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    Impulsive. Irresponsible. Impossible.

Lemon Kelly lives in a world that is fast, loud and a little bit crazy. She left her small hometown for the bright lights of Nashville and has been living her dream ever since. She's traveled the world and plays her music for crowds of adoring fans. She has everything she ever wanted. Only the wants of a 17 year old girl vary greatly from the needs of a grown woman. Is it selfish to want something more, something like the love she writes songs about?

Can a girl have two dreams? Or will she have to give up one to get the other? And if so... which? Fame or a family of her own?

Stable. Solid. Safe.

Shane Lowry likes his quiet, controlled life. The always responsible small town deputy is a father to his three daughters first and foremost. Nothing comes before them. He had to grow up fast and early and he's long since stopped letting silly things like lust control his actions. He doesn't even date. So why does he find himself so drawn to the lively girl next door turned country music superstar that is the complete opposite of what he should want in a woman?

If he lets her in, she'll shake up his entire world. He knows it. But is that a good thing or a very bad thing?

The sparks between them are undeniable. The pull irresistible. And if they take a chance they just might find what they've both been missing.

*Call Me, Irresistible is a standalone, full length, contemporary romance novel set in Fate, Texas with a guaranteed HEA. It is intended for audiences 18+ due to language and sexual situations. If you enjoy the quirky characters in this little town, try other releases by Jess Bryant set in Fate such as the West Brothers Series.* 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Immature. Impulsive. Irresponsible. Impossible. Lemon Kelly had been called a lot of different things by a lot of different people over the years. Reckless. Selfish. Wild. She’d never given the criticisms much thought but since the voices in her head had been her only company for the past thousand or so miles she’d had time to face some hard truths about herself. 
 
    She was impulsive. How else could she explain driving home to Texas on a whim? As if changing her location would change her mood, her attitude, her life. Maybe if it hadn’t worked out so well the last time she fled her old life for a new one she wouldn’t have considered doing it again but it had. 
 
    She’d been impulsive and it had paid off. 
 
    At seventeen years old, she’d taken a leap of faith and followed her dreams. She’d left her small hometown behind for the bright lights of music city. She’d gone to Nashville with a battered old suitcase, a beat up Bronco and an unbending belief that she was bound for stardom and she’d made it. She’d gotten a record deal and a hit album and a crowd of adoring fans.  
 
    She had it all. Fame. Stardom. Money. Success. The ability to write her songs and sing her heart out for people that believed in her words and felt her music in their souls. 
 
    She’d gotten everything she ever wanted. At least, she thought she had at the time. As it turned out, everything a teenage girl wanted left quite a few things on the table. Like a family, a home, someone to love her in all of her imperfect, impossible glory. 
 
    It was a ridiculous thought. She knew that. Just like she knew it made her sound like a whiny crybaby. She had everything and she wanted more. She had everything and she was running away from it. She was running home like a child desperate for something familiar and comfortable in a world that expected her to be an adult. 
 
    Reckless. Immature. Irresponsible. 
 
    Lemon flipped the windshield wipers on the Range Rover to high as she passed the welcome sign the First Baptist Church had erected to greet newcomers to Fate, Texas. It was the same faded blue and green sign that she’d waved to over her shoulder all those years ago as she left town. She breathed a sigh of relief as the edge of town came into view and for the first time in what felt like forever, the weight on her shoulders felt a little more bearable. 
 
    Yes coming home had been impulsive. It had been irresponsible to leave her band and her assistant and her manager and everyone else back in Nashville without so much as a word. But no matter how immature it might have been to run away from her responsibilities, she knew as soon as she’d seen that sign that she was doing the right thing. 
 
    Fate was a small town. Her return wouldn’t go unnoticed. Someone would see her and the gossip would spread. She knew that. But she also knew that nobody here would track her around with cameras. Nobody in Fate would care if she wore sweatpants or brushed her hair. Okay, her friends and family would probably care and undoubtedly the women of the Ladies Guild would whisper about it, but there wouldn’t be anyone demanding more of her, another piece of her, when she wasn’t sure she had anything left to give.  
 
    She’d be able to breathe here. Think here. Decide what it was she really wanted. Because she’d fulfilled all of seventeen year old Lemon’s dreams but adult Lemon knew there was still something missing. 
 
    The rain was beating down on her so she tapped her breaks and squinted out the windshield to take in the changes, or lack thereof, all around her. Fate was still what people liked to call a one-stoplight town, though in truth there wasn’t a single one in city limits. The streets were lined with lampposts. The trees were neatly trimmed, the yards unfenced and the doors unlocked. 
 
    Children still played in the streets and ran underneath the large oak trees, or they would have if it hadn’t been raining. In nicer weather she knew the townsfolk would have been sitting on the little benches and swings on their front porches, sipping their tea and wondering who was in the expensive, unfamiliar SUV that crawled down their streets. 
 
    She was grateful for the extra anonymity, even if she knew it wouldn’t last long. 
 
    She didn’t care if they talked about her. She never had. But she wanted to see her family first, talk to them before word got out. It wasn’t going to be much of a surprise if someone spotted her and heated up the phone lines before she even got home.  
 
    Lemon made a turn into the residential side of town and smiled at the big, white house siting on the corner of Constitution Drive. There was still a tire swing tied to the old oak in the yard and remnants of plywood planks nailed to the trunk from a misguided attempt at a treehouse. It still looked as if children ruled the roost since toys were piled high on the porch and bikes littered the yard and she wondered which of the Lowry grandkids had left their stuff out in the rain. 
 
    She’d spent many an afternoon in that house as a child herself. She’d won hide-and-seek games by cramming her small body into the space under the stairs. She’d broken her arm sneaking into the second story window near the lattice. She’d laughed and cried and grown up in that house because her best friend had lived there. Just thinking about all of those happy memories sent a flicker of loss through her that was hard to swallow. 
 
    This was why she’d come back. Because she needed this place. She needed what it represented. Home. Safety. Stability. She’d come home to Texas. Home to Fate. Home to her parents and sister and family and friends. She’d come home because somewhere along the way she’d forgotten what home felt like and she wanted, needed, all of it right now. 
 
    She hadn’t been back in years. Not really. She’d visited of course for holidays and birthday celebrations. She’d come home for her sister’s wedding and the births of her nephews. But all of those trips has been brief, get in and get out situations. She’d had a small contingent of people planning her every move and every moment, always reminding her that her time was precious and she needed to get back to her real life. She hadn’t taken time to enjoy the small town culture or traditions. And, if she was honest with herself, she hadn’t even enjoyed the trips because she couldn’t be herself with her assistant and her bodyguard looking over her shoulder.  
 
    This time she was all alone and she could just be her. Lemon Kelly. A girl with a silly name. A girl that needed to remember her roots if she had any chance in hell of getting the future that seemed so far out of reach. 
 
    Lemon pulled into the driveway with the big red mailbox and stared up at the house where she’d been raised. Slowly, steadily, or as steadily as she could with shaking hands, she unbuckled her seat belt and killed the engine on the SUV. She pulled open the door handle and purposefully put her feet on the ground, taking in a deep breath of the cool, rain-soaked air as she did. 
 
    Her feet were on Texas soil. Her feet were on Kelly soil. She was finally home. 
 
    The rain had lightened to a sheer mist and she pulled her baseball cap down to cover her hair but she hadn’t thought about bringing a jacket so her clothes were going to get wet. She dodged a puddle as she went to the trunk to drag out her suitcase. It was Louis Vuitton, a far cry from the sticker covered monstrosity she’d used when she packed up and left this place. She didn’t care about the label on it though. All she’d cared about when she hauled it out of her closet back in Nashville was that it was the biggest one she’d ever seen. In fact, she thought as she wrestled with the oversize luggage that someone else usually carried for her, it was probably too big. After a lot of effort, she managed to get it out without straining her back and with no thought to the puddles she popped the wheels and dragged it up the walkway towards the door. 
 
    Lemon paused at the porch stairs with a groan. She’d need to be Supergirl to get that thing up those three tiny wooden steps. Clearly her personal trainer had been going easy on her because she was winded just dragging the thing behind her. She dismissed the idea of lifting it again and simply abandoned it at the foot of the stairs as she hopped up onto the porch.  
 
    Her dad would bring it in for her if she asked nicely. He’d be shocked to see her. Both her parents would. But after they got over the shock of her impromptu visit, her dad would get the ridiculously overpriced and oversized luggage out of the rain. 
 
    She pressed the doorbell and then tried to tidy her hair up a bit. The rain always made her blonde hair frizz so the baseball cap she’d used as camouflage when she fled Nashville was actually pretty helpful. She smoothed the ends of her hair as best she could as she waited and then frowned.  
 
    She hit the doorbell again and listened to the familiar ding-ding-dong echo through the house. She strained, trying to hear what should have come next. Her father calling from somewhere, most likely his study, that there was someone at the door. Her mother yelling back that she wasn’t deaf. There should have been footsteps on the hardwoods as they both came to see who had disrupted their quiet evening but there wasn’t. Only silence greeted her and Lemon sensed the beginnings of a bad feeling skate down her spine. 
 
    A glance back at the driveway confirmed neither of their cars were parked there but that wasn’t out of the ordinary. Her father always complained that a car left parked in the drive would leak gas or oil and stain the concrete. In fact once he got over his initial shock at seeing her he’d probably insist she move the Range Rover out onto the street. Since her parents always parked in the garage it hadn’t seemed odd not to see their cars but she had a sinking suspicion they weren’t home. 
 
    With a sigh, she marched herself back out into the rain and over to the garage. There were three large rectangular windows up high on the big doors. Lemon tiptoed but could barely see a thing through the tinted glass. She flipped her ball-cap around backwards and squinted as she craned her head, trying to get a better look, but when she leaned in she groaned as the wet door soaked through her clothes. 
 
    “Well, shit.” She cursed as she dropped back to her heels. 
 
    A glance down confirmed that her white t-shirt was drenched. It stuck to her like a second skin and she tugged it from her stomach and breasts with a huff. She kept cursing as she turned in a circle, trying to figure out her next move as the rain continued to pour down on her. 
 
    Her parents weren’t home. Neither of their cars were in the garage. Strange but plausible considering she hadn’t called to let them know she was coming. Her father had probably gotten stuck working late and it was anybody’s guess where her mother was off to if that were the case. Hosting a bake sale? Volunteering at the hospital? Playing bridge and gossiping with other tipsy housewives? Anything was possible. 
 
    Impulsive to her core and this time, it hadn’t worked in her favor. 
 
    “Welcome home, me.” She muttered to herself as she pulled at her wet clothes and moved over to the keypad on the side of the garage door to let herself inside.  
 
    She punched in the entry code she knew by heart and frowned when it beeped at her in warning. Incorrect entry, it flashed. She gaped in surprise, certain she’d hit the numbers in the wrong order. She tapped out the six digit code again and again watched as it beeped and flashed at her.  
 
    It took another second for the realization that they had changed the code to sink in. They’d changed it. They’d changed the garage door code and they hadn’t told her. The code that had been the same since she was fourteen. The code that was supposed to be her birthday! 
 
    Lemon tried not to take offense. Tried and failed. Logically she knew that it wasn’t personal but she was sort of an emotional basketcase and having her place in her family questioned made those tears she’d sworn she had under control flare back to life. It was a silly, stupid garage door code that didn’t mean a thing and yet, at that moment, it simply felt like one more instance where she’d thought she knew something only to learn she’d been wrong.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, she pulled her phone from her pocket and quickly dialed her mother’s cell phone number. All the while, she could feel the misting rain sliding along her skin and soaking into her clothes. She was getting drenched but at the moment she didn’t care. She could deal with a little water, it was really the least of her problems. 
 
    When her mother’s cell phone went straight to voicemail, signaling it was dead, she cursed some more. That part wasn’t really even a shock. Some things never changed. Her mother never remembered to plug the thing in, would probably forget her head if it wasn’t attached. Lemon got some of her personality traits from the woman after all. Since she didn’t want to bother her father in case he was still at work, she tucked the phone back into her pocket and tried to think. 
 
    She could call her sister and find out where she was. If Lydia was home then Lemon could get in her SUV and drive the couple of miles over to her house instead. If she wasn’t, odds were good her sister would know the code that would get her inside. But she wasn’t really up to dealing with that particular reunion, or the one with Lydia’s impossibly perfect husband and children, quite yet. 
 
    “Hide-a-key!” She finally gave a victorious grin as the answer to her latest problem came to her.  
 
    There was a hide-a-key around here somewhere. Her father was a stickler about security but he knew his wife was as forgetful as a goldfish. She was constantly misplacing her keys and locking herself out of the house. That was why her father had bought the small hide-a-key that looked like a normal rock and stuck it in the flowerbed next to the porch. 
 
    Even if they’d changed the garage code, odds were good the key was still here so Lemon just needed to find it. With no thought to the rain that was still misting down around her, she jumped into the flower garden, carefully avoiding her mother’s beloved bulbs, and got to work. Unfortunately, there were more rocks than she remembered. She went straight for the biggest ones first but came up empty. Turning her attention to the smaller rocks, she frowned when she realized she was getting dirt under her nails and tried to buff them off on her jeans. When she realized what she was doing she laughed out loud at herself. 
 
    Maybe all those years in the big city, with employees to fetch whatever she needed and plan for every contingency had changed her but she wasn’t a city girl. Not really. She’d been born and raised right here in the middle of nowhere Texas. She’d spent many a summer day running barefoot and playing in the dirt. She’d spent a long time away but she’d written songs about taking the girl out of the country but not the country out of the girl and she truly believed that. 
 
    She was a country girl at heart no matter how expensive her manicure. 
 
    She laughed again. If only her assistant could see her now, soaking wet in the rain, ankle deep in mud with dirt under her nails. Millie wouldn’t know what to think. She’d be convinced Lemon had finally gone off the deep end, lost her mind and was in desperate need of a straight jacket, a padded room and a… 
 
    “Excuse me miss but, what do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    Lemon shrieked and jerked upright at the sound of a rough male voice behind her. She hadn’t heard anyone approach and was shocked to see someone had snuck up on her. The man in question was only a few feet away, hands on his hips, staring at her as if she were a fugitive or a lunatic escapee from an asylum. 
 
    “I… uh…” She started to fumble for words but as her eyes took him in she lost all grasp of the English language. 
 
    He was gorgeous, her brain supplied, but that word didn’t seem nearly enough as her eyes drank him in. Thick, dark brown hair, so dark it looked almost black in the rain. A sharp jaw with a dusting of equally dark stubble was tensed with something resembling annoyance. A big, hard body that was in no way camouflaged by the terrible brown pantsuit that marked him as a deputy with the Fate Police Department. She caught the name patch covering his chest and her eyes jumped up to his when familiarity joined awareness and skated down her spine. 
 
     A jolt of heat shot through her system when she met those intensely green eyes. Thunder crackled overhead and she wondered momentarily if she’d been struck by lightning. Only she knew that wasn’t why her blood was heating despite the chill in the air. Wasn’t why her nipples pebbled and heat curled low in her belly.  
 
    Her body reacted instantaneously and logically she knew what it was. Lust. Desire. A straight up appreciation for the gifts God had bestowed on this beautiful man.  
 
    The part that wasn’t logical or rational or easy to explain was why her body reacted to this particular man the exact same way it had when she was nothing more than a hormonal teenage girl, as if she hadn’t aged a day, as if nothing had changed when in truth everything had. 
 
    His name patch said Lowry but she hadn’t truly needed it to know who she was looking at. She’d have known him anywhere. She should have. Because she’d known him all her life. 
 
    She knew his eyes were actually a beautiful blue-green color up close and that they were a family trait. She knew that if he smiled deep dimples would appear in both of his cheeks. She knew that he’d gotten the small white scar on his otherwise flawless jawline from a brazen head-first dive into home plate that had won his baseball team the district championship in high school. She knew that beneath that awful uniform there was a tattoo that he’d gotten when he was a teenager and had briefly dabbled in rebellion against his Sheriff father.  
 
    She knew almost everything there was to know about him because he had been her secret childhood crush when she was a little girl. She’d followed him around like a pesky shadow, asking him questions and begging for his attention. She’d been half in love with Shane Lowry when she was seven years old but she’d thought she had outgrown her fascination. Standing in the rain, with his big, hard body mere feet away and those gorgeous green eyes studying her, she felt like the same silly, foolish little girl she’d been back then. 
 
    Because she wanted him. Instantly. Uncontrollably. It didn’t make a lick of sense, it never had, but her body knew what it wanted and being all grown up only made the feeling more intense.  
 
    “Miss?” 
 
    Lemon blinked for what felt like the first time in hours and her surroundings came back into focus. She was standing outside in the rain, in her mother’s garden no less, and Shane Lowry was glowering at her. He had one hand on the butt of his gun, as if she might be a threat, and she was standing here imagining him naked.  
 
    Idiotic.  
 
    She’d met her fair share of gorgeous men since she became famous. Men that used their bodies for their career. Singers, actors, models, athletes, she’d rubbed shoulders with them all. She’d slept with some of them, had relationships with some of them, hell she’d married and then divorced one of them, but her body had never once reacted so viscerally to the sight of them. Not the way it did when faced with the good-looking, small-town police deputy in his ugly brown uniform. 
 
    She’d spent a lot of time and energy as a teenage girl trying to figure out exactly what it was about this man that got to her but she’d never been able to narrow it down to one thing and she still couldn’t. It could have been the way his dark hair stuck up in every direction, making her fingers itch to run through it. Or it could have been those intense eyes that had a way of looking a different color depending on the light but had always seemed to really see her. Or it could have just been that he was smoking hot and she hadn’t been laid in a really long time. 
 
    Yeah, that was probably it. She was in a serious drought and add to that she was emotionally compromised. She’d been homesick and as strange as it might be, Shane Lowry represented home and safety to her just as much as this small town or the house behind her did. At one point in their lives, he’d been her protector, her guardian angel or a surrogate big brother figure, though she’d tried to distance herself from that thought the moment she hit puberty.  
 
    They’d known each other for as long as she could remember. His parents and hers were practically inseparable. Their fathers were best friends that worked together, golfed together and that meant by default their families did things together. As a little girl, she’d called his parents Aunt Rosa and Uncle Hank for God’s sake. His younger brother, Seth, had been her best friend and for the most part that meant Shane had been forced into the role of babysitter if not surrogate older brother. She had most definitely been the annoying little sister he never wanted right up until the moment she left town even if she’d long since stopped thinking of him that way. 
 
    “Um… hi.” She tried for casual, waving and only realizing when he raised one eyebrow that she was still holding a rock in her fist. She dropped the rock and tried to wipe her dirty hands on her jeans, “Uh, sorry about that.” 
 
    His eyes skated down her body at the movement but jerked upwards again quickly, “What seems to be the problem here miss?” 
 
    She paused in the midst of rubbing her hands on her thighs and stared at him for a long moment. She didn’t want to wonder what he saw when his eyes skittered over her like that so she refused to think about it. Instead she focused on what she did know, instinctively, from the fact that he kept calling her miss instead of by her name and using that cop voice as though it might convince her he meant business. 
 
    Impossible. 
 
    Lemon bit off a pout as she realized that Shane didn’t recognize her. In his defense, she probably looked like a drowned rat at the moment. She hadn’t immediately recognized him either even though he hadn’t changed all that much since she left. The dark scruff on his jaw was new and the lines around his eyes and mouth were deeper but he was still Shane. And that meant she had every right to use her advantage against him. 
 
    “The house is locked.”  
 
    He continued to eye her warily when she stepped out of the mud of the flowerbed and therefore closer to him, “Okay, but that doesn’t explain what you were doing when I drove up.” 
 
    “Um, breaking and entering? Duh.” She stopped just in front of him and finally gave in to the grin that was threatening, “You going to arrest me again, Deputy Do-Right?” 
 
    She waited but she didn’t have to wait long. She saw it the moment her insulting old nickname for him hit and recognition flared in his eyes along with something else, something far less familiar that she couldn’t place. His gaze darted down her body again and then back up and his jaw fell open as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 
 
    “Lemon?” He blinked, equal parts confusion and surprise coloring his expression. 
 
    A shiver ran down her spine at the way he said her name but it wasn’t sexual this time. It was warmth and comfort. Familiar.  
 
    It reminded her of all the times he’d said it when she was a kid. She could vividly recall the way his lips had pursed into a thin, irritated line whenever he’d caught her doing something she shouldn’t have been doing. Just as she could vividly remember the way the corners of his mouth had twitched as he reprimanded her, because even when she’d annoyed Shane, she’d also always amused him.  
 
    And because those memories were so clear, so potent and warm and welcoming, she ignored the little voice in her head that said to be careful and impulsively threw herself into his arms for a hug as she yelled, “Surprise!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Oomph.” Shane Lowry felt all of the air rush out of his lungs on a strangled breath when she threw her arms around him but he recovered quickly and grabbed her before they both tumbled to the ground. 
 
    It was a good save. At least he thought it was until he realized that it brought her body up tight against his. Until he realized that his hands had instinctively circled her hips and now rested dangerously close to the curve of her ass. Until he realized her breasts were pressed to his chest and she was obviously cold because he could feel the hard little points of her nipples through their clothing. 
 
    Clothing he had absolutely no right to be thinking would look better on the floor of his bedroom. Next to his bed. While he laid her out and explored every inch of her beautiful body. 
 
    Shane had to shake his head to clear the very dirty, very inappropriate thoughts. Thoughts that had risen, unbidden, the moment he’d pulled his truck into his driveway, stepped out, and noticed the woman bent over provocatively in the yard across the street. He’d tried to tell himself that he came over to inspect the scene because he was an officer of the law, because Paul and Lorna Kelly were close family friends, but both of those reasons paled in comparison to the simple desire he’d felt to get a better look at the woman bent over with her ass waving in the air like an invitation. 
 
    And wasn’t that just like Lemon Kelly to completely throw him for a loop? 
 
    Somewhere between noticing the way the tight denim jeans clung to her perfectly shaped ass and getting a glimpse of a flimsy white shirt that was damn near translucent, his brain had shut off and he hadn’t seen the resemblance to the pretty girl he’d known all her life.  
 
    It wasn’t his fault that he hadn’t recognized her, that he’d reacted to her body like she was any other woman. A woman he was allowed to look at. A woman he was allowed to fantasize about. It wasn’t his fault he’d looked at her and seen things he shouldn’t have. 
 
    Not when she was soaked through and that ball cap hid most of her features. Not when her cheeks were rosy from the chill in the air. Not when that chill had tightened her nipples to the point that he could see them through the shirt plastered to her curves. Not when he could feel them slide against his chest when she wiggled in his arms. 
 
    He groaned and attempted to shake off another round of hard-core, debilitating desire. He began to untangle them and set her back on her feet when what he really wanted was to hitch her up just a couple of inches until she could wrap her legs around him. That would put those gorgeous breasts close enough he could tongue them through her bra and… 
 
    “Shane?” Her breathy voice saying his name jerked him out of that horribly inappropriate fantasy. 
 
    What the fuck was he thinking? He had to get himself under control. Now. He could not seriously and knowingly be lusting after Lemon Kelly. She was beautiful, sure. Maybe she always had been but he’d never given it as much as a thought. She’d always just been the annoying little girl from down the street.  
 
    The one that he’d been terrified was dead when she refused to come out of her hiding spot during hide-and-seek when she was eight. The one that he’d been stuck babysitting right along with his little brother when she was twelve. The same one he’d caught sneaking into his little brother’s window when she was sixteen.  
 
    He couldn’t remember a time in his life when Lemon Kelly hadn’t been wreaking havoc and causing problems for him so maybe this new impulsive desire he had to touch her was just all grown up Lemon’s way of driving him crazy. 
 
    “Is that a police baton in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?” There was laughter in her voice and he growled as he dumped her back to the ground unceremoniously. 
 
    She caught herself on her own two feet and laughed up at him. Big blue eyes flashing with mischief and more than a little knowledge, she looked a lot more like the girl he remembered at that moment. Her laughter was familiar, sweet and melodic with just a touch of teasing but in a comforting kind of way. 
 
    This was Lemon. An all grown up, soft and sexy Lemon. But still just Lemon. 
 
    He resituated his holster on his hips in an effort to hide the erection she’d already noticed. Luckily since he’d just come off duty, he did indeed have his baton on his hip. He could pretend they were talking about that and maybe have a shot in hell of not embarrassing them both. 
 
    “Well, well…” He cleared his throat, “If it isn’t little Lemon Kelly, up to no good as usual I see.” 
 
    Her grin only widened at the playful insult, “Well, well, if it isn’t Shane Lowry, still taking all the fun out of life I see.” 
 
    “Brat.” He shot back. 
 
    “Bore.” She stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    And just like that, he got a grip on the hum of sexual energy that had begun to thrum beneath his skin as soon as he saw her. This, the teasing and taunting and name-calling, was a reminder of just how long he’d known this girl, how well he’d known her.   
 
    It brought back memories he hadn’t even known he had. Memories of a little girl with ribbons in her hair following him around asking questions about the universe. Memories of a teenage girl with a short skirt blowing bubbles with her gum and rolling her eyes at him. Memories of giggling laughter and arguments and fights, all memories from what felt like a lifetime ago when he looked down at her because she wasn’t that same girl anymore.  
 
    He’d have known that even if his sudden attraction to her hadn’t more than proven it. Her eyes didn’t sparkle like they used to. Even amused at his expense he could see the ghosts in her big blue eyes now, as if she was trying too hard to be light-hearted. She looked tired, he realized, and he felt another urge, this one far more common and far more acceptable than the one to get her naked. He wanted to hug her and tell her that she was safe. 
 
    He had no idea why he thought she needed to hear that but stifling the urge was damn near impossible. 
 
    He’d seen pictures of her over the years after she left for Tennessee. He had each and every one of her albums. He remembered the cover of the very first one, the one with her sitting in a field of wildflowers when she’d looked at the camera as if she had a secret she couldn’t wait to tell you. He’d seen her on his television at red carpet events and on the covers of magazines down at the grocery store. He remembered the candid shot from her wedding day that Lorna had framed and hung inside the house, the one where Lemon was looking back over her shoulder at the lens, smiling that same secretive smile. 
 
    But that wasn’t the smile she was using now and it somehow felt more wrong than his desire to kiss her until she grinned at him like she had when she was a kid up to no good. 
 
    “It’s nice to see you, Shane.” She softened as she stepped back from him, out of reach. 
 
    “I could say the same thing.” He shoved his hands into his pockets instead of reaching for her, “What’re you doing here, Lemon?” 
 
    “Uh, well…” She shrugged, her gaze darting all around, “I um, I’m visiting my parents. Duh. What’s it look like I’m doing?” 
 
    Shane pursed his lips as something else he knew about this girl twitched in his memory. She wasn’t a bratty teenager anymore but her lingo hadn’t changed much. How many times had she said duh since they started talking? He snorted at her ridiculously childish tell even though the fact that he knew it meant she was hiding something made all of his protective instincts sit up and take notice. 
 
    “It looked like you were breaking and entering, just like you said you were.” 
 
    “I was looking for the hide-a-key!” She groaned. 
 
    “To a house where you don’t live, which is breaking and entering.” 
 
    “Seriously?” She threw her hands in the air and then crossed her arms over her chest defensively, “I wasn’t breaking in, per se… I was just…” 
 
    She was still talking. He knew she was still talking. He could hear her sweet voice but he couldn’t focus on the words. Her defiant gesture, crossing her arms, had earned his undivided attention. Her arms framed her breasts in that position and he couldn’t look away. Her shirt was wet and clingy and completely see-through now. He got an eyeful of the black lace bra beneath and her nipples were hard points that just begged for his hands or mouth or tongue so he could… 
 
    “Shane?” 
 
    Her breathing had sped up, he knew from the way her chest heaved but it was her voice saying his name that broke the spell. He jerked his eyes back up to her face, feeling his skin heat with the knowledge that she’d caught him staring. She was smirking, as if his seemingly uncontrollable desire for her amused her to no end.  
 
    It probably did. The Lemon he remembered had always enjoyed a good laugh. She’d enjoyed causing trouble even more. She was probably getting a real kick out of seeing him react to her like a blushing schoolboy instead of a grown man. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you staring at my boobs?” 
 
    He groaned and slammed a hand across his eyes. She just couldn’t pass up the opportunity to call him out. She hadn’t changed a bit. Trouble. That’s what she was. She couldn’t just let it go. She had to make things awkward by pointing out that he’d been aroused when she leapt into his arms, that he couldn’t help but stare at her breasts. If she had any idea the thoughts that had run through his head before he knew who she was she’d laugh her head off. 
 
    He had absolutely no suitable response so he fell back on the only thing he could think of to change the subject, “You’re soaking wet Lemon. Get up on the porch out of the rain before you catch cold.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes at him as he moved her ridiculously oversized suitcase up onto the porch out of the rain and stepped under the eaves himself, “Still trying to boss me around?” 
 
    “Still refusing to act logically?” He grabbed her by the wrist and tugged her beneath the cover, unfortunately, touching her proved to be another bad idea. 
 
    Her skin was soft, so soft. And warm, so warm. He was surprised steam wasn’t rising from her actually. She stumbled into him and sucked in a gasp of air as if she felt that jolt of electricity that sparked inside him at the innocent touch. Her free hand rose to steady herself, using his chest to give her leverage and he tried not to wince, certain she could feel the way his heart sped up at the contact. 
 
    What the hell was wrong with him? 
 
    This was Lemon. Bratty, obnoxious, nothing but trouble Lemon. She was his friend, or she had been at one time or another. Probably. He wasn’t sure he’d ever really thought of her as a friend though as much as he’d thought of her as a problem that needed solving. But whatever they’d been, he had never, not once, looked at her and wondered if her lips were as soft as they looked, never questioned what she tasted like or if she’d say his name in that breathy voice if he nipped at that plump bottom lip of hers and then soothed the sting with his tongue. 
 
    Son of a bitch, he mentally cursed himself for another wayward thought. 
 
    He needed to get laid. That was all. That had to be it. He was reacting to Lemon like a horny teenager because he’d basically become a monk in the years since his divorce. It had been too long since he’d let himself enjoy a woman so the first beautiful, soaking wet, available woman to land in his path had become the object of his lust riddled thoughts. 
 
    It wasn’t about Lemon. It would have happened with any woman. Probably. 
 
    But even still he couldn’t stop himself from stroking his fingers over the smooth skin on the inside of her wrist. He couldn’t pull his gaze away from her plump, red lips. He couldn’t force himself to push her away when her little pink tongue darted out to wet her full bottom lip anxiously.  
 
    Expectantly. 
 
    His heart thumped too hard in his chest. Did she feel it too? The sparks that had flared the moment they touched? Was that why her nipples were hard and her breathing kept accelerating? Was she attracted to him too? 
 
    He forced his eyes away from her mouth and swallowed hard when he met her gaze, “Lemon?” 
 
    “Shane...” She breathed his name and started to lean in slightly before she caught herself and cleared her throat, “You should probably let go of me now.” 
 
    “Probably.” He agreed though he didn’t release her wrist. 
 
    Her gaze darted to his mouth and he had to stifle a groan when her breasts brushed his chest again. Consciously or not, she kept moving closer to him, touching him, and he knew then it was because she was attracted to him too. This thing, whatever it was, wherever it had come from, it was mutual. 
 
    Insane, but mutual. 
 
    “Lemon…” He cleared his throat again and she smiled softly. 
 
    “Why do you keep saying my name like that?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and he thought he knew what she was going to say before she said it. Because he heard it too. He’d said her name a hundred times, a million times probably, but he’d never felt it roll off his tongue like an endearment until now. He hadn’t meant for it to, had said it with every intention of putting some distance between them, but instead of coming out gruff and stern it sounded rough and needy and he just knew she was going to call him out on it like she had the other things. 
 
    Because that was what Lemon did. She took every opportunity to make him squirm. She’d been doing it since she was a kid. And the reminder of just how long he’d known her managed to cool his blood all over again so that he could force himself to release her and step back to a respectable distance. 
 
    Lemon’s lips pursed and she stepped back as well. Her cheeks were still flushed so he couldn’t be sure but he thought she blushed. Her lashes fluttered lightly and she shoved her hands into her pockets. When she looked back up at him, she’d pasted that same bright, clearly fake, smile back on her face. 
 
    “Like… all bossy and annoying. Duh.” She threw in a wink and a shrug just for good measure and he forced himself to play along. 
 
    She was giving him an out. Backing off. Letting it go. It was completely out of character for the girl he knew but he was thankful. Grateful. Because whatever new sparks had flared between them, they should ignore, needed to ignore. There were more important things to think about right now than the fact that he hadn’t been laid in forever and his body had apparently decided the streak needed to end with one tiny, gorgeous, completely off-limits blonde. 
 
    “Oh, I’m annoying? That’s rich coming from you.” He tried for humor but it came out feeling forced. 
 
    “I’m not annoying. I’m adorable.” She preened. 
 
    At some point in his life, he might have agreed with at least the second part of that statement. He was certain he’d found her adorable when she was chasing butterflies at his baseball games. He’d probably even found her adorable when she cursed at him for being a kill-joy after he busted her sneaking into Seth’s room. But he didn’t find her adorable now. 
 
    He found her sexy. Top to bottom, girl-next-door sexy. The kind of sexy he couldn’t afford for her to be if she was staying right across the street. 
 
    Which at least brought him back around to the more important topic at hand. She’d said she was home for a visit but it didn’t add up. Not at all. 
 
    He’d talked to her dad yesterday and if Paul had known Lemon was coming to town he’d have been screaming it from the rooftops with joy. And her parents weren’t home now. If Lorna had been expecting her oldest daughter she’d have been toiling in the kitchen all day preparing a celebration dinner. Besides that, there wasn’t a chance in hell Lorna wouldn’t have told her best friend of over forty years, his mother, who would have told him when he’d seen her earlier in the day. 
 
    Nobody had known Lemon was coming which was odd but not unheard of. She’d always been impulsive. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d packed a bag and hit the road after all. But there was something else that felt off to him and as he glanced around again, trying to figure out what it was, it hit him like a ton of bricks.  
 
    Silence. Stillness. They were alone.  
 
    There was no driver sitting behind the wheel of the expensive SUV in the driveway. No hulking bodyguard had emerged from the shadows to keep him a safe distance from Lemon when he approached. There was no buzzing with caffeine, phone stuck to her ear assistant hovering over Lemon and snapping her fingers. They were all alone and he couldn’t remember the list time that had happened. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    “Yeah, adorable like a mosquito maybe.” He tried for nonchalant as he motioned around them, “So, you’re here for a visit huh?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Just decided to drop in on your folks and surprise them?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” She nodded slowly, “Though it seemed like a better idea before I realized they weren’t home.” 
 
    “It’s the first Thursday of the month.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, the Elks meet for dinner the first Thursday of every month. Your parents are down at the lodge with mine and nearly every other couple over the age of fifty in Fate.” 
 
    “Oh… they still do that huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, they still do that.” He smiled and asked the question he’d been holding back, “So, where’s your entourage?” 
 
    Lemon balked. It was quick and she brushed it off almost instantly but she balked. He saw it because he was watching her so carefully and because he’d learned her tells a long time ago. Her full lips thinned and her brows furrowed causing a line to appear just above her left eye. It was a scar from when she’d fallen off her bike when she was seven years old. He knew because he’d been the one to pick her up and carry her back to the house as she cried and clung to him. It was a barely noticeable scar unless her forehead pinched because she was deep in thought. 
 
    “I’m not Drake. I don’t have an entourage.” She flipped one shoulder up in a half-shrug and rolled her eyes at the same time. 
 
    “Wait? You’re not Drake? Jeez, I’m so glad I didn’t ask you to sing Hotline Bling. That would’ve been embarrassing.” He deadpanned and Lemon laughed, loudly. 
 
    “Oh, my, God. Shane Antonio Lowry…” She paused to giggle after using his full name, a crime that had earned her many a threat of bodily harm in their younger years, “You know who Drake is?” 
 
    He let her get away with it this time, “I’m not ancient, you brat.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because you always seemed sooo much older than me when we were kids.” 
 
    “I’m thirty-four not ninety-four. I’ve heard of Drake.” 
 
    “Defensive much, old man?” She teased. 
 
    “I keep up with music trends. Drake’s cool.” 
 
    That only made her laugh harder, “I keep up with music trends? Oh lord, you sound like my dad.” She clasped her hands over her mouth suddenly, “Oh my God I just figured it out. You know who Drake is because you have a sixteen year old daughter.” She fell over in a fit of giggles again, “Admit it, Georgie’s cool. Not you. You wouldn’t have a clue who Drake was if it wasn’t for her right?” 
 
    He let himself enjoy the sound of her laughter even as he shook his head, “You really are a brat.” 
 
    “Because I’m totally right.” 
 
    “Because you’re getting on my nerves again and you’ve been in town like ten minutes tops.” 
 
    Lemon wagged her brows playfully, “Face it, Deputy Do-Right. I’m the most fun you’ve had in ages.” 
 
    A smart remark that would likely have been half innuendo nearly slid out of his mouth before he bit his tongue. No. He barely stopped himself. He wasn’t flirting with Lemon Kelly. No way. Especially not when she’d just reminded him of the biggest reason he had for keeping his distance from her. 
 
    Being attracted to Lemon was pointless.  
 
    She was a superstar, flitting about from place to place on a whim, as impulsive as ever. And he was a father to three young girls, responsible for giving them a steady and stable home environment. His kids had known Lemon all their lives but only as the famous woman that was friends with their family, the crazy aunt figure that popped in on holidays and sent presents on birthdays. She would never be more than that because she’d be gone again the next time the urge struck her. And that meant whatever attraction had flared between them in the rain had to go ignored. Not just for his sake but for his daughters as well. 
 
    He managed to get his libido under control by thinking about his children. He was a father, first and foremost. He was a deputy second. A son and brother and friend next. And somewhere, way down the list, he was a man. He didn’t get to think with his dick anymore. He put his kids first because that was what good fathers did and from the moment he’d found out he was going to be a dad, at the ripe old age of seventeen nonetheless, he’d made being a father his top priority. 
 
    He’d recommitted to the role tenfold after the divorce. 
 
    He’d never wanted his children to feel like they’d gotten the short end of the stick just because their parents hadn’t been able to make marriage work. When he and Holly had decided to split they’d sat the kids down and explained that it had nothing to do with them, that just because Mom and Dad weren’t going to be together anymore that they wouldn’t love them any less. Even still, they were kids, his kids, and he knew that the divorce and the changes that came with it had hit them hard. 
 
    That was why he’d always made sure they knew that his entire world revolved around them. Knew there was nothing that could ever compete with them for his love or attention. Knew that there was nobody else who would ever be as important to him. 
 
    Which was why he didn’t date. He didn’t go out. He didn’t engage with the pretty mothers at the park that smiled and flirted with him. He’d never even considered stripping them naked and doing dirty, naughty things to them until both their bodies were sweaty and sated. He’d never even been tempted. Not in years. 
 
    The fact that he’d been imagining doing just that with Lemon Kelly of all people freaked him out. It made him think that abstinence might be messing with his head. Maybe he should have indulged himself in a woman here or there over the years. Maybe then he wouldn’t feel like a pressure keg about to explode just from touching Lemon’s skin. Maybe he should find a woman and take her to bed, release some of the tension that had built up inside him. Not Lemon. Hell no, not Lemon. But maybe someone else. 
 
    He would not be indulging in that kind of fun with Lemon Kelly no matter how much his dick might like the idea of having the gorgeous, teasing blonde wrapped around him. 
 
    Trouble. She was trouble. That’s what she’d always been and what she still was. He needed to get away from her before he did something stupid. She was only visiting. She’d be gone soon enough. He’d just keep his distance for the next day or two and then she’d disappear into thin air again. Everything would be fine. 
 
    “Seeing you is always an experience, Lemon.” He stepped off the porch purposefully, “How long are you visiting for?” 
 
    Her head cocked, as if she didn’t understand his sudden retreat, “Uh, I don’t know. It’s open ended.” 
 
    He remembered then that he’d been asking about her missing entourage and almost stopped. He almost went back. He almost demanded answers because he was certain at that moment that everything she’d said and done since he started asking questions had been to distract him.  
 
    She was hiding something. Lying about something. And it flared all of his cop instincts right along with his protective instincts. 
 
    Instead he only found himself raising his eyebrows, “Open-ended?” 
 
    “A week? Maybe a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Oh…” He couldn’t keep the surprise out of his tone but tried to downplay it with a shrug, “I guess we’ll be seeing each other then.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, probably.”  
 
    “No probably about it.” He pointed at his house, “I live right across the street.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, “You live there? What happened to the Smiths?” 
 
    “Mr. Smith took a job teaching in Fort Worth a few years ago and I bought it.”  
 
    He shrugged uncomfortably when a little voice in the back of his head said that buying that house had been a stroke of genius. It was a house. It was his home. He hadn’t bought it for the location. He hadn’t given it a second thought that the house was across the street from Lemon’s childhood home then and he shouldn’t have cared now either, but he did.  
 
    He liked the idea of being so close to her. Close enough to run into her accidentally. Close enough to keep an eye on her and figure out the answers to all of those questions he had. Because he had a lot of questions about the woman that looked like the girl he knew but was clearly hiding something. 
 
    “Well, I, uh… I guess it’s nice to know you’re just across the street in case I attempt to cook and accidently start a fire or something.” She nodded slowly, her brows furrowed again. 
 
    “I’m a cop, not a paramedic or a firefighter.” 
 
    “Like I could forget.” She snorted at his bland response and did a mock salute, “Thank you for protecting and serving, Deputy Do-Right.” 
 
    “Don’t try to break into your parents’ house, Lemon. I don’t want to have to arrest you. Again." He winked to lighten the mood. 
 
    “Bull.” She winked right back at him, “Come on, Shane. Admit it. You love the idea of cuffing me, don’t ya?” 
 
    He laughed at her flirtation even as that uncomfortable problem in his pants became worse, “I didn’t want to cuff you the first time but you left me no choice. You broke into the high school and set off the fire alarm! If I’d sent you home with a slap on the wrist, you’d never have learned your lesson.” 
 
    “Lessons schmessons.” She pouted, “You just liked seeing me in handcuffs.” 
 
    Heat curled through his veins despite every good intention he’d been trying to hold onto. The mere mention of Lemon in handcuffs was enough to send a barrage of dirty ideas through his head. He knew from the way she bit her lip that she was reading his mind and he swallowed a groan at the glint in her eye. 
 
    Ignoring this wasn’t going to be as easy as he thought if a couple of simple words could make the air between them sizzle. Instead of taking advantage of those sparks however, he did the right thing and backed away from the temptation she provided. 
 
    “Call your parents and have them come home and unlock the door Lemon because if you set the alarm off, I’ll be forced to detain you and trust me… I’m definitely going to use my cuffs.” 
 
    He caught her smile as he turned and headed across the street. Her light, girly laughter floated along behind him and brought on a smile of his own. He hadn’t intended it to sound flirtatious but damn if he could help himself apparently. That girl was still nothing but trouble. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Lemon jolted awake at the sound of a blender. She groaned and pulled her pillow over her face. The sound of her mother creating whatever tasteless concoction her latest health craze demanded had been her morning alarm for too many years of her life to be anything other than annoyingly familiar. She kept her eyes closed until the noise faded but knew it was useless. There would be no getting back to sleep now that her mind was awake and already beginning to race with questions she wasn’t ready to contemplate. 
 
    In an effort to ignore them, she opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. The room she was in ceased to amaze her. Sleeping in her childhood bedroom was like stepping back in time. The walls were still painted a light lavender that matched the quilt on the bed. Her dresser was still in the same spot with the giant mirror above it and her bookshelf still overflowed with a mish mash of paperbacks, old cd cases and even older albums. Her photos no longer poked out from the edges of her bureau mirror and her posters of trendy teen movies and now defunct boy bands were gone, but otherwise nothing had changed. 
 
    To the naked eye, everything was just as it had always been and because of that, she’d slept like the baby she no longer was last night. She’d managed to convince herself that she was the same hopeful, dream-filled girl she’d been and her future was full of sunshine and spotlights. It was either that or the thirteen plus hours in a car that had left her so exhausted she passed out as soon as her head hit the pillow. 
 
    Unfortunately, her phone began to buzz in concert with the blender downstairs and she cursed as she threw her pillow aside and sat upright. She’d ignored the phone all day yesterday as she drove. She’d ignored it all night while she slept. But she knew that despite her simple text yesterday saying she was fine and not to worry that her assistant would likely involve the authorities if she didn’t explain herself and soon. 
 
    She picked the phone up, wondering why she’d bothered plugging it in at all, and put it to her ear, “Millie, don’t freak out…” 
 
    “Where are you? Oh my God! Lemon! Do you have idea how scared I’ve been? What were you thinking? You can’t just…” 
 
    “Millie! Millie!” She tried to cut in and ended up shouting, “Millie, stop!” 
 
    Her assistant let out a little squeak and she immediately felt bad for raising her voice. Millie was the sweetest, kindest girl on the planet. She was only flipping out because she was worried about Lemon. She knew that so she softened her voice when she lied her ass off. 
 
    “I went to Mexico. I just needed to get away for a little while, catch my breath, find my muse.” When the line stayed quiet she gave the lie some extra details, “I was feeling stifled and I thought some sand and some beach and a mojito would be just the thing to loosen up my writing. I’m fine. There’s no need to worry.” 
 
    “Lemon, you can’t just disappear! There are protocols.” 
 
    She snorted, “I’m not really a protocol type of girl.”  
 
    “This is not funny. The protocols are in place for your protection. You left without Thad for God’s sake! What if something happened? Don’t you care about your safety?” 
 
    “Trust me, where I’m at I don’t need a bodyguard, Mills.” 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “Mexico.” 
 
    “No, I mean, where are you? What resort? I’ll charter a plane and Thad and I can…” 
 
    “No.” Lemon cut her off sharply, “I’m not telling you where I am. That defeats the purpose of running away. Just know that I’m safe and I’ll be back as soon as I can and… I don’t know… take the week off or something. Enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “I am not taking the week off. Someone has to handle your schedule while you’re in Mexico.” Millie huffed. 
 
    “Fine. Handle it. Do whatever you want.” Lemon stifled a yawn, “Oops, looks like the cabana boy is here with my mojito so I’m gonna go. Talk soon. Bye bye.” 
 
    She heard Millie say something about drinking before eight in the morning just before she clicked the phone off and tossed it on the bed. Perfect. Now her assistant was going to worry she was an alcoholic on top of everything else. She shook her head at the stupidity of that last comment as she padded to the bathroom to brush her teeth. 
 
    Her reflection in the mirror taunted her and she frowned as she took in the changes that proved she wasn’t the carefree girl that had lived in this room for seventeen years. The lines around her eyes and mouth were deep but they weren’t the things that showed her age most.  
 
    Her eyes didn’t shine like they used to. She wasn’t filled to the brim with shiny, golden dreams. She only had one dream left and she wasn’t sure she’d ever get it. In fact, the doctors had all but confirmed it and the cold hard truth of her lonely existence was what had sent her running back here. 
 
    Home. 
 
    She’d needed the comfort of the familiar. She’d needed a safe place. The town that had known her when she was just a trouble-making kid with a big voice and a big dream. The town she’d always thought she would come back to, someday, for good, when she had kids of her own. She’d wanted to raise them here, in the same safe, stable, nurturing environment where she’d grown up. She’d imagined coming back with a doting husband and a swollen belly but here she was, with neither. 
 
    With that depressing thought keeping her company, she went through the motions of washing her face and brushing her teeth. She combed her hair out and was just slipping into her robe to go downstairs and see if her mother had anything besides health food to offer for breakfast when she heard the phone ring.  
 
    Not hers. Not a cell phone. The house phone. 
 
    A knowing chill raced down her spine before she even heard her mother pick it up. Her voice drifted up the stairs as Lemon rushed down. She’d been hoping to reach it first. Not to answer it, but to screen it on the old-fashioned caller id her parents still used to block calls from reporters and fans that managed to get their hands on the number. She had a really bad feeling she knew who was on the other end of the phone and she winced when she skidded to a stop in the kitchen in time to hear her mother confirm her suspicions. 
 
    “Oh of course Millie. It’s not a bother at all. In fact, she’s right here.” 
 
    Lemon shook her head and stomped like a toddler, “No! No, I’m not supposed to be here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. What was that, dear?” Her mother narrowed her eyes and her lips thinned as she spoke into the cordless phone, “No. She’s not. I’m looking right at her. Perhaps you two should discuss it.” 
 
    Lorna Kelly shook her head slowly as she held the phone out, “It’s for you, honey.” 
 
    “Yeah. I got that. Thanks Mom.” She pouted as she was forced to take the phone and the call that she’d been hoping to avoid and put it to her ear, “Hey Mills. Long time no talk.” 
 
    “You’re not in Mexico!” Her assistant shrieked on an ear-splitting decibel and since her mother raised her eyes Lemon chose to walk into the other room before responding. 
 
    “How’d you figure that out so fast?” 
 
    “Your passport is still in the safe, Lemon.” 
 
    The way Millie said her name, she thought what her assistant had wanted to call her was an idiot. She wouldn’t have been wrong in this instance. Lemon had given no thought at all to the fact that she’d have needed her passport to go to Mexico or that Millie was the only person in her life that knew where it was kept and the combination to the safe. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you just the resident genius.” She drawled as she paced the living room, “I knew you’d figure it out Mills but I thought I’d have a couple hours at least.” 
 
    “Why would you lie to me, Lemon? Why?” 
 
    The note of disapproval and disappointment made her feel about as big as an ant. Sometimes it was impossible to remember that she was the boss and Millie was the employee. Just like it was impossible to believe that she was six years older than the tiny, Polly Pocket sized dictator that ran her life with an iron fist and a smartphone. She hated that she’d let Millie down when even five seconds ago she’d been annoyed by the intrusion into her personal life. 
 
    “Sorry, Millie.” 
 
    “Don’t sorry, Millie me.” Her assistant sighed, “It’s my job to take care of you Lemon and I can’t do that if you go running away in the middle of the night and then lie to me about it.” 
 
    She thought about pointing out that it had been broad daylight when she dragged her suitcase out of the closet and had the valet help her load it into the SUV but she didn’t. She knew that wasn’t the real point Millie was making after all. It was taking off without telling a soul where she was going and then lying about it that had her assistant up in arms and she supposed if their roles were reversed she’d probably feel the same way. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was leaving…” 
 
    “Or where you were going.” Millie cut in. 
 
    “Or where I was going.” She reiterated, “But I meant what I said, I need some time away from Nashville to decompress.” 
 
    “Is this about your doctor’s appointment? The one you refused to let me attend? Did something happen?” Millie’s voice rose steadily and then cracked, “Oh my God, Lemon, you’re not pregnant are you? I mean, if you are, yay, babies, but dear lord you can’t just…” 
 
    “No.” She snapped, knowing it came out too harshly when Millie squeaked again and tried to soften the words that felt like knives in her throat, “I’m not pregnant. Definitely not pregnant.” 
 
    “Lemon…” 
 
    “I hear you need to be having sex for that to happen.” She joked but it sounded lame and half-assed even to her. 
 
    “Oh… is it… is it something else?” 
 
    She hated the hesitation in Millie’s voice almost as much as she hated this conversation. Millie might be young and sweet but she’d never hesitated in handling Lemon and her problems whenever necessary. The sudden walking on eggshells feeling of their conversation signaled that she needed to end the call, now, before her wise beyond her years assistant figured out that she was in no way okay and sent in the troops. 
 
    “It’s nothing. Absolutely nothing. I just needed to get away for a little while. I told you not to worry. I’m home with my family and I’m perfectly safe in Fate. I don’t have anything pressing on the schedule besides doing some writing and I can do that from here. I’ll be back as soon as I’m feeling more like myself. I need some time alone.” 
 
    “At least let me send Thad, if something happens…” 
 
    “Alone, Millie. Six and a half feet of overbearing male hovering over my shoulder isn’t alone.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts. I’m the boss. You two stay in Nashville and handle things on your end. If you have any problems, call me, but otherwise consider this a long overdue vacation.” 
 
    She could practically hear Millie’s brain working overtime, trying to figure out what was going on when the girl sighed, “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Never better.” She lied. 
 
    “Okay, well, I guess call if you need anything and I’ll check in regularly. Just…” Millie paused and then her voice softened, “Take care of yourself, Lemon.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” Her bottom lip trembled and she nodded quickly, “Okay, talk soon, bye now.” 
 
    She hung up with a heavy sigh and stared at the familiar living room around her. Everything in this house was exactly how it had been when she was a kid. The line of photographs on the mantle had changed and her mother’s collection of snow globes from all across the world, the ones Lemon had sent home from every exotic locale were the only new additions to the room. She stared at the spot on the wall where her wedding photograph used to hang and frowned at the old family photo that had covered it up as though it never existed. 
 
    Life would have been a hell of a lot simpler if it hadn’t. 
 
    “Everything okay, honey?” Her mother came walking into the room holding a glass filled with a thick green liquid and what looked to be a stick of celery poking out the top. 
 
    “Just fine.” She smiled though she wasn’t sure how reassuring it was when her mom’s brows furrowed. 
 
    She wondered momentarily if she’d ever get those same furrow lines along her forehead that her mother had. She’d inherited almost everything else from the woman. She had Lorna Kelly’s eyes and smile and build and hair color. She even had her same laissez-faire, life is a dance, open and loving heart. But those lines in her forehead were from years of worrying about her children and that was something Lemon would likely never have. 
 
    “Are you sure? Millie seemed awfully upset.” 
 
    “She’s always upset about something or another.”  
 
    “She didn’t know where you were?” Her mom raised a knowing eyebrow. 
 
    “I kind of took off on a whim. I told you. I wanted to surprise you and Dad.” She hopped up out of her chair, “Speaking of, where is Dad?” 
 
    Her mother’s lips thinned, clearly catching her attempt to change the subject, “He went in to work early today so he could leave the office early tonight. He didn’t want to miss dinner with you since you didn’t say how long you were staying.” 
 
    She winced at the flat out refusal to let it go. She hadn’t been all that forthcoming with her parents last night when she’d finally gotten in touch with them and they’d come home to let her in. She’d said she wanted to surprise them and she’d had some time off work so she came for a visit. They’d talked about nothing and everything for an hour or two and then she’d retreated to her bedroom to sleep, claiming exhaustion that she’d certainly been feeling, and they hadn’t pushed.  
 
    Clearly her reprieve was over though. 
 
    Her mother was her mother. She could tell something was wrong. Maybe it had been her evasiveness last night whenever they’d asked about her plans for the future. Whether it was her next album or what she was working on or just how long she was going to stay in town, she hadn’t been able to give them any solid answers and for people as steady and dependable as her parents that must have sent up red flags. 
 
    “I’ll definitely be here for dinner.” She shrugged, “After that, who knows. I told Millie I needed some time to decompress away from the bright lights of Nashville and I meant it. I just want to relax and spend some quality time with my family. Is that okay with you?” 
 
    “Of course it’s okay with me.” Her mother sighed and brushed her hair back softly, “I love you honey and I’m overjoyed to have you here for however long you can stay. I just hope you know that whatever sent you running here will mostly likely be waiting for you when you go back.” 
 
    She swallowed hard at the knowing look and words, “I know.” 
 
    “Okay. Just, whenever you’re ready to talk about it, I’m here.” Her mother smiled, “And Lydia is too. She was excited to hear you were back and said to tell you she’s giving you the day to do whatever you came for and then she expects to see her big sister.” 
 
    Lemon laughed, “You already talked to Lydia?” 
 
    “Of course. I had to invite her to dinner.” 
 
    “Oh jeez, we’re having an official family dinner tonight?” 
 
    Her mother beamed, “It’s not every day I have both my girls home where I can spoil them so yes, we’re having a family dinner.” 
 
    “All my favorites?” 
 
    “All your favorites.” Her mother shook her head, “Which I’m sure I’ll never hear the end of from your sister.” 
 
    “Can I help?” She offered. 
 
    “In the kitchen? Oh, dear, no. Not if we want it to be edible.” 
 
    “Hey!” She smacked at her mom playfully, “I’m not that bad at cooking.” 
 
    “I’ll refrain from mentioning the turkey debacle of 2010 but…” 
 
    “It’s not my fault I didn’t know brown on the outside didn’t mean done on the inside.” 
 
    “Of course not dear.” Her mother bit off more laughter, “Why don’t you go and grab the newspaper and the mail for me and then we’ll figure out something you can help with in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Yes, mom.” She rolled her eyes at the request but immediately headed to the door. 
 
    When she’d been young, getting the mail and newspaper had been her favorite part of the day. It had meant new magazines or new cd’s or sheet music. It had meant the lifestyle section with reviews of her performances in the school plays or recitals. She supposed her mother had asked her to do it now for nostalgias sake but Lemon couldn’t help but feel another pinch of hurt that her own family didn’t think she was adult enough, motherly enough, to help prepare a simple meal. 
 
    She could cook dammit. She might never gain entrance to the Ladies Guild with a homemade chocolate pie but she got by just fine cooking for herself. She’d never given anyone food poisoning which was a win in her book. 
 
    The mailbox was at the end of the driveway but she cut through the yard, getting her feet wet. She’d have to wipe them off really good when she went back inside or she’d never hear the end of it. Adults probably put on shoes before they went outside so maybe everyone had a point. Did little things like that make her irresponsible? It was shoes, not the end of the world. 
 
    She was mulling over that deep thought and sorting through the stack of bills and junk mail. She was trying to figure out if she could get away with paying the electric and water or if she’d end up getting another lecture from her parents about exactly what she could and couldn’t help them with. Gifts were okay as long as they weren’t too extravagant but paying their bills was not acceptable for some reason. That was why, when she heard her name, she jumped a foot into the air and dropped all of the mail as she shrieked. 
 
    “Hey! Lemon!” 
 
    She jerked upright and felt what little air was still in her lungs catch. 
 
    Shane Lowry was jogging towards her. Correction. She couldn’t be sure her eyes didn’t bug out like one of those crazy cartoon characters. A half-naked Shane Lowry was jogging towards her and not even the bright smile on his handsome face could keep her from staring at his sweaty, muscular, glorious chest. 
 
    Glorious. That was the only word for it. Her imagination might have tried to do it justice when she’d been imagining him naked last night but she’d failed miserably. The real thing was so much better than she’d imagined. Broad and strong and slicked with sweat, his muscles rippled as he trotted closer and closer. 
 
    The tattoo she’d known lurked beneath his clothes was clearly visible now. It was a tribal style sun that circled his left nipple, the rays twisted out in long black waves. A dated, out-of-fashion tattoo to be sure these days and on another man it might have looked silly. But not on Shane. Somehow he still managed to pull it off, make it look masculine and sexy. Because that was the thing about him, she realized as he slowed his pace and pulled a pair of headphones from his ears, his smile all but dazzling. 
 
    Shane was sexy. 
 
    He’d been a good looking kid. He’d been a handsome teenager. He’d been a hot twenty something last time she saw him. But this Shane, grown ass man Shane, was sexy as hell. 
 
    Everything about him turned her on. The muscles and the dimples and those intense green eyes should have been enough but it went further than that. The new scruff on his hard jawline. The way the lines around his mouth deepened when he smiled. The way his eyes crinkled at the corners. Literally everything. 
 
    Last night, when she’d finally been alone in her childhood bed, she’d found her thoughts drifting back to him, to their interaction, their conversation, to the way just being near him had made her feel. Alive. Electric. Teasing Shane had given her the same kind of high she got when she was onstage. Laughing with Shane had been… well, it was the first time since she saw the doctor and learned her life would likely never look the way she’d envisioned it that she’d felt the urge to laugh at all. She’d felt more like herself talking with Shane Lowry than she had in weeks, months, maybe even years. 
 
    The instant attraction she felt at the mere sight of him hadn’t surprised her. Not really. She’d felt the same instant chemical reaction to him when she’d been a teenage girl. And if anything Shane was even better looking now so of course she was attracted to him. But she also wanted to just hang out with him so she could feel that lightness that he’d given to her for those too brief minutes last night. In fact, she’d been thinking she might come up with a reason to go over to his house today just to see him again, to befriend him so he’d want to hang out with her. 
 
    But here he was, trotting towards her, and all her thoughts about befriending the sexy guy across the road melted into a sudden desire to simply lick him. 
 
    “Lemon, you okay?” 
 
    She forced herself to stop staring at his chest and saw his smile turn to a smirk when she fumbled for words, “I, uh, morning Shane.” 
 
    “You dropped your mail.” 
 
    “Oh…” She winced when he dropped down into a squat to help her pick it up, “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I’m the reason you dropped it so…” He grinned up at her and she felt her own smile slide into place. 
 
    “Because you scared me.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” He snorted so she stuck her tongue out at him when he wasn’t looking. 
 
    So he’d caught her staring. Oh well. Wasn’t like there was any hiding her reaction to him. Hell, he was a hot, single, deputy in a small town. The women around here probably fell all over themselves in front of him all the time. He should be used to it by now. 
 
    “Here you go.” Shane pushed back to his feet and held the mail out to her. 
 
    “Thank you.” She took it and their hands brushed. 
 
    Her breath hitched at the flash of electricity. Just like yesterday her entire body reacted to his touch. Heat shot through her veins, making her nipples hard and her panties wet. She licked her lips and slowly pulled her hand away instead of jumping him right then and there. 
 
    She cleared her throat, “So… just finishing your morning run?” 
 
    “More like just getting started.” He chuckled when she raised her eyebrows, “I do laps around the neighborhood. I’m about half done.” 
 
    “How far is it around the neighborhood?” 
 
    “About a mile give or take.” 
 
    “And how many laps do you do?” 
 
    “Today? Seven.” 
 
    “Jesus.” She snorted, “You run seven miles before you go to work?” 
 
    “Some days. Other days I do more or less.” He laughed, “I’ve got four miles left. You want to join me?” 
 
    “Me?  Run? Is someone going to be chasing me?” She joked but he didn’t laugh and she felt her breath catch in her chest when those intense eyes of his drifted down her body. 
 
    Slowly. 
 
    Every place she felt his attention responded. Her lips tingled with anticipation. Her breasts swelled. And that soft, hidden, womanly part of her that hadn’t known a man in far too long wept with swift and consuming desire. 
 
    She remembered, belatedly, that she wasn’t exactly wearing a lot of clothes. The little boxer shorts she slept in barely covered her ass. The rumpled tank top she’d thrown on to sleep in wouldn’t conceal her erect nipples at all. She’d tossed her robe on before going downstairs but she hadn’t tied it and since Shane had likely already seen her body’s reaction to him she didn’t bother reaching for it now. 
 
    He met her eyes again and his voice was husky when he smiled, “That could be arranged.”  
 
    “Not sure I’d try to run away from you.” She flirted back easily and got another laugh out of him. 
 
    Even Shane’s laugh turned her on. She’d heard it a million times and for a thousand different reasons. He’d laughed with her and laughed at her but she’d never minded because she’d always loved his laugh. She’d loved knowing she could amuse the usually stoic Shane Lowry and that had definitely not changed. 
 
    “Very funny Lemon.” He seemed to realize then that he’d been flirting with her and stepped back, putting more space between them as he swiped a hand through his dark hair, “Seriously though, go get changed and come run with me.  I’m sure there were running shoes in that big bag of yours I saw yesterday. I’ll catch you on my next lap.” 
 
    She liked that he still knew her that well. Remembered that she’d been a runner when she was a kid. She’d been on the track team in school and she and Seth had run different paths all through town when they were training. And she did want to go for a run, had packed her workout gear knowing she’d try to fit in some time for exercise while she was home.  
 
    Getting to run with Shane at her side? The man that made her insides melt and lifted some of the weight she’d been carrying just by smiling? Yes, please. 
 
    “Are you sure?” She raised an eyebrow at him, “I don’t want to distract you if you like a nice, quiet jog to think or something.” 
 
    He laughed again, “Oh, you’ll definitely distract me but I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t mean it. You still run right?” 
 
    She smiled at the admission that she distracted him, “Yeah.” 
 
    “And you brought your gear?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then go get changed.” He nodded towards the house and stepped back again, “Go on. Catch you on the next lap. You better hurry.” 
 
    She grinned at the playful tone as he started jogging backwards away from her. Good lord, she wanted to go after him right then and there. She wanted to tackle him just so she’d have a reason to put her hands all over his beautiful body. Instead she forced herself to step backwards too. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Oh and Lemon…” He grinned as his eyes dropped to her chest before returning to her face, “Put on a bra before you come outside to get the mail next time. If not for the fact this is a family neighborhood, at least do it for the sake of my sanity.” 
 
    He winked before turning and sprinting away and Lemon stood there and watched him go with a grin so big it hurt her cheeks. He’d winked at her. Flirted with her! And she was going to get to spend the next three miles with him talking and laughing and maybe flirting some more. 
 
    Her day had just gotten a hundred times better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Pink. Spandex. Shane shook his head as he rounded the corner onto his street far sooner than he should have. He’d tried not to think too hard about why he was pushing his personal record for the fastest mile on this particular lap. But when he got an eyeful of Lemon in pink fucking spandex he knew there was no use denying it. 
 
    He’d been running towards her. 
 
    It had been stupid asking her to run with him. Stupid and masochistic. Because he’d sworn to himself last night after a cold shower and a beer did nothing to flag his hard-on that he was going to stay away from her. He was going to go right on about his usual business and in a couple days she would be gone, the temptation would be gone, and his dick would go back to its usual state of disinterest in the female gender. 
 
    But he hadn’t stayed away from her. 
 
    He’d seen her on the street and he’d immediately called out to her. It was the neighborly thing to do but that wasn’t why he did it and he knew it. He’d wanted an excuse to stop and talk to her.  
 
    And what had he done as soon as she showed even a passing interest in his workout routine? He’d invited her to join him like the idiot he clearly was because he’d known. He’d fucking known that she would work out in some tiny, tight little number that was expressly designed to drive men crazy, to drive him crazy. Because Lemon had always taken such pleasure in driving him insane. 
 
    Her body definitely did that and he felt his cock stirring again as he took her in. The woman was gorgeous. How had he never noticed that before? Rationally he must have known that she was beautiful all these years but it had never hit him like a punch to the gut the way it did now. 
 
    With the blonde hair and the big blue eyes and the lush lips that would’ve made a priest consider how soft they were, she was a knockout.  
 
    She’d pulled her hair into a ponytail now and it bounced as she twisted and stretched. It wasn’t the only thing that bounced. His eyes went to her breasts again like they were magnetized.  
 
    Jesus, the girl had all but flashed him in that thin tank top earlier and he’d thought it couldn’t get worse but he’d been wrong. She was wearing a skin-tight pink spandex sports bra and absolutely nothing over it. Her full, round breasts were high and tight and jutted out as she stretched and he wanted to rip that tiny material off and suck on her luscious tits until he knew the sounds she made when she came. 
 
    Dammit now he was fully hard and running the next three miles was going to be painful. He’d never considered himself a masochist but there it was. He’d invited Lemon to run with him knowing full well how his body reacted to her and now he could do nothing but deal with it. 
 
    Because he wasn’t going to touch her. No matter how much he might want to. And he definitely wanted to. He wanted to touch her and stroke her and kiss her. He wanted to learn every inch of that beautiful body and he wanted to learn every spot that would make her moan his name. But he was a grown man and he didn’t let his dick do his thinking for him so he was going to keep it in his pants. 
 
    He could do that. Probably. But when she glanced up and saw him jogging towards her and she grinned that sweet, mischievous looking grin at him, he wasn’t so sure his willpower was up to the challenge that was Lemon Kelly. 
 
    “That was quick.” She jumped in beside him when he got close and matched her pace to his since he’d slowed down at the sight of her, “I barely had time to change and get back outside.” 
 
    “Just imagine if you’d actually put clothes on.” He snorted and caught her big grin out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “You have a problem with my outfit?” 
 
    “I have a problem with you calling it an outfit. It’s underwear, Lem. You do know clothes are supposed to go over that stuff, right?” 
 
    She laughed, “You told me to put on a bra. I put on a bra.” 
 
    “And nothing else.” 
 
    “Untrue. I’m wearing shorts too.” 
 
    He snorted, “Is that what you’re calling those tiny little things that barely cover your ass?” 
 
    “You were looking at my ass?” She teased playfully and he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Liar.” She giggled, speeding up so she edged in front of him, “Here, I’ll give you a better view. Try to keep up old man.” 
 
    She took off and he laughed as he watched her race out ahead of him. Her blonde ponytail bounced and her ass was… well, her ass was perfect. Just like the rest of her. He kicked his speed back up to catch her even as he chastised himself for flirting with her. 
 
    He never should have opened that door. Closing it would be next to impossible. He only consoled himself that since this was Lemon, she’d get bored and move on soon enough. She’d either get tired of teasing him and find someone else to torture for the rest of her visit or she’d leave and go back to Tennessee. He just had to hold out for a few more days. 
 
    “You don’t get to lead. You don’t even know where we’re going.” He nudged in next to her. 
 
    “You’d have yelled at me when it was time to turn. You wouldn’t have been able to help yourself. Face it, you still like telling me what to do.” 
 
    He ignored the way she wiggled her eyebrows, pretending he hadn’t seen it. Without that, the words were completely innocent. With the wiggle they were laced with innuendo and flirtation and made him wonder if she liked being told what to do in the bedroom. He couldn’t imagine Lemon as a sweet little submissive. If he tried ordering her around naked she’d fight with him just like she always did and then he’d have to punish her. The idea of spanking her cute little ass was far too appealing considering he’d never been into those kinds of games and he quickly shook the thought away. He shouldn’t be imagining Lemon naked anyway. It was hell on his willpower. 
 
    “I don’t order you around.” 
 
    “Get up on the porch, Lemon, before you catch cold. Go in the house and change, Lemon. You better hurry, Lemon.”  She mocked his voice and then pranced out of the way when he attempted to shove her playfully. 
 
    “I do not sound like that.” 
 
    She giggled, “Sure you do. You have total Dad voice.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Do too.” 
 
    “Do not.” 
 
    “Do too.” 
 
    He groaned when the argument literally began to sound like the fights his children got into, “Fine, but if I have Dad voice it’s only because I’m a Dad now. Remember?” 
 
    “Psh.” She scoffed, “You had Dad voice when you were like twelve years old.” 
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    “Did too.” 
 
    “Did…” He bit his tongue and she laughed again, “Brat.” 
 
    “Bore.” 
 
    “If you didn’t act like a twelve year old I wouldn’t feel the need to boss you around.” Probably, he silently amended. 
 
    “Mmhmm.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I heard that.” 
 
    “You were supposed to, Dad.” 
 
    “Turning at the next street.” He supplied as they approached the intersection, “And do not call me that. It’s… creepy.” 
 
    She giggled again, “Yeah you’re right. I’ll give you that one.” 
 
    They fell silent for a moment as they made their turn and headed up the next street. Fate was beginning to wake up and several cars rolled past them. He recognized them all and silently cursed himself for ever thinking this was a good idea. He was running the streets with a half-naked superstar. The gossip this would create would be insane. 
 
    “How are the kids though? For real. I know I give you a hard time but I also know you’re a good dad. Everything good with the girls?” 
 
    Shane shot her a look out of the corner of his eye, surprised by the serious turn. The few times they’d been thrown together over the years at family events or dinners, he’d rarely spoken to Lemon for more than their usual teasing comments. He knew she cared about his kids. She sent them presents on their birthdays and at Christmas and at all of those family events he inevitably found her in the middle of whatever shenanigans his girls were getting into. But he still hadn’t expected her to ask about them for some reason. 
 
    Maybe because for the first time in a really long time, his kids weren’t the first thing on his mind when he was with Lemon. 
 
    He cleared his throat, “Things are good. Rosie started first grade this year and loves being able to ride the same bus home with her sisters now. Sophie is as shy as ever unless you give her an instrument to hide behind. Thank you so much for the karaoke machine last Christmas by the way.” He saw her stifle a laugh and smiled himself, “And Georgie is dating. My little girl has a boyfriend. So yeah, I spend a lot of time cleaning my gun.” 
 
    Lemon laughed, “Aww, Georgie’s dating? Who’s her boyfriend? Anyone I might know?” 
 
    “Nah, probably not. His name’s Robbie West.” 
 
    “A West? Riley was about your age right? Did he have a kid the same time you had Georgie?” Her brows furrowed and he shook his head. 
 
    “Nah, it’s his step-son. He married Jenny Wright a few years ago and adopted her two sons because Rocky turned out to be a piece of shit father.” 
 
    “I don’t remember him but I remember Riley West.” She let out a little sigh and he grumbled which made her laugh, “Oh, don’t be jealous. He was hot back in high school but I only had eyes for one older boy and he treated me like an annoying little sister.” 
 
    Shane missed a step and had to catch his balance awkwardly, “Wait… what?” 
 
    “Oh come on.” Lemon laughed again and slowed until he’d caught back up to her, “You must have known I had the biggest freaking crush on you when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Uh….” 
 
    “Seriously?” She gaped at him. “You might be the only person in this entire town that didn’t know that Shane.” 
 
    “But…” He wiped at a bead of sweat on his forehead, “But, no, you were… really?” 
 
    She huffed, “I followed you around everywhere remember?” 
 
    “I thought that was just a thing little kids did to big brothers. Seth followed me around too.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot.” She laughed and shook her head, “I used to write Mrs. Lemon Lowry on my notebooks in middle school. You saw it! You grabbed it one day when I was doing homework with Seth and teased me about it mercilessly.” 
 
    “I thought you meant Seth.” He shrugged uneasily as he remembered how horrified she’d been, refusing to tease him back and instead busting into tears. “You two were inseparable. He was your boyfriend. You first boyfriend! Your first everything as far as I knew.” 
 
    Lemon made a rude noise, “Um no! Seth was not my first anything more risqué than hand-holding and grade school I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” 
 
    “Jesus, Lemon. I don’t need to know…” 
 
    “Seth and I never dated.” She looked at him like he was crazy, “He’s like a brother to me. Why would you think we dated? Did he tell you that we did? Because I can still kick his ass if I need to.” 
 
    Shane managed an awkward laugh, “I don’t know, I guess I just assumed because you two were always together that you were dating. You were teenagers and hell, it’s not like I was getting much sleep those days. By the time you two hit high school I’d found out I was going to be a father and was getting married and dealing with an infant. Maybe I was confused.” 
 
    “Clearly you were confused. Me and Seth? Gross.”  
 
    He did laugh at that, “I caught you sneaking into his room, more than once.” 
 
    “Not to get laid, Deputy Do-Right, because he was my friend and it was past curfew and his big brother was kind of a bossy asshole about stuff like that.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “You were.” 
 
    “I didn’t want my little brother making the same mistakes I did and turning eighteen with a baby on the way. If that made me an asshole, fine. I was an asshole.” 
 
    Lemon only snorted, “We finally agree on something.” 
 
    He flipped her off and she giggled merrily. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed this much. Lemon was nothing if not entertaining. 
 
    “So…” She said half a block later, “You think Georgie was a mistake?” 
 
    “What?” He balked, whipping his head to face her. “No! Of course not! That’s not what I said.” 
 
    “You said you made a mistake and ended up married with an infant so…” 
 
    He stopped running and put his hands on his hips, “I love Georgie. She’s amazing and beautiful and smart. I would never, ever, call her a mistake. I loved Holly and she loved me and we would have gotten married and had Georgie at some point anyway. Do I wish we’d been smart enough to use protection so that we were a little older and wiser when we had our first child? Yes. But that doesn’t mean I think she was a mistake.” 
 
    Lemon smiled at him, “Okay.” 
 
    He scoffed, “Just okay?” 
 
    “Yep. I didn’t think you really meant it the way it sounded anyway but that was a nice little speech.” She winked and took off jogging again, “Come on, keep up old man.” 
 
    “You really are a brat.” Her laughter trailed back to him as he jogged to catch up to her again, “Turning on the next street.” 
 
    She flipped him off over her shoulder but made the turn and he caught up to her a few paces later. She’d gone quiet again so he let her jog in peace and worked to steady his own breathing. He shouldn’t be out of breath. He ran this circuit all the time. But all the talking and the sexual tension and the emotional rollercoaster of running it with Lemon at his side was wreaking havoc on him and she was right, he was having a tough time keeping up. 
 
    A while later, she broke the silence with another random question, “You and Holly got divorced what, four years ago?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He shot a wary look at her, unsure where she was going with this new line of questioning. 
 
    “And you’re good? Still friends?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s still my best friend even if we fell out of love.” He realized then that Lemon had been asking all the questions and dropped his own in before she could ask another one, “You and your ex aren’t close?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Do you still see or talk to him at all?” 
 
    “Nope.” Lemon snapped out. 
 
    “So it’s like he never even existed in your life?” 
 
    She snorted, “If only.” 
 
    Shane frowned at her short, clipped, indecipherable responses. She knew so much about his family already. She knew Holly and she knew when and why they’d split up. She knew his kids and what they were like and how old they were and what they were into. But he knew next to nothing about the man she’d been married to.  
 
    Alec… Something. She hadn’t taken his name. They’d only been together a handful of years. He was a music executive or producer or something and they’d met when he worked on one of their albums. He’d come home to Fate with her for exactly one Christmas and had barely spoken to anyone if Shane remembered correctly.  
 
    He hadn’t liked the guy. He remembered that. He’d seemed stiff, starchy, smarmy… the complete opposite of Lemon. But Shane had no idea why she’d divorced him, or if it had even been her idea. 
 
    Was she still in love with her ex-husband? Still recovering from a broken heart? Or had it been a clean break? Was she happy to be done with him? And why did he suddenly care so much when he’d never given it a thought before? 
 
    “What happened with you two anyway?” He pushed a little just to see if she’d respond and earned a shrug. 
 
    “Nothing really. We just… weren’t compatible.” She dodged a crack in the sidewalk and followed him around the next turn. 
 
    “And you didn’t figure that out until after you married him?” 
 
    She glared at him, “Something like that.” 
 
    “Something like that?” He shot back, confused by her evasiveness.  
 
    Lemon was usually so open about everything that he found himself wanting to pry this information out of her. Just like the night before, when he’d suspected she wasn’t being completely honest about her reasons for the impromptu homecoming. He couldn’t help but wonder if the two topics were related and his cop brain started trying to piece together what few clues she’d given him. 
 
    “We wanted different things.” She shrugged though the strain in her voice told him the topic wasn’t as easy as she wanted him to believe, “He wanted things I couldn’t give him or some bullshit like that. It didn’t end well and I don’t have anything nice to say about him so you can change the subject or I can.” 
 
    He held his hands up innocently, “Sorry to pry, I was just curious if you were still holding a torch for your ex.” 
 
    Lemon shot him a skeptical look, “Unless the torch is to set him on fire, nope.” 
 
    “Good to know.” He smirked, “So there’s nobody else in your life then?” 
 
    That earned him a knowing smile, “Why, Shane Lowry, are you checking to make sure I don’t have a boyfriend waiting on me back in Nashville?” 
 
    “I… uh…” 
 
    She laughed as he fumbled for words because yeah, he thought maybe he had been asking for that reason. He liked Lemon. He was attracted to Lemon. He wanted Lemon even if he didn’t intend to let himself have her. But if she had a boyfriend, if she was already spoken for, ignoring what he wanted would be a damn sight easier. 
 
    “The answer is no. There’s nobody in my life.” 
 
    “Really?” He was the one that sounded skeptical this time and she snorted. 
 
    “Don’t believe me?” 
 
    “Just find it hard to believe a beautiful woman like you doesn’t have a horde of men ready and willing to ask how high when you say jump.” 
 
    “Jump.” She grinned and when he only rolled his eyes she laughed, “See, doesn’t work like that.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “Nah, not really. This…” She sighed as she motioned down her body, “Comes with a shit ton of baggage that most guys aren’t willing to help carry. The fame and the media and all that only makes it more impossible to find anything real. So I don’t really date or go out. I haven’t since the divorce.” 
 
    He tried to remember how long ago that had been. Two years he thought. He couldn’t imagine Lemon going two weeks alone let alone two years. She was such a bubbly, lively, happy person. She must attract men like flies to honey. God knew he’d been interested from the moment he saw her bent over in that garden yesterday. But he supposed that was the point. He was attracted to her. That was straight up lust. That didn’t make it real. 
 
    Shane cleared his throat, “I get that. I haven’t dated since the divorce either.” 
 
    Lemon’s head whipped towards him, “What?” 
 
    “I don’t date either.” 
 
    “But it’s been four years.” She blinked at him like he’d grown a second head. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you not over Holly?” 
 
    “No, it’s not that. I wasn’t in love with Holly anymore by the time we agreed to separate. I’ll always love her because she’s the mother of my kids and my best friend and we shared something amazing for a lot of years. But I’m not hung up on her.” 
 
    “But you haven’t moved on?” 
 
    “I moved on, Lemon. I don’t need another woman in my life to move on. I’ve got three of them aged 6, 8 and 16 and my entire world revolves around them. Adding another one to the mix has always just seemed like a bad idea.” 
 
    “So you really don’t date? Like, at all?” 
 
    He shook his head, “Nope.” 
 
    “Oh God.” Lemon giggled, “I bet that drives all those single mama’s crazy that they can’t get their hooks in you.” 
 
    He laughed, “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Look at you.” She motioned up and down his body this time and pretended to drool, “You’re a catch, Shane Lowry. A single dad with a steady job, all his hair and a body like that? I bet you have to beat them off with a stick whenever you walk through the playground.” 
 
    It was impossible not to feel a hint of pride when she called him a catch. He knew Lemon was attracted to him. He’d caught her staring too many times not to catch on to that. She flirted and winked and wiggled her eyebrows at him suggestively. But still, something about hearing her say he was a catch for more than his body made him want to kiss her even more than he already did. 
 
    He resisted that urge and tried to play it nonchalant, “You think I’m a catch?” 
 
    “I think you’re a big fish in this tiny little pond and every single woman in this place has probably racked up speeding tickets just trying to get your attention. That’s what I’d be doing.” 
 
    He laughed when she waggled her brows again, “Not every woman in this town is a troublemaker like you are.” 
 
    “You say troublemaker. I say attention getter. I mean, what’s a little B&E if it gets the hot deputy’s attention right?” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” He grinned. 
 
    “Oh come on! You have a much higher ticketing percentage than your dad or any of the other deputies. Right?” Her smile widened when he shrugged and she realized she was right, “Oh my God, I am right! I knew it. I’m not the only one that dreams of your handcuffs, Deputy Do-Right. Admit it.” 
 
    “I admit to nothing.” 
 
    That made her laugh again and he joined her as they jogged the last few blocks. That was the fastest three miles he’d ever run. Not literally. He knew their pace had probably left something to be desired on his app that tracked his heartrate and blood pressure and activity level. But he hadn’t been taking in his surroundings or counting off his steps to the last mile and then the last block and then the last literal step. 
 
    He’d known Lemon would be a distraction but he hadn’t known how much he would enjoy having her at his side. She talked, incessantly, something he remembered driving him crazy when she’d been a kid but it didn’t bother him now. He liked the sound of her voice, liked how open and honest she was, liked learning more about her because despite the fact he’d known her all of her life he realized there was still a lot about her that he didn’t know. But he wanted to. 
 
    He almost wished he’d said he was running ten miles today. That would give him another three laps with her. Somehow even that didn’t seem like it would be enough and he hated when she slowed as they neared their houses, preparing to stop, which meant he would have to wave goodbye to her and get on with his business as usual day. 
 
    “Wow, was that three miles already?” She huffed slightly. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That went fast right?” She put her hands on her hips as she slowed to a walk and he pulled up beside her, “Or is that just me?” 
 
    “No, it went fast. Barely felt like work.” 
 
    “I guess the secret is good company.” She smiled up at him and he barely resisted the urge to brush a loose strand of hair off her sweaty forehead. 
 
    Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright. She was breathing hard, causing her breasts to push against the spandex bra she was wearing. She licked her lips and he had to force his gaze away from her mouth. 
 
    Jesus, she was sweaty and panting and all he could think about was how she’d look the same way naked and in his bed after he satisfied the urge to drive into her sweet little body over and over and over again. There was something wrong with him. His libido hadn’t been this overwhelming since he was a horny, teenage boy that just figured out what his dick was for. 
 
    Shane forced himself to step back and put some more space between them, “I guess it is. That was fun.” 
 
    “It was fun. Thanks for inviting me.” 
 
    “Thanks for making it interesting.” 
 
    She grinned, “Want to do it again tomorrow?” 
 
    Tomorrow. Yes. He tried not to immediately nod his head like an overeager puppy. Yes. He’d told her that he ran every day before work. She could join him every morning while she was here. It would be hell on his dick and his showers would have to be cold afterwards but he’d get the pleasure of her company all to himself for a little while and he’d get to start his day on a high note. 
 
    “Sure.” He shrugged, “You’ll have to get up a little earlier if you plan to start with me. I do ten miles on Saturdays.” 
 
    “But it’s the weekend, shouldn’t you do less or something?” She whined, “Even God rested on the weekend right?” 
 
    “He rested on Sunday and so do I. On Saturday, I run ten. Are you in?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure fine.” She shrugged, “My trainer would love you, making me run on my vacation.” 
 
    “I’m not making you do anything. You don’t have to run with me. I only offered.” 
 
    “Like I’m gonna turn down all of that.” She motioned to his chest again, “Speaking of shirts, don’t wear one, like ever. You should never, ever, cover that chest.” 
 
    He laughed and stepped back again, “Go inside, Lemon. We’re done here.” 
 
    “Bossy bastard.” 
 
    “Incurable flirt.” 
 
    She grinned, “You stop flirting with me and I’ll stop flirting with you.” 
 
    She had him there and they both knew it. He couldn’t seem to help himself. It was just like with their arguments. It had always been the same way, even when they were kids. She volleyed and he had to serve it back. Vice versa, she always had a comeback for him. And it was fun. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” He started walking backwards towards his house. 
 
    “See you, Shane.” She rolled a finger wave at him, “Have a good day at work.” 
 
    “Thanks. You have a good day… doing whatever it is you’re doing here.” 
 
    “Resting.” She shrugged, “I’m just taking a few days to rest.” 
 
    “Then rest, because we’re doing ten miles tomorrow.” 
 
    “Nazi.” 
 
    “Tease.” 
 
    She giggled, “Bye Shane.” 
 
    “See you later, Lemon.” He grinned before forcing himself to turn and jog back to his house. 
 
    He didn’t look back but it took every ounce of energy he had left in him not to take one last look at her. Gorgeous, ridiculous, impossible girl. He should have just stayed the hell away from her like he originally planned. Now not only would he likely run into her all over town while she was here visiting but he’d set up actual, recurring dates to see her. Well, it was exercise, running, so he wasn’t sure it could count as a date. He didn’t date. She apparently didn’t date. But somehow, this morning, had felt like a date and he was going to see her tomorrow to do it all over again. 
 
    Shane retreated to his bathroom and flipped the shower on. He didn’t bother leaving it cold. Not even a cold shower was going to help his hard-on at this point. Only one thing would. Getting off. And if he imagined the frustratingly beautiful blonde across the street in that tiny pink spandex bra and nothing else while he took matters into his own hands, well then that was his little secret. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Lemon was having trouble remembering to smile. After so many years in the spotlight, she would have thought smiling when she didn’t feel like it should come easy. But it didn’t. She kept forgetting to keep the easy, casually happy smile on her face, and she knew that more than one of her family members had noticed as they all sat gathered around the dinner table earlier. 
 
    It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy her sister’s family. She did. She loved Lydia. Her little sister was one of her best friends. She even liked Lydia’s husband, Tony.  He was a nice guy, funny, and he doted on her sister as if she were the center of his universe. Their kids were dolls. Toby and Milo were six and two and total handfuls that meant every adult in the house was constantly seeing to their wants and needs. Lemon had hugged and kissed and held and played with her nephews and all the while she’d tried to ignore that sting of loss that ached in her stomach when she thought about never having this for herself. 
 
    That was the thing about family. She’d come home to see them, to spend time with them, because they were familiar and comforting. Because she’d known they would welcome her back in and hug her close and hold her tight without forcing her to fess up what was wrong. But seeing all of them, being around them like this, it made her ache too. 
 
    She wanted this for herself. She wanted the doting husband that refilled her glass for her and kissed her whenever he thought nobody was looking. She wanted the kind of man that loved her so much he couldn’t stand not to be touching her the same way that Tony always seemed to keep a hand on Lydia’s leg or shoulder or back. She wanted sweet, tiny, screaming little terrors of her own. She wanted messy high-chaired meals with silly airplane noises and songs to get her kids to eat. She wanted to see her parents holding her children and smiling that knowing smile at each other that said they had done this, made this big, loud, messy family together.  
 
    She wanted to feel like she was a real part of this family again because even standing in the middle of it all, she felt a million miles away. 
 
    She was nowhere near getting those things. She and Alec had been divorced for years now. The reason for their divorce had been haunting her ever since. She didn’t see any future doting husband on the horizon and that meant kids were even further away from becoming a reality in her life. That situation was dire to say the least. She’d have to start looking into other options, and soon, because as her own mother liked to point out, Lemon wasn’t getting any younger. 
 
    Adoption was something she’d looked into years ago. Back when she’d thought Alec might be open to it. As it turned out, he’d shut her down cold on that front and their relationship had never recovered. She supposed that was something they should have talked about before the wedding but she hadn’t known it would be an issue then. She’d been madly in love, crazy in love, and she’d wanted to spend her life with Alec. Anything else would have just been icing on the cake for her. As it turned out, her husband had been tasting cakes all over Nashville and probably the country while she was home planning for their future.  
 
    Now, if she wanted to adopt she’d be doing it on her own. She’d be a single mother. And she knew how hard that would be not just on her but on any child she took in. That thought inevitably conjured another, making her wonder if that was even fair to a child, to deprive them of a loving home with both a mother and a father, a home like the one Lydia and Tony had made for their boys. 
 
    Lemon watched from the doorway as the adults huddled around the children after dinner. Her father was in his usual rocking chair but he had little Milo in his lap and was talking to Tony over the toddler’s head as they rocked back and forth. Toby was in the floor with a train set and her mother and sister were helping him put together the tracks in a big circle around the coffee table.  
 
    They had a whole routine to family dinners now that she wasn’t a part of. Her mother had cooked the main course and sides. Lydia had brought dessert and drinks. And as per usual, nobody had asked Lemon to do a thing but show up. She knew she shouldn’t take offense to it. She was never here. Of course she didn’t have a normal job. But she was here now and she could have helped but instead she’d been pushed aside with pats and hugs and kind words about her being the guest of honor. 
 
    During any other visit, it wouldn’t have bugged her at all. She was used to them treating her like her mere presence was a gift. But this time it rankled and she couldn’t begin to explain to them why without getting into a bunch of explanations that she wasn’t ready to give out yet. Because of that she should have been pleased with her family’s obvious attempts not to ask her too many questions about her impromptu visit, and she was, but it just made everything feel even more… off. 
 
    Lemon pushed off the wall and headed for the kitchen where she poured herself another glass of wine and then she snuck out the front door. They wouldn’t even miss her. At least not for a while. She took a deep breath of the cool night air as she slipped down to sit on the front steps. It was a nice night and the sun had dried everything out enough from the previous day’s rain that she didn’t worry about getting her jeans dirty as she stretched her bare feet out in front of her. 
 
    Nights like this were always her favorite part of being home. In a small town like Fate there was nothing but quiet and crickets. The only lights were from the few other houses on the block that had left their porch-lamps on and a streetlamp at the intersection. Out here alone like this, breathing in the sweet spring air, she felt like all of her problems could be fixed. She didn’t know why that was. It had always been that way. She liked quiet, dark nights and had spent many of them on the roof just outside her bedroom window, dreaming of her future. Tonight, she didn’t want to think about the future anymore and since she wasn’t thinking about that her eyes and her mind immediately drifted to the house across the street. 
 
    Shane’s house was dark. His truck wasn’t in the driveway. He wasn’t home and she assumed he was still at work. It was late enough that she supposed he could be out somewhere, with someone, but he’d told her during their run that he didn’t date. 
 
    She hated that she’d enjoyed hearing that so much. She shouldn’t have. She knew that.  
 
    Logically, she shouldn’t have even been flirting with him. He was a family friend. He had a life here complete with an ex-wife he claimed was still his best friend and three beautiful daughters that Lemon enjoyed spoiling. They called her Auntie Lemon for God’s sake. Flirting with him was bound to make their interactions awkward and even thinking about taking it further than that would be a mistake. Rationally she knew all of that. 
 
    But then she remembered the way he’d looked in the early morning light, backlit by the sun, dimples and white teeth flashing and that broad muscular chest, the trail of dark hair that disappeared into the band of his running shorts, and she ached in an entirely different way. She ached to touch him, to taste him, to feel him against her. She ached for him to look at her again the way he’d looked at her when she accidentally all but flashed him, with heat and desire and longing. 
 
    Wanting him was problematic at best. Stupid at worst. But impossible to deny. She wanted Shane Lowry and she thought he wanted her. Neither of them was prepared to do a thing about it though and that, well, that she could deal with.  
 
    Flirting with Shane was fun. Running with Shane was fun. Talking to Shane was fun. And she needed some fun in her life right now. She needed something easy and being near him made her feel lighter. So she would run with him in the morning and laugh with him over stupid old jokes and flirt with him if she felt like it and that would be enough to distract her from the problems she couldn’t seem to really run away from. 
 
    “Hey Daydreamer, scooch over.” 
 
    Lemon jumped and nearly spilled her wine as she spun to find her sister sliding onto the step beside, “Fuck, Lydie, you scared me.” 
 
    “Language, Lem.” Her baby sister chided as she stretched out her legs, “And for the record, I said hi twice. What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “Just getting some fresh air.” 
 
    “Just hiding out you mean.” Her sister knocked shoulders with her and Lemon ignored the knowing look she saw in the face that looked so much like her own. 
 
    Sometimes people confused them for twins. They had the same blonde hair. The same blue eyes. The same heart shaped faces and full lips. Lydia was a few inches taller. Lemon was a little bit curvier. Lydia had cut her hair short recently and she’d added a couple of pounds after having the boys but they still looked so much alike that it was difficult for Lemon to look at her and see the concern and worry there. 
 
    “I’m not hiding.” 
 
    “Fine. You’re not hiding on the porch, but you are hiding in Fate, aren’t you?” Her sister broached the topic that no one had dared ask over dinner. 
 
    “I’m not hiding. I’m just… taking a vacation. I think I’ve earned a few days at home with my family to decompress. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Sure. Of course. Nobody works harder than you. I know that.” Lydia took a sip from her own glass of wine, “I’d have gone somewhere warm with a beach and a cabana boy that delivered fruity drinks without me having to get up but hey… Fate’s a nice vacation spot too.” 
 
    Lemon laughed, “That’s what I tell people.” 
 
    Lydia only sighed, “You can tell me whatever is really going on. You know that right? You can tell me anything.” 
 
    “I know.” She stared at her rapidly diminishing glass of wine. 
 
    “I’m not going to judge you or think less of you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’ll help you figure out whatever it is. It’s what I do, remember? You tell me what the problem is and we’ll figure out a way to fix it together just like in the old days.” 
 
    Lemon almost smiled at the offer but the reminder of what they were talking about kept it from spreading. That was her sister. The fixer.  
 
    Lydia was only a couple of years younger than her and they’d always been close. Nobody knew her better. Though she was the younger sister, Lydia had always been her sounding board, her shoulder and her support. When she’d decided she was running away to Nashville instead of going to college, Lydia was the first person she’d told. Barely a teenager at the time, her little sister had given her lists of pros and cons, lists of things to do, lists of places she should stop along the way and lists of possible apartments and jobs. Lydia was the planner, the organizer, the one that had been born for motherhood because she had a sweet, caregiving nature. 
 
    But she couldn’t fix this with a hug and a cookie or a list of options. 
 
    “Lydie…” She shook her head and her sister frowned. 
 
    “Why are you here, Lemon? Really? Why are you hiding? Who are you hiding from?” 
 
    “I told you, I’m not hiding.” 
 
    “But you’re running away from something or you’re avoiding something and Mom and Dad are worried. They didn’t want me to say anything but they’re worried, Lem.” 
 
    “They don’t have any reason to be worried.” 
 
    “Of course they do.” Lydia scoffed, “Their oldest daughter showed up on their front porch it the middle of the night with no warning and no explanation. They’re worried about you and honestly, after sitting through that dinner with you and seeing you for myself, so am I.” 
 
    Lemon felt tears well behind her eyes and tried to blink them back, “There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Lem…” Her sister reached out and took her hand, “We love you.” 
 
    A tear slipped down her cheek and she pulled her hand away to wipe at it, “I know. I love you all too. That’s why I’m here. I just need some time to relax and figure things out and I want to do that here, with my family.” 
 
    “Why are you out here by yourself then?” 
 
    “Truth?” 
 
    “That’d be nice.” Lydia gave her a small smile. 
 
    “It was just too much in there.” 
 
    “What was too much?” 
 
    “You and your perfect family.” 
 
    “Lem….” Lydia scoffed but she shook her head. 
 
    “I’m serious, Lydie. I was standing in there watching Mom and Dad play with your boys. I was watching you and Tony together. And all I could think was how jealous I am of everything that you have.” 
 
    Her sister opened her mouth, gaped at her and then shut it again with a confused look. Lemon sighed, knowing she should have kept that to herself. It gave away too much. It led to a conversation she wasn’t ready to have.  
 
    Lydia finally spoke, “What?” 
 
    “I was jealous. Green with envy even.” 
 
    “But… why?” 
 
    “Because you have everything you ever wanted. Tony and the boys and your life here in Fate. You have your own beautiful, loving family. A husband that adores you and two little boys that look at you with stars in their eyes.” 
 
    “That’s because I feed them and change them.” Lydia joked. 
 
    “I’m not kidding.” Lemon shook her head, “I was standing in there watching all of you and all I could think about was how you got everything you wanted and how jealous it made me.” 
 
    “But you… you’re the one that got out of here.” Lydia still looked confused, “You ran off to Nashville to be a star and you are, Lemon.  You’re a superstar. You’ve traveled the world and performed for millions of people. You’re on tv and in magazines and you hang out with celebrities. You write your songs and you play your music to adoring fans that know your words and sing it back to you. That’s what you always wanted.” 
 
    “I know.” She dropped her head, “I know.” 
 
    Lydia eyed her warily, “But you’re jealous of me? Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s not enough.” Lemon wiped at another tear as it slipped free, “I’m a horrible person for saying it but it’s not enough. Sheet music doesn’t keep me warm at night and lyrics don’t kiss me good morning and I’m all alone.” 
 
    “Oh… Lemon.” Her sister sighed as she fell apart, “You’re not alone.” 
 
    “Yeah. I am. I’m surrounded by people and I’m always still so alone.” 
 
    “Honey, you’re not alone. You have me. You have all of us. We love you.” 
 
    “I know that. That’s why I’m here. I just… being here with you all is good but it also reminds me that I’m nowhere close to having what you have.” 
 
    “Is this about Alec?” 
 
    Lemon groaned at the mention of her ex-husband, “No. Not really.” 
 
    “Lem…” 
 
    She shook her head, knowing she’d already said too much. She’d admitted things she was ashamed to even think. She was jealous of her sister. She wanted more than she’d already been blessed with. She was lonely and sad and she had no idea how to fix it. But she wasn’t ready to talk about the rest of it, the part of it that hurt the most, and if she let Alec be part of this conversation it would eventually lead to that. 
 
    “No, just… no. I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I’m not ready to talk about it okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Lydia put an arm around her shoulder as Lemon wiped at another tear, “I’ll drop it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She breathed out evenly, trying to collect herself and thank her sister properly for not pushing. 
 
    “Just, do me a favor and tell me it’s nothing like drugs or anything like that so I can reassure Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “Jesus.” Lemon snorted out a laugh as she wiped at her cheeks, “No, God no. It’s nothing like that.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Do they really think if I was on drugs that I would come home?” 
 
    Lydia laughed, “They’re parents. Dad’s a lawyer. Their first thought is always drugs. Remember when I started dating Tony and we were sneaking around? Mom swore I was on drugs and that’s why I was late for curfew.” 
 
    Lemon giggled, “That’s probably my fault. She caught me and Seth smoking a joint out in the shed once.” 
 
    “Oh my God you never told me that!” Lydia shoved her playfully. 
 
    “Of course I didn’t tell you I got caught smoking weed.” 
 
    “With the Sherriff’s son no less.” 
 
    Lemon laughed, “I didn’t tell you I smoked weed with the Sherriff’s son because you’re my little sister. I might not have been a great role model but I wasn’t going to be that girl either.” 
 
    Lydia laughed again, “You were a great role model.” 
 
    “Yeah, because I didn’t tell you I snuck out to smoke weed with Seth all the time.” Lemon giggled. 
 
    “Wow, just wow…” Lydia shook her head, “That actually explains a lot of questions I had about you in high school.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I thought you were sneaking off to have sex.” 
 
    “What?!?” Lemon whipped her head around in shock, “With Seth?” 
 
    “You two were together all the time and…” 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” 
 
    “Language, Lem!” 
 
    “Sorry.” She laughed, “That’s just… Damn. That’s the second time I’ve heard that today.” 
 
    “Heard what?” 
 
    She shook her head, “Did everyone think Seth and I were a couple back then?” 
 
    “Uh... maybe?” 
 
    “We were just friends, for the record. I’m starting to feel like maybe I should put out an ad in the newspaper saying that or something.” 
 
    Lydia laughed, “What? What are you talking about? Someone else asked you about Seth today? Was it Mom? Because I think you should know she had very real plans with Rosa for you two to end up together. Like arranged marriage style wedding details.” 
 
    “No!” Lemon covered her mouth when she shouted and her sister nodded, “We were just friends!” 
 
    “You were together all the time.” 
 
    “Because we were best friends!” She whined. 
 
    “Plenty of friends turn into couples. Look at me and Tony.”  
 
    “I never, ever thought of Seth like that.” 
 
    “Sure.” Lydia teased and Lemon shoved her playfully. 
 
    “I didn’t! We were friends. Oh my God, I really am going to put out a public notice. Seth was like a brother to me. I did not have a thing for Seth. Jesus, that’s just… gross.” 
 
    A pair of headlights lit them up as a truck came up the street and they both averted their gaze until it passed. Only it didn’t pass. It turned in across the street and Lemon bit her bottom lip as her heart started to race. She hadn’t even seen him yet. It was just his truck. And already her body was reacting. 
 
    The truck stopped in the driveway across the street and the lights went off as the driver’s side door opened and a large figure stepped out. Her breath caught, again, and she wondered if that would always be a normal occurrence around Shane Lowry. The heart racing, stomach twisting, panty melting reaction was so over the top that she could do nothing but stare at him. 
 
    Even from this distance, she could see his white teeth flash as he smiled and waved, “Evening ladies.” 
 
    “Hey Shane.” Lydia called back since Lemon had yet to roll her tongue back up. 
 
    How did the man manage to make even that ugly, brown deputy’s uniform look good? It shouldn’t have. It should have made him look like a UPS man or a kid playing dress up.  
 
    But there was nothing childish about Shane in that uniform. He was muscles and discipline and barely contained power. And she wanted to rip him out of it until she could see and touch and taste all of him. 
 
    God he was so sexy. 
 
    “Lemon.” He added with a grin, as if he could read her dirty thoughts from a hundred yards away. 
 
    “Deputy Do-Right.” She teased with a grin of her own, “Catch any criminal masterminds today?” 
 
    “Nah but I’ve got my eye on one.” He chuckled and then shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe he’d said that, “You ladies have a nice night. Don’t drink and drive, Lydia. See you in the morning Lemon.” 
 
    “Night, Shane.” She called back with a finger roll that earned her another chuckle before he disappeared into his house. 
 
    She couldn’t stop grinning at his damn door. He’d flirted with her. Again. And she couldn’t stop freaking smiling. Somehow, that was all it took to wipe out her bad mood. The tears were forgotten. Shane had appeared out of thin air like the sexy freaking guardian angel of good moods and sprinkled that sparkly, tingly feel good dust all over her. 
 
    “Oh my God…” Lydia’s voice snapped her back into reality and she saw her sister’s wide eyes, “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Language, Lydie.” She teased. 
 
    “Oh don’t even.” Her sister smacked her in the shoulder, “What was that?” 
 
    “Um, our neighbor, the local town deputy? I think his name is Shane or Shawn or…” 
 
    “You’re such a pain in the ass.” Lydia laughed, “Was Shane Lowry flirting with you?” 
 
    She bit her lip in an attempt to curb her smile, “Is that what it looked like?” 
 
    “Uh huh… and that ear-splitting grin you’re trying to hide is proof of it.” 
 
    She covered her mouth with her hand, “Shane totally just flirted with me.” 
 
    “Yeah. He did. So you need to tell me what the hell is going on. Right now.” 
 
    Lemon’s smile faltered, “Why are you getting all Mom on me about this?” 
 
    “Because Shane Lowry doesn’t flirt with people, Lemon. He’s like Fate’s most eligible bachelor only everyone knows that he won’t ever get married again. He doesn’t date. He hasn’t since the divorce. All he does, ever, is work and take care of his kids.” 
 
    “And run.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He runs every morning before work.” 
 
    Lydia narrowed her eyes, “He runs every morning before work? Is that like code? Are you trying to tell me something?” 
 
    Her sister was freaking out about this for some reason. Lemon thought she understood but she also didn’t. Shane had told her he didn’t date. She already knew that. But he was still more than just a father. He was still a man with needs. Surely he must see someone, on occasion, no matter what he’d said or what Lydia was implying. Right? 
 
    “I’m telling you that he runs and I maybe, might have, gone running with him this morning.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was out getting the mail and he ran by and we got to talking and he invited me to go running with him.” She shrugged when her sister continued to eye her skeptically, “He remembered that I used to run, back in school, so we went for a run this morning. It was fun. It was really fun actually and I’m supposed to meet him to do it again in the morning.” 
 
    Lydia gaped, “What? Like… a date?” 
 
    “No, it’s not… it’s just running.” She shrugged. 
 
    “You have no idea how major this is, do you?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Shane flirts with you and you two go running together. Wow. Okay. It’s going to take me a second to wrap my head around this. You and Shane?” 
 
    “No, of course not. It’s not like that. We’re friends.” 
 
    “Since when?” Lydia scoffed. 
 
    “Since always.” Lemon frowned, “He’s a family friend. We’ve known each other since we were kids. He’s Seth’s older brother.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s Seth’s older brother that you had a major crush on if I remember correctly.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, you need to be careful with him Lemon.” 
 
    “He’s a grown man, Lydia.” She shot back, more than a little perturbed by the turn in this conversation. 
 
    She was an adult. Shane was an adult. She didn’t think either of them was willing to push their obviously mutual attraction but if they did, that was between them. Nobody else. And she couldn’t deny that some tiny part of her, some rebel without a cause part leftover from the teenage girl she’d been, wanted him more now that she was being warned away. He’d always been off-limits but she’d never wanted him like this. It had been an innocent crush that she thought was long dead until she’d seen him yesterday. Now she knew it definitely wasn’t dead and she didn’t think it was innocent either. 
 
    “He’s a family friend, like you said, and you need to be careful. He has kids to think about. There’s a reason he doesn’t date, Lemon.” 
 
    “I know he has kids, Lydia.” She snapped as that now mostly familiar pain sliced through her chest, “I care about Georgie and Sophie and Rosie. I’d never do anything to hurt them.” She bit her lip, “Or him.” 
 
    “Then just be careful because his life is here and yours isn’t. Okay?” 
 
    Lemon frowned and took a moment to down the rest of her wine. She knew Lydia was right. Her sister was being her normal, responsible self. She was only putting words to what Lemon already knew. Getting involved with Shane was a bad idea. It was irresponsible. And while she might be exactly that, Shane was the complete opposite of irresponsible. He was a father and a cop and he was responsible enough for the both of them.  
 
    Probably. 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” She answered her still skeptical sister, “It’s just a little flirtation. Harmless fun. Nobody’s going to get hurt.” 
 
    “I hope not.” Lydia was still frowning but she nodded, “And I don’t want you to get hurt either just for the record.” 
 
    “Thanks sis but my hearts fairly indestructible at this point.” 
 
    “No, honey. It’s not.” Lydia leaned in and kissed her on top of the head, “You just haven’t met the man that’s going to open it back up yet.” 
 
    “You’re such a sap.” 
 
    “I’m a romantic.” Her sister preened. “I…” 
 
    A loud shriek and crying came from just inside the house followed by shouts from someone wanting their mommy. Lemon’s supposedly indestructible heart squeezed painfully in her chest. Lydia sighed and went to stand up. 
 
    “Sounds like I’m needed inside. Are you coming?” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    “Okay.” Her sister paused, “But think about what I said, and not just the Shane stuff. You’re not alone, sis. We love you and we’ll be here for you whenever you’re ready to talk about what’s wrong, however long it takes.” 
 
    “Thanks Lydie.” 
 
    The door opened and shut behind her and Lemon breathed out evenly once she was alone again. It had been a long day. She should probably head to bed soon anyway since she had to be up early if she was meeting Shane for another run. 
 
    She glanced across the street but the curtains were closed so all she could see was dim light coming from inside. She smiled to herself as she pushed up to her feet. Twice today she’d seen Shane and twice he’d managed to make her smile and forget about her problems. It might be stupid and dangerous to see him again, just like Lydia said, but she knew she wasn’t going to miss the chance to go running with him again. 
 
    Somehow a ten mile run had become the highlight of her day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Shane was going to kill her. Dead. Just kill her and call it a day. He’d never been a violent man but he was at his wit’s end. 
 
    He’d dealt with violent offenders and drunks on the job. He’d dealt with bullies and smartasses. He’d even dealt with whiny women that thought they could con him into seeing their side of things with some well maneuvered smiles or tears. He’d handled all of them and always come out the victor. 
 
    But a tiny, little, sixteen year old girl was getting the best of him. 
 
    He’d just been ending a really long Saturday shift full of clocking speeders on the highway outside of town and trying not to think about a certain blonde that had invaded his every waking moment when his ex-wife had called. Holly had sounded on the verge of tears when she asked him to come to the house immediately. The call had managed to do what nothing else today had and snapped him back into reality. He’d known something was wrong and he’d headed straight to Holly’s to find out what was going on. 
 
    He might not be in love with the woman anymore but she’d been his best friend for almost his entire life. They’d grown apart. They’d certainly had their problems. But they had three beautiful daughters together so they would always be connected and he couldn’t tolerate the idea of a crying Holly any more now than he could when he’d been her husband. 
 
    On the drive over, he’d been plotting ways to put her boyfriend in his place. If Brad had hurt her in any way, he would have had to pay. But when he’d arrived to find that their oldest daughter was the reason for the hysterics that was when he’d truly started to consider murder. 
 
    Grounding her did him no good, she simply snuck out. Taking away her cell phone was useless, she could still tweet, like and pin from her laptop, which he couldn’t take away because the whole point of buying it had been for school. Threating that she was never, ever going to get her own car if she didn’t straighten up and act right only made her shrug and remind him plenty of her friends could drive her around. 
 
    She’d always been a good girl. She was kind to animals and old people. She did her homework and got straight A’s. She was smart, funny and beautiful, a classic triple threat. She’d handled the divorce like an adult, helping to explain things to her little sisters and watch after them when need be without so much as a complaint. 
 
    But looking at the girl sitting on the couch with her arms crossed defiantly over her chest, he couldn’t help but wonder just where his little girl had gone and who the moody, rebellious teen that had taken her spot was. 
 
    She didn’t even look like his daughter at the moment. She was wearing makeup, an atrocity Holly had let start far too early in his opinion. The black around her eyes made her big eyes bigger. The bubblegum pink lip gloss was designed to purposefully draw attention to her lips. Instead of a sweet little baby-doll dress she was wearing an oversized flannel shirt that he knew from his own teenage years most likely belonged to a boy over a skimpy tank-top cut to show off her belly-button. There were also denim cut-offs and combat boots to add to the rebel without a cause look she had going for her. He hated it from top to bottom on principle alone. 
 
    She was barely sixteen! She’d only just had her birthday and even if she hadn’t she was still his little girl. She shouldn’t be wearing cut-off shorts or belly baring tops. She shouldn’t be wearing a boy’s shirt. Because it made him rethink that whole murder scenario and put the boy in question dangerously close to an unmarked grave. 
 
    “Georgia Marie Lowry, start talking right this instant or you’re going to be grounded until you’re fifty!” Holly crossed her arms over her chest in a similar look of defiance. 
 
    He glanced between the two of them and frowned. Sometimes his daughter looked so much like her mother it scared him. He could still remember Holly at this age, just blossoming into womanhood. He also remembered the things they’d been doing at this age, things that had led to them having a baby when they were just kids themselves. 
 
    Panic made his throat feel tight. Was his daughter having sex? God no, please God no. Not yet. Not ever if he had a say in it but he was reasonable enough to understand he couldn’t lock a chastity belt around her waist no matter how much he wanted to. He’d been certain he had at least a few more years before he’d have to face these fears that had sprouted the moment she came into the world.  
 
    Fears about letting her grow up. Fears like watching her make her own mistakes. Fears that she would make the same mistakes he had. 
 
    Not that he believed Georgie was a mistake. 
 
    He’d told Lemon the truth when she’d asked yesterday. He didn’t think of his daughter as a mistake. He and Holly had been head over heels in love and they’d made a beautiful baby together. They’d done the reasonable, responsible thing and gotten married. That had always been the plan anyways, they’d just started their family a little earlier than they’d expected. They’d built a life together and it had been a good life, was a good life, even if they’d fallen out of love with each other, because they’d gotten three gorgeous daughters out of it. 
 
    He wanted Georgie to have a good life. He wanted her to fall in love. He wanted her to experience that warm, consuming rightness of being in love with someone and he never, ever wanted her to lose it the way he had.  
 
    But he didn’t want her to experience it at sixteen years old. He didn’t even want her to find it at eighteen or twenty-one. Maybe when she was thirty she’d be old enough to handle it, old enough for him to handle it. Hell, who was he kidding? She was his daughter. He was never going to be able to handle her falling in love calmly or rationally. 
 
    “Holly, calm down.” He forced the words out and tried to remain as rational as he could, “You’re jumping to conclusions.” 
 
    “Jumping to conclusions?” His ex-wife narrowed her eyes at him, “I found a condom in her backpack! A condom!” 
 
    “And I told you it isn’t mine!” Georgie whined. 
 
    “What? You’re holding it for a friend?” Holly hissed. “Where have I heard that before? Oh wait, I know, from you, when we found those cigarettes hidden in your room a month ago!” 
 
    “God! I knew you weren’t going to believe me!” 
 
    Shane held up a hand when Holly started to yell at their daughter again, “Honey, we believe you. If you say it isn’t yours, then we believe you.” 
 
    Holly glared at him. Georgie smirked at her mother as if she’d won. He settled onto the coffee table directly in front of his daughter and reminded himself that she wasn’t a criminal. He wasn’t going to interrogate her. He wasn’t going to demand to know things that he didn’t honestly want to know the answers to either. He was just going to talk to her. 
 
    “Thanks Dad.” 
 
    “But I need to know why you have it.” 
 
    Georgie blushed and she looked away, “Dad! It’s not mine! I’m not having sex. Can’t you just let it go?” 
 
    “No. Sorry. We have to talk about this no matter how awkward it is.” 
 
    “Mom already gave me the birds and the bees speech. I get it. Sex is a big deal.” 
 
    “And you’re not having sex?” 
 
    “No! Jeez!” 
 
    “Then why do you have it?” 
 
    Georgie harrumphed, “Shouldn’t you just be happy that if I was thinking about having sex that I was going to be safe about it?” 
 
    He shook his head and felt his jaw tense uncontrollably, “What do you think?” 
 
    “God!” His daughter screeched, “Why are you making such a big deal out of this? It’s a condom! One! Condom!” 
 
    “Yes, Georgie. It’s a condom. And you’re sixteen years old.  And we’re your parents. We want to know what our teenage daughter is doing with a condom if she’s not having sex.” 
 
    He thought he’d sounded completely calm and rational but his daughter’s face turned bright red even as she leveled him with a hurt look, “You don’t believe me either, do you?” 
 
    “Did you get it from a boy? Is that boyfriend of yours pressuring you to have sex, Georgie?” 
 
    “God! Dad!” She whined, shooting to her feet with a yelp of outrage, “No! Rob isn’t pressure me to have sex. We’re waiting. I’m not ready to take that step and he understands because he loves me. We’re not having sex!” 
 
    Rob. He was going to kill that kid or at the very least throw some cuffs on him and put the fear of God in him. He hadn’t wanted Georgie dating anyway. He’d thought she was too young but Holly had reminded him that telling a teenage girl she couldn’t see a boy was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. Telling her she couldn’t see the boy was bound to send her running straight for him so he’d relented. 
 
    But this was the first he’d heard of her loving the boy and he didn’t like that. Not at all. From the look on Holly’s face, this was the first time she’d heard of it as well. She looked from their daughter to him and back again as if he could make the problem go away but he couldn’t. He only wished he could. 
 
    “Sit down.” Shane forced himself to focus only on what he could handle at the moment as his daughter threw herself back onto the couch, “So if you and Rob aren’t using them, where did you get the condom, Georgie?” 
 
    His beloved daughter glared at him. Her cheeks were pink and her lips were pursed. She looked about ready to scream, or cry, or both. He wanted to tug her onto his lap and hold her, just hold her like he had when she was a little girl and he could promise that everything was going to be okay. 
 
    “They gave them out in sex ed! Jeez! Are you happy? I got the condom in sex ed class. They made all of us take them. There! You have your stupid answer!” 
 
    He physically sucked in a relieved breath and saw Holly do the same. Sex Education class. She hadn’t bought condoms. She hadn’t gotten them from a boy. She wasn’t having sex. Still, he didn’t understand why she couldn’t have told them that from the start. All of the secretive, I can’t talk to you because you’re my parents crap was killing him. They’d always been able to talk about anything. 
 
    Georgie wasn’t done though because she turned to her mother with a snarl, “You think I want to be teen mom 2.0? You think I want to be anything like you? I’m not that stupid!” 
 
    “Georgia!” He reprimanded immediately, coming to his feet as well. “You don’t talk to your mother that way.” 
 
    “You had me when you were eighteen, Dad. I can do the math. You knocked Mom up when you two were still in high school so you got married and look what that got you.” She burst into tears, “Not exactly happily ever after was it?” 
 
    Holly gaped, her eyes widening at the insults. Georgie stormed from the room in a stream of tears. He watched her go, completely blown away and unsure of what to even say to that. He knew he couldn’t let her get away with it, that this was just the tip of the iceberg to a much bigger conversation they were going to need to have.  
 
    “Georgie! Georgie, come back here.” 
 
    “Let her go.” Holly shook her head, stopping him in his tracks, “She needs a few minutes to cool off and honestly, I think I do too.” 
 
    Shane put his face in his hands and groaned. He needed more than a few minutes. He needed a time-out from this conversation, from this situation, from his life. He didn’t want to be the dad that didn’t understand his daughter, that talked down to her or lied to her. He didn’t want to look her in the eyes and tell her that everything she’d said was right either though so he simply shook his head and let her go for now. 
 
    “Shit. That went badly.” 
 
    “Understatement of the year.” Holly swiped a hand through her hair and sighed, “You want something to drink Shane? I need a margarita but I’ll settle for some sweet tea.” 
 
    “Yeah. Tea.” 
 
    He followed Holly through the home they’d shared for years on autopilot. She’d made changes since the divorce, updates the place had always needed but he’d never gotten around to despite her nagging. Her boyfriend was a handyman and it showed in the new hardwood floors and cabinets in the kitchen. He made a mental note to compliment Brad on the work he’d done the next time he saw him. 
 
    He didn’t feel even a small stab of jealousy that Holly had moved on. He liked Brad. But more than that, he liked that Brad made Holly happy. 
 
    “She’s had an attitude ever since we let her start seeing that boy.” Holly muttered. 
 
    Shane collapsed onto a barstool, “Yeah, and now apparently she’s in love with him.” 
 
    “She’s been in love with Robbie West since she was like eight years old, Shane.” 
 
    “She’s not in love. She’s sixteen.” 
 
    “We were in love at sixteen.” Holly shrugged and pulled a pitcher of tea out of the fridge. 
 
    Yeah, and look how that had turned out. His daughter’s words were true and haunting. He’d been head over heels in love with Holly at sixteen and by thirty they were divorced. Young love didn’t last, not by his estimation. 
 
    “That kid is bad news.” Holly continued when he didn’t speak. 
 
    “He’s a sixteen year old boy that our daughter thinks she’s in love with, of course he’s bad news.” 
 
    “No. I mean it. You know things with Rocky and Jenny were messed up. That boy has issues I don’t think we’ve even begun to crack and his relationship with our daughter worries me.” 
 
    Shane groaned, “Then why the fuck did you let her go out with him, Hol?” 
 
    “Language.” She gave him a pointed look, “And we’ve been over this. What was I supposed to do? Tell her no? If I tell her he’s bad for her and will almost undoubtedly break her heart she’ll just want him more. You know that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    He swiped a hand over his face again and sighed. Rob West was really Robbie Wiley. He knew the boy’s parents. He’d gone to school with Rocky Wiley and Jenny Wright. They’d gotten married right after graduation, same as he and Holly. Their marriage had ended badly, very, very badly. If he worried that his kids were going to have issues after he and Holly got divorced then he was certain Jenny’s two sons were carrying some baggage as well. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Riley, see what he knows about their relationship.” He sighed. 
 
    Riley West was the boy’s stepfather. He’d gone to school with all of them too. He was a good guy. Calm, rational, reasonable, if Shane went to him and explained his concerns about how close his son was to Georgie he knew the other man would hear him out. It would be good if they were all on the same page about what was acceptable behavior too. 
 
    “Good. I think that’s a good idea.”  Holly nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We’ll have to sit down and talk about the other stuff too though, clearly she’s not as over the divorce as we thought she was.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Not today though, God not today.” 
 
    “No, let her calm down. She’s upset. We’ll talk to her later.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He sipped his tea and tried to sort through the tumultuous thoughts in his head. 
 
    God he felt old. He hadn’t thought thirty-four was going to be so bad on his last birthday. He was hitting the stride of his life, had plenty to look forward. He had a good life and plenty of years to find someone he wanted to spend it with. Then he remembered that he had a sixteen year old kid that thought she was in love, was contemplating sex, and if he did make it through this, he’d have to deal with the same thing at least twice more. He was old. Old and exhausted. 
 
    “So, I heard a rumor that Lemon Kelly is back in town.” 
 
    Shane jerked back to attention at the sound of her name. Lemon. Fuck. His body was already responding, just that easily. One mention of her and just like that he didn’t feel old anymore. He didn’t feel exhausted. He felt like a young, horny teenager. 
 
    Excited and tempted and eager and stupid. 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” He cleared his throat when Holly raised a curious eyebrow, “She showed up a couple of days ago and is staying with her parents.” 
 
    Two days. She’d been back in town less than two full days. It had been less than two days since he saw her in the midst of that rainstorm. Two days since the sparks between them had flared. Two days of playing with fire because for the past two days, despite all common sense telling him that he should stay away from her, he hadn’t. 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    “Uh huh, I also heard you two have been running laps around the neighborhood together.” 
 
    He groaned because of course his ex-wife had heard about that. He’d known she would. He’d known that everyone in town would. Because running around town with a superstar celebrity that dressed in neon colored spandex was good gossip for the small town rumor mill.  
 
    He’d known no matter how innocent a morning run appeared to be that they’d all be gossiping about it. And the truth was, it didn’t feel all that innocent. He and Lemon being anywhere near one another caused sparks that were the opposite of innocent. The two of them, side by side, sweating, breathing hard, him shirtless and her in those skimpy getups designed to drive him crazy was dangerous. 
 
    She’d worn green spandex this morning. Green. Normally green was one of his least favorite colors but on her. All of that blonde hair and those big blue eyes and green looked good on her. Besides that, it had felt like a green light and all her coy smiles and flirty innuendos hadn’t helped.   
 
    As they’d run all he could think about this morning was certain other things that they could do together, barely dressed things that would make them both sweat and breathe hard and maybe leave him satisfied instead of frustratingly hard and alone in his shower jerking off like a total creep. 
 
    Yesterday, when he’d asked her to join him, he’d known it was a bad idea. But she’d teased him and he hadn’t been able to help himself. He’d wanted to see her like that again. He’d needed to see her smiling happy face, hear her girly laughter and feel the warmth and pleasure that she generated in his chest again. He’d needed to figure out why his body had decided to react to her, now, when it never had before and if there was any way in hell to make it stop. 
 
    Familiar. He’d stupidly thought that spending more time with her would make it wane. She was new and exciting to him but if he made her familiar again then it would go away. He’d stop reacting to her, stop fantasizing about her, stop wanting something he couldn’t have. 
 
    He was thirty-four. He was divorced. He had three kids to raise. And she wasn’t sticking around. She’d be gone again any day now.  
 
    Besides that, he knew there was something she wasn’t telling him. Sometimes, when he was talking to her, she looked like she was a million miles away, lost in some dark place he couldn’t reach. Neither of them was in any position to do something about the attraction that had flared to life between them. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s been jogging with me.” He admitted and when his ex-wife only smirked at him he groaned again, “It’s just jogging. We’re friends. We jog and we talk and… it’s nice. Don’t read too much into it.” 
 
    “What would I be reading into it?” Holly held her hands up innocently. 
 
    “I know that look, Hol.” He frowned, “Don’t start.” 
 
    “Don’t start, what? Telling you that you’re single and have been for years so it would be perfectly fine if it wasn’t just jogging? Or don’t start in on how I think you need to get out more and live a little before you end up all alone in that new house of yours?” 
 
    He scowled and rubbed the spot between his eyebrows where the worst of the headache thumped, “All of it. Don’t start with all of it.” 
 
    “Shane, seriously, you need to get out more.” 
 
    “Holly…” 
 
    “Don’t Holly me. You need to go out and date and move on. It’s been four years. If you’re into Lemon, ask her out. Have a little fun. Live a little.” 
 
    He didn’t know what was worse. Getting the it’s time to move on speech from his ex-wife or the fact that she seemed to already know he wanted Lemon. Did everyone know? Was it that obvious? The sparks between them were so out of control he wondered if they were visible from outer space. 
 
    “I’m not asking out Lemon Kelly.” 
 
    Holly grinned, “So you are into her.” 
 
    He snorted because he’d walked right into that one, “She’s a beautiful girl but she’s not my type.” 
 
    “I’ve seen her, Shane. I think curvy, little blondes are every man’s type.” 
 
    “She’s not sticking around.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    His eyebrows winged up “So? So, I’m not having a fling or a one night stand with her. That’s not my style and you know it. Besides, she’s a family friend. It’s bound to get awkward if we get involved in something with an expiration date.” 
 
    “God, you really are one of the good ones, you know that?” Holly failed to hide a smile behind her glass of tea, “You’re attracted to her. I figure if she’s willing to go running with you that means it’s mutual. But you’re not going to do a thing about it because it might make things awkward at Christmas? Really?” 
 
    “Holly, drop it.” 
 
    “No. You need to rethink this one, Shane. Have a fling. Have a one night stand. Have a little fun. God, when was the last time you had fun?” 
 
    “Starting something with Lemon now is a bad idea. It’s irresponsible to…” 
 
    “Then be irresponsible, Shane.” She cut him off with a scoff, When was the last time you did something irresponsible?” 
 
    “Irresponsible got us our first daughter.” He shot off without thinking and Holly narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “I’m going to let that one slide because you’re not all wrong but you listen up, now. You haven’t risked a damn thing since you were seventeen years old. We made a baby and we got married and you decided that meant you had to grow up. Fine. But you stopped taking risks, stopped taking chances and you stopped being the fun, happy, adventurous boy I’d fallen in love with too.” She pinned him with her heavy stare, “I’m telling you this because it’s not too late to get him back even if it’s far too late for you and me. Take a risk, Shane. For once in your adult life, just do whatever the hell you want, consequences be damned, and see how it feels to live again. Please?” 
 
    He felt a familiar pain in his chest when Holly stared at him knowingly. They’d had this conversation before. When they’d agreed to the divorce she’d told him that he wasn’t the man she’d married anymore and he’d argued that he couldn’t be. He’d had to grow up because she still wanted to act like the kids they’d been.  
 
    After four years apart, he knew that they’d both been a little bit right and a little bit wrong. She had needed to grow up some more, and she had. She’d found herself once she was single for the first time as an adult and he was proud of her for the life she’d built on her own.  
 
    But she was also right and he hadn’t changed at all. If anything he’d buckled down even more. He lived for his kids and his job. He didn’t go out. He didn’t date. He didn’t even hit up the bars with the guys all that often anymore. He stayed home and sometimes he thought the same thing Holly did. That he was going to end up old and gray and all alone in that new house of his. 
 
    Shane rubbed at his eyes, “I have a headache.” 
 
    “Shane Antonio Lowry, so help me…” 
 
    He held up a hand, “I’m trying to wrap my head around this conversation. Is my ex-wife really telling me to go out and get laid?” 
 
    “Damn right she is.” Holly grinned and he shook his head. “Because she’s still your friend.” 
 
    “Best friend.” He corrected. 
 
    “I’m happy, Shane.” She reached out and took his hand, squeezing reassuringly, “I’m happy. Do you know how good it feels to say that? I don’t think you do but you should. That’s what I want for you.” 
 
    He squeezed back and sighed, “What you and Brad have… it’s not like that with Lemon. She’s leaving. She doesn’t live here. It can’t be like that.” 
 
    “Then whatever it is, just enjoy it.” Holly pulled her hand away and shook her head, “I can already see you working up another argument so just tell me you’ll at least think about it.” 
 
    “If I say I’ll think about it, will you promise never to discuss my sex life again?” 
 
    Holly laughed, “Deal.” 
 
    “Are you going to go check on our daughter?” He changed the subject just to be safe. 
 
    “Probably should.” 
 
    “Want me to come with you?” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll be bad cop again. You stay good cop and maybe she’ll keep talking to you at least. I think I forfeited trust the day she hit puberty but as long as she’s still talking to one of us, we have a shot of making it through the next few years.” 
 
    Shane sighed, “Fine, but good cop says she gets grounded for that stunt earlier. She has to know she can’t talk to you like that.” 
 
    “Agreed. I’ll text and let you know how it goes.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He stood up and put his glass in the sink, “For the tea and the talk.” 
 
    “Just think about what I said, Shane.” Holly squeezed his arm. 
 
    “I said I would.” He kissed his ex-wife on top of the head, “Don’t forget I’m picking the girls up early tomorrow for dinner at my parent’s house.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Holly grinned, “Tell Lemon I said hi.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Holly.” He growled as he waved over his shoulder and left the house. 
 
    Once he was alone he let his mind wander to the dig Holly had landed and he’d let slide. It had stung more than he’d let on but he wasn’t about to get into that conversation with her of all people. 
 
    She was always commenting on the fact that he didn’t date. She thought he needed to move on, find someone to make him happy the same way she had. And he’d started to think she might be right.  
 
    He’d refrained from dating after the divorce because he hadn’t wanted to confuse the kids further but that wasn’t the only reason. It was also because there hadn’t been anyone he was interested in enough to risk getting involved. Now there was someone he was interested in though, someone he thought he might just risk everything to be with even once.  
 
    Stupid, damn stupid, but it was that thought that kept him company as he headed home, knowing that he would go to bed alone and Lemon would be in his dreams just like the night before. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Lemon had just sat through yet another family filled evening of fun and she’d thought that it couldn’t possibly be as painful as the one Friday night but she’d been wrong. This one had been worse. So much worse. Because instead of just watching her parents and her sister’s family bond and laugh and love all over each other she’d also gotten to watch a whole other family she wasn’t part of do the exact same thing. 
 
    She loved Rosa and Hank Lowry. Shane and Seth’s parents were some of the kindest, sweetest people on the face of the planet. Their invitation to join them for dinner had been thoughtful and generous. And Lemon felt absolutely terrible that she’d tried to come up with any excuse in the world not to go. 
 
    In the end, she’d gone because it was the right thing to do. It was what her parents expected of her. And mostly she’d gone because she’d known that Shane would be here and she’d thought it would be nice to get to see him again, spend time with him again, but she hadn’t counted on just how hard it had been to be around him like this. 
 
    Because Shane was single, like her, but he wasn’t alone, not like her. Not here. Not surrounded by his family. He had his daughters. He had Georgie and Sophie and Rosie and they were so clearly the center of his attention that more than once she’d caught herself staring at them and knew he had too.  
 
    She’d thought she was attracted to him when they were running. When they were teasing each other and flirting playfully. She’d thought she was attracted to him when she saw him all dressed up in his police uniform and wanted to strip him out of it or better yet get him to use those handcuffs of his in a really creative way. But seeing him tonight had done an absolute number on her because fun, flirty Shane and serious, deputy Shane both paled in comparison to doting, caring, protective father Shane. 
 
    He was a good dad. She’d known that. She’d always known that. But something about seeing it for herself had made a lump form in her throat that she couldn’t shake all night. Seeing him cut Rosie’s food up for her had made her smile. Seeing him whisper something to Sophie that got the shy little girl to agree to sing Lemon the new song she’d just learned had tugged at her heartstrings. Even seeing him shut down Georgie’s whiny teenager tantrum that started when he insisted she put her phone up during dinner had done something to her. 
 
    Maybe it was just that she was in a bad place, emotionally, and was susceptible to the lure of those specific traits but she didn’t think so. She thought it was Shane. Gorgeous, sexy as hell, good cop and better father, Shane Lowry had her panties all in a twist and she had no idea what she was going to do about it.  
 
    But she thought she might have to do something, and soon, because as often as he’d caught her watching him… she’d caught him looking at her too. 
 
    They hadn’t gone running this morning because it was Sunday and he didn’t run on Sundays but that meant she hadn’t seen him all day and weirdly it had left her feeling restless and anxious. She’d expected him to smile at her and maybe even flirt with her a little when he showed up at his parent’s house but of course he hadn’t because he had his kids with him. He’d only nodded politely and made small-talk with her like he had with everyone else.  
 
    But the way he looked at her made butterflies circle in her belly. The way he smiled at her made heat curl in her veins. And the way he kept finding excuses to touch her, innocently, casually, was driving her slowly insane. 
 
    Because everyone else had their own family out there, their own team or little niche. Seth had his wife, Amy, and their kids. The Lowry’s and her parents huddled together. And Shane had drawn her into his circle, included her, when otherwise she would have felt like the outsider looking in.  
 
    He’d pulled out the chair next to him for her during dinner. He’d included her in his conversations. He’d brushed her shoulder and her hand and her knee. He’d gotten his girls to circle around her until she’d forgotten, for just a moment there, that she wasn’t one of them. 
 
    And that was dangerous. 
 
    Because she wasn’t one of them. She didn’t belong out there with them. Because she wasn’t Shane’s wife or his girlfriend no matter how he made her feel. She was barely even his friend. He wasn’t her husband or boyfriend or lover and those precious, precocious, adorable daughters of his weren’t hers either. 
 
    Remembering that, remembering what she would never have, only made her feel more alone and she wanted to run away from the feeling, get away, before it sank her completely. 
 
    Lemon took another long sip of her wine and stared out the window over the sink at the dark backyard. If she made another escape attempt like she had from her house on Friday, would anyone notice? Lydia wasn’t here so maybe not. She was just working up the courage to walk out when the kitchen door swung open behind her and a familiar voice called to her. 
 
    “There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 
 
    She turned and pasted on a bright smile, “Should’ve started with where they keep the wine. It’s like you don’t know me at all.” 
 
    “Lemon.” Her oldest friend in the world opened his arms and she went into them instantly. 
 
    “Seth.” 
 
    He hugged her tight and she cuddled into his chest. It was funny that she’d never thought of this particular chest as broad or strong or lickable. Not like she did Shane’s. When in reality, the two brothers were built almost identically. They were both muscular and fit. Men that took care of themselves and enjoyed working out. They were about the same height, about the same width and weight. But though she’d always enjoyed a good cuddle against Seth’s chest because it felt like a solid, safe place, she’d never once been tempted to rip his shirt off to get to it. 
 
    “Mmm, I’ve missed you.” She admitted as she clung to him now. 
 
    “Missed you too, Lemon-drop.” 
 
    She cringed and pulled back, “Call me that again and I’ll give you a wedgie.” 
 
    Seth laughed, “Oh come on, I always call you that.” 
 
    “You only call me that when you’re drunk and I hate it.” She shook her head. 
 
    Alec had called her that too. Back when things were good. Or back when she’d at least thought they were good. She’d thought it was an adorable endearment. Now it made her want to claw someone’s eyes out and she liked Seth far too much for that. 
 
    “Fine.” He sighed and leaned against the counter opposite her, “I won’t call you Lemon-drop if you’ll do me a favor.”  
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him suspiciously, “What kind of favor?” 
 
    “Just answer a question for me.” He grinned and she knew what the question would be before he even asked it. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Seth tilted his head, “You don’t know what?” 
 
    “I don’t know how long I’m staying. I don’t know why I’m here. And I don’t know why you think I’d tell you something I haven’t figured out how to tell my family yet.” 
 
    “Lemon…” Seth groaned, “I’m not trying to pry.” 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “I’m just worried about you. We’re all worried about you.” 
 
    She snorted, “Don’t you think I know that?” 
 
    “Then tell us how to help you. Whatever is going on, we’re your friends and you can talk to us.” 
 
    She shook her head and she saw that flash of stubbornness that she’d always found so endearing in her old friend appear. He wasn’t going to back down. She hadn’t expected him to. Lydia had tried coddling her, babying her, mothering her even. Her parents had tried the hands off approach. Don’t ask and maybe she’d bring it up on her own. But out of everyone, Seth was the one that she knew wouldn’t back off until she cracked. 
 
    “I’m not ready to talk about it yet.” She lifted her glass of wine and took another small sip, measuring it out in case he was in this for the long haul and thought he could get her drunk and talking. 
 
    “Fine. How about I talk?” 
 
    “Sure. Tell me all about your beautiful wife and your two adorable rugrats.” 
 
    Seth didn’t smile like she expected, instead his gaze pinned her in place, “That. There. That’s what I want to talk about. Since when do you call my kids rugrats? Or not call Amy by her name?” 
 
    “It was just a figure of speech.” 
 
    “No. I don’t think it was. Because I’ve been watching you all night and something is off, just like your parents said it was.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, “You’ve been talking to my parents about me?” 
 
    “They were worried. Like I said. It’s one of the reasons I decided we should drive over for dinner tonight. I wanted to see you for myself.” 
 
    She’d gotten the feeling that her old friend wasn’t as out of the loop on things as she’d expected him to be during dinner. She’d known his parents had told him she would be here tonight and that he’d come to dinner to see her. But she hadn’t realized he was looking at her through a microscope all night, trying to dissect her secrets, and that pissed her off. 
 
    “Stop trying to pick me apart, Seth.” She started to step around him, to end the conversation, but he caught her by the wrist. 
 
    “Tell me why seeing my family upsets you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t.”  
 
    “Liar.” He called her out and she flinched away from him, “You haven’t held Embry at all. You won’t play with Eloise. And you won’t look me or Amy in the eye. Why?” 
 
    That knot in her throat was back and she shook her head furiously, “It’s not about you. I’m sorry if I was rude. I didn’t mean to be. I love you. You know that.” 
 
    Seth narrowed his eyes again and tilted his head, “Is that what it is?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You love me. Are you… jealous? Of me and Amy?” 
 
    Her eyebrows winged up at that absurd comment and she scoffed, “God, no. It’s not that, Seth.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Because it seems like you’re jealous.” 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous right now.” She tried to pull her arm free of him but he held on, “Let me go, Seth.” 
 
    “No. Talk to me.” 
 
    “Let me go.” 
 
    “No, I want to…” 
 
    “Seth!” A loud, tense voice cut him off and they both jumped as they whirled to face the source of it. 
 
    Lemon swallowed hard at the look on Shane’s face. Annoyance. Frustration. And more than a little anger. His eyes jumped from her to his brother to the spot where they still touched. She jerked her arm again and Seth let her go without a fight. Shane’s jaw tensed as he came further into the room. 
 
    “We were just talking.” Seth cleared his throat. 
 
    “You’re done now.” Shane glared at his brother. 
 
    “No, I’m…” 
 
    “You’re done.” He repeated evenly, “Your wife was looking for you. Go back in the other room, Seth. Now.” 
 
    “But Lemon…” 
 
    “I’ll deal with Lemon.” Shane’s hard gaze cut to her and she barely stifled a shudder. 
 
    Seth looked between the two of them this time and she couldn’t begin to wonder what it was he saw. Shane was angry. She was trembling. And Seth’s brows furrowed more and more as his gaze went back and forth between them, trying to figure out the situation. But she couldn’t figure it out and she was a part of it so she just shrugged when he finally stared at her, as if she might explain. 
 
    “Go. It’s fine.” 
 
    “We’re not done talking about this, Lemon.” He frowned. 
 
    “Oh, you’re definitely done.” Shane growled, “Now get out before I start asking questions you won’t want to answer little brother, like why it would make a difference to you if she was jealous of your wife.” 
 
    Lemon sucked in a startled breath, “Shane!” 
 
    Seth grit his teeth and held a hand up to stop her, “No. It’s fine. Let him think what he wants. He always has with us and for some reason, I never stopped to wonder why that was until just now.” 
 
    “Get out.” Shane repeated. 
 
    “You’ve been acting like she’s your date all night.” Seth snorted, “But just because you can’t spend time with her without wanting to fuck her, doesn’t mean I can’t.” 
 
    “Seth!” She hissed at the other Lowry now. 
 
    “I’m her friend. That’s all. And as her friend and your brother, let me fill you in on a little secret… she was never mine despite whatever you think. She was always yours. You just never bothered to look at her twice.” 
 
    “Seth.” She snapped, “Stop it. You’ve had too much to drink and you’re being an ass. Shane’s right.  You should go find your wife.” 
 
    Her oldest friend in the world scoffed and threw his hands in the air. He muttered something about her not being his problem anymore and stalked out of the room. He pushed the swinging door so hard that it snapped back into the wall and she and Shane both cringed. Once they were alone and the door stopped creaking, they stared at each other. 
 
    “He’s drunk. He didn’t mean what you think he meant.” 
 
    Shane’s eyes narrowed on her, “Which part?” 
 
    “The jealousy part.” 
 
    He stepped around the island that had been between them, “So not the other part then? The part where he said you were always mine if I’d wanted you?” 
 
    She felt a blush rise on her cheeks and reached for her wine glass, “Like I said, he’s drunk and being an ass. You knew I had a crush on you when we were kids. I told you that the other day.” 
 
    “So you’re not jealous of Amy?” 
 
    “Not for the reason you think.” She admitted and then frowned when he tilted his head as if he were trying to figure out what she meant. Damn it. Why was talking to Shane so easy? She took another sip of her wine but a big hand covered hers and took it away, putting it on the counter behind her, and she frowned as Shane moved even closer to her. “I was drinking that.” 
 
    “You’ve had enough.” 
 
    “You’re not the boss of me.” She started to reach for the glass but his hand closed over hers and pressed it to the cabinet. When she started to use her other hand, he did the same thing, and her breath caught. Shane had her pinned to the counter. His hands covered hers and held her immobile. His big body was barely inches away and she couldn’t catch her breath or her thoughts to try to figure out what was happening. “Shane, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Talking to you.” 
 
    “Is this how you talk to all the girls?” She tried for teasing but he was so close and she could feel his heat, smell his musky, manly cologne, and it took everything inside of her not to lean closer. 
 
    He smirked, “Only the ones I think will try to run away.” 
 
    “I told you already. I wouldn’t run from you.” 
 
    “You might, once you hear what I’m going to ask you next.” 
 
    She frowned, “Are you going to ask me why I’m in Fate? What I’m running away from? Or what I’m hiding?” 
 
    Shane raised an eyebrow at her, “No.” 
 
    She smiled. She couldn’t help it. She’d known, somehow, that would be his answer. Whatever was happening, it didn’t have a thing to do with why everyone else was worried about her. This was about them. She’d known it. So she shrugged. 
 
    “Then you can ask me whatever you want.” 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Do you want me to kiss you, Lemon? Because you keep looking at me like you want me to kiss you. All night, you’ve been looking at my mouth.” His gaze dropped to hers and she couldn’t help but wet her lips expectantly as heat blasted through her system, “And I want to know what’s going on in that pretty head of yours. What do you thinks going to happen if I kiss you?” 
 
    “That’s two questions.” She bit her lip and when he didn’t speak, didn’t make a joke or back off in any way, she shrugged, “I don’t know. Maybe that’s why I’m so curious. I’ve wondered what it would be like for so long, maybe it won’t live up to the hype.” 
 
    Shane growled and heat flashed in his eyes, “You think I’m not a good kisser?” 
 
    “Men that look like you rarely are.” She teased. 
 
    “Is that so?” He moved closer. 
 
    “It’s the ridiculous good looks.” 
 
    “Now, I’m ridiculously good looking?” He smirked. 
 
    “You’ve always been ridiculously good looking. That’s the point. You’ve probably never had to work hard to get a girls attention so why would you have bothered to learn how to be a good kisser. If a girl didn’t like the way you kissed, you probably just moved on to the next in line.” 
 
    Shane grinned, “Lines? No. I’ve only ever kissed Holly.” 
 
    She gaped up at him as what he was saying sank in, “What?  You’ve never kissed anyone but your ex-wife? Really?” 
 
    “We got together when we were kids. She was my first girlfriend. We got pregnant and got married and then we got divorced and I haven’t been with anyone since. I told you that the other day.” 
 
    She goggled up at him, fumbling for words. Sure he’d told her that he hadn’t been with anyone since his divorce. It hadn’t crossed her mind that he meant he hadn’t kissed anyone either. It was sort of cute and romantic and really freaking intimidating now that she thought about it.  
 
    What if she was the one that didn’t live up to the hype? What if she turned him off kissing altogether? What if he decided she wasn’t as good as his ex had been? 
 
    Shane chuckled and their chests brushed, “What are you thinking now? You’ve got this look on your face like I told you Santa Claus wasn’t real or something. Are you really that worried I won’t be as good at is as you’ve been imagining?” 
 
    She blamed the extra glass of wine on the flush that heated her cheeks, “No.” 
 
    “I mean, I suppose I might be terrible at it but there’s really only one way to find out.” He teased. 
 
    “Are you going to kiss me?” She heard her own voice turn breathy and saw his answering smile that sent butterflies skittering in her stomach. 
 
    “I was thinking about it.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Hmm?” His eyes were still on her mouth. 
 
    “How long have you been thinking about it?” 
 
    “Remember on the porch? When I tugged you out of the rain and you fell into me? When you teased me about not being able to let you go?” He slowly raised his gaze to hers and when she nodded he cupped her cheek, “Since then.” 
 
    Oh God… she felt the world shift out of focus as he lowered his head towards her. She closed her eyes and let it happen. Couldn’t have stopped it if she wanted to. And she didn’t want to. She had to know. Even if it was a terrible idea, even if it meant nothing but exploring this frantic, sparking connection between them, she had to know what it was like to kiss Shane Lowry. 
 
    His lips settled over hers, soft and warm and she slipped completely under his spell. Reckless to the very end. That was Lemon. She’d thought Shane would be the responsible one that kept them from doing this but clearly even he wasn’t strong enough to resist something this powerful.  
 
    Because that’s what it felt like when he kissed her. Powerful. Important. Consuming.  
 
    She lost herself in his soft, slow exploration of her lips. He didn’t push. He didn’t pressure. He kept it soft and sweet. A first kiss in so very many ways. And she drowned in him. 
 
    He’d released her hands at some point and they came up of their own accord to wrap around his shoulders. She needed him to hold her up because her knees felt weak. He moved even closer instead, using his big body to pin her in place, and when she felt his erection straining between them she arched into him, rubbing against him, wanting so much more than a first kiss would ever allow. 
 
    He groaned in response and nipped at her bottom lip with his teeth. Her mouth opened on a little gasp and his tongue flickered out, teasing her into opening further, letting him in. Their tongues met, circled, tangled, and the dance between them turned from sweet to something spicier. Their bodies pressed together harder, wanting more contact, and they gripped each other more fiercely as the sparks turned into a full on fire and threatened to burn out of control. 
 
    Lemon whimpered when she reached for his shirt and he swatted her hands away. Skin. She wanted skin. His skin on hers. Her mouth on his skin. Anything.  
 
    Shane broke the kiss with a groan and buried his face in her neck, “Stop. We have to stop. Now or I won’t be able to.” 
 
    She sucked in a ragged gasp of air and tried to get a grip as reality slowly trickled back in. They were in Rosa and Hank Lowry’s kitchen. Shane’s parents kitchen. And he’d just kissed her like he wanted to lay her out on the table and feast on her. She shuddered at the thought. Luckily, or not so luckily, he seemed to have remembered where they were when she’d started trying to undress him. She felt another flash of heat hit her face at that thought. 
 
    Impulsive. Reckless. Irresponsible. It was going to be the death of her because she was going to die of shame if he teased her about this. She knew it was their usual way. It was what they did. But he’d just steamrolled through all of her walls and she didn’t have her defenses in place to block an attack right now. 
 
    “Mmm…” Shane’s lips brushed her ear and she stiffened, waiting for whatever would come next, “So… I’m an awful kisser huh?” 
 
    She giggled as he defused the situation just that easily. He really was amazing. Gorgeous and sexy and funny and sweet. He knew the right thing to say in any occasion. He always put her at ease. Except where the sexual tension was involved. 
 
    “The worst.” She agreed and he nipped her shoulder playfully with his teeth. 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me what parts didn’t work for you.” He was grinning when he finally pulled back, “Because it felt like it was working to me.” 
 
    “You want me to grade you?”  
 
    “I was thinking maybe lessons. I might catch on with more practice.” He kissed her softly, “It could take a while tho…” 
 
    “Dad!” A high-pitched screech sounded from somewhere far too close and they jumped apart instantly. Guiltily. Shane stepped back so fast he ran into the corner of the island with his hip and cursed, clearly in pain. Lemon blushed and stammered and was still trying to smooth her hair and her clothes back into place when the kitchen door swung open three seconds later. “Dad! Please! Please! Please unground me!” 
 
    Georgie came wheeling into the kitchen with the same whiny, dramatic, the world is ending face that she’d used when Shane told her to put her phone up during dinner. Lemon took another step in the other direction, putting more space between her and Shane, not that the girl was likely to notice anything amiss. Georgie was sixteen which meant the world revolved around her, her phone, her friends and her boyfriend. The very idea that she might have been interrupting her father making out with a woman in the kitchen would never cross her mind. 
 
    “What?” Shane ran a hand through his hair, clearly still a little flustered, and trying to keep the island between him and his daughter to hide his erection. 
 
    “You have to unground me! It’s so unfair! Roni just text and I’m going to miss her birthday party next weekend if you don’t unground me.” 
 
    Shane sighed heavily and shook his head, “We’ve been over this. You’re grounded for two weeks. You can keep your phone and your other privileges but no parties.” 
 
    “But Dad!” Georgie stomped her foot, “She’s my best friend and she only turns sixteen once!” 
 
    “Georgie.” He said in a warning voice. 
 
    “But I didn’t even do anything wrong!” She whined, flipping her hair and then seeming to realize Lemon was standing there for the first time she turned on the pout, “Lemon, please, please tell him he should let me go to my best friends birthday party. If I miss it she’s going to hate me forever!” 
 
    Lemon tried not to smile at the completely over the top dramatics. It wasn’t the end of the world, it was a birthday party but it meant absolutely everything to Georgie. Clearly. And besides, Lemon remembered being a teenage girl and Georgie had a point. Friendships between girls were fickle at that age. If she didn’t go, her best friend might very well hate her for it. 
 
    She tried for her usual playful, fun aunt, bit, “Ah, come on Shane. She’s got a point. A girl only turns sixteen once.” 
 
    He glared at her and his jaw hardened again, “Stay out of it, Lemon.” 
 
    She recoiled from the venom in his voice and her smile instantly fell. She blinked at him, trying to figure out exactly how he had gone from playfully teasing and kissing her to snapping at her in less than a minute. She stepped back, out of the fray, as he turned his angry glare back on his daughter. 
 
    “You’re grounded and if you keep it up, I’ll add another week.” 
 
    “But Dad…” 
 
    “No. You know exactly why you’re grounded. You don’t get to talk to your mother or to me like you did yesterday and you don’t get to throw temper tantrums either. You want us to treat you like an adult? Act like it. Don’t pout and bring strangers into family arguments. Now go in the other room and watch your sisters until I get back and then I’ll decide if this little show earned you another punishment or not.” 
 
    Georgie shot Lemon one more pleading look but she didn’t dare say a word. She felt a cold chill sweep over her and fought back a shiver. A stranger? He’d called her a stranger. Was that how he saw her? She turned her gaze back on the man that had been kissing her only moments ago and tried to figure out what had just gone so horribly, terribly wrong.  
 
    Shane was still staring at the door where his daughter had disappeared but the tension that had overtaken him at her entrance remained. Gone was the flirty, playful guy she’d been kissing. Gone was the sexy, open man that she’d watched over dinner. When he turned his eyes back on her he was just as angry as he’d been when he’d walked into the kitchen to find Seth holding her against her will only this time she was the one he was glaring at. 
 
    “Look, I…” She started to step towards him but he stepped back and shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again.” 
 
    She blinked, “Do what?” 
 
    “Get in the middle of me disciplining my child.” He grit his teeth, “You have no right.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to…” 
 
    “You undermined me. Took her side. And made me the bad guy.” He snapped, “And you don’t get to do that. You’re not her mother.” 
 
    She flinched as his words struck her and she was the one that stepped back this time, “I know that. I wasn’t trying to be her mother.” 
 
    “No, you were trying to be her friend but you’re not her friend, Lemon. You’re an adult. I get that you’re not a parent so you don’t know the first thing about it, but you can’t undermine me. I won’t tolerate it.” 
 
    A slice of pain ripped through her stomach again and she felt that now almost familiar sensation that she was bleeding and nobody could see it. It was her own fault. She knew that. If she told everyone the truth, about what she’d lost, about what she wanted and could never have, then maybe they’d stop cutting the still fresh wounds back open. But she hadn’t told them, hadn’t told him, and now with his harsh words ringing in her ears, she wasn’t sure she ever would. 
 
    She took a deep breath and forced herself to stay calm, to keep it all inside where she could handle it. If she let it out now, she’d make a mess. She steeled her spine and forced her chin up though she couldn’t quite muster the smile she knew she’d need when she went back into the other room. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry. I won’t involve myself in your life again.” 
 
    Shane’s gaze jerked to hers and confusion colored his eyes. She looked away. Her words hadn’t been as flawless as she’d been hoping if he could tell something was wrong. But she’d never been an actress. Just a musician and a singer and emotions were what she’d played in. Keeping them to herself was slowly killing her. 
 
    “Lemon…” He said slowly. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She said again and turned to walk out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Lemon.” He said again but she didn’t turn around when he sighed, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No need to apologize. No harm done. I get it.” She blew out a rough breath, “I’m tired. I think I’m going to get going now. I’ll see you tomorrow maybe.” 
 
    She left the kitchen and walked back into the big family room. It was still crowded with people. Her parents and the Lowry’s. Seth and Amy and their kids. Georgie and Sophie and Rosie. But she felt more alone than she had standing in that kitchen earlier with nothing but her wine glass and this time Shane definitely wasn’t going to save her from it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Shane managed to wait exactly twenty-seven minutes after Lemon left before going after her. He’d tried to force himself to wait a half hour, to try and make it less obvious. But every minute had felt like torture and he broke before he hit the thirty minute mark. 
 
    He’d messed up. He’d been upset with Georgie and he’d snapped at Lemon. He’d made a mistake and he’d had to watch that bright light he loved so much in her eyes dim and then flicker out. 
 
    He’d watched her as she said her goodbyes, as she went through the motions. She talked to everyone. Everyone but him. She interacted and held the babies and laughed in all the right spots. But her smile wasn’t right and he couldn’t believe that nobody else had noticed. 
 
    Why was he the only one that had noticed how sad she looked? 
 
    He rang the doorbell of the Kelly’s house after taking his own kids home and telling Holly he would explain later. He wasn’t looking forward to that. But they had school tomorrow and she would take care of them and right now, he needed to take care of this situation with Lemon. 
 
    After another minute passed he started to raise his hand to knock but the lock clicked and the door opened slowly. Lemon stared at him but she didn’t smile when she saw him. That shouldn’t have hurt but it did. He wasn’t sure how it was possible but he’d gotten used to the way she lit up whenever she looked at him. 
 
    It had been three days and he was fucking addicted to her smiles. 
 
    “Hey.”  
 
    “Hey.” His gaze dropped from her face and he swallowed a growl, “What did I tell you about going outside without a bra on, Lemon?” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she looked down at herself, as if she didn’t know what she was, or in this case wasn’t, wearing. She’d changed for bed already. Instead of the blouse and jeans she’d been wearing earlier she only had on that damn see-through tank top and those little boxer shorts again. She’d thrown her robe on over it but it had fallen open to give him an eyeful and his cock twitched restlessly in response. 
 
    If he’d expected her to act embarrassed and jerk her robe closed he wouldn’t have known her very well. She only shrugged and glared at him defiantly. He’d half expected that reaction and forced his eyes off her chest. 
 
    “I’m not outside and I wasn’t expecting company. 
 
    He supposed she had a point there, “Can I come in?” 
 
    She chewed her bottom lip again but moved aside. He stepped into the house and turned to watch her close the door behind him. She leaned against it and eyed him warily and he frowned. He didn’t like the vibe she was giving off right now, not at all. He opened his mouth to speak but she shot upright off the door and shook her head. 
 
    “No. Me first. I’m sorry about earlier.” 
 
    He frowned, “No, I’m the one that should be apologizing. I’m sorry I snapped at you.” 
 
    “You had every right to.” She argued, “It wasn’t my place to get involved in your family business. I’m not a parent. I don’t know anything about parenting other than that it looks really hard. I didn’t mean to make it harder for you and I’m sorry.” 
 
    His own apology died in throat as she fidgeted and pulled at her robe. She wouldn’t meet his eyes either. She was clearly nervous and uncomfortable and he didn’t like it. He couldn’t remember ever seeing Lemon like this. Unsure of herself instead of feisty and confident. Soft instead of strong. It made him instantly soften his own stance. 
 
    “Thank you, but I’m sorry too. I overreacted. Georgie’s just… well to put it nicely she’s been a handful lately and I don’t know what to do with her.” 
 
    Lemon’s chin dropped even further, “I get it. I don’t help matters. It’s not like I was ever a very good role model so you definitely shouldn’t take advice from me.” 
 
    That sadness that he’d sensed in her earlier in the night was right there in her voice now and he hated it. He couldn’t handle even the thought of lively, bubbly, fun Lemon being sad. He couldn’t stand the idea that he had caused it and he moved towards hers, tipping her chin up with his finger. 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “You said yourself, I’m trouble.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He frowned at the flat look in her usually sparkling eyes, “But you’re also smart and strong and independent. I’d consider myself lucky if my girls grew up to be even just a little bit like you.” 
 
    Something shifted in her eyes as she studied his face but he didn’t understand it until she spoke again, “So… you’re not here to tell me to stay out of your business and away from your family?” 
 
    “What? No. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I thought…” Her voice cracked and she swallowed hard, “I thought you were here to tell me you didn’t want to see me anymore, that you didn’t want to hang out with me anymore.” 
 
    “Not a chance, Lemon.” He realized why she’d looked so sad and gaped in shock. 
 
    “Then why?” She studied his face again, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “Why, what?” 
 
    “Why are you here, Shane?” Her little pink tongue darted out to wet her full bottom lip and his gaze got stuck on her mouth as heat flared through him. 
 
    He thought he’d come to apologize to her but with her looking up at him with what he now clearly saw as hope, he couldn’t lie to himself or to her anymore. He was here because he wanted her. He wanted more of her. All of her.  
 
    He’d kissed her earlier thinking it might somehow cure him of this crazy need to know what she tasted like. But he’d been wrong and he’d known it instantly. Because he’d wanted more the moment he forced himself to break the kiss before he took it too far and threw her down on the floor to ravage her.  
 
    Kissing Lemon had been like taking a hit off the best drug in the world and then trying to tell himself he could never have another.  
 
    He hadn’t lasted half an hour before coming after her.  
 
    Sure, he’d hated the idea of her being upset with him. He’d hated the thought of her sitting at home thinking he was mad at her. And he’d hated that since he didn’t know how long she was in town for that she might leave before he could make it right. 
 
    But the real reason he was here was because of this. The moment he’d touched her he’d felt it. The heat and the sparks that flared between them. The need that she caused to curl in his belly. He was here because when he allowed himself to stroke his thumb over her damp bottom lip, her breath hitched and he was fucking addicted to that sound. 
 
    “Shane…” His name was a breathy whisper from the mouth he realized he’d been staring at far too long, trying to figure out his next move but it was her, saying his name, that ultimately made the decision for him. 
 
    “I’m here because I can’t seem to stay the hell away from you.” He cupped her face between both his hands now, holding her close, “I want you, Lemon. Fuck, I want you and kissing you only made it worse because now I’ll never be satisfied with just one taste.” 
 
    She made another of those breathy sounds and moved even closer to him, until her breasts brushed his chest, “Shane, I… I want you too.” 
 
    He crashed his mouth down on hers this time when his control snapped. She’d been fraying it since the moment she showed up in town and started batting her pretty blue eyes his way. She’d cut clean through his willpower in less than seventy-two hours. He could no more stay away from her than he could stop breathing because he didn’t want to.  
 
    He wanted Lemon. He wanted her and she wanted him. Everything else was just not important when faced with the possibility of getting to touch her and taste her and have her as his for even a moment. 
 
    She kissed him back just as frantically. As if she wanted it just as much. Needed it just as much. She pushed up on her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck, plastering her body against his until he could feel her nipples against his chest but it still wasn’t enough. It wasn’t close enough. He wrapped his arms around her and hauled her up off her feet. He forced her legs around his waist until he could feel her heart pounding against his, feel her heat through her thin shorts, and get his hands all over her. 
 
    Lemon moaned into his mouth when he sucked on her tongue. Her taste was addicting like wine. Sweet and light but with a kick that knocked the air out of his chest and made him feel drunk on her.  
 
    He drank her in as she clung to him. Couldn’t get enough of her. Not even when his brain chimed in that air was an actual necessity. He needed air to survive but he needed Lemon to feel alive. He couldn’t pull away from her so she was the one that had to break the intoxicating kiss. 
 
    She gasped as she pulled away and he slid his hands around her back, supporting her, refusing to let her go if she tried to get further away. He wasn’t done with her yet. Not by a longshot. Not when she looked just as goddamned wrecked as he felt after that kiss. 
 
    Her hair was tangled and he couldn’t remember if he’d been running his hands through it or not. Her cheeks were flushed and her chest heaved as she sucked in gulps of air. Her lips were swollen and red and wet and he wanted them again. Under his, on his, on him, however he could have them. Her eyes were glazed and heavy-lidded but brighter than he’d seen them since she’d walked back into his life and turned everything he thought he knew about himself upside down. And then she smiled at him, she smiled and something inside of him clicked into place. 
 
    There it was. That’s what he’d wanted tonight. What he’d needed most. He’d needed to see that big, bright smile of hers more than he’d needed air. 
 
    “Upstairs.” She said softly, leaning forward again and nipping at his earlobe, “My bedrooms upstairs. Take me to bed, Shane.” 
 
    He started up the stairs instantly with her still wrapped around him and he felt her answering smile against his neck. He tried to be careful as he scaled the staircase. He didn’t want to fall. Didn’t want to drop her. So when she began to nibble on his jaw he smacked her ass. 
 
    “Behave or we’ll never make it to a bed.” 
 
    “Hurry.” She rocked her hips against him and nearly sent them both tumbling. 
 
    “You’re impossible.” He paused at the top of the stairs to push her against the wall and take her mouth again. He ground his throbbing erection against her until she started making those sweet little moaning sounds in the back of her throat that drove him crazy. He nipped at her bottom lip and pulled away before he lost all control and fucked her right there against the wall. “Irritating little brat.” 
 
    She bit his ear, hard, as he stomped into her bedroom and kicked the door shut behind them, “Keep calling me a brat and I’m gonna start calling you Deputy Do-Me.” 
 
    He barked out a laugh and tossed her cute little ass on the bed. She giggled as she bounced and then settled herself back against the pillows. He watched as that slow, secretive smile spread up her beautiful face and grinned right back at her. 
 
    “I intend to.” Her jerked his shirt over his head and dropped it to the floor. 
 
    Lemon’s lashes fluttered and her voice was breathy again, “Intend to what?” 
 
    He laughed again because she’d lost all thread of the conversation after nothing but a glimpse of his chest. He silently thanked whatever part of his ego demanded he work out even on days when he was busy or didn’t feel good. As long as it made her look at him like this, it was worth it. 
 
    “Focus baby.” He abandoned his own clothes after unbuckling his belt to get his hands back on her again. When he dragged the boxers she was wearing down, her eyes finally met his again. “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    She bit her lip as she helped him wriggle her out of her clothes, “I want you, Shane.” 
 
    “You sure?” He teased as he nipped at her thigh before discarding the boxers. 
 
    “More sure than I’ve ever been about anything.” Lemon hastily jerked her top over her head and threw it at him, “Enough foreplay. Just breathing the same air as you turns me on. I want you inside me. Now.” 
 
    He caught her shirt and tossed it aside, “Impatient little thing, aren’t you?” 
 
    That slow, secretive smile spread across her face again and Lemon lay back on the bed, her head propped up on a pillow. He watched her, completely fascinated, as she stretched out, completely naked, for his eyes only. She propped one leg up provocatively so he had an unfettered view of her wet, pink center. She raised her arms over her head and grasped the headboard, causing the tits that haunted his dreams to jut out seductively. But the best part was still having that smile pointed at him. 
 
    “Who says I haven’t been patient? I’ve wanted this for a really long time. I told you I had a crush on you but what I didn’t tell you is that I used to lie right here, in this very bed, and dream about you sneaking in late at night and having your way with me. I used to touch myself thinking about you.” 
 
    A groan got strangled in his throat as she slid a hand over her breasts. He watched her play with her nipples but her words flipped his brain back on for the first time since he’d kissed her downstairs. Her admission made him truly think about what they were doing, and where, for the first time and he paused as he looked around. 
 
    “It’s a little weird being in here like this, Lemon.” He ran a hand through his hair and frowned, “I suddenly feel like your parents are going to walk in and catch us.” 
 
    She giggled, “Well if you don’t hurry up and fuck me, they just might.” 
 
    “Lemon…” He shook his head at that thought, at the one that accompanied it, the one that said what they were doing was wrong. He never would have come into her room when she was a kid. He certainly wouldn’t have touched her. She was years younger than him and… 
 
    “Shane. Focus, baby.” She tossed his words back at him, “Look at me. Focus on me. Not the room.” 
 
    He did as she said and the sight of her nearly undid him on the spot. She was all long, lean limbs and full, lush curves. She wasn’t some shy little thing because she had absolutely no reason to be. She knew she was gorgeous because she worked hard for her body, just like he did, and she knew that he wanted her just as much as she wanted him. She was so damn beautiful it hurt to look at her and he wanted to do a whole lot more than just look. 
 
    “We’re going to do everything you ever imagined while you were touching yourself and thinking of me.” 
 
    “Yes, please.” She breathed as he tore at the button on his jeans, her attention focused solely on his hands as they worked to rid him of his pants. 
 
    When he was completely naked and standing at the foot of the bed, she hissed out a breath. Her breathing had ticked up again and her breasts bounced with every breath. She licked her lips and his rock hard cock twitched in response. It knew that was the exact image he’d conjured up in the shower to get off and he was so damn close just looking at her it was scary, particularly when she grinned up at him again. 
 
    “I always wondered back in school why the guys on the baseball team called you Shane the snake Lowry. Now I guess I know.” 
 
    He barked out another laugh but had to grip the base of his cock, hard, to keep himself in check when she rolled up onto her knees and crawled towards him. He was too close. It had been way too long since the snake in question had experienced anything other than his hand and having the woman of all his secret dreams crawling towards him, looking hungry… damn it he’d never last if he let her fulfill that particular fantasy. 
 
    “Lemon.” He bit out a warning. 
 
    “Shh,” She whispered, “Don’t scare the snake away.” 
 
    He snorted at her humor but still gripped her hair, tight, when she tried to duck her head towards his groin, “You said no foreplay.” 
 
    “I meant for me. I don’t need it. I’ve been wet since I felt this through your pants that day in the yard. I wanted it then. Right then, right there, if you’d asked I would have ridden you right there in the rain.” Her hand circled him just above his own and he groaned as his eyes slid shut. “But let’s face it, you prefer ordering me to asking.” 
 
    He made a pitiful sound that didn’t sound human when she stroked him. 
 
    “So order me not to if you really want me to stop.” She whispered. 
 
    He didn’t. Of course he didn’t. She’d known he wouldn’t. Not only that but he must have loosened his grip on her hair because a second later her tongue was tracing the swollen, sensitive head of his cock. 
 
    “Fuck.” He growled as his head fell back and pleasure raced down his spine. 
 
    “Now who’s impatient?” Lemon hummed and he could hear her smile even if he couldn’t see it. 
 
    Then she slid her mouth around him and he lost all coherent thought. All he could think was a jumble of words. Hot. Wet. Soft. Heaven. He groaned as she sucked at him and then licked and tongued at his slit, making him curse again. She slid her teeth delicately but with just the slightest sting over the sensitive spot just under his crown and his hips bucked uncontrollably. He was almost certain she giggled while she was deep-throating his cock and the vibrations made his balls pull back dangerously. 
 
    “Fuck. Baby. No.” He forced himself to tug on her hair and she reluctantly let his cock slip from her mouth with an illicit sounding pop. “Too good. Jesus, it’s too good. I don’t want to come yet.” 
 
    Lemon rose up on her knees so they were almost at eye level again and kissed him softly, “You can come when you’re inside me.” 
 
    “Fuckin’ hell, Lemon.” He shoved her back on the bed and followed her down, looming over her, “That mouth of yours is going to get you into trouble. Tell me you have a condom, please, because I don’t carry them but if I don’t get inside you I’m gonna go crazy.” 
 
    “No need. I’m covered.” She panted against his mouth as she writhed beneath him. “Shane, please.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” He hesitated but she didn’t. Lemon wrapped her hand around him again and guided the head of his cock to her warm, wet entrance. He groaned, or possibly whimpered. He wasn’t entirely sure. “Fuck, Lemon, be sure about this.” 
 
    She didn’t answer him. Or she did, only in the most Lemon way possible. She didn’t wait for him. She just did what she wanted. She guided him to her entrance and then simultaneously pressed her hips upwards and pulled him down against her until he was sliding inside her warm, tight body. 
 
    “Oh, yes, that’s it.” She moaned as she pulled her hips back and pushed up again, taking another inch of him. “Shane…” 
 
    His body automatically responded to her need, pushing deeper. She was so tight they both gasped and he quickly retreated again. He kissed her as he pushed inside again and again, taking her deeper with each thrust as their tongues and breath tangled. And then he was there, seated deep inside her, and they both moaned as their bodies simply reacted to one another. 
 
    They slid together faster. Harder. So hard that he had to stop kissing her. She bounced beneath him on the bed and raised one arm to the headboard to push herself back down when he drove up into her. When their bodies slicked with sweat and began to slide together he pushed up onto his arms and watched as he drove in and out of her again and again. 
 
    She was perfect and this moment felt somehow… inevitable. 
 
    All of this, him and Lemon and the kissing and the touching and the sparks that threatened to burn them both alive now. It all felt inevitable. As if no matter how long he’d fought it, he would have ended up right here anyways. With her. Naked and wrapped around each other. Joined. 
 
    “Lemon. Look at me.”  
 
    Her eyelids fluttered open at the order and he felt a surge of emotion in his chest. There it was. The thing he’d been missing. It was right there in her eyes and he knew she felt it too. The connection between them. It wasn’t just heat and sparks and sexual awareness. It was more than that because there was also fondness and familiarity and friendship. This, whatever this was, it wasn’t a one-night stand. 
 
    A small smile tilted up her lips, “Always bossing me.” 
 
    He would have chuckled but she did something with her muscles that made her body squeeze him even tighter and he nearly bit off his own tongue. He lowered himself back down so he could kiss her smart mouth. She kissed him back and when she sighed, he dragged her plump flesh between his teeth, making her moan and squirm. 
 
    “You like me bossing you around.” He smirked when her body tightened around him again, “And I’m gonna prove it.” 
 
    “I don’t…” She started but when he punched forward hard and ground against her clit she gasped. 
 
    “Come for me Lemon.” He ordered and watched the play of emotions run the gamut across her beautiful face.  
 
    Defiance. She didn’t want to prove him right. Desperation. She was so close she could feel it already. And finally, delight, as her body gave in and she let go, giving them both what they really wanted. 
 
    “Shane.” She cried his name, the breath catching in her throat, and it was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard. 
 
    Her climax rolled over her in waves, making her thrash and buck beneath him and he was powerless to do anything more than lose himself to the power of it. Her body tugged at him, pulling him deeper until he slammed inside her one last time and gave up his own release. He thought he said her name, said something, but he couldn’t be sure what it was because the world went white with pleasure as he exploded.  
 
    He came to a few moments later, at least he hoped it was only a few moments later because he’d collapsed atop Lemon and he knew he must be crushing her. The room was hot and smelled of sweat and sex and them. And he knew that he needed to move. Get off her. At least pull out.  
 
    But Lemon was stroking his hair, petting him really, as her heartrate was guiding his to slow down. And he didn’t want to move, or leave, not this house or this room or this bed or even her body, because he knew if he moved it would break the spell of contentment and dare he say happiness that cocooned him. 
 
    “That was fun.” Lemon sighed a few moments later, her fingers still tangled in his hair. 
 
    He chuckled, “Yeah, it was.” 
 
    And he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had fun, not like this. Had he ever laughed during sex? Joked around? He didn’t think so. It wasn’t just the release of the sexual tension that had been crowding them for days. It had been fun because they had fun together, enjoyed each other. 
 
    He liked her. Oh, he liked her a lot. Probably too much considering she’d be leaving again any day now but it was too late to stop it and he didn’t want to. He liked her and he wasn’t going to regret anything they did in the little amount of time he would get to spend with her. He only knew he’d regret it if he didn’t enjoy this, whatever it was. 
 
    “Mmm, the kind of fun you want to have again?” Lemon was biting her lip again when he managed to push up enough to look at her and he grinned. 
 
    “I’m not a kid anymore so you’re gonna have to give me a little recovery time, babe, but yeah…” He kissed her softly, “I’d like to do that again.” 
 
    Her smile was downright dazzling, “How much recovery time are we talking about, old man? Because I was thinking…” 
 
    A bright light flashed through the room and a moment later the sound of something mechanical working below them started up. The whirring of an engine rattled somewhere nearby and it took him a moment to put it together. Headlights. Garage door. 
 
    “Your parents are home.” He groaned as he dropped his head back onto her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh my God.” Lemon giggled, “There’s a phrase I never thought I’d have to dread again.” 
 
    He chuckled and forced himself to do at least one responsible thing tonight, “We should get dressed and I should get going. It’s going to be awkward enough explaining why I’m here. I’ve never done the walk of shame before.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t mean literally, Lem. I’m not ashamed we…” 
 
    “No. Not that.” She threw his shirt at him as the sound of a door opening downstairs echoed through the house, “You’re not going out there.” 
 
    “Of course I am. I have to go home.” 
 
    “Then go out the window.” 
 
    “You’re joking.” He laughed and then saw the look on her face after he’d pulled his jeans up, “You’re not joking. Jesus, Lemon, I’m not going out the window like some felon. We’re adults that just had amazing, hot, consensual sex. We didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “Lemon!” An all too familiar voice called from what sounded like the staircase, “Honey, we’re home. Are you still up?” 
 
    She winced and lowered her voice as she tugged her own clothes back into place, “Yeah, okay, but here’s the thing… this is still my parents’ house and they like you, Shane. They really, really like you. You’re the nice boy they’ve known all his life that grew up into an incredible man and a good cop and a great father. Do you really want to go downstairs reeking of sex because they’re going to figure out you just banged their daughter into the mattress in her childhood bedroom and all that respect you’ve earned is gonna go out the window instead.” 
 
    He groaned and rubbed his eyes, “Well, hell, when you put it like that…” 
 
    “Go out the window? Please?” She pouted and he rolled his eyes. 
 
    He was so goddamned crazy about this girl. He was actually considering it. Him, Shane Lowry, father of three, police deputy, and grown ass thirty-four year old man. He was about to crawl out a window just because the girl he liked asked him to. 
 
    “You’re impossible.” 
 
    “Pretty please?” She batted her lashes and he laughed. 
 
    “Your parents don’t like me, Lemon. They love me. And I intend to keep it that way.” He dragged her into his arms and kissed her deeply, twining their tongues and leaving absolutely no doubt when he pulled back that this wasn’t over, “I’ll see you in the morning for our run.” 
 
    “I can think of better ways to get our cardio in.” Her answering grin was dirty and suggestive and so damn sexy he would have kissed her again if she hadn’t shoved him towards the window while throwing his shoes at him, “The lattice on the corner of the house will hold your weight. You can climb it down. Be careful.” 
 
    “Lemon, honey?” Her mother’s voice from just outside the door now. 
 
    He turned back from the roof and snuck one more kiss as he whispered, “Of course you know escape routes. Troublemaker.” 
 
    She shut the window in his face and he swallowed a laugh as he ducked around the side of the house. From his spot there, leaning against the wall to put on his shoes, he could hear Lemon answer the door. Her mother said something about hearing voices and Lemon lied about having the television on. Lorna didn’t sound too convinced when she pointed out there was no TV in the room and Shane had to cover his mouth to keep back a laugh when Lemon said she’d meant her phone, duh. 
 
    At some point he’d have to tell her that her old lingo was a dead giveaway she was lying. Someday. Maybe. After she’d told him all of her secrets. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Lemon tried desperately to appear calm and casual as Shane walked towards her. Half-naked Shane in nothing but his running shoes and shorts. She bit her lip to try and quell the dreamy little sigh that wanted to escape at the sight of him. Half-naked Shane made her want fully-naked Shane so bad she ached. 
 
    But she played it cool. 
 
    She didn’t rush towards him. She didn’t throw herself at him. She didn’t tackle him to the ground and kiss him right then and there. 
 
    She waited, patiently, by the mailbox as he checked for traffic before crossing the street towards her. Because she could be patient, no matter what he said. And besides, she wasn’t entirely sure he would welcome her jumping his bones in broad daylight. 
 
    The truth was, she didn’t make a single move towards him because she was scared. Because after she’d shoved him out the window last night, loneliness had begun to creep back in. Loneliness and dread and questions that she didn’t have the answers to because she had no idea what last night had meant. 
 
    Was it just a one-night stand? Had he gotten her out of his system now? Would he act as if nothing had changed between them this morning? Could she handle it if he blew her off? 
 
    Her life was a mess. Her emotions were a wreck. And now she’d added confusing, impossible feelings for her childhood crush to the mix. Not her smartest move. Not by a longshot. Not when giving in to how much she wanted him last night only made her want him more today. 
 
    “Lemon.” Shane stopped directly in front of her and heat flashed in his eyes as he looked her up and down, “That’s what you’re wearing to go running today?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    His jaw tensed and he sucked in a breath through his nose. She fought a smile. The last few days she’d worn the outfits she packed and brought with her but those were dirty and she hadn’t felt like doing laundry. She’d rummaged through her old clothes that were somehow magically still in her dresser and stumbled across a pair of her old high school running shorts and a white sports bra. So she’d tossed them on. Even though they were about a size too small. And her ass and breasts both overflowed the material. In truth it would be horribly uncomfortable to run in this bra but it had this nifty little zipper between her breasts and she’d loved the idea of teasing Shane with the getup. Mission accomplished from the way his jaw was jumping and his breathing had already kicked up. 
 
    Yeah, he still wanted her. 
 
    “You ready to go then?” She asked as innocently as she could as she stepped off the curb, giving him a view of her ass. 
 
    “Lemon.” He growled and she gasped as a big, warm hand wrapped around her waist, jerking her backwards. He slid in close behind her, notching his body into every arch and curve of her back until she could feel the beginnings of an erection against her ass. He leaned in close and growled next to her ear, “One of these days, you’re gonna push me too far and I’m going to take you over my knee and spank this tight little ass you keep teasing me with.” 
 
    She bit her lip to stifle a moan and squirmed back against him. She didn’t try to get away. Not at all. She only wanted more of this. His hands on her skin. His breath in her ear. The hum of sexual energy and fire that lit her up from the inside out and made her wet and achy and needy. 
 
    “Promise?” She teased as she let her head fall back on his shoulder. 
 
    “Trouble.” He nipped at her ear and she could feel his smile. 
 
    “I think you like my kind of trouble.” 
 
    “I like…” He cut himself off with a curse and shoved her, hard. 
 
    She stumbled forward, out of his embrace and squeaked as she nearly fell. She heard him curse again behind her as she tried to catch herself. Her knees were weak and her own weight felt heavy and wrong after leaning on him but she managed to right herself and spun around to stare at him. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    “Run, Lemon.” His eyes were still flashing with heat and fire but instead of stepping forward and closing the space between them again he stepped backwards. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Take off running, right now.” 
 
    She scoffed at him, “Why?” 
 
    “Because if you keep standing there, we’re about to have a really awkward conversation considering the hard-on I’m sporting and your impossibly sexy running outfit.” He nudged his chin over her shoulder and she followed his gaze. 
 
    There was a car coming down the street towards them. She didn’t recognize it but he clearly did and he wanted her gone when it turned into his driveway. And she knew it was about to turn into his driveway because he cursed again before the blinker came on. As the car rolled past them she got a glimpse of the driver and felt her stomach drop out. 
 
    “Okay.” She agreed through a suddenly tight throat, “But don’t forget to come and catch me, okay?” 
 
    Shane managed a small, soft smile, “Never.” 
 
    She bit her lip and watched him drop his head and start back across the street. Lemon forced herself to look away as a familiar looking blonde woman stepped out of the car and smiled at Shane. The other woman said something to him that made him grin back even as he flipped her off and Lemon felt sick to her stomach. She forced her legs to start working, to carry her away from the sight of Shane and his ex-wife laughing together. 
 
    She ran. Just like he’d wanted her to. She ran away. Just like she was good at. She ran as fast as she could down the street. She sprinted instead of jogging until she rounded the corner at the intersection and was halfway down the other block. She didn’t slow down until she was sure she couldn’t look over her shoulder and see them and that they couldn’t see her. 
 
    She stopped running and slowed down, trying to catch her breath. Physically, she wasn’t winded but her heart was racing and she felt clammy and cold. She slowed until her pace could barely be considered a jog because she was in no hurry to complete the first mile and circle back to the sight of Shane still smiling at his ex-wife. 
 
    Lemon groaned. Was she really this petty and immature? She was afraid the answer was yes. When it came to Shane and more importantly when it came to Holly Martin Lowry, she was definitely petty. 
 
    She’d known Holly nearly as long as she’d known Shane. The pretty blonde had always just sort of been around when she went to the Lowry house as a kid. It wasn’t until she was a little bit older that she’d realized why Holly was always around. It had taken her a while to understand that Shane and Holly weren’t friends the way she and Seth were, that they were more than that. And for the first time in a long time she remembered exactly how she’d felt when she found out that Shane had knocked his girlfriend up and was going to marry her and start a family. 
 
    Jealous. 
 
    It had been a ridiculous emotion for a thirteen year old. It was an even more ridiculous emotion for an almost thirty year old woman. But there it was. Big and sticky and green. She was jealous. Again. Still. Whatever. She hated that Shane shared so much with another woman, a woman that wasn’t her. 
 
    A woman that she’d only realized as Holly stepped out of that car, resembled her. Or she resembled Holly she supposed. His ex-wife. And that sick feeling made her stomach turn all over again. 
 
    Was that why he wanted her all of a sudden? Because she looked like the woman he’d loved all his life but lost? Because he couldn’t have Holly he’d figured she was the next best thing? Was that all this was between them? 
 
    Lemon rounded the last corner back onto their street still so lost in those questions that she stopped running when the sight of the two of them jolted her back into reality. Holly wasn’t gone. Shane hadn’t come after her. She’d run an entire mile and he was still standing in his yard talking to his ex-wife. 
 
    She paused in the intersection and tried to figure out her next move. Should she keep going? Just run right past? Shane had seemed pretty intent on keeping her away from his ex-wife when he’d told her to take off earlier. Maybe she should turn back around and go the other way. Walk away before they saw that she was back.  
 
    “Hey! Lemon! There you are.” A bright, cheerful female voice decided for her when Holly spotted her and waved, “You took off so fast I didn’t get a chance to say hi.” 
 
    Her feet felt heavy as she forced herself to move towards them and plant a fake smile on her face, “Hey Holly. Nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too.” The older woman grinned as she looked Lemon over and suddenly her skimpy outfit felt far too revealing, “Didn’t know I was going to be seeing quite so much of you but still good to see you.” 
 
    “Holly.” Shane growled a warning as he looked between them and Lemon felt her cheeks flush. 
 
    The older woman ignored him and kept her gaze on Lemon, “The girls told me they got to see you at dinner last night.” 
 
    “Uh… yeah.” She glanced to Shane but he was still glaring at his ex-wife. “Rosa and Hank invited me to dinner to catch up. It was nice seeing everyone.” 
 
    “I bet it was. The girls were ecstatic that they got to hang out with a real, live superstar.” 
 
    Lemon fidgeted and shrugged, “I was the one that was ecstatic. It was great getting to see them. They’ve grown so much. I hate that I missed seeing them the last time I was in town.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you’ll probably make up for it.” Holly smiled as she glanced back at Shane, “I bet you’ll be seeing a lot more of them in the future.” 
 
    “Holly.” Shane growled her name again but the woman only snorted and gave him a pat on the cheek in a ridiculously affectionate and condescending way. 
 
    “Calm down, Shane. I’m leaving.” She kissed him on the same cheek and Lemon looked everywhere but at the sight of the two of them together until Holly opened her car door, “You two have fun on your little run or… whatever it is you were doing when I showed up.” 
 
    Shane groaned, “Goodbye Holly.” 
 
    “Later.” She waved as she backed out of the driveway. 
 
    Lemon watched her go with a frown on her face.  
 
    “Jesus, I thought she’d never leave.” Shane sighed heavily, “Sorry. I didn’t know she was coming over, obviously.” 
 
    Lemon turned back to face him slowly, “What did she want?” 
 
    “Nothing. She was just being nosy.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    His lips twitched, “Us.” 
 
    Was there an us? A them? Lemon felt her brows furrow at the thought. There were too many questions whirling around in her head and she hadn’t slept well. She always felt better after her morning jog but she couldn’t even go for a run now without the thoughts in her head screaming at her. 
 
    Shane’s head tilted slightly, “What was that look for?” 
 
    “Nothing. Let’s go for our run.” She tried to shake it off but he stepped closer to her and caught her by the wrist. 
 
    “No, hold on a second. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong.” 
 
    His lips thinned as his eyes skated over her face, “Lemon, tell me what’s going on in that pretty head of yours.” 
 
    “Don’t boss me around.” 
 
    Shane snorted and drew her closer to him, “We’ve already established that you like me being bossy. Now tell me why you look like you just tasted something sour.” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Lemon…” He started to reach for her face but she smacked his hand away and he gaped at her. 
 
    “You really want to know? Fine. I didn’t like seeing you with her, okay? I’m a petty, immature, child and I hated seeing her touch you. Kiss you! I hate that she showed up and you sent me away like… like… like you were embarrassed to be seen with me.” 
 
    Shane’s eyebrows shot skyward and she winced at the words that wouldn’t stop tumbling out of her mouth. She was having a little bit of a temper tantrum. She knew that. Just like she knew she had no right to be so upset because he wasn’t hers. And she expected him to shut her down, just like he’d shut down his daughter’s tantrum the night before because she knew she was acting the same way. Dramatic and emotional and ridiculous. So she was shocked when Shane laughed. 
 
    “Jesus, Lemon, are you jealous?” 
 
    She glared at him and he stopped laughing at least. His face softened and he started to reach for her again. She smacked his hand away for a second time and that softness disappeared and his brows furrowed. 
 
    “Are you serious? You’re jealous of Holly?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” She felt her voice rise and told herself to calm down but it was useless because he was acting as if she was being ludicrous and she wasn’t, “She’s your ex-wife that you’ve never gotten over and don’t think it’s escaped my notice that we look alike. I look like her. If this is all just some sick fantasy where you’re pretending I’m the woman you can’t have then you can just forget it buddy. I’m not anybody’s second best, not even yours and…” 
 
    “Lemon.” He cut her off with a growl as his hand latched onto her wrist again, “Get in the house.” 
 
    “What?” She stumbled as he wheeled her up the sidewalk by sheer force of will and she had to follow or fall on her face. 
 
    “Get. In. The. House. Now.” He stomped up the porch steps with every word and threw the door open. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m not having this conversation with you outside for every one of my neighbors to hear. Now get in the house or so help me God I will throw you over my shoulder and carry you in.” 
 
    Lemon swallowed hard at the threat in his voice even as that tingling flush began to itch beneath her skin. She told herself it was crazy to get turned on when he was bossing her around and snapping at her. She shouldn’t like it. She knew that. Nobody else had ever gotten away with ordering her around. But instead of arguing or fighting she tipped her chin up and walked past him into his house. 
 
    She didn’t get far. As soon as she was over the threshold, he grabbed her again and spun her around. He kicked the door shut and in one move he had her pinned against it. He caught her hands and forced them over her head. His hips pressed hard against her pelvis and she gasped. 
 
    Because he was hard. 
 
    Heat flooded her core and her breath caught. No. She tried to tell her body that now wasn’t the time. She was upset. Mad at him even for being so high-handed. But she had a difficult time remembering why they’d been arguing when his big, hard body was pressed against her and the feel of his muscles, his scent and heat and every heaving breath surrounded her. 
 
    “Shane…” She whimpered softly when he ground his erection against her. 
 
    “You’re jealous of Holly why, exactly?” He growled and nipped at her jaw, “She’s not the one that makes me crazy, Lemon. You are. God, you’re impossible and I can’t get enough of you.” 
 
    “B-but…” Her voice broke when he licked at the pulse point beating madly at her throat, “I look like her.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Blonde.” 
 
    He scoffed at her ear, “I don’t want you because you’re blonde, Lemon. I want you because your smart mouth never says what I think it will. Because those big blue eyes look at me like I’m a present you want to unwrap. I want this sexy little body that you tease me with like this is some kind of goddamned game. And the only time I think about your hair is when I fantasize about wrapping my hand in it and using it to guide you to your knees to suck me off. I want you because you drive me fucking crazy.” 
 
    She was breathing so hard she barely heard his last growled words, “But…” 
 
    “You have no reason, none, to be jealous of Holly.” He pulled back to look her in the eye, “But I get it, baby. I get it. Because I know there’s nothing going on with you and my brother but I wanted to rip his hands off and beat him to death with them when I saw him touching you last night.” 
 
    Something warm and strong tightened in her chest and she managed to shake her head through the fog of lust, “He was right. What he said about me being yours. I’ve always wanted you and I hate that Holly got you instead.” 
 
    “Lemon…”  
 
    “I know it’s crazy. It was crazy when I was a kid and its crazy now but I’m jealous that she got to have you when I couldn’t and that she gave you things I can’t.” 
 
    Shane’s brows furrowed again and her throat felt too tight. She couldn’t get enough air in. She’d said too much. Again. And she thought he was going to ask her what she meant. If he did, she was afraid in that moment, with all of her emotions roiling so close to the surface that she just might tell him the truth.  
 
    Instead he only nuzzled at her lips, “Lemon, you’re i…” 
 
    “Impossible. I know.” She cut him off but he only shook his head. 
 
    “Irresistible. I was going to say you’re fucking irresistible.” 
 
    Shane kissed her again and this time she kissed him back.  
 
    She wanted him. Desperately. And she’d begun to suspect that she needed him just as badly. Not just for this. Not just for the out of control sexual chemistry. But for the way he touched her even when he wasn’t touching her. With his smiles and his words and his warmth and kindness and understanding. 
 
    Shane bit her lip, dragging it between his teeth in the way that sent fire shooting down her spine even when he released her flesh to murmur against her lips, “I swore to myself when I got my hands on you again that I’d go slow.” 
 
    “No.” She gasped as he contradicted his words by grabbing the zipper on her sports bra and jerking it down and open with one hard tug. 
 
    “But I don’t think I can this time.” He groaned before he buried his head in her breasts and she cried out as he worked her over with his mouth. 
 
    The man could kiss. He’d more than proven that already. But now he was using that skillful mouth of his to tease and torture her already sensitive breasts. Lips and tongue and teeth, he lapped and sucked at her breasts until she was burying her hands in his thick, dark hair and tugging on him, trying to get him to do more, or less, or something, she wasn’t even sure. 
 
    Shane released her nipple with a pop and growled, “Hands above your head. Don’t move them.” 
 
    “No.” She tightened her grip on his hair defiantly, just to see what he’d do. 
 
    “No?” His eyes flashed with heat and she nodded. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    He took her mouth again with another deeply invasive kiss and she let him. She could feel his hands slide up her arms, forcing them up like he wanted, but she was so focused on the way his tongue felt stroking against hers that she didn’t realize what he was doing until his touch fell away and he broke the kiss. She started to drop her hands, to reach for him, but they moved together and she startled as she looked up to find he’d tied her hands together with her discarded bra. 
 
    “Shane…” 
 
    “My handcuffs were too far away.” He grinned at her, a glint in his eyes that made her grin right back at him, “Okay?” 
 
    She found herself nodding even though she’d never thought she was actually into bondage. Light bondage but still. She tested moving her wrists but the stretchy fabric didn’t give her much room. She couldn’t get away. Not that she wanted to. Not when Shane was looking at her like that. 
 
    “God, you’re perfect.” He reverently traced her skin from her collarbone down between her breasts and around her belly-button. He slid his fingers into the side of her shorts and jerked them down just as roughly as he’d removed her bra. He stared at her, naked and bound in front of him for a moment and when he spoke again his voice was hoarse, “Step out of them and turn around, hands on the door.” 
 
    Her entire body jumped to obey and Lemon found herself doing exactly that. She was a little unsteady with her hands tied together but Shane held her up as she kicked off her shoes and socks. She stepped out of her shorts and panties and he must have decided she wasn’t moving fast enough because he spun her around and pressed her tight to the door, pinning her again with his front to her back. 
 
    “What is it about this cute little ass that makes me want to spank it so badly?” He groaned as he stroked a hand over her cheek and then squeezed. “I’ve never spanked anyone in my life but whenever you get sassy my palm itches and I dream about bending you over and spanking you until you’re wearing my handprint.” 
 
    She moaned and her body arched beneath him. She didn’t have any explanation for it either. Couldn’t explain it. She’d never let anyone boss her around. She’d certainly never let a man tie her hands together and smack her ass but just hearing Shane say the words had her body aching for it, for him, and she was so wet she could feel her desire sliding down her thighs. 
 
    “Shane, please…” 
 
    “You want it too don’t you?” He growled as he traced his palm over her again, “Are you shaking your ass trying to provoke me into it? Because you don’t have to beg, baby. Say the word and I’ll give you anything you want.” 
 
    “Please.”  
 
    “The words, Lemon.” He growled and she snapped. 
 
    “Spank me. Please Shane, I…” Her words disintegrated into a high-pitched, keening cry as his big hand connected with her soft flesh. A loud pop echoed in her ears. The heat and sting of it hit her like a flash of lightening and she moaned. Something she’d never known to expect uncurled inside her and her head fell forward as she pushed her ass back into his hand for more. 
 
    “Lemon?” His voice sounded as strangled as hers felt but she nodded quickly to displace any worry or fears he might have that would make him stop. He couldn’t stop. He couldn’t. 
 
    “More.” 
 
    “Oh, baby…” He whispered and then his hand connected with her cheek again, harder this time. 
 
    “Yes.” She cried out as another bolt of electricity shot through her veins and her empty body clenched, needing to be filled. 
 
    “Damnit I don’t know whether to tell you that you’re a good girl or a bad girl because this feels fucking naughty as hell.” Shane growled as he smacked her cheek again, “But I love seeing your ass pink with my marks and knowing you’ll think of me when you sit down later.” 
 
    She trembled as he delivered another smack and another. The sting in her ass spread like wildfire through the rest of her body. She was overheated and breathing hard and it was too much and not enough again. She felt like she was on the precipice of something monumental and was about to fall over the edge. 
 
    “Shane.” She begged on a broken pant and the slaps stopped. 
 
    “Lemon? Baby?” 
 
    “I… I…” She whimpered because she couldn’t get the words out and banged her head into the door. 
 
    “Talk to me baby.” Shane demanded harshly and she let out the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. 
 
    “Need you now. Please.” 
 
    He groaned and she felt him shift behind her. That was all it took and she felt a sense of relief when she heard a rustle of clothes and then his hands were back on her. Bending her over further and softly stroking the warm, stinging flesh of her ass as he guided himself to her entrance. 
 
    “Deep breath.” His voice was guttural and she had no choice but to follow his order. 
 
    She breathed in and he pushed into her in one brutal shove. She screamed as the orgasm that had been looming burst through her as soon as he impaled her. She ended up plastered to the door with Shane at her back, holding her up, as her body rolled through a tidal wave of pleasure.  
 
    She heard him curse and felt his hands at her hips. Somewhere through the fog of her orgasm she felt him moving inside her as much as her squeezing body would let him. Quick, short, jerky thrusts had him gripping her hips and slamming into her. He rode her orgasm out and she felt it when he erupted inside of her, joining her in the brutal, explosive release. She felt him jerk and heard him call her name and the heat that had moved from her ass and through her body settled somewhere deep inside her chest. Somewhere she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to get it out of again. 
 
    “Oh God…” Shane muttered behind her a minute later and she whimpered as he pulled out of her and spun her around. His eyes were wild and frantic as they darted all over her. His hands were everywhere as well, stroking over her, petting her, caring for her. He ripped the bra from her hands and threw it aside, massaging her wrists as he met her eyes with an expression that nearly tore her apart. “Are you okay? Jesus, Lemon, I didn’t hurt you did I?” 
 
    She shook her head and his brows slammed together. 
 
    “Talk to me. Please? Tell me you’re okay. Fuck. That got out of hand, fast. Tell me you wanted that and I didn’t just fucking go full caveman on you against your will.” 
 
    She couldn’t find the words. Not yet. She was too wiped out. So she simply leaned against his chest and nuzzled him until he wrapped his arms around her. She wrapped hers around him and closed her eyes, just breathing him in and letting his warmth and strength soothe her. 
 
    Shane stroked her hair softly, “Lemon, baby, say something.” 
 
    “That was…” She bit her lip and he pulled back enough to look down at her. That warmth in her chest splintered out and soaked into every one of her muscles, making her weak. Her chest ached from the way he was looking at her. There were so many emotions in those incredible blue-green eyes and she didn’t know which one to address first so she cuddled back against his chest, “Intense.” 
 
    “Yeah. I know.” He stroked her hair again. “You’re okay though right?” 
 
    She nodded and felt his chest heave with a reassuring breath. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were…” He trailed off and stroked her hair again, “I mean, I didn’t know I was….” Another heavy sigh, “We can talk about it later. How about a shower first?” 
 
    She smiled against his chest and nodded. He always knew the exact right thing to say. A shower sounded fantastic. They’d take a nice long shower and then maybe he’d tuck her into bed and cuddle her until she fell asleep and maybe, when she woke up, she’d be able to put into words just how incredible that had been for her. She might not be able to tell him everything but she could tell him that.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Shane’s eyes kept trying to close as pleasure washed over him but he forced them open. He didn’t want to miss a second of this. Couldn’t tear his eyes off the beautiful sight of Lemon moving her body over his, using his body to satisfy hers. Her hips curled and swirled and dropped as she took him deep and drove him towards the edge yet again. 
 
    That intense scene in the entryway had done nothing to cool their need for each other. 
 
    He’d carried her to his shower after and climbed inside to wash them both. She’d been languid and soft in his arms and he’d taken his time exploring her body in ways he hadn’t been able to in the midst of their passion. He’d lingered on the bright pink marks on her ass in particular, stroking and petting and soothing her and himself as they began to fade. 
 
    He had no idea what had gotten into him. He still didn’t know. All he did know was that he wanted Lemon past all edge of reason and rationality.  
 
    He’d wanted to mark her, to claim her in some way. Her admission that she was jealous had given him hope that she felt it too. He’d been insanely jealous of Seth yesterday when he’d seen his brother’s hands on her. That was why he’d kissed her. He’d wanted to prove that she was his. Make her his. And now that he’d had her, now that he knew how good they were together he couldn’t seem to keep his dick out of her. 
 
    Their quiet, lazy shower of lingering touches and soft kisses hadn’t stayed that way long. It had quickly turned hot and frantic. He’d ended up on his knees, worshiping that gorgeous body she’d let him mark and tonguing her until she came with his name on her sweet lips again. Never one to be outdone, Lemon had proceeded to suck his brain out through his dick with a blowjob that blew all of his dirty fantasies out of the water. 
 
    Exhausted and sated, they’d collapsed into his bed and he’d fallen asleep thanking God that he didn’t have to go into work for another twenty-four hours. His work schedule was Tuesday through Saturday with Sunday and Monday off and though he usually used his Mondays to run errands, he didn’t want to leave his bed for the rest of the day. He was drunk on Lemon and he didn’t intend to sober up anytime soon. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long they’d slept but when he woke it had been to Lemon’s soft, warm, naked body sliding against him. Her lips had trailed across his chest, flicking his nipples and her hand had already been wrapped around his eager to go again cock. She’d murmured that she wanted him again and he’d been more than happy to oblige. 
 
    He’d dragged her on top of him and told her to ride him. Told her to take him deep. And sweet lord have mercy the girl responded to his orders like she’d been born for it. 
 
    Shane knew he was bossy. Lemon wasn’t the first person to call him out on it. But he was a father with three daughters he had to corral and a cop that had to use more than just force to make people fall in line. He was bossy but he’d never been like this. Cocky. Demanding. Controlling. Dominant. He fucking loved telling Lemon what to do and seeing her do it. Loved knowing that she got off on him being in charge just as much as he did. They were so in sync, so perfect for each other. 
 
    “Harder.” He groaned as Lemon used his chest for leverage and rolled her hips to meet his thrusts. 
 
    She looked so beautiful riding him he hated to even blink and miss a second of it. He cupped her full, bouncing breasts and watched her as she moved over him. Her head was thrown back. Her eyes were closed and her lips, swollen from all of his kisses, were parted for her panting breaths. Her hair had dried while they slept and curled wildly in every direction, making him itch to wrap it around his fist and tug her down to him. 
 
    He sat up instead, holding her tight to keep the rhythm she’d found at the new angle. She gasped with the movement and immediately reached for him, pulling him even closer. Better. Closer was better. Shane twisted a curl around his finger and tugged until she lowered her mouth to his. So much better with the taste of Lemon on his tongue and the feel of her all around him while he was buried deep inside her, joining them as tightly as humanly possible. She shivered and he knew she felt it too. 
 
    “Shane…” She broke the kiss with a whimper, resting her forehead against his as she panted above his lips, “I’m so close.” 
 
    “Come for me.” He ordered with a sharp tug on her air and earned another shiver. His order might not be enough to send her over the edge alone but it certainly didn’t hurt. Her body squeezed him tight and he groaned as he felt his own release threatening, “Come for me now, Lemon.” 
 
    And she did.  
 
    Her body pulsed all around him. Her hips bucked uncontrollably as she rode out the climax. She gave in to it, fulfilling her body’s need to please him and sending him spiraling into his own orgasm with the knowledge that it had never been this good before. Never. 
 
    It wasn’t a powerful climax. It didn’t last forever. He’d already come twice today and he had a feeling his body was only keeping up for the time being because of his serious dry spell prior to Lemon coming home. He had a lot of built-up tension to release but he wasn’t a kid anymore and he knew he couldn’t keep this up forever.  
 
    He’d have to let her up eventually. Let her out of his bed. But not yet. 
 
    They collapsed back to the mattress together in a heap of limbs and panting breaths. Neither of them moved to pull away. Lemon nuzzled his neck and he stroked her back languidly. He couldn’t remember a time he’d ever felt so content, couldn’t remember the last time he hadn’t wanted to move because moving would mean ending a moment he wasn’t ready to let go of yet. 
 
    “I never…” Lemon finally moaned as she rolled sideways off of him, “Never want to hear about your supposed need for recovery time again.” 
 
    He snorted when she read his mind and caught her before she could get too far away. She didn’t resist when he tugged her back against his side. Their bodies were slick with sweat again and he could feel the proof of their climaxes wet between them. Not for the first time, his mind drifted to that place between sated sleepiness and the curiosity of wanting to ask Lemon about all the things he needed to know. 
 
    “Guess you’ll just have to stop calling me old man.” 
 
    “Mmm…” She traced his tattoo with a finger, “I think bossy bastard is definitely more fitting anyway.” 
 
    He caught her hand and drew it to his mouth, kissing her knuckles and wrist, “About that… are you really okay with what happened in the entryway? Tell me the truth. I’ve… well, hell, I’ve never done anything like that and I don’t like the idea of hurting you.” 
 
    Lemon was quiet for so long he was beginning to think she’d fallen back asleep before she sighed, “It was definitely intense. That’s for sure. And crazy because for the record, I’ve never done anything like that either. Never even thought about it but with you… It was fun, right? Spontaneous and fun and a little crazy but we both got off on it so I don’t think it was wrong. I don’t think anything with you could feel wrong.” 
 
    He smiled against her hair at that admission, “I didn’t hurt you?” 
 
    “No. Well…” He could feel her smile against his chest, “My ass is a little sore.” 
 
    “Mmm…” He slid the arm at her back down and cupped her cheeks gently, “Strangely I like the idea of you sore. Like that you’ll still feel me even when you’re not with me.” 
 
    Lemon giggled, “Having this much sex after years without pretty much guarantees I’m gonna be sore, spanking or not.” 
 
    “Definitely not sorry about that.” 
 
    “I’m not sorry for any of it.” She pressed a kiss to his chest, “I don’t think spankings should be a daily occurrence between us or anything but if it happens, in the heat of the moment, I’m not going to stop it. Knowing you want me that badly, it’s sexy as hell.” 
 
    Shane stroked her back and tried not to let her see his wide smile. Daily occurrence. She wasn’t thinking about ending this then. She wanted to keep seeing him.  
 
    He felt a bubble of hope fill his chest before he could talk himself out of it. He wanted to keep seeing her too. For as long as he could. As much as he could. However he could. He liked her and he liked the way she made him feel. 
 
    Happy. Lighter than he had in years. Like he could be more than just a father and a cop, a son and an ex-husband. Like he could just be Shane the man again. 
 
    He didn’t feel the need to be quite so serious when he was with Lemon. So laser focused on his tasks and his to-do lists. She shook him out of his routine and made him feel alive.  
 
    But he knew there was at least one serious, adult conversation they needed to have if they were going to keep seeing each other. 
 
    He’d let it go so far because he wanted her so badly. She made him crazy enough not to press the issue and he trusted her when she said it was handled. He believed her. But he also had three kids already, one of which he’d gotten because he hadn’t cared enough to ask about safety and he liked to think he was smarter now than he’d been at seventeen. 
 
    “Lem?” 
 
    “Hmm?” She nuzzled at his neck. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    She stiffened instantly, “Why do I get the feeling you’re not about to ask me if I want you to kiss me again?” 
 
    Her joke landed flat and he wanted to tell her she was wrong. He wanted to let it go. Forget it. Ignore it. Anything that made her pull back from him was something he didn’t want to talk about but he knew he couldn’t let this go. It was too important. He forced himself to man up and ask the question he needed answered. 
 
    “You said last night that birth control was covered, right?” 
 
    “Um…yeah.” 
 
    “So you’re on the pill then?” 
 
    “Um….” 
 
    He felt her start to retreat before she even moved an inch. A coolness spread over her before she tried to draw away from him. Her hand dropped from his chest as she raised her head but didn’t look him in the eye. She tried to scoot over, to put space between them, but he followed her over until she was on her back and he was on his elbow, looming above her. She tried to roll again, to get away from him, but he boxed her in. 
 
    “Lemon?” A flicker of unease lit his veins, “Answer the question. Are you on the pill?” 
 
    Her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard and her eyes flicked away from him when she shook her head, “No.” 
 
    “The patch?” 
 
    She shook her head and his heart thumped wildly in his chest. There were still other options right? It had been a long time since he had to think about what they were, even longer since he’d had a conversation about them, but there were other options. Only, with his heart thrumming madly in his chest and the blood beginning to rush in his ears, he couldn’t think of any. 
 
    “You said you were on birth control.” He grit his teeth. 
 
    Her blue eyes flickered again, “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “Lemon…” 
 
    “I said it was covered and it is. There’s nothing for you to worry about. You can’t get me pregnant so drop it Shane.” 
 
    She started to roll out from beneath him again but he didn’t budge and she groaned and shoved at him. She wanted away from him so badly she pushed him. She wouldn’t look him in the eye. Her voice had gone tight and her entire vibe had changed to standoffish. They were still naked and in bed together but she’d shut down, shut him out and he wasn’t about to let her get away with it. 
 
    “What do you mean it’s covered?” 
 
    “I said drop it.” 
 
    “No. What do you mean I can’t get you pregnant?” 
 
    “I mean there’s no reason for you to worry about knocking me up so stop it. Let me up. I need to get going.” She pushed at him again and he growled. 
 
    “No. Stop trying to run away from me.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, “I’m not running away from you.” 
 
    “Yes, you are, and you told me you wouldn’t do that so talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.” He frowned when she refused to look at him, “Lemon, tell me why I shouldn’t be worried about getting you pregnant.” 
 
    “Because I can’t have kids!” She shouted and then gasped and covered her mouth as if she couldn’t believe the words that had just come out of it. 
 
    Her big blue eyes watered and her entire body trembled and Shane stopped breathing. He just stopped as the pieces of the puzzle he’d been trying to put together slid into place with a loud and resounding thud. She squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away from him and he silently cursed his own stupidity as he watched a silent tear roll down her cheek. 
 
    He’d had all the pieces but it didn’t add up. He’d known something was wrong the minute she’d arrived in Fate. That first night he’d known that she was hiding something. He’d known something was wrong and instead of trying to figure out what it was he’d let her distract him with her smiles and her laughter and her light. She shone so bright that you had to look for the shadows but he’d known they were there and thought he could wipe them away with some teasing and flirting and good sex. 
 
    He hadn’t realized until right now just how wrong he’d been. 
 
    The memory of Seth’s words last night in the kitchen made so much more sense now. Nobody knew Lemon as well as his brother did and Seth had known something was off. He’d called her out on it then, accused her of avoiding the children and being jealous of his wife. Shane had stupidly thought his brother meant Lemon was jealous that Amy had him but that wasn’t it at all. She was jealous of Amy because she had a family. A home. Those tiny, precious little babies. 
 
    Damn it, how had he missed that?  
 
    He’d watched her all night. He’d noticed the way she smiled in all the right places but it wasn’t her real smile. He’d even noticed the way she’d held back, not nearly as loud and rambunctious and entertaining as she usually was. He’d seen that sadness in her eyes and he’d tried to be there for her, comfort her, but he’d never once just asked her what was wrong. 
 
    “Lemon…” His voice was rough with emotion and she shook her head, instantly. 
 
    “Don’t.” 
 
    “Lemon, baby, talk to me.” 
 
    “I did. I just did.” She snapped angrily, her eyes flying open, wet and wild, “I answered your question. I told you what you wanted to know. You can’t knock me up because I can’t get pregnant. I can’t have kids. I’m not on birth control because I’m all the birth control we need. Happy now?” 
 
    He winced at the pain in her voice, “No.” 
 
    “Well, too bad. Me either.” She wiped at her cheek, “Now you’ve got your answers so let me go.” 
 
    “No.” He brushed a tear from her face, “You said you wouldn’t run from me so you’re not going anywhere. Not until you talk to me and tell me what’s really going on.” 
 
    She blew out a shaky breath and dodged his fingers, “You want to know the same thing everyone else does. Why is Lemon here? What’s she running away from? Well I just told you. Crack detective work, Deputy. You solved the case. Now let me go.” 
 
    He refused to take offense that she was lashing out at him. She was hurt. She was hurting and he hadn’t seen it. Not really.  
 
    “You’re not a case, Lemon. You’re…” He paused. 
 
    He didn’t think now was the time to tell her that he was falling for her. Totally and completely, tripping over his feet, stumbling over everything in his path, falling for her. She was the woman he was falling in love with but if he told her that right now he had a feeling not even tying her up could keep her from running. 
 
    She snorted at his hesitation, “I’m just the woman you’re sleeping with.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yeah, I am, which I guess entitles you to at least a few answers.” 
 
    “No.” He growled at her flippant tone, “You’re not just the woman I’m sleeping with. We’re more than that. We’re friends. So I’m asking you, as a friend, to talk to me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.”  
 
    “How’s that working out for you?” He caught another tear as it leaked from her eye and sighed, “You haven’t told your family have you? Your sister? Your friends? Have you talked to anyone?” 
 
    She simply stared at him and he knew the answer. No. She hadn’t told a soul. She’d been keeping it all locked up. Pretending everything was fine. He knew because even when she was a kid she’d refused to ask for help. Stubborn and independent to her core. She’d rather they think she was crazy than helpless. 
 
    He sighed, “Talk to me, Lemon. Maybe it’ll help to get it out. You won’t have to carry it alone anymore.” 
 
    Lemon’s bottom lip trembled again and she bit into it as she turned her head to look away. She didn’t try to punch him or shove him off but he had no idea if he’d gotten through to her or not. Not until she let out another shaky breath and sighed, as if she were holding up the weight of the world. 
 
    “I was pregnant.” She started and he flinched enough at her words that her gaze moved back to him, “A long time ago, years ago, when I was with Alec… I was pregnant.” 
 
    Shane blew out a rough breath and nodded for her to go on. Hearing those words had felt like taking a blow he hadn’t expected. It shocked him how wrong they felt. The jealousy that coursed through him hearing her ex-husbands name surprised him. He’d never liked her ex but he’d certainly never been jealous of him. He tried to be rational but the thought of Lemon pregnant with another man’s baby felt like a sharp blade sinking into his chest. 
 
    Was that how she’d felt when she saw him with Holly? When she thought of his family? Like it should have been her? Like she should have been the one to give that to him? Jesus, he’d only thought he understood if that was the case. Because that was a hell of a lot deeper and more complicated. 
 
    “I was pregnant when we got married. It’s why we got married which, looking back on it was pretty stupid.” Her gaze shot to his and then away again, “We weren’t kids. We weren’t young and madly in love. We just…thought it was the right thing to do I guess.” 
 
    She hadn’t loved Alec? Shane tried to focus on her story. She’d married him because she was pregnant? Just like him and Holly. Only, he and Holly had been madly in love back then and Lemon was saying she and Alec hadn’t been. But that wasn’t the only difference. He and Holly had stayed together so long because they’d had that precious, tiny little baby to take care of, and then two more. But Lemon had never had a baby. His guts twisted and he wiped another tear from her eye. 
 
    “I miscarried. I… I lost the baby. There were complications early on. It was a hard pregnancy and we knew something was wrong but it was still a shock when I lost it.” She sucked in a gulp of air, “My marriage was built on that baby and it crumbled when I lost it. I lost Alec too that day. It took another year for him to find the balls to leave me but I Iost him long before we divorced.” 
 
    Shane grit his teeth to keep from calling the other man an idiot. He’d left Lemon? What kind of man left a woman like her? Only an idiot.  
 
    He remembered the first time Lemon had come home after the divorce and they’d run into each other. He remembered someone, maybe even her, had told him it was mutual. But that had been another of Lemon’s carefully guarded secrets.  
 
    The girl that was so open and honest and free and wild was also very, very good at keeping her private life private. She must be. Because he’d never heard a word of any of this from anyone. Not the media or the press or the tabloids. Not the gossips in Fate. Not even her parents. 
 
    “Your parents don’t know.” 
 
    Pain flashed across her face, so naked and fresh that he winced before she even spoke, “No, they don’t know.” 
 
    “Why? How?” 
 
    “I didn’t want them to know I had a shotgun wedding so I was waiting to tell them about the baby and then… there wasn’t one. So it just never seemed like something they needed to know. Why should they hurt over something they never needed to know about?” 
 
    “Lemon…” He shook his head sadly. 
 
    There was her independent streak. Handling it on her own. But it was more than that. She’d been protecting her parents from the pain that she was going through. She’d lost a baby. They’d have felt the loss of a grandchild. So she hadn’t told them and nothing he could say would convince her that she should have. 
 
    “I knew back then that I’d never have a baby on my own. I knew it but I couldn’t face the truth so I refused to go back to the doctors. I ran away from it. Buried myself in my music, in my career. I ran away from it but it caught up to me last month.” 
 
    Shane swallowed past the lump in his throat, “What happened?” 
 
    “I started having problems, feminine problems, and I had to see a doctor. Turns out pretending something isn’t a problem for years doesn’t make it go away. It only makes it worse.” 
 
    “What’d they say?”  
 
    “They used a lot of big medical words but the general gist of it is that I was right. I’ll never be able to have kids. Basically, my uterus considers an embryo an alien invasion and performs seek and destroy missions on sight. Between that and the scar tissue and the endometriosis…” Her voice cracked on what sounded like a half-sob half-laugh, “They think the best course of action is to remove the problem.” 
 
    “Remove?” He frowned as she bit her lip and tried to hide another sob. 
 
    “They want to remove my uterus, Shane. They want to rip out the part of me that makes me a woman. Not only can’t I be a mother but they want to take that away from me too.” 
 
    He had her up and in his arms before the next sob escaped and he felt tears battle behind his own eyes. He’d hated seeing sad Lemon but this was so much worse than just sad. This wasn’t just hurt. This was broken and bruised and he had no idea how to fix it for her, no clue how to make it okay. So he simply held her. 
 
    “Shhh, shhh, its okay baby. It’s okay. Let it out.” He shifted her into his lap and tucked her under his chin, “I’ve got you.” 
 
    She tried to pull away from him but he tightened his grip. She could run later if she wanted to. He’d catch her if she did. But for right now, she was staying right here, in his arms, where he could see her and touch her and comfort her if she’d only let him. 
 
    “Lemon.” He smoothed her hair as she hiccupped and sobbed against his chest, “Babe, you’re the most beautiful, frustrating, independent, willful, impossible woman I’ve ever known and nothing they do will change that. Do you hear me? Nothing.” 
 
    A shaky sob tore through her and she shivered against him. He held on and waited. Finally, after a minute or two, she raised her arms and put them around him too. She squeezed him, holding on to him, and he finally started to breathe again as she softened and let him hold her. 
 
    “You’ll still be Lemon… I don’t actually know your middle name… Kelly.” 
 
    She snorted trough a sob, “Jane.” 
 
    “Lemon Jane Kelly? Funny. I always thought your middle name was trouble.” 
 
    That earned him a small, soft laugh and a poke in the gut, “Not funny.” 
 
    “Kinda funny.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you didn’t know my middle name.” She sniffled, attempting to change the subject. “You’ve known me my whole life.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I think Seth was right.” He played with her hair, “I don’t think I ever really looked at you until that day in the rain.” 
 
    Lemon pulled back enough to look up at him, “What?” 
 
    “I couldn’t.” He swiped at the tear tracks on her cheeks, “I couldn’t have looked at you back then. I think I must have known that if I did, I’d never be able to look away.” 
 
    Her red-rimmed eyes softened and then flickered with pain before she tucked herself back against his chest, “It’s a good thing you didn’t look then. You wouldn’t have ended up with three beautiful daughters. I… I couldn’t have given you that.” 
 
    His heart ached and he squeezed her tighter. That’s what she’d meant. When she said there were things she couldn’t give Alec. When she’d said Holly had given him things that she couldn’t. It broke his fucking heart to know those thoughts were in her head, hurting her and he could do nothing to take them away. 
 
    “I never knew you wanted kids.” 
 
    “Neither did I.” She sniffled, “Until they told me I couldn’t have them.” 
 
    “Mmm, always the little rebel, wanting what you can’t have.” He tried to ease the tension with teasing but she just sighed. 
 
    “Like wanting you.” 
 
    “Yeah, just like that. Because you got me, Lem. I’m right here and I’m not going anywhere. And if you really want to be a mom, you can do that too. You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met and you go after your dreams. Don’t give up on this one if it’s something you really want.” 
 
    She was quiet so he simply held her and tried to give her what she needed. Comfort. Solace. Understanding. Just a shoulder to cry on or the knowledge that she wasn’t alone. Whatever it was she needed from him, that’s what he would be. Because he’d been telling the truth when he said she had him. He was hooked. Addicted. He’d looked and now he couldn’t look away. She was like the sun. Hope and light. And he’d do whatever he could to help her see that she still shone just as bright as she always had.  
 
    Her lips on his neck made him groan and shift. How it was possible, he had no idea, but his body jolted with awareness. His cock hardened and reminded him that they were both naked. She shifted too, rubbing against his erection, and he hissed out a breath. 
 
    “Lem…” He tightened his grip on her to keep her still, “Stop.” 
 
    “Why?” Her breath whispered against his ear. 
 
    “It’s not the time, babe. You’re hurting and…” Her hand snaked between them and found his cock and he cursed, “Baby, don’t.” 
 
    “I want you.” Lemon breathed against his neck as she shifted to straddle him, “Please, Shane? Distract me. I don’t want to talk anymore. I don’t want to think right now. I just want to feel.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek and stared into her eyes and she didn’t blink. She didn’t look away. The blue was even brighter after her tears. Red-rimmed and sad and he didn’t want her to be sad. He wanted her to be happy. Like she’d been with him earlier, before he’d ruined the moment by pressing her for answers. She’d given them to him, because whether she knew it or not, she trusted him. And if she could give him that, he could give her this. 
 
    Shane pulled her face down to his and kissed her softly, “Anything you want. Always.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Lemon watched Shane as he moved around the bedroom. He thought she was still asleep but she’d felt it the moment she’d lost the warmth and safety of his arms around her. She’d fallen asleep tucked safely to his chest, exhausted from another bout of lovemaking. And the fact that her brain was calling what they’d done lovemaking probably should have freaked her out but it didn’t. 
 
    Because Shane was, quite simply, incredible. 
 
    Not just because he was hot and sexy, though he was definitely that. She watched the muscles in his back and arms flex as he tugged a shirt on over his head. His broad back disappeared from her view and she felt a pang of loss somewhere between her heart and her vagina. She wanted to curl back up against that magnificent body. More than that though, she wanted to feel the closeness, the contentedness that washed over her whenever she was in his arms.  
 
    She’d told him her secret. The one thing she’d never told anyone else. Only Alec and her doctors knew about the pregnancy, the miscarriage. Not even Millie knew the truth and that girl ran Lemon’s life like it was her own personal puzzle game. She’d told Shane about all of it, even the hysterectomy that the doctors had suggested. She’d told him about her biggest regret and her greatest fear. 
 
    And he hadn’t judged her. He hadn’t told her how childish it had been to avoid seeing her doctor for years. For ignoring all the signs that something was wrong. For pretending that the worst days of her life had never happened and locking all of the hurt and pain that went along with it inside of her. He hadn’t scolded her or pitied her or tried to fix it for her.  
 
    He’d just been there. He’d held her close and offered comfort. He’d given her his strong, steady presence and a shoulder to lean on. Someone to cry on, rely on. 
 
    Her admission had come out in the heat of the moment. It had been spit out with heat and anger and a mixture of fear that had overwhelmed her. For just a second there, when he’d asked, when he’d pushed, she’d contemplated lying to him. She’d thought about saying that yes, she was on the pill, and moving on. But the words hadn’t even worked their way up her throat because they’d felt all wrong. Lying to Shane had felt wrong and she hadn’t wanted to. So she’d told him the truth and as she watched him move silently around the room, careful not to wake her, she thought she knew now why that was. 
 
    She was falling for him. Fast and unrestrained. She was in freefall. She’d had a childish crush. She’d had a lust-filled fantasy. But this… it was bigger than that. She had feelings for him, feelings that, if left unchecked, would change her life forever. And she needed to know now, before she let it go any further, if he would catch her before she hit the ground. 
 
    “Hey.” Shane’s gaze caught hers in the mirror above his dresser and he smiled, all white teeth and dimples, “You’re awake.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” She stretched and smirked when his gaze fell to her breasts, “And you’re not in bed.” 
 
    “Observant.” His gaze jumped back to her face, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I’m good, a little sore but good.” 
 
    His smile softened, “That wasn’t what I meant.” 
 
    “I know.” She returned his soft smile, “But the answers the same. I’m a little sore but I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Yeah. You will.” 
 
    “I’d be better if you’d come back over here.” She patted the empty space beside her on the bed but Shane only laughed. 
 
    “Sorry baby, no can do. I come back over there now and we’ll never leave this room.” He tossed a t-shirt at her, “Get dressed, we’re going for our run.” 
 
    “What?” She squeaked, “No. No way. I’ve had my cardio today than you very much.” 
 
    Shane laughed a deep, hearty laugh, “You should’ve seen your face. Priceless. I was joking just for the record.” 
 
    She threw a pillow at him, “For the record, you’re an ass.” 
 
    He caught it easily and tossed it back, “And you’re still naked. Get dressed and meet me in the kitchen. We need to hydrate and refuel.” 
 
    “But I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Well I’m starving.” He crossed back to the bed and leaned down to kiss her softly, “And a man can’t survive on Lemon alone.” 
 
    She giggled as he stood back up, “You’re such a goof.” 
 
    “No.” He glanced back at her, “I’m not, at least not usually.” 
 
    Her heart warmed and her smile softened when their eyes met. Something passed between them unsaid but they both understood. She lightened something in him and he’d helped to do the same for her this morning. Together, it was easier for both of them to carry their loads. 
 
    Shane broke first, “Kitchen. Come on. You need water and protein or you’ll be sore. Move it Lemon.” 
 
    “Bossy bastard.” 
 
    “Sexy submissive.” He winked as he left the room and Lemon gaped after him. 
 
    She wasn’t submissive. Was she? She was headstrong and independent. She did things her own way. She always had.  
 
    Nobody told her what to do. She bit her lip and wiggled against the bed, feeling the dull ache that meant her ass was probably still pink. Except Shane. 
 
    He told her what to do all the time. He always had. Only instead of annoying her, his orders turned her on now. Maybe, secretly, they always had. Because she’d always listened to him. Even when she did the exact opposite of whatever he was saying, it had only ever been to get more of his attention. She’d always craved his praise. Now, apparently, she also craved his punishments. 
 
    Lemon grinned as she pulled his shirt over her head. She was surprisingly okay with that. She’d been completely into the spanking and the rough sex against the door. She’d never come so hard in her life. And, once her cheeks weren’t quite so tender, she fully intended to provoke him into doing it again. 
 
    Her body ached deliciously as she stood up and pulled on a pair of Shane’s sweats as well. They were too big and she had to roll them at the waist and ankle but they were comfortable. She curled her arms around herself and buried her nose in the material, inhaling that distinctly male musk that was all Shane. 
 
    It was the strangest thing that it could both make her edgy and needy and also comfort and soothe. 
 
    She finger combed her hair as best she could in the mirror and then walked out into the hallway, taking in Shane’s home as she did. She wasn’t surprised to find that it was just that. A home. Warm and inviting, Shane had created a space for his family and friends to gather and relax and enjoy themselves. 
 
    The hallway was lined with framed photographs. Most of them were of his kids. His girls as he called them. But a few of them included Shane too and those were the ones that caught her eye. 
 
    There was one of Shane holding up a fish while Sophie made a funny face. Another showed him smiling at the camera in his full police uniform, Rosie clutched to his side proudly holding up her kindergarten graduation diploma. But it was the one of Shane in a rocking chair with a buddle of pink blankets in his lap that stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    From the age of him in the photo, it was immediately clear to her that the baby bundled to his chest was Georgie. He looked so young but there wasn’t any awkwardness in the way he held the baby. Only confidence and a little bit of awe and so much love that it radiated out from the framed photograph.” 
 
    Lemon raised her hand and touched his face as a sharp pain lanced her chest. She recognized it for what it was this time. Longing. Not just for one of those sweet little babies of her own. She did want that. But she wanted the boy in that photo too and even more so, she wanted the man he’d become. 
 
    “Lemon! You better be getting up because if I have to come back in there...” Shane rounded the corner and grinned when he saw her, “You’re up.” 
 
    “Observant.” 
 
    He chuckled, “Smartass.” 
 
    “Were you about to threaten me with another spanking?” 
 
    The twinkle in his eyes gave her the answer, “Maybe.” 
 
    “Well I jumped to it, sir. Sorry to burst your bubble.” 
 
    He groaned, “Don’t call me sir.” 
 
    “Not sexy enough for you?” She giggled when he made a face. 
 
    “Sir makes me think of my father. So no.” 
 
    “How about Daddy?” 
 
    “I swear to God, Lemon. I will spank you.” He threatened and she laughed harder as he pulled her into his arms and nipped at her throat. 
 
    “Whatever will I call you then?” 
 
    “How about you just stick to calling me what you’ve always called me.” 
 
    “Deputy Do-Right?” She squirmed when he tickled her. 
 
    “Shane.” He smacked her ass playfully, “Call me Shane.” 
 
    “Your name’s Shane?” She pulled back to look up at him with a faux shocked expression, “That’s crazy. I used to know this guy named Shane.” She pointed to the photograph she’d been looking at and he moved around behind her, holding her back to his front with his arms around her waist. 
 
    “Yeah? What was this Shane guy like?” 
 
    She bit her lip, “You don’t know?” 
 
    “Some days, it’s hard to remember him.” He admitted roughly, his chin dropping to her shoulder. “Some days I’m not sure I remember him at all.” 
 
    Her heart twisted at the admission and she slid her hand over his arm, finding his hand and twining their fingers together, “I can tell you about him.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” He squeezed her and she smiled. 
 
    “Mmm, let’s see, where to start? Well, clearly he was gorgeous. I mean, look at him. All bronzed skin and muscles and that dimpled smile. Good lord just looking at him was enough to make a girl go all dreamy.” 
 
    He smiled against her neck, “Is that so?” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” 
 
    “Sounds like you had a crush on him.” 
 
    “Oh I did. The biggest crush.” 
 
    “And?” He nudged the neckline of the shirt she was wearing aside to kiss her shoulder. 
 
    “And he was older than me so he pretty much had no idea I existed.” 
 
    “I find that very hard to believe.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” She smirked, “He did notice me but I think that’s only because I drove him crazy.” 
 
    “Now that sounds about right.” He pinched her ass and she giggled. 
 
    “He used to boss me around a lot.  Always telling me what to do. Getting on my case whenever I messed up or he thought I stepped out of line.” 
 
    “Sounds like an ass.” He grunted. 
 
    “He was. Sometimes. But the thing about him was, even when he was yelling at me, I still wanted him. I knew he was only mad because he cared, because he expected more from me. It made me want to do better, be better, to make him proud.” 
 
    Shane’s arms tightened around her and his lips brushed her ear, “You did. You do.” 
 
    She relaxed back into him, “He was such a good guy. Shane, he was smart and driven and responsible but he was funny too.” 
 
    “Not sure many people would agree with you on that last one.” 
 
    “That’s why it was so special when he was like that with me. Because he didn’t tease or joke with other people. Not easily. But he always took time to play with me or even just give me a hard time. It made me feel special.” 
 
    “You are.” He whispered against her neck as he hugged her tight, “You always were.” 
 
    “God, I want to believe that so badly.” She whispered back. 
 
    “Then do.” He nuzzled her as he turned her in his arms so they were face to face and her breath caught at the intense look in his eyes as he cupped her cheek softly, “Whatever happened to this Shane guy that you had a crush on?” 
 
    “Oh,” She smiled softly, remembering that she was supposed to be telling him a story, “He did pretty much exactly what he was supposed to do. He married his high school sweetheart and had three lovely daughters. He followed in his dads footsteps and became a cop. He grew up into the sexy, successful man I always knew he would be.” 
 
    “This guy doesn’t sound half bad.” He smirked. 
 
    “Yeah, well… there are rumors he likes to spank younger girls and…” She trailed off into a scream of laughter as he tickled her again. “Oh my God… stop. Stop!” 
 
    “Trouble.” He laughed as she ended up pinned to the wall again. 
 
    “What? It’s true!”  
 
    He leaned forward and nipped her lips, “Kitchen. Now, Lemon.” 
 
    “Wh...” 
 
    “The kitchen is safe. Get in the kitchen or I’m going to spank you and fuck you again no matter how sore you are.” He groaned as he rubbed their bodies together and then jerked back with a shake of his head, “I’m not going to bend you over anything in the kitchen where I feed my children so go. Now.” 
 
    She laughed as he stepped back again, putting more space between them, “Seriously?” 
 
    “My children eat in there. It wouldn’t be very sanitary.” 
 
    That made her laugh harder, “Always so responsible.” 
 
    “You make it hard.” He barked another laugh and smacked her on the ass playfully when she wiggled her brows at him, “In more ways than one.” 
 
    Lemon smiled but when he made no further move to touch her she let him off the hook and pranced towards the kitchen. She might have thrown a little extra swing into her step though considering she was wearing his clothes and they were two sizes too big he probably couldn’t even see her ass. But then she heard his chuckle and her grin grew two sizes as well. 
 
    “On your left, Lem.” He directed her through his house just like he’d directed her around the neighborhood the first time they’d gone running together. 
 
    She got a glimpse of the living room they’d come through on the way to his bedroom. It held oversized, well-worn leather furniture, a big screen television and several bookshelves, one of which was full of albums and cd’s that she would inspect thoroughly later. The walls in there were decorated with a couple of framed prints of landscapes and more pictures of his kids. 
 
    Following his directions she turned left and found the large, spacious kitchen. It was tiled in light colors. Blues and whites that made it feel even larger and more open. There was a big table with six chairs on one end and on the other there was a large island with barstools. There was a bowl of fruit on the counter as well as a bread box and a coffeemaker. There was even a vase of fresh flowers on the windowsill and Lemon couldn’t help but wonder where they’d come from. 
 
    Did Shane buy flowers for his house? He was a good man, a sweet man, but she couldn’t imagine him buying a bouquet at the grocery store when he stopped in for supplies. Which made her wonder if there was a woman that had decorated the immaculately adorned house, which of course led her thoughts back to Holly, which made her frown. 
 
    “I like your house.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He followed her into the kitchen and slid around the other side of the island when she hopped up on a barstool. She winced, having forgotten she was sore and his lips thinned, “Careful.” 
 
    “Sir, yes sir.” She stuck her tongue out at him and motioned around the kitchen to change the subject, “Did you do all this yourself?” 
 
    “Do all what?” 
 
    “Decorate.” 
 
    His head tilted, “Why? You think I can’t pick out matching color patterns?” 
 
    “Just seems a little feminine, for a single guy.” She nodded towards the flowers, “You don’t strike me as a daisies in the window kind of man.” 
 
    Shane stared at her for a moment and then shook his head as he moved around the island towards her, “Damnit Lemon, I thought we covered this already? There’s not another woman in my life. This is my house and if it’s feminine it’s because three girls live here with me.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Those flowers are Sophie’s. She thought they were pretty when we were in the market the other day so we got them.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    He cupped her face between his hands and kissed her soundly. Not a deep and seductive kiss this time. No tongue or teeth. Just a sweet press of his lips to hers, grounding her, and wiping away the flash of jealousy just as suddenly as it had hit her. 
 
    “We good?” He dropped his forehead to hers when he broke the kiss. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good.” He kissed her again softly and then went towards the fridge, “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Maybe a little.” 
 
    Shane laughed, “Yeah, me too, but I’m talking about food.” 
 
    “That’s what I was talking about, what did you think I was talking about?” She teased. 
 
    “How about some cheese and crackers?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Shane opened the fridge and bent over, retrieving something from the bottom drawer. She eyed his ass openly and saw him snort when he stood back up and caught her. He got out a cutting board and put a block of cheese on it as he pulled a knife from a drawer. He lined them up and then made quick and easy cuts into small, neat squares and she resisted the urge to tease him about that too. She wasn’t one of his girls, she didn’t need the small little bites, but she appreciated his urge to take care of her. 
 
    “So…” He said after he’d cut the brick nearly in two, “What’s next?” 
 
    “Um, the crackers?” 
 
    He glanced up and her guts twisted as she realized what he was asking. Not about lunch. Not even about them. He was asking about her. He wanted to talk about it some more. She should have known he would. He was Shane after all. The most responsible person she’d ever known. He would want some sort of plan. He needed it more than she did and since he’d been so good to her, been there for her, she blew out a rough breath and forced herself to give him this. She couldn’t do it for herself. She’d run from the decisions. But for Shane… 
 
    “I don’t need to have the surgery anytime soon. It’s not life or death.” 
 
    His gaze flickered down to the knife in his hand and he swallowed hard, “But you’ll be in pain until you do?” 
 
    “It’s a few more weeks until that time of the month if you really need to know.” She gave him a pointed look, “But yes, it always hurts when Aunt Flo comes for a visit, otherwise it’s a livable sort of uncomfortableness most of the time.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do in the meantime to make it easier?” 
 
    The way he so easily said we made her heart skip a beat but she shook her head, “No.” 
 
    “Is it… do we… will it make it…” 
 
    She smiled, “Having sex won’t make it any better or worse, Shane.” 
 
    He nodded quickly and went back to cutting at the cheese. It was far more than they could possibly eat at this point but she didn’t stop him. He needed something to do with his hands. She twisted her own and picked at her nails, wishing she had something to do with hers. 
 
    A loud boom echoed through the room when he slammed the knife down on the counter too hard a minute later and sighed heavily, “When are you going back?” 
 
    She stared at him until the calm façade on his face cracked. He lowered his head and closed his eyes. His chest heaved as he took a deep breath and she pushed off her barstool and moved towards him. He turned to her when she reached him and pulled her into his arms. He buried his face in her neck and she bit back a flash of tears she hadn’t known to expect. 
 
    This wasn’t supposed to be the hard part. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She managed. 
 
    “But you are going back, aren’t you? You’re leaving.” 
 
    She bit her lip, “That was the original plan but…” 
 
    But… she wasn’t sure she wanted to go back. She wasn’t sure what was left for her in Nashville. She was supposed to be writing her next album but she could do that from anywhere. She could definitely do it from here. In Fate. Even in this beautiful kitchen with the daisy flowers in the window. But it had been four days and as irresponsible and impulsive as she might be, she wasn’t sure she could make a decision like that, change her life like that, based on four days and the fluttery feeling in her chest. 
 
    Shane pulled back and held her face between his hands again, “Don’t make that decision yet.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t decide right now. Please.” His eyes searched her face, “I’m not asking you to stay or to pick me or to do anything crazy. Just… don’t decide yet, okay? You said you were staying a few weeks. Give me a few weeks. Please?” 
 
    A strange emotion filled her chest and she thought it might be hope. Was it possible? Was he thinking the same thing? That this thing between them might, just might, have a future if they gave it a chance? Did he want the possibility as much as she did? 
 
    Lemon swallowed hard, “Stay a few more weeks?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “With you?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    She smiled, “Okay.” 
 
    Shane’s eyes widened, “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She paused when he smirked, “Why? Were you tricking me? If this is some kind of joke, Shane Anto…” 
 
    “It’s not a joke.” He laughed as he covered her mouth with his hand to keep his full name from coming out of it, “I want you here. I want to see where this goes. I like having you with me. I just thought you’d fight me on it like you do everything else.” 
 
    She bit his finger and he pulled back with a hiss, “I do not always fight you.” 
 
    He gave her a pointed look, “Exhibit A. You just bit me!” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have covered my mouth like I’m one of your children.”  
 
    “Lemon, baby, I know you’re not one of my children.” He slid his hand to her ass and she laughed. 
 
    “Are you sure? Because…” She pointed to the squares of cheese, “Exhibit A.” 
 
    Shane stared at the small mountain of tiny cheese squares and his brows furrowed. He hadn’t even realized he was doing it. She grinned. She’d known it. But it was still fun to tease him about it. Particularly when he glanced back at her and his eyes heated. 
 
    “Habit. Sorry.” He backed her against the island and she let him lift her up onto it even though the hard surface wasn’t exactly pleasant under her sore ass. “But I have this urge to take care of you. It’s not new. I’ve always had it.” 
 
    “Yeah?” She looped her arms around his neck and let him step between her legs. 
 
    “Yeah. Remember when you fell off your bike?” He brushed his finger over the scar that was nearly invisible on her forehead. 
 
    “When I was seven?” 
 
    He nodded, “You were all scraped up and bleeding and it killed me that I couldn’t get you to stop crying. I tried everything I could think of but nothing helped. It was the first time I remember feeling completely helpless.” 
 
    “You didn’t offer to kiss it all better if I remember correctly.” 
 
    He snorted and pulled her to the edge of the counter, closer to him, “You were seven, Lemon. That wasn’t an option.” 
 
    “It was for me.” 
 
    Shane brushed her hair off her shoulders, “That’s the part that’s new for me. The wanting to kiss you and touch you all the damn time. Not being able to close my eyes without seeing you. Always wondering where you are and what you’re doing when you’re not with me.” 
 
    She smiled, “You think about me all the time?” 
 
    “All the time.” He smiled back at her, “That parts new but wanting to take care of you, that’s not. So stay with me and let me take care of you, at least for a little while, at least until we see if there’s a possibility of working this thing out of our systems.” 
 
    “You think that’s a possibility?” She frowned. 
 
    Shane stroked a finger over her lips, “No.” 
 
    He kissed her before she could process his words and she groaned as the taste of him sparked through her system. She was so addicted to this. The weightless, flying, falling feeling that made her stomach drop out whenever he touched her was better than any high. Even singing on stage for a million fans. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back, melting into him and into this moment. 
 
    He wanted her to stay. He wanted to see where this went. He wanted her. And she wanted him. She wanted to find out what her future really looked like. She wanted to stay too.  
 
    He nipped at her lips and groaned, “I swore I wasn’t going to ravish you in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Then we should go back to the bedroom.” She nipped him right back. 
 
    “Right now, I…” 
 
    The sound of a door opening and the chatter of several voices all at once made them both freeze. The front door they hadn’t locked was opening. There were multiple voices, small, feminine voices that echoed through the house. The door slammed shut and one of the voices rose above the others. 
 
    “Dad? We’re home!” 
 
    “Oh my God.” Lemon gasped. 
 
    “Shit.” Shane growled under his breath as he released her and stepped back. “It can’t be three o’clock already. It can’t… shit.” 
 
    Lemon slid off the island as the sound of those voices came closer. She tried to smooth her hair into something that didn’t resemble a rat’s nest. She pulled at her clothes and then remembered that she wasn’t wearing her clothes. She was wearing Shane’s clothes. She felt like she should run, or hide or… something. But when she started to bolt a big hand grabbed her wrist and hauled her back. 
 
    “Nowhere to run this time, babe.” He dropped his forehead to hers and smiled even as he kissed her quickly. 
 
    “Wh…” She started but he raised his head before she could finish her question. 
 
    “In here.” He shouted and her eyes bugged out. 
 
    He wasn’t really… he couldn’t be… no. No. No. No. He wasn’t going to hide her like some dirty little secret. He wasn’t going to lie about her. He was going to keep her right there by his side, in his arms, as his children walked into the kitchen. He was taking them public with the biggest gesture imaginable. 
 
    He was putting action behind his words. He wanted her here, with him. That meant his children would have to know sooner or later. She hadn’t expected it to be so soon. Hadn’t expected it to be today. Definitely hadn’t thought he would do it while she was half dressed and sex rumpled but apparently he was taking a page out of her playbook. 
 
    Impulsive. 
 
    And if she hadn’t been falling for him already, she would have been right then and there. Because they were rubbing off on each other. He settled her and she ruffled him up and somehow, someway, they balanced each other. He linked their hands and kissed her knuckles as the kids came through the doorway into the kitchen. A united front, he wasn’t letting her run and this time… she didn’t want to. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Shane stood his ground as his kids came piling through the doorway of the kitchen. Piling was the right term for it too because Georgie, their automatic leader due to age and seniority, came to an abrupt halt when she saw them and her younger sisters ran into her. The little girls bounced off her, complaining loudly until they, like their older sister, saw that their father wasn’t alone. 
 
    He almost smiled at the comical way Georgie’s eyes widened as they ping-ponged from him to Lemon and back again. Almost. If Lemon wasn’t wearing his clothes it would’ve been funnier. Georgie’s obvious shock at finding him with a woman would have been amusing if he wasn’t absolutely certain his teenage daughter was putting the puzzle pieces together and figuring out exactly why it was Lemon was wearing his clothes.  
 
    He silently cursed himself for putting all of them in this situation.  
 
    He couldn’t believe he’d lost track of time. Lost the entire day really. He’d gotten up at his usual time, gotten ready for his usual run… and from there his entire day had run off the tracks. 
 
    First Holly had shown up to grill him with questions about last night and dinner and Lemon. Then there had been the spanking incident. A shower, sleep and more sex had dulled his senses. Lemon’s admission about her condition and his feeling of helplessness and then comforting her the only way she would allow. More sex and sleep and then he’d forced them out of bed thinking he had all the time in the world to talk to her, to touch her, to convince her to give him a chance because this thing between them was more than just off the charts sexual chemistry. 
 
    But somewhere in his fog of lust and Lemon he’d forgotten that he was only getting to spend the day with her because it was Monday. He’d forgotten that on Mondays his kids rode the bus home from school to his house because Holly had the late shift. He’d forgotten about his kids and that made him sick to his stomach. 
 
    Because his kids were his whole world. They were his life. His top priority. He never did anything that wasn’t in their best interest. He never did anything that would take his time or his attention away from them.  
 
    Until now. Until today. Until Lemon. 
 
    He hadn’t spent his day running errands or cleaning house. He hadn’t been father Shane all day. He hadn’t been cop Shane either. He’d just been Shane the man for the first time in a long time and he’d enjoyed himself. He liked the man he was when he was with Lemon. 
 
    He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. He wasn’t letting her go. If his kids weren’t used to seeing him with a woman because he never dated, well they’d just have to get used to it. Because Lemon wasn’t going anywhere, not if he had any say in the matter. She was going to be a part of his life and it was best they understood that now. Her too. She needed to know he was serious about being with her and this, being together in front of his kids, was the best way to establish that. 
 
    “Hey kiddos.” He smiled at his daughters, “How was school?” 
 
    “Um… fine.” Georgie eyed their joined hands. 
 
    “School was so much fun today!” Rosie squealed at the same time “Dusty brought his pet leopard to school and I got to pet it!” 
 
    “Pet leopard?” He asked skeptically. 
 
    “Lizard. She means lizard.” Sophie rolled her eyes. 
 
    “That’s what I said!” Rosie’s voice rose. 
 
    “No it wasn’t.” Sophie huffed. 
 
    “Was too!” 
 
    “Was not!” 
 
    “Was…” 
 
    “Girls.” He cut the argument off with a firm shake of his head, “We have company.” 
 
    Lemon stiffened next to him but when he squeezed her hand, she squeezed back. She wasn’t running. She was standing with him. And honestly, as much as Lemon talked about running away from things he didn’t really think she was a runner.  
 
    She hadn’t run away from Fate when she was a teenager. She’d followed her dreams to Nashville. And she hadn’t run home to Fate when she got the bad news about her condition to avoid what needed to be done. She was home to see her family and seek their comfort. But she’d planned to go back. She wasn’t a runner.  
 
    She was just Lemon. A little wild and a little crazy and absolutely irresistibly fun and free. She couldn’t be caged or tamed and he loved that about her. Even if he knew that keeping her would be next to impossible, he wanted to try. 
 
    “Hi girls.” She spoke up with a smile. 
 
    “Hi Aunt Lemon.” Sophie offered up a shy smile, “Why are you wearing Dad’s clothes?” 
 
    Lemon stiffened and he swallowed a groan. He’d expected the question out of his oldest daughter, the teenager, the one that he’d thought would enjoy making them squirm. He hadn’t expected it out of the quiet one. But from the way Georgie smirked it was clear she already knew the answer to that question. Sophie, his sweet little eight year old, wasn’t being rude or trying to make them uncomfortable. She really didn’t understand. Rosie tilted her head, as if she was just starting to wonder the same thing and he thought fast. 
 
    “We went for a run earlier and Lemon’s clothes got dirty. I gave her some of mine to wear.” 
 
    “Why?” Sophie blinked innocently. 
 
    “So she wouldn’t have to wear dirty clothes.” 
 
    “But… why?” Sophie pressed, “Why didn’t she just go home and get her own clothes?” 
 
    “Because…” He started with absolutely no idea how he was going to finish his statement but luckily, his youngest daughter saved him from another lie that they’d probably all see through. 
 
    “Auntie! Auntie!” Rosie skidded across the room and tugged on Lemon’s shirt, which was actually his shirt, “Did you come to see my room?” 
 
    Shane vaguely remembered a conversation from dinner last night where his daughter had invited Lemon to come and see her new room. The last time Lemon had been home for a visit, she’d still had a baby room, her own words, but now she had a big girl room like her sisters. She’d proudly picked out her new bedspread and rug and bookcase and had wanted to show it all off. He’d all but forgotten about the conversation and was sure Lemon had too but his daughter clearly hadn’t and Lemon surprised him when she nodded instantly. 
 
    “Well of course I did.” She released his hand when Rosie raised her arms in the universal gesture that she wanted to be picked up. She swung the little girl onto her hip, “You promised to play princess with me and let me be the ice queen remember?” 
 
    “Elsa!” Rosie’s face lit up and Shane relaxed as the questions about Lemon’s attire slipped away. 
 
    “Yes! Elsa! She makes ice come out of her fingers right?” 
 
    “Uh huh and she has yellow hair just like you!” 
 
    “She does?” Lemon played along. 
 
    “Uh huh and her sister Anna has brown hair like me!” Rosie nodded excitedly. 
 
    “We’re gonna be sisters?” 
 
    “No, silly we’re gonna pretend to be sisters.” 
 
    “Ohhhhhh.” Lemon nodded sagely. “Of course. I can’t really make ice come out of my fingers either.” 
 
    “You’re not really a princess either.” 
 
    “Now that, my sweet little Rosie-Posey, is blatantly untrue.” Shane chuckled and Lemon stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    Shane grinned because nothing had changed. Not for his youngest daughter at least. She didn’t find it odd in the least to see Lemon in their kitchen. She adored Lemon and from the way Lemon smiled and held her and cuddled her, he thought the feeling was mutual. She played along, shooting him a covert smile over his daughters head. 
 
    “Thanks for hanging out with me until Rosie got home.” 
 
    He grinned right back at her, “It was my pleasure.” 
 
    She smirked before turning back to the girl in her arms, “Okay, Rosie-Posey. Point the way. I want to see this big girl bedroom of yours.” 
 
    “That way!” Rosie pointed with a giggle. 
 
    “Upstairs?” 
 
    “Yep!” 
 
    He glanced over to find his other two daughters still watching them. Georgie was smirking as if she knew exactly what she’d interrupted. Sophie was chewing on her bottom lip, her dark brows pinched. It was a classic sign that his quiet, shy daughter was trying to figure something out and he decided to cut it off before she voiced any more questions that he couldn’t answer. 
 
    He cleared his throat, “Soph, why don’t you go with them and show Lemon your new guitar that Lita and Papi got you for your birthday?” 
 
    Lemon spun to face his middle daughter instantly, her attention grabbed just as he’d known it would be, “Your grandma and grandpa got you a guitar for your birthday? And you didn’t tell me? Soph! I thought we were friends!” 
 
    His shy daughter twisted her hair, “It’s not that big a deal.” 
 
    “Oh, I beg to differ.” Lemon grinned as she headed for the stairs, “Let’s go little ladies. You’ve been holding out on me. I want to see all your goodies and I want to see them now. Show me to the tiaras and guitars immediately, Princess Lemon is ready to play.” 
 
    Georgie moved aside to let Lemon pass. He watched the gorgeous blonde sashay out of the room with his two youngest daughters and felt a pang of loss when she was out of his sight. He had to consciously remind himself that she wasn’t leaving. She was just going upstairs with his daughters. He’d go after her again in a minute. After he talked to his oldest daughter. Georgie started to turn and go after them but he stopped her. 
 
    “Not you. Stay. I want to talk to you for a minute.” 
 
    His oldest daughter turned back to him, “What about?” 
 
    “Lemon.” 
 
    Georgie’s brows furrowed, “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re old enough to know what you walked in on.” He leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest, “And I don’t want you to be upset.” 
 
    “I’m not upset.”  
 
    “I’m seeing Lemon.” 
 
    Georgie snickered, “Um, yeah Dad. I kinda got that.” 
 
    “I like her, Georgie. I like her a lot.” He tried to explain it a little better when she simply shrugged as if he wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know. 
 
    “Again, Dad. Kinda obvious.” Georgie giggled, “You two made googly eyes at each other all through dinner last night. Everyone knows you like Lemon. Trust me.” 
 
    “Googly eyes?” He grinned at the thought. 
 
    Had it been that obvious? He hadn’t thought so but clearly he’d been wrong if his daughter had picked up on it. Did that mean Seth knew too? He’d intended to call his brother this morning to talk to him about that little spat last night. He’d gotten distracted and forgotten but he supposed he’d have to tell him about Lemon. His little brother would undoubtedly have an opinion about Shane getting involved with his lifelong best friend. He wasn’t looking forward to that conversation even if a small part of him relished the idea of claiming Lemon as his. 
 
    “Uh huh.” Georgie giggled again and made a moony face, “You look at her like she’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen, Dad. I think you even drool a little. It’s kinda sweet actually.” 
 
    “I…uh…” He scratched his head, unsure what the hell he was supposed to say to that. 
 
    His daughter had caught him mooning over Lemon. He wasn’t exactly the mooning type. Was he? He tried to remember how he’d acted with her last night at dinner. He’d gone out of his way to talk to her, to include her, to keep her near him. But he hadn’t thought his kids would notice that.  
 
    His parents had glanced between them a few times. Seth had made that comment about him treating Lemon like she was his date. But if Georgie had noticed, did that mean Sophie and Rosie had too? 
 
    “I told Mom you were totally into Aunt Lemon and she looked at me like I was crazy. She’s gonna freak out when I tell her you two were making out in the kitchen when we got home from school.” 
 
    Shane groaned as the reason for Holly’s visit this morning was explained. He’d wondered why his ex-wife had come by to give him the third degree. He’d thought it was just because he’d taken the kids back to her last night instead of keeping them with him like he normally would have. He’d known he would have to explain his actions to his ex-wife but she’d surprised him when she showed up this morning. Now he knew it was because his daughter had piqued her curiosity.  
 
    He made a mental note to have a discussion with Georgie about the things he and Holly didn’t necessarily need to know about each other’s lives. He’d told Georgie before that he didn’t need the dirt on when Brad stayed the night and how often he was around for breakfast. He’d never imagined he’d have to do the same for himself because he’d never really planned to start dating again. It had just kind of happened. Fast and unexpected, that was Lemon so for now he focused on this conversation. 
 
    “You’re not freaking out.” 
 
    “Nope.” Georgie popped a square of cheese into her mouth and eyed him carefully, “Should I be?” 
 
    “You’ve never seen me with a woman before…” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So I thought… I mean, I didn’t know if maybe you thought your mom and I might get back together someday.” 
 
    Georgie’s eyebrows shot up her forehead, “You and mom? Back together? Uh… no. I never thought that was why you don’t date. Is it why you don’t date anyone else? Did you want mom back?” 
 
    “No. I love your mom but…not like that anymore.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good because she’s got Brad now and she’s really happy with him.” Georgie popped another piece of cheese in her mouth and chewed, “And now you’ve got Lemon. Everyone’s happy. That makes me happy. No freak outs. Promise.” 
 
    Shane scratched his head again. He hadn’t been expecting such a mature response. George was an emotional teenage girl. He never knew what thing he would say or do that would result in crying and screaming. He’d thought the news he was involved with Lemon had a high probability of whining and accusations but instead he got this. The glimpse of the smart, capable woman his daughter was growing up into warmed his heart. 
 
    “I like Lemon.” She continued, “She’s really cool and nice and so, so pretty. And she’s famous, like super famous. You could do a lot worse, Dad.” 
 
    He snorted, “Thanks… I think.” 
 
    “No prob.” 
 
    This conversation wasn’t going how he’d expected it to at all. Georgie didn’t care if he dated Lemon? She liked Lemon. She knew Lemon. He supposed that must be why it wasn’t causing a total breakdown. He’d always thought if he ever did start dating that his kids would hate him for it. He’d assumed they would see adding another woman to his life as someone to compete with for his time. Now he wondered if he had any clue what the hell he was doing with this whole parenting thing because Rosie and Sophie were upstairs with Lemon like it wasn’t odd in the least and Georgie was shrugging her way through the whole thing like it wasn’t a big deal at all. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t. 
 
    “Look, this thing with Lemon it’s really new but I want to make it work so it’s nice to know you support it.” 
 
    “Totally.” Georgie popped another piece of cheese in her mouth, “Maybe just save the make-out sessions for when I’m not in the house because… gross.” 
 
    He laughed, “You didn’t see a thing.” 
 
    “Oh, Dad, I didn’t have to. She’s wearing your clothes for God’s sake.” Georgie made a face, “Sophie and Rosie might buy that she got hers dirty and needed something to change into but I’m not a gullible little kid and I don’t.” 
 
    “Georgie…” 
 
    “No way. We’re not having that talk about you and Lemon. You’re my Dad. Gross.” 
 
    “Georgie…” 
 
    “Mom gave me the birds and the bees talk already. I don’t want to have it again. Please just drop it?” She plugged her ears with a laugh, “La-la-la I can’t hear you. I can’t hear you. I can’t hear you.” 
 
    Shane laughed because there was his precocious daughter. She was still such a kid sometimes. He grinned and pulled his daughters hands down from her ears. 
 
    “No sex talk.” 
 
    “Promise?” She asked skeptically. 
 
    “Promise.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “So you’re really okay with me dating Lemon?” He was the skeptical one this time. 
 
    “Sure.”  
 
    He might have missed it if she wasn’t his daughter, if he wasn’t watching her so closely, but he saw it. He saw the split second of hesitation. The slight wrinkle between her eyes. It was the same one Holly got when she was thinking really hard. Georgie and Sophie had both inherited that wrinkle but Rosie was still so young and carefree he hadn’t seen it on her yet. He figured it was only a matter of time. 
 
    For the most part, their daughters resembled them both. He saw both himself and Holly in each of the girls. But Georgie was a little more Holly than the other two. Sophie and Rosie had both inherited his darker skin tone and dark hair. Georgie was the blonde with the pale porcelain skin like Holly, so much so that when he was still a dumb teenage boy he’d questioned if it were even possible he was her father once or twice. It had been a stupid thought. He knew that now. Georgie might not have gotten his coloring but her stubborn hard-headedness was all him. It was the main reason they butted heads all the time.  
 
    “Georgie? What’s going on in that head of yours, honey? Spit it out. If you’re not okay with this we need to talk about it now because…” 
 
    “No. It’s not that. I love Lemon. Just…” She lowered her voice, “Does this mean she’s staying? In Fate? I thought she was just visiting and I…I don’t want you to get hurt when she leaves and goes back to her real life.” 
 
    He smiled at the worry that crossed his young daughters face. He loved her so damn much. Georgie was worried about him getting hurt. And in all honesty, it was a valid concern. Lemon was just visiting. She was going back to Nashville. She would leave and go back to her real life. And he had no idea how it was going to work between them or if it even would when that happened. It was a real problem, one that he hadn’t even begun to work out, it just wasn’t Georgie’s problem to worry about. It was his. 
 
    “I don’t know.” He admitted. 
 
    “But Dad…” 
 
    “Georgie, I don’t know what’s going to happen with Lemon. This thing with us is really new and it might not work even if she does decide to stay in town. But whatever happens between us, it’s between us and it won’t change your relationship with her, okay? Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yeah, but Dad if she breaks your heart then it will change things. Won’t it?” 
 
    He sighed, “You don’t have to worry about me, honey. I’m not going to get my heart broken. I promise.”  
 
    He hoped that wasn’t a lie. He hoped she didn’t break his heart. But the truth was, his heart was already in it with Lemon no matter how fast or crazy this thing between them had happened. He could try playing defense now but it would be useless. When she left, it was going to hurt and he was powerless to do anything but try to show her how good they could be together in the meantime. 
 
    “Dad.” Georgie eyed him with a knowing expression, “I see how you look at her. I know you think I’m just a kid and I don’t get it but I do.” 
 
    He did not like that, not at all, and he shifted uncomfortably, “I like her.” 
 
    “Me too. But if she hurts you, I’m gonna hurt her.” 
 
    He laughed at the completely adorable and entirely misplaced threat, “You keep the threats to a minimum, killer. You’re not going to hurt Lemon. You like Lemon. You just said so yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah but if she hurts you, I’m just saying…” She popped another piece of cheese into her mouth, “Are we done here? Because I have homework to do.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we’re done.” He consented. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be in my room if you need me. Is Lemon staying for dinner?” 
 
    He scratched his head as his daughter changed the subject flawlessly, “I don’t know. I haven’t asked her.” 
 
    “You should probably do that.” She popped another cube of cheese into her mouth and grinned, “I know it’s been like a century since you dated, but it’s the polite thing to do.” 
 
    “Go do your homework.” He chuckled at her teasing. 
 
    “Going.” She stole a whole handful of cheese. 
 
    He grinned, “Thanks for being so cool.” 
 
    “It’s probably genetic. I have pretty cool parents.” She winked before disappearing out of the room and up the stairs. 
 
    Shane sighed once he was alone in his kitchen with nothing but his thoughts. Dinner. He had to make dinner soon. He opened a drawer and pulled out a Ziploc bag for the leftover cheese. So much for snacks. He popped one into his mouth and then bagged up the rest and tossed it in the fridge. He checked the cabinets and found he had all the ingredients to make his special pasta that the girls all three liked. There weren’t a ton of foods they could all agree on so he made the pasta a lot. It was easier than fighting with them and trying to force broccoli or carrots down their throats. 
 
    Did Lemon like pasta? He had no idea. But his daughter was right. He should invite her to stay for dinner. Hell, he’d already spent the entire day with the girl and he’d failed to feed her like he promised. She must be starving even if she’d never admit to it. 
 
    He’d invite her to stay. That wasn’t asking for too much, right? He’d kind of sprung the whole together in front of the kids thing on her. She’d played along and gone with it. She hadn’t seemed upset. Dinner wasn’t too much in his opinion but maybe she was just biding her time until she could run screaming from his house. He’d invite her stay and then he could gauge how she was actually handling all of this. 
 
    It had been a long day. Long and emotional. He shouldn’t push anything more on her but it was just dinner. Right? 
 
    He scrubbed a hand over his face and gave in to the urge to go and find Lemon. He needed to check on her and his kids. That’s what he told himself. In reality he knew they were fine. He knew she hadn’t just been playing along with Rosie and Sophie. 
 
    Lemon was good with kids. Better than good even. His daughters adored her. They always had. Because she was fun and sweet and playful. She would have made an amazing mother.  
 
    A wave of sadness washed over him and he headed up the stairs. It wasn’t fair. It sucked. Lemon couldn’t have children. How did that make sense? The woman was made for motherhood. She was sweet and kind and giving. Kids gravitated to her. She would have been an incredible mother and it wasn’t fair that she would never get to experience that joy.  
 
    It wasn’t fair that she’d lost her baby and then grieved it in secret. She’d never told anyone about that baby she lost. She’d kept it to herself and he wasn’t sure that she had truly mourned or moved on from it. How could she have when she didn’t talk about it? Had never even told her parents or sister.  
 
    He knew that she’d only told him because he’d pushed. He’d pressed her on the birth control issue or she wouldn’t have said a word to him either. It had just come out in the heat of the moment. He knew that too.  
 
    But he couldn’t help but think that it meant something important that she’d told him. She could have lied. She could have lied and said she was on birth control. He would have dropped it. They’d have probably slept together again and she would have gone home. She would have distanced herself from him and he never would have even known why. 
 
    She hadn’t lied though. She’d told him the truth. She’d told him that she couldn’t have children and she could have stopped there, with that admission, but she’d told him the rest of it too. She’d told him about the baby she lost and her marriage falling apart. She’d told him about hiding from the truth she’d been too scared to face. She’d told him about the procedure she needed but didn’t want to have done. She’d opened up to him. She’d told him her secrets. She’d told him her fears. She’d let him hold her and comfort her and distract her. And he didn’t think that was a small thing. It was a big thing. It was proof that she wanted this thing between them to have a chance too.  
 
    Maybe it wasn’t a big chance. Maybe there were still a lot of obstacles and issues they’d have to discuss and figure out. But it was a starting point. 
 
    It was more of her than he’d had last night and it had changed things between them forever. Because Georgie had been right about that. Nothing was going to go back to the way it had been between them now even if it didn’t work out. So he had to hope and believe that it would because otherwise… what was the point of the sparks and the fire and the connection that burned between them? 
 
    Shane topped the flight of stairs and he heard it before he saw it. The sweet sound of a guitar drifted down the hallway and he knew that it wasn’t his daughter playing it. Sophie was just beginning to learn the instrument and her hands were too small to make music that beautiful yet. She would, eventually, but he knew that the woman that had originally spurred his daughter’s love of music was the one behind that sweet melody. 
 
    When he reached the door of Sophie’s room, he thought he knew what he was going to find but it still hit him like a punch to the chest. Lemon was curled up on the window-seat with the guitar across her lap. Her hands moved over the strings and her head was ducked down as she sang softly. It was one of her first songs, from her first album. It was a love song he would have known anywhere because he’d heard it so many times in the years since. 
 
    But he’d never heard it like this and he was hypnotized, just like his daughters. Sophie was at her side with an awed look on her face. Rosie was in her princess tiara swaying and dancing to the music. Even Georgie was there, sitting propped against the dresser, listening with her eyes closed and a small smile on her face. And he couldn’t take his eyes off of them… off of her. 
 
    Lemon was a star. The brightest star. The sun. He’d known that she shone bright, especially when she was singing. He’d seen her on stage at awards shows, on his television, and he’d known that she always looked happiest with her music playing and an instrument in her hands. What he hadn’t known was that her huge stage presence would be just as powerful in a small bedroom, with no accompaniment and only his daughters as fans.  
 
    More than that, he hadn’t known the way seeing her here like this would make his heart squeeze in his chest. He hadn’t expected her to fit in so well, so quickly and he hadn’t expected the thought that reached out and grabbed him and refused to let go. 
 
    She looked at home here. In his house. With his kids. In his clothes. If she stayed, all of those things could be hers too. He could give her that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Lemon was staring again. She couldn’t seem to stop. It was just so… normal. She felt like she’d stumbled into an old episode of a 1950s sitcom. The kids were doing their homework at the kitchen table. Shane was cooking and quizzing them for their upcoming tests in school. And she couldn’t stop staring and wondering how she’d managed to luck into something so totally and completely perfect. 
 
    When he’d asked her to stay for dinner, she’d tried to beg off. She’d been certain that they were on the precipice of falling into awkwardness. They’d somehow managed to make it out of the scene in the kitchen intact after his daughters had stumbled in from school. They’d escaped without too many probing questions about her presence and her less than appropriate clothing but she hadn’t wanted to push it. She’d thought it was only a matter of time until one of the girls called them out but if any  of them thought it was weird that they’d found her with their father they hadn’t said so to her.  
 
    And when Shane had tugged her aside, alone, in the hallway earlier and kissed her like he hadn’t been able to touch her in days instead of a mere hour, she’d relented and agreed to stay. 
 
    She’d played princess with Rosie. She’d taught Sophie a new chord on her guitar. She’d even had a very informative conversation with Georgie about the girl’s boyfriend. She’d had fun with them. It had felt easy and natural and… right.  
 
    And it scared the crap out of her because this wasn’t her life.  
 
    Her life was in Nashville. It was in that big, empty house that had never felt like home. It was on tour buses and in hotel rooms. It was on stages and in recording studios. Her life wasn’t spending the day in bed with a man that looked at her like he was amazed that she was there with him. Her life wasn’t helping his kids with homework and playing games with them. Her life wasn’t helping him cook dinner and stealing kisses and touches when his daughters weren’t looking. 
 
    But God… she wanted it to be. 
 
    She wanted to belong here with him and with them. She wanted this to be her life. This was the dream. The man that adored her even with all her strange little quirks and the house full of beautiful children were the dream.  
 
    But these kids weren’t hers and neither was Shane. Not really. This was just a dream and it was one that she feared if she let herself play along with that when she was forced to wake up she would never recover.  
 
    Losing the baby had been hard. Losing Alec had hurt. But it had been four days and she had a feeling when she lost Shane and these sweet little girls that it would destroy her. 
 
    “Lemon?” 
 
    “Hmm?” She glanced up to find Shane watching her with a curious expression. 
 
    “You’re gonna burn the meat, babe.” He slid in behind her, one hand on her waist and the other grasping hers around the spatula and stirring. His lips brushed her ear and he lowered his voice to a whisper, “Where’d you go just now?” 
 
    “Nowhere.”  
 
    “Little liar.” He bit her earlobe gently and she smiled despite her doubts. 
 
    So much about their relationship had changed. They were sleeping together. They could barely keep their hands off each other. He’d told his daughters they were dating. But this, the teasing and the taunting and the banter, was exactly the same as it had always been. No awkwardness. Just the same familiar friendship that had always been there sprinkled in with some seriously sexy foreplay. 
 
    “Tease.” She rubbed her ass against him and felt him through the jeans he’d changed into. 
 
    “Pot meet kettle.” He tightened his grip on her hip to still her movements, “The kids are watching.” 
 
    “Then you should probably stop groping me, Dad.” 
 
    He growled and bit her ear again, “What did I tell you about calling me that?” 
 
    “That you love it?” She swallowed a giggle when he squeezed her hip again. 
 
    “It’s like you want me to pink that cute little ass again.” He ran his teeth over her neck, “Later, I’m gonna make you pay for that. Right now, I’m having dinner with all my favorite girls.” 
 
    Shane pressed a kiss to her hair and pulled away from her, his voice returning to its usual level, “Georgie, dinners almost ready. Set the table please. Sophie, Rosie, put the books away and go wash your hands. Lemon, mix the meat in with the pasta and then bring it over to the table.” 
 
    She bit off a grin as he barked orders and all of his girls jumped to follow them. Herself included. Her heart warmed at the thought. He’d included her. He’d called her one of his girls. She might have given him hell for bossing her around or lumping her in with his children in another situation but not in this one.  
 
    Because it felt right to do what he asked and dish up the meal, to settle into the chair he pulled out beside him at the table and guided her into. It felt easy and natural and right to sit down to dinner with this family when every other meal she’d had since she came back to Fate had felt awkward. She’d felt like an interloper at dinner with her parents and her sisters family. She’d felt like she was on display with the Lowry’s. Today, here, now, with Shane and his daughters, she felt oddly at home. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how that was possible. Maybe it was just the way Shane went completely out of his way to make her feel included. Whenever her mind started drifting, he caught her and pulled her back. He grounded her with casual touches, with easy smiles and the warmth and safety and security that he’d always offered. And she was falling so fast her heart didn’t have a chance of surviving the impact if he didn’t catch her now. 
 
    “Yay! You get to sit by me!” Rosie crawled into the chair next to her with a big grin on her face and Lemon couldn’t help but grin back. 
 
    Of all the girls, Shane’s youngest daughter was the one with no real memories of Lemon prior to meeting her last night. Rosie had been a baby the last time Lemon was home long enough to see everyone. She’d held the little dark-haired bundle and marveled at how much she looked like her father when she’d barely even been a toddler but the little girl couldn’t have remembered that. Her only knowledge of Lemon was that there was a woman who sent her presents occasionally.  
 
    Apparently in the eyes of a six year old, that made them best friends. Rosie had taken to her instantly at the Lowry’s house last night. She’d been glued to Lemon’s side all night and she wouldn’t have had it any other way.  
 
    Lemon adored the precocious little girl and she was happy that there didn’t seem to be even a hint of suspicion about why it was she was hanging out with the girl’s father all of a sudden. Rosie didn’t care, or if she did, she was just happy to have a new friend to play with. She made Lemon’s heart hurt in the sweetest kind of way. 
 
    “Actually, kiddo. Why don’t you switch seats with Sophie for tonight?” Shane motioned for his daughters to move, “That way I can still cut your food up for you.” 
 
    “But I want to sit by Auntie Lemon!” Rosie immediately argued. 
 
    “You can sit across from her if you…” 
 
    “But I want to sit with Lemon!” Her voice rose shrilly. 
 
    “Rosie…” Shane started in that fatherly tone of his but Lemon shook her head. 
 
    “It’s fine, Shane. I can help her with her food. It’s not a big deal. Let her sit with me.” 
 
    His gaze cut to hers and she held her breath, waiting to see if he would yell at her again. Would he snap at her for interfering this time the way he had with Georgie last night? Had anything changed at all? This was a different situation. Rosie wasn’t in trouble the way Georgie had been. But she was still putting herself between them and she knew, technically, that she had no right. 
 
    But Shane just offered her a soft smile, “You sure? She’s a messy eater.” 
 
    “Am not!” The six year old managed to look offended and adorable when she pouted. 
 
    “I think I can handle it.” Lemon grinned back up at him. 
 
    “She’s totally messy.” Sophie giggled as she slid into her own chair opposite Lemon. 
 
    “Am not!” Rosie shouted. “Take it back!” 
 
    “Hey, no yelling at the table.” Shane snapped when Sophie opened her mouth to continue the argument. 
 
    “Dad, you’re totally yelling right now.” Georgie smirked. 
 
    Lemon hid her smile behind her glass of tea as Shane huffed. He was completely outnumbered and overpowered and it was adorable. He might be bossy and she might let him get his way but it was clear to her in that moment that wasn’t always the case. He scrubbed a hand over his face as he slid into his seat at the head of the table. 
 
    “You’re right. Sorry. No more yelling.” He purposefully glanced between all of them, “I want to enjoy a nice dinner with my four favorite girls.” 
 
    “Awww.” Georgie cooed. 
 
    “One. Two. Three. Four.” Rosie pointed out each of them and grinned, “But I’m your favorite.” 
 
    “Are not!” Sophie gasped. “Tell her she’s not, Dad!” 
 
    “Girls.” Shane groaned, “You’re all my favorites equally.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Rosie, hush.” He shot his youngest daughter a stern look and then slowly moved it to his middle child, “Soph, it’s your turn to say grace.” 
 
    The little girl beamed as if he’d just given her the best gift ever. Lemon smiled as everyone reached out to hold hands. Shane took her right and laced their fingers together. The little wink he shot her made her heart thump and she had to swallow the new lump in her throat. Rosie took her left hand, a big grin on her face that Lemon couldn’t help but return. Georgie stretched, linking her two younger sisters and completing the circle as they all bowed their heads and closed their eyes. 
 
    “Dear heavenly father…” Sophie started out strongly and smoothly, “Thank you for this food. Thank you for my family. Thank you for sending Aunt Lemon to make Daddy smile. Thank you for my new guitar. Thank you for pretty flowers. Thank you for Mommy and Brad and my sisters. Amen.” 
 
    Lemon kept her eyes closed for an extra second, forcing back the flash of tears that had formed behind her lids. Such a sweet little prayer. When was the last time she’d prayed before a meal? Too long, she knew. And not only had Shane included her in this meal and welcomed her into his family, but sweet Sophie who was so quiet and painfully shy with most people had noticed and commented on it. 
 
    Shane squeezed her hand and she opened her eyes. He was smiling at her again. It wasn’t the cocky, arrogant grin of a man that knew she wanted him. It wasn’t the smile he gave her when she was teasing him and they were taunting each other. It was a different kind of smile, soft and knowing. She returned it as best she could as her poor, achy heart thumped along in her chest. Shane’s eyes warmed and he raised their joined hands, kissing her knuckles before returning their hands to his lap. 
 
    “Amen, Sophie.” 
 
    Lemon agreed with a squeeze of his hand because the knot in her throat made it impossible to talk at the moment. This, all of this… Shane and his daughters and this meal… it was perfect. And she could barely keep from pinching herself to make sure she wasn’t asleep because it certainly felt like a dream. 
 
    “Okay, kiddos. Who wants…” Shane glanced around the table and frowned, “I forgot the bread.” 
 
    “What bread?” Lemon blinked and he gave her a sheepish grin. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “You forgot the bread?” Georgie whined. “But the special butter garlic bread is my favorite part of pasta night.” 
 
    “Sorry honey.” Shane ran a hand through his hair and shot Lemon a look out of the corner of his eye, “Something must’ve distracted me.” 
 
    Lemon bit her lip to quell an answering smile of her own. Her. She was the distraction. And from the twinkle in his eyes, that was exactly what Shane had meant. 
 
    Georgie smirked, “More like someone.” 
 
    She felt her cheeks flush pink and knew her ears were too from the heat that flared at the tips. She’d known Georgie was old enough to recognize the real reason she was here and wearing Shane’s clothes. All of the touching he’d done as they cooked, casual or not, hadn’t been covert. He hadn’t been trying to hide them, or her, at all.  
 
    But still, this was Georgie.  
 
    The baby that Lemon had watched swell her mother’s belly when she herself had still been too young to understand what was happening. The same baby that she’d fallen crazy in love with the first time her parents had trusted Lemon to hold her. The little girl that she’d sent dolls and then albums and then jewelry for her birthdays as she grew up.  
 
    Only now, here she was and she wasn’t a baby or a little girl anymore. She was a teenager. Just a couple of years from being an adult. Almost the same age Lemon had been when she’d made the life changing decision to move to Nashville and follow her dreams. 
 
    Would Georgie run away like she had? Was she already plotting to leave this small town behind? To leave her sisters and parents behind? To leave Shane behind? It would break his heart just like she knew that in one way or another, she had broken her own fathers even if he said he understood. 
 
    She had never questioned her love for this girl. She’d loved her as a baby and a toddler as a little girl and now as a teenager. She’d loved her as a surrogate aunt and a friend and a confidant. But she wasn’t allowed to love her the same way Shane did because she wasn’t Georgie’s mother. 
 
    She wasn’t anything. Not really. A guest in this house and in this family for this one small moment in time. But the moment would pass, the feeling would pass, and if she let herself fall in love with Shane and with his girls then she would be the one that ended up with a broken heart when it all fell apart. 
 
    Because she didn’t belong here. She didn’t fit here. No matter how much she might want to. No matter how easily this thing with Shane had sprung to life. It was a dream and she’d already gotten hers. She’d gotten her music and the fame and success that went along with it and this, all of this, was what she’d forfeited in return. 
 
    “Lemon.” 
 
    She jumped when she felt Shane’s warm hand against her arm, “Sorry, what?” 
 
    “You okay?” His brows were furrowed and she knew that she’d gotten lost in her thoughts again. 
 
    He’d caught her drifting again. He’d seen her disappear into the darkness. She knew he wanted to ask her what was wrong, what was going on, so that he could fix it because that’s what he did. He fixed things. He took care of people. And she wanted so badly to let him take care of her. But she couldn’t. 
 
    She shook off the moment and pasted a bright smile on her face, “Sure. Fine. Why don’t I make the bread? It’s my fault we didn’t…” 
 
    “No.” Shane caught her by the arm when she started to rise and put distance between them. He pushed her back into her chair as his jaw jumped, “No. Sit. Stay.” 
 
    Lemon raised an eyebrow at the order but his stern look didn’t budge. There would be no joking about his bossy side to distract him right now either. Not with his children watching them. So she avoided his gaze when he stared her down knowingly. 
 
    “We don’t need bread. Do we girls?” He shot each of his daughters a look clearly designed to coerce the answer he wanted. 
 
    “Nope.” Sophie smiled. 
 
    “Nah, its fine.” Georgie shrugged. 
 
    “Auntie will you cut mine for me?” Rosie tugged on her sleeve, distracting them all, and Lemon relaxed as the tense moment passed. 
 
    Shane wasn’t letting her run. These girls weren’t letting her run. So, after a quick look at Shane, who was still eyeing her like he’d chase her if she made a break for it, she decided that maybe there was no need to run quite yet. It was just a meal. It wasn’t like he was proposing to her. She took a deep breath and turned to face the little girl that was grinning at her like she hung the moon. 
 
    “Of course, Rosie.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She scooted her seat closer and Lemon found her real smile again. 
 
    As she picked up the knife and fork to help cut the meal on the little girls plate into smaller portions, everyone else around the table went on with their life as if she were the only one that had just had a moment. Shane asked Sophie about her piano lessons and how they were going. Georgie interjected a snarky comment about the Kelly’s helping the family in all kinds of ways and Shane snapped at her to keep her thoughts to herself if they weren’t appropriate. Lemon finished cutting the food for Rosie and put the knife out of reach. 
 
    “My mom is teaching Sophie how to play the piano?” She raised an eyebrow at Shane, certain nobody had ever mentioned that to her before. 
 
    He nodded around a bite of food. 
 
    “Seriously Soph?” She turned her attention to the girl across the table, “I thought we talked about this whole not telling me pertinent information thing?” 
 
    “Pretty-what?” Rosie asked with a mouth full of pasta. 
 
    “Chew with your trap shut, Rose.” Shane pointed his fork at his youngest daughter. 
 
    Lemon grinned, “You should’ve told me my mom was teaching you piano, Soph. That’s really cool.” 
 
    “It is?” The shy girl asked. 
 
    “Of course it is. Did you know she taught me the piano too?” 
 
    “She did?” 
 
    “Mmhmm, I was about your age too. It’s the first instrument I learned actually. I didn’t pick up a guitar until I was…” She paused, trying to remember. 
 
    “Fourteen.” 
 
    She jerked to face Shane when he supplied the number, “Yeah… fourteen. My Dad got me a drum kit that Christmas but…” 
 
    “But your mom made him take it back because of all the racket you were making.” Shane supplied with a grin that made her insides warm with something familiar and strong. 
 
    “Yeah… but Dad let me pick another instrument and I chose the guitar. You remember that?” 
 
    “Hard to forget.” Shane grinned as he pointed his fork towards his oldest daughter this time, “That was Georgie’s first Christmas and I wanted to shove those drumsticks up your… nose… when you woke her up with that dang drumkit.” 
 
    Lemon giggled when he altered his words for the company of his children, “Oh my God… I’d completely forgotten that was the same Christmas. You’re right.” 
 
    “Of course I’m right.” 
 
    She swallowed another giggle, trying to decide between kicking him under the table and reaching for his hand. It was amazing how their lives had been so intertwined for so long but they were both only just realizing it. She’d been a kid herself at Georgie’s first Christmas but Shane remembered. Just like she remembered how she’d crushed on him long before that Christmas and even after, knowing he had a wife and a baby and wanting so badly to be the one with him, making a family. A silly, childish notion that was twisted and impossible to admit now that she was sitting here among them. 
 
    Dinner was nice. Comfortable. Friendly. But also overwhelming because of how easy it all was and more than once she caught herself falling into the dream of it all. That was why, as soon as the dishes were cleared, she excused herself to the bathroom, needing a minute to herself to regroup. 
 
    She washed her hands and stared at herself in the mirror for a long moment. She looked different and she couldn’t explain why even to herself. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and her face was makeup free. She was still wearing Shane’s clothes because there was no other option considering her running outfit had been nothing more than a bra and boy shorts. But it wasn’t any of that. It was something in her eyes. She thought, maybe, they just might have some sparkle in them again. And that made her stomach twist and her heart thump too hard in her chest. 
 
    Because it was all thanks to Shane. 
 
    He’d taken some of the heavy burden she’d been carrying earlier when she’d told him her secrets. He’d taken the weight of all her lies and given her something in return. He’d given her passion and heat sure but he’d also given her so much more than that. He’d given her warmth and safety and family. He’d given her this amazing dream-filled day and she wasn’t ready for it to end. 
 
    She thought about his words before the kids had come home from school. He’d asked her for more time. He’d asked her to stay a while longer and give them a chance. She’d been trying not to think about it, read too much into it.  
 
    It was crazy. It was fast and terrifying. There were a hundred reasons why it would never work but she thought there was one really good reason why it might. She was in love with those kids and she was just on the precipice of falling for their father too. 
 
    The doorknob jingled slightly and Lemon gasped as the door cracked open just wide enough for Shane to slide inside and gently shut it behind him. He grinned as he turned to face her and her heart walloped in her chest. With those flashing white teeth and dimples he looked so much like the boy she remembered that she stood frozen in place even when he wrapped his arms around her waist and tugged her close. 
 
    “Are you hiding?” 
 
    “No.” She bit her lip to stifle a moan when he nipped at her earlobe. 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Tease.” 
 
    Shane slid his hands to her ass and groaned when she canted her hips forward and rubbed against his erection, “I can’t help it. I want you. I always fuckin’ want you.”  
 
    “Is that why you snuck into the bathroom? Because really, I could’ve been doing anything in here.” 
 
    His deep, rumbling chuckle came from beneath her ear, “I have three daughters, Lem. Nothing scares me anymore.” 
 
    “Nothing huh?” She rubbed against him, unable to help herself either. 
 
    “Nothing except the thought of you sneaking out that window to get away from us.” He twisted and pinned her to the door, “You weren’t in here thinking of running away from me were you?” 
 
    Lemon looked up into those gorgeous blue-green eyes and felt all of her willpower crumble. He was searching her face for doubts. She could see it. And she had plenty. Plenty of reasons why that’s exactly what she should be doing. She should cut her losses and leave him be now because if it didn’t work they’d both end up hurt and nothing would ever be the same. She wouldn’t be able to look back at him and see nothing but her childhood crush. She wouldn’t be able to visit the girls when she came back to Fate or even send them presents. She’d have to leave him behind, them behind, for good if it didn’t work because seeing the dream that had blown up in her face would just be too hard. 
 
    But she thought walking away without at least trying might be even harder. 
 
    “No.” She wound her arms around his neck, “I told you I wouldn’t run from you.” 
 
    His eyes flared with heat, “You mean that?” 
 
    “Did you mean what you said?” She countered, “In the kitchen, before the girls came home, when you asked me for more time… did you mean it?” 
 
    “Yes.” He said simply without any hesitation. “I want you Lemon and I want to see where this can go. We’re good together damn it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So you’re really not gonna run from me?” 
 
    She shook her head but Shane caught her chin and steadied her. He forced her face up until she met his eyes. He rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip, his eyes dropping to her mouth before moving back to pin her with his hard, hot stare. 
 
    “I want to hear you say it.” 
 
    “Bossy bastard.” She nipped at his finger and a slow, sexy smile curled his lips again. 
 
    “Say it, Lemon.” He moved even closer, pressing his body to hers and nuzzling her lips with his, “Say you’ll give me a chance. Give us a chance. And I swear you won’t regret it baby.” 
 
    Her knees nearly buckled at the promises in his words and she gave in, because really there was no fighting this. Not this. Not him. He wanted her as badly as she wanted him. He’d proven that already. And they were good together. The sparks were off the charts, set the world on fire hot, but their connection was deeper than that. They had a foundation of friendship to build on and she couldn’t walk away from him without seeing what they could build together. Maybe, if she was lucky, it could be the life she thought she’d lost. 
 
    “I’m not going to run.” 
 
    Shane groaned, “I’d use my handcuffs if you tried.” 
 
    His mouth was on hers as soon as the last syllable escaped and they both groaned as if they’d spent weeks apart instead of mere hours. His tongue pushed forward and her lips opened to let him in. He stroked deep and her own circled as they played and their bodies mimicked the action. Their hips rubbed together as he held her pinned in place and she could feel him getting hard again. Her body responded instantly as damp heat flooded her core and her nipples tightened. The quick flare of need was so total and consuming that she almost didn’t hear the knock on the door behind them. 
 
    Shane groaned as he broke the kiss and growled, “What?” 
 
    In her haze of lust, she half thought he was snapping at her but another voice called back from the other side of the door and she had to bite her lip to stifle a laugh.  
 
    “You might want to wrap up whatever you two are doing in there because Rosie is looking for Lemon.” Georgie informed them with knowing laughter coloring her voice. “We’ll be in the living room whenever you’re… done.” 
 
    “Go away Georgie.” Shane groaned as he dropped his forehead to her shoulder and Lemon couldn’t contain her giggle a second longer which earned her another groan of her own. 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up. We’ll be out in a second.” She managed and heard Georgie’s footsteps retreat before she ran her hands through Shane’s hair, “See what you get for sneaking around with a teenager in the house.” 
 
    Shane raised his head, his eyes still twinkling, “You’re right. I shouldn’t be sneaking. I’m a grown ass man and the adult in this house. Let’s go make out on the couch.” 
 
    Lemon laughed, “Not the response I expected from the ever responsible Deputy Do-Right.” 
 
    “Brat.” 
 
    “Bore.”  
 
    He smacked her ass, “That’s two.” 
 
    “Two what?” 
 
    “Punishments.” 
 
    “Oh…” She felt her cheeks heat as he rubbed her ass possessively. 
 
    “Later, Lemon. I’m gonna make you pay for teasing me. For now, let’s go watch a movie with my daughters. What do you say?” 
 
    She sighed, missing his heat and strength as he pulled back from her to adjust himself, “I say that sounds just about perfect.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    `Shane walked into his house after a long day and immediately frowned. Two weeks ago the quiet hum of his empty house would have been the perfect ending to a workday. Two weeks ago he’d have maybe felt a tinge of guilt because he was relieved it was Holly’s night with the girls and he wouldn’t have to come up with plans for dinner or entertainment. Two weeks ago he’d have been satisfied with a plate of nachos, a cold beer and a night alone in front of the television watching whatever game was on. But his entire life had changed two weeks ago and now the silence just felt… lonely.  
 
    Instead of lazily pulling off his utility belt and kicking his boots aside, he found himself hurriedly pulling his shirt over his head as he stumbled towards his bedroom. He rushed through a quick shower and tossed on a fresh set of clothes. He didn’t have much time and he wanted everything to be perfect for the woman that had turned his world upside down in the past two weeks. 
 
    Lemon. 
 
    God, had it really only been two weeks since he kissed her, touched her, made love to her? It felt like so much longer than that, like he couldn’t remember a time before he’d felt her soft skin beneath his hands or tasted her on his tongue. It felt like he’d known her for an eternity and it still wasn’t enough. He didn’t think it would ever be enough. And that meant he had to convince her to stay, for good, stay with him, to give them a chance beyond these few weeks of vacation, of running from her real life, to give them a chance at making this real. 
 
    For the past few weeks he’d spent every free moment he had with her and he couldn’t get enough of her. 
 
    They ran together most mornings and their workouts never ended at the mile marker. They always ended up stumbling inside, all hands and lips and sweaty bodies. Sometimes they ended up pressed to the door for hot, fast, rough sex as soon as it shut behind them, other times they made it all the way to the shower and took it slow and easy as the steam built up around them. But no matter how many times he had her, no matter how many ways or in how many places, he always ended up hugging her and holding her close after because he couldn’t convince himself to let her go. 
 
    Leaving her was an impossibility. Just getting up, forcing himself to get dressed and go to work in the mornings was now one of the hardest things he’d ever done in his life. Walking away from her felt wrong, somewhere deep in his chest, it felt wrong walking away from Lemon and it got harder every day because he felt like he was running out of time. 
 
    He was distracted at work now. His dad had noticed and slapped him on the back, told him it was about time he focused on something other than working himself into an early grave. His buddies in the department had ribbed him endlessly about his cute little blonde running mate. But none of them got to him because he was just counting down the hours and minutes until he could rush back home and see Lemon again. 
 
    They spent almost every night together.  
 
    On the nights when they were alone they had dinner or sometimes went out. They’d gone to a movie. They’d gone to the diner. She’d even convinced him to go out to the Roadhouse once and they’d danced and played pool and he’d gotten the pleasure of hearing her do karaoke. It had been fun, something he’d realized he didn’t have near enough of in his life until Lemon had invaded it.  
 
    And the nights when he had the girls, when it was all five of them, he had even more fun. He got to see Lemon interact with his children and them with her. He got to see glimpses of what his future would entail if he could convince her to stay. Game nights and cartoon movie nights and taking turns helping the kids with their homework. She read Rosie stories until she fell asleep and Sophie had started to come out of her shell more with Lemon’s lively influence. Even Georgie had been in a better mood, throwing fewer temper tantrums and serving out her grounding without too many complaints as she whispered to Lemon late at night. 
 
    It was those nights that convinced him more and more that this was where Lemon belonged. With him. With them. She’d come back to Fate for a reason. She’d been looking for home, for family, and he wanted to give her his. 
 
    He’d even gone so far as to have another talk with Holly and this time he’d owned up to his feelings for Lemon. His ex-wife hadn’t seemed surprised. She’d said it was obvious from the way they looked at each other that day on the street that there was something between them. He’d tried to laugh it off, joke that what she’d seen had been some seriously powerful lust and desire, but he wasn’t fooling anyone, especially not himself. He’d known even then that what he felt for Lemon was far deeper than mere attraction or a fling. 
 
    He wasn’t the type for meaningless sex. He wasn’t built for it. He’d only ever been with Holly because she was the only woman he’d ever loved. He’d had a dozen excuses, a hundred reasons, for not getting involved with anyone after the divorce but they’d all fallen away in the mere presence of the brave, beautiful blonde that twisted him up and made him want to live again. 
 
    He was attracted to her. Sure. He wanted her. But he also wanted to keep her. He was falling in love with her and he thought, maybe, he’d been falling since the moment she jumped into his arms in the middle of that rainstorm. She’d hit him like lightning, jolting him back to life and he couldn’t imagine being without her now. 
 
    He didn’t want to. 
 
    So he had to figure out a way to keep her without caging her. He knew that she had a big life in Nashville. She was a superstar. She had millions of fans around the world. She played in stadiums that held more people than their entire town. She had a life, a good life, and he couldn’t keep her from it. He had to figure out a way to convince her that he could be a part of it, him and his girls, and that she could be a part of theirs.  
 
    Which was what he intended to do tonight. 
 
    The kids were with Holly. It was just him and Lemon and he hadn’t seen her all day because he’d skipped his run to go into work early for a meeting. He’d cooked dinner. He’d lit some candles. And most importantly, he’d strategically placed everything she’d left behind in his house over the past few weeks where she could see it. 
 
    He had a plan. Of course he had a plan. He might have lost his damn mind the first time he ever touched Lemon but he was still Shane Lowry. He had a plan to make her see how good they were together, to show her how easily they fit. And then he was going to make love to her until she was as addicted to him as he’d become to her. 
 
    The knock came at his door the same time he flipped off the oven and tabled the food. Lemon was on time? Now that was a shocker. He grinned as he rushed to the door. There was only one reason Lemon would be anywhere close to on time and that was if she’d missed him just as much as he’d missed her today. 
 
    He tossed the door open and laughed when Lemon launched herself at him. He was getting better at expecting her leaps and caught her easily this time. Her legs were around his waist, his hands were on her ass and their bodies were intertwined in two seconds flat. She kissed him and he groaned, trying to steady them as he stumbled back and kicked the door shut behind her. 
 
    Fire ignited in his veins the instant he felt her skin beneath his hands and when her tongue licked at his lips he pulled her closer and lost himself in her taste. She always tasted so damn good. Addicting. He was an addict now. Had been from the first taste of her. He couldn’t even break the kiss. Lemon had to do it. She pulled back and peppered his jaw as she wiggled against his growing erection. 
 
    “Missed. You. Today.” She murmured between kisses and he smiled beneath her touch. 
 
    “Missed you too, baby.” He found her mouth again at the same time he slid a hand into her hair and held her firmly, taking control and making her gasp. He nipped her lip and she made the small, whining sound in the back of her throat that drove him crazy. He groaned, “Slow down.” 
 
    “Don’t want to.” She rolled her hips with a playful smirk. 
 
    “Lemon…” 
 
    “Are the girls here?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then fuck me. Please. I’ve needed to feel you inside me all day.” 
 
    He groaned at the desperation in her voice as much as the words. He wanted nothing more than to sink inside of her. But that wasn’t true anymore. He did want something more than that. He wanted the right to claim her, body and soul, for the rest of his life. And that meant he had to do more than simply haul her to bed and ravish her every time they were alone together. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” She pulled back enough to blink at him, shock and confusion clear in her big blue eyes, “Did you just say no when I asked you to screw me senseless?” 
 
    He chuckled and pressed a soft kiss to her lips, “I made dinner for us.” 
 
    “Only hungry for you.” She countered. 
 
    “I want to show you something first.” 
 
    “Is it your dick? Because I’d like to see that and say hello. It might’ve forgotten me it’s been so long since I saw it last.” 
 
    He chuckled at her sass, “It’s been less than twenty-four hours and no, he hasn’t forgotten you. You, my gorgeous girl, are unforgettable.” 
 
    “I thought I was irresistible.” 
 
    “That too.”  
 
    “And yet here you are… resisting.” She pouted beautifully and he had to laugh. 
 
    Only Lemon could turn the sweet night he’d had planned into a conversation about his dick in less than two minutes. Only Lemon could surprise him and make him laugh when his insides had been clenched in knots all day. Only Lemon made him feel this giddy, ridiculous, incredible buzz of pure pleasure and fun and lightness. 
 
    “I want to show you something first.” He repeated. 
 
    She sighed and unhooked her legs from around his waist as he put her back on the ground, “It better be good.” 
 
    “It is.” He turned her by the shoulders so she faced the living room and then held her loosely from behind, “Tell me what you see.” 
 
    She shot him a glance over her shoulder, “Uh… the living room?” 
 
    “Focus, Lemon. What do you see?” 
 
    She turned her head back and stared into the living room and he found himself holding his breath. He couldn’t see her reactions since he was behind her but he was so attuned to her that he felt it when she began to notice what he wanted her to see. Her head tilted slightly and her hand came up, gripping his arm where it was around her waist. She squeezed and he pulled her in tighter against him when her breathing stuttered. 
 
    To almost anyone else, his living room would look the same as it always had, but Lemon had spent enough time here to note the changes. She would recognize her own things thrown in the mix too. He’d had some help from her parents which he’d taken as a good sign. They supported him and what he was trying to do. They’d let him into the house and only asked a hundred questions instead of a million when he packed up Lemon’s things and carried them across the road. 
 
    Her running shoes were beside his at the door. Her jacket was on the coatrack. He’d cleaned out a shelf on the bookcase and it was lined with her albums and plenty of empty space for more. The girly magazines she liked to pick up at the supermarket were on the coffee table. The blanket she always stole while they were watching a movie because she said her feet got cold was tucked in her favorite spot on the couch. And most importantly, he’d had a photo that Georgie took of them printed and framed and added it to the mantle over the fireplace. 
 
    “Shane?” Her voice was almost a whisper, “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s us, baby. It’s what we could be, what we could have, if you want it.” 
 
    She turned in his arms and he swallowed hard at the tears filling her big blue eyes, “Shane, this is crazy.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He cupped her cheeks softly. 
 
    “And fast.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “But I want it.” She nodded quickly, “I want you.” 
 
    “God, I’m so glad you said that.” He wiped at the stray tear that escaped the corner of her eye, “Because your clothes and that gigantic fucking suitcase are in the bedroom.” 
 
    A watery giggle escaped her and she hugged him tight, “You moved me in with you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda did.” He hugged her back, “I want you here, with me. I told you that. And you’re here most of the time anyway. There’s no reason your stuff shouldn’t be here too.” 
 
    “So it’s about convenience?” 
 
    “Yeah, convenient access to you.” He nuzzled her neck, “Say you’ll stay with me.” 
 
    “I will, of course I will… but…” 
 
    “No buts.” He cut her off because he knew where she was going with that line of thought. She was going to remind him that this was temporary. Her stay in Fate was a vacation at best. She would leave, eventually. But he didn’t want to think about that right now, not tonight, not when she’d agreed to give him more time and more chances to convince her to stay with him permanently, “Not tonight.” 
 
    “Shane…” 
 
    He cupped her cheeks and stared down into those gorgeous blue eyes that he’d fallen into, “Day by day, we’ll figure it out. Just give me another day for now.” 
 
    She nodded and was already tiptoeing up to press her lips to his when he swooped down and claimed her mouth. It was a wild kiss. Full of all the things they hadn’t yet said. Because it was fast and it was crazy but it was also perfect. There was no denying that. They were good together. Better than good. They were like a matched set, two ends of the spectrum, that balanced everything when they were put together. 
 
    His tongue forced her lips open so he could taste and she moaned into his mouth. His blood went hot again at the sound. He wanted her. He always wanted her. He couldn’t imagine a time when he would ever be able to look at her and not feel his heart race and his palms turns sweaty, when he wouldn’t be hard and aching with the need to join them as deeply as humanly possible.  
 
    “God, Lemon.” He broke the kiss when he had to gasp for air and stroked a finger over the pulse in her neck, feeling it race as fast as his own, “Touching you like this, it reminds me I’m alive.” She trembled and he felt his own fingers shake in response, “I stopped living for myself a long time ago. I stopped wanting things for myself. But I want you. I need you.” 
 
    “Shane.” His name came out breathy and needy and full of all the emotions he was feeling too. 
 
    He cradled her cheek with his other hand and leaned in close. He met her eyes as he stroked her full bottom lip softly. She shuddered, her lids sliding closed, and he took her mouth with his again.  
 
    He kissed her with everything he’d been holding back. He poured everything he felt for her into that kiss, all of the passion and fire and softness and protectiveness. All of the love.  
 
    This thing between them, it had burned out of control from the moment he touched her. It had come out of nowhere seemingly but he knew now that wasn’t true. She’d had her childhood crush and he’d… well, he’d always felt this need to protect her. Why it had taken until now to turn into this, he might never know, but he was grateful that she had come home, that she had come to him, and he planned to do whatever he could to keep her as a part of his life now that she was here. 
 
    Lemon moaned and her hands fisted in his shirt. Her tongue dabbed at his lips on the next stroke and he groaned and let her in. He stroked and circled and deepened the kiss until his head felt foggy and his body was on fire. He only broke it when Lemon started trying to undress him. 
 
    “Bed.” 
 
    “Mhmm.” She was still trying to get under his clothes and he smiled as he picked her up, and pulled her to his chest, and she smiled at him, “What?” 
 
    He carried her down the hallway, “I want you in our bed.” 
 
    “Our?” Her voice was soft, questioning, and he quickly lowered her onto the mattress and followed her down. 
 
    “Our.” 
 
    Her big, blue eyes stared up at him for a long moment and he waited to see if she would object. It was best she do it now if so. Because if she was going to put up a fight, he needed to know. He’d go to war for her, with her, but he wasn’t giving her up. Not without a fight. She licked her lips and then gave a slight nod. 
 
    “Our bed.” 
 
    His heart warmed, “You’re mine, Lemon.” 
 
    She whimpered softly, her eyes closing as she arched against him, begging for more. 
 
    He pressed a soft kiss to her lips, “Let me love you.” 
 
    Her breath caught but he didn’t give her time to question it or overthink it. He took her mouth again in a soft, sweet kiss. He sank into her, tasting her, letting her wrap around his body as surely as she’d wrapped herself around his heart. They’d talk about the words later, about what they meant and what he wanted, about what she wanted, but for now, he wanted to show her. 
 
    He leaned forward and took her mouth again. He always seemed to be kissing her these days. Whenever he could. Wherever he could. Passionate kisses as they ripped at each other’s clothes. Sweet kisses as they said goodbye during the day and even sweeter kisses when they said hello again. Stolen kisses when his kids weren’t looking and laughing kisses when they got caught. Kissing Lemon had become his favorite hobby and he couldn’t imagine how he would ever go a day without it. 
 
    He couldn’t. 
 
    As his tongue stroked against hers, he eased back to undress her. Slowly. Gently. He wanted to go slow this time. He wanted to love her. He’d had her hard and fast so many times. Desperate. As if they were constantly worried that this time would be the last time, but that wasn’t how he wanted her tonight. He wanted her to know that this wasn’t the end. It was only the beginning. 
 
    She raised her arms to help him pull her shirt over her head but when he tried to undo her bra she was too busy shoving her hands beneath his shirt. He jerked his own off and tossed it aside so she could explore his chest the way she liked as he went back to work on her clothes. He slid her bra off as she nibbled on his collarbone and then slid his hands down to unbutton and unzip her pants. She arched, helping him remove them until she was naked and then pushed at his until he did the same. 
 
    He moved back over her once they were both undressed and groaned as their skin slid together. Lemon whimpered and dragged him even closer. Their bodies automatically lined up, two puzzle pieces clicking into place and he growled. He could feel just how wet and ready she was as she arched against him. Her small hand slid down her chest and stroked him, dragging his hardness through her wet folds, but when she tried to position him to take him inside he pulled back. 
 
    “Slow down.” He nibbled on her lips, “We have time.” 
 
    Lemon whimpered slightly and arched her hips, grinding against him again. She was so damn needy when they were like this and he loved it. Loved that she wanted him this badly. Just as badly as he wanted her. Loved that she got loud and yelled his name and scratched him. Loved that she could take him, all of him, even the parts of him that he hadn’t known existed until he was with her. 
 
    “You’re just begging for a spanking, baby.” He growled and used one hand to still her hips, “But that’s not happening tonight.” 
 
    “Shane.” She whined. 
 
    “Shhh… let me love you.” 
 
    Another whimper but she stopped fighting him, stopped trying to force him into taking her fast and hard. She softened her grip and looped her arms around his neck. She kissed him but it was softer now too. They stroked and stoked at the fire instead of letting it consume them instantly and they moved together, as one. 
 
    He nibbled his way down her neck and licked her nipple. Lemon gasped and clutched at his hair. God he loved her breasts. Loved the way she reacted whenever he touched them. Loved the way she screamed his name when he used his teeth and scraped the tight bud before laving it with his tongue. His girl liked it a little rough, just like he did, and even if he wasn’t going to spank her or fuck her hard tonight, he could give her this. 
 
    “Shane, please.” She begged, arching her back and pressing her other breast toward him. 
 
    He took the hint and tortured her other breast in the same way. She cried his name and writhed against him. He kept his mouth there, licking and sucking and biting at her nipples as he worked her into a frenzy. He slid his palm down her belly and between her legs and snarled when she wet his hand. 
 
    She was soaking, hot and inviting and he wanted nothing more in that moment than to bury himself inside her. But not yet. He wanted something else from her first. Wanted something more. 
 
    He pushed a finger inside of her and she gasped his name. He worked her hard, rubbing her deep and then adding another. He hooked his fingers and found that spot that made her entire body shiver and then he paused and raised his head from between her breasts. 
 
    “Say it.” 
 
    Lemon whimpered, “Shane, please… I’m so close.” 
 
    “Say it.” He growled. “Say you’re mine.” 
 
    “God, yes. Yes! I’m yours.” She was trembling and biting at her lips but her glassy eyes met his, “I’m all yours.” 
 
    “Damn right you are.” 
 
    He smashed his mouth against hers and thrust his tongue inside at the same moment he pumped his fingers. Her body instantly squeezed him tight and he groaned as her climax took hold. He didn’t let up. Not even a little. He pushed her through it until she was panting. Sweat glistening on her gorgeous skin and her chest heaving, he pulled his fingers away and slid down her body. 
 
    “Mine.” He licked her clit and felt her shudder beneath him, “This is mine.” 
 
    “Yours, Shane. I’m yours.” Her fingers twisted in his hair as he licked up the proof of her orgasm.  
 
    He’d given her that. And she was giving him so much more. His chest felt hot. His skin was too tight. He was close. So damn close. But this wasn’t about him. He licked and lapped at her until she stopped cringing away. Until her oversensitive nerves began to react and pulse and squeeze around his invading tongue. She was sweet, so damn sweet all over. And she was his. 
 
    “More.” 
 
    He hummed at the order and glanced up her lean body, “What do you want, baby?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “You’ve got me.” He slid up her body, “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Her bottom lip trembled slightly and he kissed her softly. He kept kissing her as she wrapped herself around him. When her small hand wrapped around his cock this time, he didn’t stop her. She stroked him a couple of times and he dropped his head forward at the pleasure that raced up his spine. He was close but she didn’t make him wait. She positioned him where she wanted him, right where he belonged, and he drove into her in one hard thrust. 
 
    “YES.” She gasped, her eyes squeezing shut and her body arching against his. “Yes, yes, yes!” 
 
    He’d sworn to himself they were going to go slow but as her body pulsed and pulled at him he couldn’t help but jerk almost all the way out and slam back inside her. They scooted up the bed and she chanted his name. He gripped her hips, holding her steady for his thrusts. She begged for more, for harder, for faster, and he could do nothing but give it to her.  
 
    He’d give her the world if she’d let him. 
 
    “Mine.” He growled when her body began to squeeze him again. “Tell me you’re mine, Lemon.” 
 
    “I’m yours.” She gasped out as her body trembled, “I’m coming. Oh God, Shane…. I’m… coming.” 
 
    He felt her walls clench him, trying to hold him deep and he was a goner before she ever finished her sentence. He slammed into her a few more times and then held himself deep. His climax pulsed out of him and for a tiny split second he wished that he could get her pregnant. She wouldn’t leave him if he could give her a baby. And that’s when he knew for certain that he was gone in more ways than one. 
 
    He was in love with her. He’d known he was falling. Hell, he’d known he was falling for her since that night in the rain. Since their first jog when she’d teased him and talked to him and intrigued him. But he wasn’t falling anymore. He’d already hit rock bottom. He was in love with her. 
 
    He couldn’t give her a baby. Not this way. But he could give her what she wanted. What she needed. A home. Love. Support. A family. He could give her this and all she had to do was stay. 
 
    Only he knew it wasn’t fair to ask that of her. She had a life in Nashville. She was a huge superstar. She toured the world. She wrote her own songs and made her own music. She was living her dream in Tennessee. And he wasn’t willing to give up his life here, hadn’t even thought about it. Holly was here and the girls needed their mother. He needed his girls. He needed his family and the security of this place. So it wasn’t fair to ask her to do what he wasn’t willing to do. 
 
    Was it? 
 
    Shane collapsed beside her on the bed and immediately pulled her into his arms. He couldn’t let her go. He had no idea how to let her go. But he couldn’t ask her to stay forever either. Not yet. Not until he figured out a way for this to work where they both got what they wanted.  
 
    Compromise. He would have to find a way to compromise. His life here and her life there. Could it ever work? Or was he setting himself up for heartache? If he was, then he was already there because his heart was in this, full stop, full throttle, fast and crazy and completely out of character for him. 
 
    He’d taken a chance for the first time in a really long time and he could only pray it wouldn’t blow up in his face. 
 
    Lemon nuzzled her head into the space between his shoulder and chin where she fit just right, “Shane?” 
 
    “Hmm?” He stroked a lazy finger down her back. 
 
    “I want to hear you say it too.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “If I’m yours, that makes you mine, right?” 
 
    He smiled up at the ceiling and hugged her closer. He held her tighter. Because that was all it took to melt away all of his doubts and fears. She felt the same way he did. He knew she did. They may not have said the words but their bodies had. They would figure this out because they had to. She was his and that meant… 
 
    “Yeah, baby. I’m yours.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “Once in a lifetime, you get a second chance… for something better than a third rate romance.” Lemon hummed out the next bar and then stopped to scribble in the notebook where she’d been jotting down lyrics. 
 
    The words had been coming to her one after another recently, flowing out of her with an ease that had been missing from her work for a very long time. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d written so fast or easily. In the past month she’d written nearly an entire album worth of new music and she couldn’t seem to stop. Every spare second she had was spent scribbling in her notebook or edging out her mother on the piano or picking up the nearest guitar. 
 
    She hadn’t written an album this fast since her first one. That first album had been full of heartfelt words and melodies that still felt like pieces of her soul laid bare when she heard them or played them even all these years later. The other albums, the ones since, all had songs that felt deeply personal but none of them had come this easily. This album was going to be different from anything she’d done in years because for the first time in far too long, her heart was in it again. 
 
    She felt… happy. God, it had been so long since she could say that. She was happy.  
 
    She could write again without having a panic attack. She could pick up an instrument and just play for the fun of it. It felt easy and natural and right again in a way that it hadn’t since before she lost the baby and Alec and her hopes for a future. And she knew that the reason her passion for the music had come back was because her passion for life had come back, because she thought there might be a future for her after all, because she had Shane. 
 
    It was all Shane. She knew that. The happiness she’d found over the past month. The contentment. The acceptance and peace she’d begun to feel about her decision. It was all thanks to Shane and the way he made her feel. 
 
    Hopeful.  
 
    Lemon hummed another bar or two, “Keep the faith. Have hope. And someday you’ll get what it is, that you need most.” 
 
    She scrunched her nose up, hating that last line. It wasn’t strong enough. Not by a longshot. She starred it to go back and rework it later. She’d learned a long time ago that if she got hung up on one line that she’d never finish a song so she pushed forward. She already had the hook for this one. It had been buzzing in her head for two days but she’d been so busy she hadn’t sat down to work it out.  
 
    Now wasn’t really the time either but she’d seen the guitar sitting in the corner of her sisters living room and picked it up. Lydia had gone to put the boys down for bed half an hour ago. Lemon had been waiting to get her sister alone all day and she was still waiting so she’d decided distracting herself with music was a fine idea.  
 
    She’d come to have a talk she didn’t really want to have but that she knew was necessary and she wouldn’t run away. She thought she might actually be done running away. Crazy, impulsive, impossible Lemon Kelly was ready to take a chance on settling down, on trusting someone, maybe even loving someone. But if she was going to do that, she had to talk to her family first. Shane had convinced her of that and she knew he was right. Knew she couldn’t keep burying everything and hiding it inside her. If she was ever going to have a chance of a family of her own, and oh how she wanted that chance, she needed to make things right with her family. 
 
    “Once in a lifetime, you get a second chance… for something better than a third rate romance.” She started over, playing through the first verse and when she finished she heard gentle clapping and blushed as she looked up to find her sister watching her. “How long have you been standing there?” 
 
    “Long enough to hear what you’re working on.” Lydia pushed off the doorframe and strolled into the room, curling up on the other end of the couch, “Is that a love song?” 
 
    “Uh, well, yeah.” Lemon avoided her gaze. 
 
    “Thought so.” 
 
    Lemon felt the heat flush her cheeks, “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Sounds like something. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “That’s the first love song I’ve heard you write in… years.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” Lemon focused on returning the guitar to its stand in the corner, her eyes on her floor so she didn’t have to see Lydia’s knowing gaze, “The last album had a couple of love songs.” 
 
    “No, it had a couple of lovesick songs maybe but… nothing like that.” Lydia nudged her with her foot as she sat back down on the couch, “That sounded sweet and hopeful. It’s about second chances?” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” 
 
    Lemon waited for her sister to prod her about the song, about the music and about the man that was inspiring it all. Lydia never let her get away with anything. She knew the fact that she’d managed to go this long without getting the third degree was a miracle unto itself but even still, with this opportunity, her sister didn’t press. She gave it a couple more seconds and when Lydia remained quiet, she let out a breath of relief. 
 
    They had bigger issues to deal with right now than whether or not Lydia knew she’d moved in with Shane. She doubted that Lydia was in the dark about that. The whole town seemed well aware of their involvement by now. It wasn’t as if they’d been hiding. They’d gone out for drinks and dinner, dancing at the Roadhouse once just because she’d promised karaoke in return. They’d become a couple in every way these past few weeks and if Lydia wasn’t asking about him, about them, then she must know that Lemon was here to talk about something even more important than her love life. 
 
    “Lem?” Her sister finally yawned, “If you’re here for a reason you can get around to it any time now. Tony’ll be home soon and I get a feeling whatever this is, you don’t want him present for this conversation.” 
 
    She leaned forward and swiped a hand over her eyes because Lydia still knew her better than anyone. She’d barely spoken fifty words since she arrived hours earlier. She’d played with the kids and made small talk. She’d helped around the house. But her sister still knew she was lost in her head and needing to talk about something important and that she wouldn’t want an audience for it. 
 
    All day she’d tried to think of the best way to do this. She tried to remember how it was that she’d told Shane but the words had just fallen out of her mouth that day. She couldn’t even really remember making the conscious decision to tell him. All she’d known was that she couldn’t lie to him and then, once she’d started talking she hadn’t been able to stop. That wasn’t going to happen this time so she figured she would simply start at the beginning and get as much of it out as she could before she broke down. 
 
    “I know you’ve all been wondering why I’m here.” She finally cleared her throat, “I know you hate how secretive I’ve become over the past few years and I am sorry for that. I’m sorry that there were things I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “Lem…” 
 
    “No.” She cut her sister off with a shake of her head, still refusing to look at her, “Let me get this out, okay? Please?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “The thing about my life is that I’ve given so many pieces of me to so many people, to my fans, that I keep my personal life private. I never made a conscious decision to keep it from you though, at least that’s what I told myself.” She rubbed her eyes again, “But lately, it’s been pointed out to me that, maybe I did. I mean…. No. I definitely did. I kept things from you, from Mom and Dad and I did it on purpose because I thought it was better that way. Easier. I didn’t want to make you all hurt but in reality I didn’t want to think about it or talk about it so that I wouldn’t have to hurt.” 
 
    She felt her sister shift beside her, sitting upright, but she shook her head when she felt Lydia reach for her. She couldn’t touch her. Not right now. If she touched her, Lemon would shatter and break apart and never get through this. She jerked aside and though Lydia winced she dropped her hand and stayed where she was. 
 
    “The reason I came home is because I was running away. I came home because it felt like somewhere safe, because you’re here, because no matter how long I’ve been away Fate is still home.” She swallowed past the knot in her throat, “And I really needed to feel the comfort of home that day I decided to leave Nashville because my doctors had given me some really bad news.” 
 
    “Oh my God…” Lydia breathed out a gasp, “Bad news? Lemon? Are you sick?” 
 
    “No, it’s not…” She blew out a shaky breath, “I’m not sick it’s… they confirmed something I’ve feared, that I’ve known, for a while now, but that doesn’t mean it hurt any less hearing it.” 
 
    “Lemon, what’s going on?” Lydia abandoned all pretense of giving her space or time to work out what she needed to say, worry clear in her voice as it rose anxiously and the only way to fix it was to come clean. 
 
    “I can’t have kids, Lydie.” The words were rough and full of emotion but they didn’t cut at her throat the way she’d expected them to. Not like they had when she’d told Shane. When the pain of them had caused tears. And maybe that was just because she’d already said it aloud once before but she didn’t think so.  
 
    She thought it was easier because the man she’d told had been so understanding, so accepting. She thought, just maybe, it was easier to say it now because with Shane she was beginning to see a different future for herself than the one she’d painted in her head only to lose. 
 
    “What?” Lydia’s voice was soft, cautious, and when Lemon finally met her gaze she saw concern and also confusion there. 
 
    “I can’t have kids. I can’t get pregnant again. I…” 
 
    “Again?” Lydia’s big blue eyes widened in surprise, “What are you talking about? When were you pregnant before?” 
 
    Lemon groaned, because she hadn’t meant to say that part. She’d known it would come up eventually. That she would have to go there during her explanation. But she hadn’t meant to just blurt it out like that and of course Lydia couldn’t have missed it. 
 
    It was time to come clean. Once and for all, it was time to put it out there. Time to tell the truth and stop letting it eat away at her from the inside out. 
 
    “I was pregnant once, when I was with Alec. I miscarried. I lost the baby and…” Her voice cracked and she had to take a deep breath to continue, “I lost the baby really early on but there were complications. Scar tissue. The doctors said then that I’d probably never conceive again.” 
 
    “Jesus.” Lydia looked shell-shocked, pale and shaky, “You were pregnant?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “When you were married to Alec?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Lydia’s face twisted with pain, “And you miscarried? You lost the baby and… and… and you never told anyone?” 
 
    Guilt and shame made her lower her eyes back to the floor and shake her head, “It was a really bad time for me. Things with Alec went to hell. The baby was gone and then so was he and… what good would it have done to tell you then? Just so you could hurt with me?” 
 
    “Yes!” Her sister yelped. “Yes you should have told me so I could hurt with you! So you wouldn’t have had to hurt alone! Jesus, Lemon, you’re not alone. How could you have kept something like that from us? It is us, right? Mom and Dad don’t know any of this either?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Oh, sis…” Lydia’s voice broke and she realized her sister was crying and felt her own tears well up in response, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I know. Me too.” 
 
    “You could have told me.” 
 
    “I know I could have I just… I didn’t want to deal with it so that’s how I got away with it. If nobody knew, I didn’t have to talk about it. I could just move on with my life like it never happened or, if not that, then at least just move on.” 
 
    “But you didn’t move on, did you? Alec left you. That fuckhead left you after you lost your baby, didn’t he?” 
 
    She nodded and her sister cursed his name. She made no move to stop her. Lemon had publicly declared the divorce a mutual decision but her sister had always blamed Alec even if she’d had no solid evidence for it. And no matter what they’d been to each other or how far they’d fallen by the time he left, he had still hurt her so she cursed him plenty herself and wouldn’t blame Lydia for doing the same. 
 
    Her sister sighed, “You haven’t moved on, Lem. Not really. It’s been years and you haven’t been with anyone since that fucker ex-husband of yours. Why?” 
 
    Lemon winced at the words that felt too much like an accusation, “I tried. I did. I tried to put myself back out there but whenever I thought about getting involved with anyone I thought about what the doctors said, about how I would never be able to have kids and I thought… how’s that fair to them?” 
 
    “Oh, Lem.” Lydia refused to be pushed away and dragged her into her arms, squeezing her tight, “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    Lemon sniffled, “Gee, thanks sis.” 
 
    “I mean that though. You could have told us. We’d have been there for you. And any man that would’ve cared about this isn’t the right man for you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’m willing to bet there’s at least one out there that doesn’t give a damn about your ovaries. He just cares about you.” 
 
    Lemon bit her trembling bottom lip as her heart swelled in her chest and an image of Shane filled her mind. Shane with his adorably disheveled hair and his big, white smile. Shane with his intense eyes full of heat and passion and then softness and understanding. Shane with his bossy attitude and his refusal to let her push him away. Shane’s only concern when she’d told him had been for her and how she was holding up and dealing with it and he’d wanted to help, to be there for her, to fix it for her if he could. 
 
    “You know…” Lydia brushed her hair back softly, “I have a feeling you already met that guy.” 
 
    She pulled back from the hug and brushed at her tear-streaked cheeks, “Lydie.” 
 
    How did her sister always do that? She must be a mind reader. Whenever her thoughts drifted to Shane, Lydia seemed to know it. Or maybe she was just a terrible liar. Maybe everything she felt for him was written right there on her face all the time for the entire world to see. 
 
    “Don’t give me that warning tone. I haven’t said a word about him all day or for the past two weeks for that matter even though Mom told me you went and shacked up with our resident sexy deputy. I haven’t pushed but you’ve been home for a month now, Lemon. There’s no way you ever intended to stay this long when you left Nashville. So I have to ask, what’s going on with you two.” 
 
    “Lydie I…” She shook her head as that knot came back to clog her throat, “I like him.” 
 
    “Well of course you do.” Her sister smiled softly, “You told him all of this already, haven’t you?” 
 
    She nodded and Lydia smiled softly. 
 
    “I feel like I should be offended that you didn’t tell me first. I’m your sister. I’m your best friend. But…” Lydia shrugged, “I’m just glad there’s someone you trust with the hard stuff and if that’s Shane then… good for you. I’m glad you two found each other.” 
 
    “It was supposed to be casual.” She hedged. 
 
    “But it’s not?”  
 
    “Not from the moment we gave in to it.” She bit her lip, “It’s sparks and fire and crazy out of control but…” 
 
    “But?” Lydia prompted when she didn’t continue. 
 
    Lemon swallowed hard, “But it’s also calm and easy and natural and… right? God, I’m crazy to be thinking it let alone saying it out loud but we’re good together, Lydie. We balance each other in ways that don’t even make sense but it just works and… it scares the crap out of me because I’m falling for him. Falling so damn hard and I don’t know how to make it stop now that I’ve let it get this far.” 
 
    Lydia raised an eyebrow, “Why do you want to make it stop?” 
 
    “Because it was supposed to be casual, like I said…. Like you said. I don’t live here and his life is here. He has the girls and I… I have decisions to make about my future.” 
 
    She hadn’t expected this conversation to become about Shane but maybe she should have. Her problems and that man were so intertwined now. Her reason for coming home to Fate and her reason for staying. Because Lydia was right and she’d given Millie a new excuse every time she called to ask when Lemon was coming back, coming home. Because she couldn’t tell her assistant that she felt like she already was. Shane had become such a big part of her life in such a short amount of time and she didn’t know what was going to happen when she did have to make her decision. 
 
    “Lem, honey, first off… I’ve known that man all my life and he doesn’t have a casual bone in that fine ass body of his. If he’s involved with you, if he’s let it get this far, there’s no way that he’s thinking of it as casual. No way.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Holly knows, right?” Lydia cut her off. “About the two of you seeing each other I mean? About the whole moving in together thing?” 
 
    Lemon nodded. 
 
    “And the kids obviously know too.” 
 
    She nodded again, “Obviously, like you said, I’m living there with him and with them.” 
 
    “How’s that going? What do they think about you two?” 
 
    “They’re good I think. I mean, we have dinner and I help them with their homework and… it’s amazing, Lydie. Everything I ever wanted is in that house. Everything I thought I lost a shot at when the doctors told me I couldn’t have my own kids. That’s why it’s so scary.” 
 
    “Oh, honey…” Lydia pet her hair again, “Of course it’s scary. Love usually is.” 
 
    Lemon bit her lip because she hadn’t said she was in love with Shane but of course her sister knew. It must be obvious. She was crazy about him. What had started as a childhood crush had turned into a bit of an obsession and then pure, unadulterated lust and then… love. She’d been falling for him from the moment she saw him in the middle of that rainstorm her first night in Fate and everything that had happened since had only deepened her feelings for him. 
 
    She was falling in love with him and Lydia was right. She didn’t want to stop it. She couldn’t. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t terrified of it at the same time. 
 
    “Have you talked to him about how you feel?” Her sister prompted when she remained quiet. 
 
    Lemon shook her head, “No, I mean, not in so many words. He knows I care about him. He’s asked me to stay and give us more time, give us a chance, and I have. I do, every time. But eventually my real life is going to catch up to me and I’m going to get a call from Nashville I can’t ignore and then what?” 
 
    “Then you figure out how to make it work if that’s what you really want.” 
 
    “You said yourself that his life is here and mine isn’t.” She argued. 
 
    “If you both want to make it work, you will. If you don’t, then it won’t. It’s as simple as that, Lem.” Her sister sighed, “But you need to talk to him about it before the time comes and you have to leave out of the blue. Don’t put it off and risk losing him just because you didn’t tell him how you feel.” 
 
    Lemon managed a small smile, “Where’s my sister that warned me off the hot deputy just a few weeks ago?” 
 
    “Hey, I was just trying to look out for you both. I still am.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So, talk to him, because really, I can tell how happy he makes you and if there’s even a shot in hell that he could make you happy for the rest of your lives, you’ve got to take it, Lem.  You deserve it. Especially after everything you’ve been through.” 
 
    “Him too.” She smiled softly when her sister tilted her head, “He deserves to be happy too and I… I don’t know, is it narcissistic to say I think I make him happy too?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “He smiles more I think. The girls say he does. And I know I do when I’m with all of them.” Lemon blinked back a tear, “It’s not just him I’ve fallen in love with, Lydie.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And it’s not just that I’m trying to fit them into the roles I’ve cast in my head as some sort of surrogate family because I can’t have my own.” 
 
    Lydia’s brows furrowed, “I didn’t think that for a second.” 
 
    “I did. At first. I wondered if I wasn’t so attached because they represented something I couldn’t have on my own but they’re not. I love them. I love playing princess with Rosie and working with shy little Sophie on her music. I love that Georgie will open up to me about her boyfriend and her friends even though she shuts out her parents. I like that I feel like one of them, like I belong there, with them and with him.” 
 
    “Maybe because you do?” 
 
    “You really think that’s possible?” 
 
    “Why not? This is Fate. Anything is possible right?” Lydia laughed, “You had a crush on the guy almost all your life but the sparks didn’t fly until this trip home. Why? Because you needed each other now? Because you were finally ready for each other? Who knows? Don’t question it so much. Just go with it and be happy.” 
 
    Lemon blew out a rough breath. Just go with it had pretty much been her motto all her life. She’d done what she wanted, gone where she wanted, and damned the consequences. But she couldn’t take that approach with Shane. Not with him or his girls or them. Because she wasn’t the only one with something to lose. It wouldn’t just be her heart shattered if it didn’t work out. So she had to go slow and figure it out before she made any more huge leaps.  
 
    If she was going to be responsible for once in her life, it was going to be with Shane’s heart. 
 
    “I have to go back to Nashville eventually.” 
 
    Lydia played with her hair, “You don’t sound excited about that.” 
 
    “I’m not. I… I don’t think I want to go back. If staying is a choice, I want to stay.” 
 
    “So, stay.” 
 
    “My doctors are there and…” Her throat tightened again, “They’re recommending a hysterectomy. I… I have to go back and see them and make the decision and…” 
 
    Lydia didn’t balk at the new information. Her lips thinned slightly but she didn’t press for more details. Lemon should have known she wouldn’t have to. They’d always been a lot alike. Lydia had experienced fertility problems of her own and there had been difficulties in both of her pregnancies. It was another reason Lemon hadn’t wanted to burden her with her own problems. Lydia must have already figured out that a hysterectomy was in the cards for Lemon because she simply shook her head. 
 
    “There are doctors in Fate, Lemon. The Sands still have their clinic and they’ll refer you to whoever you need. There are doctors in Amarillo and Fort Worth. You don’t have to go to Nashville to see a doctor. Come home, see a doctor here and you won’t have to go through it alone.  You’ll have the whole family with you.” 
 
    Shane had said something similar to her just last night as they lay wrapped around one another, sweaty and sated in bed. He’d said telling her family was the first step and then she could decide the rest. It had warmed her heart because she’d known he was trying to come up with reasons for her to stay, with him, and every day she only wanted that more and more. 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “And talk to Shane about it.” 
 
    Lemon managed a small smile, “Yeah, I’ll talk to Shane too.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me all of this.” Her sister squeezed her hand, “I hate that you felt like you couldn’t tell me before, but I’m glad that you told me now.” 
 
    “Me too and I am sorry that I kept so many secrets.” 
 
    “I get it. It’s your life and so much of it is public but just remember, we’re family. I love you no matter what. And I can tell you don’t really want to talk about this anymore so I’m just going to say one last thing. If you want to be a mother, there are plenty of other ways to do that. You don’t need your ovaries for it. Okay?” 
 
    Lemon bit her lip and nodded, “I know.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, I’ll drop it for now then. You just come to me anytime you need to talk from now on, okay?” 
 
    “Okay mom.” 
 
    Lydia laughed and shoved her playfully, “Don’t mom me.” 
 
    “Sorry. You’re right. This went much more smoothly than I expect that conversation to go.” 
 
    “You haven’t told Mom and Dad yet?” 
 
    “Nah, I thought I’d try you first. See how it went.” Lemon snorted. 
 
    “Figures. You always did want backup when it came to the big talks. That’s why I got the birds and the bee’s discussion when I was like ten.” 
 
    Lemon laughed at the memory. Lydia was right of course. They’d always worked better as a team. She might be the older sister but she’d always relied on Lydia to have her back. It made her want to hug her sister that so easily understood her, and was there for her. So she did. She wrapped Lydia in a hug and nuzzled at her sister when she instantly hugged her back. 
 
    “So you’ll come with me to talk to them then?” 
 
    “Of course.” Lydia stroked her back. 
 
    “Love you sis.” 
 
    “Love you more.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Shane had a really bad feeling. He’d had it all night. Ever since Lemon showed up an hour late for dinner. She’d said everything was fine but her words hadn’t matched her body language. She’d been stiff and distant and when he’d commented on it she’d spun off the other direction.  
 
    Her over-the-top smile was the fakest he’d ever seen. Her voice had been too loud during dinner. She was trying too hard to be cheerful. It wasn’t the same easy-going pleasure that had always existed between them and he thought from the way Georgie kept looking at him that he wasn’t the only one that had noticed something was off. His teenage daughter had taken up a spot in the corner of the couch, phone in hand, and been peering at all of them over it most of the night. Rosie had sensed something was up too but he’d distracted his youngest daughter from her endless questions by letting her paint his fingernails. Only quiet Sophie had been able to get close to Lemon tonight and so he’d left the two of them to their guitar lessons, telling himself that he would talk to Lemon about whatever was wrong once the kids were in bed. 
 
    But he couldn’t shake the little voice in the back of his head that said he was losing her, even though she was here, even though she was with him, playing with the girls, smiling in all the right places, he felt like he was losing her. 
 
    They’d come so far in such a short amount of time. She’d been in Fate barely a month. Barely four weeks ago, he’d seen her for the first time in that thunderstorm. In a matter of weeks he’d gone from telling himself it was smart to keep his distance to touching her to kissing her to making love to her. 
 
    His heart was in her hands. His future was hers to set. And she was pulling away from him. He could feel it and all he could do was try to hold her close. Try to get her to open up to him. Again. 
 
    “Babe?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Lemon glanced up from where she’d fallen quiet, simply staring at the guitar in her hands and making Sophie glance at him worriedly. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    He watched her blink as if refocusing herself and she gave a one-shouldered shrug, “Yeah, it’s just been a long day. Sorry Soph. Your turn.” She handed the guitar back to his daughter who took it but only frowned at the instrument. 
 
    “Lem, come here baby.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay I’m…” 
 
    “Lemon.” He used his sternest voice and watched her back straighten. She licked her lips expectantly and he raised an eyebrow. He knew that tone of voice got to her. Just like her reaction to it got to him. But now wasn’t the time and place. This was about more than sex. This was about them. 
 
    Slowly, she uncurled from her spot on the floor and moved to sit beside him on the couch. She cuddled in close to his side and rest her chin on his shoulder. He wanted to wrap his arm around her but when he started to his youngest daughter shrieked. 
 
    “Daddy, no! You’re still wet!” 
 
    He groaned and felt Lemon’s answering smile against his arm. 
 
    “Purple is a really good color on you.” 
 
    “You think?” He grinned back at her laughter because for the first time all night it was real and twisted his free hand in front of him showing off the bright purple nails Rosie had painted. 
 
    “The glitter makes it stand out.” Rosie grinned brightly. 
 
    He gave his daughter a warm smile and let her finish painting his other hand. It wasn’t the first time he’d sported colorful nails. It was a side effect of having three daughters. His buddies at the station had long ago stopped teasing him when they saw it had no effect. So long as it made his girls happy he didn’t care if his nails were purple, pink or rainbow shades with glitter and ladybugs. 
 
    “Why don’t you paint Georgie’s next?” He nudged his oldest daughter with his foot and nodded to Rosie and she sighed but pasted on a bright smile. He needed her to distract her youngest sister for a minute and she understood. He needed to figure out what was going on with Lemon. 
 
    Georgie moved around to the other side of the coffee table, “How about pink?” 
 
    “I like purple!” 
 
    “Well they’re my nails and I like pink.” Georgie handed her little sister the other bottle of polish. “So make them pink.” 
 
    Rosie huffed, “Fine.” 
 
    Shane waited until his daughters were suitably distracted before he brushed his mouth over Lemon’s ear, “You want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    He sighed when he felt her shake her head against his shoulder, “Come on, baby. Tell me what’s going on. You’ve been off all night.” 
 
    She shook her head again, “Not right now. Right now, I just want to enjoy this. Enjoy you and the girls and this night with all of us together.” 
 
    He didn’t like that answer. He didn’t like that answer at all. Maybe he should have. On any other day he probably would have. He loved that she enjoyed spending time with him, just like he enjoyed spending time with her. He loved that she seemed to so easily fit into his family with his children. But everything inside of him said that she wanted to enjoy this night because she knew it was all coming to an end soon.  
 
    “Lemon….” 
 
    His doorbell ringing cut him off before he could ask her what was going on. Lemon flinched and then buried her face against his chest again. Shane frowned at the door, hating the interruption and instinctively knowing that Lemon’s reaction was a bad sign. 
 
    “I’ll get it.” Sophie offered even as Lemon muttered, “Ignore it.”  
 
    “We can’t.” He sighed when the bell rang again and all three of his daughters looked from him to the door and back again, unsure of what to do. 
 
    “Shane, just ignore it.” Lemon pleaded. 
 
    “I can’t. It could be important.” His heart sank when she winced, “Lemon, baby, who’s at the door?” 
 
    She shrugged “I don’t know and I don’t care. I just want to spend the night with you. Leave it.” 
 
    A sharp pain sliced at his chest and he shook his head, “I can’t, baby.” 
 
    The bell rang for a third time and he groaned as he went to figure out what was going on. Not a single one of his daughters moved a muscle. That feeling they’d all had tonight that something was wrong or was about to go wrong had just been proven by the ringing of that bell. Lemon stood up when he moved to the door and put her hands on her hips. She winced when he pulled it open but he had no idea why she was upset until he saw who was on the other side.  
 
    When he came face to face with Lorna Kelly, he felt like a teenager again. A kid caught doing something he shouldn’t. It was a strange reaction because he’d spoken to Lorna earlier in the day. She knew full well that he was in a relationship with her daughter. And it wasn’t as if she’d caught them half-clothed or sex-crazed. But something about the stern disapproving look on the woman’s face made him cringe. 
 
    “Evening, Mrs. Kelly.” 
 
    A pair of intensely familiar blue eyes cut to him, “Don’t you start with that Mrs. Kelly stuff now, Shane Lowry. You’ve called me Lorna for years and I think we’ve gone far past civilities since my daughter is living with you, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” He nodded sheepishly when he heard Georgie’s giggling laughter in the background, “Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. I just need to see my daughter. May I come in?” 
 
    He nodded and stepped aside because he had a feeling it wasn’t really a question. Lorna Kelly was on a mission. She marched past him until only the couch separated her from her daughter. And in another situation he might have smiled at the way the two of them glared at each other, smiled because Lemon looked so much like her mother, smiled because looking at Lorna made him think of what Lemon would look like in twenty or thirty more years and how much he wanted to see that. 
 
    But he couldn’t bask in that because Lemon crossed her arms over her chest defensively, “Mom? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Catch.” Lorna threw something and Lemon shrieked but caught it as Shane stared between the two blondes, “Millie has called that thing two dozen times. It won’t stop ringing and buzzing and flashing. You forgot it at the house so I’m delivering it.” 
 
    Lemon stared at the phone in her hands with a crushed expression he didn’t understand, “I didn’t forget it. I left it because I didn’t want to talk to Millie.” 
 
    “Too bad. She called the house looking for you. I suggest you answer that the next time she calls. It sounds important.” Lorna leveled that stern look at her daughter, “You’re better than this, Lemon. You told me you were done running and hiding earlier, remember? So grow up and answer your phone. Deal with your responsibilities or you’ll never get what you want, or what you need. You’ll never really have all of this.” 
 
    Lemon’s cheeks flushed pink and her chin dropped. Shane frowned. He’d known something was wrong but this entire scene was wrong. He turned his gaze back to Lorna and she surprised him by reaching out and squeezing his arm, giving him a reassuring nod and then turning and walking away. He closed the door and took a deep breath before he turned back to face Lemon. 
 
    She was staring at the cell phone in her hand like it was a bomb. Maybe it was. Maybe it was the explosion that was going to rock their entire relationship.  
 
    Instead of asking about the phone, he focused on what he could deal with at the moment, “Girls, go upstairs please.” 
 
    “But Dad…” Rosie started to protest but he held up a hand. 
 
    “Upstairs. Now. I need to talk to Lemon alone.” 
 
    Georgie was already on her feet and Sophie was clutching her guitar and scrambling up as well. Only his youngest daughter looked ready to throw a tantrum in protest. She was the most stubborn of the three that was for sure so he was thankful when Georgie took control, grabbing the nail polish and taking the little girls hand. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll let you play with my makeup.” 
 
    “Really?” Rosie’s eyes lit up. 
 
    “Really.” Georgie shot him a look that said he’d pay for this but he only nodded and mouthed his thanks as his daughters disappeared up the stairs. 
 
    Once they were alone, he looked back at Lemon but she hadn’t budged. Her chin was still down. She was still staring at that damn cell phone. And for the first time in the lifetime that he’d known her, she looked small. Fragile. He wanted more than anything to rush over and hold her but he had a feeling that she might break if he clutched at her too hard so he only stood his ground and cleared his throat, broaching what was obvious from what Lorna had said. 
 
    “So… you were talking to your mom earlier? That’s why you were late for dinner?” 
 
    Lemon nodded. 
 
    “You told her… about everything? Your situation? The baby?” 
 
    Lemon nodded again but she chewed her lip and avoided his gaze. 
 
    He moved back towards her, “I’m proud of you.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” She snorted, “I’m still running.” 
 
    “You’re not.” He reached her and pulled her into his arms gently, “You’re not running. You’re not a runner, Lemon. You were scared and you came home. Everyone gets scared sometimes. Everyone wants the comfort of home when things get bad. That’s not running away. That’s just life.” 
 
    She hugged him tight, burying her face against his chest and he stroked her back reassuringly. She was shivering and he hated that she was upset. She’d come clean, finally. She’d told her parents about her past, about her problems and her situation. But she should have told him that she’d done it so he could comfort her like he was now.  
 
    Instead she’d tried to smile and put on the happy face that she did for the rest of the world. Only he wasn’t a fan or a stranger. He was the man that loved her. 
 
    “You’re so strong, baby. So strong. But you don’t have to carry all of this alone anymore. Your parents and your sister are here for you. I’m here for you.” 
 
    “Shane…” Her voice broke on his name and he kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “I’m here, Lemon. I’ve got you. I promise.” 
 
    “I told my family about Alec, about the baby I lost, about the surgery the doctors want to do and it… it makes it seem so much more real and scary.” 
 
    He stroked her back at that admission, “I know it’s scary but you’re not alone anymore.” 
 
    “I still don’t know what I’m going to do. I know what I should do but… it just feels so final.” 
 
    “You don’t have to decide anything right now.” 
 
    “I wish that was true.” Lemon clutched at his back but she flinched when the phone in her hand started ringing.  
 
    Shane sighed when she made no move to release him, “Answer the phone, baby.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    And he knew then what the phone calls meant. The phone was the source of his bad feeling. It was the reason she was pulling away from him. Not because she’d told her parents the truth and was hurting for her past. Because she was scared of the future and what it would mean for them if she picked up that phone. 
 
    Damn it, he’d thought they had more time. 
 
    That was her real life calling. The life that she’d had before him. The life he’d always known she would have to go back to, eventually. But he wasn’t about to bow out or let her go easily. He was part of her life now. She was part of his. And whatever was going on in that other part of her life, they would figure out a way to deal with it together. 
 
    He released her and held her at arm’s length, “Lemon, you’re not a coward. Pick up your phone. Whatever is on the other end, whatever is going on, we’ll handle it.” 
 
    She shuddered out a breath, “Promise?” 
 
    “Promise. Pick it up baby. It’s not gonna change anything.” 
 
    Her blue eyes studied his face for a long second and he held himself steady and let her look. He was solid. He didn’t falter and he wouldn’t. Not with her. Her eyes softened and her bottom lip trembled but she gave a slight nod before she lifted the phone, punched a button and put it to her ear. 
 
    “Hey Millie. What’s up?” 
 
    “What’s up?” A squeaky female voice echoed through the line and made them both wince, “I’ve been trying to reach you all day! That’s what’s up!” 
 
    “Sorry, I must’ve misplaced my phone. Did you need me for something?” 
 
    He would have laughed at the feigned cheerfulness in Lemon’s voice in another situation. In this one, all he wanted was to reach out and pull her into his arms. He wanted her to drop the mask that had covered her features as soon as she answered the phone. He wanted his Lemon back but instead he had to watch, and listen, as the woman he loved slipped deeper inside of herself and behind her walls. 
 
    The woman on the other end of the phone was her assistant. She’d told him that much. Millie ran her life according to Lemon. The girl was young but she had a spine made of steel and obsessive compulsive organizational skills. If she was calling, it meant that there was something in Lemon’s life in Nashville she hadn’t been able to handle on her own. 
 
    Lemon turned away from him as her face fell, “I thought you handled this already? I told you I didn’t want to go. No. No. I understand that we RSVP’d but isn’t that kind of the point of being a VIP? I can cancel if I want?” 
 
    He winced as he watched Lemon pace around his living room. He couldn’t hear the woman on the other end of the phone anymore. She’d lowered her voice after her first shrieking freak out so all he could make out of the conversation now was Lemon’s side of things. And it was clear to him that she wasn’t happy with the phone call, with her assistant, or with this situation. 
 
    “I know Trent wants me there but…” Lemon shot him a look over her shoulder and he tried to smile but she looked away just as quickly. “I can’t do that anymore, Mills. I’ll talk to Trent. I’ll explain it but I can’t do it right now.” 
 
    Shane frowned at her back as he tried to place that name. Trent. It wasn’t one he’d heard her mention before. She’d told him a lot about her life in the past few weeks. She’d talked to him about Millie, her assistant, and about Thad, her bodyguard. She’d told him about her producer, Paul, and about her writing partner, Whitney. But he couldn’t remember her ever mentioning anyone named Trent and the shot of jealousy that hit his bloodstream surprised him. 
 
    He’d never been a jealous man. Never. Plenty of his friends had commented on Holly’s looks when they were together. He’d seen other men hit on her when they went out but he’d always laughed it off. When she’d gotten together with Brad immediately following their divorce, he’d shrugged it off. 
 
    But just the sound of another man’s name on Lemon’s lips made him want to punch something. 
 
    “I’ll talk to him.” She was saying now. “No. I know. I know there’s not time to… Millie, please. Figure a way out of this. That’s what I pay you for. I’m not ready to come back to Nashville yet. I need more time.” 
 
    Shane’s stomach dropped out and his knees felt unsteady. He sat down on the edge of the couch and dropped his head into his hands. Shit. Shit. He’d known, somewhere in the back of his mind he’d known that this was coming. This was the reason for the call. There was something in Nashville that required more than just Lemon’s attention. It required her presence. 
 
    She was leaving. 
 
    Damn it, he’d known from the start that she would have to go back eventually. He’d known it was coming and he still wasn’t ready. He wasn’t sure he would ever be ready. He hated the idea of letting her go, of letting her out of his sight. He wanted her here, with him, but he’d known that he couldn’t keep her hidden away here forever. 
 
    She was bigger than him. Bigger than his life. Bigger than this town. And what did he have to give her that could compete with her big, fancy, celebrity life in Nashville? 
 
    “Okay. Okay, fine. Fine! I said fine, Millie!” Lemon’s voice rose enough to cut into the fog of his thoughts, “I’ll talk to you in the morning. Yeah, okay, bye.” 
 
    Silence permeated the living room and the heaviness of it clogged his lungs. Lemon was never quiet. She was always jabbering about something or other. They were always teasing each other or flirting with each other. But Lemon was quiet and he had a horrible premonition that this was what his life was going to be like without her. 
 
    Quiet. Boring. Bland. Awful. Without Lemon his life would go back to the same dull, monotonous cycle it had been in before she showed up. Before she jolted him back to life and helped him start living again. 
 
    He couldn’t go back to that. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. 
 
    What did he have to offer her to compete with that celebrity life in Nashville? Everything. Everything she said she wanted. A home and a family and the safety and security of the place where she’d grown up. He had himself and the kids. He had his heart and it was all hers if she wanted it.  
 
    All of him. 
 
    “When are you leaving?” He glanced up to find Lemon staring at him with the saddest blue eyes in the entire world. 
 
    She swallowed hard and her voice was rough when she spoke, “Tomorrow.” 
 
    He felt that one word like a punch to the gut. Tomorrow. It was too soon. But any day would have been too soon to say goodbye to her. 
 
    “They’re sending a plane for me in the morning. I…” She cleared her throat again, “I don’t want to go, Shane. I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “It’s an event I thought I could get out of but I can’t. An awards show I RSVP’d to months ago. I’m not performing so I thought I didn’t have to go but…” 
 
    “You have responsibilities. I understand.” He forced the words out. 
 
    “It’s not running, right? That’s what you said. I’m not running back there. I don’t want to go. I just…” 
 
    “Your life is there. I get it.” 
 
    “Shane?” Her voice was wobbly and he rubbed his eyes because they felt like they were burning.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Will you… why won’t you look at me?” 
 
    The knot in his throat was hard to swallow past, “Because I don’t want it to be the last time I see you.” 
 
    “Oh, God, no…”  
 
    Lemon’s voice broke on a sob and that got his attention.  He glanced up and saw tears streaming down her pretty face and it broke him. He was on his feet instantly and in two strides he had her in his arms. He felt tears in his own eyes when she gulped a gigantic sob and clung to him tightly. He held her close and tried to force air back into his lungs, thoughts back into his head.  
 
    This wasn’t the end. 
 
    “I don’t want to go.” Lemon sniffed into his shirt. 
 
    “But you have to.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She answered even though it hadn’t been a question. 
 
    “Will you come back?” 
 
    Lemon pulled back enough to look up at him, “What?” 
 
    Was that hope in her eyes? He prayed that it was. Hoped that she wanted the same things he did. Because he was about to ask her for the world and all he could hope was that what he had to offer in return was enough. 
 
    “Will you come back? After your event? After you’re done with whatever it is you have to do in Nashville, will you come back to Fate? Will you come back to me?”  
 
    Her bottom lip trembled, “Do… do you want me to come back?” 
 
    “God, yes. I don’t want you to leave at all. Ever. I want you to stay right here with me in this house and build a life with me, Lemon.” 
 
    Another tear slipped down her cheek and he swiped it away gently when she nodded, “Then yes. Yes, I’ll come back. I want that too.” 
 
    Hope flared in his chest. Warmth. But it was something more than that. More than just familiarity and attraction. He’d known it for a while now. Even if it was fast and crazy and out of control. 
 
    He loved her so damn much. 
 
    “You don’t have to choose.” He met her gaze and watched her brows furrow, “You don’t have to pick between Fate and Nashville. You don’t have to choose between me and your music. You do whatever you have to do and I’ll be right here waiting for you, baby. Just promise you’ll come back to me.” 
 
    Lemon tilted her head, “Do you mean that?” 
 
    “Of course I do. I’m all in here, Lemon. I want you and if I have to share you with the world, I’ll learn how to deal with it as long as you come home to me.” 
 
    “Home.” A flicker of a smile tilted just the corner of her lips. 
 
    “Yeah, home.” He brushed her hair back softly, “This is your home. This is where you belong. With me.” 
 
    “Shane…” She cuddled into his touch, “These past few weeks have been the happiest I’ve had in a really long time.” 
 
    “We can have more of them, babe.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know if…” 
 
    “Shhh.” He cut her off with a soft kiss, “We don’t have to figure out all of the details tonight. We have the rest of our lives to do that just so long as you come back to me.” 
 
    Lemon’s bottom lip quivered, “I will. I promise. I want that. I want you. I want this life.” 
 
    He kissed her again. He kissed her gently but firmly. He tried to soak her in as she clung to him. She tasted like tears and he hated that. He licked at her lips, replacing the taste with his own. Imprinting his scent on her as if he could claim her in some soul-deep way the way she’d claimed him since the moment she walked back into his life. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and clung to him as she kissed him back fiercely. That was Lemon. She was all heart. She did everything one hundred and ten percent. He loved that about her. She tiptoed up to get closer to him so he lifted her so she could wrap her legs around his waist as well. 
 
    “I need you.” She murmured against his lips. 
 
    “You have me.”  
 
    “No, I need you.” 
 
    “I know what you need but the girls are upstairs so you’ll have to be quiet. Can you do that?” 
 
    She whimpered softly when he nipped her ear, “I’ll try.” 
 
    “Do better than try.” He caught her hair and forced her head back until she had to look at him, “Because you don’t get to act like this is the last time, Lemon. It’s not. You’re coming back.” 
 
    “I’m coming back.” She nodded instantly. 
 
    “Then I’ll make love to you. Not because you’re leaving. But because I won’t get to touch you for a few days.” 
 
    “Two. Two days. It’s only two days and I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Two days is two too long.” He nipped at her lips as he walked them towards the bedroom. “Two hours without you is too long.” 
 
    She smiled at that and his heart clenched in his chest. He wanted to give her the words. He wanted to tell her that he loved her. He hadn’t told her yet even though he’d known it was true for a while now. He wouldn’t tell her now as if the words would somehow bind her to him. He would wait. He could wait. He would give her the words when she came back to him. 
 
    He loved her but they’d rushed so much already. He wouldn’t rush the words now. Not now. Not when the possibility of forever was right there in front of him. He loved her and even if she hadn’t said it yet either, he thought she loved him too. He’d have his answer in two days’ time, when she came back. 
 
    And then they could start the rest of their lives together.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “You look beautiful.” 
 
    Lemon grinned at the handsome man standing beside the limo waiting for her. He was stunning in his black tuxedo and thin tie. His wheat-gold hair flopped over his forehead boyishly and deep dimples etched his cheeks when he smiled at her. His light blue eyes glowed with amusement and his white teeth were faultless. He was flawless and the cameras adored him almost as much as she did. 
 
    “Trent! You look…” 
 
    “Handsome as fuck? Yeah, I know.” He chuckled as he placed a gentle kiss on her cheek and winked when he pulled back, “I don’t clean up half bad for a farmer from south Texas, huh?” 
 
    “You’re not a farmer. You’re a charmer.” She flirted back in their usual meaningless way and he laughed. “And if you were straight I’d probably be required to strip you out of that tux and worship at your abs.” 
 
    Trent tipped his head back to the sky and laughed a deep, throaty chuckle, “And if I was straight I’d already be plotting ways to get under that sexy little dress you’re wearing so thank God for us both I’m not huh?” 
 
    “Thank God we can enjoy each other’s company without our hormones taking over but just for my ego, if you were going to go straight…” 
 
    “It’d totally be for you, Lem.” Trent barked a laugh, “Now get your cute little ass in the car or we’ll be late and you know how Rick will whine if we don’t get a good red carpet pic of me feeling you up.”  
 
    Lemon took his helping hand and let him guide her into the backseat of the limo that would be taking them to the awards show. He was right after all. They could laugh and joke about his sexuality but it wasn’t really a laughing matter. Not for his career and not for his team. And as his friend, she worried about him and the toll his secret was taking on him far more than any of those publicist or managers or producers did. 
 
    She wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened but Trent Thorne had become one of her closest friends in the past few years. He felt more like a brother to her than a friend even. He was her closest confidant and she had become his and the bond they shared was undeniable. 
 
    When he’d been assigned to her as the opening act on her last tour she’d thought for sure she would despise him. His bro-country, tailgates and beer and rowdy party music was the complete opposite of her style. She’d expected him to be a belching, farting redneck more worried about the next woman he could land in his bed than the next show. So imagine her surprise when she’d been introduced to her labels newest bad-boy, ladies-man rockstar and instead found the laid-back, secretive, mysterious gentleman cowboy that was the real Trent Thorne. 
 
    The man behind the stunning face and the gravelly voice was a secret to everyone but her and a very few other people in his trusted circle. The man that was more than flash and charm. The man that had hidden his true self so deep that nobody would ever think to question it because if they did, he would lose everything he’d worked for and wanted all his life.  
 
    The world was a more welcoming place these days but country music was still country to its core. 
 
    She loved Trent, in her own way. As a friend and as a sister. And in a lot of ways as a mother. Because she wanted to protect him but at the same time she wanted him to have the strength to be himself and to stop hiding. But that wasn’t her place to press him or force him until he was ready and so she did all she could.  
 
    She stood by him. She was his cover when need be. They’d never openly said that they were a couple. They’d never played up that aspect of their relationship. But the media had gotten accustomed to seeing them together and made their own versions of the truth. They always just said they were friends. But someday soon they’d have to stop doing this show. 
 
    She had Shane now. 
 
    A grin split her face as she settled into the back of the limo. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d smiled on the way to an awards show. Oh, she put on a good face. She smiled in all the right places but it was never real. Not like the smile that she wore now just thinking about how she would get to fly back to Fate tomorrow and see Shane and the girls and her family. 
 
    “I meant what I said.” Trent caught her attention when they were back on the road. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “You look beautiful tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s more than the dress and jewelry and makeup. You’re practically glowing, Lem. You’re happy.” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    “It shows.” He smiled softly but it dimmed when he ran a hand through his hair, “I’m sorry to drag you away from whoever put that smile on your face. I know you didn’t want to come tonight and I know I owe you for everything you’ve done for me so… this is the last time.” 
 
    Lemon reached out and took his hand, “I’m sorry, Trent.” 
 
    “Why are you apologizing to me?” He flinched, “I’m the one that’s been taking advantage of our friendship.” 
 
    “You didn’t take advantage. We’re friends. We’ve always been friends. We’ll always be friends.” 
 
    “I’ll just have to find someone else to play my beard.” He winked and she smacked him playfully. 
 
    “Or you can come out.” 
 
    “Yeah, Rick will let that happen right around the same time hell freezes over.” 
 
    “Trent, it’s your life. He can’t…” 
 
    “Lemon. I love you. You know I do. But we’ve been over this a dozen times. I can’t come out. Not now. Maybe not ever. Drop it. Please.” 
 
    He had gone stiff and he stared out the window instead of looking at her so Lemon stayed quiet. She didn’t push. She knew better. It would get her nowhere. Trent was just as stubborn and hard-headed as she was. So she let the subject drop as the limo inched them closer and closer to the flashbulbs. When they reached their destination they would have to be smiling so she changed the subject in hopes of putting her friend at ease. 
 
    “Shane’s a cop. Did I tell you that?” 
 
    Trent didn’t budge. He didn’t make a sound. She smirked to herself and continued. 
 
    “He has to wear this awful brown uniform for work and it should make him look like a bad UPS driver but it doesn’t. He look so damn sexy in that uniform I want to tear it off him every single time he walks in the door.” 
 
    He made a snorting sound, “It’s not the uniform that’s sexy, Lem. You’ve got a thing for handcuffs.” 
 
    She giggled, “I never should have told you about that.” 
 
    “Probably not.” He glanced back at her and his shoulders loosened a bit, “But you did so, too late now.” 
 
    “Yeah well, you’ve got the same kink so don’t get cocky.” 
 
    “Honey, that’s what the girls like about me most of all.” He winked and she grinned again as he began to relax back into the man she knew and cared deeply for. 
 
    “And the boys?” 
 
    His smile faltered, “Fuck Lem, it’s been so long… who the hell knows anymore?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. I’m happy for you and your sexy small-town cop.” He shrugged it off, “Maybe someday I’ll run off to some nowhere town and find me a nice, bossy boy with handcuffs of his own to make me smile like you. That’s the dream right?” 
 
    “That’s the dream.” Lemon agreed. 
 
    They rode the rest of the way to the event in silence and she knew what Trent was thinking. This was supposed to be the dream. The fancy car and the couture clothes and the cameras and bright lights. This was the dream they’d both worked so hard for but it wasn’t everything. They both knew that you could get this dream and still have others. 
 
    You were allowed to have more than one dream. 
 
    Shane had taught her that. He’d given her a chance at a new dream. Or an old one that she’d thought she lost the right to at least. And he’d told her that she didn’t have to choose. They would figure out a way to make it work. So she could have both. Her music and her family. That was her dream now and she couldn’t wait to get back to the man that she loved and really start living again. 
 
    “Come on Lem. Time to smile.” Trent’s voice pulled her back to the present and she realized that the car had pulled up to the red carpet while she was lost in thought. 
 
    With what she hoped was a reassuring smile, she nodded and Trent exited the limo. The roar of the crowd and the flashbulbs of cameras were loud and bright just like they always were when Trent stepped into the public eye. She gave him an extra moment in the limelight and then took the hand he offered her. With a deep breath for courage she let him pull her out of the car and into the spotlight. 
 
    It was time to act. Act like this was where she wanted to be. Act like this was the life she still wanted. But as the cameras flashed and the fans screamed her name and she smiled and waved and clung to Trent’s arm all she could think was that she would rather be anywhere but here. 
 
    Except that wasn’t true. 
 
    She wanted to be in Fate. She wanted to be with Shane. She wanted to curl up on his couch with his arms around her. She wanted to be wearing her sweatpants instead of this gorgeous dress and painful stilettos. She wanted to go home. 
 
    “Lemon! Lemon! Where’ve you been?” Someone shouted. 
 
    Another voice joined the fray, “Trent! Are the rumors true?” 
 
    She felt her friend stiffen next to her at the question and forced her smile even higher. They could have meant anything. Rumors were rampant in this industry. There was always talk of who was switching labels or being dropped or who was fighting. There were even more rumors about who was hooking up though and she knew that was Trent’s worst fear. That he would be accidentally outed. That he would get no say in it. By hiding, he at least controlled the story. 
 
    He started to open his mouth but Lemon squeezed his arm, “Don’t.” 
 
    “Lem…” 
 
    “Don’t ask. Don’t give them an opening.” She whispered through her smile. “Just keep moving.” 
 
    Stiffly, they moved down the red carpet. Smiles frozen on their faces. Waving to the crowd. But the question came again. And again. And then again. Trent’s grip on her tightened almost to pain. He was losing control. She could feel it. Her laid-back, cheerful friend was on edge and she knew even before it happened that he was about to break. 
 
    “Trent, are the rumors about Heath true?” 
 
    That name. Heath. She knew that name. Heath was Trent’s… everything. He was his assistant and personal trainer and confidant and the man that Trent loved in every way. Only, Heath didn’t know Trent was gay. He refused to tell him. The very sound of his name, the question and what it implied, it was too much. 
 
    But even knowing that, she never expected Trent to do what he did next. 
 
    He slid his hand to her ass and squeezed, pulling her close. She opened her mouth to protest but he was already there. His mouth was on hers and she squeaked with shock and outrage. His tongue forced its way into her mouth and she squeezed her eyes shut as the flashbulbs went crazy. Her hands fisted, wanting to shove him away, wanting to punch him, but she didn’t dare. He was breaking apart and he was taking it out on her and as his friend, she couldn’t make it worse. She steeled herself and let him use her to work out his frustrations. Because that’s all it was. There was no passion in this kiss. Only desperation. And when he made a small, whining sound in the back of his throat as if it hurt, she gripped his shirt and tried to hold him together through the storm of his own emotions. 
 
    Trent jerked back from the kiss as quickly as he’d instigated it. He stared down at her with horror in his pale blue eyes and her heart ached for him. He expected her to slap him. She could see it written all over that gorgeous face of his. He’d crossed the line with this charade and they both knew it. He would have deserved it if she shoved him and stormed away. But she couldn’t do it to him, because he was busy hurting himself far worse than she ever could. 
 
    She cupped his cheeks softly and leaned up to plant a softer kiss against his lips as she whispered, “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    His jaw was jumping as his eyes flashed, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “We need to get inside.” She straightened her lipstick as best she could and replanted her smile back on her face. 
 
    Trent smiled again but his was half-hearted at best. He was lost in his head. She could see that. So she took control. She steered him down the remainder of the red carpet and then inside. Neither of them spoke as they were guided to their seats. Once they were inside, away from the prying eyes of the media, Trent dropped into his chair and then let his head fall into his hands. 
 
    Lemon rubbed his back reassuringly, “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have done that.” His voice was gravel and pain. 
 
    “No. You shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry Lem. I just… freaked out.” 
 
    “I know.” She whispered, “I forgive you.” 
 
    “Why?” He looked up at her through wide blue eyes. 
 
    “Because you were scared and we all seek comfort when we’re scared. We do dumb things. I ran all the way home to Fate because I was scared.” 
 
    “And you found everything you ever wanted there.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She bit her lip, “And maybe someday you will too.” 
 
    Trent ran his hand through his hair again and they fell into silence for a long time before he groaned, “Shit, Lem. Your guy is gonna kill me for that little stunt. Isn’t he?” 
 
    She winced because she hadn’t even thought about Shane’s reaction to that kiss. She should have. God knew it would be all over the media outlets if it wasn’t already. He was going to see it and he was going to be hurt. He wasn’t going to understand. She hadn’t told him much about Trent. Her friend’s secrets weren’t hers to tell. She’d told him she was attending the awards show with a friend but that kiss hadn’t been friendly. He was going to see her kissing another man on television and she could do nothing to warn him. 
 
    She didn’t even have her phone on her. She couldn’t call and warn him. She couldn’t send him a text to reassure him. There was absolutely nothing she could do to make this okay for the four hours that it would take before she could go home. 
 
    Trent must have seen the worry on her face because he groaned, “I’ll apologize to him too.” 
 
    Lemon shook her head, knowing that the last thing Shane would want was to hear the voice of the man he had no doubt seen her kissing. No, this was her fault. It was her mess. And she would have to clean it up. But before she could do that she had to sit through four hours of this stupid awards ceremony. 
 
    Why had she come back for this? She couldn’t remember. She hated these things. It was nothing more than a publicity stunt and a way for those in the industry to pat themselves on the back. She’d have stopped attending them years ago if it wasn’t for Millie and her demands and… she glanced to her left and tried not to wince. And Trent. She came for Trent. Because he needed a date and more importantly he needed a friend. 
 
    “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Lem…” Trent’s voice was rough and he still hadn’t raised his head. 
 
    “It’ll be fine.” She repeated taking his hand and squeezing reassuringly, “Just think how thrilled Rick will be. A shot of you sticking your tongue down my throat is gonna make national news.” 
 
    Trent groaned, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to Shane. We’ll be fine and more importantly you’ll be fine.” 
 
    A pair of blue eyes met her own, worried and full of regret, “They said his name and I just… I freaked.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What do you think they know?” 
 
    She shook her head, “Don’t. Don’t do this to yourself right now. You’ll make yourself sick jumping to conclusions and it’s probably nothing. Heath was a professional athlete before the injury. Maybe it’s about that and has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    Trent didn’t look convinced and honestly, neither was Lemon but she tried not to let him see that. Trent had to perform tonight. He had to go up on that stage and put on his mask of the playboy, ladies-man, bro-country star. The only thing he needed to be thinking about his sexuality right now was how to make the ladies scream when he wiggled his hips. 
 
    “Hey!” A familiar voice squealed nearby and Lemon promptly planted her fake smile back on her face as she turned to greet the couple that would be sitting beside them. 
 
    “Hey, good to see ya’ll.”  
 
    She kissed cheeks and exchanged hugs. She nudged Trent and he dutifully stood and did the same thing. The couple was an up-and-coming duo that would be competing for an award tonight and in truth, Lemon really liked their music. They’d met a couple of times at various events so it wasn’t difficult to make small-talk as the rest of the theater filled up around them. 
 
    Trent eventually came out of his shell. He smiled and joked with the people around them. When someone mentioned that kiss he acted coy and shy but wagged his eyebrows and wrapped an arm around her. It worked in his favor, just as she’d pointed out. But when he made a crude comment about her tasting citrusy like her name she gave him a look that shut that down. 
 
    Somehow, someway, they made it through the awards ceremony without any more problems. The cameramen must have been told about the scene Trent made outside because they lurked around them the entire night. She kept her smile firmly on her face. She clapped and danced along when Trent went to perform. And when he won in his category for best male album of the year she hugged him and let him hold her as he thanked her softly before rushing the stage. 
 
    By the end of the night her cheeks hurt, her feet hurt and her heart hurt. Despite the smile she’d kept plastered on her face she couldn’t shake the worry and fear that had cropped up as soon as she realized Shane had seen that kiss. He must have. Even if he hadn’t been watching, her parents would have been. His parents would have been. Hell, Holly had probably been watching and called him the moment it aired. Even if Shane’s ex-wife hadn’t been opposed to their relationship Lemon doubted that the woman would miss the opportunity to kick her out of his life if she thought Lemon would hurt him. 
 
    And that kiss would have hurt him. It would have had to. Because it would have hurt her to see him in the same position. And not only that but the image of her kissing another man would be on every television and celebrity news outlet, not just the small town rumor mill in Fate. 
 
    She counted down the minutes and was the first one out of her seat when it was allowed. She all but dragged Trent out the back after having him call his driver so they could sneak out. She didn’t intend to give the media any more ammunition tonight. 
 
    Neither of them spoke the entire drive back to her house. Trent was lost in his thoughts and she was lost in her worries. She chewed her nails, frowning that Millie had insisted on a manicure before the event. The pink and white tips were classic, sure, but she’d have preferred one of Rosie’s purple glitter manicures. The thought made her lips tremble because if she didn’t get home soon she might not ever get one of those manicures again and she needed it. 
 
    She needed Shane. She needed Georgie and Sophie and Rosie. She needed Fate. She’d gone home to find answers and she’d found them, just not where she’d thought she would find them. She’d found a new chance in an old crush and the possibility for a future she’d always dreamed about. She needed to go home. 
 
    As soon as the limo pulled up outside her house, she was out of the car. The driver stared at her but she didn’t wait for him to open the door. She heard Trent calling her name and his footsteps behind her but she didn’t stop. She rushed into the house and Trent was hot on her heels. Still apologizing. Still telling her that he would talk to Shane and explain things. But she wasn’t listening because she’d spent hours waiting for the first chance to get to her phone and she wasn’t going to waste a second now. 
 
    She moved through her house, looking for the place where she’d left it. The whole house felt empty and far too big. It always had but never so much as it did now. After spending time in Shane’s house, in his home, it was blatantly obvious that this place had never been that for her. It was just brick and walls and things. Home was wherever he was and she had to get back to him. 
 
    She grabbed her phone from the counter and winced at the screen. She had a voicemail but it wasn’t from Shane. It was from Georgie. Some deep down part of her thrilled at the idea of Georgie calling her. She wanted the girl to like her, respect her, and want her in their lives. But another part of her told her that this call hadn’t come for any of those reasons. With shaking hands, she punched the button for her voicemail and put the phone to her ear. 
 
    “How could you do that?” The sharp, high-pitched wail of the teenage girl was deafening when it came through the speaker and Lemon winced at the pain in Georgie’s voice, “How could you? We trusted you! I trusted you! How could you do that to Dad? I saw you! I saw you kissing that other guy! How could you do that on TV? I hate you! I hate you and I hope you never come back!” A sob tore through the line and Lemon felt one of her own work up through her chest as Georgie sniffled, “I hate you.” 
 
    The line went dead but Lemon couldn’t move. She could barely even breathe. Georgie hated her. They’d seen her on the television. They’d seen her kissing Trent. Shane had seen it but he hadn’t called. He hadn’t left her a message. Only Georgie had called, crying and screaming about how much she hated her and Lemon couldn’t blame the hysterical teenager. She hated herself for ever having put herself in this situation. 
 
    She should have just stayed home, in Fate, with Shane. 
 
    “Lemon?” 
 
    She flinched at the sound of Trent’s voice. She’d forgotten he was still here. She turned to face him and he looked just as scared as he had on that red carpet when that reporter had said Heath’s name. She knew he’d heard every word of that message when he winced. She avoided his concerned gaze and stared at the phone that was vibrating in her shaking hands. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I’ll fix it. I’ll…” 
 
    “Stop.” She held up a hand, “It isn’t yours to fix.” 
 
    “It’s my fault.” 
 
    “It is, but it’s also mine.” She dropped her head and sighed, “I never should have come back here. I don’t belong here. Not anymore.” 
 
    Trent swiped a hand through his hair and nodded, “You’re going back to Texas, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Maybe someday I’ll be able to join you there.” He moved towards her and she let him hug her, “If I can help and explain it to him, just call me. Tell him my secret if you have to. Don’t lose him because of me and my issues, okay Lem?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Love you, babe. Go get your happily ever after.” Trent kissed her on the forehead and then turned to leave. 
 
    “Trent?” She called after him, her voice scratchy with tears. 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Tell him the truth, before it’s too late.” 
 
    He nodded but said nothing as he shut the door behind her. Lemon wondered if she’d gotten through to him. Somehow, she doubted it. His reaction in front of the press had been so extreme, so desperate. She thought it would take a lot more than this to make Trent rethink his life. 
 
    But as much as she cared about her friend, she had to focus on her own life right now. She had to get home. She had to get back to Fate and back to Shane. She had to explain herself to him and then she would have to explain herself to Georgie as well. She owed the girl that much. She’d sworn to her that she wouldn’t hurt her father once, during one of their chats, and she knew instinctively that she’d broken that promise tonight. 
 
    She put the phone back to her ear and dialed Millie. She ordered her assistant to get a plane together immediately. For once, Millie didn’t argue. She didn’t even try to force Thad on her. She simply said to pack her bag and she would send a car for her when the plane was ready. 
 
    Lemon hung up and immediately dialed another number. It rang and rang and rang and she realized before the voicemail even picked up that he wasn’t going to answer. Her heart clenched in her chest when she heard Shane’s recorded message telling her that he was unavailable and to leave a message. 
 
    When it beeped, she rushed her words, “Shane, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I should have told you more about Trent before I left. He’s a friend but that’s all he is. That kiss… it wasn’t what it looked like. It was an act, for publicity, because he was upset. I’ll… I’ll explain more as soon as I get there. I’m coming home. Tonight. I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’m coming back to you just like I promised I would. I….” She bit her lip and swallowed hard, “I love you and I’m coming home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Shane growled when he clocked the old red Ford at sixty-two miles per hour. The speed limit on this stretch of road was forty-five. That kind of speeding couldn’t go unchecked which meant he had to flip the switch on his truck and turn on the lights and siren. It meant he would have to pull the Ford over and get out of his car in this bitterly pounding rain and that pissed him off. 
 
    What pissed him off more was that he knew that truck. It had showed up in front of his house more times than he could count. Certainly more times than he was comfortable with, because the driver was a sixteen year old boy and Shane’s daughter had been in that truck time and time again. The driver was Georgie’s boyfriend. 
 
    The truck instantly pulled over onto the side of the road and Shane threw his own into park before stomping through the rain to confront the kid. The boy had rolled down the window and was waiting for him with his license and insurance information like a perfect citizen. That only pissed him off more and he growled as he snatched them through the window. 
 
    “Mr. Lowry, I…” 
 
    He snapped, “It’s Deputy Lowry right now Robbie.”  
 
    “It’s Rob.” The kid’s tone went sharp in response and Shane glanced up from where he was reviewing the license to find the boyish face had hardened as well.  
 
    His dark hair flopped over his forehead but the equally dark eyes beneath were far more mature than his sixteen years. They seemed to take in everything at once and give nothing away. His chin tilted up a degree, as if he was expecting a reprimand and ready to counter it but Shane couldn’t quite force himself to yell at the kid like he’d been planning when he remembered the speech his ex-wife had given him about Georgie’s boyfriend. 
 
    Robbie had been through hell as a kid. His father had been an abusive bastard. Even with Riley West happily married to his mom now, he still had those memories and those demons to deal with. And Shane couldn’t go all alpha, pushy police offer or father on the kid and threaten him knowing full well that it would only harden him further. 
 
    “You know why I pulled you over Rob?” He said instead, handing the license back and not missing the brief flash of surprise in those dark eyes that said he’d done the right thing giving the kid a chance to explain. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was speeding.” 
 
    “Nearly twenty over the speed limit is a bit more than just speeding, Rob. It’s reckless endangerment and it’s just plain stupid. You want to tell me what’s got you in such a hurry that you’d risk me hauling you down to the station and calling your parents?” 
 
    “Uh…” Rob’s face went pale as the idea of being arrested hit him but a second voice didn’t hesitate at all. 
 
    “We’ve got to get to the hospital, Deputy Lowry.” 
 
    Shane flicked his glance to the passenger seat of the truck. He’d noticed the younger boy when he first walked up but hadn’t expected him to speak up. JP West was generally a quiet, bookish kind of kid and if he’d ever been in trouble a day in his life Shane would have been surprised. That was why he hadn’t expected him to stand up for his older brother. 
 
    “The hospital?” Shane frowned, “Someone hurt?” 
 
    “Our aunt’s in labor. The whole family is down there. We’re late because Robbie had to pick me up.” JP pushed his glasses up his nose, “Please don’t give him a ticket. It’s my fault. I uh… I wasn’t where I said I’d be.” 
 
    That last comment earned a scowl from the older brother and Shane fought a grin he hadn’t been expecting. He would be willing to bet there was a story there, a good story, but it wasn’t his to hear. In fact, if the kids were telling the truth, and he had no reason to think they weren’t since it was a small town and he knew one of the West’s was indeed pregnant, he figured he had no real reason to delay them further. A warning would be sufficient and it just might earn him some bonus points with the kid when it came to dealing with his daughter. 
 
    “I won’t write you up this time but I better not catch you speeding again. This rain has the roads slick as it is. It’s dangerous so slow down or you’ll be the ones needing a hospital. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” JP nodded quickly. 
 
    Robbie looked wary, “You’re not gonna write me a ticket?” 
 
    “Not this time, but don’t push your luck. If I catch you driving that fast again it’ll be straight to the station. You got me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Robbie nodded this time. 
 
    “Good. Then go on, get out of here, just do it slowly.” 
 
    The kid nodded again and his face softened, “Thank you Mr…. Deputy Lowry.” 
 
    “Tell Bluebell and Zach congrats for me.” He stepped back and waved them off as they chimed in that they would pass the news along to their aunt and uncle. 
 
    Soaking wet but slightly less pissed off, Shane crawled back into his own truck and turned off the siren and lights. He swiped a hand over his face and sighed. It had been a long day. A long day that started with him waking up alone, something he’d hated.  
 
    He’d gotten used to having Lemon with him, waking to her sprawled across and around him. His morning routine had become less rigid with her in his life and in his bed and generally involved a lot of kissing and stroking and loving her soft body before he bothered to drag himself to the shower. Today, she’d been gone before he woke and it had pissed him off that he hadn’t gotten to kiss her good morning. All day he’d been counting hours and minutes and seconds, waiting for the time when she would call to tell him she was done with her event in Nashville and would be coming home to him in the morning. He’d contemplated asking her to bump her flight up to tonight even but he’d thought that would be selfish. He could be patient and wait for her. It was only two days, like she’d said. 
 
    But that didn’t mean he hadn’t missed her. He had. Every spare moment his mind had been on her, on where she was and who she was with and what she was doing. That wasn’t abnormal for him anymore. Most of his days went like that and had from the moment she walked into town. But not being able to see her, knowing he wouldn’t be going home to her tonight, it confirmed what he’d already known. 
 
    He couldn’t live without her. He didn’t want to. He wanted her back here, in his home, in their home, permanently. He fully intended to tell her as much as soon as he set sights on that pretty face of hers. 
 
    For now, he resigned himself to a quiet night at home alone since his shift was almost over. It was Holly’s night with the girls and though he always missed them when he didn’t see them he knew tonight would be worse. Because since Lemon entered his life he’d started to live for more than just the days when he had the kids but she wouldn’t be there to distract him from his loneliness or to fill him up on happiness instead. 
 
    The only pleasure he saw for himself tonight was that he would get to see her on his tv. He’d set the awards show up to record before leaving for work tonight. It had already started and would be over before he got home even with the time difference. But with a recording he could flip through all the crap he didn’t need to see and simply watch for the moments when Lemon would light up the cameras. The media loved her so he had no doubt that he’d get to see her plenty. And in some part of him, he liked the idea of seeing her all dolled up and dressed up for the world but knowing that she was all his. He’d watched her on television plenty of times but he hadn’t really known her then. Not like he did now. Now she was his even if she was on the arm of some other prick tonight. 
 
    She’d explained that she was attending with a friend. Trent Thorne. He’d scowled at the mere name. He knew of the country star boy wonder that was taking the charts by storm. He was young and handsome and charming as fuck and Shane hated him. Even if Lemon had said they were nothing but friends, that all the rumors were wrong and completely fabricated for publicity, he hated the guy. Because Trent Thorne was the one with his arm around Lemon tonight and in Shane’s possessive mind no man should ever touch her but him ever again. 
 
    “Base come in, this is Lowry.” He picked up his radio to make his nightly check-in before signing off as he headed for home. 
 
    “Base to Lowry, go ahead.” The familiar voice of Sheila who had been running the Sheriff’s dispatch since he was three feet tall came back immediately. 
 
    “Nothing new to report. Heading in for the night. Nichols is on night duty. Lowry out.” 
 
    “Noted and relieved.” Sheila paused and then cleared her voice, making his brow furrow because normally she’d simply tell him goodnight and sign off. He was even more confused when she spoke again, “Uh, Shane? We got a call a few minutes ago. Your ex-wife asked that you call her back ASAP.” 
 
    Shane scowled at the information. Holly had called the station looking for him? That made no sense. If something had happened with one of the kids, she would have called his cell phone. He didn’t bother asking Sheila for any more details because if Holly was looking for him while he was on duty he knew it must be an emergency. He thanked dispatch and signed off. He tossed the radio aside and began searching for his cell phone when he realized it wasn’t clipped to his belt. After several tense minutes and a few choice four letter words he finally found it stuffed between the seat and the console and to his horror he had a half dozen missed calls. He checked it over as quickly as he could even as he steered himself to the shoulder, knowing the distraction of the phone while he was driving was dangerous. The damn thing was on silent for some reason. He never put it on silent. But then he remembered that he’d let Rosie play a game on it yesterday but the noise had been annoying so he’d muted it for her. He must have never turned it back on. 
 
    “Shit.” He cursed as he scrolled through his missed calls and noticed they were all from Holly. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” 
 
    Shane flipped a U-turn and headed towards her house even as he hit redial and put the phone on speaker so he could drive. She answered on the very first ring and she didn’t bother with any pleasantries. His heart nearly stopped in his chest when she spoke in that worried, exasperated, helpless tone that had always twisted him into knots with the urge to fix whatever was wrong. 
 
    “I need you to get to the house as soon as you can.” 
 
    “I’m on my way. What’s wrong? Is it one of the girls?” His throat felt tight as anxiety made his hands sweat. 
 
    “It’s Georgie. I can’t get her to stop crying. She’s so upset and nothing I say will calm her down and I don’t know what to do. I don’t think she’ll talk to anyone but you.” 
 
    Shane’s mind raced with possibilities, “Is she hurt?” 
 
    “Not physically.” 
 
    “Damn it, Hol. What does that mean?” 
 
    “She’s upset, Shane. Heartbroken. She’s been crying for over an hour now and I didn’t know what to do besides call you but you didn’t answer and…” 
 
    “Heartbroken?” He growled as he turned onto a side street, “I just saw that damn boy and he looked fine. What the hell did he do to my daughter?” 
 
    “It isn’t Robbie.” Holly sighed heavily, “It’s… well… Georgie saw something on the television and it upset her.” 
 
    Shane wanted to slam the phone against something hard, “Holly, start making sense. What the hell is going on? From the start, tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I think you should see it for yourself.” 
 
    He growled but from the firm set of her tone now he knew it was no use arguing. Holly could be damn hard-headed when she wanted to be. It was one of the things he’d loved about her. Until he hadn’t. Since he knew she wouldn’t change her mind he simply didn’t bother trying for more information. 
 
    “I’m a few blocks away. Be there soon.” He hung up and tossed the phone into the passenger seat of the truck. 
 
    Son of a bitch, his heart was racing. He was sweating and his chest felt tight. Something was wrong with his daughter. Something had upset her so badly that Holly didn’t even know how to handle it. That was rare. He could admit that when it came to the emotional stuff with the girls Holly was better at it than he was. She was their mom. She could handle their tears better than he ever could. Just the thought of his daughter crying didn’t make him want to comfort. It made him want to kill whoever was responsible. 
 
    At least she wasn’t hurt, his rational brain told him. She wasn’t injured. She wasn’t in trouble. She was just upset. He could fix this. It was something he could fix. That was what he did. He would take care of it, whatever it was. 
 
    Less than five minutes later he pulled into the driveway behind Holly’s SUV and threw the truck into park. He stormed up the walkway and didn’t bother knocking. He let himself in and did a quick perimeter search, easily locating his ex-wife as she came rushing down the hallway to greet him. She looked frazzled and worried and if he wasn’t wrong, as if she too had been crying. 
 
    “Holly, what’s...” 
 
    “There’s something I have to show you.” She cut him off with a wave of her hand and a remorseful look he didn’t understand, “Once I show you, I think you’ll understand why Georgie is so upset. It’s… you’re not going to like it and I hate to be the one to do this but… I love you, okay? Just remember that this isn’t me being jealous or spiteful. I want you to be happy. I really do. I just…” 
 
    When his ex-wife trailed off with an apologetic shrug, Shane scrubbed a hand through his hair. He had no idea what she was talking about. Georgie had seen something on tv that upset her. Holly thought it was going to upset him too. It made no sense. And all the talk about not being jealous and wanting him to be happy…? 
 
    He blew out a frustrated breath, “Holly, just tell me what’s going on. Where are the girls?” 
 
    “Georgie’s in her room. I tried to send Sophie and Rosie to their rooms too but they wanted to stay together so they’re in the kitchen coloring. It seemed like a decent distraction but…” She huffed and moved towards the television that was black since it was turned off, “You should know they all three saw it.” 
 
    “Saw what, Holly?” He grit his teeth. 
 
    If she’d let them watch some damn movie with a sex scene or an abuse scene, he was going to go off. But even as he thought it, he knew that didn’t make sense. A sex scene wouldn’t have sent Georgie into a fit of tears. She was a teenager. They’d had the talk. She might’ve been embarrassed but not upset. That only left some sort of violence and since Georgie probably knew what sort her boyfriend had suffered at the hands of his biological father he thought maybe it could be that but then he couldn’t explain why Sophie and Rosie would be fine, being younger and more naïve of the evils of the world? Perhaps, but he didn’t think that made any damn sense either. 
 
    “We were watching the pre-show, before the awards.” Holly grabbed the remote and pushed the power button and as it flickered to life she shot him another of those apologetic looks, “The girls wanted to see Lemon on the red carpet.” 
 
    Shane’s eyes instantly went to the screen as it lit up because there she was. His breath caught at how damn beautiful she looked. He’d known she would. She always did. But in that sexy slip of a dress that clung to her curves and glittered like the sun she was radiant. The only flaw he could find was that she wasn’t smiling, not really. Oh, her lips were tilted up but it wasn’t a real smile. It was the fake one that she gave the world and it warmed some part of his heart and healed a bit of his loneliness. She wasn’t happy out there in Nashville. Not in the spotlight. Not without him. He wanted her back here and from the fake smile pasted on her beautiful face, he thought she wanted it just as badly. 
 
    Because he was so focused on taking in the sight of Lemon, even if it was only on a screen, after being denied all day it took him a minute to realize Holly was still talking. 
 
    “The man at her side is Trent Thorne. He opened for her on tour and they’ve been friends ever since. The tabloids… well, they say that it’s more than a friendship.” 
 
    His gaze cut to Holly and he growled, “They’re just friends.” 
 
    “That’s the thing… I’m not sure they are, Shane.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just… watch.” Holly moved aside, sighing as she hit play and the scene of Lemon and the blond-haired man at her side came to life. 
 
    Shane kept his eyes on the woman he loved as she made her way down the red carpet. Some sort of announcer was telling the audience what she was wearing and how beautiful she looked. Shane agreed wholeheartedly. The camera panned to her companion and he barely contained a snarl at the bright smile and the possessive hand the bastard had wrapped around Lemon’s waist. 
 
    “I don’t need to see this, Holly. I knew she was going with him. They’re friends. They…” 
 
    “Keep watching.” 
 
    Shane sighed but refocused on the television just in time to catch the flicker of unease that crossed Lemon’s face. She darted a glance at her friend who had gone stock still and he frowned as they moved even closer. He couldn’t read lips but they cleverly turned their heads enough that nobody could have caught what they were saying to each other. The hand on her waist tightened and Shane’s fists did the same even as confusion and something that felt like dread slithered up his spine.  
 
    Something was wrong. He could see it all over Lemon’s face. Was he the only one that noticed how stiff she was? How worried her blue eyes had gotten? How she kept glancing at her friend as if he were a bomb she expected to explode at any second? 
 
    “What’s going on?” He took a step closer to the television, as if she could answer him, but he stopped suddenly when the pair froze in place. 
 
    His heart seized as he watched the woman he loved be pulled into the embrace of another man. It all happened so fast. If he blinked he was certain he would have missed it but he hadn’t blinked because he hadn’t been able to look away for even a split second. 
 
    Shane watched as that bastard slid his hand to Lemon’s ass and dragged her to his chest. He watched as the man slammed his mouth down on top of hers. Hard, too hard, his mind screamed even as his heart shouted that it was wrong, all wrong. He watched as Lemon was kissed by another man, a man that she’d told him was nothing but a friend more than once to reassure his possessive streak before she’d left him. He watched and he felt his anger rise and rise until it threatened to blow him apart. 
 
    The screen froze as the pair pulled apart and then casually smiled at the cameras before turning to continue down the red carpet. Shane heard Holly say his name. He heard her but he couldn’t respond. Because if he opened his mouth he was afraid he would scream. 
 
    “Shane, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He took a deep, gulping breath and closed his eyes, praying for the calm that he had always found so easily in his life until Lemon had come in and knocked everything askew, “Play it again.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Play it again.” He growled. 
 
    “I don’t think…” 
 
    “Play it again right fucking now, Holly.” He turned to scowl at her and watched the worried expression on her face morph to something that closely resembled pity. 
 
    Dutifully, she hit rewind and replayed the scene for him. He watched all over again as the woman he loved walked down the red carpet with that fake smile on her face. He watched as she shot concerned looks at the man holding her tight. He watched as she was dragged into an embrace and kissed harshly, almost punishingly, and he watched as her hands came up, fisted, to rest against the other man’s chest. And with the confirmation of what he’d thought he had seen, he managed to find a tone of voice that wasn’t pure fury. 
 
    “She didn’t kiss him.” 
 
    Holly blinked at him in confusion, “What?” 
 
    “She didn’t kiss him back. He mauled her, Holly. Something happened, I don’t know what but he clearly grabs her and kisses her. Not the other way around.” 
 
    “Shane…” 
 
    “Don’t use that tone of voice on me.” He snapped at the consoling tone she used with the children. 
 
    Holly’s brows furrowed, “She didn’t exactly push him away.” 
 
    “Of course not. He’s her friend. They’re in front of a hundred cameras. There’s no way she’d risk humiliating him like that or hurting either of their careers. But she didn’t kiss him back. I know what I saw.” 
 
    “Shane…” 
 
    “I know her, Holly.” He stressed firmly and far more rationally than he was feeling because if he could have wrapped his hands around Trent Thorne’s throat at that moment, he would have strangled him to death for daring to touch Lemon like that. But he couldn’t commit murder so he forced himself to breathe and try to calm down, “I know her and I know what I saw. Play it again. I’ll show you.” 
 
    Holly stared at him for a long moment and some of the pain left her eyes, “You love her.” 
 
    “Yes.” He didn’t hesitate. 
 
    His ex-wife nodded, as if he’d only confirmed something she already knew. Hell, maybe she had. Holly had always been smarter than him. She’d always picked up on emotions long before he had. It was one of the reasons they hadn’t worked out in the end. He hadn’t been in tune with her enough to know she was unhappy, to read her.  
 
    But he was with Lemon. 
 
    He knew what she was thinking before she did. He knew when she’d try to argue with him and when she’d try to seduce him into getting her way. He knew her fake smiles from her real ones and he knew what it meant when her eyes went soft or hard or up or down and a hundred other things in between.  
 
    It was fast and it was crazy and Shane didn’t do either of those things, not anymore. He was steady. He was rational. He was not irresponsible. But he was in love with Lemon Kelly and it didn’t matter if it had taken him twenty years or two days to fall, from the moment she’d walked back into his life he’d felt it.  
 
    The girl was irresistible and he hadn’t bothered resisting all that much. He’d given in to his lust and kissed her. He’d given in to his want and taken her to bed. He’d given in to his heart and fallen impossibly and irrevocably in love with her. 
 
    “Does she love you?” 
 
    Shane swallowed hard, “I think so… I hope so because I don’t think I can go back to living without her.” 
 
    Holly smiled softly, “She’s good for you. I told you that. I meant it.” 
 
    “So you believe me?” He pointed to the screen, “She didn’t kiss him, not willingly, and I’m not going to jump to conclusions until I talk to her and hear her out. Play it again and I’ll show you that it wasn’t her.” 
 
    “It’s your relationship, Shane. If you say she didn’t. I believe you.” 
 
    He swallowed past the knot in his throat, “Thank you.” 
 
    “But… I don’t think our daughter is going to be quite so easy to convince.” 
 
    Shane winced as the reason for his visit slammed back in on him. His daughters had seen this. He’d happily included Lemon in their lives, made her a part of their family in every way he could, and told them that she was his and would be staying for a long time if he had any say in it. And then they’d watched as the woman they too loved had been kissed by a man that wasn’t their father on national television. He scrubbed a hand over his face and wondered how it was possible that only Georgie was freaking out about this. 
 
    “I’ll talk to her.” He sighed. 
 
    “Good. Maybe she’s calmed down enough for that by now.” 
 
    “I want to see Soph and Rosie first. Make sure they’re okay too.” 
 
    “I don’t think you have to worry about them.” Holly smirked slightly when he furrowed his brows, “Rosie tried to tell Georgie that Lemon was acting for the cameras. She thinks it’s fake. Like a movie.” 
 
    “And Sophie?” He worried about his quiet, sensitive daughter most of all because he knew that she didn’t see the world through the same rose-colored glasses her little sister did. She was young but she wasn’t naïve. She must have felt hurt and betrayed at the very least. 
 
    “She didn’t say much but what she did say… well, she takes after you.” Holly smiled again, “She said Lemon didn’t really kiss that guy, not like she kisses you so Rosie must be right and they faked it for the cameras.” 
 
    Shane’s heart lurched in his chest again. God, he loved that girl. How she could be so mature for her age, he didn’t know. But he loved that she understood enough about him and about Lemon to see the same things he had seen when he watched that kiss. He only wished Sophie could’ve convinced Georgie of the same thing. 
 
    He headed down the hallway and paused in the doorway to his oldest daughter’s room. Georgie was curled up in her bed, the blanket tucked all around her. There were tissues everywhere and he winced when he saw the ripped up photos of Lemon she’d clipped out of magazines over the years. Georgie had idolized Lemon as a kid. The doting, crazy aunt figure that was a huge star and sent her expensive presents and made all the other kids jealous because she was Georgie’s friend. He’d somehow forgotten just how close they’d been before his little girl turned into this emotional, dramatic, nothing can touch me teenager. But as he looked at her swollen and tear streaked face he knew that the hurt and betrayal went way past just being upset for him. 
 
    “Honey…” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open at the sound of his voice and her lips instantly trembled, “Daddy…” 
 
    He was on the bed next to her in an instant. She hadn’t called him Daddy in years. She was too old for it, too mature. She sat up and he wrapped her in his arms. He felt her crying and held her tight, stroking her hair and telling her that it was all going to be okay.  
 
    He didn’t tell her that she was wrong about Lemon, that she hadn’t seen what she thought she’d seen. Her feelings were her own and she was entitled to them. But once she calmed down he would tell her the truth and then hope and pray that he was right. 
 
    He loved Lemon and she loved him and she was coming home to him. She had to. She’d promised. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Lemon was soaked to the bone but she couldn’t force herself to move from this spot. She was here. She’d come home. She’d gotten back to Fate as fast as she could and she couldn’t bring herself to leave again. 
 
    Not until she saw Shane. Not until she explained things to him. Not until she was certain that she could either fix things, or that she’d ruined them completely. 
 
    She’d caught the first flight out that Millie could get her on. There had been a hired driver waiting for her at the airport to take her to Fate. When she’d asked him to drop her off and leave her here he’d looked skeptical but eventually gave in and left her even though the house was dark and empty. 
 
    Shane wasn’t home. She didn’t know where he was. She’d tried calling him again but the phone kept going to voicemail. She thought he might just be at work but it was late, far later than he usually came home and that worried her. 
 
    What if he was out somewhere drinking off her betrayal? What if he’d run into the arms of another woman for comfort? She felt nauseous even thinking it but it was possible he’d gone to Holly. Wasn’t it? 
 
    Lemon shivered in her ridiculously overpriced and completely ruined evening gown. She hadn’t even bothered to change her clothes before she’d gotten on the plane. She was sitting on Shane’s front porch in a strapless Zac Posen, her jeweled stilettos beside her hip where she’d tossed them after banging on the door and realizing nobody was home. But no matter how wet or cold or lonely she was, she couldn’t force herself to get up and go inside. 
 
    She could. Shane had given her a key. She could go inside and wait for him to come home. But going inside that house when she wasn’t certain she was still welcome felt… wrong. And she hated that almost as much as she hated that wherever he was, Shane was probably hurting and it was all her fault.  
 
    Lemon wiped at her cheeks, uncertain if it was simply more rain or tears this time. She just needed Shane to come home. She’d wait as long as it took. She wasn’t going to go across the street and see her parents. She wasn’t going to move from this spot until she saw Shane. 
 
    She had no idea how long she’d been here. Had no idea how long she’d been sitting on the porch. But it felt like an eternity before she saw headlights coming up the street. She lifted her head as the vehicle slowed and her heart skipped a beat as she recognized his truck before it even turned into the driveway. 
 
    She stood up as the truck came to a stop. Her hands were shaking and she gripped her dress enough to lift it as she stepped off the porch. She stopped when the door opened and Shane stepped out. 
 
    Her heartrate tripped at the sight of him. He was still dressed in his uniform from work. His hair was disheveled as if he’d been running his hand through it. His five o’clock shadow shaded his firm jaw. He looked wrinkled and tired and more than a little surprised to see her but he didn’t immediately scowl and she wanted to take that as a good sign but she didn’t know if she could. 
 
    Maybe he’d been working late and he hadn’t seen it yet… but it didn’t change anything if he hadn’t. He would. He deserved to know. She would have to tell him and that might be worse, watching him and seeing her future with him crumble. 
 
    His eyes trailed over her from top to bottom, “Lemon, you’re soaking wet.”  
 
    The familiarity of the words, of the entire scene, wasn’t lost on her. They’d seen each other on the first day she came back to town just like this. In the rain. Shane in his uniform looking at her like he wanted to protect her and spank her all at the same time. And she wanted him even more now than she had then. 
 
    She tried for a smile that she wasn’t feeling, “If I jumped into your arms right now, would you still catch me?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    Shane’s eyes softened and she knew he was remembering that day too. Remembering the sparks that had flared between them. They’d been too hot to deny. So hot that she’d thought they would burn out fast but instead they’d settled into the kind of steady, comforting warmth that she’d waited all of her life for. 
 
    “Shane…” She stepped towards him but he quickly closed the distance between them and swept her into a tight hug. The tears started again and she shivered as his heat enveloped her. He hadn’t seen it. He wouldn’t be hugging her, holding her, if he had. “Shane, I… I…” 
 
    “Baby, you’re here.” He nuzzled his cheek against his her hair, “What are you doing here? You’re not supposed to be back until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I had to get home to you.” She sniffled and Shane set her back far enough to look her in the face, “There’s something… something happened and I need to talk to you. I… I need to explain before you see it and…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Lemon froze, “What?” 
 
    “I know. I saw.” Shane brushed her wet hair back, “Baby, you’re soaked. Let’s go inside. You should’ve gone inside when you got here.  How long have you been here? Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
    Lemon stared up into those mesmerizing blue-green eyes that she’d always loved. He looked more confused than angry at the moment. He was holding her instead of pushing her away. She was the one that was confused. 
 
    “I did. I’ve called you a dozen times.” She tilted her head when he frowned, “You saw the kiss?” 
 
    Shane made a low, angry growling noise and released her to shove his hands through his damp hair, “That wasn’t a kiss! He mauled you, Lemon! You didn’t kiss him. He attacked you!” 
 
    She was taken aback, not by the anger in his voice. That she had fully expected. She’d learned fast that Shane was a possessive man. The sight of her with anyone else would make him furious. That was why she’d expected him to be angry with her but he wasn’t. He was mad at Trent. 
 
    “Shane, he…” 
 
    “I know you said he’s your friend but if I ever see him face-to-face, I’m going to beat the shit out of him for daring to touch you like that, to touch you at all. You’re mine and if he’s trying to come between us then you can’t…” 
 
    “Trent’s gay.” She cut him off quickly when she sensed his anger spiking, “He’s gay.” 
 
    Shane’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline, “Wait… what?” 
 
    She sighed and wiped water from her face, “Trent’s gay. He’s in the closet so deep he can’t see the light and those reporters, they said something that scared him. They knew something about the man he’s in love with and he got scared. That’s what you saw. That’s what that kiss was about…” 
 
    “It wasn’t a kiss!” Shane growled again and Lemon felt her heart expand with hope for the first time since Trent made a spectacle out of them. 
 
    “He grabbed me but you’re right. I didn’t kiss him back. He crossed the line.” 
 
    “Damn right he did.” Shane snapped. 
 
    “I’m so sorry you had to see that. I’m so sorry that it even happened. I shouldn’t have put myself in that position. I’m so sorry, Shane. I never thought Trent would take it that far.” 
 
    “Baby…” Shane frowned, “Why are you apologizing to me right now? What are you even doing here right now? Your flight wasn’t until tomorrow.” 
 
    Her head spun all over again, “I’m here because I had to get home to you to explain. I can’t lose you and I…” 
 
    “Lemon.” Shane cut her off with an annoyed shake of his head, “I didn’t think you were cheating on me, not for a minute. Maybe for a second there when I first saw his mouth on yours, sure, but as soon as my brain took over again I knew you would never do that to me, to us. I never doubted us, baby.” 
 
    Her eyes flooded with tears at the words she’d never expected to hear. He hadn’t doubted her. He hadn’t thought she would betray him. He hadn’t immediately reverted to thinking of her as that silly, impulsive, impossible to rely on girl that would run at the first opportunity. He’d believed in her, trusted in her. And that made the tears come on again as she threw herself into his arms and, just as he’d said he would, he caught her. 
 
    “Hey, hey…” Shane wrapped her up tight again, “What’s wrong? Why are you crying? Baby, it’s okay. We’re okay.” 
 
    Her shoulders shook, “You didn’t answer when I called and you didn’t call me back and…” 
 
    “Damn it, that phone.” He growled suddenly, pulling away from her, “I tossed it in the truck before I went to check on Georgie.” 
 
    “Oh God, Georgie.” Lemon covered her mouth as she remembered how badly she’d felt when she heard the girl crying on the voicemail. 
 
    “She was so upset, Lem. That’s where I’ve been. I was trying to console her and tell her that everything is okay. I only came home now because she cried herself to seep.” 
 
    “Oh God, Shane. I’m so sorry. I need to go and explain it to her. I need to apologize and…” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” He shook his head, “We’ll talk to her together tomorrow. We’ll talk to all of the girls. Tomorrow. Tonight, you’re home and I’m not letting you go.” 
 
    She wiped at her face, “Promise?” 
 
    Shane held her face between his hands and met her eyes seriously, “Baby, I’m not letting you go ever again. I love you. I know its fast but I love you. You drive me crazy and I love that about you. You make me feel alive. You make me live my life. I don’t ever want to go without you again.” 
 
    Lemon gasped in a breath as Shane said the words she’d never expected to hear. He loved her. He loved her and he wanted to keep her. He wanted them to be together for real, forever. He’d said it before but somewhere deep inside of her she’d struggled to believe him. She did now because the sincerity was right there on his face, in his eyes. His warmth and love cocooned her and made her feel safe. It made her feel like she’d finally come home. That she could have everything she’d always wanted. 
 
    A family of her own. 
 
    “Maybe I should’ve waited to tell you. Maybe it’s too soon.” Shane’s brows furrowed when she took too long to react, “Hell, maybe I should’ve said it weeks ago. I don’t know. But you don’t have to say it back if you’re not ready.” 
 
    Lemon wiped at her face again, a manic laugh working up her throat, “Go get your phone.” 
 
    “What? 
 
    “Go get your phone. I left you a message. I think you need to hear it.” 
 
    His dark brows rose again as he studied her face but he must have sensed she was serious because he sighed. He stomped back to his truck and leaned inside. She could see him rustling around inside looking for it and she watched as he punched a button and then lifted it to his ear as he pushed the door shut behind him. 
 
    As she watched, his eyebrows rose and a look of surprise and then pure pleasure washed over his handsome face. Those sparkling eyes met hers and a flicker of a smile curled at his lips. He dropped the phone to his side after a minute and stared at her from the few feet separating them. 
 
    “Lemon…” 
 
    “Yeah?” She managed to squeak out when he took a step towards her. 
 
    “You said you love me.” 
 
    He didn’t phrase it as a question but she nodded anyway, “I did. I do. I love you, Shane. I love you so much it scares me.” 
 
    “You told me you love me for the first time on my voicemail.” His lips were still twitching upward but his voice was a growl. “You told an electronic device instead of waiting to tell me. You told me because you thought you were losing me. Because of what that bastard did, not because you were ready to say it.” 
 
    She shook her head when he planted himself in front of her, “No, I…” 
 
    “Say it again.” He all but snarled as he wrapped a hand in her wet hair, “Say it again so I believe you.” 
 
    “I love you. I half-loved you before I even knew what love was. You were the dream, Shane. You were always the dream.” 
 
    “Better.” He nuzzled his lips over hers, not quite kissing her, “Now tell me you’re mine.” 
 
    “I’m yours. You know I’m yours.” She tried to lean up and take his lips but he pulled her hair to keep her in place and the power, the surety with which he held her, sent heat coursing through her veins making her shiver with need this time, “I’m yours.” 
 
    “These lips are mine.” He nipped at her bottom lip and she moaned. “They should always taste like me. Nobody else. Not ever again.” 
 
    “Nobody el…” 
 
    His mouth claimed hers before she could utter the last syllable and it trailed off into a gasp. The sheer and utter rightness of Shane’s lips on hers settled all of her worst fears and doubts. His taste overtook her, man and heat and coffee and something that was madly addicting. He tasted like hers and she eagerly pressed into him, into his kiss, wanting more and needing more from him. But Shane pulled back suddenly with another nip of her lips. 
 
    “Everything.” He groaned, as if reading her mind, “I want everything from you, Lemon. You give me everything and you know what I’ll give you?” He held her firm with her forehead against his, their lips a breath apart, so all she could see was his amazing green eyes, “Everything. I’m gonna give you everything I am, everything I have. It’s yours. I’m yours. I’ll give you anything you want and everything you need.” 
 
    “Everything.” She mimicked with a brush of their lips but his next words stilled her completely. 
 
    “You want kids? I have three. They’re yours too if you stay with me. If you want more, we’ll adopt. We’ll figure it out. Whatever happens, whatever comes next, we do it together. I love you Lemon.” 
 
    He meant it. She could see it in his eyes. He’d give her everything she’d ever wanted. A family. Children. Love and support and home. She’d come back to Fate looking for answers and she’d found Shane. 
 
    She managed a shaky nod, “I love you too.” 
 
    “Then we’ll figure out the rest.” He promised before he swept his tongue into her mouth and kissed her deeply and tenderly. 
 
    Lemon clung to him as they kissed in the rain. This was what she’d wanted that first day in her parents’ front yard just across the street. She’d wanted the right to touch this man, to hold him and kiss him and claim him.  
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck and met him stroke for stroke. Because he was her equal. He was her other half. He was her everything. 
 
    “Inside.” Shane nipped her chin and she squealed as he swept her up into his arms. She smiled against his neck as he maneuvered them up the stairs and then tried to unlock the door with one hand. “In the movies, the door is usually unlocked when the guy sweeps the girl off her feet.” 
 
    She laughed at his sense of humor that so few people got to see, “They conveniently leave out how awful wet clothing feels after kissing in the rain too.” 
 
    “Mmm, don’t worry about your clothes, babe. I plan on getting you out of that dress real soon.” Shane got the door open and kicked it shut behind them. “You looked sexy as hell tonight and I hated seeing you in someone else’s arms.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I…” 
 
    “Shh,” He kicked open his bedroom door as well, “Never again. You promised, Lemon. You’re mine. That means if you need a date for an event, it’s me. Nobody else gets to stand at your side. That space is mine. You’re mine.” 
 
    She gaped up at him as he set her on her feet, “You’d do that? Go with me? Be with me?” 
 
    “Oh, baby, I told you I’m not letting you go. That means I’m a part of your life just as much as you’re a part of mine. We’ll figure it out. Together. Tomorrow.” He nipped her nips, “Right now, I need to be inside you. I need to feel you with me. I missed you, Lemon.” 
 
    She whimpered as he found the zipper on her dress and lowered it quickly. His words stripped her bare before the thick material ever hit the ground. He touched every part of her, soothed every fear and doubt. He loved her just as she was. She let him pull the panties she’d been wearing down and then stepped out of them for him as he pushed her back towards the bed. 
 
    “Bed. Now.” 
 
    “Okay caveman.” She smirked as she fell back onto the bed, “Try full sentences.” 
 
    “Can’t. You make me crazy.” He was tugging at his own clothes and she gave a dreamy sigh as he stripped. “You’re so goddamn gorgeous and you’re mine. All mine.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” She agreed lazily as he revealed his perfect chest. 
 
    So strong and broad, the sprinkling of dark hair and that ridiculously sexy tattoo, she’d been in love with that chest for a long time. His honey skin and dark features were so different from her lighter coloring. He’d always been beautiful to her, at every age, in every form, but this one, this man that was hers was her favorite version of Shane Lowry. 
 
    “I hated waking up without you.” He worked off his utility bed and gently put it on the dresser before turning his attention back to her, “I don’t intend to ever do it again.” 
 
    She smiled at that, “See, whole sentences. So sexy.” 
 
    “I’m serious.” He dropped his pants and she bit her lip to hide her huge grin as he crawled over her, “I’ll handcuff you to this bed, Lemon.” 
 
    “Mmm, I do like your cuffs.” She giggled when he nipped her earlobe, “But they’re not necessary. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Kinky little minx.” He smiled against her neck as he rubbed himself against her, “No cuffs tonight. Tonight I want to feel your hands on me.” 
 
    “Sexy bastard.” She tilted her hips up and moaned, “As if I’ve ever been able to keep them to myself.” 
 
    “Only when I tie you up.” Shane muttered against her lips, “But I’m only tying you to me tonight.” 
 
    She smiled into his kiss as he took her mouth again. Their tongues were too busy for her to tell him that she already was. She’d been tied to him in one way or another her entire life. The link between them was undeniable and from the moment they’d found each other it had been irresistible. 
 
    Shane smoothed his hand down her neck and cupped her breasts, “Mine.” He lowered his mouth and laved her nipple with his tongue before blowing on it, “Mine.” He nipped her with his teeth making her buck up and cry out, “Mine.” 
 
    “Shane, please…” 
 
    It never mattered how they came together. Fast and hard or slow and easy, he enjoyed driving her to the brink. He said she drove him crazy but it was just as true that he made her that way as well. His possessiveness always sent a thrill through her. His bossiness made her weak in the knees. The combination of the two made her ache and need poured through her veins. 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    “Yeah, caveman. All yours.” She pushed at his head, “There’s something else down there that’s yours and needs attention.” 
 
    His chuckle against her breasts tickled her skin, “Are you trying to boss me in bed?” He raised his head, his eyes twinkling, “Because I thought I’d made it clear I’m in control here.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I’d never try to take control from you.” She shifted her hips against him and his hand trailed down to her hip to hold her still. “Just giving you some direction.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Shane nipped her nipple again, “I think you’re missing the point. This body belongs to me now and you’ll take what I give you.” His hand slipped between her legs and stroked through her folds and she closed her eyes on a gasp of pleasure, “When I’m ready to give it to you.” 
 
    “Give it to me. Please.” She begged as he worked a finger inside her. 
 
    “God I love it when you beg me.” He groaned as his fingers worked her over, “I was going to take it slow but I missed you too damn much. Beg me again and I’ll give it to you.” 
 
    “Please, Shane. Please, I need you.” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate to give her what she needed. He used one hand to tilt her hips up. The other he used to position himself at her entrance and then he gave one swift push forward burying himself inside her. She gasped, like she always did when he took her fast with little prep. He was big but she relished the small bite of pain, the stretch as her body adjusted to allow him in. She bit her lip and threw her head back to keep from crying out. She clutched at his shoulders, probably scratching him, but that only turned her on more. The idea of marking him made her body pulse and squeeze in response, wanting to claim just as much as he did. 
 
    “Uh uh…” Shane nipped at her lips, “Don’t hold back. I want to hear you.” 
 
    He pulled back and slammed inside her again and she moaned with pleasure. There were times they had to be quiet because the girls were in the house. But tonight it was just the two of them and he wanted her sounds so she gave it to him. 
 
    “Shane!” 
 
    He groaned as he pulled out and thrust again, “That’s it baby.” 
 
    “Harder.” She ran her hands to his ass and squeezed with her nails, “Don’t hold back either.” 
 
    Shane unleashed an almost inhuman growl and then he was upright on his knees. He shoved one of her legs to the side, opening her up wide for him as he began to pound into her relentlessly. He held her other leg around his waist and his eyes were riveted to the place where their bodies were joined. Lemon put her hands up over her head, using the headboard for leverage and pushing back each time he thrust forward. 
 
    It was brutal. It was fast and hard. It was rough. And she loved every single second of it. 
 
    Their eyes met and held and Shane was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen in her life. His skin was shiny with sweat. His eyes twinkled with pleasure, his pupils blown wide. His lips were red from their kisses. Her scratch marks covered his shoulders and chest. He looked wild and untamed and manly. He looked like hers. 
 
    “Say it.” He growled in that voice that made her body squeeze tight around him. 
 
    “Say what?” She smirked, teasing him and earning a playful smack to her thigh.  
 
    “You know what I want to hear. Say it.” He ground himself into her, “Say it, Lemon.” 
 
    “I’m yours.” 
 
    “Damn right you are.” Shane circled his hips again. “Now, say it.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    That got her the smile that had stolen her heart and Shane lunged forward to press his mouth to hers, “I love you too.” 
 
    And then he really unleashed on her. Pounding and driving her to the brink. He took her hard enough that she would feel him for days. She knew that was his intent. He was claiming her, marking her, and there was no going back from this. Not for either of them. 
 
    Her body clenched tight as the beginning of her orgasm stole through her and she knew Shane felt it because he grit his teeth and gripped her even harder. Her body was trying to hold him deep, where he belonged. Wanted to take him inside her and join them as one. They were one like this. And that thought, that knowledge threw her over the cliff. 
 
    “That’s. It. Baby.” Shane thrust hard with each grunted word, “Come. For. Me.” 
 
    “Shane!” 
 
    “Love you. Love you. Love you.” He jerked hard and then stilled buried deep inside her. 
 
    She felt every hot jet as he came inside her. He was a part of her. She carried him inside her. Even if she could never carry their child, they were one. He’d said he was tying them together but this was beyond just their bodies. 
 
    Their hearts and souls were intertwined. 
 
    Shane collapsed on top of her with a huff, “Jesus…” 
 
    “Just Lemon, actually.” 
 
    He snorted a laugh and nipped her shoulder as he rolled to his side, taking her with him so she sprawled across him, “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you too.” She curled against him. 
 
    They lay together for a long time, just breathing each other in. Their heartbeats steadied. Their skin cooled. They held onto each other in the stillness and silence and only when Lemon’s brain finally kicked back on did she tense. 
 
    “Shh, not tonight.” Shane must have sensed her change in mood because his grip on her tightened, “We don’t have to decide everything tonight.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “We have time now.” He traced patterns onto her back, “We have forever.” 
 
    “But the girls saw…” 
 
    “We’ll talk to them tomorrow. They’ll understand.” 
 
    “Georgie…” She tried again only to be rolled to her back so he could look over her, his face serious. 
 
    “Will understand. We’ll make her understand. She loves you Lemon. They all do. Just like I do.” 
 
    Her throat felt tight, “I love them too.” 
 
    “We’re going to be your family now, so that’s good, baby. That’s real good.” Shane stroked her wet, sweaty hair back, “I love you so much. You were gone a day and all I could think about was when I’d get you back.” 
 
    “I thought I’d lost you today.” 
 
    “Never. You’re not getting rid of me that easily, Lem.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get rid of you at all.” 
 
    “Good answer.” He nuzzled her neck and his hips pressed against hers. 
 
    She grinned when she felt him growing hard, “Again? Already? I thought you needed recovery time, old man?” 
 
    He bit her, “We have the house all to ourselves for once. I plan to take you so many times you’re hoarse from screaming my name.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep.” She taunted as she slid her hand down and stroked him. 
 
    “Is that a challenge?” Shane grinned at her, rising to her taunt just as she’d known he would, “You know I can’t turn down a challenge.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    She barely had time to bask in getting exactly what she wanted before his mouth was on hers. His body was on hers again. And he was demanding she scream his name. 
 
    God, she loved this bossy bastard. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Shane took a deep breathe, let it out and thanked God for this life he’d been given. Tonight was perfect. Every night with his family was perfect. It had been for the last three months. Ever since the night Lemon came back to him, came home to him. They’d had three perfect months together but tonight, tonight was something special. 
 
    He glanced around his living room and felt his heart swell with love. Georgie was curled up in the chair. She’d spent most of the evening staring at her phone and even now, with her eyes closed in sleep, it was clutched tight to her chest. Even knowing she’d been messaging that West boy all night didn’t ruin his mood. Not tonight. Sophie and Rosie were sprawled haphazardly on the couch between him and Lemon, also asleep. They were all arms and legs and he’d been kicked in the gut at least five times but he didn’t mind. Not when Lemon smiled at him from the other end of the couch with that sweet, contented smile that he loved so much it made his chest hurt. 
 
    They’d all gathered together tonight to watch another awards show. According to Georgie, it was awards season. Lemon had only rolled her eyes at that and asked if they could order pizza instead of having one of her cooking lessons. They’d feasted on pizza and cookies in front of the television as they watched celebrities and superstars parade down a red carpet and he’d been worried.  
 
    Worried that if he looked at Lemon he would see the disappointment in her eyes. Worried that she missed the life she’d left behind for him. Worried that she wished she was there, in a fancy dress with styled hair and perfect makeup and killer shoes, smiling for the cameras instead of just for him. 
 
    But then she’d given him that smile, that special, perfect smile that said she loved him and this life they had together just as much as he did, and he’d dismissed his worries just that easily. 
 
    Because Lemon hadn’t chosen him over that other life. She was still a huge star. She always would be. She flew back and forth from Fate to Nashville whenever she needed to for work. She’d been doing a lot of writing for her next album right here, at home with him, and then flying to Nashville to record. But she always came back and sometimes he even went with her. 
 
    He’d hated the house she took him to. It hadn’t been Lemon at all. It was cold and indifferent and had no personality. She’d laughed at his reaction and told him she was selling it. They were looking at buying a smaller place, somewhere in the country, so they could have a home there for extended visits but where the girls would have space to roam as well. 
 
    It worked. They worked. Just as he’d known they would. There were compromises on both sides. He fit her into his life and she fit him into hers. But they made it work because they knew what was important. Being together. Through all of the rest of the roadblocks and obstacles that life tried to throw at them, Shane knew that they would make it for one reason above all others.  
 
    They wanted to make it work, so they did. It was as simple as that. They loved one another. They trusted each other. They confided their hopes and dreams with each other. And both of them wanted their futures to be intertwined as closely as humanly possible. 
 
    Shane intended to do exactly that tonight. 
 
    “Are you sorry you didn’t go tonight?” He kept his voice low so as not to wake the children. 
 
    Lemon blinked and turned to face him, “What?” 
 
    “To the awards show? I know Millie wanted you to go.” 
 
    “Millie is a pain in the...” Lemon glanced around and grinned, “ass.” 
 
    Shane tried not to laugh, afraid he’d jostle his daughters back into consciousness. That was one thing they’d definitely had to work on. Language. He could admit he cursed more than he probably should but he generally tried to restrict it to times when his children weren’t around. Lemon was getting better at curbing her own language but it was definitely a work in progress. 
 
    “We could have gone.” He said instead but Lemon only shook her head. 
 
    “I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stay home and wear my comfy sweats and get used as a mattress by a six year old.” She played with a sleeping Rosie’s hair and then glanced back up at him with that smile again, “Haven’t you figured it out yet? There’s nowhere else I want to be but here with you and them, Shane.” 
 
    His heart thumped and his throat felt tight but he forced the words, “You really mean that?” 
 
    “Of course I do. This, you and these girls, you’re my whole world. As long as I have this, as long as I have you, I have everything I need.” 
 
    “What about what you want though?” 
 
    “What I want?” She tilted her head curiously, “Shane, what I want is this. I want you. I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life sitting on this couch with you, watching tv and eating too much pizza. I want to watch these girls become women and know that I helped somehow. I want this life.” 
 
    That knot in his throat grew larger, “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.”  
 
    “And I’m glad you said that.” He managed a shaky smile when she furrowed her brow curiously, “I’m glad this is the life you want because there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.” 
 
    “Ask me? You never ask me anything. You just order me around.” She giggled and he grinned. 
 
    “This isn’t something I can just order you to do.” He nodded towards the coffee table, “Open the drawer in front of you.” 
 
    Lemon snorted, “See, now I’m confused because that was definitely an order.” 
 
    “Lemon,” He sighed, “Can you please open the drawer in front of you, preferably without waking the kids?” 
 
    It took a little bit of maneuvering but she did it. She slid Rosie around a little and managed to get the drawer open. But her hand paused and a gasp escaped before her hand darted into the drawer that was usually full of nothing but crayons and spare batteries and old receipts. 
 
    “Shane?” Her voice came out breathless and her big, blue eyes darted to his. 
 
    “Open it, Lemon.” 
 
    She pulled out the small velvet box and he watched as she did as he told her. With shaky hands, she popped the lid of the jewelry box open and gasped again. One hand went to her mouth as the other held the box in front of her as the lemon yellow, oval cut diamond, flashed in the light. 
 
    He’d found the ring a week after she came home to him. The moment he’d seen it, he’d known it was perfect. He hadn’t asked about the cost or worried that she wouldn’t like it the way he had when he’d given Holly a ring. Because this time his heart knew exactly what the woman he loved would like and he’d bought it on the spot. 
 
    For the past three months, he’d contemplated giving it to her at least ninety times. He’d imagined them out on a fancy dinner date. He’d imagined surprising her with a family celebration and doing it in front of everyone they loved. He’d contemplated making a spectacle of them both and hiring horse and carriages and buying balloons and roses. But in the end, this was the moment he’d chosen. 
 
    This simple moment where they were with their family, in their home. This was perfect because it was them. This was what their life together looked like and they didn’t need big gestures to prove they loved one another. It was there, every single day, in the way they touched and kissed and looked at each other. 
 
    “Oh God…” Lemon’s lips trembled slightly and there were tears in her eyes when she looked back at him questioningly. 
 
    “Will you marry me, Lemon?” He met her eyes and asked instead of ordering, “Maybe it’s too fast but we’ve always gone too fast at everything. Since the moment I kissed you my heart hasn’t stopped racing, baby. I love you and I want you to be my wife. You’re already my family but I want to make it official. I want you to have the same last name as all of us, my last name. So, what do you say? Marry me and make me the happiest man in the world?” 
 
    Lemon nodded instantly, “Yes. Yes. A thousand times yes.” 
 
    He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He hadn’t doubted that would be her answer. But he had prepared himself just in case she tried to put up a fight, just for the sake of arguing with him. 
 
    “I love you so much. Yes.” She wiped at her cheeks where a few tears had escaped. “Yes, I’ll marry you but only if you can lean over and give me a kiss without waking the kids.” 
 
    He chuckled softly, “I think I can manage that.” 
 
    Shane carefully steered Sophie onto his lap so his upper body was free and leaned across the couch. Lemon did the same with Rosie. They met in the middle, just barely close enough to brush their lips together. But it was still a kiss, a sweet, perfect, passionate kiss. 
 
    He wiped at her damp cheek with his thumb, “I know it wasn’t the most romantic proposal ever…” 
 
    “It was perfect.” Lemon cut him off with another soft kiss, “I love you and I love these girls. You’re the family I always wanted.” 
 
    “You’ve got us, baby. We love you too. And we’re never letting you go.” He nipped her lips. 
 
    “You’re never getting rid of me.” She grinned as she kissed him back, licking at his lips and trying to deepen the kiss but failing because of the distance between them, “But you better get rid of the kids before this night goes from PG to NC17.” 
 
    Shane snorted, “I’ll start carrying them to bed. I want to make love to my fiancé and I don’t want them scarred for life.” 
 
    Lemon grinned, her eyes sparkling mischievously, “I’ll be waiting for you in our bed. Just don’t take too long or I’ll start without you.” 
 
    “Brat.” He laughed. 
 
    “Bore.” She winked. 
 
    “God I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” She gave him a wag of her eyebrows, “And I think your cuffs would go nicely with my new jewelry, don’t you think? Bring those with you when you come to bed.” 
 
    Shane groaned. She was perfect. Absolutely perfect. And she was his… forever. 
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    Did you enjoy your trip to Fate, Texas? Want to learn more about this quirky small town and it’s sometimes crazy citizens? Check out the West Brothers Series, available on all major ebook platforms. Each book is a stand-alone contemporary romance with a HEA but they do build on each other so it is advised that you read them in order. For another stand-alone romance set in Fate, try It Had To Be You. Thanks for visiting Fate and we hope you’ll come back and visit soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It Had To Be You 
 
    A Fate, Texas Novel 
 
    Austin Evans is a playboy, a flirt and a charmer. He’s dated half the female population of Fate, Texas and figures he’ll get around to the other half before he ever decides to settle down. Fate, however, has other ideas. Because one night with the prim and proper town doctor isn’t nearly enough. He can’t get her out of his head, doesn’t want her out of his bed and if he can convince her to give him half a chance he’ll keep her in his life forever. 
 
    It was supposed to be one night. One night of passion. One night of scorching hot, mind-blowing, earth-rocking fun. It was a one night stand that somehow turned into two nights, then three and four… and Victoria Sands knew better. Of course she knew better. She was a good girl, a smart girl. She knew better than to continue seeking him out, knew better than to keep falling into his arms, knew better than to let her heart get involved, but when it came to Austin her logical, rational brain never stood a chance to her body’s desire. 
 
    They’re complete opposites. She’s the town princess and he’s the boy from the wrong side of the tracks. She grew up in the mansion on the hill and his mother is the woman that cleans it. She thinks everything through and he goes with his gut instinct. The one thing they have in common is that they’ve never felt anything like the sparks that flare between them. 
 
    But is that enough to build a life on? A family on? And what about forever? 
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