s the other reason. I look at you and I feel a little hypnotized.”

—

Avery felt the air rush out of her lungs. She’d been holding it all in, waiting to hear what Shane would say, and he’d just gone from kind to ridiculous. He was laying it on way too thick and while she appreciated his sympathy, she didn’t need him going off the deep end. “Lord,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Are you sure you weren’t drinking tonight?”

“Not a drop. What? Why can’t I think you’re beautiful?” He seemed perplexed by her response. “Is it because you think I’m someone who is going to bullshit you?”

She thought he was charming, and probably too old for her, but she didn’t think he was trying to manipulate her. She thought he was trying to make her feel better, only it made her feel self-conscious. She was not a mesmerizing kind of girl. She didn’t inspire longing in men and not once had anyone ever written her a poem, or a song, or even a sexy text. “I think you’re trying to be nice.” Her throat tightened a little as she fingered her purse sitting on the table next to her coffee. “And I appreciate that.”

“I’m not that nice, truthfully. I don’t give compliments for no reason.” His voice was low, his expression earnest. “I think you are absolutely beautiful.”

Damn it, she did not want to cry. She wasn’t going to cry. She blinked hard. “I think I should leave you to your waffle. I’m going to head to my hotel.”

He sat up straight, stiffening. For some reason, she had the sense she had actually hurt his feelings by not accepting his compliment. But his being hurt was the least of her concerns at the moment. Her overnight bag had been in Ben’s truck, too—not that she had thought of it until now—and she was suddenly weary. Ready for a few hours of restless sleep in a bed she had intended to share.

“What hotel? Wherever it is, I’m not letting you walk there alone. Are you nuts? Besides, you can’t just stroll into a hotel at three A.M. and get a room.”

She sighed. “I made a reservation at a hotel. It was supposed to be a romantic night for me and Ben.”

Shane gave her an expression of disgust. “Well, let me take you there and then I promise I’ll get out of your hair.”

She wanted to be alone. Not listening to a sexy as hell stranger blow smoke up her ass because he felt sorry for her. But she nodded. “Thank you, for everything. Truly.”

He nodded. “You’re welcome. I know it was under miserable circumstances, but I enjoyed meeting you, Avery. You remind me of home.”

Maybe that was why he was flirting with her. Nostalgia.

Opening her purse, she pulled out a twenty to pay for the coffee and his waffle. It was the least she could do for hijacking his night.

“What are you doing?” he asked. “Take your money back, Avery. Seriously, don’t insult me.”

“You would be at home if it wasn’t for me,” she pointed out. “Just let me say thank you.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t have you pay for my food, I just can’t. Everything inside me will die.”

That actually made her laugh. “That was dramatic.” She stood up. “Fine. But I’m going to pay it forward tomorrow.”

He smiled. “Perfect. Now what hotel am I taking you to?”

She pulled her phone out and found the confirmation email. She showed it to him. Shane’s eyebrows rose.

“Fancy.”

“A little.” Or a lot. She had chosen it based on its reputation as a hotel for couples. Intimate. Sexy. Ugh. She felt stupid all over again. “But I guess it’s convenient that I have it so I’m not homeless tonight.”

Shane pulled out his wallet and put two twenties down on the table. He waited for her to walk first then followed behind her. When he dropped his hand on the small of her back she shivered, and it wasn’t from the air-conditioning. His presence was bigger, more dominant, than Ben’s. More sensual.

Suddenly, Avery wanted him with an ache she felt all the way to the toes of her cowboy boots. But she knew she shouldn’t do anything like that because she would enjoy it. Looking at Shane, that was one thing she didn’t doubt and she wasn’t sure how she might feel about that later. But a part of her was so starved for a tender touch, if Shane offered, she didn’t think she could refuse.

“Where do you live?” she asked him, apropos of nothing.

“East Nashville.”

Where the cool kids lived. She wasn’t surprised. Whatever Shane did for a living, he was obviously successful, but not flashy. His clothes and watch were expensive and his tip for the waitress had been high. Very high. He seemed like an intriguing mix of a businessman and a trendsetter. “What do you do?” she asked him as he pushed open the door for them to exit, curious if he was in the music industry or some other creative venture.

“I’m a manager,” he said.

That told her precisely nothing.

The night air was still surprisingly warm. She closed her eyes for one second, wishing she could hear silence. But cars and a distant train and voices shattered that desire. She needed to clear her head and she wasn’t sure where to do that in Nashville. At home, she would have gone riding. She missed her horse. Well, it wasn’t her horse. Just the horse she always rode at the stable. Maisy. She missed her chestnut mane and her soulful brown eyes. Maisy always soothed her.

“Is your motorcycle nearby?” she asked. “I’d love a ride.”

Shane tilted his head and looked down at her, studying her. “Right now?”

“Yes,” she said, even though she knew it was reckless. “I need some fresh air. I feel like I can’t breathe here.”

“I don’t think the air is any fresher in East Nashville if that’s why you’re asking where I live.” He gestured to the left. “But I’m happy to take you for a ride right now. My motorcycle is down this way.”

“I don’t want to go to that hotel alone,” she blurted before she even knew she was going to say it. “I don’t want to go to bed knowing I won’t be able to sleep.”

He would think she was insane. He would drive her to the hotel and wash his hands of her needy ass. She wouldn’t blame him for that. It was the smartest thing to do, and he’d already done far more than any man should reasonably be expected to do.

Yet Shane stopped on the sidewalk and turned to her. He reached out, ran his long fingers through her unruly hair, brushing it gently back off her face. His thumb ran down over her cheek, then dragged across her lip. She felt a stirring deep inside her, and she stared up at his eyes. They were brown. Not amber or mocha or hazel. But a warm brown, the rich depth of a chocolate sauce on ice cream. They had an emotion she couldn’t pinpoint and she didn’t try to. She just stood there and let herself be right there in the moment, vulnerable. There was no strength left in her to walk away, to break that gaze. He may have teased her that she was hypnotizing, but he was the one who held her in his grip.

“Well, Avery, I guess there is only one thing to do then.”

Her heart rate was increasing and she felt a little breathless. She sounded like it, too, when she asked, “What’s that?”

“We just won’t go to bed. We’ll make the night last until day.”

Lord, the man was so sexy. She felt her nipples tightening, her breasts growing heavy. And there was no pretending that she wasn’t damp down south, either. “I don’t want to be a bother,” she told him, even as she rocked toward him, her palm splaying across his chest. “I’m sure you have plans tomorrow that require sleep tonight.”

“You’re not a bother, Red. You’re the most interesting thing to happen to me all week.”

She usually hated being called Red. But she didn’t ask him to stop. Instead, she fished just a little harder. “Only all week? How many crying girls do you pick up off the street in a month?”

He laughed softly. “You’re the first and most likely the last. Now come on. Let’s grab my bike and I’ll give you the ride of your life.”

Common sense told her she was being stupid. Potentially putting herself in harm’s way.

But the Avery who didn’t feel like a woman, who had never had an adventure, who felt the weight of the good-girl label pressing down on her shoulders from birth, didn’t give a flying fig. She just wanted to forget all about Ben and his wandering penis, and feel…free. Free of Rock Creek, free of the people who lived in judgment of her mother and of her. Free of Ben and his rules, his control over her. Free of an expectation of mediocrity.

Free to enjoy the attention of a smoking-hot man.

“Just tell me when to hop on and what to hold on to,” she said.

His eyes widened. “Damn.”

He stepped back and held out his hand for her.

She took it.


Chapter 4

What made Avery so appealing was that she had no clue how sensual she was, or how damn dirty her words sounded. She seemed apologetic. As though she felt guilty forcing him to spend time with her. As if hanging out with a beautiful woman was some kind of hardship for him. He was honest enough with himself to know that he wasn’t doing this for purely altruistic reasons. It had started out that way. And he did want to make sure Avery was safe and sound.

But now there was a selfish side to it all. He wanted to spend more time with her. She had him more intrigued and curious than he’d been in a dog’s age. Maybe that was part of why he had grown restless to the point of not seeing the same woman more than once or twice. None of them held his attention. It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with any of the women he had been with. But they all felt the same. A parade of attractive women working in the industry, or sexy hairstylists, or busty waitresses. Financiers, real estate agents, teachers. He had met and made out with them all, and none of them stood out because Shane hadn’t really been looking.

He supposed he still wasn’t. But there was just something about Avery. Maybe it was the late hour, maybe it was his mixed emotions about his sister’s upcoming wedding. Maybe it was pure nostalgia and homesickness for a place he had gladly left but that still defined him. Or maybe it was Avery herself, with her big light eyes and her lashes wet with unshed tears.

He didn’t know. He just knew that he was wide awake and having a good time. It was only a block to his bike and Avery was keeping up with his stride. When they reached his motorcycle a few minutes later, he stopped. “Sure you don’t just want me to drive you to your hotel? Or do you really want a ride?”

She paused, looking at first the bike, then him. “Is that what you want? To drop me off?”

There was uncertainty radiating off her. Ben’s betrayal had dented her confidence, which was completely understandable and expected. As far as he knew, he’d never been cheated on, but he was pretty sure if it happened to him he would be really damn angry. Avery was holding it together better than most people would. So he had no problem bolstering her. “No,” he said firmly. “That’s not what I want. But I want you to be comfortable with me.”

“I am.” She lifted her hand, like she was going to touch him, then dropped it quickly. “You’re a nice guy, you know that? But I bet you hear that all the time.”

“Not really.” He wasn’t sure he was anything special in that regard. He was polite, well mannered. But he wasn’t sure he was really nice. If anything, he had residual anger that simmered under the surface. He hid it with work and the thin veneer of casual charm. It was also part of the reason he never let women get close to him. If he tapped into one emotion like love, would the floodgates open, allowing a shitload of anger to spill out? He didn’t know. He didn’t want to find out.

Avery put her purse over her head crossways so she didn’t have to hold it. The strap pressed down between her breasts, forcing the lace to cling to the dual curves. It brought all manner of visuals to his mind. He cleared his throat and pulled his keys out of his pocket. “Do you need help?” he asked.

It was a big bike and she was a small woman. Then again, she rode horses.

“Nope. Though this short dress isn’t ideal.” Without hesitation, though, she hiked the skirt up and swung her leg over the seat.

Shane caught the briefest glimpse of firm thighs and white panties before it was gone and she was seated. He had seen plenty of panties and thighs and hiked-up skirts in his lifetime, but for whatever reason that tantalizing tease—which wasn’t intended to be a tease—made his mouth water. If Avery knew what he was thinking right now, she would hop right off that bike.

Because his thoughts were running along the lines of his fingers gripping those pale thighs and holding them apart so he could bury his mouth in her softness, sliding the panties over with his teeth and letting his tongue fully taste her.

Or maybe she would prove to him that she was not a nice girl, as she claimed. The thought made his dick harden and his nostrils flare.

“You ready?” she asked with a smile.

That was an understatement. He was standing there just staring at her while envisioning going down on her. He could only imagine what he looked like, though if he had to guess, fierce and hungry. He had an erection, too, and he almost hoped she would notice. But she was looking at his face, not his dick. Obviously.

He cleared his throat. “I’m ready.” Really fucking ready.

He climbed onto the bike, painfully, given his erection, and handed Avery his helmet. “You need to wear this.” He wanted her safe.

“Okay, thanks.” She put on the helmet, then snuggled right up behind him, her arms slipping around his middle, her hands pressing against his abs.

It felt oddly satisfying to have her trust him. He didn’t generally let women on his motorcycle. Most nights when he went out or to industry parties, he didn’t drive it for that reason. The bike was for him. For his own personal sense of freedom. It allowed him to shut down his thoughts and just feel the road, breathe the air. So he totally understood what Avery was seeking because he reached for it every time he climbed on his bike. He’d ridden tonight because he had known he was going to be heading home alone.

It was a new sensation to have a woman behind him. He felt proprietary of her and her safety and he pulled her hands in closer, firmer. “Hold on really tight,” he said over his shoulder. “Grip with your thighs like you do on your horse.” He mentally groaned as he said the words. He didn’t need to imagine Avery gripping anything with her thighs.

“Got it.”

He couldn’t see the upper half of her legs. Just the smooth expanse of creamy flesh on either side of him from just above her knees to where it suddenly disappeared into the leather of her boots. If she’d been in heels, he wasn’t sure he would have taken her more than the two blocks to the hotel, but with the boots, he felt like she had more stability. Sexy and stable. That might be a decent label for Avery herself.

She pressed her chest and shoulder against him, her grip tight around his waist. If she hadn’t been wearing the helmet, he might have been able to feel her cheek against his back, but instead he felt the hard press of the plastic. He took off, no particular destination in mind. He wasn’t going to head out of the city because he didn’t think it would make her feel comfortable to be out in the sticks in total darkness with a man she had just met. Or maybe she was feeling reckless and didn’t care, but he wouldn’t be that guy. The one who took advantage of her emotional distress and lured her out of her dress in a field.

Not that he didn’t want to.

So he just drove around the city, letting the night air cool his warm skin and clear his head. He had a busy week coming up and all his days were fully scheduled. This might be his only real opportunity to just relax, away from the chaos. He really needed to do this more often.

Avery shifted and her hand accidentally brushed over his crotch. He wasn’t expecting it, but he couldn’t say he minded. At all. But she snatched her hand back quickly, and as she did, he had a momentary panic that she was going to throw herself off balance. His heart leaped into his throat.

He was glad she couldn’t see his face as she settled back, perfectly fine. For a minute, he had felt real, genuine, down-into-his-soul fear. He couldn’t even remember the last time he had felt scared. Life had been clipping along, easy. There had been nothing wrong, but also nothing to inspire him, jar him, rattle his chains. No challenge.

An ache he didn’t understand and wasn’t expecting settled into his chest. Fuck. Why did fear always have to be followed by a rush of adrenaline? He couldn’t do anything to cool the hot blood pumping through him right now. Avery’s fingers tickled across his gut as she shifted a little.

Or could he?

—

Avery couldn’t believe she had brushed over Shane’s dick. It had genuinely been an accident. He hadn’t reacted at all, but her cheeks were burning. She figured she should just be grateful that her embarrassment was hidden under a helmet. But really, why was she embarrassed? It had been an accident. Not a play for his penis.

She wondered what his penis looked like. Since Ben was the only man she had dated, and she’d never seen him entirely naked, she had very little to draw from, but she couldn’t imagine that Shane would be lacking. That seemed like too much of a cruel twist of fate, for a man so good-looking to have a pinky-size penis. Then again, was small really that bad? It wasn’t like she actually knew. Maybe it was better to start small and work her way up.

Then she mentally gave herself a face palm. She shouldn’t be thinking about the man’s body parts. It was just none of her business, even if a small secret part of her wanted it to be. He was in the middle of conducting a random act of kindness and she was contemplating what his junk looked like. What she should be thinking about was what the heck she was going to do now that she had nowhere to live. No job. No car. Oh, and no boyfriend, and no friends in Nashville.

That sobered her. Closing her eyes for a minute, she breathed in deeply and let her head drift back, the weight of the helmet aiding her movement. She forced herself to relax, to not stress out. What was important was that she knew the truth. She wasn’t going to waste another minute with a man who thought so little of her he would lie to her and disrespect her. Her throat tightened and she forced it back open, breathing through her nose. It hurt. God, it hurt. She felt betrayed in the most elemental way possible, but also disappointed in herself. Why hadn’t she seen that Ben was a sneak and a dirty dog?

She had been too concerned with the opinions of people who didn’t matter and maintaining an ideal of celibacy that she hadn’t even necessarily believed in. She was grateful that she hadn’t lost her virginity when she was too young to know herself and what she wanted. Also that it hadn’t been Ben, who had obviously thought so little of her. Now, though, she wanted to make a clean break. Not wallow in hurt and anger. Just move on. Let the wind blow her past off her so she could start fresh.

It was almost funny when she thought about it. After eight years of never doing anything remotely crazy, here she was on the back of a bike with a man she didn’t even know, yet she felt totally at ease with him. If he hadn’t shown up, she wasn’t sure what she would have done. Borrowed a phone in the diner? Waited for Ben, gotten her purse, cried herself to sleep in her hotel? She didn’t feel like crying anymore, though she couldn’t guarantee that would hold. She might be sobbing later for all she knew, especially when reality set in.

She wasn’t going home to Kentucky. That wasn’t going to happen. She would only do that if she were completely homeless, out of money, starving. She had enough money saved to find a place with a roommate, and surely in a tourist town there would be a job waitressing or in retail. She would be fine. So she relaxed her shoulders, gripped Shane tighter, and reached for peace. Practical matters weren’t the issue. Her heart was going to take some time to sort out.

Shane pulled in front of a large brick building and she realized it was the hotel she had booked. The one she had thought might impress Ben. She pictured the way Shane had looked at Ben, like he was a bug beneath his boot, and thought about why she had been attracted to Ben. Maybe it wouldn’t make sense to someone else, but she had cared about Ben ever since he had reached his hand out and picked her up out of the dirt after a boy had shoved her down in the seventh grade.

When had Ben become the one who shoved her down, though? She wasn’t sure, and she was sad and angry at herself for not realizing it. The shift had been subtle, but she shouldn’t have been so focused on getting herself to Nashville that she ignored the difference in the way Ben treated her, all the changes.

She released her grip on Shane as he parked the bike in front of the entrance to the hotel. This was it. She would never see him again—and that made her feel a serious pang of regret. He had been kind and hadn’t asked anything in return. She watched him climb off the bike as she lifted the helmet over her head. Her hair got caught and fell across her face, blocking her view. His large hands gently brushed the strands back, until she could see him smiling down at her.

“We’re here.”

“Yeah.” She looked behind him, not moving. “It looks nice.”

“Yeah.” He took the helmet from her and set it down on the seat. “Let me walk you inside.”

She didn’t even have it in her to protest. She wanted to savor a last few lingering minutes with him because she didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts and her heartbreak. If she were honest with herself, it was also because she found him sexy as hell and fascinating. A man who understood who he was and his place in this big, crazy-ass world. What would it feel like to be made love to by a man like that? A man who knew where to touch, how to please, how to treat a woman?

It didn’t matter that she had told herself she couldn’t be thinking about Shane that way. It was a natural reaction to the night. To want to forget, to get lost in the embrace of a hot, muscular man. To pretend that her life hadn’t just been thoroughly shoved off course.

“Thanks.” She slipped her left leg over, trying not to flash him, but she likely didn’t entirely succeed given the way his eyes darted down to her inner thigh. She refused to be embarrassed. It was the only way to get off the bike. Resting her boots on the tire, she sat there for a second facing toward him, wondering what she should say. There really wasn’t a thank-you adequate enough for someone stepping in when you were in potential danger and giving you a hand.

To her surprise, he cupped her cheeks. The tender touch made her heart ache. She had so much to give, and no one to give it to. That didn’t feel fair at all. His gaze darted down to her mouth and for a second she thought he was actually going to kiss her. When he didn’t, she felt like crying and hated herself for it. That was why he shouldn’t kiss her, despite whatever desire his gaze created in her. She needed too much. More than a stranger on the streets of Nashville could provide.

“Such a pretty girl,” he murmured. “Ben is a fucking idiot.”

It wasn’t much, but it was enough. She appreciated his words tremendously. “I can only agree with you on that.” Then she smiled at him, enjoying the perspective that came with almost being the same height as he was. “But let’s not talk about him anymore. It’s over and done and we both have better things to do.”

“Like what?” His thumb stroked over her bottom lip and his eyes darkened into inky pools.

She shivered and it wasn’t from cold. The night was still warm. It was the way he looked at her…Avery felt an ache everywhere. Not just the emotional one. But a physical one, as well. She ached deep inside for the fulfillment Ben never could or never would give her. Her nipples were tight, painful buds begging for a man’s touch. That clenching in her belly drove her to distraction, made her want to throw caution far off into the wind, do things she’d never done.

It was that deep, driving desire that had her saying without any hesitation or reservation, “You can kiss me.”

The words were out before she could take them back. Not that she would.

If he was sympathetic but turned her down, she would feel rejected, but she would get over it. This wasn’t about him and what he thought. It was about her.

Shane didn’t say anything, though. He just leaned in, narrowing the space between them inch by painful inch until his mouth hovered over hers. He smelled like cologne, but it was subtle. Mostly he smelled like the man he was, though she wasn’t entirely sure what she meant by that. Just that he crowded her space, filled it, encapsulated her, and he hadn’t even done anything. It was just his presence. He dominated by existing, and she thought it was sexy as hell. Exciting. His hands were still on her cheeks and finally, after the longest moment of anticipation ever, he brushed his lips over hers. It was a sweet, kind kiss, not a questing one. It was soft, gentle.

It was nicer than it should be. Nicer than she wanted it to be.

When she kissed him back, she wrapped her fingers around the small of his back and pulled his body closer to her so that his hips bumped against her thighs. She closed her eyes, dropped her head back, and opened her mouth for him in invitation. For a brief second, the kiss deepened, got just a little dirty as his tongue plunged in between her open lips. But then he suddenly pulled back.

“Avery.” His voice was husky, his fingers sliding back into her hair and pulling gently so her lips were out of his reach.

“Yes?” The look on his face pleased her more than it should. He appeared to be locked in a battle with his desire. As though he wanted to do the right thing by walking away, but it was difficult. It gave her confidence. As did the hardness of his cock brushing against her leg. There was no mistaking that he wanted her.

If he left right now, the kiss would still be enough. It would soothe her battered ego.

But he didn’t walk away. “I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret.”

“I don’t plan to.” She didn’t. She was finished regretting what she had or hadn’t done. The night felt endless, the world she grew up in a million miles away. She felt equally fragile and strong. She was ready to feel everything she had ever missed, everything she had ever craved and talked herself out of.

“Fuck.” His grip in her hair tightened painfully. “I’m taking you in to the front desk for check-in and I’m giving you that time to change your mind.”

She sucked in a breath. He looked tortured, wild. Like he wanted nothing more than to fuck her. This was not a man who would go upstairs and cuddle her, plant a few kisses on her. If she let him upstairs, it might lead to sex. Full-on. It was something she wasn’t entirely sure she could offer. But she didn’t expect a grown man to be content with a little making out and groping, and hell, she wouldn’t be content with it, either.

Nerves or not, she was going to give him the green light. She wanted this. She wanted him, all of him.

He stepped back, his hands stroking down over her shoulders, before settling on her waist. Then he effortlessly picked her up and dropped her feet down onto the street and their bodies were close, pressed together in any number of places before he shifted back. “When you look at me like that, I don’t want to comfort you, do you understand that?”

She did. She also understood what she was encouraging, agreeing to. “I don’t want comforting. You ain’t my mama.”

The tears could be cried on the phone with her mother and her best friend from back home later. Not right now. Tonight she just wanted to be a woman that a man like Shane wanted.

He made a strangled sound in the back of his throat. “You got that right.” He took her hand in his and added, “Unless you find orgasms comforting.”

Holy shit. There it was. No beating around the bush. Avery felt her eyes get wide. “I suppose they could be under the right circumstances.”

He smiled, and it was a panty-melting, doubt-shattering, wicked, bad-boy smirk. “Then be prepared to be really comforted.”

Avery didn’t even think about hesitating. This was going to be a night that she would be talking about in the nursing home in seventy years. The night she found out her hometown boyfriend cheated and she was saved by a sexy stranger named Shane.

At the very least, it was the perfect material for a country song, and she was a songwriter. This could be her personal platinum.

So she repeated the words she’d spoken earlier, only now she said them with intent. “Then show me where to hop on and what to hold.”

His head tilted and he shook his head on a soft laugh. “Girl, you’re fucking killing me. Now let’s walk before I do things to you on this bike that are illegal.”


Chapter 5

Shane didn’t consider himself a man who did stupid things. He was in control so that he didn’t make dumb-ass choices. He knew he had a temper, so he kept it in check. He knew he wasn’t cut out for a relationship, so he chose women who weren’t looking for that, either. So honestly, he couldn’t explain what in the hell he thought he was doing as he marched Avery across the lobby of the Union Station hotel. It was a former railroad station that had been converted into a hotel and under normal circumstances he might have paused to appreciate the beautiful architecture, but now he was just dragging the poor girl over to the front desk.

His attraction for her was jumbled and unfamiliar. It was the need to see her safe, the desire to make her smile, the tug of his own hot, burning arousal. It was a lot of jacked-up things that as far as he was concerned didn’t belong together, but were. Which made it dangerous. But unless Avery told him to buzz the fuck off, he wasn’t going anywhere. He had to see this through to the end, figure out what it was, why he was feeling such an unbidden tug toward her. He always confronted his confusion head-on. He owned his feelings. Was honest with himself, if not necessarily the people in his life. Not that he was a liar—he was nothing like Ben. But he didn’t reveal all the interior details of his head.

So he wasn’t going to share with Avery that he felt a pull to her that he hadn’t experienced in a very long time. Maybe it was because she made him think of the girl back in high school. Maybe it was because Avery seemed so alone. Well, that might explain wanting to help her, but it didn’t explain the need to bury himself inside her, though he supposed he could chalk that up to ordinary lust. It had been a few weeks since he’d been with a woman. Maybe it was just his dick protesting the hiatus. Forcing him to address the base need.

Whatever it was it had him hauling Avery to the front desk and parking her right in front of the desk clerk. “We’re checking in,” he said firmly.

Avery cleared her throat and said, “Avery O’Leery, please. I have a reservation.”

He mentally filed away her last name.

“Thank you for joining us, Miss O’Leery. Was everything okay this evening? We expected you here earlier,” the desk clerk said. He was in his fifties, soft-spoken, suave.

It sounded like a script. Just what he was supposed to say. But Avery stammered a little, explaining. “My flight was really delayed,” she said. “And they lost my luggage. That’s why I don’t have any. So just a long night, but nothing too horrible.” She gave a nervous laugh. She wasn’t a skilled liar and the story was too elaborate and far from the truth.

Shane put his hand on the small of her back to reassure her, calm her down. She had no reason to be nervous. If anything he was the one who felt like a tool. It looked like he’d let his girlfriend pay for his hotel room and it galled him, but he restrained himself from making up some bullshit excuse. At the end of the day he didn’t give a shit what the clerk thought, and he couldn’t give the guy his name anyway, because he didn’t want it to get out there as gossip. Producer’s latest score, or some such shit like that. He wouldn’t want that to happen to Avery.

“Well, we hope you’ll enjoy your stay here despite the rocky start.” The clerk pushed up his glasses and smiled the bland smile of a man forced to be polite at nearly four in the morning. Shane had to admire his demeanor.

Avery showed her credit card, they received their keys, and then they were on their way to the elevators. He shouldn’t say anything, because it wasn’t his business, but he couldn’t stop himself. “You don’t need to explain yourself like that, you know. Making up excuses. It’s none of that guy’s business. It’s his job to stay neutral.”

“You don’t understand. You’re a man. No one cares what you do.”

That surprised him a little, but he realized she probably did have a point. His sister Jolene put on five pounds and the critics tore into her, yet no one seemed to care when a man was as round as a suckling pig. But that didn’t mean you had to tolerate it. “True. But I don’t think you should care, either. This isn’t small-town Kentucky. You’re free to live your life as you choose.”

The elevator doors opened and she stepped inside and turned to look at him. “I know that, Shane. That’s why I’m letting you come up to my room. Because I want to live my life as I choose. Tonight I choose you.”

His dick hardened and he took a step forward. “I’m honored. But are you sure?” He slapped his hand over the elevator door to keep it from closing. He had one foot in, one foot out. He didn’t want to sway her in any way. The decision had to be hers. He wouldn’t like it, but he would leave if she was not sure.

But she nodded, tucking her hair behind her ear. She looked up at him from under thick lashes, her expression both shy and seductive. It was a deadly combination. The sexual come-hither of a decent woman. Was there anything hotter? He didn’t think so.

“I’m sure.”

He stepped forward and released the door. It closed quickly behind him. He felt compelled to clarify what they were doing. Would she be offended by his spelling it out? Maybe. Hell, maybe it was downright tacky, but he had to hear her say this was what she wanted. “You know we’re not going to just cuddle, right?” He reached out and drew his finger across the line her purse was making between her breasts.

Avery tentatively reached out and closed her fingers around his biceps. But then she said, “I’m pretty sure I’ve never come from cuddling. I know exactly what we’re going to do.”

That made him laugh. “Fair enough.” He’d forgotten he’d mentioned orgasms. “What floor?”

“Three.”

He reached behind him and hit the button. The elevator shuddered and took them up in just a few seconds. The door opened and he gestured for her to go before him. Avery did, glancing at him over her shoulder as she walked, her tongue dragging across her bottom lip. God, she had no idea what that did to him.

“Do you have condoms?” he asked, because he only had one emergency foil packet in his wallet. He had a feeling that wasn’t going to be enough to get the job done. The hallway was quiet and he kept his voice low, conscious of the fact that it was four in the morning and most guests were probably asleep.

She followed his cue and whispered. “Yes.” She tapped her purse.

He didn’t want to think about her opening herself for that idiot Ben. Or going down on him. It made his nose twitch and his fists clench. He was going to make sure by the time she fell asleep she forgot she had ever wasted damn near a decade of her life on that prick. “Good.” Then he held his hand out for the key.

“What?” she asked, staring blankly at his open palm.

“The key. I’m going to open the door for you.” Like any man raised right would.

“Really?” She seemed curious. “But…why?”

“It’s polite.” He frowned, angry all over again at the way she had obviously been treated by her now ex-boyfriend. “Key, please.”

She handed it to him, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip. “Here. Do you think the clerk thought—”

He cut her off, putting his fingers across her mouth gently. “I don’t think he thought. I think he knew. Just like I know.”

“What do you know?” she asked, her words muffled behind his fingers. “I know what I know but not what you know.”

Shane chuckled. “I’ll tell you what I know.” He shifted his fingers into her hair, and with his free hand gripped her narrow waist. Moving into her personal space, he forced her back against the door to the hotel room. He gave her a deep, erotic kiss that had her gasping in surprise. He pulled back and stared into her gorgeous eyes. “I’m going to worship you from your head on down to your toes and then I’m going to make my way back up to the top again, stopping everywhere along the way.”

Her mouth formed a perfect O. “If you want,” she said in a soft, breathy voice.

Damn, she was cute. “I want.” For a brief second, he pressed his lips into her hair, breathing in her scent. Then he pulled back before he did things to her he shouldn’t do in the hallway.

By all accounts, Shane should be sleeping right now. He should be at the very least tired, but he wasn’t. He felt wired, wide awake, extremely alert. Opening the door, he held it against the wall so she could pass into the room. The room was cool, hushed. Avery shivered. “Do you want me to turn the air down?” he asked.

She nodded, and he could see that she was nervous. Rubbing her arms together, she avoided his gaze, glancing around the room. There was a big king-size bed and a desk in the corner. She took her purse off over her head and dropped it onto the desk. “I guess I should take a shower,” she said, sitting down in the desk chair and bending over to tug at her cowboy boots.

“Why?” To him that seemed like an avoidance tactic. Like she was delaying the eventuality, and that made him concerned she didn’t really want him there. He found the thermostat and turned the temperature up.

“Because, I mean, you’re not going to want to…do things unless I’m clean.”

Shane sat on the bed across from her and bent forward, his arms on his thighs, so he could study her. There was color in her cheeks but she wasn’t looking at him. “That doesn’t matter to me.”

It didn’t. He wasn’t offended by the natural scent of a woman’s body. It was sensual to him. He didn’t mind fresh from the shower obviously, but he actually didn’t like lotions and body washes. A vagina wasn’t supposed to smell like gardenias. It was supposed to smell like a woman. Like sweet arousal. Like sex. Like skin and dampness. But he didn’t want her to be uncomfortable. Whatever she needed to feel relaxed.

He did want to at least feel her up against him before she disappeared into the shower, though. And before she took those boots off. He was having sexy thoughts about those boots on his shoulders while he sank into her warm heat. So he put his hands on her knees, startling her. When she glanced up at him in question, he spread her knees apart, pulling the rolling chair toward him. Her dress rose on her thighs and he caressed her knees, her thighs, studying her face, committing it to memory. He closed the distance between them and kissed her softly, teasingly, flicking his tongue over her bottom lip.

Avery kept trying to close her legs, but his feet and knees prevented it and he finally tightened his grip on her thighs, forcing her still. She was breathing rapidly, her chest rising up and down from anxiety.

“Do I make you uncomfortable?” he murmured, sliding his lips down her jaw, onto her neck, until he reached the collar of her dress. He moved back up again, so that he could kiss her mouth.

“No, that’s not it. I want this. I want you.” She opened her palm onto his chest, like she was putting a barrier between them. The illusion of control, that she could shove him away if she needed to.

He understood that. This was an unusual role for him. He had to be both the leader and the follower. “Are you nervous?”

She nodded. “I have been with Ben for eight years, like I said before.” Then she made a face. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to talk about him. But I can’t help it. I’m nervous.”

It was a challenge, one he was determined to rise to. He wasn’t going to fail her. But the question of how to relax her was a new one. Normally, the women he went to bed with were eager, experienced, ready to get down with the get-down. He cast his thoughts back to high school, to being seventeen and gently coaxing Rhodie Masters into letting him get her naked. How had he calmed those nerves?

He had held her in his arms. Made her feel special.

Lots of women had thought they wanted and needed his company but he had been a whole lot of nothing to them. An hour of pleasant body rubbing, nothing more. Avery’s need was deeper, more emotional. It wasn’t just physical. She wanted validation, a companion in the dark, lonely room. She needed to feel sexy. Which she was. Damn it all to hell, she was sexy.

So he did something that was usually never a part of his repertoire. He reached out and tugged Avery over onto his lap. She didn’t resist, and she settled onto his thighs easily, lithe and in a whisper of white lace. Her hair fell forward and she shook it back as she wrapped her arms around his neck for balance. An ache he didn’t understand formed a tight fist in his chest and he kissed her. He kissed her from that place of need, from the realization that she wasn’t the only one who needed this. That maybe he had spent too long keeping people distant. He was craving an authentic connection, however brief.

Avery sighed, her mouth opening for his tongue. He swept it over hers, tasting her, before pulling back. Their lips fit together easily, without awkwardness, and he pressed his to hers over and over, enjoying the slow pace, the sweetness of it. There was nothing heavy about her, and he liked the sensation of her small, tight ass resting lightly on him and the way her breasts occasionally brushed against his chest.

Shane thought about what would be the right words to say to Avery, but then he decided she didn’t need words. She wouldn’t want words. What could he say to her? He could tell her she was beautiful again, but she’d probably protest. He could offer compliments about her body, announce how or why he wanted her, but that was for women who were flirts. Or for a woman who was his. He and Avery were borrowing each other, indulging in intimacy they clearly both needed and he didn’t want to come off as trite or as the guy tossing out canned lines.

So he said nothing. He just kissed her again and again, until she lost the stiffness in her shoulders. Until she sighed in contentment and shifted closer to him. Until her fingers crawled up his neck and gripped the back of his head, like she wanted to ensure he didn’t escape. She felt amazing in his hold, every touch further sparking the desire he felt. There was nothing planned or rehearsed. He just kept rolling with what felt right, and just keeping her there, on his lap, while he worshipped her lips, was what made the most sense to him.

He had no clue how long it was before he brushed his thumbs over her nipples, but it was long enough that she didn’t jerk away or stiffen up. She moaned in the back of her throat, and it was quite possibly one of the sweetest sounds he’d ever heard. It made him wrap his arm around her more firmly and draw her down onto the mattress. He wanted to allow himself a vertical embrace, to have them face-to-face, equals, as they lay on their sides, a tangle of limbs.

She pulled back and looked at him, her eyes glassy and filled with desire. “How old are you?” she suddenly asked.

He wasn’t sure it mattered, but he didn’t mind answering. “Twenty-nine. I’ll be thirty in October.”

Her only response was a nod, like that confirmed what she suspected. What that was, he could only speculate. But then her gaze darted to his arm, and she carefully raised the sleeve of his T-shirt. “I was wondering what your tattoo was. It’s pretty.”

Most men didn’t want their tat being labeled pretty but he was used to it. He considered it artwork, not a huge personal statement of his toughness. He had chosen it over a skull or other badass ink for a simple reason. “It represents the moral code of the samurai. Live your life with honor and integrity.” He did believe he did that. It was also the reason he chose to stay out of relationships. He wasn’t sure he could maintain that code and have a passionate marriage, to live up to someone relying on him to do the right thing day in and day out. He didn’t want to undertake something he would fail. That was his personal integrity, and he could admit that his childhood had messed up his ability to get close to someone, intimate. To trust them. His mother had trusted his father. Shane had trusted his mother. And they had both gotten hurt, repeatedly, by Billy Hart.

“Do you have any ink?” he asked Avery.

“No.” She shrugged. “I haven’t thought of anything I would want to commit to.”

Shane ran his hand up her arm, under the wide sleeve of her lace dress. “Your skin is perfect the way it is. I have no opinion on other people’s tattoos other than to say everyone should do what makes them happy. But you do have really gorgeous skin. It’s like rose petals, soft and pristine.” He sounded like a dick. Like a complete con artist. But even as the words left his mouth and he realized she might think he was laying on the Don Juan just a bit too thick, he stood by what he said. Touching her skin was like skimming the softest sheets.

“I like what your tattoo stands for,” she said, running her fingers over the branches climbing up to his shoulder. “I think you’re a good man. I could be wrong, but I don’t think so.”

That amused him. She was a forthright little thing. He had no interest in debating who he was or wasn’t, though. Without responding, he just reached behind him and tugged at his collar until his shirt came up off over his head. She had to shift her left arm for him to move it out of the way and she ended up with both of her hands on his biceps, gripping him lightly. Her eyes widened as she ran them over his chest and abs.

“Good Lord, you’re hot,” she blurted.

He was pretty sure that was the most genuine compliment he’d gotten in a good long while. “Thank you. The same holds true for you, Avery.” He reached around to her back and inched her dress up until it shifted completely up around her hips. He couldn’t see anything other than a whole lot of leg because of the way it had bunched between her thighs, but it was enough to make his mouth water. To entice him to explore what else was under there.

Without giving her a chance to protest, he rolled her onto her back on the bed and kissed her, immediately teasing his tongue between her lips. His hand caressed up the delicate skin of her thigh and eased under her short dress. He stroked the front of her panties lightly, just skimming the surface, before shifting away again. Her hips lifted, seeking his touch again. He didn’t comply, just stroking back and forth over her leg, sometimes letting his thumb brush over her clitoris. Her breathing changed, grew a little ragged, and their kisses got deeper, more urgent. Her nails dug into his arms.

The panties she was wearing were also white lace, but not see-through. There was something very virginal about them, and he decided he didn’t want them on her anymore. They made him feel…old. There was something too youthful about the look on her pale skin. She kept her hands on his arms, and she was letting him dictate every move. It made him conscious of her age in a way he didn’t like. He didn’t want to think that she was too young. She wasn’t. She was a fully grown adult woman. Being with her shouldn’t make him feel old or slick or dirty.

But those fucking panties were messing with his head. So he peeled them down, and none too nicely. She gasped, her eyes widening. He almost apologized, feeling guilty for the way his fingernails scraped her delicate flesh. But then he realized the sound was one of pleasure. She liked his sudden dominant move. Shane got even harder, his cock pressing aggressively against his jeans. He stroked a finger between her red curls and into her wet heat. He was glad she wasn’t clean-shaven. It seemed more fitting for her, more natural.

Then because he wanted to, he bent his head down and buried his mouth in her sweetness. She yelped, her legs closing together on his head, boxing his ears. It made his head ring and he pulled back to shake it, looking at her in confusion. “You don’t like that?” What woman didn’t like that? None he’d met. But if it wasn’t her thing he wasn’t going to push her.

“I don’t know,” she said softly.

He just stared at her blankly. He wasn’t sure what she meant. “What do you mean?”

She looked up at the ceiling, blowing hair off her lip. “I can’t really say as that’s never been done to me.”

It still took him a second. He couldn’t process the idea that after eight years with a dude, she hadn’t been on the receiving end of oral sex. “Your boyfriend never ate your pussy?” he asked, stunned. “Why not?”

Avery made a sound of mortification, crossing her legs at the knees and clamping her thighs together. “He said it’s not…clean.”

Oh, hell no. “That’s fucked up. There is nothing unclean about it. It’s perfectly natural.” He was outraged, and he wished he had punched Ben when he had the chance. Now he understood the shower thing, too. She thought she had to be squeaky clean to fool around because that was what her ex had required. And he still hadn’t even gone down on her. So what the fuck was the shower all about? The guy sounded out there and Avery hadn’t ever known any better because he was all she’d known.

“Relax your legs,” he commanded. “Just let your knees fall apart.”

She looked agonized. “I want to. I do. But it feels so exposed.”

He’d work around it then. “Just close your eyes, Avery. Rest your head back.”

Even with her thighs clamped together, he still could maneuver his tongue over her, teasing his way in. He was slow, steady, determined, using every ounce of skill he had acquired over a dozen plus years of satisfying women. There was something to be said for all his luck in getting laid. He needed every ounce of patience, technique, and dedication to get Avery to sink into the mattress and feel the pleasure he could give her.

After she inch by agonizing inch dropped her knees open, allowing him greater access to her, Shane felt triumphant, turned on. Fuck, she was sexy. She didn’t know what she would like, she was scared, she had no reason to trust him. Yet she was going for it. Their bodies grew warm, her breath anxious, eager. He felt like a goddamn savant, coaxing out his masterpiece. Avery started to moan, her shuddery sighs swelling into full-out ecstasy. Glancing up, he could see that her back was arched, and her chin had lifted.

That was what he had been waiting for. He plunged his tongue deep inside her heat.

—

Avery didn’t even know what the hell was happening to her. She had certainly had her fair share of orgasms, even on occasion at Ben’s hand, but nothing ever had come anywhere close to what she was feeling right now. It was like she had never even known her body until now. Until Shane’s tongue laved over her most intimate crevices and made everything inside her clench in the most intense pleasure she had ever experienced.

Maybe it was because she didn’t know him. Maybe it was because he seemed to be working his tongue like it was his motherfucking job. Or maybe it was because he wasn’t a selfish mini-man who couldn’t be bothered to spend time on her clit. She should say something but she was too busy moaning. Any second now she needed to open her mouth and tell him that she was actually a virgin so he wasn’t caught off guard. It was only fair to warn him. Smart, too, because she didn’t need him coming in hot without understanding the situation. She needed him to take it slow.

But she couldn’t seem to think or speak. Shane didn’t speak, either. He also didn’t stop. It was just an unrelenting assault of one glorious sensation after another and while she realized at one point her legs were sprawled wide, her dress almost up to her belly button, and her hands buried in his hair, she did not care. Not one single little tiny bit.

When her orgasm crashed over her it was overwhelming in its intensity. It was a giant crescendo that had her yanking at his hair and crying out—what, she wasn’t sure. She might have said his name, but then again, she wasn’t even sure what her own name was right at the moment. She hadn’t known that something so powerful could happen, or that she could lose all sense of time, of space, of anything other than that tight, hot rush of pleasure.

“Holy happiness,” she managed finally, falling back onto the mattress, all her muscles still tense. “That was…”

“Good?” he asked, his voice husky.

Avery looked down at him, nestled between her thighs. He looked darkly satisfied that he had given her pleasure. His eyes were languorous, the corners of his mouth turned up in a smile. She should feel some level of embarrassment to see a man she barely knew making friends with her hoohah, but she felt nothing but a deep-seated liquid satisfaction, and no small measure of awe. That had been some serious effort on his part.

She nodded eagerly. “Very good. Thank you.”

He laughed softly. “No thanks necessary. It really was my pleasure.”

Shane rose up and undid the button of his jeans, took his zipper down.

Right. There was more to this. She could still back out now. Last chance. Not that she wanted to. She was curious to see what else he could do to her. Act one had been something to write home about, so the second act shouldn’t disappoint. She was a little nervous about her lack of experience, and if she would know naturally what to do, or if she’d just be a real dud. But if she were, at least she’d never have to see him again. It was a small comfort.

“You look like you have a million thoughts running through your head,” he said, skimming his jeans down quickly.

Shane had on black boxer-briefs and she could see the thick bulge of his erection. Only wonderful things could come from that, she was sure of it. “I don’t know,” she said, which was a lie. She did have a million thoughts. All of them scattered and wild and racing. “What about you? What are you thinking?”

That was a stupid question. She didn’t really want to know what he was thinking.

“All I’m thinking is how damn sexy you are. That’s it. Nothing else.”

She could live with that. She moistened her dry lips and watched him step out of his jeans. He took his phone out of the pocket, put it on the nightstand, and did the same with his wallet, opening it to remove a condom. Then he tossed his jeans onto the floor and shucked off his briefs.

Avery didn’t want to ogle him, but she did. Because really, why not? She was curious, he was naked, and he had a beautiful body. Lean, muscular, firm. His erection was thick, bouncing a little as he climbed back onto the bed. There was literally nothing she could complain about in the picture he presented.

Avery had been waiting for the charming flirt to show up in her personality since she’d been about twelve and frankly, she didn’t exist. It simply wasn’t in her nature to be coy, or to titter, or to play games with men. She just said whatever she was thinking and flaw or not, it was her, and she wasn’t going to change anytime soon. So in keeping with a lifelong tradition of just blurting out her thoughts, she told Shane, “I can’t wait to feel you inside me.”

It was the honest truth.

He paused and gave her a fierce, hot look. “Damn, girl, you know how to make a man hard.”

That was news to her. Good news. It gave her the confidence to splay her hand across his chest, before wandering down to explore his cock. It felt hot under her touch, thick, pulsing. It was hard. Very hard. She shifted restlessly on the bed, nipples hardening. Instinct had her guiding him to her but Shane stopped her, his hand firm on hers.

“Whoa. Condom on first.”

She got flustered. She hadn’t been meaning to actually guide him inside her, she had just wanted to press him against her. Her hand dropped back down onto the mattress. But he was right, of course. Good grief, that would have been just about the stupidest thing ever to risk getting pregnant. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I mean, I don’t know.” What she really meant was she had no freaking clue what she was doing. Now was her chance to tell him the full truth.

But then he reached down and gripped the bottom of her dress and pulled it up off over her head so that she was almost entirely naked. Before she could blink he had her bra on the floor, as well, and she was completely bare to his gaze. He had lost the smile and was studying her with flared nostrils, his cock jumping a little as he rolled the condom on.

“I didn’t mean you should stop touching me,” he said.

But before she could respond or take any action, he covered her breast with his mouth, pulling her nipple into his mouth. The tight tug deep inside her had Avery forgetting whatever she had been thinking. She had thought the orgasm had been enough, but his attention brought a hot new tug of desire forth. Trying to stay focused, she concentrated on the top of his head.

“I should tell you, I don’t have a lot of experience,” she managed.

“It doesn’t matter. But if I do something you don’t want to do, just tell me.”

He moved to her other nipple and teased at the taut peak with his tongue. She gave a soft gasp and closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think. Or talk. She just wanted to feel. To lose herself in the moment. Not question it or apologize or worry. So when he rose above her and kissed her deeply, she opened eagerly for him, kissing him back with every ounce of pent-up sexual frustration she had felt for the last few years.

After several hot and damp minutes, where his hands roamed over her and his fingers coaxed her apart, Shane moved between her thighs and nudged against her slit. She wanted him quite possibly more than she had ever wanted anything. She had moved past being satisfied with touching and kissing. She wanted to feel the full length of him inside her, answering that question she had been asking for years.

His eyes locked on hers and Avery felt soft and sexy and appreciated. Worshipped. She felt her throat close up as she reached up and stroked Shane’s cheek, his lip. He was the sexiest man she had ever seen. And he had no idea what he was doing to her, for her, right here in this dark hotel room.

Then he shifted, thrusting, and Avery let out a gasp as he buried himself deep inside her.


Chapter 6

Shane paused, staring down at Avery, his body straining to stay still. Her eyes were wide and something was not quite right about the look on her face and the way she felt. If he didn’t know better, he would think she was a virgin. She was so damn tight…

When he started to stroke and she gave a startled wince, he knew without a doubt he was right. Holy fucking shit, she was a virgin. His first instinct was to just pull out and try to process why in hell she would be untouched when she had been with a guy for eight years. Clearly, it wasn’t a celibacy pact, since she had just willingly enough opened herself for him. Which he didn’t understand at all and frankly, wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

But if he pulled out, it was going to be awkward as hell. Like really awkward. So fucking awkward there could possibly be more tears on her part and a whole lot of apologies on his part. It was too much to have rushing through his head when his dick was buried seven inches deep, and he decided there was no going back. He was in, he was going to be all in. She wasn’t pushing him away or giving him any indication that she regretted it. The opposite, in fact. She had started making whimpering sounds of need, her hips lifting.

“Shane,” she breathed. “Please.”

His arms were braced on either side of her head, and as he looked at her, he felt another wave of tenderness toward her roll over him. This woman had no idea what she did to him with her innocent words and sweet smiles. She was a strange little creature, unlike any woman he’d ever been with, and he couldn’t resist that sexy voice pleading with him. He started to move, slowly this time, bending forward to give her a plunging kiss. She relaxed beneath him, her knees falling slack again. He lifted her ankle and raised it to his shoulder so she would be fully open to him. Her eyes widened in shocked pleasure as he stroked inside her, both eyes darkening.

“Does that feel good?” he asked, because he wanted some kind of reassurance that he wasn’t hurting her.

“Oh, my word, you have no idea,” she said. “It feels amazing.”

Yeah, that would be his chest swelling from pride. He couldn’t help it. “Good.” His voice was gruff, short, because now that he knew she was enjoying herself, he could allow himself to let go, embrace the sensations she was creating in his body. And they were intense ones.

Damn, her soft wetness was just gripping and squeezing his hard cock, a perfect hot fit. He hadn’t been with a virgin since he was a virgin, but it was more than that. It was the strength of her thighs, the natural way she lifted her ass to meet him, the look in her eyes. The soft bounce of her perfectly round breasts, and the smooth expanse of creamy skin, sprinkled with freckles in the oddest places, that just turned him on hard core. It took some effort to hold himself back—he didn’t take her with an aggression she wasn’t ready for—but it was still damn good nonetheless.

When he reached down between them and stroked her clit, she made a sound in the back of her throat and clutched at his ass as another orgasm shuddered through her. He hadn’t expected that so easily, and the sight of her shattering beneath him was a thing of beauty. Her backside lifted up off the mattress and she cried out with pure pleasure. Damn. That was an orgasm that looked like years in the making.

He thrust deeper. He didn’t want to draw it out, or wait. He needed to push his thoughts aside and the only way he could do that was to pound into her, to feel nothing but the two of them slamming together. He found a rhythm she easily matched and he stroked inside her harder and harder. He was vaguely aware of her repeated gasps and moans, but mostly he forced himself to focus on that welcoming heat and what it did to his cock.

When she reached behind and gripped his ass, nails scraping across his flesh, he allowed himself to explode with one final thrust. He kept himself controlled, let it draw out, felt the intensity of his pleasure within her.

Then he shifted onto his back, breathing hard, and pulled her on his chest. He was still buried in her. He wasn’t going to say anything about his suspicions. He was just going to lie there and catch his breath, and enjoy the feel of her body warm and soft on his.

Kissing the side of her head, he lazily ran his fingers over her back until goosebumps rose beneath his touch. Her chin dug into his chest as she stared at him. He refused to look at her because he wasn’t sure he could keep his cool. He was torn between wanting to reprimand her for failing to tell him something pretty damn important and wanting to cup her cheeks with his hands and kiss her with an unspoken promise he’d never be able to keep.

This was an entanglement he hadn’t expected and didn’t need. He didn’t want to glance down and see that she was attaching to him. That her eyes were soft and round and filled with longing. That would kill him. Because he knew he couldn’t give her whatever she was seeking. She was three minutes out of a relationship and he wasn’t looking for a girlfriend. This was it. One night. Or more like two hours. That was what they had essentially agreed to, and if she was hoping for more, he would disappoint and he didn’t want to see that hope on her face.

“Am I crushing you?” she asked.

That made him scoff. “Please. You weight about a hundred pounds. I’m fine.” He moved his hand down farther, to brush over her ass, which was firm and round, but small. She shifted with a soft giggle.

“That tickles.”

Her movement had set their bodies apart and he reached down, removed the condom. He could feel her staring at him again, intently. He didn’t know what to say. For the guy who claimed to be charming, he was a fucking tree stump at the moment. He had nothing to say because he wasn’t sure what in the hell could possibly be said. Good luck? Nice to meet you? Hope it lived up to expectations? Were you seriously a virgin until now? Every possibility that floated past sounded trite.

Instead, he just held her, brushing kisses here and there, over her temple, the top of her head. His fingers, calloused from childhood chores and working in construction when he came to Nashville, explored her absently while she sighed and settled back down against him. He could no longer feel her gaze on him and it was a relief. Eventually Avery dozed off and Shane stared at the ceiling, feeling like he might have stepped in some serious shit. It was five in the morning and he was lying in a hotel room with a very vulnerable woman and he didn’t really want to leave. Even as he worried that she might attach to him, he had the nagging fear in the back of his mind that given half a chance, he might be attaching to her.

It should have been a terrifying thought. Instead, it was oddly intriguing.

He wanted to ask her out. See her again. That might be the craziest thing ever, and firmly uncharted territory for him. Yet, he felt strangely content in the warm bed, holding a woman he didn’t know.

He fell asleep that way, Avery O’Leery tucked in beside him, her blue and green eyes dancing behind her closed lids.

—

Avery woke up to a loud song shattering the dark quiet of the hotel room. She jerked awake, startled, heart racing, and sat up, thinking it was an alarm. Her intention was to just hit it so it would stop making that awful earsplitting sound, but after a second she realized it wasn’t an alarm—it was a call coming to the phone Shane had left on the nightstand.

Shane. The man she had sex with.

The thought had her turning back to the bed. Shane showed no signs of waking up, his mouth slightly open on a small snore. His arms were up over his head in what was a sexy yet adorable sleep position. It was damn near incomprehensible that she had a man this gorgeous naked in her bed. This kind of thing just didn’t happen to her. Obviously, it had, though. He was the proof, still lying beside her.

Not ready for him to wake up and for her to have to make morning-after conversation, she wanted to at least turn down the volume on the phone. Picking it up, she saw the picture that had popped up was Shane with a blonde. He had his arm around her and the name that was on the screen was “Sis.” Which wasn’t weird at all, because clearly he had a sister who was calling him. He had told her that he had two sisters in town. What was off was the woman in the picture was Jolene Hart, the country singer. Avery would recognize her anywhere, with her big blond hair and wide smile.

The call ended and the picture disappeared and Avery suddenly doubted what she had seen. Maybe that hadn’t been Jolene Hart because come to think of it, the woman in the picture had been wearing jeans and a T-shirt—not a sequin in sight. Plus, Avery was still half-asleep, so she had to be wrong, because if she wasn’t that would mean Shane’s sister was Jolene Hart and that was just crazy talk. A text message came in, buzzing, and making Avery jump in guilt that she had his phone in her hand. She glanced at Shane again. Still sleeping.

The text was from “Sis.”

Hey! Why aren’t you in the studio? I thought you were coming in today. Wanted to say hi and thank you for being cool with Chance last night. He said y’all had fun.

Another text arrived immediately after the first.

He said you left early and by yourself, so now your sister is worried about you since you’re so late. If you’re dead, let me know. Haha.

Avery dropped the phone back on the nightstand like it was on fire. Could it just be a coincidence that someone who looked like Jolene Hart was talking about a guy named Chance? The real-life Jolene Hart was engaged to Chance Rivers, and they were due to get married any day now. Shane had been at a bachelor party. Avery eased out of the bed, trying desperately not to make any noise.

Oh, Lordy, had she actually slept with Jolene Hart’s brother?

No. That was ludicrous.

Grabbing her dress off the floor, she pulled it on over her head without a bra and winced as she tiptoed across the room. Her girl bits were sore. She thought about what she had done with Shane and she paused, her cheeks burning. That had been some delicious stuff. Way better than anything she could have imagined. She now understood what she had always suspected—there was a reason people were always trying to get laid. It felt amazing. No one was lying about that.

She had a feeling she was going to spend the next few days going over and over it again in her head, reliving the pleasure. He had done right by her, no question about that.

But if he was Jolene Hart’s brother, she was going to croak. She found her panties and stepped into them, remembering with both pleasure and mortification how he had ripped them off her. Grabbing her purse, she went into the bathroom and pulled her phone out. It was simply a matter of doing a search on “Jolene Hart family” and there it was. Parents divorced. A sister, Elle, who did makeup and hair in Nashville. A brother, Shane, age twenty-nine.

Avery might have been able to convince herself that the man she’d met was just a liar assuming a persona for the night, except that there were several pictures of him. Yep, the man lying naked in the next room was a well-known music producer, the brother of country’s hottest female star, the future brother-in-law of Chance Rivers, songwriter extraordinaire. Not to mention that Chance was the man Avery thought was her half brother. She was only two degrees of separation from a blood relative.

How had this happened? Of all the men in Nashville, the one who had stepped forward to save her butt was both rich and famous in the music industry. It was mortifying. Shane was going to think she had slept with him knowing exactly who he was, probably in some effort to further her career. It made her hot and dizzy with embarrassment. He must think she was just an idiot.

It also put a different spin on his own behavior. Was he lying to her so he could sleep with her without any expectations on her part?

As she splashed cold water on her burning cheeks, she reminded herself that Shane hadn’t told her anything about himself that was identifying. He had given her no last name, had mentioned his family and roots without any specifics and had flat-out avoided telling her what he did for a living. He had been the one who had approached her when he saw her in trouble. Maybe he had wanted to stay anonymous, but so what? It wasn’t a stretch to think he had young hopefuls throwing themselves at him on a regular basis because he was well connected, successful, and good-looking.

He hadn’t been hitting on her initially. He had been helping her.

She still didn’t think she could look the man in the face. He had seen, and licked, every inch of her. It was going to be awkward no matter what, and this made it ten times worse. Fanning herself, she left the bathroom as quietly as she could and stepped into her boots. Shane had rolled onto his side away from her. He slept deeply and she felt a wave of tenderness toward him. She couldn’t just bolt without at least saying goodbye. It was the only polite thing to do when the man had made her first time sexy and satisfying.

No matter who he was, that was the truth, plain and simple.

His phone buzzed again and it was a tiny picture sent via text. If she closed one eye, she thought it was Jolene Hart sticking her tongue out. It said, Call me, idiot. Avery felt a little starstruck being one text removed from such a famous musician. Sure, she had come to Nashville to write songs, and it was a dream she intended to pursue. But it was only a dream. One that felt very far away. She was on step one of a five-year plan: get herself to Music City. Knowing that right there on the other end of that phone was someone who had made it was unnerving and awe-inspiring. It made her feel like anything was possible.

It helped that Jolene was obviously just a normal person, worried about her brother no-showing.

On the desk across from the bed was a notepad and a pen. Avery scratched out a note to Shane before she changed her mind and put it on top of his phone. Then, as discreetly as she could, she left the room, making sure the door didn’t slam behind her.

Then in the way of women everywhere, she immediately texted her best friend back home, Kayla.

Ben cheated on me with 3 different girls and I jumped out of his truck and slept with a total stranger.

She was stepping on the elevator when Kayla texted back.

WTF??????? Call me.

On the elevator, give me a min.

Once in the lobby, she didn’t glance over at the front desk, afraid it would be the same man who had checked her and Shane in just a few hours earlier. It was nearly ten. They had only slept about four hours and she felt the effects of it, her thoughts a little fuzzy. She was having a hard time processing everything that had happened in the last twelve hours. It was such a joke that she had booked this hotel hoping Ben would propose to her or at least have sex with her. Now she would rather have her eyeballs removed with rusty spoons than sleep with Ben. The very thought of him was nauseating, which was bizarre given the sheer volume of years she had spent dating him.

It was like waking up one day and finding out your parents weren’t really your parents. Her whole foundation had shifted.

The sunshine and heat slammed into her as she burst out of the front door of the hotel onto the sidewalk. She had to use the ladies’ room desperately but she needed to get the heck out of there. Using her phone she looked up the closest affordable hotel. She would go there and grab a few more hours of sleep and a hot shower so she could no longer smell the scent of sex on her. Every time she moved her arm the faint remnants of cologne wafted up and filled her nostrils.

Shane. Shane Hart.

She pictured him naked, hovering over her, eyes dark with lust. Have mercy.

Maybe instead of a hot shower she needed a cold one.

—

Shane woke up slowly, reaching for Avery, sensual memories of her staring up at him tugging at his subconscious, pulling him out of sleep. But the bed beside him was empty, the sheets cool. He opened his eyes reluctantly and confirmed what he already knew. No Avery. For a second he thought she might be in the bathroom, but the room felt empty. Too quiet.

Well, hell. This was ironic.

He was usually the one leaving first, though he hadn’t actually sneaked out of a room in many years. Now he usually woke a woman up, gave her a kiss, a smile, a few compliments. Then he rolled. But it seemed for the first time in longer than he could remember he had been ditched. No number. No goodbye. He rubbed his eyes and pondered the thought. Had she been embarrassed? No telling.

It shouldn’t feel like anything. He should have no reaction to it other than relief that now he wasn’t responsible for shattering any expectations she might have about what they might or could be. Because that was nothing and most women knew that, expected that. Hell, wanted that. But Avery was a wild card. There had been no telling what she would have said or how she would have reacted, but now he didn’t have to worry about it.

Funny, relief was not what he was feeling.

Rolling over to grab his phone and see what time it was, he found a piece of paper laid over it. Lifting it up he saw a note scrawled in very loopy and large handwriting.


Thank you for being decent.

Hugs,

Avery


What the actual fuck did that mean? Shane stared at it, irritated as hell. Was she suggesting he was merely decent in bed? A decent dick? Or was she saying thanks for being nice? He had no idea but somehow it sounded terribly insulting. There was no scrawled phone number or anything else. Just a giant kiss-off as far as he was concerned. The girl had been a virgin, and this was all he got? Thanks for being decent, his ass.

His sister was blowing up his phone. Which also irritated him. A guy couldn’t sleep late without everyone freaking out? Maybe he had a headache. Maybe he had the flu. Maybe he had changed his plans. He wasn’t twelve. Jolene didn’t need to know where he was at any given moment. Since when was she keeping tabs on his studio time anyway? They weren’t working together. He suspected she wanted to grill him on the bachelor party antics, of which there had not been any.

He texted her, I’m not dead.

That was all she needed to know as far as he was concerned.

As he lay in bed naked, Shane contemplated finding Avery O’Leery on social media. It couldn’t be that hard. He could message her and make sure she’d gotten home okay.

That was when he dropped his phone like a hot potato. “Don’t do that, you total fucking loser,” he murmured out loud. He sat up and ran his fingers through his hair.

He was going to take a hot shower and forget he’d ever had the pleasure of encountering Little Miss Sexy.

Twenty minutes later his skin was bright red and burning, but he still couldn’t get Avery and her beautiful eyes out of his head.

So he grabbed a coffee and went to the studio so he could force himself to stop replaying every minute of their naked tango.

Two hours later he was still trying.


Chapter 7

Avery was playing with a chord on her guitar when her best friend at work, Lauren, came rushing into the small office they shared. She glanced up at her in amusement. Lauren was usually loud and larger than life, and today was no exception. In the three months since Avery had been working at the small publisher Rusted Truck as a junior songwriter, she’d seen Lauren wear some of the most outrageous combinations of patterns and colors imaginable. She herself was invariably in jeans, a T-shirt, and cowboy boots. But Lauren liked stripes and polka dots, usually layered over the top of each other. Today she was Cruella de Vil goes rockabilly, her black hair in victory rolls that showed off a prominent white streak, her red lipstick perfect. She was wearing a circle skirt and a tight short-sleeved sweater.

“You’re not going to believe this,” she declared dramatically.

“Believe what?” Avery kept her fingers moving, humming the melody a little to herself. She still had to pinch herself on a daily basis that she had landed this job within two weeks of her big blowup fight with Ben. She had checked into a hotel, gotten online, and found herself an apartment with two other girls, and then managed to get this job after meeting Lauren through her roommate. Lauren had told her Rusted Truck was hiring, and to her shock, after an interview she was offered a position. It didn’t pay well unless someone put a hold on one of her songs, but it was better than working for minimum wage at a bar. Plus here there were opportunities, possibilities. She was learning the industry, networking a bit, seeing how the process worked.

“There is some producer showing up in like five minutes. Pat says he’s shopping,” Lauren said.

That did make her back stiffen just a little. She hadn’t actually encountered any real musicians or producers at this point. That was all kept away from her, in the big offices in the front of the building. She and several other writers were shoved in a tiny room in the back, by the break room. “Oh, really? Did Pat say what she’s going to show him? Or her?”

“No. But I’m tempted to accidentally get lost with my guitar in my hand,” Lauren declared. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know y’all were in here. I was just walking and singing this song as I always do.”

That made Avery laugh. “Subtle.”

“I can’t afford to be subtle.”

Lauren had been at Rusted Truck for two years while also taking on random gigs where she could get them. She was getting an anxious frustration that Avery didn’t have yet. “You can’t afford to get fired, either.”

“True.” Lauren flopped down in a chair. “I just need a shot. Any shot.”

“All it takes is one person to hear you at the exact right moment. It will happen.” Avery was happy to be working in the industry in any way. She had no idea how she would feel in two years, but right now she was just grateful. This wasn’t the vision she’d had of moving away from home, but in the end, it was even better than she had imagined. Not having a boyfriend was freeing, and she was learning a lot about herself and what she was capable of accomplishing.

She started playing the song she’d been working on. “Let me know what you think of this. It needs work in the middle bridge.” It was a raw, melancholy ballad she had been tinkering with, and she had just added the lyrics. She started singing softly, knowing her voice wasn’t her strongest asset—but it was safe in the office with just Lauren to hear. After all, she wasn’t writing songs for herself to sing, but for someone with the talent to carry them.

It was a song about watching her life fade in the rearview mirror. About being left broken and betrayed. About waiting for a promise that would never be kept.

Lauren closed her eyes, a habit she had when she was listening. She said it helped her see the sheet music in her head. She was more of a literal songwriter than Avery was and they complemented each other that way.

As she sang, Avery heard voices in the hallway and she regretted that the door was open since this wasn’t a polished, finished piece. But she wanted Lauren to hear the whole thing so she kept singing.

As the last note trailed off, her boss, Pat, appeared in the doorway, her eyes wide as she made flapping arm gestures. Startled, and not sure what in the heck Pat actually wanted her to do, she put her hand on her guitar to quiet her strings. “What’s wrong?” she asked Pat.

Lauren’s eyes flew open. “Nothing is wrong. That song is fucking amazing.”

Avery sat up straighter and gestured to Pat. “No, I was asking Pat if something is wrong.”

“Oh, shit,” Lauren murmured under her breath. “Sorry for the cursing, Pat. I didn’t know you were there.”

“Not a problem,” Pat said loudly. “Now, Avery, was that something you wrote? Because it seems you have some interest in it.”

Avery’s heart started to race like a hovering hummingbird. “What do you mean?” she asked, breathless.

“Mr. Hart was in the office and he heard you singing.” Pat gestured to the hallway. “Right in here, Mr. Hart. This is Avery O’Leery, one of our newest staff members. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to meet you.”

Mr. Hart. Mr. Hart the music producer.

As in Shane? No, please, dear Lord, no, anyone but him.

It was him.

He came around the corner, and his expression told her he was as shocked as she was. “Avery?” he asked. “I had no idea you worked here.”

Oh, no. He did not just make it obvious they knew each other.

“You know each other?” Pat asked, her eyebrows rising in curiosity.

Shane stood in the doorway, and there he was, all dark eyes and lean muscle, and sexy lips that had been everywhere on her body. Tugging at her nipples, nestled between her thighs…Oh, damn. She felt heat bloom in her cheeks. She hadn’t expected to see him ever again. Certainly not here, in front of her boss, while he raked his eyes over her as if he remembered what she looked like naked. She felt naked under his gaze.

He gave her a long, sensual, searching look, before turning to smile at Pat. “Just briefly. It involved a lost purse and some coffee, nothing more.”

Ouch. That was harsh. It had been a whole lot more than coffee. But still she was grateful he was being discreet.

That night had lingered in her mind ever since she’d left him sleeping in the hotel. She had dreamed about Shane. She had run her hands over her own body in the shower fantasizing about his mouth on her. She had stalked the crap out of him online and found that he was thoroughly inaccessible on social media. Which was a blessing. Because she didn’t need the distraction of a man in her life, nor did she need the ability to contact him and either embarrass herself completely or land herself right back into man trouble. It was best to just leave it as it was.

Despite the fact that she hadn’t stopped wondering about him and what he had thought of their brief time together, she had come to terms with the reality that she would never see him again. Now he was standing in front of her looking handsome as sin. He had jeans and a navy button-up shirt on, untucked. He had a silver ring on his hand that appeared to be a skull, and expensive black boots from the looks of them. She glanced at his crotch. She didn’t mean to, it just happened.

Fortunately, no one noticed her decided interest below his belt.

Pat didn’t seem to require any response from her, taking Shane’s statement as good enough. She laughed and said, “Goodness, that sounds like a potentially amusing story.”

“It is.” Shane looked over at her again, his brown eyes unreadable. “But I think you had to be there.”

Avery broke his gaze, afraid she would blush or that her expression would give away her confusion and discomfort. Also, the insta-lust she felt on seeing Shane again. It was like her inner thighs were having a Pavlovian response to him. See Shane, get damp panties. She felt the need to cross her legs and did just that, which had the added benefit of pushing her guitar up to block most of her body in a protective shield she desperately needed.

Of all the times and places she could run into Shane again, work was the worst possible one.

“This is Lauren Scott,” Pat said, gesturing to Lauren, who was sitting and staring at Shane.

It was the only time Avery had ever seen her friend speechless. Not that she could blame her. She couldn’t seem to squeeze any words out of her own mouth.

“It’s nice to meet you,” Shane said.

“Thank you, you, too.” Lauren suddenly leaped to her feet, snapping out of her fog. “It’s such a pleasure, sir.” She stuck her hand out and he shook it. “I really admire your work.”

“Thanks.” Shane glanced over at Avery. “Is that all yours or did you write it with Lauren?”

She still couldn’t seem to speak but Lauren shook her head and answered for her. “Not me. That’s all Avery’s.”

The vehement statement made Avery really grateful to Lauren. She wasn’t always sure who was a true friend and who wasn’t in her new environment, and the fact that Lauren so clearly didn’t want to steal any credit was reassuring. “I’ve just been tinkering,” she said, finally finding her voice. “It’s not finished.”

“That’s pretty damn good for just tinkering.” He turned to Pat. “Do you mind if I have a private meeting with Avery? I want to hear the song again.”

Lord. Her palms started sweating for multiple reasons. “That would be an honor,” she said, because it would be. But maybe he didn’t give two shits about the song. Maybe he just wanted to cuss her ass out for leaving without saying goodbye.

Her words seemed to actually make him uncomfortable. He ran his hand over his jaw. “Give yourself a little more credit, girl.”

Pat touched Lauren’s arm and gestured to the door. “Of course you can listen to the song again. We’ll be in the boardroom when you’re done.”

They left and Shane stepped fully into the room and closed the door behind him. When he turned to her, he didn’t speak for a minute. He just studied her, his eyes sweeping from head to toe. Finally he spoke, his voice low, tender. “Hi, Avery.”

“Hi, Shane. Fancy meeting you here,” she said with a nervous laugh.

“I had no idea you were a songwriter.” He stood, feet apart, hands in his front pockets. Casual. Almost disinterested.

It was so bizarre to see him again like this, when she had left him naked and asleep. The cool politeness, which was required from both of them, seemed at total odds with the dark intimacy of hot skin and passionate kisses. It was confusing as hell to her.

“I didn’t know you were a producer or, you know, like, famous.” She cleared her throat and put her hands on her cheeks in an attempt to cool them down. “Good Lord, I’m so embarrassed right now, I can’t even tell you.”

“Why are you embarrassed?” His voice didn’t reveal much emotion and he didn’t move any closer to her.

“You know why.” He was purposely being obtuse and she didn’t appreciate it.

“Because we had sex?”

Jesus. He was just throwing it out there. “Yes.”

“Or because you left me alone in that hotel room with a four-word note?” he said, and a slight edge crept into his voice.

She pressed her lips together. She honestly didn’t even remember what she’d written in the haze of confusion and shock she’d been feeling that morning. Clearly it hadn’t been Pulitzer material. “That, too.”

“Or is it because you didn’t tell me you were a virgin?”

Oh, yeah. That. Her teeth tore at her bottom lip. “How did you know that?”

He snorted. “It doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. You were clearly inexperienced and the look on your face when I entered you was evidence enough, even without discovering bloody sheets the next day.”

She was literally going to die. She was going to faint, hit her head, and die, and she would welcome it. This was not a conversation she wanted to be having at work, or basically ever. “Dear Lord, keep your voice down!” she hissed. “Pat will hear you.” If she got fired from her dream job because she had banged Shane Hart she would hate herself for the rest of her boring and broke life back in Kentucky where she’d be forced to flee in humiliation.

“No one is listening at the door.” He shook his head. “But fine.” He moved farther into the room and lowered his voice. “Why didn’t you say goodbye?”

That was an easy question to answer. “Because your sister called and I saw her picture and then she texted and I wasn’t looking to be nosy, but to turn your ringer off because you were still sleeping, and when I realized who she was, I worried that you would think I was trying to get in good with a producer, and I was embarrassed about not telling you it was my first time and…” She lost her train of thought. But it was enough. It pretty much covered the gist of the situation. “It just seemed best,” she finished a bit lamely.

“Okay.” Shane nodded. “I won’t be selfish and get indignant. I know you had a rough time that night. I just hope the morning we spent together made it a little less awful.”

That eased the tension in her shoulders. He wasn’t going to make a big deal out of anything. They could talk about this once, here and now, and then never again. “It did. It more than did, thank you.”

He took another step toward her, and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. The room felt small, his presence huge. He was so damn gorgeous. It was still surreal that this thoughtful man, this sexy, larger than life, well-respected producer, had been all up on her business. His tongue and the things he had done with it were something a girl just didn’t recover from quickly. But it seemed like a very erotic dream. Not real life. Not her life.

“Was it decent?” he asked, and his voice had changed. It had gone low, seductive, a verbal caress.

Her nipples hardened and she swallowed the hot saliva that had suddenly filled her mouth. She glanced over at the door, convinced Pat was going to walk in at any minute and she would lose her job for being too personal with a producer. “Um, that’s probably not the exact word I would use.”

“No? That’s funny, because it is the exact word you used.”

She wasn’t sure what he was talking about. She didn’t remember saying it was just decent. “It was amazing.” Perfect. It had been perfect. She owed him for that, but what exactly did she have to offer? Not a whole lot other than hardy appreciation. “You were really great to me and I truly am sorry I wasn’t totally up front with you. I just got swept away in the moment.”

Shane bent over and put one hand on each of the armrests of her chair. He was enveloping her and she instinctively shifted back, raising her knees, creating a barrier of limbs and guitar between them. He looked like he was going to kiss her and that both thrilled her and terrified her. She could not be kissing him in the office. Or anywhere. Ever.

“What are you doing?” he asked. “You look afraid of me.”

“Of course not. I’m just nervous about getting caught.”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “Caught doing what?”

He was teasing her, playing some kind of game she didn’t understand the rules to. She was, as he knew full well, not that savvy with men. It made her mad, which made her feisty. “Caught sucking face, which is what I think you’re aiming to do, and to be totally honest, I would probably let you. Then regret it.” It would be the dumbest move on the planet to get involved with him again, knowing precisely who he was. Before, she could plead ignorance. Now she knew everything and while she was a nobody, he was important, and she would be stepping in a whole mess of crap if she willingly got involved with Shane Hart.

“Why would you regret it? Do you regret the last time?”

“No. But this is a conflict of interest.” Or something like that.

He scoffed. “It is not.” But he did stand up. “I want that song,” he told her, in the no uncertain terms of a man who was used to getting precisely what he wanted. “And I want you. I aim to have both.”

Well, if that wasn’t simultaneously the most arousing and irritating thing she’d ever heard in her life. She stood up, because she didn’t like him looking down at her. “Oh, and that’s just that? I don’t have a choice?” She didn’t even know what he meant by want her, but she assumed he meant more sex. And while her body might think that was the finest idea ever, she had to be smart, even as she felt an unmistakable flicker of lust deep down between her thighs. Where only he had been.

Aside from all that, who did he think he was, ordering her around?

Shane Hart, that’s who.

Mama was right. She always got muddy. Every last time.

—

Shane was glad Avery had stood up, her shoulders going back, her chin up in angry defiance. She had almost looked afraid of him before and that really kicked him in the nuts. That was the last thing he wanted. He didn’t exactly know what he wanted, but he did know that he was really damn pleased to see her standing there in front of him, considering he hadn’t ever expected to see her sweet face again.

He had spent far too much time over the last three months pondering her puzzling eyes and why the hell she had bolted without at least saying goodbye. He had also been surprisingly celibate, not really able to muster much interest in other women. This was probably the longest dry spell he’d had since he was sixteen, and now that he was standing two feet away from Avery, he wanted to end it. Immediately.

The sound of her voice was like fingers stroking his cock and all he could think about was her naked, very eager body opening up for him. It was a problem.

Because the last thing he had ever expected was to hear her singing and while he hadn’t realized it was her when he’d been down the hall, he had been transfixed immediately. She had something special, and even though her voice wasn’t the strongest, it was honest, the melody haunting. It was a song about betrayal and he had instantly heard Jolene singing it, making it her own. It had number-one potential. But now he was wondering if she’d written it about Ben.

It made him realize he needed to stop being selfish and ask her how she was doing.

So he ignored her question and asked one of his own. “How are you doing, by the way? Everything okay? It seems like you landed on your feet.”

Her eyes softened. “Yeah, things are fine, thank you. I got a place with two girls who needed a roommate and I found this job almost right away. I was really lucky.”

“I think it’s called talent, not luck.” Shane reached out and brushed her hair back off her face, unable to resist. “I’m really happy for you. So no Ben?” He needed to know that for his own peace of mind.

Avery snorted. “No Ben. That was done right then and there. I didn’t even see him again after that night. I went and got my stuff from his aunt’s house when he was at work.”

“That’s good. He doesn’t deserve any of your time.” Shane glanced back at the door. “Play your song, before Pat comes back. I want to hear it again.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

That made him smile at her, easily. “I know. I don’t do anything I don’t want to do. I liked the song before I knew it was you. Kind of how you felt about me when you had no idea I was Jolene Hart’s brother.” He gave her a wink.

For the first time since he’d entered the room, she smiled back. “Fair enough.” She raised her guitar and started strumming.

He watched her, only half listening. He’d already decided he was going to put a hold on it to run by Jolene later. He almost never scouted songs for his sister, but this one seemed like it was written specifically for Jolene’s sweet voice. So instead he just focused on Avery, on watching her fingers move so delicately over the guitar strings. She was wearing jeans, an olive green T-shirt, and those baby blue cowboy boots he remembered quite well. Her hair was less wild than the night he’d met her, combed and smooth, but that beautiful auburn color was neither flashy nor ordinary.

She was singing in a softer voice than she had been earlier, but in a way, it was more effective. There was so much emotion in her words, in the defiant tilt of her head, it was intoxicating, beautiful. He wasn’t lying—he wanted her. He had to see her again. They just weren’t done with each other. He knew it deep down in his gut and hell, in his dick, too. He could admit that.

He wondered if she had dated any boys in Nashville. Country boys in town who had blindly pawed her in a dark corner. Or savvy city-slicker types who might charm her out of her jeans. The thought made him jealous. He wanted to be the only one who had touched her, and that right there should be reason enough for him to turn tail and run.

But he didn’t. Quite the opposite.

“Come to dinner with me,” he said suddenly, as she trailed off and stood, staring at him expectantly.

Avery’s jaw dropped. “What? Are you trying to get me in trouble? No. I’m not going to dinner with you.”

Now that he’d made up his mind, he wasn’t going to be swayed that easily. “How would dinner get you in trouble? We can discuss business. If you’re scared, Pat can join us.”

“I’m not scared!” She looked indignant at the very thought.

“Then say yes.”

She chewed her lip in a gesture that was familiar to him. It was odd, but maybe there was something about getting to know Avery in the middle of the night, in the midst of a crisis that lent itself to greater intimacy. Aside from sex, that is. Because even though he really knew nothing about her, he felt like he did in fact know her on some important level.

“No,” she said again, her expression stubborn.

He smiled the smile that usually got him what he wanted. “No problem. I’ll just go get Pat then.”

“Why? For what?” Avery looked panicked.

Shane opened the door without responding. “Hey, Pat, would you mind stepping on in here?”


Chapter 8

What in the hell was Shane doing? Avery stood there, steaming. There was nothing she could do because Pat was already cheerfully calling out she was on her way. It was all Avery could do to take a deep breath and try to behave normally. No small feat when she was so turned on by the charming bastard. She had no idea what he wanted from her.

Pat came striding in, all smiles and flouncy hair. She had perfectly tousled beach waves and an offbeat, bohemian style. Her talent was coming off as sweet and a little hippie dippy, and then unexpectedly going for the jugular. She was a shrewd businesswoman, despite her love of hemp.

Now she looked back and forth between them and said, “What’s up? How are you feeling about it, Shane?”

Avery noticed she had dropped the “Mr. Hart” formality. That had clearly been for her and Lauren but now that Pat realized Shane knew Avery and they might make a deal, she was taking a more casual approach.

“I might want to put a hold on it, but I think Jolene needs to hear it,” he said briskly.

“Nice,” was Pat’s opinion. “She certainly has the perfect voice for it. Let’s go iron out the details.” She gave Avery a smile. “Nice work, Miss O’Leery. This is exciting.”

“Thank you,” Avery said and then suddenly realized that holy crap, Jolene Hart was going to listen to her work. Jolene might actually be interested in a song Avery O’Leery had written. It was unbelievable. As a matter of fact, she felt light-headed.

“Are you okay?” Shane asked her.

“I legitimately think I might faint,” she said, sinking back down into her chair. “But no, I’m okay. I’m better than okay. I’m ecstatic.”

Pat laughed. “She’s new,” she told Shane.

“So I understand.” Shane glanced at his watch. “I actually need to head out but would you ladies be able to join me for dinner tomorrow night? We can firm up a deal. There’s a new rib joint I’d love to try out.”

“Avery and me?” Pat asked, clearly surprised.

He nodded.

“Of course,” Pat said at once. “We’d love to.”

Good thing she had a say in this. Not. At least Pat would be there as a buffer. That was a blessing because she didn’t think she could be alone with Shane without wanting things she couldn’t have. Things that involved his lips on hers and his body in her bed.

It was such a good body.

Why did he have to be rich and famous? If he was just a regular guy she could date him. Though that probably wasn’t true, either. She wasn’t sure she could casually see the man she’d lost her virginity to. She would want more. Things. All the things. Like love and living together and a commitment.

It was better he was who he was. This way she wouldn’t even be tempted.

“Great, see you both tomorrow.” Shane nodded his head like he was tipping a hat he wasn’t wearing. “Ladies.”

“Have a pleasant afternoon,” she managed.

“I will, thank you. I hope you do, too.” He smiled warmly.

“I’ll walk you out,” Pat said. “And we can settle on a time.”

The minute they left, Avery rubbed her forehead. She had been bamboozled. That was not the way she’d seen her afternoon going, to say the least.

Lauren came rushing back into the room.

“Holy crap!” she whispered excitedly. “You might have a song on hold for Jolene Hart! That is insane.”

“It is. I feel kind of sick.” Avery set her guitar down and stuck her head between her legs, suddenly feeling light-headed and dizzy. “Oh, Lord, please don’t let me puke.” She concentrated on breathing through her nose and swallowing the bile that kept crawling up her throat.

“Hey, Avery…”

No, no, and no. That was Shane’s voice in the doorway. She didn’t dare risk raising her head for fear of what might come up.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his tone alarmed.

She could sense him coming straight up to her, and even through the curtain of her hair, she could see his legs.

“She said she feels like she’s going to faint,” Lauren offered oh-so helpfully.

She wanted to tell him she was perfectly fine, just a touch overwhelmed by the idea of her music being heard by a superstar country singer, but she couldn’t seem to get the words out. Shane squatted down, and she felt his hand warm on her back.

“Are you pregnant?” he murmured, close to her ear.

That made her head snap up, and nausea rolled over her, her vision momentarily blurring. “No!” she whispered, overwhelmed. “I’m just having a moment.”

He looked concerned and he tucked her hair back behind her ear. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” Avery swallowed back the last of the bile, confused as to how she could both want to lean into his touch and jerk away from it. “This is a big deal to me. Having my first song possibly put on hold. Heard by a star. It’s crazy.”

He smiled. “Guess we share a lot of your firsts.”

It was going from bad to worse. In case he was blind and couldn’t see Lauren, she murmured as low as humanly possible while still making sound, “We are not alone here.”

“Right.” Shane winked at her.

Because that was professional.

He did stand up, though. “Here, I was going to give you my card so you can reach me if you need to.” He pressed a business card into her sweaty palm and added, “You should go home early. Lie down. I’m sure Pat would let you.”

“Will do,” she said, just to get rid of him.

“Bye.” He gave them both a wave and rolled on out, like all of this was totally normal. Not a care in the world.

“What the what?” Lauren asked, pressing her hand to her stomach. “I swear that man winked and I dropped an egg. I feel like reproducing just looking at him.”

“I don’t,” Avery said a little too vehemently. “Where is my water? God, I feel clammy and dehydrated. I can’t believe this is happening.”

“It is pretty damn crazy. But it’s awesome. And let’s back up just a hot little minute.” Lauren flopped into her chair, spinning it around and around, her legs spread wide despite the fact that she was wearing a skirt. “How in the hell do you know Shane Hart and why did you keep that juicy bit of gossip from me? I tell you everything.”

There was really no getting out of this. “I didn’t know he was Shane Hart when I met him. Then I was too embarrassed to say anything to anybody.” Avery lifted her guitar back into her lap, needing the soothing distraction of the notes. She’d had this particular guitar since her eighteenth birthday, a special gift from her mama. It had been restrung twice and it wasn’t worth a whole lot, but it gave her comfort. It reminded her of her mother, whom she hadn’t told about Shane, either. She hadn’t told anyone, not even her best friend back home. When she had told Kayla she’d slept with a stranger she hadn’t given her the details about his identity, just how they had met. She wasn’t sure she wanted to share it with Lauren now, either, but Shane wasn’t exactly being discreet. It was obvious they knew each other as more than casual acquaintances.

“I told you about Ben, my ex-boyfriend, cheating on me,” she began. Lauren nodded. “Well, the night I found out, I basically jumped out of his truck in the middle of the street, but forgot my purse and long story short, Shane let me borrow his phone and he sat with me in the coffee shop until Ben showed up with my purse.”

“Shane Good Samaritan Hart? Interesting.” Lauren eyed her. “But that’s not the full story, is it? Because sometimes I hear shit, but I know I didn’t imagine that he asked you if you are pregnant, and I can’t think of any reason a man would ask that unless he’s been poking your fire.”

Damn. Avery hit a bad chord. So there was no getting out of it. “Okay, I had sex with him, but I swear, Lauren, if you tell anyone, I will tell everyone that you peed yourself when you met Keith Urban.” It was fighting dirty, but she wasn’t playing around. No one could know.

Instead of getting angry, Lauren burst out laughing. “Hell, you didn’t even try to negotiate. You went straight for the blackmail. I applaud you for that. And it was just a little squirt. I was excited, I couldn’t help it. Don’t make me sorry I told you.”

That made her feel bad. “I’m sorry. That was harsh. But I will seriously die if anyone finds out I did it with Shane Hart. I will stab myself in the heart with a rusty blade and perish.”

“Hashtag drama queen.” Lauren looked at her curiously. “Why the big state secret? I’d be shouting that shit from a megaphone to anyone who would listen.”

“Because if people find out, nothing I do from here on out will be taken seriously. No one will take me seriously. They’ll assume I slept my way into the business.” Just the very thought made her sick. She hadn’t been raised with much, but she did have her integrity. Her value system. If one night of throwing caution to the wind destroyed that she’d never forgive herself.

“That’s a valid point. I see where you’re coming from. But for the record, he looks at you like he wants to whisk you away to his house and fuck you for days.”

Avery couldn’t even think about it or she might spontaneously combust. “He probably looks at a whole bunch of women like that. Isn’t he kind of a dog?” It was one of the few things she had learned from her initial online stalking. He never got into trouble, but he definitely had a steady stream of women strolling through his life.

“He does like the ladies, but you have him liking you for a minute or two. Why not take advantage?” Lauren studied her. “But maybe it wouldn’t be worth it. Does he suck in bed or something? I swear I won’t tell anyone.”

She was already shaking her head no. “No. He does not suck. He was very, um, generous.” That was the best way to describe it.

Lauren’s eyes went wide. “Whoa. Okay then. Lordy, girl, you’re caught between a cock and a hard place.”

Avery sighed. “Lauren, that’s about the truest statement I’ve ever heard in my life.”

—

Shane waited until his sister went back into the kitchen to grab more guacamole before turning to Chance. “Can I ask you something?”

They were outside on the back patio at Jolene and Chance’s new house, a fire going in the stone fireplace they’d had built at the end of the summer. It allowed them to be outside comfortably even though it was October. Chance eyed him before taking a sip from his thermos. Jolene had made them all coffee. Shane had desperately wanted to spike his, but there was no booze in their house.

Chance said, “If you’re going to ask me if the guacamole is really from the store even though JoJo says it’s homemade, I have to stick to what my wife says.”

That made him laugh. “Why would she even bother lying to me about that? As if I don’t know the only thing she ever makes is cheesy grits.”

“Not anymore. She has us on some diet and it’s basically tuna fish and grapefruit all the time, though fortunately not at the same time. She’s worried about gaining weight now that we’re off tour.”

“That sucks. I hate tuna fish.”

“Me, too. Which is why I’ll eat any guacamole I can get my hands on, homemade or not. Anyway, sorry, what did you want to ask me?” Chance clapped him on the back. “I’m glad you stopped by. We don’t get to see your ugly face often enough around here.”

This had the potential to be awkward as hell but it had been nagging at Shane for three months. He needed another opinion and back before Jolene, Chance had hooked up with any number of women, plenty of them casual one-nighters. “What does it mean when a woman tells you ‘thanks for being decent’?”

Chance’s eyebrows rose. “In what context? I mean, did she sound sarcastic?”

Shane cleared his throat and spread his legs farther, settling back into the patio chair. “It was a note. After a night together. She left without saying anything. Just a note.”

“Um, I guess that’s kind of an insult then, right? Like thanks for not being the worst bang I ever had, but far from the best.” Then Chance seemed to realize what he’d said. “But I could be wrong,” he added hastily.

Shane would have thought that, too, except Avery was a virgin, and he didn’t think she had found the sex mediocre. “I don’t know. She seemed satisfied.”

That made his brother-in-law snort. “What, women don’t fake it? Maybe y’all just aren’t sexually compatible.”

They had been compatible. He’d bet his house and motorcycle and share in the production company that they were sexually fucking compatible.

Fortunately, before he could further embarrass himself by vehemently denying such a thing, his sister returned with a giant bowl of tortilla chips and a smaller store container of guacamole. She hadn’t even bothered to put it in a serving bowl, which was fine with him. Jolene didn’t need to put on a front with her own brother. He snagged a chip as she went past him and set the bowls down on the coffee table.

“Who aren’t you sexually compatible with?” she asked, tossing her hair out of her eyes. “Because rumor has it, you are with anything female over the age of twenty-one.”

“Funny. Fucking hilarious.” He made a face at her, but he wasn’t really upset. He had a reputation for a reason. He had been with a lot of women, there was no getting around that, and he didn’t regret his choices. He’d had some good nights. None of which had made him debate the hidden meaning of a hastily scrawled note. Damn. He wasn’t sure what was going on with him. “Just this woman I hooked up with…she left me a note the next day that said ‘thanks for being decent.’ I wasn’t sure what that meant.”

Jolene stared at him. “What is wrong with y’all? It means thanks for being decent. Exactly what she wrote. You think women are far more complicated and devious than we actually are. She meant that you were nice, good to her. That’s it.”

He was mollified. “You’re sure? It doesn’t mean she thinks that I’m an asshole or that the sex was hell?” He just wanted to confirm all of the above.

“Were you an asshole?” she asked him bluntly.

“No!”

“Then good Lord. Of course not.” Jolene looked at him in amusement. “Where do you get these ideas? And since when do you care about how a woman leaves you in the morning?”

He shrugged. “I just don’t want to be seen as some kind of prick. I take treating a woman right seriously.”

“Then maybe you should date one instead of just sleeping with the masses.”

Shane threw a tortilla chip at her. “Mind your business.”

She laughed. “You’re the one worrying about some woman’s perception of you between the sheets. I’m just thinking maybe it is time for you to at least explore the possibility of actually dating.”

“No. You know how I feel about relationships.”

“Yes, you’re irrationally afraid.” She shook her head like she thought he was a total wimp.

That pissed him off. “I’m so glad I came over so you can analyze me. This is fun. Should we talk about you next? Then we can move on to dissecting Mama and Elle and how we’re all screwed up as hell from our piece of shit father. Sound like a good way to spend the night?” Not to him, that was for damn sure. Besides, he figured what person didn’t have their own brand of crap they had to deal with? No one.

“Suck it, Shane.” Jolene frowned at him.

“Okay, okay,” Chance intervened. “Go to your respective corners. No need to fight about this, folks. Shane can live his life however he wants, JoJo. He isn’t hurting anyone.”

“He’s hurting himself,” Jolene said stubbornly.

The flare-up of anger he felt frustrated him. He shouldn’t get so defensive and he knew it. Every time he did, he felt shades of their father in his behavior and he despised that with every ounce of his being. So he concentrated on relaxing his shoulders and breathing through his nose. The anger passed and he carefully took a swallow of his coffee, burning his tongue. He welcomed the pain.

“Jo, I can go home or I can stay here and have a pleasant night. I don’t need you telling me how to live my life. Never once have I done that to you.”

To her credit, she looked chagrined. “That’s fair. You haven’t. I’m sorry, Shaney. I just worry about you being alone.”

He raised his eyebrows up and down. “I’m hardly ever alone, remember? That’s the rumor anyway.”

“You know what I mean.”

He did. “Thanks, kid. I appreciate it. But I’m good just exactly the way I am.”

“Okay. So I’m supposed to buy that it was just your ego dented by this girl’s note?”

“Yes. Because that’s what it is.” That was the truth. Maybe not the whole truth, but the rest was muddled and off, and he didn’t really understand it himself, so he wasn’t going there with his sister. “So listen, I have a song for you.”

“Really?” She looked surprised. “You hardly ever bring me a song.”

“I heard it when I was walking down the hallway today at Rusted Truck. The writer had no clue I was even listening. I’m meeting with her and Pat tomorrow and I’m going to get a recording for you to hear. It’s perfect for you, Jo. It’s a tearjerker.”

“It’s been a while since we wrote a tearjerker,” she said to Chance, giving him an intimate smile.

He grinned. “It’s been a while since we wrote anything. The honeymoon is stretching out too long, darling, not that I’m complaining. But you have to admit we’ve been distracted. Maybe we need someone else to kick-start us.”

“As long as it’s not Tennyson freaking Mitchell, I’m fine with it.”

Shane wasn’t touching that with a ten-foot pole. Tennyson and Chance had made out at a party when he and Jolene were broken up and his sister had let it go, but that didn’t mean she wanted to work with Tennyson. “So you’re game?”

“Sure. Let me know when you’ve got something. Who’s the writer?”

“Avery O’Leery. She is brand-new, fresh from Kentucky. I think she has amazing potential.” He really did. He tended to work more with artists who blended rock and country, which wasn’t Avery’s sound at all, but even still, he could tell that Avery had some raw talent.

“Kentucky girl, huh? I wonder what part.”

He shrugged. “She never said.”

His sister was staring at him a little too hard. “Is she cute?”

Shane shrugged again. “Sure. A little plain. Young.” He didn’t want to oversell it. But he couldn’t resist pointing to his eyes. “She has two different-colored eyes. It’s kind of weird.”

“Really?” Chance asked. “My dad had eyes like that. I was always jealous. I wanted to be a cool cat like him, and instead I just have regular old brown eyes.”

“I think you have beautiful eyes,” Jolene teased him.

“Thanks, baby.” He leaned over and kissed her.

“I guess I never really met your dad. I didn’t realize that. It must be fairly unusual.” Perfect for Avery. Her eyes made her stand out, which was what she deserved.

Jesus. He sounded like a schoolgirl with a crush. Next thing you knew he’d be arranging it so he ran into her in the hallway.

Then he realized he had already done that. He hadn’t needed to take her and Pat out to dinner. That had been solely for the opportunity to spend more time with her. To get a chance to convince her that now that they were both in possession of the full facts, they should go a round two.

He had been telling it straight. He wanted the song and he wanted her.

Shane liked to get what he wanted.


Chapter 9

Avery owned exactly one dress and Shane had already seen her wear it. He’d actually been on it, under it. He’d shoved it up over her waist, and torn it off over her head. There was no way he wasn’t going to recognize it, unless he was the most unobservant man on the planet. The last thing in the world she wanted was for him to think that she was trying to trigger his memories of that night, but Pat had told her no jeans. To dress nice. The lace dress was the only thing she had in Nashville that fit the bill.

So she arrived at the restaurant five minutes early in the white dress, her sweating palms clutching her purse. Inside it was the business card Shane had given her, and she had flicked the corner back and forth so many times it was dangling like a hangnail. She had debated calling him, begging him not to flirt with her, but there had been no reasonable way to do that without sounding like a lunatic. Since he was determined to be suggestive, she was equally determined to be all business.

Pat was waiting for her near the hostess station. “You look cute,” she told her. “Just remember, smile, be friendly, let Mr. Hart take the lead, and if you have any questions or concerns, wait and run them by me after dinner.”

“Got it.” She wanted nothing more than to be respected as a songwriter and to make a living at it. There was no way she was going to screw this up or jeopardize her future.

“If he offers you a drink, say no. Or order it but don’t drink it. I’m sure you’re nervous and it would be far too easy to get drunk and that’s no good.”

“Right.” She nodded again. “Do you think he’s actually serious about having Jolene Hart hear this song?” She couldn’t bring herself to refer to the singer as just Jolene. It lent a familiarity that Avery wasn’t entitled to.

Pat laughed. “Yes. A resounding yes. In five years I’ve never seen him pick up more than a half dozen songs and none of those writers were treated to dinner. So for whatever reason, he’s feeling this and you need to be damn grateful.”

“I am.” She was. She hoped like hell it had nothing to do with the fact that they had hooked up. That was her fear but she couldn’t share that with Pat so her question was pointless. It was a wait and see.

Shane walked into the restaurant. He was wearing jeans, which aggravated Avery. Why couldn’t she wear jeans if he was wearing jeans? Damn sexist double standards. Especially since when his gaze landed on her, his eyes narrowed, darkened. The smile he had been wearing fell off his face, and he took her in, head to toe. That seemed more than a little obvious to her, but she was extra self-conscious. Pat probably didn’t think a thing about it.

She glanced at her boss. Wrong. Pat was studying them both, gaze shifting back and forth, awareness dawning on her. As embarrassing as it was to have Pat think that Shane was interested in her for more than her songwriting skills, she had to assume Pat would discourage fraternization, so she would be a perfect willing buffer. It would be better if Shane were even attempting to be discreet, but he wasn’t.

“Nice dress,” he said as a greeting. Then he just turned and held his hand out for Pat to shake.

“Thanks,” Avery managed to squeak out.

The restaurant was fortunately on the noisy side, waitresses bustling back and forth with loaded baskets of hot wings and ribs. Pat and Shane carried the conversation, talking about people she didn’t know and what was new and upcoming in the industry. They talked digital technology, the future of stadium tours, trends in music. Avery just listened and absorbed it all in awe, nodding on occasion, but mostly hoping like hell she would remember everything that was said. It was like a college education for a musician, an opportunity she couldn’t have even imagined she would have been afforded this soon on her journey. Even if Shane only wanted to flirt, and didn’t do a damn thing with her song, she had learned more in an hour with him than she had spending years on the outside looking in.

But eventually the conversation turned to her.

“Tell me about yourself,” Shane said. “What did you do back in Kentucky?”

Avery took a sip of her water and tried not to reflect on the fact that she had never said she was from Kentucky during the course of dinner. Pat was probably wondering how in the hell he knew that. Then again, maybe no one gave a shit and she was just paranoid.

“I was a waitress, and I worked at the stables part-time. I love horses.”

“Nothing in the music industry?”

She shook her head. “There is no music industry where I’m from. Not even live bands at the local bars. Folks are more into the DJ-style line dances.”

“What are you hoping to accomplish here in Nashville then?” He had finished a dozen of the five-alarm hot wings and two beers and was sitting back like he had all the time in the world. It sounded like an interview question, yet he looked casual. Only vaguely interested.

Avery couldn’t read the vibe at all so she told herself that Shane was like any other potential employer. Which meant she should be professional, reserved, but friendly. “My goal is to be able to fully support myself as a songwriter. To be given the opportunity to work with musicians and singers and someday hear a song of mine sung at an arena-sized venue and at an awards show.” Might as well go for broke, right?

His eyebrows rose. “You’re confident. I’ll give you that.”

That made her cheeks burn. Had he expected her to downplay her ultimate ambitions? “I don’t think it’s confidence so much as it is desire.”

“Desire is an interesting word.” He flagged the waitress down and ordered another beer.

Avery didn’t know him well enough to gauge if he was buzzed or not, but she knew for sure she would be if she’d had two beers in less than an hour. She also couldn’t tell what he meant by that abstract comment. “I can think of much more interesting words than desire,” she said.

“Like what?”

“Brouhaha. That’s a good word.”

Pat and Shane both laughed. “Try fitting that into a song.”

“I didn’t think we were talking about lyrics.” She didn’t really know what they were talking about, but she didn’t like feeling like she was being grilled by someone who wasn’t clear in his intentions.

“You’re right. I guess we weren’t talking about songwriting. Just the desire behind it.” He smiled. “Okay, so here’s my contribution—canoodle.”

It figured he would reference kissing and hugging.

“That’s a good one. Pat, how about you? Have a favorite weird word?” she asked.

Her boss gave an amused smile. “Comeuppance. I always wanted to just give someone a good old-fashioned comeuppance, you know?”

“That’s a solid word,” Avery told her.

“What’s the dirtiest non-dirty word you can think of?” Shane asked.

“I have no idea,” Pat said. “Wait. Filth?”

“Nice. Not the direction I was thinking, but I like it. Clever. Avery?”

“Tittynope.”

He looked at her blankly. “What the hell?” He started laughing again. “That’s not a word.”

“It is so! I’m the Scrabble queen of Rock Creek. It means a small quantity of something left over. Like my fries.” She gestured to her plate.

Shane shook his head. “I don’t believe you. That is totally made up.”

“Google it!” She smiled back at him, enjoying being on equal footing with him for a change. At the office she had felt too off-kilter, too aware of his status as producer, hers as nobody wannabe.

“I’m going to.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket. A few swipes and he was making a face. “Holy crap, it really is a word. I guess from now on I will be tittynoping everywhere I go.”

That made her laugh. “It’s not a verb. You can’t tittynope.”

“Really, now that you say it like that, I don’t think I want to tittynope. I want to tittyyep.”

“Oh, cripes,” Pat said, struggling not to laugh. “This escalated quickly.”

“Avery started it,” he said, pointing straight at her over the table.

“I did not!” Though she had thrown the word “titty” into the conversation. She couldn’t deny that. Probably not her wisest choice, though in the grand scheme of stupid things she had done involving Shane, she doubted this would be the one that ruined her life. “You brought up dirty words.”

“True. Okay, I accept full responsibility for being a suggestive pervert.” He winked at her.

He mother-freaking winked at her in front of Pat. She wasn’t one for a whole lot of swearing, especially cuss words involving mothers, but this deserved a mental cuss word. Shane was just a dirty, charming man and she was no match for him. But considering what was at stake, she was damn sure going to try to volley the ball right back to him.

“Is there something in your eye?” she asked pointedly. “It’s twitching.”

Shane grinned and drained his beer. “Maybe that’s my cue to get the check and let you ladies have the rest of your evening to ponder tittynope.”

That made her snort before she could stop herself. Pat shot her a look then smiled back at Shane. “Thank you for dinner, Shane. It was delicious.”

“My pleasure.” He glanced at her boss. “Monday morning I’ll have Jolene and Chance in at nine for a demo. You can email the paperwork to my assistant in advance.”

“Excellent.”

Avery wasn’t even sure what that meant exactly, but she thought it was good news. She thought it meant that someone would perform her song for Jolene Hart and Chance Rivers, which was downright amazing. One, because they were the big time. This wasn’t a struggling singer or a duo on the rise. They were established, big stars. Two, because Chance was her half brother and she had never in a million years expected to be face-to-face with him. It was nerve-racking on so many levels. Exciting. But intimidating as hell.

As soon as the check was taken care of, Pat was up out of her seat and urging them both to the door. Maybe she thought they had taken up too much of Shane’s time, or she had other plans, but whatever it was, she was hustling. There were thank-yous and goodbyes, and then Pat was glancing at her phone and swearing under her breath.

“Shane, would you mind seeing Avery out? I just got a text from my babysitter that my daughter has a high fever. She had one yesterday but she seemed better this morning.”

Avery hadn’t been at Rusted Truck long but she knew that Pat had struggled with infertility and that her daughter was her miracle child at forty. She had her office peppered with photos of little Sunday. Avery had no doubt she’d want to get right home to her.

“Oh, geez,” she said. “I hope she feels better soon.”

“Thanks.” But then as she was leaving, Pat squeezed Avery’s arm and gestured toward Shane.

“What?” Avery murmured.

“Don’t stay too long,” Pat said under her breath. “Or go anywhere alone with him.”

Her eyes widened. Did she actually think that Shane was some kind of danger to her? “I don’t plan on it.”

“That didn’t sound right. Just don’t get swept away, you know what I’m saying?” Pat looked at her, concern in her eyes.

Too late. But as far as tonight was concerned, Pat had no reason to worry. Avery didn’t have time to nod or react in any other way before Pat was out the door with lots of blown kisses and waves.

“I think you’ve been ditched,” Shane said, his hands in his pockets. His hair had fallen into his eyes and he tossed it back. “You’re stuck with me.”

“I’ll just grab a cab. That’s how I got here. I don’t have a car.” She took a slow step backward, not sure what else to do.

“Then come here and say goodbye,” he said, pulling his hands out and opening his arms as he closed the distance between them.

Holy crud, he was going to hug her. He was going to pull her against his chest and hug her and it was not professional in any way. It was what friends who had known each other in the business for years did. Longtime coworkers out socially. Lovers. Not casual acquaintances. But it was already happening so she had to go with it and hope it was loose and quick, which really were two words she never wanted applied to Shane, but in this case were necessary.

But no. It wasn’t either of those things. It was close and firm and it lingered on and on while she smelled his cologne and the beer he’d been drinking. While she was overwhelmed by the memory of what it had felt like to be held by him after sex, her head easily resting on his chest, as though it belonged there. She pondered the cruel irony of discovering her first lover was the man who may or may not hold the key to her career success, and yet all she wanted to do was tilt her head up and offer him her mouth.

Then offer him her body.

But she was going to resist temptation, even if it killed her.

When he softly kissed her temple, she was sure it would.

—

Shane had known the very second that he had walked into the restaurant and seen Avery standing there in that same white dress she’d worn the night they met that he had to touch her again. He had spent the last two hours talking casually, eating, drinking, doing everything that was normal and expected and appropriate. All the while having flashbacks to that dress, hiked up around her waist, her damp pussy right in front of him as he brought her to an orgasm with his tongue. He could hear the sound of her throaty cries still, feel her legs clamping onto his head. Smell and taste her arousal, and feel that tight heat of her untried body when he had thrust inside her.

It was hell to sit there, knowing that everything he had convinced himself of in the last three months—that she was nothing special, that he had been overly tired and that had heightened his arousal and emotional reaction to her—was a bunch of bullshit. She was something special. There was no way, just none, that he was going to take no for an answer no matter how many dinners with unintentional chaperone Pat he had to sit through, or how many times he had to ask, or how many devious angles he had to take to charm Avery back into bed. It was horribly ironic that the one woman who didn’t seem eager to just sheet dive with him was the very woman he wanted to get naked with repeatedly.

As he pulled her in tight, pressing her breasts against his chest and inhaling the scent of her shampoo, he wondered if it was the challenge. He didn’t like being the one left behind in bed the morning after, he could admit that. But even as he pondered it, he knew what he was feeling went beyond that, though. She was the kind of woman he hadn’t encountered often and he thought she was funny, clever, and the oddest mix of confident and shy. When he kissed the side of her head, he knew he’d gone too far, but he couldn’t resist. He couldn’t even blame it on the beer. He wasn’t even remotely buzzed.

She jerked back out of his arms. “Shane, please, don’t. We’re in public.”

“So in private it’s okay then?” He was being pushy and he knew it. But he figured he could push a little further before she ran. “At least you gave me a first name again. That Mr. Hart crap was annoying. I felt like a high school teacher.”

Her cheeks were pink. “Not in public or private. There will be no rubbing, Mr. Hart. Period.”

He’d give her credit for sticking to her guns. “Charming,” he told her in a low, slow drawl. All the Kentucky he still had oozed back into his voice. “But you’re kicking up a fuss for no reason. You do understand what ‘private’ means, don’t you, Little Miss Smart Mouth?”

“I understand everything. Including the fact that you have nothing to lose and I have everything to lose. So no can do, no matter how many times you stare at me with those sexy eyes of yours.”

At least he’d gotten her to admit she wanted him. That was definitely implied in her words. “Just to be clear, I never said anything about rubbing. That was your idea.”

That seemed to fluster her and she stood there, blustering, her hands fisting and then releasing. For a split second he felt guilty.

“Avery, I won’t get you fired, I promise. I would never want that.” He used a normal voice, needing to reassure her. No one would give a shit if he was seeing her or having sex with her or whatever with her. It was an intimate industry and everyone knew everyone. Rusted Truck was not going to pull the plug on a promising songwriter who would make them money because they might or might not be involved. “I’m thrilled for you. You clearly have talent and I know you’re going to go on to big things in this town. All of that has nothing to do with me. So trust me, I would never want to negatively impact your career.” He took her elbow, drew her outside the restaurant where there were no eyes to watch them.

“I want to believe you, but this job is important, Shane. It’s everything to me.”

“I know, doll. I get that.” God, why was his twang lingering? He forced himself to concentrate on his diction. “You trusted me once. You need to trust me again. I gave you my number. I don’t expect yours. If you want to see me this weekend or talk to me, the ball is in your court. Otherwise, I’ll see you Monday morning at Rusted Truck with Hart-Rivers in tow. Is that cool?”

She nodded, though she was frowning as if she were trying to find the trap. “That’s cool. Thank you.”

“Oh, one last thing.” He was going to catch her totally off guard and he felt zero remorse for it.

“What’s that?”

He bent down and kissed her, wrapping his arms around her so she couldn’t escape. She fought him for a second, then relaxed. She sighed, her mouth opening for him, and he remembered how fucking amazing it felt to kiss her. He teased his tongue between her sweet lips and found hers. She was delicious.

Right as she started to lean into him, her breathing growing heavy, her eyes drifting shut, he pulled away. “That’s all,” he said. “Thanks.”

Her eyes snapped open and she glared at him in anger. “That was dirty.”

“I never said I was a Boy Scout. Just that I wouldn’t get you fired.” He pulled his phone out, opened his taxi app, and ordered her one.

“That’s never happening again,” she said stubbornly. “You just startled me, that’s all. I didn’t have any time to block it.”

Sure. He was buying that. Not. “Then why did you kiss me back?”

“I felt sorry for you. I didn’t want to leave you standing here on the sidewalk, lips pursed, like a total fool.” Her nose was wrinkled, her words furious and shaky.

If she wasn’t so pissed, he would laugh. But he restrained himself, knowing he had hit her wall. That was all he was going to get tonight. It was enough for now. It was also enough to give her something to think about all weekend long. He knew she wouldn’t call him. That wasn’t the point. The point was to leave her aching for him the way he was aching for her.

“You’re too kind,” he said. Then as her taxi pulled up and she climbed in, he added, “Thanks for being decent.”


Chapter 10

Avery very impulsively took the four-and-a-half-hour bus ride to Kentucky after work on Friday. She’d had twenty-four hours to contemplate what Shane was offering and her head and heart were twisted in knots. She was nervous as hell about her song being performed and she needed to tweak it at her mama’s house, while filling up on some good cooking and reassuring hugs.

Her mother was petite, a tiny woman in jeans and a flannel shirt with an enormous purse slung over her shoulder. She had everything in there, from snacks and a lucky feather to duct tape and a knife. It had been the eighth wonder of the world to her as a child, and seeing her mother standing at the bus station at eleven o’clock at night, looking tiny and excited, that familiar handbag over her shoulder, made Avery want to cry.

“Hey, Mama,” she said, shuffling forward with nothing but her guitar on her back and her own purse. She hadn’t even packed clothes, figuring she’d wear whatever she’d left behind. It had been a snap decision.

Her mother’s smile fell off her face. “Baby, what’s wrong? Is this about Ben?”

She pulled Avery into her arms and Avery let her, even though she was four inches taller than her mother and she had to bend like a palm tree to put her head on her mother’s shoulder. “No, it’s not Ben. Mama, I did something stupid.”

“Well, let’s go home and talk about it. Nothing is so awful it can’t be fixed or forgiven. Except for murder.”

“Well good, because I haven’t killed anyone. Though I admit, I did want to punch Ben in the face a few times. I feel mostly over that, though. He did me a serious favor. I was holding on to a childhood relationship and I’m not sure why.”

They walked out of the bus station to her mother’s truck, Stan. It was old and noisy but her mother always joked he was the only reliable man in her life, and sadly, it was true. The drive back to her childhood home wasn’t long and while her mother chatted about local gossip, Avery settled into silence and let the familiarity calm her anxiety.

When they pulled in the drive, she noticed her mother had her fall decor out, an explosion of scarecrows and pumpkins, and she grinned. The house was a tiny house, small enough that Avery had spent the majority of her youth desperately seeking an ounce of privacy from her mother. But now she wanted to hug the house. She hadn’t considered herself homesick, but she realized she had been. It was exciting as hell to be working at Rusted Truck, but at the same time it was overwhelming. She was scared to go to that meeting Monday because what if Jolene Hart thought she sucked? What if Chance Rivers took one look at her and realized she was a dead ringer for his father—which she was—and didn’t want anything to do with her? What if Shane said something inappropriate and she was let go? It was a lot to worry about and she’d rather do it here than in her shared apartment back in the city. Her roommates were nice girls but she hadn’t really had a chance to get close to them and it wasn’t fair to Lauren to fret about the meeting when Lauren was dying for the same opportunity.

Once they were inside and her guitar was off her back, her mother smiled again. “I just can’t get over that you have a meeting with Jolene Hart and Chance Rivers! I wish you could take pictures. I know you can’t because that’s not professional, but maybe you can take a quick one, without her knowing, just for your mama.”

That made her laugh. “How do you suggest I do that?”

“Pretend like you’re taking a selfie.” Her mother demonstrated posing, pursing her lips, and sucking in her cheeks. “But you’re really taking a picture of her.”

“Because taking a selfie in a meeting is more professional than just asking her if I can snap a picture?” The image amused her.

“Good point. Damn, that’s a shame.”

Avery flopped onto the couch and put her feet up on the ottoman. “It is.”

“Avery Skye O’Leery, get your dirty boots off my footstool.”

Some things never changed. “Sorry, Mama. But don’t you think it’s weird that I’m going to meet Chance? I mean, he is my half brother.”

Her mother gave her a searching stare that made her want to squirm. “In blood, sure. But y’all were raised completely different. I don’t know Chance, but don’t get any ideas about confessing the truth to him, Avery Skye. People don’t take kindly to poor bastard relations popping up out of nowhere.”

“That’s not what I am,” she said stubbornly, even though she knew it was true. It wasn’t Chance’s responsibility to be kind to her, especially when she would be confirmation that his father had been unfaithful to his mother. “I’m not going to say anything, though. I don’t want to end my career before it starts.”

“Good. Do you want something to drink? I’ll get you a sweet tea.”

Because sweet tea fixed everything, according to Dawn O’Leery. “No, I’m fine.” She pulled her boots off and blew her hair back out of her eyes. She had shared a lot with her mama over the years. Hopes, dreams, disappointments. Heartbreak. But they’d never really talked about sexual details, because there had been no reason to when she was a virgin. She was reluctant to now, but considering Lauren was the only one she’d told about Shane, she really wanted to talk to someone who knew her, inside and out. So it was time to get personal.

As soon as her mother was on the couch next to her, resting her hand on Avery’s knee, she sprung it on her. “So when I got to Nashville I hooked up with this guy.”

Her mother’s eyebrows shot up. “You mean, like you met up with him somewhere? Did you meet him online?”

“No, I, um…I met him on the street when I left my purse in Ben’s truck and I had no money or phone. He bought me a coffee.” This was the awkward part. While she and her mother had certainly talked about sex, it was about how she hadn’t had any, not that she had. But she forced the words out. “And I slept with him.” It sounded a whole lot more impulsive than it had actually felt at the time. That night, it was as though she’d been bewitched or something. Taken in totally by his calm, soothing demeanor and thoughtfulness. He hadn’t been pushy then. Now he was and it was frustrating her.

“Oh!” Her mother looked shocked. “Well. Okay. Are you upset about it?” Her grip tightened on Avery’s knee. “Wait. Honey, are you pregnant?”

“No, no!” Avery said hastily. She would have mentioned that right away if she were.

“Thank God.” Her mother’s voice was dripping with relief. “Not that a baby isn’t a blessing but that would put your dreams on hold and that’s not what you need right now.”

“Exactly.” The thought gave her the heebie-jeebies frankly. She wasn’t ready to care for another human being and she couldn’t believe her mother had done it solo. “The problem is, I didn’t know he was famous. He’s actually going to be in that meeting Monday and I’m embarrassed. Really embarrassed.”

“Oh, Lord. Does he know you’re going to be there?”

“Yes. He’s the one who got the meeting for me. Though he says it’s not because we know each other, you know…that way.” Intimately. Ugh. She couldn’t bring herself to say that out loud in front of her mother.

“So you’re wondering if he’s just stringing you along? Honey, I don’t think he would set up a meeting with Jolene Hart, risking his reputation, just for some fun.”

When her mother put it that way, it did sound hugely arrogant on her part. Like she had a golden vagina or something. “You’re right. I just don’t know how to act. That’s why I came here this weekend. I needed to get away. I don’t want to do anything stupid before the meeting.” Like sleep with him. She needed a distraction from the temptation to text him and ask him things she had no business asking.

“I think that was smart of you. Anyway, let him chase you for a while, then he’ll get tired of it. They always do.” Her mama winked. “I should know.”

“That’s what I aim to do. Just walk the fine line of not giving in to him, but not being rude, either.” She rubbed the back of her head. She was starting to feel the tension ease. “So tell me about how you met Buck Rivers again.”

Her mother made a face. “Oh, why do you want to hear that old story? Dumbest choice of my life. But it resulted in the best gift ever—you.”

“Because apparently I, too, can be swayed by a charming man with money. I don’t know. I want to hear it.” It had never been that she wanted a father figure in her life so much as she had always just been curious as to what Buck Rivers looked like and sounded like in person. If her father was a total unknown, inaccessible, she doubted it would even matter. But over the years, Buck had been the oddest tease. She could read about him, hear the songs he wrote, know where she likely got her songwriting talent from—but she could never talk to him. It was weird.

“They had this crazy big house, him and his wife. It was notorious for wild parties, lots of drinking and drugs. Their son, Chance, was about six years old at the time, and I thought it was BS when my coworkers told me that he was like a party favor, rolling joints for guests. But I saw it with my own two eyes when we were there to cater one of the parties.” Her mother pulled her feet up and tucked them under her butt. “We were essentially invisible in that crowd of the rich and famous in Nashville. No one introduces the catering staff to anyone beyond the chef and the housekeeper. I was too young, too new to Nashville. I had no clue who Buck was, that he was the owner of the house we were in or that he was married. Our company did parties there the second Saturday of every month and he was always there, and he started talking to me, coaxing me into the music room, pointing everything out like he was a tour guide. He talked about himself in third person. ‘Look at Buck’s Grammys.’ ‘Look at this cigar collection. Buck keeps it in this secret humidor that looks like a painting. See how Buck goes cheap on the furniture? All this stuff is knockoffs.’ Later I realized he was amused that I had no idea who he was. It was a big joke to him.”

Her mother made a face, shaking her head. “I was naïve and he was a charming pig. When I realized he was married, you know I never wanted to tell him about you. But I did, out of guilt, thinking he might want to be involved with his child. He was a complete jerk about it.” She shrugged. Whatever hurt she might’ve felt about Buck’s reaction was clearly long past. “It was his loss. You’re the best daughter any mother could ask for.”

Avery could say for certain her mother had never made her feel like a mistake and whatever anger she must have felt at Buck back then, she had let it go. Her words now made Avery’s throat tight. “Thanks, Mama.” Even if it no longer bothered her mother, it bothered her that Buck had deceived and manipulated. It had always made her sad. But Buck Rivers was dead and her mother had long ago come to peace with it. “I still think you should have sued him. Not because I ever wanted for anything, but because he should have had to share the burden with you.”

“But you weren’t a burden,” her mother said gently.

It was what she always said.

Avery sighed. It shouldn’t matter to her. There was no getting an apology from a man who had passed on, and he probably wouldn’t have offered one anyway, even if a child support suit had resulted in DNA proof she was his daughter. Normally she didn’t bug her mother about it, either, it was just that it felt raw and real to her given everything that had happened with Shane.

And the fact that she now might be meeting Chance Rivers. Her half brother. What a weird label when it truly meant nothing to her other than they happened to share the same sperm donor. But that didn’t explain why she felt nervous. Or why she did want to see Chance face-to-face. It mattered to her that Chance’s reaction to her was positive, even though he would have no clue who she was. That would be enough for her, if he was friendly.

“Just remember, learn from me. Keep it together and never let a man control your destiny. I was no virgin when I went to Nashville, as everyone in this damn town will tell you, but even experienced, I was still taken in by some pretty words. Don’t let anyone do that to you.”

“I think I already did,” Avery said regretfully. But Shane wasn’t a bad man like Buck had been. She couldn’t put that on him. He’d been decent to her, treated her right. Made the sex wonderful. The night had unfolded naturally, without any manipulating.

“So how’s your love life?” she asked her mother, needing to change the subject.

“Oh, honey, I’m in a spell so dry the trees are begging the dogs to lift a leg.” Her mother looked amused. “I seem to have an unrealistic view of how old I am. I don’t want to date a sixty-five-year-old but those are the only ones interested in me. Well, them and the twenty-five-year-olds.”

Avery couldn’t prevent herself from wrinkling her nose. “Sixty-five? You can’t be serious.”

“Dead serious. Some of them are nice, some are handsome, some are both, but they all want to talk down to me. Tell me how I could mow the yard differently, or what beer I really should drink, or how I need to save for my retirement. I’ve been taking care of myself for almost thirty years. I really don’t need someone to offer to fix what doesn’t need fixing.”

“That’s just stupid, of course not.” She hated to think of her mother being lonely. “So date a twenty-five-year-old then. They’ll worship the ground you walk on.”

“You wouldn’t be embarrassed if I did that?” Her mother made a face. “I am forty-five, you know.”

“No. I don’t care who you date as long as he treats you right and you’re happy.” That was the truth. Gossips be damned. Live and let live. She wished more people did just that and she wished she hadn’t wasted so many years being who she thought people wanted her to be.

Sure, Avery couldn’t say that she would be thrilled to witness her mother snuggling up to a guy her age, but as long as it wasn’t someone she went to high school with, she would just deal with it.

“I doubt I’d ever actually do that, but thank you, hon.”

“Think how good the sex would be.” Avery grinned.

“Avery!”

If she wasn’t mistaken, her mother was blushing. That made her laugh.

“Don’t laugh at your mother.”

“Don’t pretend to be shy. You’re the one who did it at a house party.”

Her mother slapped her knee. “Don’t sass your mother. It’s disrespectful.” But the corner of her mouth was turning up. “What can I say? It was a good house party.”

That made Avery laugh even harder.

—

“You’re so hot,” the girl standing next to Shane at the bar said.

He glanced over at her. “Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself.” She wasn’t. In fact, she was gorgeous. But only in the most removed sense was he acknowledging that. He felt absolutely zero attraction to her.

She giggled. “Gee, thanks, asshole.” She leaned over the bar, way over, so that her ass lifted in a beautiful portrait of female form, as she strained for a cocktail napkin.

No one who hadn’t spilled something toxic needed a napkin so bad they couldn’t wait for a bartender to get it. She had done the maneuver just to entice him. He knew the moves. Normally he applauded them. But tonight he just wasn’t feeling it.

Walker mouthed “what the fuck” to him. His buddy was already cuddling up with the girl’s friend, leaning in way too close and exchanging flirtatious comments. Shane had nothing to say. He was bored. Normally the bar they were in was one of his favorites because it wasn’t as loud as other joints and he had engaged in plenty of entertaining and amusing conversations here.

Now he just wanted to drink his beer in silence, which was not like him at all. He shrugged at Walker.

“Are you sick?” Walker asked him. “Like a fever or something? You’re acting weird.”

He was. He knew it, but he couldn’t seem to shake off the malaise. “Maybe I am coming down with something.” It had to be the only possible explanation for why he wanted to be alone at home, not out on the scene.

“If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you have girl troubles. But you never have girl troubles. So what is it, work?”

“Nope. If it was, I would not be talking about it here anyway.” Walker knew that. He was in the industry, too. The girl Walker had been talking to was listening to them both, wide-eyed, straining to hear. It wasn’t a stretch to think she knew who they both were, but maybe she didn’t. He had no clue. The truth was, he didn’t care either way.

The one woman he cared about hadn’t called him all weekend, nor was she going to. He knew that. It still bugged him. He had wanted to be wrong. He had wanted her to want him even though she had made it clear she felt like it was a conflict of interest.

He thought about his conversation with Jolene as he sipped his beer. Maybe there was something in between being in a relationship—which frankly he thought was a crazy idea, despite Jolene’s suggestions—and this. Maybe he could just focus on Avery for a while. Date her. Not a commitment, not a promise. Just knowing that they were interested in each other, and he would be the only man touching her.

That made him want to go in the restroom and punch himself in the face. He was being an asshat. Sure, that was what every woman wanted—zero commitment, yet she couldn’t see anyone else? Avery would be jumping into his arms at that suggestion. Moron, he berated himself.

He didn’t even know her. What the hell was wrong with him? He’d spent all of three hours in her presence and yet he hadn’t been able to get her out of his head for three months. It had to be because he knew she’d been a virgin. He must feel some sort of responsibility toward her.

Not only was he an asshat and a moron, he was also a liar.

He liked her.

He wanted to get to know her better.

He didn’t want to fuck her. He wanted to date her. Well, date her and also fuck her. But that distinction was important.

It felt like the world as he knew it had completely changed.

Clamping Walker on the shoulder, Shane drained his beer. “I gotta go.”

There was no reason to be at a bar. There was nothing he was looking for there.

—

When Shane walked into Rusted Truck on Monday with his sister and Chance, he felt an odd nervous energy coursing through him. He wanted to see Avery like nobody’s business. He wanted to see her through new eyes. As a woman he wanted to date. Like go-to-dinner-and-shit kind of date. The movies. Cuddling on the couch. Isn’t that what people did when they dated? He’d have to ask his friends.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Jolene asked him when he inadvertently cut her off in his haste to enter the waiting room. “I was kind of walking here.”

“Sorry.” He had almost knocked her off balance in her high heels, so he reached out and steadied her. “I’m just distracted.”

“I can see that. Snap out of it. You brought me here so don’t make me do all the work.”

Chance sauntered over, his hands in his pockets. “Do you not want to do this?” he asked her, studying Jolene’s face.

“Of course I want to do this. I’m curious about the song. But Shane is being a turd.”

It didn’t take much for them to revert to childish name-calling. It was their right as siblings. “Because I walked in front of you? Get over yourself.” He rolled his eyes.

Luckily, Pat came into the room before their argument could go any further. Avery was just a few steps behind her.

“Good morning, ladies. Thanks for having us in,” Shane said.

Pat started talking, but he didn’t hear a thing. Avery had come forward, and all he could do was stare at her. She was wearing a flowing kind of top thing that he didn’t have a name for, and a denim skirt that cupped her ass and showed off her trim and strong legs. His mouth went dry. Those thighs had been wrapped around him…

He realized everyone was staring expectantly at him.

He coughed a little bit. “Avery, Pat, this is my sister Jolene Hart and her amazing partner, Chance Rivers.” He gestured to them and attempted to bring Avery forward for handshaking, but Avery was rooted to the floor like an old growth oak.

“Wait, Chance is amazing and I’m just your sister and that’s it?” Jolene joked. “That isn’t saying much.”

“Hush,” he told her. “You have an ego as big as your hair. You don’t need me stroking it.”

Jolene grinned.

Avery finally spoke. Her voice squeaked. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both. I’m so honored.” She rubbed the palms of her hands on her skirt then reached out to take Jolene’s hand. “I’m sorry. I’m new in town and I’m country still. I get starstruck.”

“You are me six years ago. I know the feeling well. Remember, if you’re ever too nervous to speak just smile and nod. Smile and nod got me through my first dozen events and cocktail parties.”

Avery smiled and nodded.

Jolene laughed. “Perfect. This is my partner, Chance.”

“Hi,” Avery said, nodding to Chance before ducking her eyes down. A red stain spread across her cheeks.

“Pleasure to meet you,” Chance said.

Shane felt like Avery was his show-and-tell. It wasn’t often he got excited about new talent, but this was one of those moments. And it had nothing to do with the fact that they’d slept together. In truth, he’d had sex with more than one aspiring musician, and none of them had intrigued him professionally.

The thought was both frustrating and amusing. Avery really was the wrong package. He should be more worried about mixing business with pleasure, but he wasn’t.

Pat ushered them into a large boardroom that had a casual sofa and some rolling chairs. There was a sideboard with a full breakfast spread and flutes with orange juice, presumably for after the presentation. Avery’s guitar was waiting next to one of the chairs and she sat down, crossing her legs.

“I didn’t know,” she said, “that I would be performing for y’all. I don’t have the best voice, so forgive me for that, and look past it.” She strummed her guitar, humming a little, finding herself.

She was incredibly nervous, he could tell that. He gave her a smile. “I’ve already heard you sing. It’s fine. Just do your thing.”

The first time she’d sung the song, he had been in the hallway. Then she had fiddled around with it when he had asked to hear it again, but hadn’t dug in and sung with confidence.

She started out slowly, but once she found her rhythm, her fingers coaxing her guitar, Shane relaxed back and just watched her. He studied the way her mouth moved, the tilt of her head, the way her eyes sometimes drifted half-closed.

Holy hell, she was so gorgeous.

And he was a guy who had found that woman. That one woman who would make his whole world just stand still for a minute and all he could see or think about was her.

It never occurred to Shane to look at his sister or Chance to see what they thought. He was wholly focused on Avery. He wanted to devour her, inch by inch. He wanted to pick through her brain, read all her thoughts. He wanted to make her laugh.

When the last note faded, Jolene clapped, jerking Shane out of his reverie. “Girl, that was mighty pretty.”

Avery smiled. “Thank you, Ms. Hart.”

Jolene looked over at him. “Hey, y’all give me a minute alone with Avery.”

Shane frowned at his sister. “Why?”

“None of your damn business.” She rolled her eyes. “I just want to talk to her, get to know her. Go find something to do for three minutes.”

He didn’t like that, but he didn’t have much choice. Pat left and he and Chance followed. It was tempting to linger in the hallway, but Chance shook his head.

“Dude, I wouldn’t do that. Let’s go grab some coffee in the waiting room.”

Shane tried to catch Avery’s eye, give her a smile or a wink or share a moment of intimate reassurance with her, but she never even glanced his way.

—

Avery hoped it wasn’t a bad sign that Jolene was shoving everyone else out of the room. All things considered, she thought she’d done just about the best she could, given her nerves and her lack of range. For a second, when she had stared at Chance, she had thought she was going to swallow her tongue. He had been friendly, professional. If he had been a cold jerk, she would have gotten angry and that would have given her sass. As it was, she’d been overcome from a sense of melancholy for what had never been for her mother. For herself. Hopefully, her discomfort hadn’t been too obvious and she had thought she’d pulled it together enough to give a decent representation of what her song could be as sung by the right voice.

But now she had the sinking feeling Jolene hadn’t liked it, and it occurred to her in that second, she shouldn’t have allowed her thoughts to run too far ahead. It was a hard business. She steeled herself for rejection. Told herself it was to be expected.

After the others left the room, Jolene gave her a searching look. “Can I be frank with you?”

Avery was startled at her earnest tone. “Yes, of course.” She prepped herself for an honest critique. Whatever was said, however painful it was, she would learn and grow from it. She was a novice and there was no getting around that. It was amazing that she’d gotten to at least play the song for Jolene, all things considered.

“I like the song. I really do. I want Shane to put a hold on it for me. But we’ll get back to that in a second.”

Avery was nodding before Jolene’s words hit her. “Wait, what? Really?” She had been sure Jolene was going to tell her she wasn’t ready for Nashville. “Thank you so much!”

Jolene nodded. “We need to get something out of the way first, though. I see the way my brother looks at you.”

Damn it. Was this how it was going to be? She felt like grinding her teeth together. “How is that?” she asked, even though she knew. She had felt his eyes on her the entire time she’d been singing.

“Like he wants a piece of you,” Jolene said bluntly. “I was a young girl in Nashville myself and it’s easy to fall for the flattery and the pretty words, you know what I’m saying?”

Avery’s heart plummeted. She knew there was no way to keep Shane’s interest in her a secret. He was far too obvious, and now Jolene thought she was going to tumble head over heels for him. She wanted to make it clear she had no intention of doing that. “I know he’s flirting with me, but I don’t take it seriously, I promise you. I know I’m just the new girl and that might catch his eye for five minutes.”

It was the truth. What surprised her was how much it hurt to actually voice it. Maybe she cared more than she thought she did.

Jolene rolled her chair back to the sideboard and popped a strawberry in her mouth. Then she grabbed two of the crystal flutes off the tray and used her feet to bring her chair back to the table. “Mimosa?”

“Oh, no, I shouldn’t.” Avery shook her head.

“Just drink it. No one ever got stupid off one mimosa.” Jolene handed the flute to Avery. “At least I think there is champagne in here. If not, I’m going to be disappointed.”

Her throat was dry so she took a sip. That was some bubbly deliciousness right there. “Thank you.”

Jolene took a sip of her own drink. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable or have you think I’m calling you naïve, because I’m not. I can see you’re wary of him. But you find him cute. You can admit it.”

“He ain’t ugly, that’s for sure,” Avery said vehemently.

Jolene laughed. “I agree, even though I would never admit that in front of him. It’s easy to say you’ll never do something until suddenly you do, then you’re feeling things, and then there are drunken tears at midnight outside a bar, and your heart is broken. Been there, done that.”

“That’s exactly what I’m trying to avoid.” Avery wouldn’t have had sex with him if she’d had any clue who he was before their clothes came off, she was sure of it. As for getting her heart broken, she’d prefer that be over her songwriting skills, not a man.

“That’s good, because, honey, my brother is Mr. Stick It In, not Mr. Stick Around.” Jolene put her hands up. “That doesn’t sound pretty, but it’s the truth and I don’t see it changing anytime soon.”

Avery couldn’t help but give a startled laugh of embarrassment. “Now that’s one way to put it.” She brushed her hair behind her ear. “I appreciate what you’re saying. I know that the only reason he’s even pursuing me is because I’ve said no. If I said yes, it would be one night, and that would be the end of it. But I keep saying no, so he keeps asking.”

Jolene was nodding so she continued. “I may not be the most experienced woman in the world when it comes to men, Ms. Hart, but I watched my mama give every fool in town her trust and as much as I adore her, I know it got her nothing but a bad reputation and me.” She didn’t mean to get personal with Jolene, but it was important to her to make it clear that under no circumstance was the nonsense with Shane going to affect her ability to do her job and do it well. She also thought if Jolene knew how well she could keep a secret, she might be impressed, but there was no way to share that given the secret was her connection to Chance.

“Lord, you, too?” Jolene rolled her eyes. “My mother took up with every idiot who drove an eighteen-wheeler after my parents split. Heart as big as Texas, but way too trusting.”

Avery could sympathize with that all too well. “Exactly. My mother is such a good woman, but that’s what gets her into trouble.” This was an awkward conversation in general, and she felt a little like she was betraying her mother’s privacy. But she wanted Jolene to understand she wasn’t going to tumble head over heels for Shane. “I have made mistakes in the past myself.” She thought of Ben. “Big ones. But I’m here to start my career, not find a boyfriend.”

That was the truth of it.

“All right then,” Jolene said with a nod. “Now that we got that out of the way, a toast.” She raised her glass. “To making a hit recording out of this song, which I think we should title, ‘Cleaning Up a Man’s Mess.’ ”

Relief made her damn near giddy. Her relationship with Shane wasn’t going to impact what happened with the song. She raised her glass and tapped it against Jolene’s. “Cheers.”

Holy crap, this was actually real.

Yet without Shane, this wouldn’t even be happening.

She was sitting in a meeting room with the Jolene Hart, having met Chance, because of Shane.

She wasn’t quite sure how she felt about that. Avery sipped her champagne and thought life was a wild ride. Like being on the back of Shane’s motorcycle.


Chapter 11

Shane hated surprises in general and in particular he really, really hated surprise parties. His coworkers and staff knew that full well, which was why, strolling into his office on his birthday, he felt confident that no one would be stupid enough to have thirty balloons or a stripper or everyone he’d ever known in his life popping up from behind a cubicle.

It didn’t exempt him from greetings and well-wishes, though. The minute he passed the receptionist she gave him a sunny smile. “Happy birthday, Mr. Hart!” she said in a singsong voice.

“Thanks, Meredith.” Shane forced a half smile back at her. He was usually known for appreciating a good time and he knew everyone in the office was bewildered at his abhorrence of any birthday celebrations.

But he had his reasons and only his family knew what they were.

Retreating into his office, he shut the door firmly and sighed. He hated that he hated his birthday and it had nothing to do with this one in particular being a big one. He didn’t give a shit about turning thirty. He had accomplished more in his life than he had ever expected to, and this office was proof of that. He had worked with a designer who had done a rustic-meets-industrial look, with dark woods, steel accents, and a worn but expensive as hell leather sofa. His desk looked like the flagship of his success, massive and pretentious and very, very clean. His secretary tolerated no empty coffee mugs or strewn papers.

He was on the fast track to even greater success and at the record label he had been with for the last three years, he’d brought more new talent into the halls than anyone else on staff. But he couldn’t think about his success today. All he could think was that it had been twenty goddamn years since his tenth birthday, when his mother had attempted to throw him a party and his father had gotten angry.

Shane went over to his mini fridge and grabbed a soft drink, wishing it wasn’t too early to drink. He popped the tab and took a long swallow to force the bile back down his throat. He didn’t reflect on that day three hundred and sixty-four days a year. His birthday was the only day he allowed himself to remember. Heading to his desk he felt his nostrils flaring as he pictured it, being a kid, being excited. He’d never had a party before and he had invited five buddies from school over.

Friends weren’t allowed at their house as a general rule because it made their father mad. Everything made their father mad. But later on, Shane had realized other parents didn’t want their kids coming to the Hart house anyway, because they were afraid of what they might see. It still pissed him off that no one had ever offered to help his mother. Nope. Carlene Hart had been on her own.

It was the silly string that started it.

Elle accidentally shot some out of the can on the coffee table, where Daddy’s beer was, and it had wrapped around the bottle. He had grabbed the can out of her hand and thrown it against the wall.

Carlene had protested, complaining that it was for the party, that it had been expensive. Invoking money with Billy was the biggest misstep ever, right after commenting on how much he drank.

When she had bent over to retrieve the can, Elle already scurrying far out of the way, Billy kicked his mother right in the back, knocking her down against the wall, her head clipping against the end table. She didn’t move, unconscious, and Shane remembered the fear that she was dead, and the loathing, the deep, primal rage. He had attacked his father with balled-up, ineffectual fists, screaming, “Don’t hurt my mama!” It was a blur, but the next thing he knew Billy had snapped his arm backward in half.

He could still hear the crack of his bone, feel all the air leave his lungs, remember the scream of pain that roared out of his mouth. His father had popped him across the mouth then, yelling at him to shut up and man up and stay the fuck out of his business. Shane had tumbled to the well-worn carpet and thrown up, almost choking on his own vomit, before he had rolled to his side and lay there crying, hating himself for being weak, unable to protect his mother or his sisters. He had lain there and stared at the silly string, the sad little streamers his mother had tried to use to make their depressing dump of a house festive. There was a lopsided dollar mix cake, ten candles in it, right next to his father’s beer and his birthday seemed pathetic. Pointless.

A broken arm was all he’d gotten that day. No presents. It was a tradition he had continued.

Sitting in his desk chair, he reached down into his file cabinet and pulled out the worn manila envelope that held the X-rays from that day, and from the ones that followed. A little bundle of hate, that was what it was. He sat there, morose, until someone knocked on his door.

“Yes, come in.” He shoved the folder back in his drawer and forced himself to look at the awards on his wall, the glossy framed photos of his talent. This was who he was. Not that scared kid.

The door opened and his secretary, Stormy, popped her head in. “There’s a package for you, sir.”

“So bring it to me.”

Stormy grinned. “It’s kind of big. Maybe you should come out here.”

Great. That sounded like birthday bullshit. Suspicious, he stood up and glared at her. “Did you do something?”

Stormy was about a year younger than he was, and was never the least bit intimidated by him. She pushed her hipster glasses up on her nose. “Nope. I think your artists are to blame for this one.”

When he stepped outside, feeling some serious trepidation, he was greeted by an entire line of sexy women in short shorts wearing T-shirts that said, DIRTY THIRTY. There were whoops from his coworkers, heads popping up from cubicles as his friend, the very talented musician, Walker, started playing the guitar. Oh, God. He was playing “Happy Birthday.” Shane coughed to hide his fucking horror. The girls, all smiling, and all very big-chested, started shimmying and dancing and singing. It was a very interesting display for noon at the office and he would rather be anywhere but where he was at that moment.

This was his very definition of hell.

But he was pleased that his friend cared. Stormy opened the door to her office and suddenly balloons burst forward, smacking him in the face. “These are from the label,” she said around gold Mylar.

Then a cake was being wheeled in, also from the label, shaped like a Grammy with a giant “30” on it.

It was nice. He had to admit it. He might even have enjoyed it if his palms weren’t sweating and his forehead wasn’t clammy.

He ate cake. He said thank you. He smiled. He joked. He did what he had learned to do well over the years. Seem engaged but keep his distance. No one needed to know how he really felt, what his birthday really represented.

Yet when he finally went back to the peace of his office, feeling his gut twisted in knots, he texted Avery, whose number he’d gotten by asking her in front of Pat, knowing she couldn’t refuse him then.

It’s my birthday.

He had no idea why the fucking hell he did it. Or why he didn’t stop himself. But he didn’t.

She didn’t respond and he hated himself for needing her.

—

It was the best week of her life and the worst week of her life.

Shane sent her flowers of congratulations. Everyone at work, all twenty-two staff members, had seen them arrive. Pat was wary. Some of the girls were jealous, some glanced at her disdainfully. The guys looked at her like she had hidden magical sexual powers that they now wanted to explore.

One guy in particular had started flirting with her, cornering her in the break room. It made her extremely uncomfortable.

She heard two of the girls talking about her as she walked past their cubicle.

She can’t sing for shit.

I guess I could get a hold on a song if I sucked someone’s dick, too.

When she stopped and stared at both of them, hard, hoping to shame them into shutting up, they just looked at her blandly. They didn’t even care that she’d heard them.

Shane came into Rusted Truck twice, also noteworthy, though she had no idea why. She tried to avoid him, but he would come into her space and sit down like he belonged there. He gave her another business card with a wink, telling her he had to assume she’d lost the first one. He invited her to dinner, which she declined.

Wednesday he texted her.

It’s my birthday.

For an hour, she had agonized over how to answer that, but she couldn’t bring herself to just not respond at all. It was his birthday and that was special. How petty and rude would she look if she didn’t at least offer well-wishes? It must be his thirtieth. She wanted him to have a great birthday. Under any other circumstances, she would make him a card or buy him a drink.

Happy birthday! Enjoy your cake.

I’d rather enjoy you.

The feeling was mutual but she just wrote haha and left it at that.

He found reasons to touch her, reminding her body of how good it had felt to be held by him. The hardest thing of all was that she associated him with pleasure, but also with comfort. She was scared and upset by what was happening in the office, and the horrible paradox was that he was the cause of it, yet she wanted nothing more than for him to hug her and make her feel better.

It was a muddled mess.

Her nerves were strung out.

She couldn’t sleep.

At night, she lay in the small room of her apartment and stared at the ceiling, imagining her song becoming a huge hit. Jolene singing it on her tour, album sales through the roof. A Grammy. Other offers from other artists. It was crazy. She knew it might not go that way at all. It might be the turkey on the album and never play on the air once. It might never even make it onto an album. But if it did and it got airtime…the possibilities were endless. A small secret part of her also wanted Chance to find out the truth and welcome her into the family with open arms, but that was even less likely than the song becoming a hit record.

During the day at Rusted Truck it was hard to think that anything good might happen at all. She had a target on her back, and no friends save Lauren, and she was trying stay out of the whole mess so that their coworkers didn’t turn on her, as well. Avery understood. She didn’t expect Lauren to put her own neck on the line to defend her. But she wasn’t sure how to defend herself. Or if she even should.

By Friday the pit in her gut was so huge, she went into the restroom at lunch, afraid she was actually going to throw up. Nothing happened, but after hovering over the toilet for five minutes, she emerged clammy, hands shaking, to find her coworker Charlotte washing her hands at the sink and watching Avery in the mirror.

“Is everything okay?” Charlotte asked. “That gagging sounded like morning sickness.”

There was a certain amount of glee in Charlotte’s voice that irritated the crap out of Avery. She imagined this was how it had been for her mother. Everyone with an opinion, everyone with a judgment. “I’m not pregnant. But thanks for the concern.” Yeah, that was sarcasm.

Charlotte was from New York and she had a flat accent that always sounded like she was mocking Avery. “Too bad. I’m sure the child support from a producer would have you living in style.”

“Kiss my ass, Charlotte,” Avery said. It just flew out of her mouth, a week’s worth of tongue biting swirling down the drain. She couldn’t help herself. She was sick of being the office joke.

Charlotte’s eyebrows rose. “Charming.” She pulled her lipstick out of her pocket and lined her mouth with a deep berry color. Charlotte was a brunette with olive skin, her features exotic. “I guess that whole country cutie thing you have going on is just an act. You’re as big of a bitch as the rest of us. You just hide it behind freckles and a twang.”

Avery had nothing to say to that. Feeling like she might explode, she slapped the door open and went down the hallway, refusing to look left or right and meet anyone’s eye. Snatching her guitar off her chair, she walked straight out to the parking lot. She needed air. It wasn’t cold outside, just crisp, and she was wearing a sweater. She plunked herself down on the sidewalk, feet on the asphalt, right behind an old Cavalier. Finding a note, she closed her eyes and tried to relax, her fingers idling over the strings.

All week she had been thinking about relationships and sex and how it was such a mistake to mix them with business. But she supposed the overlapping had been going on from the minute of her conception. Would it even matter that she’d stood her ground with Shane if someone found out the bigger truth—that she was Chance’s half sister?

But no one was going to know that unless she swiped his coffee cup and had his saliva tested for DNA. Which she was not going to do, because that was invasive and not fair to Chance.

The door opened behind her and she hoped it was someone who would have no interest in speaking to her.

“Hey.”

Avery opened her eyes. It was Lauren, thank goodness. Not someone who was going to make a rude comment like Charlotte had. Lauren was wearing spandex high-waisted pants and a cute color-block sweater with a bow at the neck.

“Everyone says you’re losing it.”

Avery gave a sigh. “Everyone says a lot of things. I’m not the one who has been running my mouth all week.”

“Hey, I get it.” Lauren hovered next to her. “Damn it, you’re going to force me to sit down on this sidewalk and get dirt on my pants, aren’t you?”

She glanced up at her friend. “You don’t have to sit down. You don’t have to give me a pep talk, it’s okay. I just needed a minute. Charlotte made a crack to me in the bathroom and I’m just done with this week.”

But Lauren gingerly lowered herself in her high-heel boots, wincing as she dropped onto the cement. “Here’s the thing. And I know you know this, I’m just reminding you—the more successful you are, the more people are going to say shit to you. It’s a fact. It’s a cutthroat business and you need to have thick skin. If it were someone else, you would roll your eyes and ask the same questions. You’d say it wasn’t fair that someone was getting a shot because they had sex with a producer.”

Avery really didn’t want to be having this conversation. She sighed and stopped playing her guitar. “I know. You’re right, I would. But I didn’t have sex with Shane to catch a break and I’m not giving him any encouragement. You can see that.” The man was relentless. “I’ve even told him straight out no. But that just seems to make him try harder. It’s so typical and I don’t need it right now.”

What she didn’t say was that if he stopped pursuing her, she’d be disappointed. She knew she would. It was why all of this was so stressful. She wanted him, no doubt about it.

“I wish I had words of wisdom but I’m fresh out. This is not a position I’ve found myself in. Zeke basically crooked his finger at me six months ago and I was on him like stink on a hog. But Zeke is a broke-ass tattoo artist, so my experience means exactly nothing in this situation.”

That made Avery laugh. “Thanks for trying. I’m fresh out of wisdom, too. My mama told me to never let a man determine my destiny and yet that’s what I did for all those years I was with Ben. He dictated our relationship parameters. I can’t do that again. I’m even making the conscious choice to not allow that to happen and yet it still is. Talk about ironic. Annoying.”

“I say if everyone is going to be talking about it anyway, you might as well do what they think you’re doing. Go have yourself a leg-spread weekend with Shane Hart and tell me every filthy, dirty detail.”

“A leg-spread weekend?” The wording struck her as hilarious. “Is that like casual Friday?”

“It’s very casual Friday. Beyond Netflix and chill. It’s like I’m so relaxed, whoops, my legs just opened for you. It starts with tequila and ends with solid sleep and no regrets.”

“I’d love to get a good night’s sleep. I’ve been tossing and turning all week.”

“No greater cure for that than sex.”

“I’m not having sex with Shane Hart.”

“Wait. I’ve got it. Then have sex with someone else!” Lauren looked like this realization was brilliant. “It’s a solid plan. Shane will totally lose interest in you if you bang someone else.”

It was a fair point but Avery wasn’t about to just pick up a random guy off the street to have sex with. Because, what, she’d never done that before? Lordy. She wrinkled her nose. “I haven’t met anyone I like. I can’t just bang for the sake of banging.”

“You’re an odd little thing,” Lauren said with a grin. “You’re like the only person I know who would say that. Now help me up. My ass is numb and these pants are cutting off my circulation.”

Avery stood up and held out her hand for Lauren. “Are you free tonight? I think we should go out.”

“Now you’re talking. Let’s shake the dust off our dancing shoes.” Lauren rose up and smacked repeatedly at her ass, craning her head to see her backside. “Is there any dirt on my butt?”

She rolled her eyes. “You weren’t rolling around in mulch. There is nothing on your butt.”

“I’m not sure I should trust you. You are the office slut, after all.” Lauren gave her a grin. “And for the record, I hate Charlotte.”

Avery laughed. “I want to be the office bore instead. That’s what I was before.”

“Not tonight, honey. We’re going to tear it up.”

—

Shane wouldn’t say that he was stalking Avery, but he was stalking Avery. It wasn’t hard. Her friend Lauren posted a lot on social media and, all throughout their night on the town, she checked them in at various locations, posted pictures in front of bar signs, and otherwise gave him a very easy road map to accidentally run into Avery if he so chose.

It was fucked up, he was aware of that fact. He had maybe become slightly obsessed with getting a response from her. This was the fallout of never being told no. He couldn’t stand it. It made his balls tight and his dick hard and his nights sleepless. He knew that Avery wanted him, she just didn’t think she should act on that want because of her job. As far as he was concerned, it didn’t matter one damn bit, and he was going to prove that to her.

The birthday text had fueled his determination. Didn’t she understand that he had put himself way the fuck out there? He didn’t announce to anyone it was his birthday, certainly not to a woman in a text. He was embarrassed he had done that, and that pissed him off. He didn’t like feeling uncomfortable or vulnerable, yet it showed him that there was something special about Avery. This was different. She was different.

Her response had been what anyone would have written. It was friendly, sweet. Yet he had still wanted more.

He had to enlist his friend Michael to help him, though he didn’t tell him that. Michael was a drummer in a well-known country band, and he was always up for a night out when he wasn’t working. Shane didn’t feel guilty about texting him last minute because Michael had done it to him a dozen times. He arranged to meet him at the bar Avery and Lauren were currently at.

He figured there was a chance they might’ve left already when he arrived, but to his surprise they were out on the dance floor, doing their thing. He stood at the end of the bar by the door, keeping an eye out for Michael and watching Avery at the same time. She was dressed in skintight jeans and a flannel, neatly tucked into her pants. The top two buttons were open, showing a flash of ivory skin. She had on boots with heels and big dangling earrings that he guessed she’d borrowed off her friend. They weren’t her style. Too flashy.

Normally he wasn’t one to play games, but Avery wasn’t normal. Nothing about the way he felt was normal. He felt somewhat devious and very determined. But he figured if her telling him no made him chase harder, the same might hold true for her. There was a woman eyeing him, and when he made eye contact, she smiled at him.

“Why aren’t you out there dancing?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t dance.”

“Too bad, because I was hoping to make my ex jealous.” She tilted her head slightly to the dance floor. “He’s out there now.”

Shane couldn’t tell who she was gesturing to, but he felt her pain. While he didn’t want to make Avery jealous, per se, he did want a reaction from her. A little attention. “I might be in a similar predicament. The woman I’m interested in is dancing, too.”

“It sounds like we have a job to do then.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.

Shane couldn’t resist. He led her out to the edge of the dance floor and instead of going along to the beat of the fast-paced song, he put his arms around her and swayed with her, keeping a respectful distance.

She laughed. “We can’t dance like this! Everyone is staring at us.”

They were. Perfect. “It’s the only way I can dance. I have no rhythm.”

“Someone wants your attention,” the blonde said, raising her eyebrows up and down. “That didn’t take long.”

He turned her a little and saw Avery and Lauren. Avery had walked right up to them. Lauren was still dancing behind her. He put on an expression of surprise. “Hey, you two.”

“What are you doing here?” Avery asked.

“I see my friend waving to me from the bar,” his dance partner said. “So I’m quitting the dance floor. Have fun, y’all.”

“Thanks, you too. Nice meeting you.”

He knew she would drift away back to her post with her other friends, and hopefully she had gotten what she wanted from their two minutes on the dance floor. He turned his attention to his own target. Avery looked annoyed. Lauren was grinning.

“Look at you two having some Friday night fun. I hope you’re celebrating, Avery. You deserve it.” He was determined to sound casual and not admit he was there on purpose.

She glared at him. “Who was that girl?” she asked, looking around him to where his dance partner had walked away.

Jealousy. Interesting. “Huh? Oh, I don’t know. I just met her a few minutes ago. She seems nice.”

Avery held her ground, though. “You shouldn’t let her get away then.” She started rolling her hips to the music in a way that was distracting as hell. He would not have thought Avery was the woman to tear it up on the dance floor, but she had moves that were making his mouth dry. He was afraid his plan had backfired because he was the one hot and bothered.

“I’m good,” he said.

She eyed him. “I hope you had a good birthday.”

It had been like the last twenty-something he had tolerated and nothing more. “It was fine. What’s your drink, Lauren?” he asked the other woman. “I’m heading to the bar.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” she protested.

“I don’t have to do anything. I want to.”

Lauren smiled. “I’m not going to say no twice. Jack and Coke please.”

“See, now why can’t Avery be more like you?” He jerked his thumb toward her. “She must have said no to me ten times now.”

“You would think you wouldn’t need to hear it that many times,” Avery said loudly over the music. “But if you’re offering to buy drinks, I will take a beer.”

“She likes me,” he said to Lauren. “She just doesn’t want to admit it.”

With that he quit the dance floor and went back to the front door. He could see Michael had just arrived. They gave a brief guy hug and Shane thought maybe he hadn’t thought this through. Michael was good-looking and well-known around town. He got attention from women everywhere and when they were out together it was always a party. Having Michael as wingman was either going to succeed in showing Avery he was a catch or make her decide Shane really wasn’t worth the hassle of wading through a sea of cleavage and short shorts.

“I ran into two of the girls who write at Rusted Truck,” he told Michael. “Told them I’d buy them a drink. What do you want?”

“Gin and tonic. Make it a double. Point out the girls to me. I’ll go introduce myself.” Michael glanced around with interest. He had long hair and two full-arm tattoo sleeves. He looked like the drummer he was and he used that to his advantage.

“The redhead in the plaid shirt on the dance floor and the one with the hair that is half black and half white.”

“Well, that was easy,” Michael mused. “They stand out in that sea of big blond hair.”

So he wasn’t the only one who thought Avery stood out. Shane felt both a sense of pride and jealousy.

None of this might have been such a great idea but he was in it so he was going to roll with it.

—

Avery couldn’t believe Shane was at the bar. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She tried to ask Lauren if she had checked them in on social media, but then suddenly out of nowhere a guy with tattoos and long hair approached them, and Lauren just about fainted. It turned out he was the drummer for Annie Oakley, a country band, and Lauren had recognized him. He was there with Shane. Lauren was drooling and they had to move off the dance floor because people were starting to ask Michael if they could take selfies with him.

She had no choice but to follow Michael and Lauren to the bar to meet Shane, who had gestured he needed help carrying drinks. She would look like a total jerk in front of Michael if she stayed on the dance floor by herself. It wouldn’t be fair to ruin Lauren’s fun. She would just be polite, talk, have a beer, leave, and try her best not to stare at Shane and think he was the hottest man in the bar. Michael was friendly and he seemed to know about her meeting with Jolene, so she figured Shane had mentioned it. She tried to stay by Michael, asking him questions and chatting, but Lauren kept stealthily edging her out of the conversation to snag Michael’s full attention. It was clear she was completely and totally in lust with the drummer.

Avery figured Lauren had the right to talk to Michael. She had been willing to come out with her, the office slut, and risk making enemies. The least Avery could do was let her have a breathless flirt fest.

Unfortunately, that left her with Shane. She sipped her beer and looked at him, trying to figure out what he was thinking. He smiled at her, that easygoing, charming smirk he wore so frequently.

Nothing seemed to bother him. Nothing. Was he never annoyed? Angry? It was unnatural. The man never seemed rattled, whereas she didn’t know what to say.

Her conversation with Jolene kept playing through her head. It wouldn’t be good to be seen with Shane. “What is your sister doing tonight?” she asked.

He gave her an amused look. “I have no idea. Why?”

She wasn’t sure if she should reveal that she’d been warned off Shane, or if that would cause sibling tension. Likely the latter, so she kept her mouth shut. “Just being nosy.”

“Would you be mad at me if I said you look beautiful right now?”

“Yes.” Which was such a lie. She wanted to hear him say sweet things to her, at the same time she knew it was so dangerous. Her attraction to him was too great to remain aloof, and she didn’t trust herself not to melt like butter when he turned those sultry eyes on her like he was now.

He burst out laughing. “You’re ridiculous. I hate to break it to you, but I’m not going away. I know you want me as much as I want you.”

A girl jostled her and her beer sloshed onto her chest. She gave a startled cry. It wasn’t a big deal, but it was unexpected and cold.

Shane reached out and wiped at her breasts with his hand. “Got it.” His eyes were dark as he looked down at her, and she could see that he remembered, just like she did, what it had felt like to have his hands caressing her bare skin.

What was mortifying was it didn’t turn her off to have him basically stroking her chest under the guise of drying her shirt. Instead, it made her breasts heavy, her nipples tight, her inner thighs ache. Damn him. She turned to Lauren for help, but her friend was doing a shot with Michael. That looked like something Avery wanted no part of, so she quickly pulled away, excusing herself to go to the ladies’ room.

She was going to cry. She could feel the tears pressing hard, relentless. The office gossip had been too much. She was vulnerable and she had wanted to release tension, not spend the night evading the source of that tension. That sexual tension was too much on top of worrying about her coworkers and their opinions all week.

Instead of going to the restroom she bolted through the front door of the bar and leaned against the brick wall, breathing deeply the cool night air. The bouncer at the door gave her a curious look but didn’t say anything. It was too hot inside, too many bodies. The music was too loud. She sighed and pressed at her stomach, which was churning.

She was debating texting Lauren that she couldn’t go back in when Lauren came out, laughing, arm looped through Michael’s. “Hey, there you are! Shane said you were in the ladies’. He’s waiting for you inside.”

“I got hot in there. I needed some air.”

Michael lit a cigarette and offered it to Lauren. She took it and put it to her lips. “We’re going to a place a few doors down. Michael says they have the best whiskey ever there and he knows the bartender.”

Avery wondered how drunk Lauren was. She looked mighty cozy with the drummer despite her boyfriend of six months. “Okay. I’ll go get Shane. We’ll be there in a minute.” She couldn’t let Lauren go off alone with Michael and do something she might regret.

“Toodles!” Lauren said, giving her a finger wave.

“Does Shane know the place?” Avery asked Michael.

He nodded. “Absolutely.”

“Okay. See you there then.” She forced herself to go back into the bar. Shane frowned when he spotted her.

“I thought you were in the restroom.”

“I went outside for air. Lauren and Michael just left. I told them I’d get you and we’d meet them there.”

Shane drained his beer and set it down on the bar. “Okay then.”

When they got outside he looked down at her. “Where did they go?”

“He said the place has the best whiskey ever and he knows the bartender. What does that mean?”

Shane started laughing. “He means his house. He’s taking Lauren home with him.”

“What?” She started clawing in her purse for her phone. “I don’t think Lauren picked up on that. She might not want to do that.” She found her phone and started texting madly.

Where are you?

I’m having the best time ever. OMG HE’S SO HOT.

Lauren had already had three Jack and Cokes and then had taken a shot of who knew what with Michael.

Don’t go home with him. You’ll regret it.

I regret nothing. I’m totally going to fuck his face off.

Okay then. Avery didn’t know Lauren well enough to insist that she not go with Michael. Maybe Lauren was fully cognizant. As she debated how to answer, she got another text.

Are you okay to get home? Because I’ll see you Monday with a story to tell.

So much for hos before bros. Avery guessed when a musician was involved all bets were off, but at least Lauren was worried about her getting home.

I’m fine. xoxo

Lauren didn’t reply. Avery looked up at Shane. “Is she safe with him?”

Shane scoffed. “Of course. He’s a giant flirt but he’s totally harmless. If she’s looking for a good time, he will definitely give it to her.”

“Aren’t you mad he just left you like that?”

“No. We do that to each other all the time. You can’t be sensitive about it.”

Avery knew she was sensitive about everything right now. Very sensitive. For some reason his words rubbed her completely wrong. “Is that just how it goes? Is that what this is?”

“What what is?” Shane tipped her chin up. “You know what this means, though. We’re finally alone. It’s about fucking time.”

Her emotions were too raw. She jerked out of his touch.

“This is a game to you!” she said. “It’s not a game to me! If I get fired, it’s over, Shane. Do you know what they’ve been saying about me at work? I heard them talking about me all week. Saying that I sucked your dick in exchange for face time with Jolene. That I’m a shit songwriter who doesn’t deserve to have a song on hold, but that slut trumps talent.”

To his credit, he looked extremely chagrined. “Wait, what? Are you serious?”

“Yes, I’m dead serious. Unfortunately. I told you this would happen but you didn’t listen. How do you think Pat is going to feel about this being the dynamic in the office? If she fires me, no other publisher will ever hire me. I won’t be able to pay my rent and what’s the point of staying anyway if I’m untouchable? I’ll end up going home and that’s it.” She threw her hands out in an exaggerated gesture, making an X over and over. “I’m done. End of story. My career over before it even started.”

His face sobered. “Avery. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to upset you. I didn’t know it was this bad for you. I thought—hell, I don’t know what I thought. I thought people would gossip, but people always gossip. I didn’t know it would hurt you like this.”

She was crying, and it mortified her, but she was too angry to get ahold of herself, anxiety clawing at her as the tears ran down her face. “You’re not trying to do anything but satisfy your dick, I get that. But the stakes are huge for me. There’s nothing for you to lose. I have everything to lose. You know I’m attracted to you. I want you, okay? I wish more than anything I could have another night like the first one. Can’t that be enough for you to declare a victory for your male ego and just leave me the hell alone?”

Blame it on the beer or the lack of sleep but the torrent of words just flooded out of her while he stood there, on the sidewalk, watching her, waiting for her to finish. He didn’t interrupt. He didn’t scoff. He didn’t frown. He just waited. Then he nodded his head.

“I’ll leave you alone if that’s what you really mean. I never meant to cause you trouble and I don’t want to hurt you. That’s the last thing I want. I just wanted to get to know you, Avery, honestly. That’s what I wanted.” He reached his hand out and stroked her cheek with the back of his knuckles. “You’re a special woman and I had the best of intentions. It wasn’t a game, and I wasn’t just looking to satisfy my dick.” He dropped his hand, ran it through his hair in frustration. “What I wanted with you was, well, hell, someone to make love to and to make memories with.”

Oh, God. No, damn it, no. Why did he have to say that? Why was he looking at her like that? His brown eyes earnest. Honest. Those words could kill her. They made her ache with longing for him. For what she couldn’t have.

“But I get it,” he said. “I get that I can’t be selfish. You need me to leave you alone. I will do that. From now on, it’s strictly professional, I promise. I don’t even need to be involved in the demo for the song. I can just totally bow out. I’m not Hart-Rivers’s producer. I just wanted to be involved.”

She had wanted him to be involved. She couldn’t deny it. She stood there, chest still heaving from her angry outburst, not sure what to do. He had deflated her righteous indignation by giving in to her. Suddenly it felt like the most horrible thing in the world to lose Shane completely from her life.

“If I hadn’t been the one to leave that morning, would you have given me your number?” She wasn’t sure why it mattered. She was surely stupid for asking, because no matter what answer he gave it was going to upset her.

“Yes. I was already preparing to ask you out before we fell asleep.” He hit himself in the chest. “You touched me here, you crazy woman, and no one has done that in a very long time.”

The last few weeks, hell, the last three months of wondering what-if swelled up inside Avery and she didn’t think. She just stepped forward, grabbed Shane by the shirt with her fist and yanked his head to hers. She kissed him hard, grinding her hips against his, throwing her arms around his neck. The last kiss they had shared, after the dinner with Pat, had caught her off guard and she’d felt like she had to hold back. It had been a guilty kiss, fraught with anxiety. This was a kiss without caution. It was hot lips and eager tongues and anxious, aroused breathing. It was grappling and desperate and emotional and she poured her heart into it.

When she broke it off she rocked back on the high-heel boots she’d borrowed from Lauren. “Take me home with you,” she demanded.

His eyes were dark with desire and he rubbed his jaw, his lips swollen from their kiss. If she were him, she would question her sanity, demand answers. But he didn’t. He just nodded.

She was being crazy. But there was something about him. Resisting him pursuing her had been hard enough. But when he had seen she was really hurting, he had stepped away, and that, that, damn it, was what made him impossible to resist. He cared about her feelings. There really wasn’t anything sexier on the entire planet.

He didn’t ask her if she were certain. He just said, “My car is down the street.”

Avery shoved her phone back into her purse and started walking in the direction he pointed.


Chapter 12

Shane wrestled with himself as he opened the passenger door for Avery and watched her tuck her petite form into the front seat of his Lexus. He felt like a huge asshole for not seeing clearly or understanding what position his attention had put her in. Of course she was getting pushback at work. People were jealous. It was an industry of talent, networking, dumb luck. Everyone wanted their big break and his giving one to Avery looked suspicious and while he had known that would happen, he hadn’t realized they would throw it in her face so viciously. He had been selfish as hell not to listen to what she’d been trying to tell him since the minute he’d walked into Rusted Truck and heard her singing.

Yet he was taking her home and he was most definitely going to have sex with her.

That look she had given him…no man could resist that. She had looked at him like he was the only man who could ever make everything right for her. Like he was it.

He started the car and pulled out before she could change her mind. He had a semi-erection lingering from that kiss she’d pressed on him and he kept his eyes straight on the road, afraid he would just pull over and take her right there if he caught her eye. She was smoldering. He could feel the sexual tension between them without even looking at her. Her body was tense, her breathing loud.

The air was thick, and she didn’t speak, either. It wasn’t a long drive. He pulled into the driveway of his bungalow and killed the engine in under ten minutes. He’d bought his house three years earlier when money had been tighter, but it suited him size-wise. He didn’t need a huge place and he anticipated staying there for a few more years, if not indefinitely.

“This is a really cute house,” she said finally, breaking the heavy silence. “I expected something flashier. More modern.”

He turned to look at her. “I like this neighborhood. And I’m not exactly rolling in millions. My sister is, I’m not.”

She nodded. “I like it. It looks like a home.”

It did now that he looked more closely at it. It was clapboard, a deep blue, with a wide front porch. He had a peach tree in the corner. “I guess that’s probably why I stay.”

When he looked back at her, there were tears in Avery’s eyes. “I’m sorry I yelled at you,” she said.

“Hey,” he murmured, touched beyond belief. “Look at me.” He gently took her chin and turned her head so he could study her full-on. “You were trying to talk to me and I wasn’t listening, so you had to yell. I’m thick like that sometimes. So that was fair and I’m sorry for not catching on quicker to how hard this has been for you.”

“It has been hard. I wanted you so much. I still do. I never wanted to say no.”

“I know. I get it. You have me now.” He didn’t even exactly know what they were talking about, or to what extent, but it was true. She did. “Let’s go inside.”

She leaned over and kissed him. Then she shocked the hell out of him by biting his bottom lip, like she was so overwhelmed by passion, she couldn’t contain herself. It was hotter than anything had ever been. He growled deep in the back of his throat before breaking it off and practically jumping out of the damn car. He went around and opened her door, then led her up onto the porch. He had an alarm and key system on his phone and it took one swipe on his touch screen for the front door to swing open.

“Whoa.” She gave him an amused look. “That is kind of freaky.”

“I like technology.” He didn’t want to talk about it, though. He just pulled her into the house and gathered her up against him. “I missed your lips,” he said. Which didn’t make sense, but it was how he felt. “I can’t ever get enough of them.”

She tasted sweet, just the way she was. He pressed his mouth on hers over and over, cupping her cheeks with his palms. She was taller than he was used to because of her heels but the advantage was he could tease his tongue over hers more readily. His hands drifted down her sides and found her ass firm in those tight jeans.

“The jeans almost destroyed me,” he murmured in her ear, tickling his lips over the lobe, sucking it gently. “You look so hot.”

“I was trying to forget about you with cheap liquor and bad dance moves.” She slipped her fingers through the belt loops of his jeans. “By the way, I highly doubt you just happened to be in the exact same bar as me at the same time.”

He nuzzled her neck. “Busted. I was stalking you online. I admit it.”

“You’re not even embarrassed by that? Because you should be.”

Shane laughed at her boldness. She could be so damn sweet and then just as equally sassy. “No. I’m not. I had to do what I had to do.”

“I’m glad you know what to do, because I don’t have a clue what to do with you.”

That made him grin. “I can think of one or ten things.”

She blushed. “I didn’t mean that.”

“You’re the one who jumped my bones tonight, for the record. But that’s about to change. It’s my turn.” She gasped as he lifted her up, forcing her to wrap her legs around his waist. “Hold on.”

“Shane,” she breathed, and her tone sounded more turned on than startled.

She wasn’t heavy in the slightest. Plus he enjoyed the way she bounced against him as they walked down the hall, and the way she kissed at the corners of his mouth, like she couldn’t wait.

He was grateful his mother had forced him into the habit of making his bed. There was nothing but a smooth clean white expanse to lay her down onto. He lifted one of her legs so that her foot rested on his shoulder. He undid the zipper on the inside seam of the heeled boot so that he could yank it off and toss it behind him onto the floor. She watched him with hooded eyes. She didn’t seem drunk to him but he decided to double-check anyway.

“How much did you drink tonight?” He didn’t look at her. He didn’t want her to think that he was somehow judging her or questioning her ability to make decisions. He focused on lifting her other foot and removing her boot.

“Two beers. I barely sipped that third one.”

He nodded and kissed the back of her knee. The jeans had been an excellent tease in the bar but now he just wanted them off. She was wearing ankle socks with horses on them. Sometimes she was so damn adorable he couldn’t stand it. It was like he was going to go into diabetic shock from her sweetness. Peeling the socks off, he lowered her leg and lay down on the bed beside her. Reaching for her he guided her body over onto his, enjoying the feel of her sprawled across the length of him. It was none of his business but it didn’t stop him from asking, “Have you dated anyone since you’ve been here in the city?”

They both knew what he was asking. If he was still her one and only. He could tell himself it was because he needed to know if she’d gained any experience or if he needed to be careful, understanding. But that wasn’t why. He was asking because from a primal male standpoint he wanted to be the only one who had touched her intimately, whose cock had taken her, who had coaxed her to an internal orgasm. He had never been the jealous kind, but with Avery, he was territorial. He looked at her and thought, Mine. Whether or not that was completely fucked up, he wasn’t sure.

She stared down at him with big, lustrous eyes. “I haven’t dated anyone.”

It was well within her right to call him out. To tell him it was none of his fucking business. But she didn’t and he knew it was because Avery got him. She understood what he needed to know, right or wrong.

“I haven’t, either. Not one.”

Her eyes softened in understanding. She knew what he was saying. That it had only been her. “Oh.”

There was everything in that one small word. Intimacy, easiness. He cupped the back of her neck and brought her face close to his, so that he could kiss her. There was no more talking. This was about feeling.

As the kisses grew harder, more urgent, Avery started to move her hips so that the apex of her thighs ground against his dick. He grabbed her ass and gyrated her harder, need overtaking reason. It would make more sense to take their clothes off and do this, but he wasn’t in a position to be rational. Her hair fell across his face like a veil and he was lost, wrapped up in her scent, her sweetness.

She sat up suddenly and ripped her shirt off and let it tumble to the bed beside her. He realized he couldn’t see her as well as he’d like, so he reached over and flicked his bedside lamp on. He used the moment to reach in his nightstand and pull out a row of condoms. Then he settled back down and watched her running her hands back into her hair, to swipe it off her face. Her sensuality was instinctive. She knew how to arch her back to bring the swell of her breasts forward. How to toss her hair. Tomboy, his ass. She was wearing black lace, which was the perfect bold splash across her flesh. He wanted to kiss every freckle she had.

Shane didn’t feel the need to do anything. He was just going to enjoy letting her take what she wanted for a few minutes. Reaching behind she unhooked her bra and let her breasts spill out and he immediately broke his vow. That was an enticement too great to resist. He reached up and palmed her breast, turned on by how his hand almost fully covered the swell. She was too petite to have huge breasts and that was fine by him. There was something sexy as hell about the way his hand looked so large, so rough, covering her delicate flesh. He still had the calluses of a youth spent doing physical labor and the softness of her skin was yet one more thing about Avery that made him feel like a man. She drew out every basic male instinct he had.

He pinched her nipple, enjoying the way she gasped. She bent down then, kissing him hard, digging her fingers into his hair. He felt tense, barely under control, an edgy desire clawing at him, the urge to take her hard real and pervasive. Fighting the need to strip her jeans off and just plow into her, he shifted her up so he could suck her nipple into his mouth. She cried out in pleasure. While he tugged and pulled he used his thumb and forefinger to roll her other nipple. The little cries that rhythmically came out from her nearly destroyed him.

Pushing her back, he rolled her onto her back, unable to resist. With hard motions he jerked those tight jeans down, causing them to turn inside out. She had matching black panties on and seeing her on his white comforter, wearing nothing but that tiny scrap of dark lace, her red hair spilling across his bed, he knew he had reached a place he couldn’t come back from. This was a precipice. If he did this, he might never be the same.

He wasn’t sure he wanted to be.

Avery shifted her legs apart.

Holy hell. Shane ripped his shirt off over his head. He couldn’t get out of his jeans fast enough. Cramming the condom on, he bent down and pressed his mouth onto that sliver of lace. The moan she gave nearly pushed his tight control over the edge, but he used his finger to slowly, carefully, teasingly coax her panties aside and display her body to his gaze. It took everything he had to draw the moment out, but when he flicked his tongue over her tender flesh and she rewarded him with a deep shudder, it was worth it.

Then he dropped her panties back in place. Avery gave a cry of disappointment and reached down, grabbing his head, urging him back. Not one to deny her, he took her panties down over her hips and gave her what she was asking for, wanting to express how amazing he thought she was, how much he had been wanting to taste her again.

—

Avery was lost to Shane. Just truly and utterly lost. There was no resisting him. There was no thinking. There was only him and the glorious sensations he could coax from her body. He was teasing her in a way that was both cruel and genius. He’d stop then start. He’d lick her clit then shift to her inner thigh. He’d go back, then dip into her belly button.

What shocked her the most, though, was when she was on the verge of an orgasm and he pulled back completely, then without hesitation entered her with one hard thrust. Her eyes went wide and she didn’t know what to do because it was unlike anything she’d ever experienced.

She moved her hips, though she wasn’t sure why. There was no way to get him any deeper inside her, but she wanted to, she was seeking that. He lifted her ass up off the mattress and held her with a firm grip so that her clit ground against him. She was vaguely aware of the bed squeaking, of her hair being caught beneath her and tugging at her scalp.

But mostly there was nothing but him. His hard arms and chest, his thrusting erection. His deep, dark eyes that spoke the words he didn’t. It was like no time had gone by, yet it had, and now she knew him better. She understood his gestures, his expressions, the way he tilted his head before he asked a question. Now she’d seen his work and heard him speak about his family and she’d known what it meant to have the full force of his attention turned on to her. This was dangerous, dangerous territory.

The intensity of his gaze was too much, overwhelming. She felt her emotions threatening to boil over, pop the lid, so she closed her eyes and gave in to the pure physical passion. The orgasm came in hot, jerking her from head to toe like an electrical current and dragging a loud cry of shock and ecstasy from her lips. Her eyes flew open as she grabbed at his arms, needing something to ground her. His teeth were grinding together and he had a look of pure, male pride. He was pleased at what he had done to her, and hell, he should be. She rode it out, thrusting up to meet him, knowing that Shane had well and truly made her feel like a woman.

A sexy, dirty, grown-ass woman.

As she shuddered back down to earth, her shoulders relaxing, she expected him to finish. But instead, he pulled out, leaving her empty. He shifted his head and drew her nipple into his mouth. When he did that, she felt aftershocks deep inside her, radiating back in all directions. “Shane,” she said, though she couldn’t have said why.

“Get up on me,” he said, rolling onto his back. “I want to see those moves you were talking about earlier.”

Avery had no damn clue what she was doing but she wasn’t about to go shy now. It was far too late to be self-conscious, so she sat on his abs and put a leg on either side of him. When she gave him a look indicating that she needed help, he shifted her hips and eased his tip into her. Holy crap, that was different. She moved her body and found her seat. It was like riding a horse. You just had to know the right angle.

Once she was where she needed to be, he helped her with the initial rhythm. Then she took over, amazed at how sexy it made her feel. It was liberating, empowering. Novice status was irrelevant because it wasn’t complicated and it was natural. She raised her hands into her hair to push it back and then saw the reaction the movement got from Shane. He groaned deep in the back of his throat.

“Fucking gorgeous,” he told her. “That’s what you are.”

She wanted to feel his chest so she leaned forward, bracing her arms on either side of his head, her nipples brushing over his pectoral muscles. The new position ground her clit down onto him and a second orgasm, unexpected and earth-shattering, tore through her. She locked eyes with him, this time her pleasure soundless, trapped inside her, a frozen moment between them. It was raw and intimate, something she would only ever have shared with him, another first.

Collapsing onto his chest, she said, “I don’t even understand what just happened.”

“Hang on because we’re not done yet.”

Right. Him. She raised her head and said, “I can’t move like that anymore. My legs are giving out.”

He smacked her ass. “Turn around. I’ll do all the work.”

She wasn’t sure about that particular position. She’d seen it in movies and it just didn’t look all that much fun for the woman. But considering what he had just done to her twice, she figured she could woman up and give the man what he was asking for. Legs shaking, she disengaged their bodies and got on her knees.

He moved behind her faster than she would have ever thought possible. It was like ninja sex. And as he thrust back inside her, she realized that she should never have doubted him. He knew what he was doing. Avery gripped the comforter for purchase and spread her knees a little farther, testing to see what a shift would do to the sensation.

Shane grunted in approval. His hands were digging into her hips so hard she anticipated bruises later but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but giving him the same satisfaction he’d given her. She wanted to know that she could fulfill him, that she could be the woman who stripped him of his control and brought him down with her into their hot, sizzling cocoon of mutual pleasure.

When he paused, then exploded, she felt it inside her. Felt the throb of his cock as he came. It was everything, this moment, this raw uncomplicated slap of skin and all barriers down between them. She hadn’t known it would be like this and for some inexplicable reason she had tears in her eyes. Thank goodness he couldn’t see her face because he might not understand that she wasn’t upset. She was…complete.

“Holy shit,” he said as he carefully pulled out. “Avery, I…”

She carefully lowered herself to the bed, afraid her legs were going to give out. She eased onto her side so she could look up at him. Her insides were throbbing with a strange, aching sense of being well used and she took a few deep breaths, wanting to shake her hair out of her eyes but unable to move. “Yes?” she asked.

But Shane just shook his head. “I forgot what I was going to say.” On his knees, he reached over and ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “All I can think is that you’re perfect.”

She was far from that. But maybe he would understand the tears. He seemed as stunned and taken aback as she felt. “I think we’re perfect.” Maybe that was revealing too much, but she couldn’t hold back.

Shane smiled. “You read my mind.”

He certainly was looking at her like he believed the words. After removing the condom, he shifted so that he was lying beside her, spooning her body with his. He kissed behind her ear, causing her to shiver. “You’re not going home tonight, just so you know. I’m keeping you here until you ask to leave.”

Avery sighed, settling her bottom against his hard thighs. She felt perfectly comfortable naked with him, all warm skin and sticky bits. His arm wrapped around her and settled easily under her breasts. “I don’t want to leave,” she told him.

“I don’t know what we’re doing,” he told her, sounding raw.

“I don’t, either.” She didn’t. She’d started out the day determined to avoid him like crazy and now here she was and she felt nothing but satisfied and content. Emotionally and physically connected to him in a way that she couldn’t explain, but that she didn’t want to lose.

He sighed. “I think I might have mentioned I have commitment issues.”

“I don’t think you said that exactly.” It was Jolene who had told her Shane didn’t do relationships.

“I keep, you know, a wall up in front of my emotions because I don’t want to do the whole marriage and kids thing.”

Yeah, she definitely didn’t want to have this conversation right now. Someday she might want those things that Shane had mentioned, but she didn’t want them right now. Right now she wanted to enjoy the moment with Shane, not have it lessened by the reality of its impermanency. “Okay,” she told him. “So is this a warning? Don’t bloody my hands beating at the wall?” She wasn’t trying to be flippant, just clear.

He kissed the back of her head. “I don’t think it’s a warning. I’m pretty sure you’ve already kicked out a few bricks with your boot when I wasn’t looking.”

That made her stomach tighten. “Yeah?” Odd enough, she felt a flutter of arousal again.

“Yeah. But I feel like I need to explain.” His voice was low, slow. Like he was thinking his words through carefully. “I had a nasty, mean father. He was abusive to my mother and I spent my childhood vacillating between fear and overwhelming anger. I was afraid of him, but I also wanted to pound him into the ground. I lost my control a few times and he put me in the hospital because while I had the rage, he had the size and experience on me. Motherfucker broke my arm in three places and knocked me unconscious. We lied about it. Told them I fell off the porch.”

“Oh, my God, Shane,” she whispered, horrified. “I’m so sorry.”

“We don’t talk about this shit anymore. None of us. He got thrown in jail and my mom finally left him. Jolene dealt with it by being a friend to our mother and pouring her heart into music, and Elle dealt with it by pretending she doesn’t give a shit about anything, but it was different for them. I was the only one who ever got into physical confrontations with our father because I felt like I should be man enough to protect my mother. I was ten the first time I stepped between them.”

Avery shifted her hands so that she was cupping his. She squeezed. Her throat was tight. “No ten-year-old should have to do that.”

“I agree. But it’s messed me up some, you know, and there you have it. My fear is, was, and always will be that I’m not man enough to be a husband or a father. I’ve never wanted to be in a relationship, get close to anyone, for that reason.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. It wasn’t up to her to talk him out of his feelings. They were his and as such, she had to respect them. “You have to do whatever is right for you, Shane. And no one who didn’t experience what you did has any right to express an opinion about it so I won’t. I’m just sorry that you, your family, had to go through that.”

His grip on her tightened. “That’s why if I could, I would want it to be with you. You’re a special woman, Avery.”

She wanted to cry and she closed her eyes, grateful he was behind her and couldn’t see her sadness. Why couldn’t she just enjoy all the great things going on in her life? It had to be complicated, so damn complicated. “You’re a special man.”

“I’ve never told a woman what I just told you.”

It wasn’t any coincidence, in her opinion, that he’d chosen to tell her when she wasn’t facing him. But she didn’t think he had any reason to be ashamed. “It means a lot to me that you trusted me with that. I won’t ever tell anyone. You have my word.”

“Good. Because it’s a fucking secret.” He sounded gruff, ashamed. “It’s nobody’s business but mine and my mother’s. I still have hate in my heart, you know. That’s why I keep my distance from women. How far is love from hate?”

That broke her heart for him. “You’d be surprised by how far apart they actually are when someone unconditionally loves you. But I don’t expect you to commit to me. That’s not why I came here tonight, Shane.”

“Was it for the food?” he joked, and she knew his honesty had been hard for him. He was retreating immediately behind humor, Mr. Casual.

Avery gave a soft laugh to let him know she was okay with his changing the subject. She wasn’t going to press him. “No. It’s because I had a hard week, because of everyone giving me such a shit time at work. But it was also a great week. I wanted to share both of those feelings with you because I knew you would celebrate with me. And more important, you would give me a hug.” She craned her head over her shoulder, needing to see him. “Is that stupid?”

He shook his head. “No. Not stupid at all. Because you’re right. I’m here for you, Avery, that I can promise you.”

That was almost like the definition of commitment but she wasn’t going to point that out to him. She just appreciated his words. “Shane?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad you left that bachelor party early that night.” Her story would be much different if he hadn’t.

He pulled her in closer and yanked a sheet over their cooling bodies. He reached over and turned the lamp off. “Me, too. Now go to sleep, Red, and in the morning I’ll make you black coffee the way you like it.”

She had to confess. “I actually like cream and sugar, I was just being contrary that night.”

Shane laughed. “Figures. That’s probably half of why I like you.”

“Happy birthday, Shane. A few days late.”

“Best present I ever got.” He pulled her close and squeezed her hard. “Because I know you meant it when you wished me a happy birthday.”

“I did.”

Avery wanted to sleep but she kept wondering what would have happened if Shane had walked into the hallway and heard her song without knowing her. Would it have gone down the same way? Would he have shown casual interest in her talent and nothing more? Would he have thought she was attractive?

If Ben hadn’t cheated on her would she have even had the balls to walk into Rusted Truck? She wasn’t sure. But as Shane’s breathing settled into the deep rhythm of sleep, she realized it didn’t matter. This was her story, her love song.

Exactly as it was.


Chapter 13

Shane woke up, arm numb from being slung over Avery. She was still asleep so he studied the variations of color in her hair in the dancing morning light. The strands were like mahogany, going from brown to red and back again. He was relaxed, content. He thought about the night before, waiting for embarrassment to sink in about his confession. He didn’t talk about his father, and certainly not his fears, ever. To anyone. Not even to his sisters, though they were well aware of them, without ever having to discuss them out loud.

Regret didn’t arrive, though. He trusted Avery. Plus she hadn’t given him honeyed sympathy or worse, pity. Neither had she tried to talk him out of feeling bad, or convince him he could be married or would be a good father. She told him he was entitled to feel however he chose.

Running his fingers along her arm, he lazily watched goosebumps appear on her soft skin. He still wasn’t sure he’d found all her freckles. There were secret spots he hadn’t explored yet. He hoped she didn’t have any weekend plans because he wanted to keep her for a while. As long as he could. He wanted to try this, whatever it was, with Avery. Just feel their way through it, without expectation or promises.

She made an incredibly adorable sound and jerked away from his fingers. He just followed her arm, still tickling her. He wanted her to wake up because he was a selfish asshole. But he wanted to see those unique eyes trained on him, with the look only she could give him. Suddenly she turned and her eyes popped open.

“Knock it off,” she said.

That made him laugh. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Her eyes drifted closed again.

He bypassed her arm and went straight to the soft curls at the apex of her thighs. He teased between them and stroked into her, coaxing forth some lubrication from her body.

“Stop it,” she murmured. “I’m sleeping.”

Shane pressed his erection against her ass. “I’m up. That means you’re up.”

“You’re mean,” was her response.

“I thought I was decent,” he said, only half joking. He kept stroking inside her, slowly, gently. Her body was welcoming, responding to him readily.

Avery turned and looked back at him. “Why do you keep saying that? What does that mean?”

“It was in your note that morning. You wrote, ‘Thanks for being decent,’ ” he said. “I thought it was sarcasm.”

“Seriously? I meant ‘thank you for being nice.’ And I don’t even remember writing that, for the record. I was more than a little emotionally shattered.”

“Oh, okay.” Now that she was facing him, he kissed her raspberry-colored lips. How could she wake up looking so beautiful? Other than the surly expression on her face, that is. “Do you want coffee first, sweetheart, or an orgasm?”

“I want more sleep.” She turned away and shut her eyes.

“Orgasm it is then.” He was in the perfect position to continue stroking her, easing into her more deeply, while his other hand sneaked around to roll over her nipples. He knew she would pretend to sleep and she did.

But Avery wasn’t good at holding anything back and even as she kept her eyes closed, her breathing grew more shallow and her legs practically twitched from the need to thrust her body against his finger. She maintained her façade all the way through a big, shuddering orgasm, moaning softly.

He kissed her earlobe and whispered, “Wake up. You’re having a nightmare.”

That made her laugh. She opened her eyes. “You’re a dream, baby,” she teased. “Never a nightmare.”

“Now you’re just trying too hard.” He took her hand and put it on his cock. “Speaking of hard.”

“What am I supposed to do with this?” She rolled over so she was facing him. “And I’m being serious now. I don’t know what to do with this thing. It’s like handing a toddler a firecracker and saying, ‘Go for it, kid.’ ”

Shane snorted. If it were any other woman he would think she was just trying to be coy, but he knew Avery was serious. “Just run your hand up and down on it, maybe squeeze it a little.”

The sleepiness was fading from her eyes as she stared down at his cock, which invariably made it leap a little as he grew even harder under her scrutiny.

“Holy crap,” was her opinion. “It’s alive.”

She cracked him up. “Avery. Focus, please.”

“Okay, sorry.” She took a deep breath. “Wait, was this my idea or yours?”

“Yours,” he lied. Then immediately admitted the truth. “Of course it was my idea. What are you talking about? I want you to get me off. But only if you want to.”

“Of course I want to. I just doubt my ability to do that.”

“Just do whatever feels right, and trust me, I will be fucking putty in your hands.”

She looked intrigued. “I do like the sound of that. Wait. Let me get ready.” She shook her hands out and pulled her hair out from under her shoulder.

It was like she was getting ready for an Olympic race. Amused, Shane just lay there and let her tackle it however she wanted. Then she shocked him by gripping the base of his cock and instead of stroking him, bending over and encircling him with her mouth. He groaned, not expecting the full-on contact.

“That’s a good start,” he murmured.

She pulled back. “Really?”

“Yes. Don’t stop.” He lazily watched her study his cock then descend on him again.

Watching her only added to his arousal. Avery was curious, exploring him with her hand, reaching down to cup his balls while she took him into her mouth. Her hair was spilling over him and she gave little sighs as she teased over him with her tongue. He’d let her do this all morning, entirely at her own pace. He felt languid, relaxed, aroused. The scent of her was on his fingers when he raised his arms to fold them behind his head. For a second, he wondered why in the hell her crazy ex wouldn’t want her to do this before he banished that thought. The fucking idiot had missed out on something amazing, but his loss was Shane’s gain.

“Am I doing this right?” she asked. “I don’t feel like anything is happening.”

He wasn’t sure what she thought was supposed to happen, exactly, but maybe he needed to give her more reassurance, encouragement. More direction. “I’m just enjoying it, trust me, you’re doing fine. Go a little harder if you want.”

Avery took his request seriously. She squeezed the base of his cock and went down on him with renewed enthusiasm. He was no longer relaxed. That was some serious sensation she could drag out. “Yeah, that’s it, honey, keep going.”

Maybe it was because it was Avery, and because he knew she was doing what he wanted, he felt his balls get tight and his whole body tense. He was going to come, so he reached down and urged her head off him. Then he took her hand and used her small grip with his to finish the job, wanting to close his eyes but needing to see her face. Her expression was one of awe. She watched their hands moving together and caught the final result all over her fist.

Then she fucking licked her lips.

Which made him groan out loud, unable to hold it in any longer. “Damn, you’re trying to destroy me, aren’t you?”

She glanced up at him and blinked, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “That’s what I was hoping for.”

Shane shook his head, his throat tight. There were many ways she could destroy him and he had a feeling she was going to manage every single one without even trying.

—

Avery wandered around Shane’s house in her bare feet and his T-shirt. She had always wanted to wear a man’s shirt like this, while he made coffee and she was sleepy, hair rumpled, body sore from good loving. This would only be more perfect if Shane had a dog that would follow alongside her. His house had surprised her. She really had been expecting some modern condo, lots of glass and metal and leather. But his house had creaky hardwood floors, rich wood trim, leaded glass, and teal living room walls. There were black-and-white photographs from around Nashville and in what was most adorable of all, pictures of him and his family on the fireplace mantel. It was an odd glimpse into the private life of public figures, as there was one of Jolene laughing, sticking her tongue out and going cross-eyed while he made a crazy what-the-hell face next to her.

It was the kind of picture Jolene would never want made public. Avery saw who she had to assume was their other sister, and she was worldly-looking, smirking, her hair dark, pin-straight. It was a group shot taken in this very living room, all three siblings and presumably their mother, a woman who looked pretty damn proud of her children. She was small, hair ashen and very Farrah Fawcett, her skin surprisingly smooth, her eyes happy. Like she’d been through the worst, and was just now enjoying life. Which apparently she had. It made Avery sick to think of Shane and his family enduring what they had.

He hadn’t asked about her family and she was glad he hadn’t because while she was happy to share stories about Mama, she wasn’t prepared for the usual look of disbelief people gave her when she said she didn’t have a father. It was hard to explain. That yes, her mother knew who her father was, but no one believed her. That her father had no clue and was now deceased. Plus oh, right, he was famous. Not like President of the United States famous, but well-known in certain Nashville music circles, with plenty of Grammys to his name.

Not to mention that she was sure Chance Rivers was her half brother. Shane would think she was nuts. Hell, maybe she was. But she believed her mother. So it was her secret. Hers and Mama’s. It made her feel guilty just thinking about hiding that from Shane because of his connection to Chance, so she wanted to avoid the conversation as long as possible.

He came into the living room with two coffee mugs, wearing nothing but his underwear. Her eyes traveled his incredible body, and she couldn’t believe the things she had done naked with him.

Holding one of the mugs out to her he said, “Sugar and cream.”

“Thank you.” She smiled, took the mug, and raised it for a sip. It was easy to be around Shane. To be herself.

“I see you’re looking at my goofy-ass pictures. I’m sure you’ve figured it out, but that’s my mother, and that’s Elle.”

“I can’t believe how dark her hair is. Is that her natural hair color?”

“Yep. Mama swears it’s a throwback to an earlier generation but personally I just think Elle’s a witch and this is her mark.” He sipped his own coffee and sighed in contentment.

“As in a Wiccan, or as in an evil creature?”

“Totally evil. It’s my favorite thing about her.”

He clearly loved both of his sisters and that warmed her heart. “I wish I had a sister. I had cousins, but it’s not the same.”

“I didn’t know you’re an only child. That must have been nice. Everything all for you.”

“My mama always said she only needed one because I was perfect. I believed that until I was about eight and the kids at school showed me I wasn’t all that.” She rolled her eyes. “Plus the neighbor lady told me in no uncertain terms God wouldn’t bless a slut with more than one child.”

He looked at her, startled. “What the hell? Who calls a woman a slut to her kid?”

“Mrs. Daniels.” Avery pretended to shudder. Here she hadn’t wanted him to ask about her family, and instead she was offering it up. But Mrs. Daniels was a fun story to share. She was like a caricature. “She always wore rollers in her hair. Like, always. I don’t know why because she never took them out to actually have the curls. Does that even make sense?” It still confused her. “Anyway, she hated my mother because Mr. Daniels was always helping Mama. He said it was the Christian thing to do to help a single mother but Mrs. Daniels said sinners need to help themselves. It was a source of tension between them.”

“So basically, your mother was young and attractive and Mrs. Daniels was a dried-up prune?” he asked.

She laughed. “Exactly.”

“Do you want some breakfast? I’m not much of a cook but there are a lot of great places to eat around here.”

Part of her wanted to demur, say she should get out of his hair. But that was the old Avery, the one who thought she had to prove a point. Be a good girl all the time. The real Avery, her true self, didn’t want to question the invitation. She was just going to enjoy it. “I’d love to. I think I’ve figured out that sex makes me hungry.”

“Oh, yeah?” He grinned. “Then I’d better be prepared to feed you often.”

“Is that a threat or a promise?”

“Both.”

“I guess I need clothes then.” She yawned.

Shane took her coffee mug out of her hand.

“Hey, I was drinking that.”

He set it on the fireplace mantel and did the same with his. “I just need to hold you for a minute before you hide everything away from me in clothes.”

When he pulled her into his arms, she went easily. It was crazy how natural it felt to be with him. It was unnerving but at the same time she was enjoying the hell out of it. He kissed her softly. Avery sighed.

“Can we try this?” he asked. “Dating? It scares the hell out of me but I want to try it.”

That touched her beyond anything. She felt different now that Shane had confessed his fears to her. Instead of her being the quaking, vulnerable virgin and him being the all-powerful older man with money, she realized they were on more equal footing than she ever could have imagined. She had matured in the last few months and he had shown himself to be human. Obviously she didn’t want him to be afraid of their relationship, or whatever they were, but knowing he was helped her face her own insecurities. “How could little old me possibly scare you?”

He eyed her sideways. “You look like you can get mean.”

That made her laugh. “That is so not true. But yes, I would like to try this. If we can do it a little on the down low. The timing is bad for other people to see us as…dating.” She had almost said “as a couple,” but she suspected that would cause Shane to recoil. He was new to this. She had to ease him into the idea.

Which worked for her right now, too. She couldn’t be jumping headfirst into another relationship, especially when she had so much going on work-wise.

Shane cupped her cheeks, stared down into her eyes, and kissed her.

Hell. She already had jumped headfirst. There was no point in lying to herself. He looked at her and she melted, just flat-out melted down into drizzle.

“Am I going to be your dirty little secret?” he said, looking amused at the idea. “The fucking irony of that is huge.”

“Dirty, yes. Secret, sort of. I mean, it’s not like we can pretend we don’t know each other. And I’m not saying we need to stay in the house all the time. I just mean, like, no public displays of affection.”

“So we’re just going to pretend we’re buddies hanging out all the time? Nobody is going to believe that.” He looked like he didn’t understand what her point was.

Avery wasn’t sure she did, either. She was taking crap off people for knowing Shane. So maybe that wasn’t even it. Maybe she didn’t want to share him. Maybe she didn’t want to lose him. Which she would, at some point. He had basically promised that.

When it happened, she didn’t want to be any more hurt than she had to be, and snickers from coworkers would be like salt in a wound, because it was going to hurt. She knew it. “I just don’t want to come off as a foolish schoolgirl crushing on you. I want to retain some dignity.”

He nodded. “I’ll do it because you asked me to. But it’s going to suck.”

“It will be okay,” she told him, massaging the back of his neck. “Because I’m just happy to be spending time with you.”

His face softened. “That’s why you’re good for me. I can’t be sour when you give me that look.”

She’d give him any look he wanted. It was that kind of weekend.

—

“Are we going to spend the entire day in bed?” Avery asked, resting her chin on his chest.

It was late afternoon. After breakfast at a diner around the corner Shane had decided it was really important to lay Avery on his couch and make love to her there. Now they were curled up, satisfied, and he was perfectly content. “One, why not? Two, we’re not in bed. We’re on the couch.”

“Don’t you have things to do?”

“Just you.” Everything else could fuck off. “But you’re right, we should get out of the house. Want to go riding?”

Her eyes lit up. “Really?”

“Sure. I haven’t ridden in a few years but I’m guessing you miss it.”

“I do.” She squeezed him, hard. “You’re a very sweet man.”

Her compliments always made him mildly uncomfortable. She seemed to think he was truly a good person and he wasn’t sure what to do with that. “I guess we should swing by your apartment. You can’t go riding in high-heel boots. Or maybe you can.” He pondered that. “Hell, now there’s a sexy image.”

She laughed. “No, I can’t. But we shouldn’t go to my apartment. We’re being discreet, remember?”

Fuck discreet. That was her rule, not his. But he had to respect it. It pissed him off that people at work had given her shit about him. Not surprising, but still damn annoying. “Okay, fair enough. But next weekend pack real boots. Not fuck-me boots.”

“Next weekend? What’s next weekend?”

“The Friday, Saturday, and Sunday after the other days of the week.” Shane idly ran his hand down her narrow hip, enjoying the way he left a trail of goosebumps over her soft skin. If they were going to date, they were going to spend time together. He may not know dick about relationships, but he knew that. He wanted to see her every minute that he could.

“Are we going riding next weekend?”

He could hear the bigger question in her voice. He wasn’t sure what he was doing, or how to label it, or how not to fuck it up, but he did know he wanted to get to know everything about Avery O’Leery. “Yes, we’re going riding next weekend unless it rains. Then we’ll do something else.”

That’s as far as he was going with that. “Maybe I’ll get a new tattoo.”

“Maybe I’ll get one, too.”

That didn’t seem her style, but he could see a cute little heart behind her ear or something along those lines. “Whatever you want to do.” He kissed her head. “Now since we’re staying in after all today, how about I go down on you?”

It was fast becoming one of his favorite activities. Not that he’d ever disliked it before, but with Avery it was like a religious experience.

“Again? Are you trying to kill me?”

“With kindness.” He gave her a dirty smile before he shifted on the couch and found what he was looking for.

Funny that. He was pretty damn sure he’d found a lot of what he was looking for with her.

—

Avery sat on her couch with Lauren, painting her toenails and listening to her friend with concern. “I should have gone after you,” she told her, swiping hot pink onto her toes. People always said redheads shouldn’t wear pink, even on their toenails, but Avery was finding she didn’t give a whole lot of care about what other people said anymore. “I’m sorry, Lauren, I really am.”

Lauren waved her hand in the air and gave an emphatic head shake. “No. That was not your responsibility. I wouldn’t have listened to you anyway. I did what I wanted to do and now you can turn over your title of office slut to me.”

Her roommate Julia was out of town visiting her parents and her other roommate Chelsea tended to spend every weekend with her boyfriend at his place since he lived alone. Avery had wanted to spend another night with Shane but then Lauren had called her and in a way, she’d been grateful for the barrier. There was too much of a good thing when they couldn’t define it as a relationship. She needed to be wrested from Shane’s bed and remember that she had a real life that had nothing to do with him.

Well, that was an exaggeration. Somehow her life had inexplicably become intertwined with his and she didn’t know how to deal with that. Even more reason to get some space.

“Are you upset? Do you regret it?” Avery couldn’t really tell how Lauren was feeling about having sex with Michael the drummer the night before. It was eight P.M. on Saturday night and they were waiting on Chinese food.

“I’m so hungover I can’t even tell you how I feel.” Lauren rubbed her forehead. “Why do I think I’m some kind of baller and can do four shots with a man twice my size? On top of three cocktails. It’s a miracle I’m alive.”

“It’s a miracle you remember sleeping with him.” Avery felt guilty for not pushing harder to know where Lauren was going. But then again, she should know if someone was hell-bent on doing something, there was literally no stopping them. “Are you going to tell Zeke?”

“I have to. I can’t just be like, oh, yeah, everything is great. Didn’t do a damn thing last night.” Lauren sipped from a water bottle. “And I’m sorry, I know your boyfriend cheated on you. You probably are disgusted by me. I know I’m disgusted by me.”

Avery didn’t have any right to judge. People had been judging her mother her whole life. “I am not disgusted. I can’t say I understand what happened, though. I thought you were happy with Zeke. But I think being honest is brave, Lauren, I really do. It’s the right thing.”

“He’s going to break up with me.”

Probably. But she shook her head. “You don’t know that.”

“I know it. But I’d rather have that than pretend I did nothing and be living a lie.” Lauren rubbed her face. “God, how do I get myself in these messes? I can blame the booze but the truth is, I saw a star, and he flirted with me, and I jumped into bed with him. Plain and simple.”

“Well, you aren’t alone in that, honey. I went home with Shane last night.”

“Oh, Lord, we’re a pair.” Lauren tucked her feet under her butt. “I thought you said you’d never say yes to him.”

“Yeah, well, I was lying apparently.” Avery eyed her toes. Their living room was tiny, and the coffee table was a huge trunk that belonged to Chelsea and basically took up the majority of the room. It was like being at home, cramped and with a lack of privacy. But tonight she was glad the other girls were out. She and Lauren had to sort out their emotions. “He was ready to walk away and I kissed him first.”

“Oh, boy. So now what?”

“He says we’re going to date. Discreetly.” She believed him. Or at least she thought she did. Now away from him, she wasn’t sure what she could expect. She just knew she had no regrets about demanding he take her home the night before. Her coworkers were going to gossip no matter what she did, and if she and Shane were both on the same page, then it was really no one’s damn business anyway. She liked him. A whole lot. She wanted to spend more time with him.

“Whoa. Like a secret affair? This is so Lifetime movie.”

That made her laugh. “It is not!”

“Sure it is. Poor country girl gets swept off her feet by the millionaire and it results in murder.” Lauren raised her eyebrows up and down.

“The murder of what?” Avery asked. “My virginity?”

Lauren’s jaw dropped. “Wait, what? Are you seriously telling me you were a virgin before Shane?”

She nodded. “After all that waiting, I went there with a stranger. But I don’t regret it.”

“Whoa.” Lauren glanced over at the door when they heard a knock. She rose off the couch. “Food is here. But that doesn’t get you off the hook for every last detail. And if you have any other secrets now is your time to spill them.”

That wasn’t happening. Some secrets were meant to stay that way, including her lineage and the fact that her feelings for Shane went way beyond casual dating. When Shane pulled back, afraid, which he would, she’d be heartbroken with no one to blame but herself. She’d be Lauren, questioning why she’d done what she had.

And even knowing that, she was going to do it anyway.


Chapter 14

Monday morning Shane just happened to be passing by the reception area at Rusted Truck for a cup of coffee when he heard, “Excuse me, does Avery O’Leery work here? Can I see her?”

That got his attention. He turned, cup in hand, and couldn’t believe what he saw. It was Ben, the lying, cheating manwhore. Of the short stature and even shorter moral standards. “I’ll handle this,” he told the secretary, whose name he couldn’t remember.

“Yes, Mr. Hart.” She smiled at him and went back to her computer screen.

Ben glanced over at him, a smile on his face that instantly fell off. “Hey, I know you.”

“I know you, too.” Shane was happy to see Ben, in a twisted kind of way. Now that Avery had made him aware of the office gossip, he had noticed that people were watching them with curious eyes when he came in, even though he was there for a different songwriter, whose modern brand of country rock he frequently recommended to his artists. There were whispers and darting eyes whenever he looked at someone. He couldn’t believe that, one, he hadn’t noticed before, and, two, Avery had been putting up with it for two weeks. He had been trying to be as professional as he possibly could but it didn’t seem to be curbing the whispers one bit.

It pissed him off. If she was going to have to put up with that nonsense, he wanted their relationship out in the open, but Avery was having none of it. He was there only briefly for a business meeting and practically had steam coming out of his ears from the tension in the building. Ben was going to be sorry he had chosen today of all days to show up at the publisher and ask for Avery.

“Where is Avery? I’d like to see her.”

“Why is that?” he asked, forcing a casual tone.

“Why do you care?” Ben swept a disdainful glance up and down. “Are you dating her now? Are you here to take her to lunch or something? How romantic. Dude picks up girl on street, lives happily-ever-after.”

The guy clearly had no clue who Shane was, and he had to admit he almost felt sorry for him. “No, I’m here for a business meeting.”

Ben frowned. “Does Avery even work here or is that just bullshit her mother made up? It wouldn’t be the first whopper that woman told.”

Shane changed his mind. He didn’t feel sorry for Ben at all. “Oh, she does. Come outside with me for a second, Ben, then you can see her.”

“Why would I do that?”

“You don’t know who I am, do you?” It wasn’t often he used a dick line like that, but now he was more than happy to throw it out there. “Because I’m pretty sure if you did you’d just go outside with me and not have this potentially embarrassing conversation in front of the staff here.” His anger was growing, catching fire, the beast unfurling.

“Who are you?” Ben asked, eyebrows drawing together. His voice was lower, like he had finally figured out he might not have the upper hand in this situation.

“I’m Shane Hart, the producer. My sister is Jolene Hart. And I’m the man who thinks you’re an asshole.”

Damn, it was satisfying to watch astonishment cross Ben’s face followed by fear.

It was why Shane hated his anger. Because anger provoked fear and that was what his father had gotten off on. Right now he understood it, because he was enjoying Ben’s fear.

“You don’t even know me,” Ben said.

“Oh, yes, I do. You’re a sanctimonious little prick who likes to control women. You were rude and patronizing to Avery, and the whole while you were fucking around on her, like the little weasel that you are. Now you’re here, for what? Hoping she’ll get you a job?”

The look of guilt on Ben’s face showed him he was right. “That takes a lot of goddamn nerve.” His voice was loud but he couldn’t seem to contain it. The secretary was watching with wide eyes, her hand on her phone, like she thought she might have to call security.

Someone had wandered into the hallway to see what was going on.

“Look, I’ll just call Avery later.” Ben shook his head. “Fucking psycho. It’s a free country.”

That pushed him over the edge. “Did you just call me a psycho, you little shit?”

He wasn’t even sure when or how he moved, but suddenly he had Ben up against the wall by the neck of his shirt. Ben’s eyes were terrified and he struggled. “I can’t breathe. Let me go.”

Shane figured if he couldn’t breathe he wouldn’t be able to talk so he wasn’t worried about killing him. “Don’t ever call Avery, or text her, or attempt to contact her at work or speak to her mother. Avery doesn’t exist to you. Do I make myself clear?”

“Shane!” his sister screamed. “Stop it!” He felt her tugging on his arm.

It was like being fourteen again, the final confrontation with his father. The one time he had won. Jolene had been screaming then, too, telling him it wasn’t worth it. But it had been. It had been worth it to see his father break, to see him helpless beneath Shane’s fist, and the flicker of fear that had appeared in his eyes.

But this wasn’t their father.

He let Ben go and stepped back.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Jolene asked, looking shocked. “Jesus, Shane.”

“Get out,” he told Ben. The guy scrambled for the front door. “Where is Avery?” he asked Jolene.

“I don’t know. Back in the recording room, I think. I just got here but I know she’s been in there with Chance for at least an hour. She probably has headphones on so she didn’t hear your crazy-ass attack on a total stranger.”

“That was no stranger. That was Avery’s ex.”

“Oh, crap. Shane.” She was persistently tugging on his shirtsleeve in a way that irritated the crap out of him. He batted her hand away.

The anger wasn’t gone, but it was less intense. Which scared him. He wasn’t even sure why he was so pissed off, but it was the culmination of a few weeks’ worth of tension, worry about the treatment Avery was receiving, and frustration that he was both causing it, and unable to fix it. That he couldn’t be up front about his relationship with her. It was too much to see Ben on top of it all. “He cheated on her. Three times. Maybe more,” he said, like that was a full explanation.

“Yeah, well, time and place, brother, time and place.”

There were a dozen people hovering in doorways, watching him. He felt like flipping them all off but instead he stalked down the hallway, daring them to say anything. No one did.

But the anger he felt when he walked through the door of the recording studio made his feelings for Ben pale in comparison.

—

Avery liked Chance as a person. He was deeper, more intense than Jolene. He spoke less, but when he did, it was always something that mattered. Sure, he bantered with his wife, but with other people, he was fairly reserved, uncomfortable when he was thrust into the spotlight. It was impossible for Avery to talk to him or watch his movements without comparing him to herself. They were actually very similar, both in personality and in appearance. He wasn’t a ginger, but they had the same jawline, nose, cheekbones. He held his hands over his guitar the way she did, and stylistically, while he was way better and much more experienced, she could see shades of her own melody-focused writing in his work. He was a genius songwriter and she hoped with training and experience she could become the same.

He was patient with her and didn’t roll his eyes when she asked stupid newbie questions.

After several days of working with him, it was starting to bother her that she could never tell him her suspicions about her parentage. The urge to confess was growing, but she knew that would be selfish. It would satisfy her questions, but only raise new ones for Chance and that wasn’t fair. Yet she felt an ache in her heart for family. It was an emotion she hadn’t been expecting. Sadness. Especially when he asked her about her upbringing.

“You sure you’re not from Nashville?” he said, tuning his guitar. “Seems like you were meant to be here.”

“No, but my mother did live here for a while. This is where she met my father.” She couldn’t resist, even though she knew she was strolling into dangerous territory. But considering she had actually at one point contemplated swiping Chance’s coffee cup for DNA testing, she knew she needed answers sooner rather than later. It might be easier than she thought to just pick her way around it. Let Chance connect the dots. But then she bit her tongue and forced herself to add, “My mom was a caterer looking to make it big in Nashville. It didn’t work out.”

“Did she and your father stay together?” Chance wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at his strings. He sounded conversational, not really curious.

It was an opening she wanted to resist. God, she wanted to not be the needy woman who craved the approval of her blood relatives. But she did. Hadn’t that been part of her quest in coming to Nashville if she were honest with herself?

“No. It was a hookup. Turned out he was married.”

Chance looked up and made a face. “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to pry.”

“I brought it up.” She shrugged, her heart racing. “My mom said she actually met you when you were little. She worked for the caterer your parents used for their parties and that’s where she met my father.”

“Oh, yeah?” Chance smiled. “The infamous parties. It was like the Playboy Mansion of Music City in those days. Wait, does this mean my father is indirectly responsible for your existence?” He laughed.

Avery gave a limp laugh in return. “Something like that,” she said weakly.

“I used to roll joints for my parents’ friends. Not exactly the best parents in the world, but I do have my dad to thank for opening doors for me in the business.”

“It’s your talent that has gotten you where you are.”

Chance grinned. “Don’t believe that load of crap. I had a golden ticket and I’m well aware of that fact. Genetics and being the kid of a famous songwriter meant more than talent.”

Avery’s palms were clammy, but as she idly played the bridge of “Cleaning Up a Man’s Mess” she pushed just a little. “I never knew my father. Even if yours wasn’t the best, at least he was in your life.”

“Buck was many things, and not a great dad, but you’re right, he was better than nothing.” Chance eyed her curiously. “What happened to your father? He disappeared?”

She shrugged. “He told my mother to take a hike, probably because he was married. Like I said, she met him at one of those parties at your house. She said one time he showed her the cigar collection that your dad had.”

Chance hit a bad note. “What are you talking about? How do you know about the cigar collection?” He sounded puzzled.

Avery struggled to remember exactly what her mother had said, not wanting to mess this up. Not wanting Chance to think she was a liar, or that her mother was some kind of delusional groupie, like folks back home had. “I don’t know. My mom said they would go into a room at your house and he would show her some cigar collection hidden behind a painting and point out that all the furniture was knockoffs.” She realized immediately that sounded rude. “I’m sure it wasn’t but—”

“No one saw that cigar collection. Ever.” Chance cut her off, staring at her suspiciously. “It wasn’t on display. It was behind a painting, like you said, and it was a secret. Only my mother knew about that.”

Well, hell. Her heart started to race. “I don’t know,” she said, because she didn’t. “That’s just what my mama told me.”

Chance looked at her and his eyes widened and all at once she knew he knew. “Oh, shit, Avery. Your eyes…” He trailed off. “Did your mother know Buck?”

She nodded, because she couldn’t look him in the face and lie to him. “She didn’t know who he was,” she said in a rush. “She said he talked about himself in the third person. But I don’t know for sure if he…if it’s him…just that they did. And she had me.” Avery set her guitar down.

“Well, holy shit.”

She couldn’t tell if he was upset or not. He just looked astonished. “I’m sorry, Chance. That’s not why I came to Nashville. I did think it might be great to meet you someday, but I never planned to tell you what I thought.” Then because that felt disrespectful to her mother she amended it. “What I know. I should have just kept my mouth shut, but my mama says that isn’t my strong suit.”

Avery waited, willing to take whatever he was going to throw at her. Did she come to Nashville to tiptoe around or did she come to Nashville to be who she was? To be a songwriter and a woman and by birth, a Rivers, whether anyone wanted to believe it or not. Hell, whether it was ever acknowledged out loud or not. She knew it and now Chance knew and they were the only two people who mattered in this.

“Well, you can’t be after money because there isn’t any. My mother got most of it in the divorce.” Chance swallowed visibly. “Then she pissed it away. And he’s dead.”

She didn’t know what to say to that other than the truth. “My mother never asked for money and I have no intention of doing that, either.” The idea made her sick. It was logical for him to think about it, though. “I can sign something giving up any rights to any inheritance if you want. I don’t want anything.”

“You seem pretty sure you’re Buck’s kid.” He was still studying her. “And looking at you, and hearing about the cigar collection, it seems pretty damn obvious to me. I kept telling Jolene something about you felt familiar.” He gave a laugh of disbelief. “Like we had met before. Damn, now I know why. You’re my half sister.”

The words sent a shiver up her spine. “I’m so sorry.” It couldn’t be pleasant to hear this news about his father.

But Chance suddenly grinned. “Don’t be sorry. You weren’t the cheat. Trust me, this is not new information. I saw way more as a kid than anyone ever should. Frankly, I’m surprised we don’t have a dozen half siblings running around. Hell, maybe we do.”

The fact that he said “we” meant everything to her. It felt like acceptance, which was what she had craved her whole life. “My mom said he was very charming.”

Chance laughed. “That’s one way to put it.” Then he stared at her, shaking his head. “Damn, girl. Same eyes as him and everything. It’s crazy. You know, when I got sober, I dealt with a lot of the anger I had over my father. It was wasted emotion and only damaged me. He was who he was and it’s water under the bridge. Hell, I always wanted a little sister.”

That brought tears to her eyes. She wasn’t sure if they could have any sort of sibling relationship or if that was too weird and awkward, but it was huge to have Chance acknowledge it was true. It felt like twenty-four years of people calling her mother a lying slut were erased in one fell swoop and she was worried she might start blubbering. She tipped her head down and let her hair fall forward so he wouldn’t see.

Too late.

“Hey.” Chance stood up and came over to her. He squatted down in front of her. “Don’t be upset. I know Buck was an asshole, but I’m not. I’m not going to toss you out on your ear or anything. In fact, I’d like to get to know you better as a person.”

His expression was compassionate and she nodded, biting her lips. “That would be amazing. I can take a DNA test first or not, it’s up to you. And like I said, I’ll sign whatever you want. You’re the legitimate kid.”

Chance just snorted. “No labels. I can’t really say there was anything legitimate about my parents’ marriage other than the fact that they were legally wed. They sure in the hell didn’t take those vows seriously.” He gave her a smile. “Now stand up and give me a hug, kid.”

That made her want to bawl her eyes out, but she fought back the tears as he stood up. She rose and set her guitar down and let him give her a loose, brotherly sort of hug. Which was the best thing she could have ever imagined. It was the last puzzle piece clicking into place.

“What the fuck is going on here?”

Avery jumped back, startled by the venom in Shane’s voice. She’d never heard him like that. He looked enraged and Jolene looked aghast, hovering behind him.

“Calm down,” Chance said as he stepped away from her.

Shane didn’t calm down.

Instead, he sucker punched his brother-in-law in the face.

Avery shrieked, caught completely off guard. “Shane, no! What are you doing?”

Chance stumbled but didn’t fall. He shook his head. “Are you fucking kidding me right now? Listen, dickhead, it’s not what you think.”

Shane hit him again. This time Chance’s nose sprayed blood everywhere and he shoved Shane hard, causing him to fall back.

“You crazy motherfucker,” Chance growled, raising his fists and charging Shane. He got a solid hit in, fist against face, before Shane was able to block him.

“Stop it!” Jolene snapped at them, but they paid her no attention. “What is going on?” Jolene asked her, eyes swinging over to Avery. “Why were you hugging my husband? I’m going to assume there is a good explanation for all of this, because I trust my man, but I need some answers right now if I’m going to be able to put a stop to this fist fest.”

“He’s my half brother,” Avery managed. “Holy crap, this is bad. I didn’t mean for this to happen when I told Chance.”

“What do you mean he’s your brother?” Jolene stared at her. “Are you telling me Buck Rivers is your father?”

“Yes. My mama met him at a house party.” Avery was so shocked, she added unnecessarily, “She said it was a good house party.”

Jolene snorted. “I’d say so. But damn, that explains a thing or two, including your eyes. Buck had those.”

“I wasn’t really planning on telling Chance, truly. But it just kind of spilled out.” Avery winced watching the two men. She took a step forward, thinking she could grab Shane by the arm, but Jolene stopped her.

“Listen to me, Avery. Shane doesn’t lose his temper often but when he does, you don’t want to be on the receiving end of that anger,” she said in a low voice. “Let him work it through. Chance can handle it.”

This was a Shane she didn’t know at all. She’d never seen this side of him, and frankly it was terrifying.

“She’s my sister, you moron,” Chance was saying as they both swung and missed. “Avery is Buck’s kid. I’m surprised I didn’t figure it out sooner, but I guess I don’t go around thinking about who my dad was fooling around with back in the day.”

“What are you talking about?” Shane’s shirt had come untucked from his jeans and his eyes were narrowed as he feinted left.

“Avery’s mom met Buck at a party and nine months later there was Avery.”

Shane dropped his arms. “Seriously?”

Chance landed a hit right on his face. Shane’s head snapped back and Avery let out an involuntary yelp of sympathy.

“Fuck,” was Shane’s opinion, his eyes watering.

“You deserved that, asshole,” Chance said, bending over to catch his breath. He stood back up and ripped his shirt off to stop the flow of blood from his busted nose. “Jesus H. Christ, Shane.”

Jolene rushed to her husband. “Damn. Your pretty face.” She fluttered around him, smoothing his hair back. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Chance said, his voice muffled through his shirt.

“Is that true?” Shane asked Avery. He was standing completely still, hands balled in fists.

Avery was so scared of the way he looked, she just nodded. “Yes.”

“Why wouldn’t you tell me that?” His voice was low, controlled.

“It was nobody’s business but my mother’s and mine.” She stood by that.

“You didn’t think it was my business?” he said softly.

“No.” She didn’t. Maybe if they eventually went beyond whatever they were doing. But now, while she asked for discretion and he insisted he would never commit to her, no. She didn’t owe him a full catalog of all her secrets. “It wasn’t just my secret, but my mama’s.”

He threw his hands up. “This is bullshit. Just fucking bullshit.” Shane reached out and tossed the coffee table over. It fell with a crash.

Avery jumped, totally unnerved. She hadn’t expected violence from Shane. It didn’t seem in character.

“What the hell are you doing?” Jolene yelled. “Pull it together. You’d better hope that Ben kid doesn’t press charges.”

Wait. “What Ben kid?” Avery whispered. She knew, though. The rage on Shane’s face flared again.

“Fuck him. I only pushed him.”

“When did you see Ben?” she asked him carefully.

“He was in the waiting room,” Jolene told her when Shane stubbornly refused to answer. “I take it you do know him?”

“He’s my ex.” There was a lump in her throat. “Why was he here?”

“He wanted to use you to try to get a job,” Shane ground out.

“What did you say to him?” She was mortified. Her business with Ben was also hers, not Shane’s.

He just shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I told him to leave you alone basically.”

“Maybe next time you can just let me handle it.”

“Wait, so now you’re pissed at me? I’m not the one who failed to communicate something really fucking huge! Like oh, who my father is. What the hell, Avery. I told you all about my father.”

That got a reaction from Jolene. She stopped fussing over her husband and moved to her brother. “Shane. Shaney. Come on. Let’s take this home, okay?”

“Don’t use that tone with me, Jo. I hate that. I’m not out of control.”

“I beg to differ.”

“I beg you to go to hell.”

“Hey,” Chance said, frowning. “She’s just trying to help.” He took his wife’s arm with his free hand, shirt still stuck to his nose. “JoJo, let’s leave them to hash this out.”

“I don’t think I want to leave Avery alone with him.”

That had Shane snorting. “Give me a fucking break. I would never touch a woman. Ever. You fucking know that!”

Jolene nodded, abashed. “Yeah, I know that.”

Avery knew it, too. She nodded at Chance and Jolene that she was okay. Her hands were making fists and her teeth were grinding, but she was okay.

“But you’re still yelling at her and I don’t think she deserves that.”

Shane took a deep breath and stared his sister down. “Leave.”

Chance looked back and forth between her and Shane. “I think it’s okay, Jo. You know you can trust Shane.” She nodded and they left the room and closed the door behind them.

“What is going on?” Avery asked him, her hands shaking. His outburst had freaked her out, and she was still reeling from telling Chance the truth about their father. “Why are you so mad?”

“That guy really made me furious. Not to mention that I hate having to act like I don’t know you, don’t care about you, because of the opinions of people I don’t give a fuck about.” He ran his hands through his hair. “Then I come in here and you’re snuggling with my brother-in-law. I was furious for me and Jolene.”

“So you start swinging before you ask any questions? Is that how it’s going to be? Irrational jealousy?” She was bewildered and hurt. If this was how he acted when he wasn’t committed to her, she couldn’t imagine what the reality of that would be. “I haven’t given you any reason to be jealous. I don’t look at other men or talk to other men, but we never said what we were, Shane, other than for you to repeatedly insist you can’t give me forever. You can’t have it both ways.”

He didn’t say anything.

“I did not agree to date you thinking you were going to lose your shit if another man asked to speak to me.” The very thought made her furious. “This is my workplace, for hell’s sake.”

“This was not some random guy. It’s different.”

“So you shoved him?” Avery tucked her hair behind her ear, tears suddenly rising without warning. “Shane. I did not come to Nashville to be with yet another man who wants to control my life.”

“I don’t want to control your life.” His jaw was still tense. He wasn’t even looking at her. He was staring at the wall. He was unyielding, unrelenting.

He wasn’t the man who had held her, comforted her. Made love to her.

“But I damn sure expect that if I open my heart to you, if I tell you stuff, things that matter, that you’ll do the same thing.” His jaw was twitching and when he finally turned, his eyes were intense and dark. “And if you can’t, then I don’t need this. I just really don’t.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” she whispered. “It’s not a tally sheet. A relationship should be a place of safety where you share when you’re ready. It grows naturally.”

“Oh, and you’re such a relationship expert?” he said.

She winced. “Now you’re just being a jerk.” She yanked her guitar off the chair. “I’m leaving. Since you probably just cost me my job, I’m going to take the rest of the afternoon off and listen to some Johnny Cash in a dark room. You can call me or not call me once you’ve cooled off. I’m not sure I really care which one you choose right now.”

He wasn’t the only one who could throw a goddamn temper tantrum. She stomped to the door, yanked it open.

“You’re just going to walk out? Well, I guess you’re good at that.”

That shoved her ass right over the edge. He knew why she’d jumped out of that truck on Ben. “Damn right I’m walking out. And I am going to amend my last statement. Don’t call me. Ever.”

She wasn’t going to stoop to his level of name-calling and hurtful comments. If she were a hateful human being she would call him out for acting exactly like his father, but she would never in a million years do that to him. So she merely slammed the door as hard as was physically possible and promptly burst into tears.

Fortunately Jolene and Chance were hovering and they whisked her out of the building through the back door and into an SUV with tinted windows. Before they pulled out there was a tap on the door. Jolene opened it and Avery saw her boss was standing there. Good Lord, what must Pat think of her?

“So, Miss O’Leery, are you having an affair with Shane Hart, yes or no?” Her face was pinched, annoyed.

Was she having an affair with Shane? Avery pictured tangled limbs, Shane’s smile, felt his soft kisses behind her ear, heard her own cries of pleasure as he slipped his tongue over her. “Yes,” she said, because there was no denying it. To deny it would be to deny herself and everything she believed in.

“I’m going to have a senior staff meeting this afternoon. Don’t come in tomorrow unless I call you.”

She closed her eyes briefly. She was getting fired. Losing her job because her lover had thrown a fit in the office. This was the single most embarrassing day of her life. Forcing herself to look at Pat, she nodded. “I understand. I’m so sorry for what happened today.”

Pat gave her no reassurance. She just nodded and turned on her heel.

“Oh, God,” Avery said, falling against the seat. “I’m getting fired.” She didn’t want to cry, but she couldn’t stop herself. It was really stupid to be sharing her emotional turmoil with Jolene Hart, for a lot of reasons. But she was anyway.

Jolene patted her knee and said, “Don’t worry about that right now.” She had gotten into the backseat with Avery and now she indicated to Chance that they could pull out.

“Where are we going?” Avery asked, momentarily confused.

“We’re taking you to your place. Or if you’d like, we can drop you at Shane’s.”

She shook her head, hard. “No, no, absolutely not.” The thought that Jolene knew she’d messed around with him even after saying she wouldn’t made her feel small. “I guess I’m just another idiot new girl who fell for a charming guy.”

Jolene didn’t respond to that.

“You know what really sucks?”

She asked, “Besides the fact that my brother is a complete ass?”

“What really sucks is that when I need someone to tell me it’s okay, and to make me feel better, it’s Shane I want to turn to. Now I can’t do that because he’s the one making it not okay.”

It was that thought that had her sobbing, clinging to her guitar, mortified that she was being so personal, but unable to stem the flow.

“Shh,” Jolene soothed, rubbing her leg over and over.

Avery saw Jolene and Chance exchange looks of concern in the rearview mirror and it just made her feel even worse. Because the truth was, she would do it all over again. No regrets, even though it ended like this.

She had always known it would end in her tears, and when she caught her reflection, she saw it was more than tears. It was an ugly cry, for an ugly encounter with the man she’d fallen in love with.


Chapter 15

Billy Hart stood in the doorway of his trailer and eyed him with disgust. “What the fuck do you want?”

“Good to see you, too.” Shane stood in the gravel at the bottom of the rickety steps, wondering what in the hell he thought he was doing there.

He was ashamed of the way he had behaved at Rusted Truck and when he’d gotten into his Lexus, wanting to get away, he found he had driven here. To his father’s. He hadn’t seen Billy in ten years.

Jolene had been subjected to repeated attempts on Billy’s part to squeeze her for money until she’d followed the example of their mother and filed a restraining order. But Shane had stayed far away from the man who had been so instrumental in molding him into the person he was. The person who lost his temper and punched his brother-in-law and yelled at his…Avery.

Billy had a beer in his hand, and he took a sip of it, studying Shane over the can, holding his screen door open. He didn’t bother to invite Shane in, not that he would have entered the surely depressing residence. His father hadn’t aged well. He had the swollen nose of an alcoholic and a scraggly head of hair that was thinning in the front. His shirt was stained with tobacco juice from his chew, and Shane thought he was basically a walking stereotype of the Kentucky hillbilly. He gave the state a bad name.

“What do you want? I haven’t been bothering your mother or Jolene, so don’t start shit with me.”

“How come you never bothered me?” he asked, even though he knew the answer. His father had become afraid of him.

His father laughed, which trailed off into a cough. “Because you don’t have a soft spot. There was nothing to be gained from talking to you.” He shook his head. “You drive all the way here to ask me that? Next time just call.”

Billy started to close the door but then glanced behind Shane. “Shit.”

Shane turned and saw a car had pulled into the drive. A woman got out. About his father’s age, a cigarette in one hand, a brown bag in the other. “Billy, I got your whiskey.”

She was full-figured, wearing a pair of jeans that fit her well, and a cute sweater. Her hair and makeup were done. Shane thought she was actually far too attractive to be with his father, but there was no accounting for taste. “Oh, who is this?” she asked with a smile.

“I’m Shane,” he said, extending his hand out.

“He’s nobody,” Billy said.

His throat tightened and he paused, but he didn’t rise to the bait, even when the anger flooded his cells and flared his nostrils. He’d already lost his temper enough for the day.

The woman looked uncertain what to do. She did briefly take Shane’s hand, but like she was afraid to give it a proper shake. “I’m Louise, Billy’s girlfriend.”

“I’m his son.” For years, he’d been wishing that wasn’t the case. But he was never going to be able to move on until he acknowledged it. Admitted the damage that had been done to him emotionally. Accepted it.

Her eyes widened. “Oh, I see.”

Billy drained his beer and crunched the can down. He threw it at Shane’s head. “He’s just leaving.”

Shane blocked the can before it hit him.

“Billy!” Louise sounded shocked.

“Don’t ‘Billy’ me. The little prick just came here to rub it in my fucking face that’s he’s driving a forty-thousand-dollar car, wearing expensive shoes, and carrying a fucking iPhone in his pocket. I don’t need to tolerate it. Selfish assholes, all my kids. Living in luxury and I’m living in this hellhole with you. Ingrates. Goddamn ingrates.” Billy had a line of spittle dribbling from the corner of his mouth.

Shane wondered what it was that made a man so bitter. So angry. So entitled.

He took a deep breath and knew that he had to make everything right with Avery. If she didn’t want to be with him, he completely understood that. But he had to apologize, because if he didn’t, the anger would consume him, and in thirty years he’d be just like the man standing in front of him. Blaming everyone else for his problems.

“Louise, I’m sorry I riled him up,” Shane said, regretting that. He had the sinking feeling that as soon as he left, she would be on the receiving end of that anger and that was the last thing in the world he wanted. “That wasn’t my intention, and I didn’t know he had a girlfriend. If I were you, I’d find somewhere else to go this afternoon.”

This time Billy threw a brick he’d been using as a doorstop at Shane.

Louise let out a cry of dismay. She set the bag of whiskey down, tossed her cigarette into the dirt and said, “I’m out of here. I don’t have to put up with this shit.”

“Good riddance,” Billy told her. “Fat bitch.”

She flipped him off over her head.

The brick had landed a good three feet away from him, so Shane didn’t even jump. He just shook his head at his father. “I didn’t come here to rub anything in your face. I stupidly thought, I don’t know, maybe at some point, I’d understand you, or you’d apologize. But you were a mean father and now you’re a mean old man.” He yanked open the passenger door to his car.

There was a worn and soft manila folder with cursive writing on the side. Hart, Shane. He grabbed it and felt the weight of it once more in his hands. The last time. Ten X-rays, one for each of his broken bones compliments of Billy Hart. He had always kept them, for all these years, to remind him where he came from. Now he figured he only needed to know where he was going.

He took the envelope and hurled it into the dirt next to the bag with the whiskey in it. A cloud of dust rose.

“What is that?”

“Nothing. From nobody.”

Damn, that felt good. Shane took a deep breath, got in his car, and drove back to the life he had created. A life he hoped like hell would include Avery.

—

Pat called Avery that night.

“I like you, Avery,” Pat said after greeting her, and her tone was apologetic.

Shit. “And?” She knew what that meant. She was being fired.

“You’re very talented. You have a future ahead of you in the industry. But…”

There was the “but.” “Thank you,” she said, because she did appreciate the compliment, which sounded sincere.

“Shane Hart is not known for violence, so I’m guessing that there is a very toxic quality to your relationship, and that is just not okay for the office. If I keep you on, it looks like blatant favoritism, even though I know you’re not responsible for his behavior.”

Avery gripped her phone and closed her eyes, tears burning at the backs of her lids. It was over. She was done at Rusted Truck. “I understand.”

“I’ll have a courier bring over your personal effects and your last paycheck.” Pat sounded sympathetic, concerned, which made Avery actually feel worse.

“Thanks, Pat.”

“Listen, hon, now that I’m not your boss, just be careful, okay? Men like that…they’re used to being in the power position. It’s why they choose girls who are young and innocent.”

“I’m not innocent.” Not anymore.

“You know what I mean. It’s an unequal relationship.”

Was it? Avery didn’t believe that. “Thanks, Pat.”

She hung up and wondered if that was really what they were. Her, the stupid ingénue, Shane the charming player out to use her for his personal pleasure. It didn’t ring true at all. He loved her, she was certain of it. He just couldn’t admit it to himself, because it scared him.

Unable to stand the small space of her apartment, Avery ran down the front steps of the house. They lived in the upstairs unit and the people downstairs didn’t appear to be home, so she claimed the stoop for herself, hands in the pockets of her denim jacket. She had thought about bringing her guitar down with her, but there were no words. No notes. Everything in her head was silent.

It was like her brain had just shut down. The air was cold and she was shivering but she didn’t want to go back inside and face her life.

There was a big fat harvest moon shining overhead and she tilted her neck back, staring at the beauty of its perfect circle hanging out in the inky night sky.

That was how Shane found her.

She knew it was him before she even looked. His steps were slow, his posture tense. She could sense his presence.

“Hey,” he said softly.

“Hey.” She didn’t bother to look at him. She was afraid if she did she would crumple.

Shane sat down heavily next to her with a sigh. “I’m sorry.”

“For?” She refused to make this easy for him.

“Is there a list? I just thought I could do a general apology for being an idiot.”

“I think you need to be more specific.”

He cleared his throat. “Okay. Well, um, I’m sorry for roughing up your ex at your place of employment.”

That had her lowering her head. “Can I ask why you did that? That seems like an overreaction to the situation.” She was determined to be calm. She was not going to fight with Shane. She was too tired.

“It was definitely an overreaction. But I took out my frustration with the way people have been treating you on him, because he also treated you poorly. People being rude to you makes me upset.”

She appreciated the honesty. She glanced over at him for the first time. “That is unacceptable social behavior. You do realize that, don’t you?”

He looked contrite. “Yes. It won’t happen again, I promise.”

“Anything else?”

“I’m sorry for thinking you were making out with Chance.”

That made her roll her eyes. “Honestly, if you had thought about that for two seconds you would have realized you were way off base.”

“I know. Problem was, I wasn’t thinking.” He stared at her, his eyes dark and intense.

If only she had that luxury. All she could do was think, turning around the events of the day, over and over. “I got fired from Rusted Truck.”

“What? That’s bullshit. Why?”

It was so horrible it was almost funny. “Pat thinks you and I have a toxic relationship.”

“Well, Pat’s wrong.”

“Is she?” Avery didn’t know anymore. They were both keeping secrets and holding back. They had been taking one step forward, two steps back, both afraid to be vulnerable, both afraid to get hurt.

“Yes. See, I figured something out today after I lost my shit.”

At least someone had figured something out. She was pretty sure she knew nothing. “What’s that, Shane?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear.

“I was always capable of the casual hookup, and I thought that with you, I could do casual dating. No commitment. But I can’t. I can’t do halfway.”

That did hurt. She wasn’t going to lie. She tightened her hands into fists in her pockets. “I’m not just going to have sex with you at your beck and call while you bang other chicks. Fuck you.”

“No, no, that’s not what I want. Damn. I’m so sorry you lost your job. I’ll talk to Pat if you want.”

“Please don’t. That will just make it worse.” She turned away from him and pressed her fingers to her eyes, not wanting to cry.

“Look at me, please.”

She obeyed, because she couldn’t resist. She needed to hear what he had to say.

He touched her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “God, Avery, what I learned is that I can’t do discreet dating with no commitment with you because I don’t want to be discreet. I want everyone to know that I’m with you, the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. I don’t want to just take it day by day and play it by ear and not put labels on it and do it halfway. I want to stamp a giant-ass ‘WE’RE TOGETHER’ on us and strut around town proud as hell that you’re mine. I want to commit to you, and to us, and to a future figuring out every little thing about you, because here’s the thing. I’ve been falling in love with you since the minute you turned up on the street and pierced me with those eyes.”

Avery couldn’t breathe. She didn’t even know what to say, to think. She felt an immense emotion rise up in her that was overwhelming in its intensity.

“And every day it gets bigger and deeper and I just want to hold you and never let you go and…fuck casual. Because casual doesn’t work when you feel something like this.” He made a sound in the back of his throat. “God, it’s like…I don’t even know what…like a grip on me, a vise, but in a good way…”

“It’s called love,” she said, suddenly realizing the truth. It was the longing she felt for him, the happiness that seemed to live and breathe when they were together. It was the intimacy of their worshipful touches, the way they focused wholly on each other. It was the most intense thing she’d ever felt, and she had spent the majority of the time she’d known him reminding herself she couldn’t have that, couldn’t believe in it, couldn’t feel it. But it had been unrelenting.

He looked like he was nervous. “Do you feel it, too? This…” He pointed to his chest then to hers and back again. “Pull.”

Did she feel it? That was the goddamn understatement of the year. “Oh, yeah,” she whispered.

He smiled, a devastating, charming smile. He reached for her, but she put her hand on his chest. She needed to get a few things straight before she lost her head and her clothes.

“I won’t have the jealousy. You ever pull that bull again and I’m out of here.”

He nodded. “I understand. I’m working on it. I went and saw my father today.”

“You did?” Avery couldn’t prevent herself from touching his arm, before quickly pulling back. “I know that must have been hard.” He’d given her the impression he hadn’t seen his father in years.

“I needed to lay some things to rest and I did.” His jaw worked. “I promise, Avery. I’ll be a better man.”

That softened her heart. “You are a good man. A decent one.”

He laughed under his breath. “Right. But I promise to never embarrass you again like I did today.”

“I don’t think it matters. I’m already fired.” She wanted to care, but she was just numb. Besides, part of her felt like she hadn’t even earned it, any of it. She hadn’t paid her dues. Who was she to have Jolene Hart interested in her song? Maybe it just wasn’t her time yet.

“We’ll sort it out,” he said. “It’s my fault.”

Shane looked so remorseful she laid her head on his shoulder. “Thank you for being honest with me. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Buck and my mom.”

His arm came around her. “Nah, that was something for you to tell me on your terms. You didn’t owe me the truth yet.” He squeezed her. “That’s some crazy news, but I can see the resemblance.”

“My whole life people called my mother a liar and a slut and I guess I didn’t want you to scoff at me. It would have hurt like hell if you didn’t believe me.”

“I can understand that.” He kissed the side of her head. “Hey, Avery?”

“Yeah?” She still had her hands in her pockets, but she breathed in his familiar scent, absorbed the wonderful realization that she hadn’t lost him. That she hadn’t lost the man she had oddly come to think of as her best friend. The one she turned to when things were good or bad.

“I love you.”

Everything inside her melted, and the tears escaped, dropping down her cheeks. She had to admit, she liked this verse of her country song. “I love you, too.”

—

Shane stripped Avery naked on her little twin bed in her tiny bedroom. He raised his finger to his lips, reminding her to be quiet since her roommate was on the other side of the wall watching TV. He could have taken her home to his place, but he hadn’t wanted to wait. He wanted to hold her, to kiss her, to make love to her.

She giggled a little in the dark room. The lamp on her nightstand gave off feeble light, but there was something extra intimate about the dark, the tiny space, the heightened sound of their aroused breathing. He ran the back of his hand over her cheek, her neck, her shoulder, the swell of her breast.

“I love the way you feel,” he murmured. “So soft.”

They were lying side by side, and she had her hand resting on his hip. She slipped those lithe fingers between his legs and stroked him. “I like the way you feel, too.”

He had intended to take things slow, but the way she was staring at him so intently, he forgot his vow to draw out their pleasure. He just needed to join them, to be as close to her as possible. Kissing her softly, repeatedly, he teased his fingers between her thighs, finding her already wet for him.

“I love you,” he said, because he did. The words came easily, without fear. He trusted her implicitly and he looked at her and he saw his future. He saw nothing but this—pleasure and passion and love.

“I love you, too.” She touched his bottom lip with her thumb and he was lost in the beauty of her eyes, filled with emotion for him. Him.

Shane rolled onto her and pushed inside Avery without any thought or warning, just the burning need to complete himself with her.

She gave a soft cry of ecstasy before clamping her lips closed. The roommate. Shane had caused her enough embarrassment for one day. He moved deeply, but slowly, so he wouldn’t pound the bed into the wall. He held her close, he filled her, and kept his gaze locked on hers until her eyes widened with her orgasm.

This. It was everything. He could die a happy man. Not one who didn’t feel things, the way he had before. As one who felt everything with this woman.


Chapter 16

Shane was arguably the happiest he had been in his entire life as he stood on his sister’s doorstep with Avery. All those songs written about love? Turns out there was a good reason. It was fucking awesome to love somebody. It was hitting the jackpot at Vegas to have Avery look at him, love shining out at him. She loved him. How crazy was that?

He had been thinking for a while now that something wasn’t right. That if he wasn’t in love, he wouldn’t be wanting to see Avery every single day. Normal people who weren’t in love didn’t care that much. They wanted their space. Time apart. Guy time. But nope. He wanted no time without Avery. It was ridiculous.

But instead of admitting that to himself and to her, he’d just gone off on her ex-boyfriend and Chance. He was damn lucky she had given him a shot to fix it, but that was Avery—she believed in people and she believed in him.

Jolene and Chance’s new house was a rambling country house, rustic and charming. He liked it better than the giant Tuscan-style villa Jolene had lived in before. Jolene had never been to Italy. She didn’t even like pasta. It was dumb. Not her at all. This suited his sister and his buddy much better. They were in the process of building a pond on the property, and they were always joking about it—some inside joke he didn’t understand.

Giving Avery a smile, he knocked and tried the door. It was locked. Jolene had general security concerns because of her fame and he was glad she was vigilant about it now that she didn’t live in a gated community.

“I’m nervous,” Avery said, wiping her free hand on the front of her jeans. “My palms are sweating. Yesterday was pretty damn dramatic.”

“Everything will be fine.” He still couldn’t quite believe it had turned out his little country cutie was actually Buck Rivers’s secret baby. It made a hell of a lot of sense, though, given her looks and her musical talent. She had the genes for songwriting.

Jolene opened the door, glanced down at their clasped hands, and smiled. “I’m glad to see that all got sorted out, good Lord. Come on in.”

He grinned at his sister. “So you approve?”

“Not at first. I saw the way you were looking at her that first meeting and I actually warned her off you.” She reached out and hugged him. Then she hugged Avery, as well. “But no one ever listens to reason when they’re falling head over heels.”

“You warned her off me?” He felt like he should be offended, but couldn’t muster any negative feelings.

“You are a manwhore.” She gave him a wry look. “Or were anyway.”

“Thanks.” He was a little embarrassed, which surprised him. “That’s all the past, Jo.”

“Glad to hear it.”

They went into the kitchen and he saw Elle there, popping an olive into her mouth. “Hey, Elle Belle. Didn’t know you were back in town.”

“Hi, big brother.” She observed his hand firmly in Avery’s and said, “Oh, wonderful. More people that are not me getting laid. Just what I wanted to see today.”

“Ignore her,” he told Avery and let go of her hand to give his other sister a hug. “Elle, this is Avery. My girlfriend.” Damn, that felt natural.

Elle grinned. Jolene was grinning. Chance had wandered in and he was grinning as he waved to Avery. “What?” Shane asked. “Why are you all looking at me like that?”

“Shaney’s got a girlfriend,” Elle sang. “Shane and Avery sitting in a tree—”

“Stick an olive in your mouth,” he said, cutting her off. “What are we, ten? Yes, I have a girlfriend.”

Avery watched the dynamic of Shane with his family and realized that they were genuinely, truly thrilled for him. She could see that they had been concerned that he would never commit to anyone, and that they were happy he was happy.

She was pretty damn happy, too. Hearing him refer to her as his girlfriend gave her a shiver of delight.

“Is this true, Avery?” Chance asked, looking pleased for her.

“It’s true. For now.” She winked at Shane. He was the king of winking. Time for payback.

“What does that mean?” Shane said with a laugh. “Avery, do you want a drink?”

“I’d love a water. And you know what it means. Toe the line, Mr. Hart.”

He made a face.

“By the way,” Chance said. “I was up all night thinking about how many times I wished I wasn’t an only child. I’m kind of excited about having a sister.”

“Oh, my God, why?” Shane joked. Elle punched his arm.

Avery was touched. “I always wished I had a sibling, too. Thanks for being open to it, Chance, I appreciate it.”

Jolene set a platter of vegetables and fruit onto the kitchen island. “So, Avery, did you lose your job because of my numb-nut brother?”

It made her embarrassed to admit it, but there was nothing for it. “Unfortunately, yes.”

“Well, we’ll give you a recommendation or whatever you need to find something else. You’re too talented to have your career stall out.”

“Thanks, Jolene.” It meant so much to her that they were being so accepting. Without question, they had welcomed her as Shane’s girlfriend and as Chance’s half sister. It was more than she had expected. “I have some ideas brewing.”

“What, a new song?” Shane asked. “ ‘How I Met the Most Perfect Man Ever’?”

That made her laugh. “Nah. The title is ‘Thanks for Being Decent.’ ”

He gave her an amused look. “Nice. It sounds platinum.”

What was platinum was their love. She felt her expression soften. He saw it, too, and moved to her. Shane kissed her and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Yep. He was always the one she reached for.

Always her final note.
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Chapter 1

Elle Hart fended off her latest guy, an on-the-rise guitarist named Nathan, and realized there was a reason for his success shredding the strings. He had manic hands. They were everywhere. He was busier than a one-armed monkey with two peckers.

Trying to extract herself from him yet again, she found there was no room to shift out of his range in the crowded bar. So not only was he trying to grab her no-nos, he was also doing it in full view of three dozen people. Not the way she wanted to be spending her evening. But the bastard was good-looking and she fell for that every single goddamn time. She was like a magpie—drawn to pretty. Pretty men were basically pricks and she knew it. Lord, she knew it. But every single time she thought it might just be different this go-round.

She used to tell her sister Jolene she was a perpetual optimist, but really what she was, was perpetually stupid. Each time she dated a self-centered man she got a little more jaded and a little more frustrated until she was convinced she was now just dating to prove her entire philosophy on men hadn’t been wrong. She was trying to find the one shiny, perfect-to-the-core apple among all those rotten, flea-bitten ones, but so far no such luck. When you kept plucking from the same tree, you were going to have the same bitter bite.

Nathan was no exception. As he smiled at her she marveled at how truly beautiful God had molded his features—a musical Adonis with a sexy voice. He could stick his hands down the pants of any woman in the room, and they would let him because he played the guitar and he was going to be a star. He banked on that. But she was either too old or too over it. Nothing about his sloppy groping by the bar did anything more than embarrass her.

“That’s enough now,” she told him dryly. “Let’s keep it off the streets.”

“Aw, you’re no fun,” he said, giving her a grin and a very wet kiss. He lifted his beer bottle to his lips. “I bet I could make you come right here in front of all these people.”

Elle lifted a brow. That she was absolutely sure would never happen. She didn’t have it in her. If anything, these days she felt like a sexual Sahara Desert. Dry as a bone. Nothing, or rather no one, seemed to be able to turn her on. Nathan was not a special snowflake. She wasn’t just going to come on command for him, despite what his enormous ego told him. “You try it, and I’ll knock your teeth into your skull,” she said.

He laughed. “Feisty. I like that about you.”

Of course he did. They all did. Because they thought feisty meant fun in bed. Which she liked to think she was. But after the sheets cooled, feisty wasn’t compatible with their selfishness and they got annoyed. They got angry. They got pissed. Which she returned in kind. Then bam. Another pointless, short-lived relationship. She told herself recognizing the pattern was the first step to change. Step two was not dating these tools anymore. “You know what I like about you, since we’re being brutally honest?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed. “We’re being brutally honest?”

He had the look of a shrewd man. No one gained success in the music business in Nashville without doing a little scratching and a lot of clawing. She shouldn’t go here with him. She should just say she had a headache and have him drop her off at home. Leave it alone. But after years doing hair and makeup for divas and dudes with attitudes and dating every egomaniac she found, she was fresh out of patience. The room was stuffy and crowded, the music too loud, her drink too sour. Nathan had already remarked that she seemed “PMS-y” to him, and she was mad at herself for agreeing to the situation in the first place.

So she nodded. “Yep. I like your hair, Nathan. That is pretty much it.”

But when you recklessly insult someone because of your own ennui, you have to be prepared for the consequences. She wasn’t ready when he hit her with some truths of his own.

Nathan stood up straight and slapped his beer bottle down on the counter. That gorgeous long hair her hairdresser hands coveted slid into his eyes and he tossed it back. “You know what I like about you? Your tits and the fact that your sister is Jolene Hart. Otherwise, nothing. You are sarcastic and bitchy and an asexual prude who can’t kiss.”

Well, fair was fair. She had started it. But she had to admit to being a little stunned. The man did not hold back, so even while she had the shocking and unexpected feeling that she might actually cry, she couldn’t say she hadn’t brought it on herself. She carefully set her own drink down and concentrated on breathing in and out through her nose, keeping her mouth closed so she wouldn’t let a few swear words fly out at him.

Then she picked up her purse and lifted her chin and gave him a tight-lipped smiled. “Bye, Nathan.”

“You’re just going to leave me here? With blue balls?”

She thought about grabbing him by his beautiful hair and kissing the stuffing out of him to prove she could, and to get him even more turned on before walking out, but that had the potential to backfire so loud and hot, she wasn’t willing to take the risk. Besides, she told herself, she had nothing to prove. She almost believed it.

“Yes. Elle has left the building.” With that she stomped and shoved her way to the front of the bar, threw open the door, and breathed in the crisp November air.

She thought about calling her brother Shane for a ride, but Shane had betrayed her by falling in love with a woman far too sweet for his cynical self. He seemed happy and Elle was pleased for him, but at the same time it was like watching her social twin get everything she had ever wanted. Shane had never wanted love or marriage and yet now he had someone. Elle had always wanted a man, but could never seem to find anyone that stuck. She didn’t know why she craved a relationship when they always sucked so hard, or why she seemed to be the only Hart sibling who wasn’t worthy of devotion.

So instead of calling, she flagged down a taxi and felt sorry for herself. She pulled her long boho sweater closer around her shoulders and fished her phone out of her purse. As she climbed into the cab she gave the driver her address then texted the one person she could always count on to make her feel better—Tucker.

You awake?

The press of lingering tears was mortifying. She was twenty-nine years old and crying in a cab over a bad date. Nothing had changed in a decade. Literally nothing.

It was then she realized the worst truth of all: She was her mother. She had somehow gradually morphed into the woman who had dated every loser in Tennessee and Kentucky. Twice.

Yeah, what’s up?

Can I call you?

Sure.

Thank God. Tucker would talk her off the ledge. He always did. Her high school sweetheart, he had been her crisis counselor ever since her family had left Kentucky for the bright lights of Nashville, when Elle was seventeen. She hit CALL on her phone. 

“Hello?” His voice sounded sleepy.

She realized it was midnight. “Did I wake you up?”

“No. I was just watching TV in bed.”

“You need to get out more,” she told him, like she always did. “It’s Friday night.”

“We all can’t be social butterflies with you. And where are you that you’re calling me?”

“In a cab.” Elle heard the tremble in her own voice and she was shocked. She never cried. But she’d been fighting the urge for ten minutes now. What the hell was wrong with her? Nathan’s words had cut deep. “I just walked out on my date. He told me the most attractive thing about me is my sister being famous.”

“What?” She could hear shuffling, like Tucker was sitting up in bed. “That’s damn rude.”

“It is.” She bit her lip. “Plus he said some other stuff. Not nice stuff and I think I just realized something really horrible.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m my mother!” It was honestly that truth that had the tears running down her cheeks.

“What? No you’re not. Your mother is much nicer than you are.”

It was true but it was absolutely the wrong thing she needed to hear. It felt like he had pushed all the air out of her lungs and she started to legitimately cry. To no-holds-barred sob. “You’re right! I am a bitch. Nathan was right. I’m bitchy and I’m stupid because I can’t even blame my poor choice in men on the fact that I’m naïve. I know they’re assholes and I date them anyway because I’m addicted to pretty men.”

Elle saw the cab driver glance at her in the rearview mirror with a look of disbelief but she didn’t care. She felt like she’d had it. Like she had reached a precipice where she could no longer continue to do what she had been doing. Only what did that mean? Celibacy? A life alone? Six cats and a secret stash of chocolate bars in her nightstand? Forget the vibrator. It would be just her and a heap of empty wrappers.

“That’s not a legitimate addiction,” Tucker said, sounding calm and unconcerned. “You can quit at any time.”

“Says you! I don’t know, Tuck, I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

“About what, honey?”

“My life.” She wasn’t one for dramatics. Usually she put her head down, she got by with snark and sarcasm, and she worked hard. “I’m tired. I’m just really, really tired.”

There was a long pause, then he said, “Are you crying?”

She sniffled. “Maybe. What of it?”

Concern crept into his voice. “You don’t cry. Are you okay?”

“No!” The man wasn’t usually so thick. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I am just really upset.” She was. She was irrationally hurt by Nathan’s comments. She knew she was fluent in sarcasm, but she didn’t think she was a bitch. “Am I a bitch?”

“No, of course not. You’re starting to freak me out, honey. You don’t sound like you.”

Elle closed her eyes. Sometimes, when Tucker spoke, his whiskey-smooth voice rolled over her and took her back to a place where she understood who she was and when her life was simple. He still had the sound of country and while she’d never wanted to stay in the small town she’d grown up in, there had been some great times hanging out with him. Riding in his truck, cranking the radio, fishing. She wanted to go home for some inexplicable reason, even though there was nothing back there for her anymore. Nothing but Tucker. It wasn’t home and hadn’t been for over a dozen years. It was just the place she’d grown up.

Which made her feel even worse. She didn’t have anything to escape to, anywhere to go back to. Just Tucker, and she didn’t “have” him. He was just her friend.

When she didn’t answer him, he pressed. “What did he do? Did the bastard actually call you a bitch? Because I’ll rearrange his face.”

She scoffed. “You just said my mother is nicer than me. Why wouldn’t you defend me?” She had to admit, right or not, it bothered her he had said that.

“Oh, stop. You know I was just giving you shit. And you know I’d be there in a heartbeat if someone really hurt you.”

The driver pulled up in front of her apartment building. She prided herself on not being emotionally needy. Which was sort of the ultimate bullshit lie she told herself. Otherwise she wouldn’t even be dating at all. She would wait for a perfect man to fall in her lap. It all hit her at once that she was not some badass, independent woman. She was well and truly her mother, and that was not okay with her.

“He really hurt me,” she said, her voice breaking. It wasn’t really about Nathan the grabby musician. It was about everything. Life. Love. Why she was still spinning her wheels. She wanted Tucker to stay on the phone with her. No, she needed Tucker.

“Where are you, baby?”

“I’m going into my apartment now.”

“Lock the door behind you.”

That made her laugh softly. “Okay.” He acted like she was seven sometimes. It was the cop in him. He couldn’t help himself.

“I’m serious. I want to hear the click.”

“I live in a safe neighborhood.” Elle waved to the cab driver after paying him and climbed out. She didn’t have a huge apartment but it was a desirable complex with amenities like a gym she never used and a pool she occasionally lay by but never swam in. Her bathroom and kitchen were updated with modern finishes and she had a gas fireplace. She had been living there for three years and had never once felt in danger or unnerved by any of her neighbors.

“That’s when you get lulled into a false sense of safety. There are crazies everywhere.”

Elle fished her keys out of her bag. “Where is the safest place to live?”

“With me.”

She scoffed as she opened the door to the central hallway. “That’s your answer to everything. I’m in the building.”

“Make sure the door closes behind you.”

She gave it a cursory glance. That door weighed a million pounds. It was basically her only workout, yanking that heavy-ass thing open. It always closed all the way on its own. On the second floor, she entered her place.

Flicking on a light, she sighed as she stood in the living room of her quiet apartment. “I’m in.”

“I didn’t hear the dead bolt.”

“Hold on, I’m going to FaceTime you and show you. I’ll call you right back.” It was the only way to convince him.

She hung up and called him back. His face appeared on her screen, his hair sticking up, chest bare. He was in bed. Tucker scratched his beard and frowned.

“Damn, you really have been crying.”

Elle caught a glimpse of herself in the little screen. Her mascara was running down her cheeks and her foundation was splotchy. Nice and sexy. “I cry ugly, what can I say?” she asked. “Now watch me lock this door.” She turned the dead bolt. “Happy?”

Tucker gave a look that she couldn’t interpret. A look that seemed worried, intense. Was that pity? She thought maybe it was. Fresh tears slid down her cheeks without warning and she was mortified. She opened her eyes wide, hoping he wouldn’t notice. “Okay, thanks for talking to me. I gotta go.”

“Elle…”

“Bye. Have a good night, Tuck. Mwah.” It was too late. She was already crying again in earnest before she could hit the END button fast enough. “Shit,” she whispered to herself.

Tucker tried to call her back but she ignored it. She texted him so he wouldn’t worry but she didn’t want him to see her like this, sobbing. Over what? A guy? Being insulted? She was tougher than that. Wasn’t she?

I’m fine.

Don’t lie to me.

Go back to sleep. I’m sorry I woke you up.

She had. She knew she had. Which made her feel even worse. He was always there for her and she repaid him by ripping him out of sleep when he most likely had to work the next day. She was selfish. She was a bitch, Nathan was right. Her bedroom felt too lonely when she walked in there to kick off her shoes so she retreated back to the living room to curl up on the couch with an afghan her mother had made her. Maybe she just needed a good old-fashioned cry and she would wake up feeling better the next day.

For the first time since she was seventeen, Elle cried herself to sleep. That time it had been because she was being forced to move and leave Tucker behind. This time it was because in all the years since she’d never found an adult love worthy of crying over.

A knocking on her door and her phone buzzing simultaneously ripped her out of a restless sleep and she jerked up, arms flailing. “What the hell?” she murmured, pushing her long hair back off her face. Her heart was racing and her phone was lit up in the dark room.

A text from Tucker.

I’m here open the door.

That had her staring at the screen, thoroughly confused. The knock at her door came again. Wait. Was Tucker here? Outside her apartment? That was nuts. He lived four hours away from her. Shoving the blanket off her legs she grabbed her phone and shuffled to the door. Looking through the peephole confirmed it. Tucker was standing in her hallway in jeans and a sweatshirt, hand raised to knock again.

She yanked open the door. “What are you doing here?” Shock turned to worry. “Did someone die?”

He frowned. “No. Of course not. Did you check the peephole before you opened the door?”

“Of course I did,” she said impatiently. “No one died?”

“No one died.”

Worry turned to pleasure. “Well, Jason Michael Tucker.” Elle opened her arms. “I sure could use a hug right now.”

—

Tucker ran his eyes over Elle, reassuring himself she was not in any way physically harmed. She looked tired, dark circles under her eyes, and her hair was the longest it had been in a while, cascading down over her breasts, like she’d stopped bothering to trim it. There was makeup smeared all over her face. She looked like a raccoon on a three-day bender. But she was still gorgeous. He’d always thought she had a rare beauty, with the high cheekbones, the fair skin. He had also long suspected she wasn’t actually her father’s daughter, since she looked nothing like her siblings or either of her parents, but maybe it was just the mystery of genetics. Most likely her mother would have been far too afraid of Elle’s cruel father to cheat on the bastard.

Elle was wearing tight jeans, a low-cut top, and a very long sweater that confused him. It was part blanket, part sweater, part drape. She had multiple necklaces on and, as usual, her wrists jangled with a stack of bracelets. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he had to acknowledge it bothered him she’d put on those tight jeans for a man, but for the time being he ignored that feeling. Jealousy over the men she bestowed her time and attention on wasn’t anything new for him.

When she asked for a hug he stepped forward and took her into his arms, relieved. He had been terrified that something serious was wrong. Elle never cried. He’d seen her tumble out of a tree and break her arm and never shed a tear. In high school a burning log had fallen off their campfire and smacked her in the leg, causing third-degree burns. While she had teared up, nothing had actually fallen from her eyes. She had willed the tears away. To hear her sobbing over what didn’t sound like anything other than a shitty date had scared the fucking hell out of him. It had been enough to have him jumping into his truck and driving south to see for himself that she was okay.

She was thin and he gathered her up in a firm hug, kissing the side of her head in an unusual display of affection between them, but unable to resist. “You scared me half to death,” he told her, irritated. “What the hell is going on?”

Tucker was used to her random phone calls and texts about bad dates and lousy employers but this had been different. Usually she bitched, she vented, she laughed. She never cried. It had nearly killed him to hear that. She just didn’t sound like herself and he wanted some answers.

“Well, come on in before you start grilling me,” she said, taking his hand and tugging him into her apartment.

He liked the feel of her hand in his altogether too much and he was disappointed when she immediately let it go. “I’m going to lock the door behind us,” she said with a sparkle in her eye.

“I don’t need you to now that I’m here,” he said, and he meant it. “I have my gun on me.”

“You know how I feel about that.”

“And you know I don’t care how you feel about that.” He didn’t. He wasn’t budging on carrying a concealed when he was off duty. He had a dangerous job with a lot of people to hate him and he wasn’t walking around without a way to protect himself. Or her. He hadn’t known what he was walking into. A tense part of him had thought maybe she was in an abusive relationship. That she had meant it when she said she was becoming her mother. 

She locked the door. “Can you put it somewhere?”

“Sure.” He put his gun on her kitchen counter. He had never been to this apartment. It was nice, though it was small. She had a lot of personal belongings in it that didn’t seem to have any rhyme or reason to them. Lots of rocks and figurines and weird art on the walls. If he had been pressed to describe her style he would probably label it modern hippie.

Yet there was nothing particularly new age about her personality so even after knowing her for twenty-five years he wasn’t sure he had Elle completely figured out. There were two stools in front of her kitchen counter and he sat on one, urging her to come over to him. “Tell me what’s going on.” He liked to sit down when he was having serious conversations because at six foot four he tended to tower over people, and he didn’t want to seem intimidating.

She came over to stand next to him, leaning on the counter. It made her hip shift out and her waist nip in. One of her breasts came dangerously close to escaping her bra and blouse and he focused on her face, refusing to acknowledge to himself how goddamn sexy she was. It was a struggle he was used to. He’d been feeling that way since he was sixteen. For one brief period their junior year when they were seventeen they had gotten to explore and indulge in all those feelings they had, but then she had moved and that had been the end of that.

Their sweet high school romance was a distant memory, and she’d logged thousands of miles working with celebrities and he had a failed marriage and a career at the sheriff’s office to keep him busy. But they had a friendship he wouldn’t trade for anything.

“I don’t know,” she said, and it sounded truthful. “I’m not sure why I got so upset. I guess I was partly mad at myself for always picking the same kind of men and partly mad at him for hitting me where it hurts the most.”

He really wanted to find the asshole and punch him, but he tried to stay neutral. She didn’t need him irrationally angry on top of everything else. “Where does it hurt the most?”

“He told me he was using me for Jolene. Not straight out, but in so many words. That isn’t the first time that’s happened and yet it always hurts. There is nothing more gross than being used for my sister’s connections and fame.”

Tucker knew that Elle was fiercely proud of her sister, but that she still had a hard time reconciling the little spitfire baby sister with the polished and wealthy country star. He got it. He’d seen Jolene grow up and he almost felt like she was two different people, but not in a bad way. He couldn’t imagine if it were his sister. Then to have people use you for a connection, it would be infuriating. Hurtful. “I’m sorry. I wish there was a way to tell people’s true intentions.”

She sighed. “There is. I just choose to ignore it, so that’s on me.” She propped her head up with her palm and gave him a smile. “Look at you, in my apartment. I feel guilty as hell that you drove here, but you’re a sight for sore eyes, sir. I can’t deny.” Her hand came out and tickled his five o’clock shadow. “You need to shave.”

Tucker pulled back, too on edge to have her touching him. “Hair grows during the night. I can’t do much to stop that. And maybe I let it go a day or two, but so what? I thought beards were in style or whatever.”

“You’re surly but I guess I can’t blame you. I got you out of your warm bed.”

His lonely bed. It had been two years since his divorce and he had slept with exactly one woman. It had been a pleasant enough experience but not one he had been dying to repeat given the awkwardness of sex with a near stranger. One-night stands weren’t really his thing and he didn’t particularly want to date, so that left him alone, taking care of his own needs when he had to. So he knew he was coiled fairly tight, lack of sex making him tenser than he wanted to be. “I don’t mind. I’m not surly. I’m worried about you.”

She waved her hand. “I’ll be fine. I just am thinking that maybe I’m more like my mother than I ever realized.” Her finger shot out. “And don’t tell me she’s nicer than me. I don’t need to hear that.”

“I think you took that wrong. I didn’t mean you’re not nice.” He hadn’t. “I just meant that your mother is naïve. She trusts everyone and gives them second and third and seventeenth chances. You read people better.”

“Yeah, but I still go stumbling around after the same type of man every time.” She sighed and used her free hand to lift a chunk of her hair and nibble on it. “How can I consider myself an independent woman, a gypsy, if I’m trotting after pretty boys who could give two shits about anyone but themselves?”

He had no answers to that. Her love of pretty boys had always irritated the hell out of him. “You pay your own bills. That makes you independent.”

“God, you’re so practical. You just cut through all the bullshit and declare in your Tuck voice, ‘You pay your own bills.’ I wish I could do that. Just cut through my bullshit.”

He was practical. His ex-wife had considered that a flaw and truthfully Elle always had, as well. It was the way he was drawn and he didn’t see that changing anytime soon. “You are who you are, sweetheart. But you do have terrible taste in men.”

Elle made a face and stood up. “What do you suggest I do, Mr. Practical?”

He could think of a thing or two and it involved him and her naked, his stupidly oversize bear-paw hands all over her slim body. But that wasn’t the answer she wanted so he would give her the practical response she had requested. “I suggest the next time you’re tempted to say yes to a pretty boy you turn tail and run. Find someone ugly.”

She actually laughed and it was a relief to see her looking more like herself. Elle was lively, she always had been. Hearing her sound defeated had done hell to his insides. “Tucker, that’s so unappealing it must be the right thing to do. Doing the right thing is never any fun, is it?”

“I always do the right thing.”

“No offense, but you’re not exactly a barrel of laughs.”

It was true. But it didn’t mean he wanted to hear it. “You calling me mean?”

To his surprise her face softened. “No. Of course not.”

Elle shifted so she was between his legs. Her hips brushed his thighs and he felt things he shouldn’t. Things that had him driving two hundred miles at midnight to see her. Her hands cupped his cheeks and he fought the deep carnal urge to wrap his arms around her and kiss her deeply. He blamed it on the fact that he’d spent hours driving and worrying. Normally he tucked those feelings far away, and relegated them to the past. Elle was his friend and he cherished that, didn’t want to jeopardize it. They would be a terrible match now as adults and he knew that.

Her dark eyes bore into him. “Tucker, you’re the best man I know.”

He didn’t want her compliments. He knew she meant well, but it wasn’t enough. It was never going to be enough and he hated that he felt that way. “No matter what that shithead told you, you’re not a bitch. You’re a kind, funny, sweet woman.”

To his astonishment her mascara-streaked cheeks turned pink. “Can I record you saying that? I’ll just play it every time I date a jerk. That way I won’t have to call you and bug you.”

“You can call me anytime.” His hand slipped around her waist. “I don’t mind. What else did he say to you?”

Her head tilted. “He said I’m a bad kisser.”

Now that was just stupid. “He’s wrong. I’ve kissed you. You’re not bad at it at all.” They’d spent hours making out in his truck, on the grass by the creek, behind the garage. He’d enjoyed that even more than playing football and that was saying something.

“That was a million years ago. Maybe I was terrible and you just didn’t know it because I was the first girl you kissed.”

His eyebrows shot up. “You were not the first girl I kissed. Don’t be spreading lies about me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, okay, tough guy. Who was your first kiss?”

“Shelby Brown.”

Her jaw dropped. “Wait, seriously? I didn’t know that. When?” Elle looked upset.

If he had learned nothing in the last fifteen years it was to not talk about another woman to the woman he was with at the moment, friend or lover. “None of your business.”

For a second he thought she was going to press him but she just did a mock rub of her chin. “Huh. Interesting. But I still maintain that there is no way we had the experience to know if what we were doing was any good.”

He shook his head. “That’s just dumb. If we enjoyed it, it was good.”

“You’re wrong.”

“So what are you suggesting? That maybe you really are a lousy kisser? I seriously doubt it.”

She was giving him a look that was mischievous, flirtatious.

It was a look that made him suspicious and more than a little hard. He had a feeling he was going to both love and hate the words that came out of her mouth.

“Kiss me, Tucker. Tell me what you think.”

Oh, yeah. Love and hate. He fought a hard mental battle. He still wasn’t sure which side was going to win when he tucked her hair behind her ear and pulled her in closer.
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