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 Chapter One

 


THE FACT THAT Beau Simon was supposedly
coming to town to pick up his new custom ride had most of New
Waterford in a tizzy. Even Marianne Phibbs, who never went anywhere
or did anything, had her hair and her nails done.

Her blue-white curls bobbed in the late
afternoon sunlight as she made her way out of Fifth Heaven Salon,
with every intention of buying a new outfit at Harper’s Boutique.
And she didn’t care if there was anything on sale either. Nope. She
was willing to part with her hard earned cash, and willing to pay
top dollar.

You know, in case she happened to run into
Beau Simon.

Betty Jo Barker watched Marianne waddle down
the sidewalk as she slid inside her gramps’ old Crown Vic. She
turned the key and listened to the rust bucket groan to life before
reaching for the air conditioning knob.

Oh. Right. It wasn’t working.

With a sigh Betty pushed her long, damp hair
behind her bare shoulders and watched Marianne Phibbs until those
blue-white curls disappeared inside the boutique.

The woman was on the wrong side of eighty and
acting like a teenager. But then, that’s the kind of power Beau
Simon had over women.

“Shit,” she murmured.

The whole town was crazy. Why in hell would
Beau Simon come all the way out to New Waterford to pick up his
bike when he could have it shipped to LA? It didn’t make sense.

A hint of unease slide through her gut and
Betty grimaced.

“Nothing makes sense anymore,” she muttered.
At least nothing in Betty’s life did.

But then had it ever?

She glanced to the seat beside her, at the
meds tucked away in the little white bag she’d just picked up from
the pharmacy. Meds for her dad. Meds for a man who was rapidly
going downhill.

It wasn’t fair, but maybe after all the crap
she’d pulled, it was exactly what she deserved. At twenty-five she
was stuck in a dead end town, caring for a father whom she loved,
but a father who barely recognized her. And when he did, she wasn’t
so sure he liked her all that much. The only memories he seemed to
focus on were the shitty ones.

And Lord knows, Betty was the queen of the
shit.

Impatient, she pressed the button on the door
and waited for the window to lower. It was mid July and hot as
hell, but at least the breeze cooled the sweat on her skin. That
was something.

The radio kicked in all of a sudden, blaring
an old Doors song, Riders on the Storm, at the same time her
cellphone rang out. Betty scooped her cell from inside her purse
and glanced at the screen. It was her agent. Or rather, her
ex-agent. Again.

Why the hell was he bugging her after months
of nothing?

She tossed it back without answering, put the
car in gear and pulled away from the curb. She’d barely made it
into the road when a horn blasted, tires squealed. Gramp’s car
lurched back toward the sidewalk, and the sickening crunch of metal
rang in her ears.

For a moment everything went black. The noise
from outside receded and she stared ahead, unseeing. Unfeeling.
Pretty much the norm for Betty, but considering she’d just been in
an accident, what the hell did that say about her?

Marianne Phibbs came running out of the
boutique along with several other townsfolk. Betty blinked, and
when her vision cleared, she watched them huddle excitedly,
whispering and pointing, though not one of them was looking at
Betty.

Their attention was behind her and as a
tingling sensation spread across her forehead, she decided she
better haul ass out of the car and see whose day she’d managed to
ruin, other than her own.

She had to tug on the door a bit before it
swung open and Betty unfurled her bare legs, noticing the chipped
blue nail polish on her toes. It matched the state of her fingers
but she really didn’t care. Gone were the days when a weekly
pedicure was the norm.

As she swung around, the sun hit her in the
face and she had to squint in order to focus. Along the sidewalk, a
few more curious souls had ventured into the heat, and Gerry Mason,
a local kid who was watering the potted plants that lined the
streets, dropped his can and shoved his Detroit Tigers cap back,
shaking his head slowly.

An expensive looking car rested up against
the back end of the Crown Vic, its black hood gleaming in the late
afternoon sun. The windows were tinted a dark hue, and Betty
gritted her teeth. It was a BMW. Great. The freaking bumper alone
would cost a small fortune to repair.

And she’d have to pay for it. There was no
way she’d let it go through Gramps’ insurance. She glanced back at
his car. The thing was old and even if he had collision—which she
doubted—there would be a deductible.

“Way to go, Betty,” she muttered.

Could this day get any worse?

The door to the black car swung open and she
wiped damp palms along her hips, smoothing out her dress. It was
strapless, pale blue, and on the short side for New Waterford—she’d
grabbed it this morning because it was handy and more importantly
clean—but maybe in this situation it would help things. It’s not as
if she’d never used her looks when it meant gaining an
advantage.

She knew she looked good—she wasn’t vain,
some things just were—Betty Jo Barker always looked good. Even with
only a hint of gloss on her lips, a brush of mascara on her lashes,
and hair that she’d barely brushed.

All of the triplets were exceptional and sure
they looked the same, but Betty had always had that ‘extra’
something. A photographer once told her it was the expression in
her eyes. She was hot and cold all at once and for the camera, it
was gold.

Or it had been gold until the demons inside
her had taken over and she’d fallen into the cliché of drugs and
booze and diva behavior. Her career had ended as abruptly as it had
begun.

But it didn’t change the fact that Betty had
been graced with clear blue eyes, classic bone structure, and a
mouth that had been described as porn star perfect. Her face had
looked out from magazine covers and billboards. She’d appeared in
music videos, snagged the coveted Sports Illustrated Swimsuit
cover—twice—and she’d almost made a movie. She’d traveled the world
over on the strength of her looks and Betty was used to working it
when she needed to.

She thought of her craptastic bank account
and grimaced.

She really needed to work this one.

So she stared ahead, smiling through the dull
ache that was beginning to spread up her neck and across her
forehead. She smiled as if she was standing in front of Francisco,
her favorite photographer. She smiled and she worked it.

And then a pair of long, muscular, jean clad
legs slid out of the car, followed by a tall, lean, body, with wide
shoulders that stretched beneath a tight white T-shirt. Longish
blond hair touched the tops of those shoulders.

Longish blond hair that looked familiar.

Betty swallowed, but her throat was dry and
she was pretty sure she made some kind of pathetic noise. Her eyes
slowly traveled up. Up to the darker stubble that dressed a classic
chin. Up to a mouth that was spread into a sardonic sort of smile,
one that emphasized wide cheekbones, and showed off a dimple on the
right side.

Up to the eyes that were hidden behind black
sunglasses.

Her heart stopped beating. That had to be the
reason she felt faint. Or maybe it was the sun beating down on
her.

Or maybe it was because as the man moved
toward her, his stride slow and sure, he took off those damn black
sunglasses and tucked a chunk of that shining hair behind his
ear.

She knew the eyes would be not quite blue and
not quite green either. She knew they would be piercing and
electric.

Betty leaned back against her car because her
legs were suddenly weak. They felt like spaghetti. Limp, overcooked
spaghetti.

Maybe he wouldn’t remember her. Or maybe that
night had never happened. Maybe she’d been high or drunk and the
images in her mind—the ones she tried to forget about but
couldn’t—weren’t real.

Maybe all of this would just go away and
Betty Jo Barker could go about her pathetic business as if nothing
had just changed.

Except when he stopped a few inches from her,
the sinking feeling in her gut told her that she was wrong. Way
wrong.

Everything had changed.

His hand reached for her, the tattoo that
adorned his forearm, familiar. Oh, so familiar. The black ink was
scorched into her brain.

She shook her head and tried to speak but
nothing came out.

“You’re hurt.”

She flinched at the sound of his voice. The
timber was deep, with a hint of rasp. It made her think of things
she didn’t want to think about. It made her feel and that was a
problem. A big problem. Betty didn’t do well when feelings were
concerned. She much rather preferred the numb cocoon she nestled
inside most of the time.

“No, I’m—“

And then his fingers were pushing her hair
from her eyes, and pressing gently against her forehead. Shock at
his touch kept her silent and her chest tightened.

“You’re bleeding. We should get you to a
doctor.”

Stupidly, she stared at the crimson stain on
his fingers, aware that he’d moved closer. Aware that the entire
sidewalk behind them was full of people, and that they were staring
at her.

Whipping her head back, Betty turned and
whispered fiercely. “I’m fine.”

For a second, there was nothing.

And then Beau Simon leaned so close that she
could smell the mint gum he favored. A heartbeat passed—maybe
two—before he spoke, his warm breath on her cheek conjuring up
those damn memories again. Those feelings she wanted to keep
buried.

“It’s been a long time, Betty.”

“Why are you here?” she asked, pushing at him
so that he was forced to move back an inch or so. She couldn’t
handle this. Him. Not now.

He smiled. That devastating smile that had
won him legions of fans the world over, and it seemed she wasn’t
the only one who was working it.

“I suppose some folks would say that I’m here
to pick up a bike.”

Oh. Right. The bike.

“I can tell you how to get to Logan’s shop.”
She nodded toward his car. “He can fix whatever damage there is at
the same time and you can be on your way.”

His even white teeth flashed as he whispered
so low, she barely heard him.

“I’m not here for the bike.”

That got her attention and she stared up at
him hoping like hell the fear inside her wasn’t showing.

“You’re not,” she answered, haltingly.

“No, darlin’.” Beau cocked his head to the
side, that smile still in place as he spoke intimately, as if they
were the only two souls on the sidewalk.

“I’m here for you.”


Chapter Two

 


BEAU SIMON WAS one lucky son-of-a-bitch—had
been since the day he was born. That illustrious event had occurred
during a hurricane in the fall of ’81, on Florida’s Gulf Coast.

Inside the family compound, after hours of
labor, with no power and no way of getting to a hospital, Beau
Daniel Simon finally entered the world, his head touched by
sunlight streaming in through a hole in the storm.

His mother, Eden DuRocher-Simon, welcomed ten
pounds of wiggling baby boy into the arms of a family known
throughout America, as those ‘damn Southern Kennedys’.

Married just out of college to Noah Simon,
heir to a vast fortune made primarily from old money rolled into
real estate, Eden gave Noah a roster of children, including the
aforementioned Beau, twins Tucker and Teague a year later, the
oldest child Jack, and the youngest, Grace.

The Simons’ had money, prestige, and a royal
lineage on Eden’s side that could be traced back three centuries to
Charlemagne, France. Firmly entrenched in the political arena,
there had been several senators and even a governor in the family
tree. No one had made a run for the White House as of yet, though
it wasn’t a secret that Beau’s oldest brother, Jack, had his sights
set on that lofty seat.

Yep. Beau was a lucky son-of-a-bitch. He’d
grown up in a loving home, with parents who were strong enough to
buck convention and let their children find their own way.

In the beginning, for Beau, it had been about
sports—baseball to be exact. He’d played college ball in sunny
California and had been drafted in the first round to his dream
team, the San Francisco Giants. He worked hard and made their
pitching rotation, quickly becoming their number one starter.

Beau Simon was the darling of the MLB, with
his Hollywood looks, charisma and talent—he was the face of the
future. His third year in, he helped the Giants win the big prize,
though while playing the American League Champs in the final game,
he’d made a run to second base and a bad slide ended his career
much too soon.

But being the lucky son-of-a-bitch that he
was, the surgeon who’d treated him in the hospital was a newlywed
and her husband, Angelo Rossi, a Hollywood director, just happened
to be visiting her when Beau had been brought in.

The two men bonded in the ER over their
shared love of sports and eclectic taste in music and movies. Three
months later, Beau was making the first of a blockbuster series of
spy movies.

Beau had found his calling. With his good
looks and uncanny ability to choose the right roles, he quickly
climbed to the top of the Hollywood heap, his movies grossing
billions worldwide. His name was mentioned along with the likes of
Pitt, Clooney, and Hanks.

He’d picked up an Oscar for best actor.
Graced the cover of Entertainment Weekly more times than he
could count, and was the newly minted king of the Forbes list of
most influential movers and shakers. And now he was about to embark
on his most ambitious project yet. Directing a film he’d
written.

Yep. He was one lucky son-of-a-bitch and he
should be happier than a pig in shit.

But he wasn’t. Hell no.

He had one more loose end to tie up, and
Betty Jo Barker just happened to be the loose end.

* * *

BEAU’S CELL BUZZED and he scooped it from his
pocket, nodding to Logan Forest as he turned away. After the
excitement downtown, both his car and Betty’s had been towed to
Forest’s shop. She of course had refused to see a doctor and Logan
had sent her home with one of his guys.

The mechanic had been over-fucking-joyed.
Beau had been pissed.

Beau’s new ride was parked in the last bay
and his eyes ran over it appreciatively. At least one thing had
turned out right. He couldn’t wait to hit the open road with
nothing but two wheels between him and the pavement.

“Yeah,” he said into his phone.

“You on your way?” It was his brother,
Tucker.

Beau ran a hand across his chin and frowned.
“Not yet.”

“Your loss. The fish are biting and the
women…” A low whistle filled Beau’s ear. “Well, they grow them real
sexy up here in Canada.”

Beau grinned at that. It was nice to hear the
lightness in Tuck’s voice. The guy had been through a lot over the
last two years.

“The beer’s cold, and man, the women are
hot.”

Beau stretched and rolled his shoulders.
“Well, keep the beer on ice. I’ll be up when I can get there. Looks
like I’ll be hanging around here for a bit.”

Or as long as it took.

“What’s got you staying in Michigan?”

“A woman.”

“Since when does a woman dictate what you
do?”

“Since this particular one doesn’t want
anything to do with me and I need her.”

There was a pause. “Huh.”

Another pause.

“This personal or business?” Tucker
asked.

For Christ sake.

“What the hell do you think?” Irritated,
Beau’s voice rose and he was aware that the few people in the shop
who weren’t watching him, now were.

His brother laughed. “Just checking.”

“You don’t need to worry about me. This is
strictly business.”

“Who is she?”

Shit. Now it was going to get complicated
because Tucker knew pretty much everything there was to know about
Beau.

“Betty Jo Barker.”

“Betty Jo Barker.” Beau didn’t have to see
him to know that Tucker was frowning.

“Yep.”

“Betty Jo Barker, the junkie model?”

“One and the same.”

“Betty Jo Barker, the junkie model you
screwed and then—“

“Okay, Tucker.” Beau’s irritation grew by
leaps and bounds. “Enough.”

He hadn’t meant for things to get out of hand
or get her fired. Though he was willing to bet Betty saw things a
whole lot differently judging by the cold front he’d seen today.
The woman wanted nothing to do with him.

Beau had his work cut out for him.

“What’s your interest in a washed up model
with a nose for coke and a reputation that puts a prostitute to
shame?”

Beau blew out a hot breath and glanced out
the window into the parking lot—and for a second everything inside
him stilled.

When had Betty come back? And why was she
getting up close and personal with Logan Forest?

Something rough plowed through Beau and he
clenched his jaw tight as Logan’s hand ran down her face, fingers
sliding across her nose and mouth. Down her arm and then—

Holy hell.

And then patted a rounded, obviously
pregnant, belly.

Shit. Triplets. Forest was engaged to Betty’s
sister, the hockey girl if he was thinking straight. He just hadn’t
expected them to look so much like…triplets.

“Beau?”

“Yeah,” he barked into the phone.

“She’s trouble. Christ, for a while there she
was a regular on TMZ and just because she’s disappeared from the
scene doesn’t mean she’s still not into it.”

“Why the hell do you watch that shit?”

“Look, I’m just saying. What’s this
about?”

Beau’s eyes were trained on Logan and Betty’s
sister. Her feelings for the guy were plastered to her face and
told everyone that he was hers. The two of them murmured to each
other and maybe Beau was acting like a sick pervert, but he
couldn’t stop staring.

Something curled inside him when Logan
reached down and slid his mouth across Betty’s sister, while
pulling her in close, his hand still on her belly—a protective and
intimate gesture.

“I want her,” he said without thinking.

“What?” Tucker barked. “Fuck me, but mom will
hit the roof. Christ the last time you dated a model or actress or
whatever the hell that girl was, I thought mom was going to have a
heart attack. And Jack? I’m sure he’ll have something to say about
this, or at least his advisors will.”

“Tucker. You know I don’t give a shit what
anyone thinks when it comes to the women I sleep with, but you’ve
got it wrong.”

“This should be good.”

Beau’s mouth tightened. He really needed to
have an intense conversation with his brother when he
finally made it up to Muskoka. Arrogant son-of-a-bitch.

“I want her for a role. She’s perfect.”

“Uh huh.”

Scowling, Beau slid his hand into the front
pocket of his jeans. “I’m serious. That’s it. Nothing more.”

“Since when does she act?”

Yeah. Well, he couldn’t fault his brother
there.

Beau thought of the audition tape he’d
stumbled across while searching back through several others looking
for another actress’s take. The audition had been done for a movie
he’d made a few years back. Betty had come in for the lead and
everyone knew it was because she was screwing the director.

She never had a chance.

But from what he’d seen, the tape had been
brilliant. Hell, it had been more than brilliant. He thought of the
raw emotion, the subtle nuances in her performance—the way her eyes
widened, just so, and then dropped down. She would have killed the
role.

Beau often wondered what it was that she’d
tapped into, what dark currents were concealed beneath her skin,
for her to get that much emotion across. It went without saying
that the camera loved her, but acting was a hell of a lot more than
posing for pictures.

Betty Jo Barker had that something. It
wasn’t describable—there was no technique for it—it just was. She
was a natural.

Beau had seen it but apparently no one else
had, or at the very least, no one was willing to take the chance on
a difficult model with a colorful past who’d all of a sudden
decided that she was an actress.

She’d been given a small role, a stripper
killed off early in the film. But then things had gotten,
complicated, and she’d been fired.

That was on Beau. Maybe he was hoping to make
it up to her.

He ignored Tucker’s question. “Look, I gotta
go. I just wanted to let you know I’ll be hanging around New
Waterford, at least for a few more days.”

“Brother, I hope you know what you’re
doing.”

Beau pocketed his cell. He knew what he was
doing. This script that he’d written…it was everything to him. It
was his baby and he would do whatever it took to make it work. Beau
had put up a considerable amount of his own cash to finance the
damn thing and things were already in play. They were scheduled to
shoot in the fall.

Beau would direct and act a small yet pivotal
role, though the real star of his film was the female lead. The
movie was a gritty, emotional portrayal of a woman who’d hit rock
bottom. A woman who fights her way back from the dark. A woman who
triumphs when all is lost.

Beau wanted Betty Jo Barker for the role and
damned if he was leaving New Waterford until she agreed to do
it.


Chapter Three

 


SATURDAY NIGHT PROVED to be as hot and humid
as the rest of the week had been. Even with the breeze there was no
relief. It only managed to stir things up. Good things. Bad things.
Restless things that maybe should stay hidden.

Betty knew a storm was brewing, something
strong and fierce, and as she gazed out at the crowds of partiers
filling the blocked-off streets of downtown New Waterford, she
feared it was coming sooner than later.

The air was too thick. So thick you could
choke on it.

Why the hell had she agreed to come and meet
her sister? She wasn’t in the mood to be social and when Betty
wasn’t in a good mood, things tended to go off. Bobbi knew it. So
did Betty.

And yet her sister had insisted she come and
Betty had given in. Mostly because she knew Bobbi wouldn’t give up
until she got her own way. A trait the two girls shared, but still,
it was annoying when it interfered with Betty’s plans to spend a
quiet night at home, reveling in the boring, mundane life she was
leading.

The Black Top Hop was an annual fundraiser
organized by the local firemen, and it drew a huge crowd every
year. With a country band thumping across the way in the parking
lot of the firehouse, and cold beer flowing like the river Nile
from three different beer tents, this one was no different than any
Betty remembered.

Except this time she was stone cold sober and
nursing a headache.

Betty glanced around, wondering when her
sister was going to show her face. Bobbi was nearly forty-five
minutes late, which pissed her off. She would give Bobbi fifteen
minutes and then she was gone.

She tucked a long piece of hair behind her
ear as her gaze moved over the dance area set up in front of the
firehouse. The crowd was singing along with the band, bodies moving
to the music—some sensual, some barely able to keep any sort of
rhythm, and some already drunk and weaving like out of control
puppets.

A few eyes moved her way and Betty took a
step deeper into the shadows cast from the firehouse. It felt safer
somehow. She was in no mood for attention and anyone with half a
brain would know it just by looking at her.

She wore a simple white halter dress, and
sure it clung to her curves, but it fell to her ankles—not even a
slit up the side—and other than bare shoulders, not much skin
showed. With only a hint of gloss on her lips and her hair knotted
loosely at her nape, she looked nothing like her usual provocative
self.

It was a positively demure look for this
Barker, and it suited her mood tonight.

A fresh gust of wind slid across her heated
skin and Betty thought she felt a few drops of rain in her face.
For a second, she closed her eyes and lifted her face, hoping for
more, but a huge swell of voices snapped her head around.

“Beau Simon!”

“Oh my God! He’s hot!”

“He’s here! He’s really here!”

“Can I get your autograph?”

The unmistakable squeals echoed into the
night and Betty’s eyes narrowed as she swept over the crowd once
more, disbelief clogging her throat.

He was gone. Grabbed his bike and left
yesterday.

Hadn’t he?

Her heartbeat rocketed up into the
stratosphere when she caught sight of a tall man up near the beer
tent. Was it Beau? He wore a baseball cap, but still, judging from
the crowd gathered around him, and the unmistakable blond hair
peeking out from beneath the hat, she wasn’t taking any
chances.

Turning on her heel, Betty cut through the
dance crowd and made it through to the other side, before she
paused for a look back.

The baseball cap was no longer in sight. Had
she imagined the entire thing? Had Beau Simon rattled her that
much?

She stood there, like an idiot, breathing
hard, agitated, and pissed off. Another glance at her watch told
her it was ten. That’s it. She was done.

Betty whirled around and headed for the side
street that ran parallel to Main. The loaner car Logan had given
her was parked there. She’d taken a few steps past the firehouse
when a familiar voice cut through the music.

“There you are, sexy girl. Been looking for
you.”

Jesus. Fuck.

Betty spied Mick Valenti leaning against a
picnic table a few feet away and she realized she needed to pass
him to cut through to the street. He took a long drink from his
beer can and then raised it in the air. A toast? Really? He was
flanked by Billy Owens and Nate Parsons.

Some things never change.

“Dressed in white are you?” Mick said with a
laugh. “That’s a bit of a stretch isn’t it?” He pushed off from the
picnic table and studied her with eyes that said he’d had too much
to drink.

Mick was a good looking man with his thick
sandy hair, perfect jaw and dark eyes. He was tall, athletic—had
been a superb hockey player back in the day—but he was also an
arrogant bully with a low opinion of women who shouldn’t drink, and
the sight of him made Betty’s stomach clench.

“Thought you were in New York with your
wife?” She said instead.

He crushed the can in his hands and shrugged.
“We’re taking a bit of a break these days. Bitch needs to find
herself or some kind of bullshit. I’m home for the next few months
while I consider my options. Staying with the old man.”

Did he think she gave a rat’s ass?

He smiled, though it never really made it to
his eyes. “How bout we get together? You know…for old time’s
sake?”

Billy and Nate pushed each other and laughed,
stepping up beside Mick.

“A walk down memory lane isn’t gonna happen,”
she retorted moving to the side so that she could scoot by.

“Says who?” Mick said as he mimicked her and
took another step forward blocking her escape.

Betty froze. The air seemed thicker. Full of
dark things.

She trembled and hated the smug smile that
crossed Mick’s face as he leaned toward her. The smell of beer and
cigarettes wafted in the air between them, and revulsion made her
gag.

“Come on,” he said. “You know you want it.”
His eyes narrowed. “You always do…eventually.”

That cold place inside her—the one she kept
for moments like these—spread across her skin like tiny fingers and
she lifted her chin, the haughty bitch everyone knew so well
reflected in her eyes.

“What I want, asshole,” she said carefully,
moving another inch to the right. “Is to go home.”

His hand snuck out and grabbed her wrist.

For a moment silence fell into her ears and
she heard nothing.

Betty was aware that she breathed, small,
jerky breaths. She knew that behind her the music pulsed into the
hot, sweaty, night and that a few feet away Nate and Billy watched
her with eyes that spoke of dirty things. Dirty, mean, things.

“You don’t mean that,” he said, his voice
tipping low and hitting a timber that was all too familiar. “Not
really.” He glanced at his friends and grinned. “That’s the problem
with women. They never know what they really want.”

He leaned in close. “That night?” He yanked
on her wrist, but she dug in and refused to budge, instead shooting
daggers at him with her eyes. God. If only she was as strong as a
man, she’d smash her fist into his nose and--

His grip tightened. “You remember the one I’m
talking about?”

Nausea roiled inside her, but Betty pushed it
back. She shrugged, acting as nonchalant as she could. “There were
a lot of nights, Mick. You can’t expect me to remember all of
them.”

His eyes narrowed and for a second the cool
façade Betty sported, cracked a little, and a sliver of fear ran
through her as he bent even closer.

“That was the hottest night of my life. You.
Me.” His grin widened. “Billy and Nate. What do you say we have a
do-over?”

She shook her head and looked down at her
wrist, still imprisoned in his large hand. “Not interested. Not
gonna happen.”

His fingers tightened. “Maybe you should
think about it for a minute.”

“Maybe you should let go of the lady.” A
voice slid from the dark at them.

“Yeah? Maybe you should just fuck the hell
off,” Mick sneered, not even bothering to glance up at the
intruder.

“Maybe. But I gotta tell you it’s not gonna
happen tonight.”

“Holy shit!” Nate exclaimed. “Beau
Simon.”

Mick’s fingers loosened and Betty yanked her
hand from his, rubbing her wrist as she took a step back, eyes on
Beau.

His ball cap was pulled down low so she
couldn’t see his eyes, but his mouth was set in a frown. He still
hadn’t shaven and his chin was darkened by stubble. It gave him an
edge he didn’t need. The man was already sexy as hell, the scruffy
look only added to it.

He wore a white button down shirt, opened at
the collar, over a pair of faded, worn jeans. His sleeves were
rolled up to his elbow, and that damn tattoo caught her eye.

He flexed his hands and strode to her,
stopping an inch or so away, his musky, male scent filling her nose
and setting off all kinds of shit inside her that she didn’t want
to deal with.

Betty didn’t want to deal with any of this.
Jesus. H. Christ. She would just about kill for a hit or a
shot of tequila. Anything to take off the edge and make her
forget.

“I’ve been looking for you.” Beau said.

“Really.” Betty clenched her teeth together
so tightly that pain shot up her jaw. “And how did you manage to
fight your way through all your fans?” Her words dripped in sarcasm
but he ignored it.

A slow smile swept over his face and Betty
swallowed thickly, glad she couldn’t see those blue eyes. She knew
what was there.

“Keeping an eye on me?”

“More like trying to figure out how to avoid
you.”

Why the fuck couldn’t everyone just leave her
the hell alone? She ran fingers along her forehead and grimaced.
The pain was getting worse. Damn, but she needed some meds. The
bump on her head the day before must have been harder than she’d
thought.

“Are you leaving?” Beau asked.

“I was trying to.”

Mick glared at her, all pretense of seduction
or whatever the hell it was he’d planned, long gone. She saw the
mean streak in his eyes and for a moment, reality faded. She
remembered what it felt like to feel that mean streak up close and
personal.

God, would her past never let her move
forward?

“Hey,” Beau said, his voice breaking into her
thoughts. “Are you alright?”

“I…”

All of a sudden the music blasted and the
sound of the crowd behind them swelled. Her chest tightened and her
throat felt like it was closing up.

Sweat beaded along her forehead and the
air…that hot, thick air—she couldn’t get it into her lungs.

“I…”

Count, you idiot. Count! There was no way she
was going to lose her shit in front of Beau Simon. No. Way. In.
Hell.

Betty licked her lips and counted to ten.

She did it again and nearly wept with relief
when she inhaled a great gulp of air and shoved her way past
everyone.

“I don’t need anyone,” she said hoarsely.
“I’m fine.”

But she wasn’t fine. Betty was far from
fine.

Betty was so far from fine that she wouldn’t
know what fine looked like if it kicked her in the ass and sat her
down for a chat.

She ran down the deserted street, the party
echoing into the night behind her and when she reached the loaner,
yanked on the door but it wouldn’t budge.

Mother. Fucker.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

She tried all four doors, but all four doors
were locked. Fuck. She hadn’t brought a bag so she’d left the keys
under the front seat. Along with her cell.

And then like an idiot, had locked the
doors.

Double fuckedy-fuck-fuck.

Betty leaned against the passenger door,
defeated. She just couldn’t seem to do anything right.

With a sigh, she turned and started toward
Main Street, her eyes on the sky. If she was lucky she’d make it
home before the storm hit.

“Betty.” Beau Simon’s deep voice slid from
the shadows, followed by six feet four inches of Hollywood gold. He
held up his hands, palms out. “I’m not stalking you. I
promise.”

“What the hell do you want, Beau?” She
snapped, irritated, tired and more pissed off than she’d been in a
long time. “I don’t get it. You don’t even like me.”

“Can I be honest?”

“Can you be honest?” Betty’s mind rolled back
and she hoped she didn’t sound as bitter as she felt.

“Jesus, Beau. Don’t hold back now. From what
I remember, you like to say what’s on your mind even when you have
no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”

Beau walked toward her, his ball cap gone,
his long hair waving wildly about his face and curling down over
his collar. His teeth flashed white in the dim lighting,
emphasizing his dimple. God, the man was beautiful.

And so, very, very, bad for her.

He wanted to be honest?

Well, Betty needed to remember just how much
his ‘honest’ hurt. She had to pull that shit out of the box she’d
locked it in and let it slide under her skin and live there for a
bit. For as long as he was going to be around.

She needed to remember what he’d done to her
and how she’d hit rock bottom because of it. She needed to remember
the things he’d said. Let those words rest in her ear.

Junkie.

Wannabe.

Director’s whore.

Beau Simon had managed to do what no one else
had ever done—not even the ghosts from her past had made her feel
like less than nothing.

But he couldn’t know.

No.

He would never know what he’d cost her. That
was something she would keep buried as long as she had to. Because
when men knew such things, it gave them power. And Betty had
learned long ago never to give a man power over her. No matter
what.

It’s what she did.

It’s how she survived the mess that was her
life.


Chapter Four

 


“CAN WE TALK someplace?” Beau watched her
closely.

Something had gone on back there with those
guys and he wasn’t sure he’d gotten a good read on it. Didn’t
matter. Her business was her own and he’d heard enough to know they
weren’t strangers. Betty Jo Barker was no damsel in distress.

She glanced up the street and for a moment he
was struck by how fragile she looked. Her bone structure was
delicate and her fingers kneading the material at her hip, long and
graceful.

Delicate wasn’t something he’d ever
associated with her before. It was a little unsettling.

The wind was high, pressing her long dress to
her body and the knot at her neck loosened, sending up long spirals
of hair into the night sky.

Betty sighed, glanced his way, and something
unfamiliar curled in his gut at the look in her eyes. She was
closed off, this one, and yet…

“I don’t suppose you’re going to stop
pestering me until we talk about whatever it is you want to talk
about?”

“No.”

“Fine. You can walk with me.”

She didn’t give him a chance to respond and
turned, heading up the street. Beau’s long strides had him beside
her in no time and for a few minutes they walked in silence,
crossing the bridge as the party echoed around them, carrying
across the water.

They turned left and followed the river down
a winding path. There were lights along the way, but the glow was
dim, and the play of shadows on Betty’s face only managed to
emphasize just how beautiful she was.

The problem was, Betty knew exactly what her
looks meant.

And so did Beau. He understood the power in
her eyes, the sway of her hips and the pout that sat on her mouth.
Luckily, he wasn’t interested. This was business.

Nothing more.

Deciding he needed to break the ice between
them, or at least thaw the cold front that still hung over Betty,
he cleared his throat.

“So, your town is really nice.” Shit, that
was lame, but at least it was a start.

“Nice?” she snorted. “I’ve never thought of
it as nice. Boring maybe. Incestuous. Judgmental. But nice?” She
was silent for a few seconds. “I suppose as a stranger looking in
from the outside it looks and feels…nice.” She grabbed a
long piece of hair and shoved it behind her shoulder, though the
wind had other ideas and it flew around her head like a dark silky
halo.

“I don’t know. You’ve got to admit, New
Waterford seems like a small town piece of Americana that a lot of
folks would love to experience.”

“Really.” She shook her head. “This town is
no different from any other town or city, except maybe the bad
things are harder to spot. Trust me, it’s not all it’s cracked up
to be. In fact, if I could be anywhere else, I would be.”

Beau studied her for a few moments. “If you
hate it so much, why come back?”

“I had nowhere else to go.” Her answer was
soft, her eyes trained ahead, and he got the impression she wasn’t
aware she’d spoken.

They turned right and didn’t stop walking
until they found themselves at the end of a meandering driveway.
Large flowering bushes lined either side and several feet beyond,
he spied a large home. Lights burned from the attic, as well as the
main floor.

“Shit,” she muttered, eyes on the house.

“Something wrong?”

Her face was half hidden from the shadows
cast by the tall bushes nearby, but something changed.

He wasn’t sure if it was a good thing, but he
sure as hell felt it in the air that settled in his lungs. In the
electricity that crackled between them. In the way her eyes settled
on him when she turned his way.

“So, Beau Simon.”

He didn’t like the way she said his name,
rolling the syllables and stretching it out as if he was
simple.

“What’s up with the attitude?”

“Attitude?”

“You don’t like me,” he said.

She took a step closer, out of the shadows,
and suddenly the Betty Jo Barker he knew—the one from his
past—stared back at him.

“I don’t know you,” she answered.

There was something incredibly sensual about
the way she looked right now. That hair. Those eyes. That mouth.
She stared up at him, licked those lips that begged to be touched
and sent a message with the way she tilted her head, and thrust out
her breasts.

As if she wanted him.

He knew it was bullshit.

Beau shrugged. “I’m no different than anyone
else.”

She snorted. Actually, snorted.

“Oh, Beau Simon.” Her voice dripped with
sarcasm, and again with the slow roll of his name. “I know you’re
blonde and everything, but sweetie, if you actually believe you’re
the same as anyone else on this planet, you’re a lot dumber than I
thought.”

Okay, she was really starting to piss him
off. What the fuck was up with the Jeckyl and Hyde routine?

And when the hell had anyone ever called him
dumb?

She shook her head and lifted her chin.
“You’re a Simon. Your family has more money than God and I’ll bet
that on the day you were born, your ass was hit with the lucky
stick. Hell, I’d bet it was hit more than once. Jesus, everything
you touch turns to gold. Your baseball career---”

“Ended way too soon,” he inserted, getting
more pissed off by the second.

Betty tossed her head, sending that halo of
dark silk flying again. He was sure she’d done it on purpose. And
why wouldn’t she? It was goddamn distracting.

“Yes, and I’m sure poor Beau Simon is sad
that his baseball career ended before he had a chance to set all
kinds of records. You know, because being one of the biggest movie
stars on the planet sucks donkey balls.”

She rested her hands on her hips. “Have you
ever failed at anything?”

She was condescending. Arrogant. Sexy as hell
and—he couldn’t forget—smart, conniving, and heartless. His blood
began to boil as he took a step closer to her.

“You don’t know anything about me.”

She arched a brow. “And you know even less
about me.”

He flashed a grin. His chance at a
constructive conversation was long gone, but he didn’t care. And
maybe Beau should have thought a bit about why he felt the need to
keep on pushing Betty.

But he didn’t. Hell no. He just knew that he
was in the mood to fight and she was in his way.

“I know what everyone else knows. You’re a
washed up model who couldn’t land a new gig if it fell in your lap.
Not after what happened in Paris. Your nose isn’t clean, you like
your booze a little too much. You’re pretty particular about the
guys you screw because you only screw the ones who can give you
something. Which means you’re cold and selfish. Sound about
right?”

She shrugged as if she didn’t care.

“I’ve seen you in action, remember?”

Her mouth tightened, those eyes glistening in
the dim light. “You don’t know shit,” she said so softly he barely
heard her.

“Are you going to deny it? You forget I
know what you’re all about. I’ve been there. You use
everything you have to play with a guy’s head and then when it gets
out of hand…when it gets real and ugly, you cry wolf. Is it a high?
Knowing all you’ve got to do is dangle that prime pussy in front of
any man and they’ll fall at your feet?”

He gestured back toward the river. “Those
guys back there? What was that about? You deciding all of a sudden
you weren’t in the mood for more than one dick?”

She gasped and this time she couldn’t hide
what was in her eyes. Hurt. It was gone, just as fast as it had
come, but it had been there nonetheless.

It surprised the hell out of him. Beau swore
and ran his hands though his hair, resting the flat of his palm
against the back of his head. This wasn’t him. He wasn’t that guy
to throw stones.

What the hell was wrong with him? Jesus
Christ, his buttons hadn’t been pushed like this since…shit, since
he’d been with her before.

“Look,” he said. “That wasn’t fair.”

An owl hooted in the distance at the same
time, a raindrop splashed against his cheek.

And then another.

She was gone again, buried beneath that
façade of skin and bone that she liked to hide behind. He couldn’t
get a read on her and it frustrated the hell out of him.

“What do you want with me, Beau? Just tell me
and then leave.”

Shit. This really wasn’t going well, and it
was his own damn fault. How could he make this right? Take back
those words that hurt?

Just then the porch light flickered on and a
voice cut through the night. They both turned to the house.

“Trent! Where are you, son?”

“Gramps?” Betty shouted.

“He’s gone,” the voice answered, sounding
strained.

“Oh, God.”

Beau wasn’t sure what was going on but he
knew it wasn’t good. Several drops of water fell out of the night
sky, hesitant at first, and as Betty ran for the house, Beau
forgotten, the rain began in earnest.

It sliced through the night, but did nothing
to wash away the unease that settled in his gut.

Nothing about this trip had gone as planned.
Hell, he should be hanging at the cottage on Lake Muskoka with his
brother, getting cozy with a nice Canadian girl.

A nice un-complicated Canadian girl. Someone
who could take the edge off whatever the hell it was that was
riding him so hard these days.

Instead he was stuck in Michigan with a woman
who was not only prickly as hell, but nothing like the girl he
remembered. She was a complication he hadn’t foreseen.

And as Beau followed her up the path, he
thought that maybe things were about to get a whole lot more
complicated.

Funny enough…he was cool with that.


Chapter Five

 


BETTY FELT AS if her heart was going to beat
right out of her chest. It pounded so hard that for a moment, it
was all she heard inside her head.

She glanced up at the attic and swore, her
eyes landing on Gramps as he hobbled down the front steps of the
porch. His arthritis was getting bad and when it was damp like
this, it was hard for him to move.

“Gramps, what do you mean he’s gone?” Maybe
Gramps was confused—it wouldn’t be the first time. Goddamn, what
she would give to never grow old.

A few months back, he’d thought Trent was
missing, but they’d found him in the basement rifling through boxes
of photos, looking for pictures of her mother, Chantal.

God, getting old sucked.

Trying to keep the panic at bay, Betty wiped
water from her eyes and focused on Herschel Barker. He wore his red
and white striped boxers, the ones that had a bad habit of falling
off his hips, and a yellow T-shirt with a huge ass bee on his
chest, winked at her through the darkness.

“He had a bad night. Couldn’t get him to
settle, you know? He was pacing and I went to make him
tea…and…”

Herschel’s eyes glistened with tears as he
shook his head, grimacing in pain as he whispered. “Betts, he’s
gone.”

Betty glanced back toward the river and the
fear in her gut was so intense that for a moment she couldn’t
breathe. When she could speak, her words came out rapid fire. “Call
Bobbi and Billie, and call the damn police.”

She whirled around and came to a stop, spying
Beau standing a few feet away. By now the rain was falling in
sheets and they were both drenched. “I need your help.”

He strode toward her. “Anything.”

She began to jog, her words coming in bursts.
“We have to find him. He was wearing his pajamas when I left, you
know?” Her eyes tried to see through the gloom but with the added
rain it was difficult. “But who knows what he’s wearing now. He
changes his clothes when he gets agitated and…”

Shit. She couldn’t cry.

“Most likely, no shoes either,” she managed
to say.

Beau was beside her, his voice low and she
heard the concern. “Who?”

Betty couldn’t look at him. Hell, she could
barely function. The thought of her father out in the rain, alone,
maybe scared, and most likely confused, was enough to make her
sick. She wasn’t built for this kind of stuff.

She was the fuck up. The Barker triplet who
was famous for scandal, not family or responsibility. She wasn’t
good at handling shit.

So why the hell was she left handling the
shit?

“Betty?”

“My dad,” she whispered. “He’s not well.”

They reached the path that ran along the
river and she pointed to the left. “Head back that way. If you find
him, please call Logan. You still have his phone number?”

Beau nodded. “I got it.”

“Don’t try to touch him or force him to do
anything he doesn’t want to do. It just makes things worse.
Okay?”

Betty didn’t wait for an answer. She turned
to the right and took off at a brisk jog, her sandals slapping
against the concrete path until she met the stone covered portion
that ran through the bushes lining the river.

The river.

It wasn’t deep, but it was fast moving and if
he…

No. Christ, she wouldn’t entertain that
thought. Not now.

“Dad!” She shouted into the darkness, hating
that there was no answer. Her dress clung to her, wet from the
rain, and her teeth began to chatter from both the cool water on
her skin and the fear that quaked inside her.

She slipped through the trees and ran along
the banks of the river, eyes on the water and then back up along
the path. At one point, she ditched her sandals but even that
didn’t stop her from tumbling and nearly falling into the water
herself.

Betty ran until her lungs felt as if they
were going to burst, calling her father’s name and searching
frantically until her voice was hoarse and her eyes were blurred
from the strain of trying to peer through the gloom.

There was no moon to guide her way and she
was so pissed off at herself for leaving her cell in the car…but
she couldn’t think about that right now.

Now was about her dad. About finding Trent
Barker and getting him home safe. So she kept on even though her
energy was waning.

Betty wasn’t sure how much time had passed.
Out here with darkness all around, it seemed to have come to a
standstill, and for a moment she paused, chest heaving, lungs on
fire, heart in her mouth.

She heard something and her head snapped up.
“Dad?”

Betty began to move, her feet sliding along
the bank as she gazed out over the river and down to where she’d
just come. She thought she saw a flash of white and then she heard
her name.

“Betty!”

Beau slid into view, his tall frame seeming
to appear as if from nowhere. By this time, she could barely speak
and she stared in silence as he walked to her, pausing an inch or
so away.

He reached for her but she flinched and took
a step back, mouth open to speak, but she didn’t have her breath
yet and there were no words. Fear filled her and as tended to
happen when darkness intruded in Betty’s world, she shut down.

“Your sister found him. He’s okay. A little
shaken, but okay.”

Everything whooshed out of her. Energy.
Thought. Pain. Emotion. There was nothing. Nothing but quiet.

She made a keening noise and sank to her
knees, right there in front of Beau Simon. She rocked back and
forth as the adrenaline that had carried her this far seeped from
her pores into the muddied earth at her feet.

Eventually she found her voice, that last bit
of strength inside, and she gazed up at Beau. “Where was he?”

He stared down at her for the longest time,
shadows on his face. And then he did something that surprised the
hell out of Betty. Beau sat his ass in the mud, there on the
riverbank beside her and she glanced away, unable to handle his
closeness.

“He was down near the dam. Your sister’s
husband found him.”

“Boyfriend,” she whispered.

“What?”

“They’re not married. Just living in
sin.”

“Oh.”

“Where did they find him?”

“Near the dam.”

“The dam.” She repeated. The most dangerous
part of the river.

Jesus. Christ.

“I should never have gone out,” she
whispered. “This is my fault.” Heat flushed her cheeks as her
thoughts turned backward. “No, actually, it’s Bobbi’s fault. She’s
the one who insisted I go to the stupid Black Top Hop. I mean, why
the hell else would I go? It’s not as if I actually like anyone in
this town.”

“Betty. I don’t think anyone’s to blame. Your
father is ill.”

Something inside Betty Jo Barker broke apart,
in that moment. Maybe it was her sanity or her mind…or that
invisible thing that held her together. Whatever it was, it hurt.
And Betty reacted the way she always did—by striking out.

“Don’t you think I know that?” She snapped.
“I live with him! I see what’s happening to him. I see it
every fucking day. But you don’t get to talk about my father and
his illness. You don’t get to be a part of this. Why don’t you just
leave?”

Betty jumped to her feet. She didn’t want to
hear it. Didn’t want to discuss her father’s mental failings with a
man she barely knew. A man who made her crazy. A man who could
never understand the mess that was her life.

“You’re hurt.”

She’d already made it back to the path but
Beau was there beside her, pushing past until she was forced to
come to a stop.

“What?” This night had gone on way too long.
She was cold. Exhausted—mentally and physically—and she sure as
hell wished Beau Simon would just disappear already.

He pointed down and she followed the path of
his fingers.

Holy. Hell.

She was a mess. Her dress was soaked through,
pretty much showing everything. Everything. There was no
mistaking the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples were
hard and their darkness was right there in his face. Twin salutes.
Her gaze traveled lower. Thank God, she’d decided to wear undies
tonight—something she didn’t always do—the small triangle of white
hid what should stay hidden from this man.

But it was further down that drew her
eyes.

Her dress was ripped, a large gaping slash
near her knee, and blood had soaked through.

“Shit,” she said shakily.

But Beau was on his knees before she could do
anything, one hand on her hip holding her in place—and that was a
good thing considering her body was at the point of falling apart.
The other lifted the hem of her dress until her knee was
exposed.

“Hold this,” he said lifting the hem
higher.

Gingerly, Betty took the material from him,
her eyes drawn to his long, tapered fingers as they gently probed
the wound on her knee.

She inhaled as pain shot up her leg and he
glanced up.

“Does it hurt?”

She nodded but didn’t answer. She
couldn’t.

Her eyes were still on his fingers.

Dark fingers against her pale skin. Dark,
magical fingers that somehow had superpowers because, God, the way
he was touching her…made the pain suddenly recede.

She was aware that his hand on her hip
gripped her a little harder. That maybe his breaths fell a little
faster.

That maybe the heat in his body was radiating
out like he was a goddamn furnace, because suddenly Betty was hot.
She was hot and bothered and so…hot.

It was wrong. All of this was wrong.

She wrenched her leg away, swearing under her
breath as she stumbled back.

Slowly, Beau got to his feet, the air between
them thick with things that she didn’t understand.

“You’ll probably need stitches,” he said
after a few moments.

“I need you to leave. To leave New
Waterford.”

He didn’t say anything to that. He just
watched her with those eyes that made her feel small. Exposed.

He opened his mouth to say something but she
didn’t give him a chance. She was done. She was tired. She was
sore.

She was cranky as all hell and she had a bone
to pick with her sister. At least that was something she
understood. Her relationship with her sisters was complicated. It
was complicated and volatile, but it was…home. It was familiar.

Beau Simon, however? He was a complication
she didn’t understand and Betty didn’t have the energy or the heart
to deal with him right now.

“Like you said, Beau. I’m a washed up
has-been junkie-model with a reputation that would make a nun’s
toes curl. So I can’t imagine what you want with me. But whatever
it is? The answer is no.”

She turned without another word and headed
back up the path, listening for him to follow but there was
nothing.

And that didn’t surprise her at all.


Chapter Six

 


A LOUD BANGING brought Beau awake so fast he
rolled over and fell out of bed onto his ass. Nice. Great
way to start the day.

Groggily, he shook his head. He didn’t feel
hungover—this was good—and with a groan he opened his eyes and
squinted.

Sunlight streamed in from the window across
the room, falling onto a bed that didn’t look familiar. With a
curse, he got up and stretched his long arms above his head as the
fog receded from his brain. He was staying at Logan Forest’s. The
guesthouse above the garage.

Right.

The pounding didn’t abate and, naked, he
glanced around until he spied his jeans draped over a chair near
the window. Forgoing boxers, he pulled them on and trudged out into
the main room. It was a large open concept area filled with dark
wood and granite, and the artwork on the walls was intriguing. He’d
noticed them the day before but hadn’t had time to study them
closely.

Apparently one of the Barker girls dated the
artist and former occupant of the loft—Shane Gallagher, if he
remembered correctly.

Beau headed for the stairs, the pounding
louder as he rounded the top step, taking them two at a time until
he reached the main floor. He swung the door open and caught sight
of long, dark hair, big blue eyes and a smile that was wide and
welcoming.

It was Billie. Logan’s fiancé.

His gaze traveled down. A very pregnant
Billie at that.

“Good morning,” she said lightly, as if
trying to catch her breath, one hand cradling her belly. She wore a
thin T-shirt that said, HOCKEY OR NOTHING, and a pair of
cotton shorts that showed off long, tanned legs.

“Hey,” he answered, his voice still rough
from sleep. “Thanks.”

It was barely 8 a.m. and already sticky. He
knew it was going to be another hot one, but with the sun shining
and not a cloud in the sky it was hard not to enjoy it.

Beau had always been a summer guy. Maybe
growing up off the coast of Florida had something to do with it,
but man, he loved the water. He had several boats he planned on
putting to good use as soon as he joined his brother up north.

There was nothing more relaxing than a boat,
a cooler full of cold beer, a fishing rod, and the open water.

Billie Jo tucked a long piece of hair behind
her ear and motioned to the main house several yards away. “Logan
makes one heck of a mean breakfast so if you want coffee and the
best eggs around, you’re more than welcome to join us.”

He liked her and smiled, his grin widening as
she blushed. She was kind of irresistible. Logan Forest was a lucky
son-of-a-bitch.

“Sounds good.” He paused. “How’s your
father?”

Shadows fell into her eyes, so like Betty’s,
and yet there were subtle differences. This triplet seemed to be
warm and open whereas Betty…wasn’t. He’d met the other sister last
night as well, Bobbi, and her boyfriend Shane.

Bobbi was intense, but again, in an entirely
different way from Betty. It was funny. The girls were triplets.
Identical triplets which didn’t happen that often—more often than
not triplets were fraternal—and though they looked alike, he could
already spot the differences.

“Dad’s good this morning. I went over to the
house an hour ago just to make sure. He’s already up, puttering in
his garden as if nothing happened last night.” Her eyes were sad.
“It’s tough you know? He used to be so…different and now...” She
sighed. “He’s so hard on Betty sometimes.”

That got Beau’s attention but he didn’t press
it. It really was none of his business.

“I’ll just grab a shirt?”

She nodded. “Okay, I’ll wait and see if I can
do something about the folks gathered at the end of the
driveway.”

Beau peered around her and looked toward the
road. He spied a few souls milling about, but nothing like he was
used to. This he could handle.

“Don’t bother. I’ll pose for a few pictures
and sign a few autographs and they’ll go away.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I’ll meet you up at the
house.”

She took a step back and paused, kicking at
the ground with her toe. “You’re not really what I expected you
know.”

Beau smiled. “I get that a lot.”

She bit her lip and he cocked his head to the
side. He got the feeling something else was on her mind. “Was there
anything else?”

“Can I be blunt?”

Were the Barkers anything but? “Sure.”

“Logan tried to tell me that you’re sticking
around New Waterford for a few days because you’re scouting
locations for a movie.”

“And?”

“I don’t believe him.”

“You don’t.”

She shook her head. “Nope. Logan is the worst
liar I’ve ever met. He can’t look me in the eye and starts
scratching the back of his neck.” She shrugged. “It’s a dead
giveaway.”

Beau had to give it to her. Billie Jo was
smart. He’d told Logan the real reason he was sticking around—his
need to convince Betty to read his script. Beau wanted it kept on
the down low and Forest had been the one to suggest he was scouting
locations if anyone asked.

Beau smiled, a mega-watt deal that melted
most women into puddles at his feet. He leaned against the
doorframe. “So, darlin’, what are you trying to say?”

She stared at him with a direct, clear gaze
that made him a little bit uncomfortable. Seemed as if Betty wasn’t
the only Barker unaffected by his charm.

“I don’t know what it is exactly that you
want with Betty, but she’s not in a real good place right now.”

Beau was a little surprised at the concern.
He’d made it back to the Barker house the night before in time to
witness some harsh words between all three girls. Wasn’t anything
new—Lord knows he and his brothers had scrapped many times—so he
understood the sibling dynamic. It wasn’t always sweet and loving
and supportive. It was hard and real and sometimes you had to dig
through a lot of shit to get to the good stuff.

Contrary to what Betty had inferred, the
Simon’s weren’t different than any other family and Beau had seen
his fair share of conflict within the ranks.

Bobbi and Betty had gotten into it, Betty
blaming her sister for the events of the night. And when Billie had
tried to intervene, Betty had shot her down with such cold anger
that it shut everyone up. There was something between those two
girls—Betty and Billie—that went above and beyond what had just
happened with their father.

There had been no apology. There had been
nothing.

Beau had left, uncomfortable observing family
drama that had nothing to do with him.

“I’m not here to cause problems if that’s
what you’re asking. I just need to talk to her about something and
then I’m outta here. Meeting up with my brother in Canada.”

“Okay,” she said with a smile. “Good. I don’t
think she can handle anything…hard, right now.”

“That’s nice,” he said softly.

Billie arched an eyebrow and took a step
back. “Nice?”

“Nice that you’re looking out for your
sister. Betty doesn’t exactly seem to be your biggest fan.”

If Billie was surprised at his blunt
appraisal, she didn’t show it. She shrugged, though the light
seemed to dim in her eyes a bit.

“Was it that obvious?”

She sighed at his nod.

“We have our issues and sure she can be a
total bitch, but Betty is still my sister. I guess it’s true what
they say,” she half smiled. “Blood is blood no matter what.” She
cleared her throat. “Anyway, enough about the Barkers. Come up to
the house when you’re ready.”

“Sounds good.” He paused, eyes narrowed
thoughtfully. “I don’t suppose this is a family breakfast?”

“Is that your way of asking if Betty’s
coming?”

“I guess it is.”

Billie shook her head. “Nope. Betty works at
the Grill on Sundays and Bobbi and I take turns keeping an eye on
Dad. Sorry. It’s just us and Weird.”

“Weird?”

“It’s a cat.”

“A cat.”

She nodded. “Yep. A one-eyed perverted feline
named weird.”

“You don’t say.”

“It came with Logan so I didn’t have a say.
Honestly, that little bag of bones creeps me out, but Logan loves
the damn thing.”

“Gotcha.” Beau arched an eyebrow. “So, The
Grill?”

“Yeah. She started bartending there about a
month ago.”

Beau didn’t reply at first, mostly because he
was surprised as hell. Betty Jo Barker, bartending? In what
universe did that happen?

“You look surprised,” Billie said.

“I am.”

“Why?”

“Betty Jo doesn’t seem to be the bartending
type. I can’t imagine why she’d be slinging beer.”

“Well, money is a good enough reason, isn’t
it?”

“Sure,” Beau answered without thinking. “But
with her attitude, how in the hell does she make any?”

Billie slowly grinned. “I don’t know. Why
don’t you ask her?”


Chapter Seven

 


THE GRILL HAD been quiet for most of the
afternoon with only a few regulars coming in for a cold beer and a
plate of wings. Not surprising since it was Sunday and the sun was
shining. It wouldn’t be busy until later on when the mixed baseball
league came in after their games finished.

Oh, joy.

Betty sighed and leaned her elbows on the
counter, stretching out her ankle in a bid to unwind the kink in
her calf. Why the hell she thought it was a good idea to wear
four-inch black heels to work wasn’t exactly clear to her now.

Sure they looked fabulous paired with her
short, denim shorts and black halter top but still…

She was tired as hell—hadn’t slept much—and
her mood was dark. This working for a living thing was starting to
suck, and truthfully, she wasn’t all that good at it. She was
pretty sure Duke had only hired her because Logan had put in a good
word for her.

And he had only done that
because…well, she wasn’t exactly sure why he’d done it. She and
Billie weren’t exactly on speaking terms these days.

Still, she wasn’t stupid. She wasn’t the kind
of woman to look a gift-horse in the mouth and toss it away. Even
if that gift horse was a job slinging beer in a small bar in the
small town that she hated.

What she wouldn’t give to be lying on a beach
in the South of France with that guitar player she’d hung out with
a year ago. Who knows? She might still be there if the asshole
hadn’t OD’d.

His wife—an heiress from New York—had flown
over from the States, the press had followed en masse, and Betty’s
free ride had come to an abrupt end.

“Hey, Gorgeous! Can we have another jug over
here?”

Betty scowled and glanced over to Jason
Danvers. He winked and flexed his biceps.

Seriously? She wouldn’t touch the guy with
two ten-foot poles. Sure he was good looking. Nice body.
Single. Had a good job. Didn’t live with his mother. He was
even kind of nice.

But he wasn’t her type.

At all.

Not that she had a type.

But if she did, it certainly wouldn’t be
someone like Jason, who was looking for something more permanent. A
girlfriend. Maybe marriage. Kids.

Ugh.

She was definitely not interested in
that.

Nope.

When her itch needed scratching she much
rather preferred a guy who only wanted to get laid. A guy who
wasn’t into holding hands and cuddling. A guy she could easily
control.

Betty Jo Barker was more of a
wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am, kind of girl. Not exactly the one to
bring home to mother.

And truthfully, she hadn’t felt the need for
a good scratching in a long time, though she supposed that she was
fine with that too. Sex was overrated.

Severely overrated.

God, she spent most of her time between the
sheets moaning and writhing—her Oscar winning moves guaranteed to
make the guy feel like a king. And Betty? Hell, she wasn’t even
sure why she bothered except that sometimes…sometimes she needed
that connection, even if she didn’t enjoy it.

Sometimes, the connection alone, the need to
feel as if she mattered to someone—even when he was a nameless guy
she would never see again—was enough.

Most of the time, it wasn’t.

She poured out the jug and took it over to
the table, not even bothering to smile as she set it down. Jason
didn’t seem to mind. He grinned up at her.

“So, I hear you’re playing in the baseball
tournament next weekend.”

The throb behind her right eye intensified at
the thought. How in the hell had Duke ever gotten her to agree to
play?

Oh. Right. She’d been drunk.

And practically begging him for a job. No
wonder she’d decided to quit drinking.

She had to give it to him. Duke had circled
her with cold, steely determination. He’d told her that she needed
to get off the sauce. Then he’d told her that he would hire her
even though he thought she’d make a crap bartender—which he’d been
right about.

And then he’d told her that he would only do
that, if she agreed to play in New Waterford’s Fifth
Annual Celebrity All Star Mixed Ball Tournament. The tournament
had been started as a way to raise funds for expensive medical
treatments for a local child who needed a heart transplant. Since
then, it had grown and every year there was a new beneficiary.

Good cause. Good times. Just not her
thing.

Duke was a smart man. He’d known that even
though she sucked at bartending, she would still pull in business.
She was, after all, an ex-Sports Illustrated Swimsuit cover
model.

An ex-Sports Illustrated Swimsuit cover model
with a past more colorful than Joseph’s coat of many colors.

He’d also known her name on the tournament
flyer and website would boost ticket sales.

But most of all, Duke had known that if she
was drunk she was more likely to agree to anything, because
everyone in the whole damn town knew she was almost broke.

So, Betty Jo Barker was all signed up and
ready to go.

Betty glanced down at Jason. Had her life
really come to this?

Yes, it has, a voice whispered inside her
head.

And why the hell was she surprised?

“Betty?”

She turned around without another word and
headed toward the bar, not really caring when one of Jason’s
buddies called her a cold stuck up bitch. Hell, that was tame
compared to some of the things she’d been called in the past.

But when one of them said—loudly enough for
old man Davies, sitting at the bar to hear, “more like a
slut. I hear she’ll screw anything with a dick.”

She winced.

The fourth guy, someone she’d never met
before, laughed. “She won’t do it for free. Her kind never does.
But if you offer her enough cash, I bet you could bend her over a
table out back. Hell, I might just do that. Get a taste of some
premium pussy before I head back home to the wife.”

There was a time when Betty Jo Barker would
have dealt with an asshole like that. She would have marched her
butt back over to the table and shredded him in one sentence.

But the old Betty Jo Barker was gone—replaced
with a pathetic version who really didn’t give a shit. Except that
maybe she did.

And maybe it was the hidden truths that made
it hard to hear—hard to take.

Old man Davies, a retired history teacher who
spent more time at the bar than at home since his wife passed over
a year ago, turned around and glared at the men. He huffed and
shook his head.

But it was the other man who had slid onto a
stool near the slot machine at the opposite end of the bar who
caught her attention.

Beau. Simon.

Just fucking great.

His eyes, so blue she could make them out
from where she stood, flickered over her briefly, before settling
on Jason and his buddies. He studied them for a few moments and
Betty took the opportunity to get back behind the bar.

Her calf muscle twitched and she grimaced,
kicking it out as she grabbed the rag and threaded it through her
fingers.

“Mr. Davies, can I get you another draft?”
she asked politely.

He turned to her and shook his head. “No. I
don’t suppose I should.”

His watery grey eyes softened as he studied
her. “No woman deserves that kind of verbal abuse.”

Unnerved, she cleared her throat.

“Why do you care?” she asked without
thinking. God, she’d been an absolute nightmare in school. Always
late to class and when she did show up, she usually caused
problems. Mr. Davies had flunked her ass out of American
History…twice.

Betty Jo had always had a problem with
authority figures. It used to drive her father crazy and these
days, it was one of the things he liked to throw in her face. That
is, when he remembered which triplet she was.

Mr. Davies pushed his empty mug back, his
bony fingers riding the round edge once, then twice, before
muttering softly.

“Someone has to, Betty Jo.”

For whatever reason, his words brought tears
to her eyes and Betty scrubbed the bar with her rag, as Mr. Davies
slid from his stool and ambled toward the exit. But not before
admonishing Jason and his buddies over their severe lack of respect
for women, and telling Jason he just might have to have a chat with
Jason’s mother.

Jason looked more than a little embarrassed,
apologizing, while the others tolerated Davies’ words and chortled
like animals when he left.

Betty, very aware of Beau’s eyes on her,
grabbed the tip Davies left and had just pocketed it when Duke
strode behind the bar, coming in from the office out back. He came
to a stop and nudged her.

“That Beau Simon?”

She didn’t follow his eyes but nodded,
“yep.”

Duke’s eyes widened, his long, sweeping
mustache quivering. “Son-of-a-bitch. I heard he was still in town.
He been served yet?”

“I was just about to head over.”

“No worries. I’ll get him.”

Duke sidled past her and Betty exhaled. Thank
God. The last thing she wanted to do was dance around with
Beau.

What the heck was he still doing here anyway?
He couldn’t still want to discuss whatever the hell it was he
wanted to discuss with her…could he?

Betty disappeared into the kitchen, deciding
that now was a great time to re-stock the lime and lemon bowls. The
bar would be fine with Duke there and she didn’t want to face Beau
right now.

He’d heard the comments. She’d seen it on his
face.

Most days she let them slide off her back,
like water drops across a slick window. But not today.

Today they hurt.

Today she wished like hell she still
drank.

“Betty can you come out here?” Duke poked his
head into the kitchen and she paused, knife in hand, lime about to
be dissected.

“Can I finish this up first?”

Duke glanced back and into the bar and she
heard him yell at his wife, Jackie. “I’ll be right back. Don’t
pester the boy. Give him some room.”

Great. Guess Mr. Blond Ambition was still out
there.

Duke grabbed the lemons she’d cut up and
shuffled his feet.

“What?” she asked roughly, not liking where
she thought this might go.

“Beau says he’s here to talk to you.”

“Did he.” It was a statement, not a
question.

“Yep. How well do you know him?”

Betty glanced up sharply.

“Whoa! I’m not asking if you…if you and
him…Ah, hell.” Duke’s face went beet red and if Betty wasn’t so
pissed off and tired, she might have found the situation funny.

“I’m just asking a question…do you know him
or not?”

That pain in her head began to radiate again
and Betty wiped the back of her hand across her forehead, swearing
when a drop of lime juice fell into her eye. Was Duke really going
there with her?

“What do you want, Duke?” she asked
tiredly.

“I’m just thinking that if Beau Simon agreed
to participate in our celebrity ball tournament, well, that could
be a big help to the bottom line for Hunter Adams.”

“Hunter Adams?” she said dully, hating that
he’d pulled out the big guns. Hating that there was still a place
inside her that cared about something or someone other than
herself.

Which was kind of ironic, but she wasn’t
going to dwell on it too much.

“The four year old whose bone marrow
transplant we’re helping to fund.”

She thought of the flyers posted around town
and felt something inside her crack. The knot at the back of her
throat loosened and she was afraid she’d start to bawl like a baby.
Since when had Betty become such an emotional sap?

“You alright?” Duke asked gruffly.

“Yeah. It’s the lime juice.”

It was bullshit and he knew it.

She squeezed her eyes shut and wiped them
once again with the back of her hand. Hunter Adams had big brown
eyes and a cherub face that would melt an iceberg. He was the only
reason she’d agreed to appear in the tournament. Duke still would
have hired her to work at The Grill. He wasn’t stupid.

But, contrary to what most folks thought, she
hated eyes on her. Hated the focus. The attention.

She hated the way most men looked at her,
with predatory eyes.

It was going to be hard for her. This
tournament.

“Will you ask him? Work your charm?” Duke
enquired gently.

Betty’s eyes flew open and she tossed the
knife onto the wooden cutting block. Turning to the sink she began
to wash them under a cold stream of water. “I’m not sleeping with
Beau Simon.”

“I…I never said anything….shit, Betty, I
would never…” Duke took a step back, his red face mortified.

“Just saying,” she answered, as she moved
past him and headed out into the bar.

Betty Jo Barker hated Beau Simon.

She hated his good looks. The spoon that he’d
been born with. She hated the fact that he could do no wrong. That
Marianne Phibbs would spend over one hundred dollars on a dress
because she thought Beau Simon would like it.

Most of all she hated the way he made her
feel. The conflicting emotions. The hurt. The anger. And she
couldn’t lie. The desire.

There were some things she couldn’t forget
and some things she shouldn’t remember.

Beau thought he knew her—just like everyone
else in town—but they didn’t know shit. No one knew the real Betty
Jo and she was fine with that. She wasn’t about feelings or letting
people in. She wasn’t about sharing. That kind of stuff would bite
you in the ass.

But that didn’t mean she didn’t have a heart.
It was there…buried somewhere beneath all the scars.

It was there.

She thought of the little boy—of the big eyes
in the photos she’d seen posted around town—and something inside
her twisted. And though she was probably going to regret it, she
knew that Beau Simon would make a difference. His name alone would
sell a shitload of tickets.

This was for the kid. She could do this.

Betty glanced over to the end of the bar
where Beau sat chatting with Duke’s wife and Miss Goody-Two-Shoes
herself, Deidre Hollings. Deidre glanced up and saw Betty. Blonde
Goody-Two-Shoes, had her tits practically in Beau’s face, and
smiled at Betty as she bent even lower to whisper something in
Beau’s ear.

Something sparked inside Betty. Something
fierce, and hot, and kind of exciting.

She squared her shoulders, tossed her hair,
and walked toward them as if she was working a catwalk in Paris, a
sexy smile on her face.

Miss Goody-Two-Shoes was about to get run
over.


Chapter Eight

 


BEAU TOOK A sip from his beer and glanced up
as Betty came swooping back into the bar from the kitchen.

She had him. Just like that.

His focus.

Hell, she had every cell in his body standing
at attention. He figured it was a perfectly respectable reaction to
a beautiful woman so he wasn’t gonna over analyze it.

Duke’s wife, Jackie, kept up with her
enthusiastic endorsement of his last movie, her friends Sylvia and
Deidre holding onto their autographed napkins as if they were
buried treasure. The assholes sitting several feet away from him
took their eyes from where Beau sat long enough to rest them on
Betty.

The bastard who’d insulted her, grinned,
wiped foam from his mouth, and shouted for another jug.

Betty didn’t bother to look at him as she
answered. “Get it yourself dickhead.”

She strode toward Beau, those long, bare,
tanned legs looking like every man’s dream in black come-fuck-me
heels. Her hair was loose, falling around bare shoulders in silky
waves. And though she wore barely any makeup, her natural beauty
shone through in a way that even the dim lighting in The Grill
couldn’t hide.

“You’re still here,” she said rudely as she
stopped just on the other side of the bar. A soft, summery scent
wafted in his nostrils and as she leaned her hip against the bar,
he took a closer look.

The delicate skin beneath her eyes was
bruised, as if she’d had no sleep—which, considering the scene he’d
witnessed the night before, was understandable. There was something
almost fragile in her gaze as she stared at him, hands twirling a
straw between her fingers.

“Oh my God, Betty,” Duke’s wife
exclaimed while her friends gasped. “That is not how we talk to
customers. This is Beau Simon!”

“Yep, he’s Beau Fucking Simon, alright.”
Betty said with a flip of that damn hair as her eyes landed on
Beau. “I also know that just like every other man on the planet, he
pees standing up—“ she paused and smiled wickedly at him—“you do,
don’t you? Pee standing up? Or maybe you sit like a girl.”

Betty made a point of studying him closely,
her bottom lip held between even, white teeth. “Yeah.” She nodded.
“I think you probably sit like a girl and read People
magazine, counting all the pictures and articles related to any one
of the Simons. I bet you even take phone calls in the
bathroom.”

“Really, is that what you think?” He tried
not to smile, but couldn’t quite help it.

“I do,” she said, that wicked gleam still in
her eyes. “I think you like to look at pictures of yourself and I
think…”

“Don’t stop now.”

Betty paused, then leaned close to whisper.
She was flirting and he had no clue why, but Beau wasn’t going to
stop it. “You don’t want to know what I’m thinking right now.”

Beau took another swig of beer, liking the
way her eyes rested on him and no one else. And this coming from a
guy who, though used to people staring at him, didn’t particularly
enjoy it much.

“Betty Jo Barker,” the woman beside Jackie
Everets said. “You’re going to hell. Anyone who talks smack about
Beau Simon is…Going. To. Hell.”

The woman pressed in closer to Beau, her
chest thrown out as if she was hanging the girls out to dry.
They were impressive girls. Nicely rounded, a tad more than a
handful. Heck, if this was a different time and place, he might
even make a play to have those girls in his hands for a few
hours.

As it was, he was more interested in watching
Betty interact with these people who lived in her hometown. The
hometown she claimed to hate.

“Do you want to know a secret, Deirdre?”
Betty asked, her voice coated in enough sugar to make a sane person
gag.

Deirdre lifted her chin, her eyes narrowed in
dislike. It was obvious she didn’t care much for Betty Jo, but
then, Betty Jo didn’t make it easy for anyone to like her.

“If going to hell meant that I wouldn’t spend
eternity running into stuck up bitches with asses wound so tight
they could pop the top off this here beer bottle, I’d be cool with
that.”

Jackie glared at Betty, before turning to
Beau with an embarrassed smile. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Simon. Betty Jo
is just…”

He nodded. “I’m well acquainted with the
Betty Jo factor.” He smiled and watched her blush. “And call me
Beau. Please.”

Jackie nodded before turning to Betty. “I’m
sure Duke needs you in the kitchen or, I don’t know…maybe serving
customers? You’re not here to look pretty and cause trouble.”

“You sure about that?” Betty said
sarcastically.

Betty licked her lips and leaned on the bar,
the deep V of her halter-top leaving not a lot covered up. Her butt
stuck out at an angle that had him thinking things he probably
shouldn’t be thinking and for some reason, her blatant display of
sexuality bugged him.

“Actually, Jackie, Beau and I were
just leaving.”

Beau arched an eyebrow.

“Really.”

She nodded, tossed her rag onto the
countertop and reached under the bar to grab her purse.

“Yes, really.”

She ducked underneath the end—giving him
another very nice view of her ass—and looked at him
expectantly.

“Are you coming?”

Beau finished his beer, tossed a five-dollar
bill on the counter and nodded to the ladies. “It was nice talking.
Glad End Zone, worked for you.”

“Are you making another one?” Deirdre asked,
her boobs still way too close for comfort.

He thought of his current project and the
direction he wanted to go and shrugged. “Only time will tell
Ladies.”

With another smile he was out the door,
following Betty’s steps until she stopped in the middle of the
parking lot. He thought he heard her mutter something like, ‘what
the hell am I doing,’ before she whirled around to face him.

For a few seconds, they stared at each other,
the air crackling between them, heavy with a whole bunch of stuff
he wasn’t interested in. Stuff he knew he couldn’t act on. Hell, it
wouldn’t be professional and since they didn’t like each other all
that much…what was the point?

She bit her bottom lip, tucked some hair
behind her ear and he glimpsed the soft skin beneath her lobe. For
a moment he was hit with an unbelievable wave of lust as his mind
went to a place it shouldn’t go.

An image of his mouth nibbling along her
neck. Her body bowed to his, breasts crushed to his chest, hips
beneath him. Her lips open and wet. Vulnerable. Passionate.

Those noises she made. Animalistic.
Frenzied.

Painful.

Jesus. Beau gave himself a mental
shake and shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. He
needed to stay focused.

“Betty, I—“

“Beau…”

They both started at the same time and Beau
shrugged. “Ladies first.”

“Some would say I’m no lady.”

Good. He liked sarcastic Betty a hell of a
lot better than the one he remembered from that night. Or the one
he glimpsed the evening before. When had he ever met a more
complicated, mysterious and fucked up woman?

“They’re probably right.”

“Yeah,” she answered, gazing just over his
shoulder. “Look,” her eyes returned to his, the blue depths direct.
“I need to ask you a favor.”

“A favor?” He took a step closer, and then
another, as she continued to watch him warily. “And here I thought
you wanted me away from those women so you could have me for
yourself.”

“I’d rather suck face with that asshole in
the bar,” she retorted.

“Darlin’, he wanted to shove a lot more than
his tongue into you.”

“Don’t they all.”

Beau regretted his words the moment they left
his mouth. Damn, but this woman pushed all of the wrong buttons.
Something in her tone told him he’d crossed the line. And it was
that something that made him step back.

“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to
insinuate—“

“Yeah,” she said softly. “You did.”

She was right. And he felt like an ass.

“Can we just start over?” he asked carefully.
“What’s the favor?” He was blowing it. This was his chance to nail
Betty down for his project and he was blowing it. What the hell was
it about this woman that drove all sane thought from his head?

Betty’s chin was up and she glanced away from
him. Her jaw was set tight, her foot tapping the pavement
impatiently.

“What are you doing next weekend?” Her eyes
were now on the ground and he could tell that she was nervous.

“You asking me out, Barker?”

“What?” Her head shot up. “No.” She heaved a
sigh and her breasts strained against the revealing halter. He
couldn’t help it. His eyes strayed until she crossed her arms over
her chest and cleared her throat. “You done looking?”

“I guess,” he said slowly, liking the way her
cheeks flushed.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Which one was that?”

Her eyes flashed and she all but spit at him.
“Are you doing anything next weekend?” She spoke slowly, as if she
was talking to a dimwit. He grinned. The return of sarcastic Betty
was good. He didn’t like her vulnerable. On camera yes—it’s what he
was aiming for.

But not in real life.

He also didn’t like playing games, which made
this entire conversation insane. Beau decided enough was
enough.

“I’ve got no plans.” Bullshit. He was
supposed to hook up with Lane Summers. He’d been seeing her for a
few months now and the socialite would be pissed if he missed their
rendezvous. But if he could work this favor into an advantage for
himself, he was willing to face Lane’s wrath.

Besides, makeup sex was hot.

A heartbeat passed.

Then another.

“Duke wanted me to ask if you’d be, um,” her
foot tapped louder and sweat beaded along the top of her lip. “He
wanted to know if you would be interested in taking part in a
celebrity mixed ball tournament next weekend.”

Okay. That’s not what he’d been expecting to
hear.

“Baseball?” he asked.

She nodded.

Shit. He hadn’t played ball since last summer
when he and some of the guys had gotten together after the all-star
game and messed around. His knee was good for recreational, so the
thought interested the hell out of him.

Wait. Mixed?

“Are we talking men and women?”

Again, with the chin. She faced him, hands
now on her hips and Jesus Christ, that top…

“Well, mixed usually means more than one
type. What? You don’t think girls can play with the boys? You do
know about my sister right? Billie would have played in the NHL if
she’d been born with a dick, and in fact played overseas in a Men’s
league. She’s an amazing hockey player and well…” Cheeks now bright
red, Betty stumbled a bit over her words. “I’m just saying.”

Beau should have been surprised at Betty’s
ardent defense of her sister, but he wasn’t. He was starting to
think that the relationship between the Barker girls was extremely
complicated.

That maybe they didn’t even understand the
complexities of it all.

“I know all about your sister and that’s not
what I meant.” He took a second. “Are you playing?”

“Excuse me?”

“Are you playing in the tournament?”

An idea popped into his head and her eyes
narrowed as a slow grin crossed his face.

“Apparently. My outrageous reputation and the
fact that I was on the cover of SI means something, so yes, I’m
playing. Not that I like baseball. Or hockey for that matter. But
the tournament is to help raise funds for this little boy and it’s
for a good cause, and…”

“Wow.”

“Wow, what?”

“Betty Jo Barker does have a heart somewhere
in there.”

She made a face and he listened as Betty
rambled on about the whys and reasons for the tournament. He wasn’t
about to tell her she didn’t need to go on and on about it. She had
him. Or rather, she had him once she accepted his counter offer. In
the meantime, he liked watching her talk. Her eyes came alive and
her mouth…well, that mouth alone was something to behold.

“So?” she finished breathlessly. Her hands
were loose at her sides and her foot was done tapping. It was as if
a cork had just burst and she wasn’t wound so freaking tight.

A car drove by, horns honking and girls
screaming his name and he knew their quiet time was about to be
disrupted. Beau needed to be quick about this.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “On one
condition.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask what that condition
will be.”

He waved at another car that honked as it
slowed to a crawl, causing the car behind it to squeal to a
stop.

“I want you to read something.” He saw her
confusion. “A script.”

“You want me to read a script.” She paused.
He saw the flair of interest, quickly followed by mistrust. He
couldn’t blame her. It’s not as if her last movie experience was
anything great.

“It’s mine. My script. My movie. And I want
you for the lead.”

Betty didn’t say a word. Her features were
schooled into an expressionless mask. But he had her. Damn
straight, but had her.

“I’ll drop it by later.”

Before she could refuse, Beau walked over to
his bike, strapped on his helmet, and settled onto his motorcycle.
He nodded to her as he rode out of the parking lot, acknowledging
the girls giggling on the sidewalk.

He rode up Main Street, his mood light, his
mega-watt smile grinning from ear to ear. The sun was shining, it
was a beautiful day and for the first time since he’d arrived in
New Waterford, Beau Simon had Betty Jo Barker right where he wanted
her.


Chapter Nine

 


A SCRIPT.

Beau Simon wanted her to read a script. What
the hell was up with that? He’d taken off so fast that Betty hadn’t
had time to ask any questions, and she wasn’t sure what to
think.

So, she decided not to think about it at all.
She marched back into The Grill, ignoring Jackie, Miss
Goody-Two-Shoes, and the clone beside her, as well as the asshole
with Jason Danvers.

She found Duke in the kitchen, set her hands
on her hips and glared at him.

Duke tossed the remains of the lemons and
limes that Betty had cut earlier into the garbage and leaned
against the large wooden prep table.

“By the sourpuss look on your face, I’m
taking it Beau can’t commit to the tournament.”

“Oh he can do it alright.” Now that she’d had
a few seconds to think things over, Betty was pissed. She felt as
if she’d been used by Duke and by Beau, and she was pretty damn
sure that neither one of them gave a rat’s ass.

A wide smile broke over Duke’s face and his
mustache quivered. It actually quivered.

“Nothing like pimping yourself out and taking
one for the team,” she muttered.

“What’s that?” Duke’s mustache froze as he
frowned. “Is everything alright?”

“You know what? It’s fine. Everything’s
fine.”

But it wasn’t fine. None of this was fine.
Something dark stirred inside Betty and she felt her cheeks flush
as heat erupted along her skin.

She should just go before she did something
stupid. Like open her mouth and insert her goddamn foot.

“I’m sick of everyone wanting something from
me and not really giving a shit about the way I feel. Do I
want to play in this stupid tournament? Hell no. Do I
want all those men looking at me, thinking the things
they’re going to think, which you and I both know won’t be rated
PG. Oh, and then their wives and girlfriends will whisper to each
other, ‘look, there’s that skank Barker’. I know what everyone says
about me, Duke.”

Goddammit! There went those stupid feelings
again. Couldn’t she just shut the hell up?

“You want to know the truth?” she
snapped.

Holy. Hell. Where was this all coming
from?

Betty’s chest was so tight that for a moment
she couldn’t breathe and she saw black dots in front of her eyes.
But then like a freight train running full steam ahead down a track
that was broken, she couldn’t’ stop herself.

“I hate Beau Simon, and do you know why?”
Tear pricked the corners of her eyes as that well inside her—the
one that housed all kinds of crap—broke apart.

“I hate him because he fucked me to prove a
point, and when I say fucked, I don’t mean he fucked me over. I
mean he literally fucked me to prove a point.” She paused,
chest heaving. “He made me…he made me feel things I thought I was
done with.”

But she couldn’t finish. She was done.

Duke rubbed the ends of his mustache, his
frown deeper, his eyes somber. “I’m sorry, Betty. I didn’t
know.”

“Don’t pretend to care, Duke. We both know
I’m not Billie or Bobbi and that I probably deserve every dirty
look and nasty comment thrown my way. Normally I can handle
it.”

She sighed tiredly, and rubbed the back of
her hand across her forehead. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.
I’m taking the rest of the afternoon.”

Without waiting for an answer she turned
around and marched past Jackie, who was frozen near the entrance.
The woman had obviously heard everything and Betty fought to keep
her damn tears in her eyes where they belonged.

Head high. Shoulders squared. She pushed
through the door and was gone.

New Waterford was a small town. You could
walk from one end to the other in half an hour, so a few minutes
later, she pulled up to the house and parked beside Shane
Gallagher’s bike.

The petunias along the front of the porch
looked wilted and she made a mental note to get the hose out later.
The railing could use a good coat of paint as well, which was just
one more thing to add to her list.

God, if the New York crowd she used to run
with could see her now—though, domestic goddess wasn’t exactly
something she was stellar at. None of the everyday things were
getting done. Not since Bobbi had moved in with Shane. He’d
inherited his grandfather’s place in the country, so she wasn’t
exactly local anymore. Between Bobbi’s job and her love-life, there
wasn’t a whole lot of time for anything else.

Oh, she still came around—Bobbi loved Gramps
and Dad as much as they all did—but she was moving on with her life
and Bobbi deserved it.

Betty had moved on years ago, except her
moving on had led her back here. Back to the beginning.

Pretty damn ironic.

Betty tossed her purse on the hall table and
found her sister out back, sitting across Shane’s lap, his hands up
her shirt and his tongue down her throat.

“Jesus, enough with the live sex show. I
really don’t need to see that.”

Bobbi’s head popped up and, with a squeal,
she slid from Shane’s lap, laughing as he tried to keep his hands
up where they shouldn’t be.

“Hey,” Bobbi said, a husky note in her voice.
“You’re back early.”

“Yeah, well I don’t feel so hot.” Betty
frowned and glanced around. “Where’s Dad?”

“Napping.”

“Are you sure about that?” Betty retorted.
“It’s not as if he won’t wander off while you two are out here
feeling each other up.”

“Yep.” Bobbi pointed to the baby monitor
they’d started using again. “Listen.”

Betty relaxed when the unmistakable sound of
her father’s snores reached her ears. She flopped down in a
low-slung lounge chair and leaned all the way back. “God, I wish I
still drank.”

“Your day that bad?” Shane asked, as he too
stood.

Betty lifted her head long enough to glance
over to him. Shane Gallagher wore a pair of faded cargo shorts,
slung way too low on his hips. His longish hair hung to his
shoulders in waves and his jaw was shadowed with day old stubble.
He was shirtless. Tanned. Ripped. Tattooed. And Hot.

And every single inch of him belonged to her
sister, Bobbi.

Damn shame.

“Worse than you can imagine.”

Bobbi stretched like a cat, sidled up to
Shane, and then settled her intense blue eyes on Betty. “This have
anything to do with Beau Simon?”

“I don’t want to talk about him.”

“I’ll take that as a yes, then.”

“Bobbi,” Betty said in warning. “No.”

Bobbi’s mouth tightened and Betty feared her
sister was going to ignore her request. Bobbi’s selective hearing
was notorious.

“Seriously, Bobbi. I can’t take it. Not now.”
Her voice cracked a little and she hung her head back, eyes
closed.

God, she sounded as pathetic as she felt.

A few seconds went by and then she felt a
gentle touch across her forehead. “I’m sorry,” Bobbi said
softly.

“Yeah, me too.”

The wind whistled in the trees and Betty
inhaled a hot, humid, shot of summer. The lilac bushes along the
side of the house were still in bloom and the heavy scent hung in
the air, making her remember things long past. A time when she had
been happy.

“Dad asked for barbecued chicken, so I took
out some breasts and they’re marinating in the fridge.” Bobbi’s
voice was soothing, and, for just one second it felt like a whisper
in her ear from long ago.

They’d been so young when their mother had
passed, but sometimes Bobbi would turn a certain way or speak and
just like that, Betty was transported back in time.

God, what would her mother think of the mess
she’d made of her life?

“Are you guys staying for dinner?” Betty
cracked her neck to look up at Bobbi.

Her sister’s short bob was a mess, her mouth
was swollen and her cheeks were flushed.

“Um,” Bobbi said glanced back at Shane.

“I’ll take that as a no.” Betty said.

“We can stay if you want.”

“So that I can watch the two of you make out
like a couple of teenagers? No thanks. Not my idea of fun.” She
glanced around. “Where’s Gramps?”

“Out back with his bees.”

That brought a small smile to Betty’s face.
Herschel Barker loved his bees. She’d bet anything he was decked
out in his white coveralls—even in this heat—with his white ball
cap and large, black, farmer boots.

Betty paused and then said quietly. “How was
Dad today? He seemed so normal at breakfast. As if nothing
happened.”

“He’s good,” Bobbi answered and then sighed.
“I made sure he took his anxiety pills.” Bobbi paused. “Bets, I
don’t know how much longer he’s going to be able to stay here. Last
night…He could have fallen in the river. The thought of him alone
out there and in danger…He’s starting to scare me, you know? It’s
not fair, that burden, not on you or Gramps or any of us.”

Betty nodded, but didn’t answer. She didn’t
have the mental strength to talk about this right now. She’d think
about it later. You know, when her head was clear and she’d
banished all emotion from her psyche.

“Go,” she waved at her sister. “I’ll see you
guys later.”

The warm breeze, the smell of lilac, and the
buzzing of the cicadas in the garden lulled Betty into a place of
calm. Her head fell back, her eyes slowly closed, and eventually
she fell asleep for a few hours, coming awake with a start and
groaning at the stiffness in her neck.

“Christ,” she muttered struggling to sit up.
Her long legs hung over the end of the chair and as she
straightened, she realized that she wasn’t alone. Her father stood
a few feet away, his mouth pensive, his eyes intense as he stared
at her.

Warily, she eyed him. “Dad?”

Trent Barker shook his head, rubbing his arms
as if cold. “Why are you dressed like that?” he asked harshly.

Betty’s heart sank. She knew what was coming.
Instead of replying, she slowly got to her feet. Another time and
place would have found her smart mouth leading the charge, but it
wasn’t good to antagonize her father when he was like this.

He took a step forward and her eyes ran over
the faded, stained, grey cardigan he wore. His pants were wrinkled
and she was willing to bet he’d slept in them. And his hair…shoot,
she needed to call the barber. It was just easier to have Bill
Mason come by when Trent was having a good day.

Which definitely wasn’t today. How the hell
had he gone from being so nice this morning—making Betty eggs even
though she didn’t want them—to this?

“You should be ashamed of yourself,” he said
roughly.

Here we go. Where was Gramps? Usually,
he rescued her.

“Dressed like a slut with your tits and ass
nearly hanging out. Where is your pride girl? Or do you like the
fact that the entire town thinks you’re nothing but a two-bit
whore? You think I don’t know what they say about you? You think I
don’t know about all the boys you’ve been with?”

Ouch.

His voice rose.

So did Betty’s heart rate. She knew it was
better to just shut the hell up when he was like this, but the hurt
inside her threatened to explode. It was getting harder to stay
quiet.

Harder not to tell him to shut up—he didn’t
know one fucking thing about her. How could he? He’d always treated
Betty as an afterthought. She wasn’t the hockey phenom. She wasn’t
the smart go-getter that Bobbi was.

Trent moved toward her so fast she nearly
fell back on the chair. He was close enough that Betty could see
the weird light in his eyes and she knew he was beyond
agitated.

“You need to march your ass upstairs and put
some clothes on, you hear? I won’t have no daughter of mine running
around looking like that.”

The disgust in his voice was clear. The
dislike in his eyes even clearer. That look shot straight into
Betty. It penetrated the layers she’d built up.

Heat pricked the corners of her eyes.
Don’t cry, you idiot.

“Dad, you need to calm down.”

“Are you talking back to me, girlie?”

“No, I just…Dad, you need to…”

Calm down and let me help you.

But she didn’t have a chance to get the rest
of the words out.

At first she wasn’t sure what happened
because it took a few seconds for it to sink in. A sharp crack
echoed in her head, followed by searing pain along her jaw and
mouth.

Oh, God.

Betty heard the frantic beating of her heart,
pounding in tandem with the harsh sounds of her father’s breaths.
The coppery taste of blood filled her mouth and her hand shook as
she reached up and felt along her lip.

Oh, God.

He’d never hit her before.

Oh, God.

Dazedly, she looked at the blood in her hand,
her tongue feeling along the corner where her lip was split.

“Betty, I…”

Her father’s eyes filled with tears and he
took a step back. “I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to do that.” He shook
his head and stared at his hand. “Goddammit, I don’t think I did. I
don’t…”

He dropped his head into his hands, his body
shaking, and Betty moved forward, on auto-pilot. She loved this
man. She did. In spite of everything.

She just didn’t know how to show it.

Gingerly, she patted him on the back,
exhaling roughly as she struggled to keep it together.

“It’s okay, Dad. I know.”

“I’ll take him up, Bets. You’ve got a
visitor,” Herschel Barker said softly.

Betty’s head snapped up and she sucked in a
huge breath of air.

Un-fucking-real.

Her emotions, those damn inconvenient
feelings she kept buried, were all over the place and she swore
everyone could hear how hard her heart beat. How the hell was she
supposed to function like this?

She couldn’t function like this. God,
she needed a drink. No, she needed a hell of a lot more than a
drink. She needed a hit of something strong enough to take the edge
off. Something strong enough to make him go away.

What the hell was he doing here?

Her grandfather stood in the garden near the
back door, his eyes filled with sorrow, his shoulders weighed down
by the impossible position they all found themselves in.

And beside him was the one person she didn’t
want to see right now. The one person who didn’t have a right to
know the real Betty Jo. To see what really went on in the Barker
home.

Beau.


Chapter Ten

 


TO SAY THAT Beau was shocked by what he’d
just witnessed was an understatement.

He was shocked. He was uncomfortable. He was
disturbed.

And he was more affected than he’d like to
admit.

“Why are you here,” Betty snapped.

Trent Barker lifted his head and shrugged
away from Betty. He glared at Beau, his hands fisted, once more
everything inside Beau tightened. He’d stop the man if necessary
because there was no way in hell he was going to let him hit his
daughter again.

“Who the hell are you?” Trent said
aggressively.

Beau had a feeling that if he opened his
mouth he would only make the situation worse. He remained where he
was, but stayed silent as he watched the inner workings of a family
in trouble.

“You come sniffing around for her?” Trent
pointed to Betty. “You’re welcome to her. Lost cause is what she
is.”

Betty’s grandfather made a clucking sound and
spoke, his voice cajoling, as if he was talking to a child.

“Trent, this here is Beau Simon. He used to
play for the Giants. Remember?”

“I don’t give a shit about the San Francisco
Giants. Baseball is for pussies. Hockey. Now that’s a real
sport.”

Beau watched Betty as her grandfather moved
toward Trent. She took a step back, out of the way, and something
about the set of her shoulders tugged at him. It spelled
defeat.

She looked up then—caught his eye—and
straightened her shoulders and just like that her face was neutral.
No emotion. She was cardboard. Ceramic. She was nothing.

She could have been at the bus stop waiting
for a ride, or in line at the market.

That was when he got it.

She was acting. Playing a part. The part of a
woman who didn’t care about anything, especially the family that
was crumbling around her. But Beau knew better. He’d seen it.

Herschel spoke calmly. “Well, son, he’s here
to see Betty and I’ve invited him for dinner.”

“What?” The strangled retort came from Betty.
“No. No way.”

“Betty!” Herschel said sharply.
“Manners.”

Trent Barker took the opportunity to slide
past everyone and he disappeared into the house.

“I’ll deal with him, Gramps. You’ve had
enough.” Betty threw Beau a look that spoke volumes—she wanted him
gone—and then followed her father into the house.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Herschel
said quietly after a few moments.

The old man looked lost, eyes averted as he
absently ran his hands through the thick wiry hair beneath his
white ball cap.

“It must be hard,” Beau said. “Dealing with
all of this.”

“The hardest thing ever.” Herschel tugged on
the brim of his cap. “I want you to know he’s a good man. A good
son. A good father. This,” he motioned in the air. “What you just
saw, a man who would strike his own child? That isn’t Trent.” The
old man’s voice shook. “That isn’t my boy.”

“I understand.”

“He’s always been hard on the girls, you
know? Losing Chantal at such a young age was tough. Those girls
were barely five, but already a handful.”

Herschel sighed. “Maybe he was too hard on
them.” He shrugged. “Maybe he did spend too much time with Billie.
But he did the best he could and God, he loves those girls. No one
can ever take that away from him.”

“Are you sure that she’s alright with him?”
Beau had to ask the question because he was a little uncomfortable
after what he’d seen.

Herschel cleared his throat and motioned to
the house. “He wouldn’t…they’ll be fine.” He finished gruffly. “Now
you come with me son, and I’ll get you a nice cold beer. We’ve got
chicken for dinner and you can chat with Betty about whatever it is
you wanted to talk to her about while I get things ready.”

Beau shook his head. “Sir, you don’t have to
go to any trouble. I can come back when she’s…when things are
settled.”

But Herschel moved past him without another
word and Beau had no choice but to follow him back into the
house.

He let the old man grab him a beer and
watched him fuss about the kitchen. He offered to barbecue the
chicken but the elder Barker wouldn’t hear of it. Herschel had no
qualms however, about letting Beau wash the lettuce and prepare the
salad.

Beau took a long swig from his beer and set
about making the best damn salad that he could muster while
Herschel went out back to barbecue up the chicken.

The Barker home was comfy. It was old and
lived in, and it reminded Beau a lot of his grandparent’s place in
the south. He liked it.

He washed the lettuce, just like his mama
taught him, patted it up dry and then set to work on cutting up
some onion, tomato and peppers. He found a hunk of feta and had
just finished sprinkling a good amount overtop the salad, when he
felt her presence.

“Wow. Who knew there was a domestic side to
Beau Simon.”

The old sass was back in her voice.

Beau turned around and leaned against the
counter. Betty still wore those damn come-fuck-me heels along with
the halter-top that didn’t quit, and the short, shorts that should
never be paired with those damn come-fuck-me heels.

Christ, a guy didn’t stand a chance with
her.

He made sure to keep his eyes above the neck.
He didn’t want to fuck this up by getting on her prickly side, and
the truth of it was, he had no idea where the prickly side began
and where it ended—that’s if she had anything other than a prickly
side where he was concerned.

“I have many hidden talents.”

“I’ll bet,” she said, hands shoved into the
back pockets of her shorts, which only served to enhance the
breasts he wasn’t looking at.

She held his gaze for a few seconds and then
glanced at the floor, scuffing her shoe along the worn linoleum.
Long strands of hair fell over her face and the silence became
heavy—the kind that presses in and gets uncomfortable.

Except Beau wasn’t uncomfortable. He was far
from uncomfortable.

He crossed the room before he could stop
himself, pausing an inch or so away. He was close enough to catch
that summer scent. To see the sheen of her hair as it slid over her
cheek, and the way her bottom lip trembled.

Hell, her entire body seemed to be trembling
as if she was coming down from an adrenaline high.

“Hey,” he said softly. “Are you alright?”

She nodded but kept her head down.

“Why are you here, Beau?”

She sounded sad. Done. As if there was
nothing else inside her to give.

“I have that script I want you to read.”

She shook her head again, her eyes on the
floor as if the tip of her shoe was the most interesting thing in
the room.

“Why are you really here? What’s your angle?
You can’t honestly expect me to believe that you want me to act in
one of your movies. Not after…”

His gut clenched.

“Not after the last time.” She shuddered.
“Not after what you did. What you said.”

Something hard and heavy unfurled inside Beau
as he stared down at Betty. How could he make this right? Make her
understand that before was a mistake? He saw that now.

“Hey,” he said gruffly, reaching for her, not
giving up when she averted her face. He found her chin and slowly
forced her to look up at him.

She winced as his fingers slid along her jaw
and that something heavy inside him, twisted even more when he saw
the damage on her lip. Carefully he wiped away the blood that was
smeared in the corner of her mouth.

And suddenly, this moment wasn’t about the
movie anymore. Or the script or even her father.

Beau wasn’t exactly sure what it was about,
but her eyes darkened and when her tongue darted out to lick at the
corner he’d just cleaned, he had the overwhelming urge to kiss her.
To run his tongue over what was definitely going to be a bruise on
her jaw.

To kiss away the pain that sat in her
eyes.

He bent forward, not really sure what the
hell he was going to do…but feeling the need to do something.
Anything to wipe away the darkness in her eyes.

“Okay, kids, the chicken is ready.” The door
slammed behind Herschel as he came in from outside.

Just like that, the moment was broken and
Betty pushed past Beau, crossing the kitchen and taking the platter
of chicken from her grandfather. She set it on the table and
grabbed four plates. Quickly, she filled one and would have left
the room but Herschel shook his head, and grabbed it from her.

“I’ll take this up to Trent and stay with
him.”

“Gramps, I can do it. I’m fine.”

“Bets, let me deal with my son tonight. You
and Mr. Simon have something to discuss and this old man doesn’t
want to be in the way.”

“Gramps, you’re not in the way.”

But he was already out of the room, leaving
Beau alone with Betty.

“Well, I’m not making your plate.”

Beau hid a smile. Good. They were back to
where they should be. Not exactly friends, but not exactly enemies
either.

He quietly fixed his plate and then sat
across from Betty at the kitchen table. He wasn’t particularly
hungry and judging from the way Betty moved her food around without
eating much, he was guessing she wasn’t either.

“So, where the hell is your posse
anyway?”

Beau set his fork down and leaned back in the
chair. “Posse?”

“Your bodyguards. Goons. Those big
Neanderthals who follow you around like you’re the second
coming.”

Beau made a face. The only time he used
protection was when he was at a premiere or public event.
Otherwise, he played it low key. In his experience, the flashier
the celebrity, the more crap that came their way.

Beau wasn’t about that—celebrity—and being in
the spotlight. Though in this day and age, it was damn hard to
avoid it when the public was mad for it. Still, he’d learned that
most of the time if he asked fans nicely to give him space, they
obliged.

“I left them behind in LA.”

“Really,” she said dryly.

“You seem surprised.”

She shrugged. “Most big time celebs that I
know don’t go anywhere without at least a couple of
tag-a-longs.”

“I guess I’m not like most big time
celebs.”

Her eyes were on him, so dark and stormy, he
could feel the frost from across the table.

“Did you order your bike from Logan because
of me?”

“No.”

She arched an eyebrow, and pushed her plate
away. “I don’t believe you.”

“Your ego is pretty impressive.”

For a second she said nothing, but he noticed
the barest hint of a smile. It was tiny—a lift in the corner of her
mouth—but damn, it made Beau feel good to know he’d been the one to
put it there.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” she said
cheekily.

“Okay. I will.”

She looked up in surprise.

It was crunch time and Beau knew he was
running out of it. He needed to snag her now. Dangle the bait and
get the hell out so she could digest. Betty was the kind of woman
who reacted quickly, and usually adversely, because she didn’t take
the time to think things through.

As much as she wanted people to believe she
was made of steel with nothing remotely human about her, the truth
of it was the girl ran on emotion.

“I’ve seen your audition, the one you made
for Bentley.”

If she was surprised, she didn’t show it. The
steel mask was back as she stared at him. “Really. I would have
thought Bentley would have destroyed it right after he walked in on
us fucking.”

Beau shifted in his chair. He sure as hell
didn’t like the direction this conversation was going, but more
than that, he didn’t like Betty’s crass words. There was so much
about that night that was wrong, and a hell of a lot that he’d
never been able to forget. The entire evening may have started out
as a way for him to prove a point—that she didn’t belong on set,
that she wasn’t an actress—but Beau hadn’t been prepared for the
spark between them. And as much as she would never believe him, he
hadn’t intended to get her into his bed.

“He was pretty pissed,” she continued, eyes
never wavering.

“I suppose he had a reason to be,” Beau
answered carefully. “You guys were involved.”

Pissed was an understatement. Bentley had
made the entire shoot a living hell for Beau. And it was the main
reason he’d tested the waters and started to direct small projects
himself. He hated not having control, and he sure as hell was done
working with arrogant assholes.

Betty exhaled and tossed her napkin on the
plate. She opened her mouth as if to say something and then closed
it again. Several tense seconds passed and when she finally did
speak, her voice was barely above a whisper.

“Bentley was pissed because he’d been trying
to get into my pants for months. Contrary to what everyone
believed, including you, I wasn’t sleeping with him. That movie was
important to me. It was my shot at something good and different
and…well, like always I managed to screw things up.”

“I’m sorry,” Beau said carefully.

Betty’s eyes flashed. “Sorry for what? For
screwing me over? Or for literally screwing me?”

“I’m sorry for all of it. At the time I just
thought—“

“I know what you thought. I know what
everyone else thought, from Bentley to the other actors, to the
goddamn caterers on the set.” Her cheeks flushed and her chest
heaved. “I know what everyone still thinks about me. I’m used to
it. Doesn’t bother me at all.”

Except he knew that it did, and suddenly Beau
wanted to do whatever he could to make things right. She needed
this project as much as he wanted her for it. And he was going to
stop at nothing to get her onboard.

“I want you for this movie, Betty. I don’t
have a second or third choice. There is no one else. Not after I
saw that audition tape.” He leaned forward. “You’re it. So I want
you to read the script, which is on the table in your foyer. I want
you to read it, learn it. I want you to be that character because
we’re making this movie.”

“That’s not going to happen.” There went that
chin again.

Beau tossed his napkin onto his plate and got
to his feet. He shoved his hands into his pockets, took in the
flush that filled her cheeks. Her eyes glistened—oh they were still
dark and stormy and pissed off—but they were alive.

He had her.

“It will,” he said, before he turned
around.

“It must be exhausting,” she snapped.
“Carrying around that massive fucking ego.”

He paused near the door and glanced over his
shoulder. Betty was now standing. His eyes rested on the purpling
bruise that ran along her jaw before he lifted his eyes to hers. To
say he was surprised at the zing that ran through him would be an
understatement.

Suddenly he was fighting the urge to march
across the room and shut her mouth up with the boldest, hardest
kiss he could muster. The thought alone was enough to get his blood
flowing and he flexed his hands, a muscle working along the side of
his jaw as he took a moment and collected himself.

“I’ll be back in time for the tournament on
Saturday. Read the script Betty and we’ll talk then.”

He headed out of the Barker home, his long
legs eating up the distance to his bike in no time. Beau settled
onto the machine and twenty minutes later he was cruising along the
Interstate.

His taillights glowed red in the gathering
dusk as he sped toward the Canadian border. Damn, he was looking
forward to spending a few days relaxing with his brother, Tucker.
Getting out on the water and cruising Lake Muskoka. It had been too
long.

The funny thing was? He was already looking
forward to coming back.


Chapter
Eleven

 


“WHAT’S THIS?”

Great.

Betty glanced up at her sister Bobbi and
scowled.

It was Wednesday afternoon and Betty had just
finished a shift at The Grill where she’d had to listen to the
entire Ladies Ball League committee go on and on about Beau Simon
appearing in the mixed tournament.

They’d come in for lunch, ten ladies, who
were obviously rabid Beau Simon fans.

Oh my God, he’s so hot.

I want to have his babies.

Can that man’s eyes get any bluer?

And his hair! I just want to run my fingers
through all that long blond hair.

And her favorite?

Do you think he’ll play shirtless?

Betty had thought her shift would never end,
and had practically run from the place when it was over at two. Now
she just wanted to relax. She’d grabbed a bottle of water and had
thrown herself into one of the chairs on the porch. You know, so
she could, enjoy the quiet.

Be alone.

She glared at Bobbi.

Relax.

Apparently her scowl did nothing to deter her
sister because Bobbi plunked her butt into the other chair and
reached for the script on the table between them. Betty had tossed
it there the day before and still hadn’t opened it.

Bobbi picked it up and froze.

“What the hell happened to you?”

Betty’s tongue darted out and she licked the
corner of her mouth. It was still split but the cut wasn’t all that
noticeable. Her lip wasn’t what had Bobbi’s attention.

The first thing Betty had done when she’d
gotten home was wash her face and she knew the yellowing bruise on
her jaw was no longer covered by makeup.

“It’s nothing,” she said.

“Nothing?” Bobbi leaned over the table. “Did
someone hit you?”

As soon as the words left Bobbi’s mouth her
sister’s eyes widened and she sank back into the chair, shaking her
head. “No. God, Betty! Please tell me that Dad didn’t…that he
didn’t do that.”

Betty glanced back out over the front lawn,
hating the way her heart squeezed so tightly that it made it
difficult to breathe.

She shrugged and said nothing, the muscles
across her shoulders so tense it hurt.

“Betty?”

She shook her head and remained silent. If
Bobbi made a move to hug her or something, there was the distinct
possibility that she would lose her shit.

That tight knot inside her had been getting
bigger and bigger since Sunday, and like the bastard that it was,
she knew it would explode when it wasn’t convenient. And it was
never convenient for Betty to lose control.

“I’m sorry,” Bobbi said on a whisper.

“Whatever. Let’s not get dramatic about it,
alright? He had a bad spell. It happened. It’s over.”

Betty finished her water bottle and tossed it
onto the floor beside her. It rolled several times and then
disappeared over the side right into the boxwood. The boxwood that
needed to be trimmed. Her eyes rested on the hanging baskets Gramps
had brought home several weeks ago. They all needed to be
deadheaded and probably watered.

When the hell had Betty become Miss
Domestic?

A plane flew overhead, it’s lonely drone
echoing as a plume of white danced across the blue sky. It drew
Betty’s eye and she watched it for a few seconds, wondering where
it was going. Wondering who was lucky enough to be jetting off
somewhere different than the place they’d been in.

“So, um, Billie says she’s called a few
times.”

No shit. Betty had been hitting ignore on her
cell phone for two days.

Betty ran her fingers across her forehead.
“Seriously, Bobbi? I don’t want to do this now.”

“You can at least call her back.”

“I will.”

“When?”

Irritated, she glanced at her sister. “What’s
it to you?”

Bobbi tucked a piece of hair behind her ear
and smoothed out the front of her pale blue summer dress.

“Well, maybe she’s got something important to
talk to you about.”

Betty sat up. “This about Dad?”

“No,” Bobbi said. “Although that’s something
we need to discuss sooner than later.”

“Then what? Is Billie taking a poll on names
for the baby? ‘Cause guess what? I don’t give a rat’s ass.”

“Nice, Bets.”

“I’m just saying. Billie and her domestic
bliss isn’t real high on my list of priorities these days. In fact,
it’s pretty near the bottom.”

She didn’t have to look in Bobbi’s direction
to feel her sister’s frown.

“They’ve decided not to wait,” Bobbi said
quietly. “They’re getting married next month. Labor Day weekend.
Before the baby comes.”

“And?” Betty stood, no longer relaxed or even
close to being comfortable. She was strung tighter than a bow and
though it was hot as hell, she thought that maybe a run would
loosen her up.

“And you’re her sister. She wants you in the
wedding party.”

“You have got to be kidding.” Betty shook her
head. “Is she smoking crack?”

“That’s an awful thing to say.” Bobbi was up
on her feet now. “What the hell is your problem with Billie? Can’t
you put aside whatever it is just this once? For her wedding?”

“No.” Betty’s heart rate shot up and so did
her voice. “No. I will not stand up for Logan and Betty. I can’t do
it.” She exhaled and looked away from her sister. “I just
can’t.”

She knew she sounded like a crazy person but
Betty didn’t give a crap. She wasn’t about to explain things to
Bobbi. Not now. Probably not ever.

“I don’t expect you to understand,” Betty
managed to say.

“Well, that’s a fucking relief.” Bobbi was
pissed. She only swore when she was pissed.

Bobbi walked to the end of the porch and
stood there for a few seconds. “I feel as if this family is falling
apart and I don’t know what to do. Dad’s sick. Gramps is getting
older.” She whirled around. “All we have is us, Betty. Don’t you
get that? This thing with Billie is stupid. You need to get over
it.”

“It’s not stupid.”

It’s tragic. The thought slipped into
her mind and she swallowed hard as that damn knot pressed in
tighter. Jesus, at this rate she was going to die of asphyxiation
before dinner.

Bobbi squared her shoulders, the look on her
face thunderous. “What the hell happened to you? When did you
become this awful, selfish bitch?”

Betty counted to ten. She concentrated on
breathing in and out, schooling her features into a mask of
nothing. She would not lose her shit in front of Bobbi because if
she cracked, Betty had a feeling no one would ever be able to put
her back together again. Bobbi shook her head. “I’m trying to
understand but I don’t. When you came home last fall, I thought you
would be gone in a few days. It’s kinda what you’ve been doing for
the last few years. And when you didn’t leave right away, I was
happy. Happy because you didn’t. Billie was home. You were home. It
felt like my family was back together again.”

Betty glanced away. She couldn’t take the
hard, intense look in her sister’s eyes.

“I figured out pretty quick that you only
stuck around because you had nowhere else to go. No money. No
friends. But you had us, Betty. You had your family and still….”
Bobbi swore and rubbed her arms as if she was cold. “Why can’t you
be happy?”

Because I’m broken.

“You don’t really want to know.”

“Yeah,” Bobbi said sharply. “I do. I want to
know why you push everyone away. Why you threw away a career that a
lot of girls can only dream of. God, you had everything Betty and
now…”

“Now I’ve got a fat lip and a bruised jaw. So
what’s your point?”

“My point is that you’re falling, Betty.
You’re falling and I’m not sure how far down you’re going to go. My
point is that you scare me. My point is that I’m sad for you.”

Crack.

She felt it, deep inside.

“Don’t ever be sad for me,” Betty whispered
hoarsely. “Just don’t. I don’t need or want your pity.”

Betty felt her bottom lip tremble but she dug
in and pushed aside the knot in her chest. She pushed and pushed
until she was able to look at her sister and be cool as a
cucumber.

“Are you done?” she asked abruptly.

“No,” Bobbi retorted.

“Are you done for today?”

Bobbi shook her head and sighed as she tossed
the script back onto the table. “What am I supposed to tell
Billie?”

Betty scooped the papers into her hands and
grabbed the door handle. She paused for a second. Waited until she
knew she’d be able to speak calmly. She pushed the door open.

“Tell them to elope.”


Chapter
Twelve

 


“WHAT THE HELL is up with you?” Tucker’s
voice sounded flat in the quiet morning.

Beau leaned back in the boat and glanced out
to where the sky met the lake. It was barely 5 a.m. and they’d been
out fishing for the better part of an hour. It was just breaking
dawn, that sweet spot between night and day, and Beau was exactly
where he wanted to be. He knew he was.

He’d been looking forward to kicking back
with Tucker up here on Lake Muskoka for weeks.

So why the hell didn’t he feel it? Why wasn’t
he awash in a baptism of peace and quiet and tranquility?

Did he even have to ask the question?

It was that damn Betty Jo Barker. He couldn’t
stop thinking about her—about the night they’d been together—about
what an absolute asshole he’d been.

He was a man who’d been around the block a
time or two. Hell, he’d had more candy thrown at him than he could
ever taste and yet that one night had never left him. It had been a
crazy, intense night of hot, raw, sex, and then Bentley had shown
up and everything had gone to shit.

The even crazier thing was that it wasn’t the
sex that stirred him. It was the look in her eyes when she’d
realized that he had meant to prove something to Bentley.

Beau had crossed a line and she had paid the
price. And for just one moment her soul had been bared to him. He’d
seen it. He knew it existed. But back then, he was convinced she
was a no talent fuck up who had decided she could open her legs to
just about anyone and get a part in a movie.

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

He thought of the bruise on her jaw and the
fragility he’d glimpsed in her eyes a few days ago and damned if
Beau didn’t want to do something to wipe it away. To ease the
loneliness he sensed inside her.

Tucker waited for an answer that Beau wasn’t
willing to give.

Mostly because he wasn’t exactly sure what to
say.

“Fine then,” Tucker said grumpily. “But just
so you know? Those women last night were primed and ready, brother.
Primed and ready.”

Beau let his line fly out over the water and
grinned. It was good to see Tucker socializing. Getting past all
that darkness from last year.

The two boys had spent the evening in the
small town of Bala, at a little hole in the wall pub where Beau
managed to pass the evening in peace. There were no autograph
requests, no photo ops or people staring. There’d just been him,
his brother and a jug of beer.

And two chesty blondes.

Two chesty blondes that the Simon boys left
behind.

“Especially the one with the big…smile,”
Tucker said as he cast his line.

“Two words, brother. Lane Summers.”

Tucker made a face. “Seriously? Lane Summers?
Come on, Beau. I know she’s hot and all but man, she’s not
exactly…how can I say this without insulting you.” Tucker’s dark
eyes flashed as he shook his head. “Hell there is no way to say
this without insulting you. That woman is dumber than a
doorknob.”

“Yeah, well, she’s easy to be around.”

“That’s because there’s no work involved.
Where’s the fun in that? Hell, Marley and I used to…”

And just like that the ease of their morning
slipped away.

The smile on Tucker’s face faded as he sat
back in the boat and stared out over the water. The small rolling
waves lapped across the hull as the boat gently rocked.

“We used to butt heads a lot,” Tucker
murmured.

Beau watched his brother closely, wishing he
could erase the last couple of years.

Marley Easton and Tucker Simon had met in
college. She’d been into marine biology and Tucker had just been
killing time, majoring in business studies. She’d been small, dark,
with an easy smile and cute dimples. The kind of girl that brought
out the protective urge in any man, but the kind of girl who had
real strength.

Tucker had fallen hard and the two of them
had become engaged right after graduation. They’d been married
almost immediately—even though both Marley’s parents and the Simons
thought they should wait. But Tucker had always been pigheaded and
for the next few years things had been great.

Marley had accepted a job at Sea World in
Orlando, not too far from the Simon family compound, and Tucker had
joined an elite sports agency. In only a few years he had managed
to sign several big time ball players, including a few hockey
superstars. He was savvy, smart, and totally in love with his
wife.

But then one hot summer night, Marley had
chartered a small plane along with a colleague, their intent to fly
out to a small island in the gulf where several Pilot whales had
reportedly beached themselves. It was a routine sort of thing, but
the plane had disappeared and Tucker’s life had pretty much fallen
apart.

“I don’t think the fish are biting,” Tucker
mumbled.

Tucker was dark, where Beau was light, though
they both shared their mother’s intense blue eyes. At the moment,
Tucker’s thick black hair hung past his shoulders, his jaw shadowed
with several days worth of stubble. Tall, he was about the same
height as Beau—a few inches over six feet—and like all the Simon
men, athletic in build with a lean body, and defined muscles.

“Do you want to get out of here?” Beau said
suddenly, feeling a spark shoot through him as his thoughts began
to whirl.

“Huh?” Tucker glanced his way. “Go, where?
We’ve got the cottage to ourselves ‘til Jack shows up.”

Beau began to reel in his line. “I told you
about that charity ball tournament I agreed to appear in,
right?”

Tucker nodded. “That’s not ‘til
Saturday.”

“Yeah,” Beau answered. “But there’s this
kick-off barbecue thing tomorrow night. I wasn’t planning on
going…” He shrugged. “Might be fun. It’s a small town. Kind of
reminds me of St. Vincent’s. Why don’t you come with me? Play in
the tournament?”

“Why you so riled up to get back to this
town?”

“Would you believe me if I said it was
because my heart is full of charity?”

“Hell no. I’d say there’s a woman involved
and I’d also hazard a guess that it sure as hell ain’t Lane
Summers. Actually, I’d hazard a guess that the female in question
is Betty Jo Barker, and we both know that’s not a good idea.”

Beau tossed his rod into the boat and started
packing up his tackle. “Why are you so hell bent on disliking
Barker?”

“Cute. You guys trading nicknames now?”

Beau closed his tackle box and shrugged.
“Seriously. You don’t even know her.”

“No,” Tucker said. “I’ve never met her in
person. And I know that half of that shit they play on TMZ and
print in those rags isn’t true. But I also know that where there’s
smoke there’s always a spark. She’s a mess, Beau. Bad news.”

“She’s not a mess.” The words slipped out
before he even thought them and Tucker paused, falling back onto
his seat near the bow.

“She’s not a mess,” Beau repeated. “She’s
human. She’s made mistakes. We all have.”

He blew out a long breath and glanced away,
confused by the way he felt. He wasn’t on a mission to save, Betty.
Not really. But he sure as hell wanted to help her. He owed it to
her for what he’d done.

That’s all this was. Nothing more.

So why did he feel as if he was on the cusp
of something much larger? Beau Simon was thirty-three years old and
he’d never been in this place before. A place where a woman he
barely knew had somehow become part of his everyday thought
process. She’d been the last thing on his mind when he’d gone to
bed the night before—alone—and the first thing he’d thought of when
he’d woken up this morning. He’d sported a raging hard-on, a bad
attitude, and a headful of images of Betty. Naked. Twisted beneath
him.

If he was going to work with her, Beau was
going to have to get this shit under control. All those
fantasies—those memories—of her long legs, that hair, that mouth
and the way they’d rocked into each other as if the world was
ending. That passion wasn’t for him to examine or remember.

It was in the past and for this movie to
work—for him to get her on board and make it work—that’s
where all of that stuff had to stay.

“Okay.” Tucker was pulling up the anchor.
“Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Beau whipped his head around, a grin on his
face. “Yeah? You coming to New Waterford with me?”

“Sure. Someone’s got to stop you from making
the biggest mistake of your life.”

A frown crossed Beau’s face. “Really. And
what would that be?” He might be willing to give Tucker a bit of
leeway most days—hell, the guy had had his heart ripped out, but
there was only so far Beau was willing to let him go when it came
to his personal life.

Tucker chuckled and suddenly the darkness in
his eyes evaporated, if only a little. “I’ll let you know when I
figure it out, brother.

* * *

The Simon boys packed up and were ready to
hit the road in less than two hours. Sylvia, the local lady who
looked after their cottage, came in as they were leaving, with
groceries and cleaning supplies. Jack and his girl were due up in a
few days and she came weekly with the staples.

She wished them a safe trip and then they
were off.

It was a perfect day to be out on a bike. The
wind was non-existent, the sun warm and the open road incredibly
appealing. Beau opened his throttle and it didn’t take long for him
to disappear into his bike.

He had to give it to Forest. The guy had
built him something special. It was all shiny chrome and black
leather—understated and not too flashy—with an engine that growled
and a ride that gripped the road.

The sound was like an electric pulse that
beat inside him, and around 90 miles an hour, the scenery became
nothing but moving flashes of color. It was quiet and loud at the
same time. Peaceful but exhilarating.

It was hard to describe, and only another
biking enthusiast would understand. By the time they reached the
outskirts of New Waterford, the sun was high in the sky and it was
early afternoon.

Beau and Tucker rolled down Main Street in a
leisurely fashion, while overhead banners waved in the breeze,
announcing the Celebrity Ball tournament. A group of girls near the
Dairy Queen turned and watched as they sped by, a few of them
thrusting their hips out and waving provocatively.

Beau grinned and nodded as he motioned to
Tucker to turn into The Grill. He’d called Logan Forest before they
had left the Muskokas, just to make sure he could stay in the loft,
and Forest had told him he’d be at The Grill right about now for a
nice, cold beer.

The brothers parked their bikes near the
outdoor patio and Beau stripped off his long sleeved shirt,
garnering a whistle from the waitress working outside. Beau and
Tucker both turned around and the woman’s mouth hung wide open.

“Hey, darlin’, you make sure to order us up a
jug of cold draft, will ya?” Beau said warmly.

Her eyes nearly popped out of her head and
she began to nod as her face flushed a deep shade of red. “Yes,
sir. I mean, sure…are you…are you sitting in my section? Good lord
are you sitting in my section?” That ended on a squeak and Tucker
rolled his shoulders, his white T-shirt damp, as he grinned at Beau
and then back at the woman. She was on the plus side of forty, but
definitely looked after herself.

“If you don’t mind,” Beau answered.

“No,” she said quickly. “Not at all. Sir
Simon. I mean, Beau Simon. I’ll ah…I’ll bring you out a jug right
away.”

“Thanks. And sweetie? If Logan Forest is
inside, you wanna ask him to join us?”

She scooted over and swung open the gate to
let them onto the patio without going inside first. It was hot, so
there weren’t a lot of customers out there, but the few that were—a
family of four and a few couples scattered about—eyed him with
interest and a few grabbed cell phones.

Tucker nodded to a table in the corner, one
that offered shade from the pagoda above, and Beau followed his
brother over, making sure his back was to the patrons.

“This looks good,” Tucker said as he slid
into the chair and glanced around. “Our backs are covered and we
can keep an eye out on the teen invasion back there. Plus if we
have to make a run for it, the bikes are close.”

“Relax, Tuck. It’s not LA.”

“You say that now.”

The door from inside The Grill swung open and
Beau nodded at Logan Forest as he strode through, carrying a mug of
beer. He was followed by Shane Gallagher, and the two men slid into
the seats across from them, quick introductions following suit.

“How’s the bike?” Logan asked.

“Runs like a charm.” Beau settled back into
his chair. “The design is perfect. Thanks for that.”

“Good to hear,” Logan replied. “Shane here,
worked on it and his touch is legendary.”

“So, you boys playing in this celebrity
tournament?” Beau asked.

“Damn right,” Shane answered with a grin.
“Our hockey team has entered.”

The door slammed open again and they all
glanced over.

“Shit,” Logan muttered. “This isn’t gonna be
good.”

An obviously pissed off Betty Jo Barker
marched across the patio, until she reached their table. She
carefully placed two large jugs of beer in the center and
straightened, hands on her hips as she glared at Beau.

Her hair was in a ponytail, swinging back and
forth, and Beau’s eyes followed the curve of her cheek down to the
pulse that beat erratically at her neck.

“Seriously?” she snapped. “You’re back in
town for less than five minutes and manage to turn a perfectly
capable woman into a babbling mess of girlie parts whose mouth and
brain no longer function?”

Damn she looked fierce.

She looked at all of them in disgust and then
turned around and marched her pretty little butt back into The
Grill, where the door, once more, banged hard behind her.

“That’s gotta be some kind of record,” Logan
said. “Even for Betty Jo.”

“Shit, Beau. What the hell did you do to piss
her off? You just got here,” Shane said shaking his head.

Beau looked at the guys and shrugged. It’s
not as if he had some magical insight into the workings of Betty
Jo’s mind.

Tucker reached for the pitcher and proceeded
to pour himself and Beau a mug. “So, I’m guessing that’s the
infamous Betty Jo Barker. She looks different from the magazine
pictures I’ve seen.”

“That’s because she’s got clothes on,” Logan
replied dryly.

It was a light comment, but Beau didn’t much
care for it.

“I guess,” Tucker said. “And if I’m reading
the signals right, she’s not exactly a fan of yours.”

“No shit,” Logan said darkly. “And if you
want to keep all your parts intact, I suggest you stay the hell out
of her way. She’s been a total bitch lately and no one seems to
know how to handle her.”

Tucker took a good long drink from his mug,
wiped foam from the corner of his mouth and grinned at his brother.
“I think this is gonna be a fun little road trip, brother. Glad you
invited me along.”

Beau didn’t say a word, because he had no
intention of staying out of Betty’s way. He took a sip of cold
draft and smiled.

No intention at all.


Chapter
Thirteen

 


IT WAS FRIDAY night. Well over twenty-four
hours since Betty had seen Beau at The Grill.

And she was still pissed off. Her body
literally hummed with repressed anger.

The kicker? She didn’t know what to do about
it. In the past she would have lost herself in a handful of pills
and washed them down with vodka. But the whole new leaf
thing wasn’t exactly conducive to that sort of behavior.

So how’s that working out? She asked
herself.

Her anger had come from nowhere and on so
many levels didn’t even make sense. But that was Betty Jo. Nothing
about her made sense.

Nothing.

“Do you know how identical triplets are
formed?” she asked.

Her buddy Matt Hawkins lifted his head from
the sofa—their butts were parked in the Barker front room—and
frowned.

“Are you on drugs?”

“I wish,” she said. “But no.” She sat up.
“Triplets, identical triplets, happen when one single egg
divides into two eggs.”

“That would be twins.”

“I know. But then one of the eggs splits
again. Almost like an afterthought. A bad egg.” She shook her head.
“That’s me. That’s always been me. The bad egg.”

“I don’t believe you,” Matt said.

“It’s true.”

“No, I believe your scientific explanation. I
tutored you in biology, remember? I don’t believe you’re not high.
Because you sure as hell sound like you smoked one.”

Betty tossed a pillow and Matt ducked just in
time. “What the hell am I going to do?”

“About what? The movie? Or your bad egg
complex?”

“Don’t be an asshole.”

He smiled. “I can’t help it.” Matt paused.
“Look, do you think you have the chops to do this movie? Or is it
just a pipe dream?”

“I know I can do it. Jesus, Matt. It’s like
the main character, Eden, was written for me.”

She is me.

Betty had finally broken down and read the
script the night before after coming home from The Grill in a foul
mood. The script was where she’d left it, there on the front porch,
and she grabbed it on her way into the house. Nearly two hours
later, Gramps had found her sitting at the kitchen table,
crying.

Crying because it was so damn, good. So
achingly, beautiful it hurt.

Crying because she wanted it so badly.

Crying because there was no way in hell she
could work with Beau Simon and since it was his movie, his script,
she knew that she could never accept the role.

“Well, the answer seems pretty simple to me.
Do the fucking movie.”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t?” Matt glared at her. “Or won’t?” He
took a swig from the bottle of whiskey he’d brought over and this
time when he offered it to her, Betty grabbed it and took a long
gulp.

Fire burned down her throat, a familiar
sensation as the whiskey rolled over her taste buds. It was
Canadian Whiskey, Forty Creek, and damn smooth.

She hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol in about
a month and as she let her head fall back onto the sofa, she
wondered why she’d ever thought it was a good idea to quit
drinking.

Of course, Matt Hawkins and drinking pretty
much went hand in hand. The guy had his own demons to deal with and
drank way too much. The two of them together were a scary
combination. Bobbi called them the toxic twins.

Betty hadn’t seen Matt in about a month, so
it wasn’t surprising that she’d had no trouble staying away from
booze with him out of the picture. He’d been out of town—she had no
idea where he’d gone—and had come home a few hours earlier.

Matt had been a friend since high school, as
misunderstood and miserable as she was.

“Won’t,” she answered through gritted teeth.
“You know what he did to me.”

“I know that the two of you got caught having
sex by that dick-head director, Bentley. I know that Bentley fired
your ass because you were giving away something that he wanted,
namely the zone between your legs.”

She made a face. “Technically I wasn’t fired.
I just wouldn’t sleep with Bentley and after he caught me with
Beau, it was impossible to work with him. I left, but he told
everyone that he fired me.”

“Apples and oranges, baby.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that Beau Simon cost
me that role. He knew Bentley was on his way over. He wanted
Bentley to find us together to prove a point.”

“To prove what? That you were easy? That you
liked sex?” Matt laughed. “I hate to break it to you Bets, but
everyone knows you like sex. You’ve been going at it like the Queen
Bunny for years.”

“I don’t,” she whispered, feeling that hole
inside her expand a little more.

“Don’t what?”

A long moment passed. Was she really going to
say this out loud?

“I don’t like having sex. Not really. I can’t
even remember the last time I had an orgasm.”

Liar. The last time her mind and body had
been in sync…the last time she’d felt alive, had been with Beau.
But those instances had been few and far between.

“Sometimes,” she sighed and shook her head.
“God, Matt, sometimes the guy is done and I don’t even know it. I’m
so disconnected…so fucked up. Sex is just a way to…”

“A way to what?” Matt stared at her for so
long, she looked away, uncomfortable.

“I keep thinking that I’ll connect with
someone, you know? That someone out there can fill this hole inside
me.” She closed her eyes. “They never just want to hold me. God, it
would be so nice to just be held.”

“I cuddle you,” Matt said softly, his fingers
brushing away the hair from her forehead.

She felt his lips on her cheek and it only
made the sadness inside her tighter. Meaner. She wished Matt was
enough.

“It’s not the same,” she said.

“I know.” He rolled back and kicked at the
pillow now on the floor. “I think you should do the movie. Make it
yours and throw Beau Simon a big fuck you.”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“Why not?”

She grabbed the whiskey from him once more
and took another long draw. “Because with Beau, everything is
different. I can’t explain it.”

“When you were with him…was he like the
others?”

Betty stilled, not liking where the
conversation was headed. “What do you mean?”

“Was he a disconnect? Or a connect?”

Betty’s heart began to pound. He’d been a
connect. A definite, hard, exhilarating, connect.

And look what it had gotten her.

“That’s what I thought.” Matt finished off
the whiskey and set the bottle down carefully. “You’re afraid of
him.”

“I’m not afraid of Beau Simon. I can’t stand
Beau Simon.”

But Matt paid no attention to anything she
said. “I get that he hurt you, but honestly, Betty, that’s in the
past and you’ve got to get over it. You want this part? Take it.
Own it. And use him this time. Use this gift he’s giving you to
show all those assholes that you have what it takes. That you’re
not a fuck up. That you have real talent and most of all…that you
deserve something good.”

For a long time she stared out the window at
the last rays of sunlight falling into the night sky. She glanced
at the empty whiskey bottle on the floor. At her friend Matt, whose
pain rolled off him in waves.

At the family photos on the table beside the
sofa—smiling faces of three identical girls with their father and
mother.

Looking at those photos, Betty couldn’t help
but think that she’d been happy once. Maybe.

“If I do this…I can’t let him…” God, she
could barely get her thoughts out. “Beau needs to know I’m hands
off. I don’t trust him.”

I don’t trust myself.

Matt got to his feet, all six feet four
inches of brawny good looks. Hawkins looked like a biker, a bad boy
with a dark side, but only Betty knew it was a carefully cultivated
image that Matt hid behind.

“That’s where I come in, babe.” He held his
hand out. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Where?”

“Well, isn’t that barbecue kick off thing
tonight?”

Betty nodded warily.

“And since Beau Simon is in town, won’t he be
there?”

“I guess, but—“

“No buts.” Matt retrieved his keys from the
pockets of his jeans and handed them over. “You drive. I’m pretty
damn sure I’m over the legal limit and it’s a bit of a drive out to
Gallagher’s place.”

“But I don’t—“

He yanked her up. “I said no buts. Let’s go
to this thing and before the night is over, Beau Simon will think
that you’re mine. I’ll make sure he understands that you’re off
limits and that if he fucks with you, he fucks with me.”

Betty considered Matt’s words. She knew he
would never lift his considerable fists to anyone who didn’t
deserve it. But Beau didn’t know that.

Heck, no one in New Waterford did either. The
entire town thought that Matt Hawkins was a cold hearted
son-of-a-bitch, who partied too hard and would never amount to
anything. They had no idea what lay beneath his hard exterior or
why he was the way he was.

In their eyes he was the male version of
Betty Jo. Loose. Immoral.

She bit her lip, her mind wavering. It really
was kind of perfect.

“You coming?”

She glanced down at her outfit. It was as if
she’d known she was going out tonight.

Black cotton tube-top. Check.

Low-rise, white skinny jeans. Check.

Belly button ring. Check.

Four inch black heels. Check.

“Let me put on some gloss,” she said as a
spark of excitement rifled through her. Was she really going to do
this?

Why the hell not?

For the first time in, forever, Betty Jo
Barker was going to do exactly what the town expected her to do.
She was going after what she wanted and to hell with the
consequence. It might get messy and most likely would be dirty, but
whatever.

If it came back and bit her in the butt,
she’d deal with it.

Or, she’d run away.


Chapter
Fourteen

 


“WOW. THERE REALLY is more than one?”

Beau swung his head and followed Tucker’s
gaze. For a moment his insides froze, his fists tightened and he
forgot to breathe. Over near the barbecue pit, some guy had his
hands sitting right above the soft swell of a butt. The position
wasn’t casual—the fingers splayed in such a way that told anyone
looking she belonged to him.

It was a butt that looked familiar, and
something hot, sort of angry, coursed through him as the man’s hand
rolled down to cup those soft swells. He pulled the woman closer,
murmured in her ear and that’s when Beau realized it wasn’t Betty,
but the third triplet he hadn’t yet met, Bobby.

And the guy was Shane Gallagher.

Idiot.

He cleared his throat and shoved his hands
into the front pockets of his jeans, because he didn’t know what
the hell to do with them.

“You okay, Hollywood?”

Beau scowled at his brother. Tucker knew him
too well.

“I’m fine.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“Leave it,” he said, eyebrow arched.

“So, brother, tell me. Where is your
triplet?”

Beau’s scowl deepened. He’d left at least a
dozen messages for her and she hadn’t returned any of them. He was
starting to think the whole idea of Betty Jo in his movie was a
lost cause, but there had been a part of him that thought if she
just took the time to read the damn script, she’d be as excited as
he was.

But then, had he really expected her to? Her
dislike of him was intense, to say the least. She made no bones
about the fact that she could barely stand to be around him, and he
supposed he couldn’t blame her. He’d blown it with her and she was
too damn stubborn to forgive him.

“Last time I looked, I didn’t own a
triplet.”

Tucker’s grin widened. “Yeah, but you want
one.” And then softer. “Real bad.”

Beau glared at his brother. “I should have
left you in the Muskokas.”

“And yet you didn’t.”

Shane Gallagher nodded their way, his hands
still on his lady, as the two of them strolled through the bevy of
local participants and the celebrities in attendance.

Most of the so-called, celebs playing
in the tournament were in town and this barbecue—closed to the
public and only open to the participants—was a kickoff and thank
you from the local businesses. It was held out at Shane Gallagher’s
farm. Though really, farm was an understatement.

The estate was impressive, with a large
colonial home, a good many outbuildings and an expensive roster of
racehorses. It was not what Beau had expected.

With his tats, penchant for leather and
rumors of jail time, Gallagher looked like a biker. Coupled with
the artwork he’d seen, done by none other than Gallagher himself,
Beau found the guy interesting.

There was a story there. Maybe one day he’d
find out what it was.

“I’m gonna grab us a couple of beers. Be back
in a minute.”

Beau watched Tucker head toward the bar,
which was located near the pool, and turned back just as Shane
approached.

Beau shook his hand and smiled at the woman
beside him. Her hair was shorter than Betty’s, a dark curtain
hanging just past her chin. She wore a simple white sleeveless
dress that fit like a glove, and rested several inches above her
knee. Plain flat sandals adorned her feet, though her toenails were
painted a funky orange and blue, the same funky colors on her
fingers.

Her smile was wide—that generous Barker mouth
glistening with pink gloss—her eyes wide and open.

“So, you’re Beau Simon,” she murmured,
stepping out from beside Shane as she studied him intently.

“I am.”

“You look different than on the big
screen.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded. “Yes.” And then she grinned.
“You’re much hotter in person.”

“Uh, babe. I’m right here.” Shane nuzzled the
back of her neck, his hands on her hips and though her eyes never
left Beau’s, he knew she was totally into her man. It was in the
way her eyes softened. As if the touch and feel of Gallagher was
all she needed.

“So,” she said with a giggle as she pushed
Shane away. “I heard that you managed to piss off Betty in record
time last night.”

“Apparently, she doesn’t like me all that
much.”

“Don’t take it personally,” Shane said. “She
doesn’t like anyone.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Bobbi said with a
grimace. “She likes Matt Hawkins just fine.”

“Speak of the devil,” Shane said, his
attention behind them.

All three of them glanced toward the side of
the house, where a tall guy, built like a Mac truck, had his
business all up in…Betty Jo.

He had at least a few inches on Beau, with
wide shoulders, and impressive biceps to match. The guy wore a
leather jacket even though it had to be nearly seventy degrees, and
big ass kicking boots.

Beau’s jaw tightened. He didn’t like the way
the guy’s hands were all over her and the little black top she
wore, threatened to fall down every time she leaned back into him.
Seriously. The damn thing barely covered her breasts.

Her eyes were dramatic, her lips a vibrant
red and her hair was loose, falling well past her shoulders. That
amazing ass was on display in a pair of low riding white jeans that
fit her like a second skin. They rode so low in fact, that the top
swell of her butt could be seen when she turned.

Topped off with a pair of heels that she had
to be insane to wear to an outdoor barbecue, she looked…

Jesus Christ, Betty Jo looked hotter than
anything he’d ever seen.

Beau cleared his throat and wished he had
something in his hands because he didn’t know what to do with
them.

Where the hell was Tucker?

Oh, yeah, there was Tucker, taking a second
long look at that fine ass as he passed them on his way over to
Beau.

Shane and Bobbi forgotten, Beau grabbed a
beer from his brother. “Don’t say it,” he said harshly as he took a
long, cold drink.

Tucker paused, and then shrugged, easing into
his own beer, though his eyes did wander back to Betty and the
giant.

Beau glanced around. Pretty much every male
eye was settled onto Betty Jo.

“She certainly knows how to make an
appearance, doesn’t she?” Bobbi said quietly.

“Sure does,” Beau agreed.

“It’s always been like that.”

Beau glanced over at Bobbi, whose eyes were
glued to her sister. He expected to see a bit of jealously, or
maybe envy in her eyes, but there was nothing but concern.

“I wish she’d stay away from him.”

“Bobbi, it’s none of our business,” Shane
said roughly. “Besides. Hawkins isn’t all that bad.”

“Sure, when he’s sober.” She shook her head.
“But that’s not often enough. I don’t know what she sees in
him.”

“Maybe she sees herself,” Tucker said
quietly.

Beau glanced at his brother sharply, but
Tucker’s face was averted.

“Well, whatever it is, it’s not good. The two
of them together are trouble. You wait and see.” Bobbi left Shane’s
side and the three men watched her walk over to her sister.

“Shit,” Shane said. “Here we go. There’s
always something with these women. I wish Bobbi would stay out of
her sister’s business.”

Logan Forest wandered over at that point,
followed by several guys and a couple women who would be playing
ball with Beau and Tucker. Introductions were made and when Beau
glanced back to where Betty had been, she was gone. The giant was
there, parked in front of the bar, a bottle of whiskey in his
hands, his gaze locked onto Beau.

Even from this distance, Beau sensed the
man’s dislike and he squared his shoulders, not really giving a
shit. Let the guy come at him. Beau was in shape.

In fact—his hands clenched—he was dying to
let loose some of this restless, energy that he wasn’t able to get
rid of. Maybe the giant was exactly what he needed.

“Not exactly good press to get your ass
kicked at a charity event, Hollywood.”

Okay. The Hollywood nickname was getting
old.

Beau glared at his brother and shrugged. “I’m
not planning on starting anything, but that guy obviously has a
hard-on for me and you and I both know I’m not the type to back
down.”

Tucker slapped him on the shoulder. “Well,
brother. You know I’ve got your back but maybe the question isn’t
whether or not he wants to kick your ass. Maybe the question is,
why?”

Beau’s eyes narrowed.

“Seems to me that maybe your triplet has set
her pet on you. Don’t you want to know why?”

Beau finished his beer and handed the bottle
to his brother. “You’re right.”

“I am?” Tucker looked surprised.

“Yeah. I’m going to find her and get my
answer once and for all. Either she’s all in for this movie or
she’s not. Either way, I’m not going to play her game.”

“Okay,” Tucker said. “Just so you know. She
went into the house about ten seconds ago.”

Beau nodded to his brother.

He posed for three pictures and signed
several autographs, so by the time he reached the house at least
five minutes had passed by.

The patio doors led into a large kitchen with
vaulted ceilings and loads of windows that must let in a lot of
natural light during the day. At the moment it was a hub of
activity, as the caterers were busily preparing more food and
drinks. Beau nodded to them as he passed by, and headed into a
large foyer with a dining room on his right, and what appeared to
be a library on his left.

The library intrigued him, but he passed it
by, thinking that Betty had probably come indoors to use the
washroom. He paused by the entrance to the library and listened as
a door opened and closed somewhere above him.

The distinct click of heels echoed on the
stairs and he looked up, catching a flash of white and long,
slender legs. He was about to say something when she spoke and Beau
realized that she was on her cellphone.

“Gramps, I won’t be long. How is he?”

There was a pause.

“Oh, Billie’s there?” She exhaled as she
stopped halfway down the stairs. “Good. That’s good.”

Another pause.

“Okay. I just wanted to let you know I was at
Bobbi’s and that I won’t be too late.”

She took another step. “I love you, Gramps.
Give Dad a kiss for me, okay? What?”

She paused again. “No. No I don’t want to
talk to Billie. Look, I gotta go. I’ll see you later.”

Beau watched her clear the stairs and walk
across the rich wooden floors to stand near the front door. She
thrust her hands into her back pockets, and hunched her shoulders
together.

It was getting dark outside and she was but a
fragile silhouette against the floor to ceiling windows.

He should have left. Hell, he was nothing but
a stalker in the dark, watching a woman who thought she was
alone.

But he didn’t.

She was a puzzle, this woman. Cold and bitchy
one moment, and yet caring and full of love the next. She appeared
to hate her sisters and yet he’d seen her defend them as if they
meant the world to her.

He’d spent one, hot, passionate moment with
her—he’d felt how she responded to his touch—and yet she was cool
toward him, now. She acted as if he was the last man on earth she’d
ever want to touch. It made him wonder…was it all an act? What
really went on behind those big blue eyes?

Was she the coldhearted bitch she showed the
world? Or was there more to her…

Maybe Beau should have asked himself why he
cared. But he didn’t.

He pushed off from the wall he’d been leaning
against, and headed toward Betty, his heart beating a little faster
than before. His adrenaline punched.

And the reason for all of it, turned, just as
he approached.

She licked her lips—not provocatively, more
of a nervous gesture—and tucked a long piece of hair behind her
ear. Silver earrings dangled, twisting and shimmering as they moved
and he noticed something beneath her ear, something barely
visible.

Beau took the few remaining steps until he
was inches from her, his eyes on the markings that fell in a
singular line, downward. It was a tattoo, as small and delicate as
her ear, and it was not what he expected. Some sort of Celtic
symbol—that would be expected—they were all the rage. Or maybe
Sanskrit or something of the like.

He angled his head so he could see it better,
watching her fingers twirl that piece of hair before letting it
go.

For a long moment there was silence and then
she spoke, her voice husky.

“They’re tears.”

That they were.

Three of them.

In that moment Beau Simon realized that Betty
Jo Barker was more complicated than any woman he’d ever met, with
more layers to her than he’d first imagined.

Who tattooed tears onto their skin?

She pulled on her hair again, tugging the
ends until it fell over the tattoo, and then she cleared her
throat.

Why did she want them hidden?

Beau fought the urge to move her hair back so
that he could see them again. So that he could trace each of them
with his fingers. Taste them with his mouth.

That thought had him taking a step back and
he watched her eyes glisten as she stared up at him. Watched as the
expression that lit them slowly evaporated until there was
nothing.

Betty was in control once more.

And that should have made him comfortable
because this was the Betty Jo he knew. The Betty Jo he could
handle. The other one? The one who hid just beneath the surface? He
had a feeling that, that one, could break a man if he wasn’t
careful.

Yet, he thought that maybe the man lucky
enough to find his way past all those barriers, the man lucky
enough to get to the real woman underneath…That guy would be
one lucky son-of-a-bitch.


Chapter
Fifteen

 


IT TOOK A few moments for Betty to gather her
thoughts. She tugged her hair forward and let it fall, covering the
tattoo that was inked into her skin like a scar.

It was a scar. It was a reminder that she
could never lose control.

A reminder of her past.

Carefully, she shuffled everything inside
herself, until she felt the familiar mask slip back into place and
she was able to look Beau in the eye. Even then it took a second to
settle.

Why did he have to look so damn good? And why
was something hot and pulsing, curling inside her?

Damn him to hell. He’d been a thorn in her
side since the first time she’d met him.

His blue eyes shone from the candles lit in
the foyer, and his mouth was open slightly, giving her a peek at
even white teeth.

His blond hair was messy, waving from the
heat and curling around the collar of his white button-down white
shirt—a shirt that was open, revealing just enough of the tanned
skin beneath to drive the women crazy. His sleeves were rolled up
revealing his own tattoo, his jeans were old, worn, and belted so
that they rode low. She was willing to bet if he lifted his arm,
more than a tease of flat stomach would be seen.

Again with the fluttering in her stomach.
What the hell? Was she fifteen again?

Her eyes traveled the length of him and
rested on his Birkenstocks. Leave it to Beau to buck tradition.

She cleared her throat.

“Are you stalking me now?”

Good. She sounded normal. Not as if she was
about to lose her shit.

He smiled—a slow kind of thing—but this time
she was ready for it and the fluttering in her stomach, the heat
that pulsed even lower, didn’t rise.

It was still there, but she could handle
it.

Beau held his hands aloft, palms out.
“Guilty.”

And damn if her eyes didn’t wander down—for
just a second—and yep, there was that flat stomach. She saw the
narrow strip of hair in the center that disappeared beneath his
jeans and she was willing to bet he was commando.

Betty’s fingernails curled into her palms.
Where the hell had that thought come from?

Better yet, what the fuck was wrong with her?
She thought of the whiskey she’d tossed back before she came and
silently cursed Matt. This was his fault.

“See something you like?” he asked.

“Not really.”

He was quiet for a few moments, his eyes
narrowed thoughtfully. “What’s going on, Betty?”

“What do you want?” she asked bluntly.

“You.”

Wait. What?

“Excuse me?”

He took a step closer and it took everything
that Betty had in her, to not move back.

“Have you read the script yet?”

The script.

Oh. Right. The script.

Betty considered her answer. She could tell
Beau to take a hike and hope that after tomorrow she would never
see him again.

Or, she could tell him the truth.

That she’d read the script.

That not only was he a brilliant actor, Betty
had seen another side to the man. His writing was intense. Deep yet
subtle. The characters he’d created were raw and real and she’d
bawled like a baby when she’d finished it.

She could tell Beau Simon that her first
thought after reading the script, had been that she would sell her
goddamn soul to the devil himself, if it meant she could play the
part of Eden.

She could tell him that she knew…deep down,
she knew this was her chance to do something with her life.
Really do something, and do it well.

She could tell him that for once in her life
she thought she could be extraordinary at something. That her
family would be proud of her. That her dad…that her dad would know
she wasn’t just a fuck-up.

But she didn’t say any of those things.

Because no matter how badly she wanted the
role, Betty knew she could never let Beau Simon know how much she
needed it. How much she needed him. A girl had pride.

“I read the script,” she said softly.

A moment passed.

And then another.

“Is that all you’re going to say.”

She shrugged. “For now it is.”

Beau shook his head. “I’m not playing games,
Barker. Either you want the role or not.”

His voice deepened and he took another step
closer to her. His eyes were narrowed and she knew he was about to
burn the short end of his fuse. Beau Simon wasn’t used to getting
the run-around from anyone, especially those of the female
persuasion.

She forced her hands to hang loose at her
side, while she glanced behind Beau. Where the hell was Matt?

Sitting at the bar, no doubt, onto his second
bottle of whiskey. Which, at the moment didn’t seem like all that
bad of an idea.

“I want the role,” she finally admitted.

Was it surprise that flickered across his
face, ever so briefly?

“Good.” Beau ran his fingers through the
silky strands of blond that fell across his forehead and onto his
cheek. “Okay. This is good.” He smiled. “I knew you’d come around,
Bets.”

Bets? Since when did he call her Bets. Bets
was a nickname. A family name and only those close to her used it.
For Beau to call her, Bets, it just seemed…too intimate.

“Good. I’ll put in a call to Mason Gerard
tomorrow and tell him the role’s yours. He’ll be pissed, hell, he
wanted Mindy Boatwright for the part, but he’ll get over it.”

“Mason Gerard,” she repeated dully. She’d met
him once when she’d been dating Bailey. He’d looked down at
her as if she was a distasteful bug he wanted to crush on his way
over to the cocktail bar.

Beau nodded, though she wasn’t entirely sure
he was aware she’d spoken, and he was already reaching for his
cell.

Mason Gerard was big time Hollywood. His
studio put out quality films, ones well received by the critics and
movies that managed to gross millions and net the studio a good
chunk of money.

“You told Mason Gerard you wanted me in the
film?”

Beau’s head snapped up, his cellphone in his
palm. “You’re the only one I wanted.”

“But he didn’t want me.” Okay, she could have
done without the whine, but still, Mason Gerard?

“You can’t blame him, Betty. You’re not an
actress. Not in the traditional sense and he’s old school. Hell, I
couldn’t even get him to look at the audition tape, but don’t
worry. This is my baby and if he wants me in the film, then he’ll
go along with it or I’ll find another distributor to partner
with.”

His words stung and the thought of Mason
Gerard made her nauseous.

Suddenly, all the doubt-weasels she’d worked
so hard to banish were back. Sitting on her shoulder. Filling her
gut with panic.

“I didn’t say I’d do it.”

The words popped out of Betty’s mouth before
she could stop them.

That brought Beau up cold. “Are you kidding?”
His words were hard, and they fell like stones. Something shifted
in his eyes and Betty licked her bottom lip, suddenly really,
really nervous.

Here she was, on the cusp of blowing it
again.

“I’m not playing games, Betty. Where are we
going with this?”

Dammit. What the hell had she gotten herself
into?

“I just mean,” she dragged a huge gulp of air
into her lungs as Beau moved closer. “I don’t know if I can work
with you. Not after what happened between you and me…” Oh God, she
was backpedalling like a newbie. “That night…you and I. It can’t
happen again and,” she thrust her chin in the air, trying for some
bravado. “I’m not sure if you can…I’m not sure you get that.”

She wasn’t sure if Beau was trying not to
laugh, or if he just found her idiotic ramblings amusing. But there
was a killer smile lurking around his mouth and dancing in those
baby blues.

Kill. Me. Now.

God, she was babbling like an idiot. Not
making sense. Not making anything close to sense.

She swallowed and watched him closely wishing
he’d move the hell away from her. He was tall, hot as hell, and
that pulsing had moved to between her legs. It was a steady throb—a
distraction she didn’t need.

“So,” Beau said, a dangerous tone in his
voice. “Let me get this straight. You want the role, but you’re
hesitant to take it because you don’t think I can resist
your…charms.”

She folded her arms across her chest and
tried to stay calm. Why couldn’t she have just told the truth for
once?

Just laid it on the line.

Yes I want the role. End of story.

Why did she make everything into a drama?

And Good Lord, why in hell were her nipples
saluting the man as if they wanted him to rip her top off and…

Sweat beaded along her top lip.

“Well, I’m not sure,” she managed weakly.

Beau leaned close. So close that she could
count the number of eyelashes that swept down as his mouth hovered
a whisper away from hers.

She was frozen in place, breath hitched in
her throat, pulsing still going on down there and yet…all she could
think about was how good he smelled.

And how long those damn lashes were.

Traitor body. Where the hell was all her
righteous Beau Simon hate? She needed it.

He exhaled slowly, his warm breath fanning
across her face.

She needed that hate right now.

“You don’t have to worry about me, Bets.” He
said softly. “I promise not to sleep with you.” He paused and she
closed her eyes. “That would only complicate the situation. Don’t
you think?”

She nodded, eyes now open. Could he hear the
sound of her heart? God, it sounded as if a freight train was
running through her body.

“But you can’t deny the chemistry.”

His hand crept up to her chin, but she
refused to budge. Not even when his finger trailed a line of fire
across her jaw and up to the tattoo beneath her ear.

“It’s that chemistry that will make the movie
sizzle. So, no more games. Are you going take the role?”

She was aware that his breaths were falling
faster. Harsher.

And dammit, was that a whimper that fell from
her lips.

“Yes,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

Her eyes were on his mouth and for one scary
moment she thought he was going to kiss her. Scary, because she had
no idea what she would do if he did.

But then Beau moved slightly until his mouth
was near her ear. His body wasn’t touching hers, save for his
fingers splayed across her throat, but it felt as if every inch of
him was pressed up against her.

“Good,” he whispered near her ear.

And then he was gone.

What the hell had just happened?

Betty shivered violently as she watched Beau
walk away from her. She watched him until he disappeared from view
and then she stepped backward until she collapsed onto the bottom
step, arms still wrapped around herself, heart still beating like a
goddamn drum.

“You should just bang him and get it over
with.”

She glanced up and spied Matt leaning against
the entrance to the front room, a bottle of Jack in his hands.

“Bite me,” she replied.

Matt strode over and she moved so that he
could sit beside her. He stretched his long legs out and crossed
them, leaning back as he took another swig from the bottle before
letting it fall to the ground, empty.

“This whole thing is fucked, you know that
right?”

With a sigh, Betty leaned her head onto
Matt’s shoulder. “Yeah.”

“There’s something between you guys. I
watched.”

“Perv.”

Matt slipped his arm around her and tears
sprang into her eyes as her body melted into his. No longer was she
thrumming with hot, fierce desire. But the need that was there was
just as strong.

The need to connect. The need to matter.

“Want to spend the night?” she asked.

“Did you think I was going home?” Matt kissed
the top of her head. “I’ll be whatever you need, Barker. You know
that.”

“I know.”

Betty’s heart twisted because she heard the
pain in his voice. She knew how conflicted he was.

“Are you going to be able to make this movie
without getting your heart broken?”

Betty shoved Matt. “What the hell are you
talking about?”

“Just asking the question.”

She stared into his eyes, not liking the turn
their conversation had taken. “I’ll be fine.”

He stared at her so intensely that Betty
looked away. She had to be fine. This was her shot and dammit, she
was taking it. Beau Simon might throw her off her game, but there
was no way she was in danger of falling in love with him. Hell,
Betty didn’t even know what it felt like to fall in love, but she
was pretty sure it was a lot deeper than desire.

“Okay,” Matt said softly as he got to his
feet and held out his hand. “You ready to get the hell out of here?
Or did you want to whisper sweet nothings in Beau Simon’s ear?”

She made a face and jumped to her feet,
slipping her hand into Matt’s.

“Let’s go.”

Betty was strong enough to admit that she was
attracted to Beau, but she needed to be adult enough not to act on
it. Sucked that it was the whole adult thing she always had
problems with.

Resolve in place, Betty let Matt lead her
back outside. She would do this, or—in epic Betty Jo Barker
fashion—she would go down in flames trying.

She just hoped that she didn’t go down,
because if she did, Betty was pretty damn sure she’d never get
up.


Chapter
Sixteen

 


IT WAS ONLY six in the morning and already
Beau was in a shit mood. Though to be truthful, his shit mood had
started right about the time he saw Betty Jo leave the barbecue
with, the hulk.

Matt Hawkins was his name, according to her
sister Bobbi, and boy did she like to talk about him.

Matt Hawkins, the man who had apparently
sowed as many wild oats as Betty and was equally as infamous—at
least in this small town.

Matt Hawkins, the man who liked his booze a
little too much and who knew what else the guy was into. Drugs?
Maybe. Weed? Most likely.

Matt Hawkins, the man with tree trunks for
legs and arms the size of a small child.

According to Bobbi, the guy was bad news, so
of course Betty was hooked up with him. He’d been all over her, his
hand slipping down her waist to rest on her ass as he steered her
in Beau’s direction.

And then he’d had the fucking gall to wink
and nod at Beau like they were buddies or something. He’d said,
‘see ya tomorrow, dude,’ before proceeding to shove his tongue down
her throat.

They’d left together—right after Betty had
yanked her mouth away from his—most likely to go back to his place
where his big meaty paws would be all over her. Touching Betty in
places that Beau had thought a lot about.

Places he’d once had.

Places that maybe, he wanted again.

“Jesus,” he muttered, rolling out of bed and
nearly landing on his ass. He shouldn’t be thinking about Betty Jo
in terms other than strictly professional ones. And he sure as hell
shouldn’t be thinking about the sexy belly-button ring, or the
flat, smooth stomach above her obscenely low rise jeans.

He glanced down his aching cock. Jesus. This
wasn’t good.

He stretched tight muscles and pulled on his
boxers, cursing when he stubbed his toe on the end of the bed. He
hopped out of the bedroom into the main area of the loft, limping,
cursing, his only thought coffee and maybe a quick shower to
relieve—

“Hollywood.”

His eyes narrowed as he swung around to find
Tucker leaning against the island in the kitchen, a mug of coffee
in his hands and a big ass grin on his face. The guy had taken the
sofa, there was no way he should look so damn chipper.

“Don’t call me that,” Beau bit out, crossing
the room and grabbing the cup Tuck had left out for him.

“Someone’s a nasty dickhead this
morning.”

“Whatever,” Beau murmured as he took his
first shot of caffeine and glanced down at a pair of heels. He
frowned.

They were white. About four inches in
height.

“Ah, yeah. About those…”

Beau’s head snapped up and he nailed Tucker
with an exasperated look. “Who the hell did you bring back?”

Tucker set his mug down. “Hey, it’s not me.”
He pointed toward the bedroom Beau had just exited. “She’s in
there. Didn’t you hear the shower?”

Beau’s frown deepened and he glanced back at
the heels. “No,” he said carefully before looking back to the
bedroom. He saw an expensive bag lying across the end of the bed.
White. Even from where he stood, he could see it was Gucci.

His nose wrinkled.

Shit. That god-awful perfume that he
hated.

Beau wondered if it was too late for a
do-over. Because if it wasn’t he’d hop the first flight out of New
Waterford and march his ass back to LA right now. Back to that
night when he’d first laid eyes on…

“Lane showed up about ten minutes ago. Said
security let her onto the property. So, what the hell is the point
in having your detail guard this place?”

Beau groaned and shook his head. He thought
he’d be safe here, at Forest’s place. Who knew it was Lane Summers
he needed to be safe from. He scrubbed his face, scowling.

“She’s gonna hate the fact that you haven’t
shaved in nearly two weeks.” Tucker said in disgust. “You know that
right?”

Beau nodded.

“Hell, I get that you’re going for this biker
look, but Hollywood, I gotta tell you, she’s not gonna dig it.”

Beau glared at his brother. “You’re loving
this, aren’t you?”

Tucker nodded and chuckled. “Should have
listened to me two months ago when I told you that Lane Summers
wasn’t worth it. She’s a diversion and one that will bust your
balls months after you tell her you’re through.”

Beau winced at the thought.

“Trust me on that one.” Tucker said. “Though
the fact that she even found her way out to this place, which you
gotta admit is in the middle of nowhere, tells me that she’s not as
dumb as I thought she was.”

“Well, that’s good to know.” Lane Summers
said as she wandered into the room, her long blond hair hanging in
wet ropes down her shoulders, her still glistening skin barely
covered by the pale blue towel she’d found.

Fuck. Me.

Beau had told her not to come out here. What
was the point? She was the kind of woman who took up a lot of time,
and time was something he didn’t have. Not with the tournament
and…Betty Jo.

Beau glanced at his brother, who didn’t seem
to give a crap that Lane Summers had just heard the insult.

Tucker grabbed a mug from the cupboard and
held it up. “You need some coffee, princess?”

Lane ignored Tucker and wandered over to
Beau. He bent forward, accepting her kiss as he glanced over her
head at his brother. Her hands began to wander down his chest and
he grabbed her before she made it to the waistband of his
boxers.

He was hard. Rock hard.

But he wasn’t so sure if it was Lane’s close
proximity, the fact that he hadn’t had sex since he’d seen Lane
over two weeks ago, or the lingering thoughts of Betty that had him
all riled up.

Lane giggled and reached for him again.
“Baby, I can see you’re ready for me.”

God knows he needed some release, but shit,
his brother was in the room.

“Hey,” he dropped one more kiss on her mouth,
steering her away from Tuck’s eyes. “This is a surprise.”

She glanced up at him sharply and he knew
he’d just made a big mistake.

“Surprise,” she repeated, her bottom lip
already pulled down into a pout.

Big. Fucking. Mistake.

“That doesn’t sound like it’s a good
surprise.”

And it wasn’t, which shouldn’t surprise Beau,
but it did. He might not be serious about Lane—hell, they’d only
been dating a few months, but up until a few days ago he’d been
looking forward to spending some time with her. Which meant he was
looking forward to getting laid—their relationship hadn’t
progressed past that point.

Contrary to what most people thought, Beau
Simon wasn’t the type to sample the free offerings shoved in his
face most days. If he was involved with someone, he was a one woman
man.

Just not right now. Right here.

What the hell was wrong with him?

Blue eyes. Dark hair. A body that didn’t quit
and an attitude to match. That’s what the hell was wrong with
him.

Beau exhaled and ran his fingers over the
days old stubble on his chin. He was playing ball today. Baseball
for Christ sake—a sport he loved—and his shit mood had to go.

He glanced at the bedroom. Briefly thought of
tossing Lane on the bed and taking her there, fast and hard.

But then he realized his hard-on was gone—at
about the same time Lane did—and he pointed to Tucker.

“Why don’t you grab a coffee? I’ve got to
have a shower and head out to the ball park.”

“Oh.” She seemed surprised. “You’re really
playing in this silly tournament?”

“It’s for charity,” Tucker said. “A mixed
tourney.”

“Mixed?”

Here we go.

“Yep,” Tucker said as he poured her a cup.
“Men and women. Celebrities and locals. Hell, we even have an SI
model playing with us.”

Beau shook his head and waited.

“SI?” Lane glanced at Beau.

“Sports Illustrated.” Tucker hopped the
island and then handed Lane a steaming mug of coffee. “The swimsuit
edition.”

She tugged her towel closer and expertly
flipped her hair as she let that information settle. Then she
slowly sipped from her cup, before meeting Beau’s eyes. They were
dark and big and…

Great. She was pissed.

“Betty Jo Barker.” Her voice was soft and
sweet and coated with poisonous candy.

“Bingo!” Tucker tossed the rest of his coffee
into the sink.

Lane threw Tucker a look that would shrivel
most men’s balls, but his brother was enjoying himself so much the
frost in the air didn’t penetrate.

“Lane,” Beau said.

“You know how I feel about that…that
slut.”

Unbelievable. How in hell did Betty manage to
piss off people she’d never even met?

“She’s trash, Beau. She doesn’t run in our
circles. I mean, who the hell names their daughter Betty Jo
anyway?”

“That’s pretty childish,” he said.

“It’s true! I can’t believe you’re serious
about her. About her being in your movie. That is why you’re here,
right? Why you’re playing in this stupid tournament? Don’t tell me
it’s about charity. Beau Simon doesn’t have time for small town
charity in Hicksville, USA.” She was shaking. “You’re here because
of her.”

A slow burn started in the pit of Beau’s gut.
He didn’t like what Lane was insinuating about what he did with his
time, or the snobbish attitude toward this town and the people who
lived here.

“I’m not getting into this with you, got it?”
His voice was low but there was no mistaking his anger. “I don’t
owe you an explanation.”

“How can you say that?” she said, gulping in
air so dramatically he was surprised her tits didn’t pop out.
“We’re dating.” Her voice rose several notches.

Beau took a good, long, hard look at Lane
Summers. Other than the obvious charms that nearly fell out of her
towel, what the hell had he seen in her?

“Not anymore.” He stepped back. “I’ve got to
shower. Tucker and I are due at the diamond in an hour. You can
come and watch, you can stay here, or you can turn your pretty
little ass around and fly back home. I really don’t care.”

“Seriously?” He was almost to the bedroom
when she sniffled. “Are we breaking up over this?”

Holy. Christ.

He thought Tucker snorted and shot him a
warning look, before he glanced over his shoulder and shook his
head. “Darlin’, we’re adults. We don’t break up. We see people. And
then we don’t. That’s how it is.”

“You’re an asshole.” Gone was any pretense of
seduction.

He shrugged and headed for the shower. “I’ve
been called worse.”


Chapter
Seventeen

 


“YOU’RE NOT WEARING that to the baseball
game.”

Betty glanced up. She was bent over, fingers
caught in the ties of her cleats and swearing like a trucker as she
struggled with them. It had been ages since she’d played
ball—probably ten years—and the laces felt as if they were glued
together. She’d already broken a nail and was about to lose it.

Matt glared at her from her bed, big arms
crossed, hair askew, frown already in place.

“Sweetie, do I have to explain this to you
again? Just because you slept over doesn’t give you the right to be
up in my business.”

An eyebrow arched. “If we actually had
sex…would that change things?”

She shook her head. “Hell, no.”

“That’s what I figured.”

He rolled out of bed with a groan, still
wearing his jeans and T-shirt from the day before—though he’d
managed to lose his socks. He stretched long arms above his head
and Betty watched him, a half smile on her face. He really was a
fine piece of ass. Too bad his ass wasn’t for her.

“Are you really going to do this?” he
asked.

“Damn right I am.”

Betty glanced at herself in her mirror,
though it was on the small side, a throwback from her tweens—and
she had to bend over once more.

She wiggled her butt and glanced over her
shoulder. “Look good?”

Matt angled his head. “Well, if half of your
ass hanging out of those Daisy Dukes means looking good, you hit it
out of the park my friend.” He chuckled. “No pun intended.”

“Good.”

“Christ, every man at Henning Park is going
to be drooling whenever you’re on the field.”

Her makeup was a touch more dramatic than she
would normally wear this early on a Saturday, but the effect was
worth it. The dark grey kohl expertly enhanced her eyes giving them
an exotic edge, while her lips were at their pouty best. She’d
pulled her hair into a high ponytail and coupled with the insanely
short, shorts, the team jersey she’d cut to bare her stomach, and
socks hiked up to her knees—she looked like every sport nut’s dream
girl.

“It’s why they want me in this stupid
tournament.” She shrugged. “And you know me…I don’t mind giving
them what they want.”

“Huh.”

She eyed him through the mirror. “What does
that mean?”

“In spite of what you said last night, I
don’t believe you.” He paused dramatically, his voice hitched an
octave higher as he mimicked her. “I don’t want Beau Simon and I
sure as hell don’t like him.”

“Oh, you’re not going there—“

But he was. “I think you’re all sexed up for
Beau Simon.”

Betty whirled around. “Okay, first off, why
does everyone insist on calling him, Beau Simon like it’s one word.
His name is Beau. We don’t need the Simon every damn time you
mention him.”

“Huh.”

“Again, with the huh! Why don’t you just say
what’s on your mind, Matt?”

“Okay,” he said with a shrug. “I saw the way
he looked at you last night. He’s hot for you and I don’t even know
if he realizes it. Shit, I thought he was going to throw his fist
at me when we walked by him. And while we’re on the topic of last
night…you shoved your tongue down my throat in front of everyone,
but I know it was for him. I saw the way you stared at him when you
thought no one was looking. There’s something going on between you
two. I don’t know what it is exactly, but I can tell you that it’s
not going to end well unless you deal with it.”

Her toe tapped along the wooden floors, the
bottom of her cleat rapping like a drummer. “Deal with it,” she
repeated.

Matt nodded. “Deal with it.”

“And what does that mean exactly?”

“I don’t know.” Matt threw his hands in the
air. “Maybe you should have sex with him.”

“What?” Her horrified shriek didn’t make Matt
so much as blink, but it sure as hell made Betty wince. “You can’t
be serious.”

“Yeah,” Matt said. “I am. Maybe you’re going
at this all wrong. When is the last time you had sex with someone
and you actually wanted to?”

“I…” she stumbled over herself. “There was
that guy…you know at the Christmas thing…”

“You’re full of shit.” Matt’s eyes and voice
softened. “There was no guy. There’s never been a guy. This is me
you’re talking to Betty. Me.”

When she said nothing, he prompted her.
“Aren’t you sick and tired of the disconnect? Of using sex to
control men so they don’t control you? You’ve wasted so much time
and energy making sure you don’t get hurt that you forgot to
live.”

Pain and anger flushed Betty’s cheeks. Who
the hell did Matt think he was talking to?

Jesus. H. Christ.

“The reason you were so hurt before is
because that night with Beau meant something to you. It wasn’t just
about him screwing up your chance to be in a movie. Not really. You
let Beau Simon in,” he pounded his chest, hard. “And he hurt you.
It hurt because it mattered.”

“You’ve lost your mind.”

“No, I haven’t. I think I’m seeing things
real clear this morning and since that’s pretty much a fucking
miracle, let’s learn something from it.”

Betty wanted to punch Matt in the throat. He
wasn’t making sense.

“So,” she sputtered. “I should just bang
Beau? Because…” She gestured wildly. “Because it went so well the
last time?”

“No,” Matt said. “Because it didn’t. Because
that man makes you feel and take it from me, it’s fucking nice to
see a spark of something in your eyes again. It’s been too
long, Bets. The past needs to go away. Once and for all, don’t you
think?”

“I can’t believe you’re preaching to me about
dealing with my shit when all you’ve ever done is bury yours.
You’re a coward, Matt. A drunk, junkie, coward. So maybe when you
clean up, maybe when you can get through a day without your buddy,
Jack or Mr. Weed, maybe then you can give me advice. But for
now, stay the hell out of my business.”

The words jumbled and fell from her mouth
before she could stop them and dammit, if tears didn’t poke at the
corners of her eyes.

“Jesus, now my makeup’s gonna run…and…” she
whimpered. “I’m sorry, Matt. I didn’t mean to say…I’m an idiot.
Please don’t be angry.”

Sometimes it felt like Matt was on borrowed
time and it scared the shit out of her. His drinking was out of
control, his drug use amped too. He refused to get help and she’d
learned a long time ago that when pushed, Matt retreated. So, Betty
didn’t push. She accepted him…all of him, but lately…lately he’d
been worse than ever.

She couldn’t lose him. God, she just
couldn’t.

He reached for her and she fell into him, his
chin on top of her head, his arms tightening around her in a fierce
hug. “I just want one of us to make it.”

She didn’t say anything because the lump in
her throat felt as big as a football. She didn’t deserve Matt, but
God, she loved him.

“I’ve got to grab a shower. I’ll meet you at
the diamond later,” he said roughly.

Betty slid from his embrace and reached for
her ball bag. She pasted a smile that she didn’t feel to her face
and whispered. “Okay.”

She waited for Matt to slip into his boots,
grab his jacket off her dresser and then she followed him down the
stairs. He headed out the front door and she ran to the kitchen to
grab an apple and some water.

Her father was already at the table, eating
his standby, Wheaties, with blueberries and raspberries—the
breakfast of champions—while her grandfather was packing up a small
cooler with drinks and snacks.

She kissed her father on the cheek, warily
waiting for some kind of derogatory comment, but nothing came and
she breathed a sigh of relief as she reached for an apple from the
fruit bowl on the table.

“Are you planning on coming to the
tournament, Gramps?”

Herschel nodded, scratching his head as he
gazed into his cooler. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. It’s not
every day that the likes of that there, Beau Simon, take part in
something like this.”

Beau Simon.

“You know he has a first name, Gramps.”

Herschel glanced over to her. “What was
that?”

Betty grabbed another apple. “Never mind,”
and then nodded to her father. “Who’s staying with Dad?”

“I am.” The voice came from behind her and
Betty froze.

 

Great. Joanne McBride.

Betty turned around and smiled sweetly at the
hospice nurse. They’d gone to school together, though Joanne had
been a grade ahead of Betty. A tall redhead, Joanne had been
captain of the cheerleading squad and—no surprise—had dated Kyle
Murphy, starting quarterback of the football team.

Well, until Betty had been caught making out
with Kyle at the senior prom while Joanne was on stage with his
& her matching crowns.

By the look of it, the woman could hold a
grudge.

Joanne eyed Betty up and down and though she
didn’t say a thing. It was obvious what was on her mind.

White trash.

“So, Joanne,” Betty said as she stuffed the
apples in her bag. “You’re looking good.”

And she was. That was no lie.

“How’s Kyle these days?” she asked, her voice
still coated with sugar. Too much sugar.

Joanne had taken Kyle back after a brief
split and had married him straight out of college. But some things
never change and everyone knew Kyle was still a low-down cheat.
Hell, he’d come into The Grill the week before and tried his
damnedest to get Betty to agree to see him after hours.

Betty’s smile faded when she saw the pain
flash in Joanne’s eyes. Somehow getting a zinger in there didn’t
feel as good as she’d thought.

“He’s fine. Playing in the tournament. I’m
sure you’ll see him there.”

“Oh, right.”

Betty glanced at her grandfather. “Um, our
cell numbers are on the fridge. Dad likes a snack around ten and
lunch at 1:30. He’ll probably need a nap at three—“

“I know. I’ve been helping out with
your father for the last two years. You know while you’ve
been…traveling and whatever it is that you do.”

Joanne was barely civil and it was obvious
that she thought Betty Jo was a complete and utter fuckup. She
would be right.

Betty glanced at her grandfather. “You
ready?”

Herschel was already heading out the back
door, mumbling something about checking on his bees first.

Betty grabbed his cooler, along with her bag,
though she took care not to bend over too far when she grabbed it.
Her risqué outfit was suddenly uncomfortable and for the first time
she wished she’d chosen something a little more subtle.

She straightened, kissed her father on the
cheek, whispered, “I love you,” and was out the front door before
she could second-guess herself even more. There was no time to
change her clothes now. Besides, the only jersey she had was
already on her back.

She’d made her bed and as Matt had told her
earlier, she was going to have to deal with it.


Chapter
Eighteen

 


“YOU HAVE TO admit, the Barker girls are
impressive.”

Beau nodded, his foot on the top step of the
dugout, eyes trained on what had to be the sweetest ass he’d ever
seen. Ever. Hands down.

Betty was on deck and waved to a group of
young men snapping her picture—they high-fived each other, ecstatic
that the SI girl had noticed them.

Tucker shoved him and chuckled. “I was
talking about the fact that those girls can throw the ball and
field it better than some of the guys on the team. Not the fact
that they’re both fucking hot.”

Beau cast an irritated look at his brother.
“I’d keep your voice lowered. Shane Gallagher doesn’t look the type
to take trash talk about his girl.”

Tucker’s grin widened. “Better turn around,
Hollywood. Betty’s about to bat and damn, those shorts just don’t
quit.”

Didn’t he know it. Beau’s mouth tightened as
he grabbed his bat and walked out to the batter’s circle.

Beau had played four ballgames with the Angry
Pirates today, this being the fifth and final. The championship
game.

He’d played four games with Betty Jo Barker
and her short shorts.

Four games where he’d had to endure the
silent treatment from Betty, while she flirted outrageously with
every guy on the team—even her sister’s boyfriends for Christ sake.
And Tucker? Hell his brother had been on the receiving end more
times than Beau wanted to think about, and Tucker was pretty damn
happy about it.

Funny. Tucker sure as hell changed his tune
significantly. No longer was Betty the junkie model. Hell, no.
Betty Jo Barker was some sort of gift from the gods. A young,
nubile sex pot with legs that didn’t quit, eyes that promised
heaven, and a mouth that should be a national treasure.

Yes, four games where he’d watched Damon
White, a former NFL star nearly drool on her, along with half the
guys on the field.

He’d watched Betty work the crowd. Hell,
she’d bent over countless times to, retie her laces or
stretch out a calf muscle. Who the hell stretched out a calf
muscle by bending over so that every guy within ten feet of her,
was thinking thoughts that just weren’t right to think at a charity
event?

Betty. That’s who.

He was irritated.

Irritated because she was playing up the sex
kitten side of her persona, big time, and he didn’t get it. She was
so much more than that. He’d seen the other side and it made him
wonder why she insisted on hiding it.

He was also irritated because, Hulk, from the
night before stood behind home plate and didn’t seem to give a damn
that his girlfriend was playing fast and loose with every single
male watching.

Christ, if she was his…

Beau stopped himself right there. Where the
hell had that thought come from?

A bunch of wolf whistles and shouts went up
as she settled into the batter’s box and waited for the pitch.

It was the bottom of the ninth, there were
two outs and they were down by one run. He knew Betty well enough
to know that she didn’t like to lose. Hell, he didn’t either, but
today he’d love to win and wipe the slimy smile off the guy at
catch.

His chirping was way past what was
acceptable, especially considering it was a charity event, and some
of the comments he’d made to Betty were just plain wrong. Beau
heard them because he was always on deck and though Betty acted as
if everything was fine, he could tell by the set of her shoulders
that it wasn’t.

Hell, even the Hulk glared at the guy as if
he wanted to crush him. There was something about the catcher, and
damned if Beau could remember when he’d met the asshole.

He’d think about it later, for now he needed
to concentrate. They needed to win.

The game was three-pitch, so each team
pitched to their own players, giving their batters three chances to
hit the ball. Both Beau and Logan Forest pitched for the Pirates,
but because Beau was after Betty in the lineup, he wasn’t allowed
to pitch to her.

Thank God. What a diversion that would
be.

Logan rolled his shoulders and motioned to
see if Betty was ready.

“She’s always ready, Forest. You should know
that,” Catch said, that slimy smile in place. “Isn’t that right,
Barker?”

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll shut
your trap.” Hulk was now inches from the wire fence and earned a
glare from the catcher.

Interesting.

Betty ignored both of them and nodded at
Logan to throw the pitch, as she swung the bat and eyed up right
field.

Beau had been playing with her all day and he
knew that she knew how to place a ball. Right field had moved way
in—something the guys had been doing whenever a female was at the
plate.

Dumb. Betty could hit the damn ball and as
Logan threw a nice pitch down the pike, Beau knew the ball would go
right and that it would land way over the fielder’s head.

The crowd cheered madly as Betty ran to first
and made it to second before the fielder threw to the infield.

She took a bow, to more whistles and cheers,
and for one second he caught a look of pure, unbridled, joy in her
face as she smiled back at Logan.

It hit Beau in the chest. Tightened things
that maybe shouldn’t be tightened.

He had to clear his throat and his
head as he stepped up to bat.

The crowd went crazy. It was pretty obvious
the Pirates were favorites. Someone shouted, “Beau I want your
babies!” and the crowd cheered and laughed as he eased into the
box, glancing to each side of the diamond and waving. He saw his
security detail pushing back a gaggle of women near the team dugout
and was glad that he’d decided to call them in for this event.

The numbers had swollen considerably since
this morning—with all the social media available, word had spread
that he was in New Waterford.

“You get a piece of that, Simon?”

There was Catch again.

Beau held his hand up and Logan stepped back,
holding onto the ball as Beau turned to the catcher. It was then
that Beau remembered the face.

He was the asshole who’d had his hands all
over Betty that night at the dance. The asshole that Beau had told
to take a hike.

Beau stepped up in the guy’s grill and
thumped him in the chest. He had a couple inches on him, and maybe
it was the tension that sat in his shoulders—or the look of joy
that he’d just glimpsed in Betty’s eyes—but he was ready to tear
the guys head off.

Beau spoke, low and slow, but there was no
mistaking he would back up his words.

“You shut your dirty-ass mouth. If you so
much as look at her or say one more fucked up thing, I will
rearrange your face and I’ll do it right here in front of this
entire town. You got that?”

The guy was stupid. He opened his mouth to
say something but Beau didn’t let him have a chance. “And when I’m
done….” He pointed over to his security detail. Four big, strong
men who were ex-military. “Those guys will want to chat and trust
me, you don’t want a private audience with them. So right now I’d
think long and hard about how you’d like to proceed.”

Ump stepped up. “We good boys?”

Beau flashed a signature smile, and earned
another round of sighs, cheers among the female fans watching. “I’m
good.” He glanced at Catcher. “How bout it? You ready to finish
this?”

The catcher took a step back but said
nothing.

Beau turned, nodded at Logan who stepped back
into the pitchers circle, and when a perfect ball was thrown to
him, he stepped into it. Beau swung even and hard and he knocked
the damn thing out of the park.

He ran, his eyes on Betty as she circled
third and headed for home. His gaze never left her as he followed
in her footsteps and when he reached home plate, she was there, a
big grin on her face.

Her eyes were huge, their blue depths
sparkling and her smile was open and unguarded. Her cheeks were
flushed, her ponytail had come loose, long strands blowing in the
breeze.

She was breathtaking. Alive.

Beau didn’t think. He just did.

He scooped her into his arms, whirled her
around and before he knew what was happening, her hands were behind
his neck, fingers digging into his hair. Her soft breasts were
crushed against him and his hand slipped down past her waist,
cupping that butt that had been teasing him all fucking day.

For one wild second he felt lighter than he’d
ever felt, as if he could touch the clouds. But he didn’t want to
touch the clouds. He wanted to touch her.

Betty.

Surprise lit her eyes and she opened her
mouth to say something, but he didn’t give her a chance. He bent
down and slid his tongue over her full bottom lip, feeling her
tremble against him.

He was hot.

He felt as if his skin was too tight.

And he couldn’t resist her.

Beau hovered over her lips for a second,
maybe two, and then he kissed her, his mouth open and hot. He
kissed her like he’d kissed her in his fantasies the night before.
He kissed her like he’d not kissed another woman in a very, very,
long time.

It was full on straining bodies, roving
tongues. It was heat and wet and electricity. The kiss was
thrilling. Sexual. Primal. And oh, so fucking satisfying when she
went limp in his arms, and whimpered into his mouth.

He kissed her until his head spun. Totally
aware that they were dead center in front of a large, cheering
crowd and that the rest of their team watched from the
sidelines.

The thing of it was, Beau Simon didn’t give a
damn.

When he finally came up for air, her gaze
slid from his and he gently let her fall away from him, aware that
something had just shifted. Something had just changed.

He wasn’t exactly sure what it was, but he
was sure as hell willing to find out.

“Good game,” he said as he caught his
breath.

“Yeah,” Betty answered, squealing when two
large, meaty hands slid around her waist from behind.

Beau glanced up and just like that, the
lightness inside him vanished.

Hulk.

The guy nodded at Beau and whispered
something into Betty’s ear. He took a step forward and offered up
his hand. “Nice hit.”

Beau shook his hand. “Thanks.”

Hulk’s grip was firm, his smile easy, but the
expression in his eyes was unreadable. Beau couldn’t tell if the
guy was pissed off that he’d just kissed his girl, or if he was
unconcerned.

“This is Matt,” Betty said quickly, tugging
on Hulk’s arm. “Ah, good game, Beau. I’ll…I’ll see you later.”

She slipped her hand into Hulk’s and left the
diamond, waving and smiling at the crowd as the whistles and
catcalls grew louder.

A sucker-punch in the shoulder had Beau
whipping his head around and he glared at his brother.

“What?” he barked.

Tucker grinned. “How’s it feel,
Hollywood?”

“How does what feel?”

“To be the Sexiest Man Alive and still lose
the girl.”

Beau wanted to throttle his brother, however
he smiled at a group of fans waiting near the dugout for a picture
before he turned back to Tucker. “Fuck you.”

Tucker’s eyes flashed as he chuckled. “Yeah,
that’s what I thought.”


Chapter
Nineteen

 


THE PARTY WAS going strong inside the arena
that housed her sister’s hockey school. Billie had had the ice
removed and donated the space for the reception following the
tournament, that included a massive buffet, bar, and dance. It
seemed as if everyone from town had paid to attend the event. They
all wanted to rub shoulders with the celebrities who’d taken part
in the baseball tournament, and Beau Simon was the busiest.

He’d posed for more pictures and signed more
autographs than anyone and he’d done it graciously. God, Marianne
Phibbs had swooned like a teenager when he’d spent some extra time
with her and had taken at least five photos with the woman. The guy
was almost too good to be true.

Almost.

Outside, a half moon hung low in the sky and
Betty welcomed the shadows as she leaned against the still-hot
brick of the building. Her hair clung to the damp skin on her neck,
the long tendrils waving madly in the humidity. Her dress, a
slinky, black halter she’d confiscated from one of her last photo
shoots, stuck in places much too sensitive.

Her breasts.

Slowly, her hand crept up and she grazed
nipples that were hard. With a groan she closed her eyes.

God, why had Beau kissed her like that?

And why the hell was it so hot?

She rubbed her forehead and sighed, feeling
the twinges of a headache coming on.

It had been a day.

God, it had been a day.

She’d played her part perfectly—the Betty Jo
Barker everyone expected—and she’d done it well. But it was
exhausting.

The men. The comments. The smiles and pats on
the ass when they thought they could get away with it.

Beau.

Betty’s fingers fell to her lips and the ache
inside her—the one that had been building all day erupted. She
moved restlessly, whimpering at the friction between her legs.

She was hot. Bothered. And that damn hole
inside her yawned open, its emptiness taunting her. She felt as if
she was coming out of her skin. It was worse than coming down from
a high and she wished she’d have tossed back a few vodkas. At least
then she might have had a chance at being relaxed.

Instead, she was outside, hiding in the
shadows, rubbing her thighs together, nipples rock hard with
desire.

For him. For Beau.

The kiss had been amazing.

“Shit,” she murmured.

What am I going to do?

Why was everything so screwed up?

Lane Summers was inside.
Lane-fucking-Summers.

Betty had heard rumors they were dating and
judging by the nasty looks the woman had thrown her way, she was
willing to believe them.

Hmm. Beau and Lane. She supposed they were
perfect for each other. Both came from money and ran in the same
social circles. Both were successful—Beau in his career and Lane as
a professional famous person. Heck, they were so golden you needed
a pair of goddamn sunglasses just to look at them.

Though, the fact that he was into her kind of
disappointed Betty. She was just so…standard. Un-original.
Boring. Predictable.

Whatever, Lane could have him. It’s not as if
Betty wanted Beau that way.

So why was Betty focused on a kiss that
didn’t mean anything? A kiss that had been pure adrenaline and
nothing more than part of the game? Of course Beau had done it for
the crowd.

And she’d let him. She let him and she’d
loved it and she didn’t care that the entire town now thought she
was sleeping with Beau Simon.

She didn’t care that once again she was the
bad girl—with Lane Summers shooting daggers her way it was pretty
obvious.

But still…it had been a day. Between avoiding
Billie, who seemed hell bent on cornering her for a chat and
Beau, who caught her elbow a few minutes ago as she’d walked by,
Betty was about to lose it.

She’d been on her way to the washroom and
he’d told her that he needed to talk to her. Betty knew it was
crunch time. He wanted an answer about the movie and because she
had no idea what she was going to do, she’d headed outside instead
of back into the arena.

And here she was. Alone. Frustrated. Pissed
off.

Horny.

“There you are.”

Scratch that. No longer alone.

The headache that had dogged her for the last
hour, crept across her forehead as she tilted her head.

Billie stood a few feet away, one hand
beneath her round belly as she took a step forward. Movement behind
her told Betty that her sister wasn’t alone.

Bobbi popped into view and waved.

Great. This was going to be a tag-team
attack.

For a few seconds no one said anything and it
gave Betty an opportunity to gather her thoughts and find what bit
of strength she had left.

It had been a day and it sure as hell wasn’t
over so she better pull up her big girl panties and bring it.

“The tournament was a success,” Billie said
quietly.

“Yep,” Betty answered, waiting. She wasn’t
making this easy for her sister. A host of nasty, ugly, thoughts
crowded her brain and she welcomed the thrust of anger.

No fucking way.

“Congratulations on winning,” Billie
continued.

Again silence fell between the three
girls.

“So,” Billie said. “I’ve been trying to call
you.”

“Uh huh.”

Billie took a few more steps until she was
inches from Betty. “We need to talk about this, whatever this is,
once and for all.”

“I don’t feel like talking to you,
Billie.”

A tick appeared beneath Billie’s right eye
and Betty knew her sister was pissed. Good. Betty was getting sick
and tired of being the only one pissed off. Maybe it was time to
let everything out.

Maybe it was time to tell Billie exactly what
she thought of her.

She pushed off from the wall and Billie
stumbled back a few inches, inhaling quickly as she fought for
balance.

“What is wrong with you?” Billie snapped.

“A lot,” Betty quipped.

“Apparently.” Billie replied.

Betty tossed her head back. Were they really
going to do this now? She stared her sister down as a shit-ton of
emotion and memories rolled over her.

“Girls,” Bobbi said sharply.

“Stay out of this, Bobbi,” Billie said as she
rubbed her stomach and stared at Betty, her face flushed with anger
and…something else. Disgust? Dislike?

Okay, that hurt. But hurt just made Betty
push back. She blew out a hot breath and clenched her hands.

It’s on.

But Betty’s throat was so tight she didn’t
know if she could speak. Instead she waited for the axe to fall,
shoulders tense, her heart black.

Her fingers crept up to her neck—she didn’t
even know it—and she rubbed her tattoo as if it could somehow give
her strength. Courage. And yet the hollow space inside her
expanded, threatening to swallow her whole.

It was too much. She was too full. There was
no way she could do this. Some things should just stay buried.

She glanced out into the parking lot, spied
Gramps car and strode forward, shoving her way past Billie and
dragging in a big gulp of air.

“So, typical,” Billie snarled. “You run when
the shit hits because you’re a coward.”

Betty ignored her and kept going. She was
about ten steps away from the car when Billie spoke again.

“So, what is this? Are you jealous of the
fact that I ended up with Logan and not you? Are you really that
petty?”

Betty froze.

“Ah, so that’s it.” A pause. “I knew it.”

Something broke apart inside Betty. A piece
of ice that shattered and filled her with such rage that for a
moment she saw nothing but blackness. Her hands clenched and she
whirled around. In that moment she hated her sister. Hated
her.

So much.

“You don’t know shit, Billie, so just shut
up.”

“I’m not going to shut up. I’m sick of
shutting up and tiptoeing around you like you’re some kind of
fragile princess. We both know you’re not fragile. You’re hard as
rock. You don’t give a shit about anything or anyone but yourself.
You never have.”

Betty’s heart was pounding so hard she felt
it pushing blood through her veins with every beat. “You don’t
know…” she began but couldn’t get the rest of her words out because
of the anger clogging her throat.

Billie walked toward her, while Bobbi looked
on, stricken, but quiet.

“Don’t I? I think I know a hell of a lot.”
Billie glared at her, so close that if she wasn’t pregnant, Betty
would have knocked her on her ass.

“Don’t start this, Billie,” Betty warned.

“Start?” she snorted. “I’m trying to finish
this. I’m trying to understand. Is it Logan? Is that it? Is this
because he and I ended up together?”

“Yes.” The word slipped out in spite of the
burning in her throat.

Billie looked shocked as if she wasn’t
expecting the answer, and before Betty could stop herself, that
piece of ice inside her shattered and everything tumbled out.

“You want to know the truth? It’s not
pretty,” Betty said.

“I want to understand—“

“I hate that you and Logan are in love.”

Billie’s mouth hung open in shock.

“I hate that you’re having his baby and that
you have this life, this unbelievable, lovely, perfect fucking
life, complete with that stupid cat and a white picket fence.”

“Wow,” Billie said, her voice a little rough.
“I had no idea you were so jealous and petty. Unreal. You could
have any guy you want. Why do you want mine? Or are you just pissed
that he chose me over you?”

Red-hot anger coursed through Betty and she
took a step forward, loving the hint of fear she saw in her
sister’s eyes.

“He did choose me, remember? Or have
you forgotten what you did that night?”

“Seriously?” Billie threw her hands into the
air. “We’re going back to that?”

“It’s always been about that night, Billie.
Everything that’s shit in my life…is because of that night.” Hot
tears pricked the corners of her eyes and Betty wiped at them. She
shook her head. “But don’t flatter yourself. Don’t think for one
second that I want Logan for myself.”

“I don’t believe you,” Billie snapped. “Why
can’t you just be honest? You want what I have. You always want
what’s not yours and right now you want Logan Forest. God, when I
think about the way you used to lead him on. You were such a
tease.”

“Shut. Your. Mouth.” She barely managed to
speak, because her voice shook so much.

“Truth hurts doesn’t it? It must kill you
that he wants me. Poor little Betty, the big-time model who snorted
her way through a small fortune and screwed more guys than she can
probably remember. Now she has nothing. Well, who’s fault it
that?”

“I hate what you have. How’s that for
honest? I hate what you have because I’ll never have it. No man
will ever fall in love with me and treat me with the kind of
respect and love that Logan has for you. It will never happen. I’m
the junkie whore, remember? The girl who likes to fuck, drink, and
snort her way through life. The girl everyone loves to hate.”

“Well, it’s not my fault you’re a…”

The blood rushed into Betty’s ears and it
took a second for her to focus. “A slut?”

For a moment Billie didn’t answer, but then
she shrugged. “Your reputation is well earned, Betty. Everyone
knows it. You can’t blame me for that. You did that all on your
own.”

“No, no you’re right.” Betty said. “I can’t
blame you for the fact that Daddy spent all his time with you. I
can’t blame you for the projects I worked on that he barely glanced
at. Or the dance recitals he always missed because he was somewhere
with you. I can’t blame you for the fact that I did some pretty
awful things because I wanted him to notice me. To get mad at me.
Or something. And now it’s too late. Half the time he
doesn’t even know who I am.”

“But—”

“Just shut the fuck up, Billie, and listen. I
can’t blame you for those things. Not anymore. It took years of
therapy for me to figure that one out. But I can blame you for what
happened to me that night. I can blame you and I can hate you for
it and trust me, that’s all I’ve got right now.”

Billie frowned. “What are you talking
about?”

Betty was shaking and she couldn’t stop.
Everything was there, stuck in her throat and slowly falling out.
The words were like tears falling from her mouth, sorrowful
tears…painful tears.

“I should have gone home with Matt that
night, but I didn’t. Instead, I got high in the bathroom with Jenny
Daniels while you were banging Logan Forest in the back bedroom. Of
course everyone thought it was me, and at the time I didn’t really
give a shit. What was one more notch on my bedpost? I was drunk and
high. But when I tried to leave the party…”

Her heart was beating so fast and hard that
for a moment Betty thought she was going to pass out.

“When I tried to leave Mick Valenti grabbed
me. He was with Nate Parsons and Billie Owens. They were drunk or
stoned.”

She glared at her sister, so full of
anger…and so very, very, hurt.

“Everyone was in the house partying. The
tunes where thumping, I remember someone blasting Alice In Chains.
Mick grabbed me and dragged me into this shed out back. At first I
wasn’t scared. I remember tripping a few times and laughing.” She
paused as the images washed over her. “I laughed,” Betty said
softly. “I tripped over a lawn mower and I thought it was
funny.”

She shivered. Her stomach cramped and she
thought she would be sick. But the words that had been stuck inside
her for years couldn’t be stopped.

“Mick was pissed because I’d flirted with him
for months…had even gone on a few dates with him but I’d never let
him…we never…”

She swallowed. “He was really mad that I’d
just given it up to Logan. Everyone at the party knew. So, he…”

“Oh, my God,” Billie took a step back, her
face white as she slowly shook her head.

“He told me that I was a dirty, nasty, whore.
Said I was a cock tease. Mick said that he and his buddies would
make me forget all about Logan Forest.” Betty squeezed her eyes
shut. “He was right. After that night I couldn’t see anyone but him
and his buddies for months and months. I still see them
sometimes.”

“Betty what are you saying?” Bobbi’s hand
slid over Betty’s forearm but she jerked away and gave a harsh
laugh.

“I’m saying that no one heard me say, no. No
one heard me scream for help. No one heard me beg them to stop.
There was nothing but the three of them and the smell of beer and
cigarettes and engine oil. It was ugly and dirty.”

Her voice fell to a whisper. “I was ugly and
dirty.”

Shocked silence fell between them all.

Billie whimpered, horror in her eyes.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Bobbi said
hoarsely, tears in her eyes.

“Tell you what? That the most outrageous
flirt in New Waterford,” her gaze swung back to Billie. “The
biggest cock-tease in New Waterford, who apparently just fucked
Logan Forest, drank a half bottle of vodka, and smoked some weed
was raped? God, I couldn’t believe what I let happen. I let
them…let them…”

The tears started to fall and Betty scrubbed
at her face. “I was ashamed and so angry at myself. So fucking
angry at you, Billie.” She shook her head. “I hated you. I hated
you and I hated Logan, but most of all I hated myself. I hated that
I had lost control. That I let those animals take me. I hated what
I was and later, I hated what I became.”

A sob escaped. “When I see you and Logan
together it makes me sick. Physically sick. So don’t expect me to
stand up for you on your wedding day. Don’t expect me to be happy
for you because you’re having his baby, or that you have this
wonderful life…a life that I’ll never have. I can’t be happy for
you. I just can’t.”

For a moment, there was nothing but the echo
of voices from within the reception and three women staring at each
other through new eyes.

Betty shivered and pushed the giant knot in
her throat away. When she spoke her voice was low and quivering.
“No one knows about this except Matt and I want to keep it that
way. Don’t you dare tell anyone. That means Logan and Shane.”

“Betty,” Bobbi said gently, taking a step
toward her. “You can’t keep this a secret.”

“I can and I will. This stays here or I’ll
leave and I won’t come back. Ever. I’m good at it. I’ve done it
before.”

Betty pushed past Billie and began to
run.

She ran away from her sisters, and from a
past that had finally caught up to her. She ran away from all the
happy people at the reception, those who were whole and complete.
She ran away from their laughter, the music, and good times.

She paused and yanked off her heels and then
continued on until the cool breeze off the river found her and even
then there was no relief from the hot rage coursing through
her.

And there, beneath the shadows cast from the
arena, stood Beau Simon, his heart heavy, his eyes on the spot of
darkness that swallowed Betty until he couldn’t see her
anymore.

He had wanted to know what made Betty tick.
What made her the complicated, infuriating, hot and cold woman that
she was. The ballbreaker who didn’t give a damn.

He’d just not expected it to be so
heartbreaking.


Chapter
Twenty

 


SUNDAY MORNING CAME slowly to the town of New
Waterford and found a lot of the townsfolk—or at least those who’d
partied a little too hard the night before—still in bed.

The ball tournament had been a resounding
success, with nearly 43,000 dollars raised for little Hunter Adams.
Those involved patted themselves on the backs for a job well done.
They ‘ooed and awed’ over the highlights of the games, the
celebrities who’d participated, and of course that scandalous kiss
between Beau Simon and Betty Jo Barker.

Heck, it was even trending on twitter.

Everyone knew Betty was screwing around with
the Hollywood hunk, and a good portion of the populace felt sorry
for Lane Summers, even though she wasn’t exactly the type to bring
on the warm and fuzzies. Still, she was a woman scorned and
publicly so.

So it was, after church let out on this fine
and sunny morning, only two names were on the tongues of nearly
everyone in town.

Betty Jo Barker, the triplet who just
couldn’t seem to stay out of trouble, and Beau Simon, Hollywood
superstar who was apparently staying in town for a few more
days.

Obviously.

Since Beau was carrying on a hot and steamy
affair with the aforementioned Barker triplet.

Or at least that’s what the gossip was.

In the loft above the garage at Logan
Forest’s place, Beau was staring out at the crowd gathered along
the sidewalk beyond the driveway when his brother finally rolled
off the sofa with a groan.

Paparazzi were out there in droves, which
wasn’t surprising considering he’d been in town for days now. If
anything, he was lucky that he’d had a few days of relative
freedom. So far his security detail had kept them off Forest’s
property but he knew his time was nearly up. He needed to talk to
Betty and then he needed to get the hell out of this town before
his celebrity ruined the pristine and simple beauty of New
Waterford.

Most of the time the paps came, and then they
went, but with the kiss he’d planted on Betty the day before and
the fact that Lane Summers was in town—or had been—they were on to
something.

Beau just didn’t know what that something
was.

Tucker staggered past him, mumbling something
about the bathroom and Beau poured him a cup of coffee, setting it
on the counter as he grabbed a couple of water bottles from the
fridge and stuffed them into his bag.

How the hell was he going to do this?

“God I feel like shit.” Tucker said gruffly a
few minutes later as he grabbed the cup off the counter and took a
first, tentative sip. His long hair hung just past his shoulders,
the dark waves a mess. He needed to shave, but then so did Beau,
and it was obvious that his brother was hanging big time.

“Did you close the place out?” Beau
asked.

Tucker groaned and ran a hand through the
ropes of hair at his nape. “I don’t remember, which makes me pretty
sure that I did.” He paused. “How the hell did we get home? Oh,
wait, you disappeared just after the band started their second set.
That I remember. Do you want to know why I remember that one
fucking detail? Two words.”

Beau remained silent because he had a feeling
he knew what was coming.

“Lane Summers.”

Shit.

“Yep. Lane Summers didn’t leave my side. She
yakked in my ear until I thought I was going insane. She’s the
reason I downed an entire bottle of tequila. How the hell did you
put up with her for more than one date?”

Beau shrugged. He really had nothing to say
because even he wasn’t sure how he’d done it.

“Christ, she must have been an ace in the
sack.”

Beau glared at his brother. He wasn’t going
to answer that one.

“Did you leave with Betty?” Tucker said,
wincing and obviously in pain as he rubbed his forehead.

“No.”

“Huh.”

Beau frowned. “I hate when you say that.”

“What?”

“Huh. Hate it.”

“Huh.”

Irritated, Beau stepped back from the window
and grabbed his bag.

“Where’re you going?”

“I’m taking Betty for a ride.”

Tucker sidled up beside him and glanced out
the window.

“Really?”

Beau nodded. “Really.”

“Huh.” Tucker put his mug onto the counter
and held his hands up in a mock surrender. “Sorry. It slipped out.”
He leaned against the sink. “How you planning on getting past the
vultures at the end of the driveway?”

Beau slung his bag over his shoulder as he
headed down the stairs. “I’ve got a plan.”

“Need help?”

“Nope, got it covered.”

* * *

He waved in the general direction of the
crowd on the street—and was rewarded by squeals and cheers—as he
exited the loft. Beau smiled, gave another wave and then headed for
his bike, which was parked next to the main garage that Logan used.
Another outbuilding, the garage was several feet away and hid most
of the main house from the street.

He entered the building and immediately spied
Logan and Shane in the far corner. The two men were deep in
conversation and they turned as Beau approached.

“Are we all set?” Beau asked.

Logan nodded. “You’re sure Betty’s okay with
this?”

No.

“Yeah, she’ll be expecting me.”

It was an outright lie, but the boys didn’t
have to know that.

Beau grabbed the bottom of his bright orange
Oregon Beaver T-shirt, a favorite of his, and pulled it over his
head. He handed it to Shane, who pulled it on while Beau slipped
into a plain white T-shirt.

The men were of similar build and Beau was
hoping they’d be able to fool the paparazzi long enough for him to
get away. He couldn’t do much about the fact that Gallagher’s hair
was a lot darker, but the helmet and glasses should help.

They’d be looking for the orange Beaver’s
T-shirt and by the time they realized it wasn’t Beau on his bike,
he’d be long gone.

He handed Shane his aviators, but Shane held
up a pair of his own and smiled.

“I appreciate this,” Beau said with a
nod.

Shane laughed. “No problem. Anything for a
Pirate.”

“Pirate?” Beau asked.

“Angry Pirate. That’s the team name.”

Beau looked at both men. “You guys know what
an Angry Pirate is?”

“Yeah,” Logan said with a chuckle. “Trust me,
we didn’t when the team was named.”

Shane pulled Beau’s helmet on and tossed Beau
the keys to Shane’s Harley. It was a beauty. A restored ’69
Shovelhead.

“Take care of my machine.”

Beau stood back and whistled. “Will do.”

The plan was for Shane to take Beau’s bike
and ride around back where there was a secondary lane that led out
to the side street. Two of his security detail would follow and
hopefully that would be enough for the paparazzi—they’d think it
was Beau. As long as no one noticed that the hair was a few shades
darker.

If the paparazzi followed, then Beau would
drive Shane’s bike out the front driveway and head off to The
Grill, where he knew Betty had just shown up for her Sunday
shift.

“Jesus, is this what your day to day is
like?” Logan asked as he glanced out the small window beside the
door. “How the hell do you do it?”

There was a time when Beau used to ask
himself the same question. Now?

“I’m used to it, I guess. It’s not always
this crazy because most of the time my environment is controlled.
The Betty Jo thing kind of hit this one out of the ballpark. I’m
sorry for all this,” Beau motioned toward the street. “But I’ll be
out of your hair soon, I promise.”

“Good to know,” Logan said slowly. “This
thing with Betty…she’s…” Logan looked as if he was searching for
the right words. “She might act real tough. Hell, she might have
you believing that everything rolls off her shoulders like oil on
water, but I gotta tell you, she’s not. I’ve known all three of
these girls for most of my life. They’re all complicated creatures,
but Betty? She’s an entirely new level of complicated. I don’t know
what her deal is, we’re not exactly tight, but I do know she’s not
nearly as tough as she seems. She’s not nearly as tough as she
wants everybody to believe.”

Beau thought of the night before and gave a
curt nod.

Logan shoved his hands into his pockets and
sighed. “Like I said, we’re not real tight. Hell, her and Billie
are going through something right now….I have no idea what it is
and I’m fine with staying out of it. But she’s still family and I
gotta look out for her.”

It was a warning.

“I just need to talk to her about a project.”
Beau grabbed his helmet. “But I hear what you’re saying.”

“Okay,” Shane said, his gloved hand on the
door handle. “You ladies done bonding? Let’s get this done.
Something’s up with Bobbi and she was more than a little pissed
that I took off first thing this morning.”

Shane disappeared outside and the crowd
reacted. Beau watched as Gallagher slid onto Beau’s bike, revved it
a few times and then steered it around the garage, with two of his
security detail following in a black SUV.

The crowd jostled near the driveway, but
before the SUV had even passed the garage to head toward the
laneway out back, the paparazzi were on the move.

Beau secured his bag to the bike while Logan
opened the large overhead door. He got on Shane’s Harley and roared
out of the driveway, the remainder of his security detail keeping
the locals at bay as he made his escape.

Less than five minutes later he was at The
Grill, his boots thudding up the steps as he pushed his way inside.
It took a minute for his eyes to adjust to the dimness and with
relief, he noted it was as empty as the parking lot.

Duke, the owner, lifted his head from the
paperwork in front of him as Beau made his way over to him.

Duke sat at the bar. “Can I get you
anything?”

“Nah.” Beau had called the man half an hour
ago so the man knew what was up. “Is she?”

“She’s in the kitchen but I have to warn you.
She’s in one hell of a mood.” Duke’s handlebar mustache quivered a
bit as he frowned. “I hope you know what you’re doing and I hope…”
Duke muttered something and glanced toward the kitchen doors.

“Is there something else you want to
say?”

Duke’s gaze was still on the kitchen doors.
“None of us want to see her hurt.”

Another warning.

Maybe in another time and place Beau would
have taken them personally, but how could he? These folks were
looking after one of their own—their loyalty and concern was
admirable.

He wondered if Betty knew how much her family
and the town loved her?

“I know,” Beau answered. “You gonna be okay
if I steal her away for the day?”

Duke nodded. “Good luck with that. She’s in a
mood. It might take a small miracle to convince her to leave with
you.”

“Thanks for the heads up.” Beau headed toward
the kitchen and paused with his hands on the door.

His shoulders ached from tension and his gut
was jittery. This wasn’t just about the movie anymore. It was about
making things right.

He just hoped that Betty Jo would let
him.


Chapter
Twenty-one

 


BETTY’S BLACK MOOD didn’t improve when she
glanced up from the prep table and spied Beau standing just inside
the kitchen. Heck, it could have been Jim Morrison standing there
and she wouldn’t have cracked a smile—and he was her number one,
favorite dead guy.

God, she felt like shit and had barely slept.
For the first time in years, she’d been haunted by the memories of
that long ago night. The images, so fresh it felt as if she was
back in that shed. The sensations—cold, rough hands across
quivering skin. The fear. The helplessness.

Who knew that all that shit was still there?
Hiding beneath the surface of her skin like a disease. And now? Now
it oozed from her pores, sliding down her body like tiny
rivers.

What she wouldn’t give for a hit of something
strong. Something to make her forget. Something to dull
everything.

The old Betty would have been all over that
shit, but the new one? The new one wouldn’t let her. The new one
had kept her from calling Matt and asking him for a hit. The new
one had kept her from reaching for that damn bottle of vodka in the
dining room cupboard.

The new one had shown up for work on
time.

But the new one was angry, filled with so
much rage that her fingers shook and she put down the knife in her
hand afraid she’d cut herself. Nice to know that all that money
spent on therapy was wasted.

“Hey,” Beau said, a note of hesitation in his
voice.

“What do you want?” she snapped.

Her eyes raked over him. Over the white
T-shirt that fit his sculpted muscles like a glove. Over his biceps
and the width of his shoulders, the contours of his abs that were
easily visible.

Her eyes slid down the low slung, faded,
jeans and the boots on his feet. Back up to the chin now covered in
thick, blond stubble and that mouth—that generous, hot, and sexy
mouth…

Before moving back up to the intense blue
eyes that stared back at her.

The expression in his eyes was…she didn’t
know what it was, but it sure as hell set off something inside
her.

Something hot and fierce. Something that
ached.

Something that ached so badly it hurt.

“I want to take you away for the day so that
we can talk.”

She thought of the kiss they’d shared. Oh
really.

“Talk?”

“Just talk,” he answered quietly.

“Does Lane Summers know you’re here?” Not
that she was considering taking off with Beau. Her mind was too
screwed up. She was off kilter and when Betty was off kilter, shit
happened.

The new Betty cared about that kind of
stuff.

Keep telling yourself that.

“Lane Summers and I aren’t together.”

She arched an eyebrow. “No? So she’s in town
for the local ambiance? For the shopping in our lovely, discount
boutiques? Or maybe she’s a few days early for the Farmer’s Market
on Tuesday? Is that it?”

Beau took a step toward her. “We were seeing
each other and now we’re not. I don’t know if she’s still in town
and I don’t care.” He jerked his head toward the kitchen door.
“Duke is fine with you leaving. So are you coming with me?”

He smiled, a slow kind of thing that made
heat curl low in Betty’s stomach. She should hate him for the way
he made her feel.

Except that she didn’t.

Don’t do it.

“Where are you going?” she asked before she
could stop herself.

“I don’t know. Wherever the open road takes
us.”

“Us?” She bit her lip.

Don’t do it.

“You’re real sure of yourself,” she said
carefully.

Beau shook his head. “Actually, I’m not. But
I’ll beg, if it will make a difference.”

“You’ll get down on your knees. Right here.
Right now.” She almost smiled. “And beg.” The thought of Beau on
his knees set off all kinds of bells. Loud bells. Sexy bells. Bells
that screamed, Yes!

A part of her wanted to get as far away from
New Waterford as she could, but there was that other part. The part
that told her she’d be crazy to go anywhere with Beau Simon. Crazy.
Stupid crazy.

Stupid crazy.

Something she hadn’t been in a very, very,
long time.

Her fingers crept up to the tattoo underneath
her ear and she rubbed the smooth skin, feeling that familiar curl
of rage again. If she stayed in here, alone, with her thoughts—with
those images and memories—she would go crazy.

Decision made, she tossed her apron and
turned toward the exit. “Let’s go.”

Outside the sun was hot and she eyed up the
Harley parked near the front door.

“That’s Shane’s.”

Beau nodded and handed her a spare helmet.
“Yeah, he’s got mine for the moment.”

Betty didn’t ask. She shaded her eyes and
glanced up the street. People were starting to gather along the
sidewalk, obviously word was out that Beau was at The Grill. It was
time to go.

Beau hopped on the bike and she slid in
behind him, wriggling a bit until her butt wasn’t hanging out of
her skirt, totally aware of the man between her legs.

For a moment she eyed the broad back and
shoulders and then held her breath as she slipped her arms around
his waist. His body was warm and as she moved her hands over his
stomach, she thought that maybe he shuddered. Or maybe it was
her.

Beau opened the throttle and they left The
Grill behind, coasting down Main Street until he hung a right onto
River Road.

From there, Beau followed the river as it
snaked and turned, flowing through three different counties until
they eventually ended up at a lake near the base of the Porcupine
Mountains.

This side of the lake was deserted, probably
because there was no beach, but Betty could see swimmers gathered
on the other side. Their voices echoed over the water along with a
lot of laughter and shrieks of joy.

She thought that maybe if she tried hard
enough she might be able to conjure up a memory that sounded like
that. But then what was the point?

With a sigh, she slid from the bike, careful
not to touch Beau too much as she did so, and she stretched out
stiff arms and legs.

Beau grabbed a roll from the bike along with
a black bag and she watched in silence as he spread out a blanket
beneath an old oak tree near the edge of the water.

His blond hair was disheveled—a total fit for
his unshaven look—and she took a moment to study him while he was
busy. He was like some golden god. Had she ever met a man who was
the perfect mix of hot alpha male and pretty?

Christ, most women would kill for his
eyelashes, and those lips…they were full, and sensual. On another
man they would have appeared pouty, but on Beau they were a small
miracle.

He really was beautiful.

She zoned in on the tattoo that adorned his
forearm. It was exotic, dangerous looking.

“What does it mean?”

His head snapped up. “What was that?” Beau
tossed the bag onto the blanket and rolled his shoulders.

“Your tattoo. What does it mean?”

Beau stuck his arm out and studied his tat in
silence. A silence that stretched longer than a few seconds.

A silence that made Betty uncomfortable, as
if she’d just stepped into something that was none of her
business.

“Never mind.” She turned away from him and
closed her eyes as the breeze picked up and lifted the loose ends
of her hair.

“It’s Sanskrit.”

He was close. Inches behind her.

“It means, warrior, strength, survivor.”

Betty slowly turned back to him. “Why did you
get it? I mean, there’s always a reason, isn’t there?”

He nodded and Betty’s breath caught in the
back of her throat. Something shifted in the air. Something as hot
and heavy as the humidity that blanketed the entire lake.

“These words…the meanings behind them, they
keep me grounded. They remind me of my family. They tell me that
not everyone lives a charmed life, not even when you’re born into
it. Shit happens, bad shit. But it’s what we do…it’s how we react
to that bad shit that defines us and I…”

They both looked down at the markings.

“This is how I want to live my life, so
sometimes when things are out of focus and crazy I just have to
look and remember. I think about my brother Teague, who’s in
Somalia or Tucker who’s lost a hell of a lot, more than any man
should. I think about my mother who battled cancer a few years ago
and won. I think of her grace and strength. Those things keep me
grounded. They keep me real. My world is filled with parasites and
ass-kissers and it’s sometimes hard not to buy into their
shit.”

Betty’s eyes smarted and she shook her head,
wiped at them with the back of her hand. “Sometimes the remembering
is hard. Sometimes it’s easier to forget.”

“Yeah,” Beau said softly. “I know. But when
you start to forget all the things that make you who you are,
that’s when you begin to lose yourself.”

He paused and she waited.

“Don’t ever lose yourself, Betty. That would
be tragic.”

Betty cleared her throat, suddenly
overwhelmed and more than a little rattled. She did what she always
did in a situation like this. She wiped the slate clean and moved
on. She didn’t want to engage because she didn’t know what to say
to that. She’d been trying to lose herself for so long that she
didn’t know how to be any other way.

“Well aren’t you just a big fat downer.” She
moved past Beau and pointed to the bag as she fell onto the
blanket. “I hope you have food because I’m starved.”


Chapter
Twenty-two

 


“I GOTTA TELL you Beau, water, chips and
granola bars aren’t exactly my idea of a hot date.”

Beau glanced over to Betty who was on her
back, eyes closed, arms flung above her head and those long, sexy
legs of hers, crossed at the ankles. She’d tossed her sandals and
he noticed how delicate her bright pink toes looked. Her hair
fanned out around her head, a dark halo of silk, and her tight,
form fitting tank top cupped her breasts in the way any tight, form
fitting tank top should.

With care.

It was white and it was also obvious she wore
a black bra. He smiled. Rebel.

“So, this is a date?” he said, his voice
low.

Her eyes flew open. “Wait? What?”

“You just said—”

“I know what I said but that’s not what I
meant.” She struggled to sit and he was pretty sure if he wasn’t
there, she would have attempted to cross her legs, but since he
was, and her skirt was on the short side, she leaned back, resting
her weight on her elbows.

“Why am I here, Beau? What is it that you
want to talk about?”

Beau was silent at first. He had no idea
where her head was at and he decided his best option was to be
honest. To lay it all out and hope for the best.

“Are you going to do the movie?”

Betty glanced away from him, her gaze out on
the water. In the distance, clouds were gathering, bulbous gray
marshmallows that told him rain was on the way.

Her toes moved erratically as if she had a
tick that wouldn’t go away and he was starting to think he’d
lost—that she was going to shoot him down—when she collapsed once
more, arms flung across her eyes and spoke.

“Yes.”

It was one word. One simple word.

But it was enough.

His gaze rested on the three tears that fell
across her skin in black ink and something inside him twisted. It
twisted hard.

“Good,” he said softly. His hand moved toward
her—it hung suspended in the air for several long seconds—but then
he rolled onto his back and stared up at the sky.

There were no more words. There was just the
sound of the children in the water and of their parents and friends
joining in. There was Betty’s deep, even breaths, and eventually a
small whimper that told him she was asleep.

And sleep is where he joined her not long
after.

Beau came awake with a start and it took him
a few moments to figure out where he was.

Overhead the sky was ominous and the wind off
the lake had picked up so much that the branches from the oak tree
were bent way over. Betty had somehow ended up curled against him,
her body soft and pliant—her hand on his heart, her hair spread
across his chest.

He let that settle—that feeling of
rightness—his throat a little tight as he gazed down at her. He
could just make out the tip of her nose and her lips from beneath
her hair. He cradled her and it felt as if he’d somehow managed to
tame something wild and unpredictable.

He supposed in a way, he had, even if it was
only for a little while.

Beau laid there with Betty underneath the
oak, with a storm threatening, and he couldn’t remember the last
time he’d felt so content. As if he could stay in this spot for
hours—days even—with nothing changing.

He wasn’t thinking about sex or the movie or
anything other then how warm she was. How sweet and relaxed she
appeared to be. The thought that he was somehow responsible for
that, well, it made him feel like goddamn king.

Just then thunder rumbled across the sky at
the same time lightning streaked over the lake. As much as he’d
love to stay right where he was, he knew that they needed to find
shelter or they were screwed. It wasn’t fun riding a bike in a
storm. In fact it was downright dangerous.

“Hey,” he said gently, “Bets, we need to
go.”

She stirred, murmuring something he couldn’t
quite understand as she stretched against him.

“Betty?”

“Matt,” she said softly. “I had the nicest
dream.”

Shit. Disappointment coursed through him and
Beau’s jaw tightened. Matt-Fucking-Hawkins.

Her body was pressed so close to him that he
was damn sure she could feel his erection as she pushed the hair
from her face and slowly opened her eyes.

She licked her lips.

Thunder rolled.

“Oh,” she said slowly. “It’s you.”

Irritated, he nodded. “Disappointed?”

“No.” She didn’t hesitate with her answer.
“Not at all.”

She moved again and he hissed, his eyes
widening at the smile that curved her lips. Seems as if the little
minx wanted to play. He was willing to play. Willing to do whatever
it took to make her forget Matt Hawkins.

His eyes fell to the fast moving pulse at the
base of her neck and he bent forward, his mouth open hungrily,
because all he could think about was tasting her. Savoring her.

Her breath hitched.

Beau groaned.

And then the heavens opened up, spewing out
buckets of rain that had the two of them drenched before they could
react.

With a curse he let Betty go and they
scrambled to their feet, half laughing, half cursing as they ran to
his bike. He scooped up his bag but left the blanket and after she
clambered on board behind him, Beau gunned the motorcycle and
headed back down the road they’d come in on.

The rain was too heavy to attempt a ride
home—New Waterford was a few hours away—but he remembered a motel
on the outskirts of the closest town and that’s where he
headed.

The rain was coming down in torrents by the
time they reached the Hillside Motel, and after parking the
motorcycle beneath an adjoining carport, the two of them ran
inside.

An older gentleman with thinning hair manned
the desk and he didn’t bother to look up as Beau approached
him.

“Some storm out there.”

“Yep.” The man peered over small round
wire-framed glasses. His skin was ruddy, his cheeks as round and
full as his stomach.

Beau slicked back his wet hair and cleared
water from his eyes. “Do you think it will let up anytime
soon?”

“Doubt it. It’s been building for days.” The
man’s eyes moved from Beau and settled on Betty who stood just
behind him. Beau turned around and had to swallow the groan that
sat in the back of his throat at the sight of her.

Her white tank top was soaked, the black bra
she wore underneath not hiding much because the tops of her breasts
spilled over. He could see her hard, rose colored nipples, her
bellybutton and those long, sexy rain-slicked legs that no woman
had a right to own.

The desk clerk cleared his throat and Beau
turned back to him.

“We’ll need a room to wait out the
storm.”

“Yep.”

The desk clerk’s eyes kept moving from the
paperwork Beau filled out to Betty, who now stood shivering beside
Beau, arms crossed over her chest and teeth chattering. Beau
reached into his pocket, pulled out his wet wallet, fingered his
credit card, and then grabbed cash instead. He’d used an alias as a
sign in and didn’t want to ding any bells with his personal credit
card

The clerk made a ‘hmph’ sort of sound as he
counted out the damp bills. And damn if Beau didn’t feel like his
seventeen-year-old self, back when he and Jenny Blake would spend
illicit evenings at an out of the way motel.

Once he’d paid up for the night, grabbed the
keys from the desk clerk, he turned around and spied Betty a few
feet away on her cell.

“Everything alright?” he asked when she was
done.

Betty nodded. “I just wanted to let Bobbi
know I wasn’t coming home. You know, someone should be there with
Gramps and Dad.”

They ran back outside, though they kept close
to the building under the overhang, which provided a bit of shelter
from the rain.

Their room was the last one on the left. It
was dated but clean, with the bare necessities. Bathroom. Bed.

A big bed.

The air conditioner was running full blast
and the room was cool. With his wet clothes, wet hair and skin, he
should have been shivering. He should have been fucking
freezing.

But he wasn’t.

Betty watched him, her eyes large, glittering
strangely. It did something to him. That look in her eyes. It was a
look filled with promise. A look filled with heat.

“Hopefully the television works,” he
said.

Really? That’s all he had?

“You don’t want to watch television.”

No. Hell-the-fuck-no. He didn’t want to watch
television.

He shrugged, tried to play it cool. Hoped she
couldn’t see how much he was affected by her. By the events of the
past few days. By the fire in her eyes.

By the way she looked, earlier in his arms,
so relaxed and…so right.

“There’s really not much else to do.”
Goddamn, but he was tight. His throat. His skin. Every muscle in
his goddamn body.

And he was hard. Christ, was he hard.

Her eyes dropped to his crotch and that
tongue that was enough to drive a saint to sin, darted out and
licked at a mouth made for pleasure. It was a combination that
would sink any man like a stone.

For several heartbeats, the two of them
stared at each other and then a wicked smile curved her lips.

He was going down. Fuck.

Slowly she peeled off her tank top, her
breathing slow and measured, which pissed him off, because
everything inside him was going off like rockets on parade day.

“We shouldn’t do this, Betty.” His voice was
rough. Christ, less than an hour ago he was singing a different
tune, but now...complicated didn’t even cover it.

“I know,” she replied as her hands curved
around to her back, pushing out her breasts even more, before her
bra loosened and fell to the floor.

He groaned.

He swore.

He ran shaking hand through his long, damp,
hair.

When she reached for the waistband of her
skirt, he growled like an animal. Her long hair hung in dripping
ropes, snaking across her breasts. Breasts that begged for his
mouth. For his tongue. For his hands.

Her waist dipped in like a woman’s should,
her hips were rounded, her stomach soft—not hard and flat like most
of the workout queens he knew.

“Betty, this is…” Insane.

“I want you,” she said with a grin that
should have warned him. It should have sent him back to the old
bald guy at the front desk. It should have made him demand a
separate room for himself because he was screwed.

Christ was he screwed.

Beau Simon had never wanted a woman as badly
as he wanted Betty Jo Barker. Not even that first time. Back then
he’d barely known her. He’d acted on the physical attraction they’d
had because he’d wanted to teach her a lesson.

But now? Now he wanted to lose himself in
her. He wanted more than just sex. He wanted some of that other
stuff too.

Emotion. Connection. Commitment?

What. The. Hell.

Her hands started tugging on her skirt,
pulling it down so that he saw the tops of her panties.

“Betty, we shouldn’t…this will complicate
things and fuck, we don’t need any...”

The skirt was on the floor beside her wet
tank top.

Complications.

She stood, inches from him, wearing nothing
but a pair of plain cotton panties. She didn’t wear a G-string or
those boy panties that left half of a woman’s ass hanging out. She
didn’t need those trimmings.

Nope.

Betty Jo Barker was rocking a pair of plain,
white cotton bikini panties and Beau was dying to rip them off.

She took a step toward him. “Haven’t you
heard? I like things complicated.”

Her fingers twisted inside her panties,
dipping below to the one place he was aching to see. Aching to
touch and taste.

“Besides, it’s just sex between two
consenting adults. You can handle that, can’t you?”

Beau didn’t say a thing mostly because he
didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t brought her all the way out here
because he thought they would end up in some backwater motel.

He couldn’t say that he was sorry to be here.
Couldn’t say he was sorry that she was nearly naked. But could he
handle her? Could he handle sex with no strings? He had no idea,
and for that reason alone he should have turned his butt around and
left her there.

Instead he said nothing. Instead he watched
with bated breath as she tugged on the elastic waistband, and
slowly slipped her panties down over her hips.

And just like that, Beau Simon sank like the
Titanic.


Chapter
Twenty-three

 


BETTY DIDN’T GIVE a rat’s ass about the
little voice inside her head that was shouting at her to back off.
The one that said she was about to make a big mistake.

The one that said, Beau Simon was more than a
complication. So much more. The one that said,
remember…remember what he did to you.

She didn’t want to listen. Not today. Not
right now.

She was done living in someone else’s skin.
So fucking done with it.

When had she lost sight of Betty Jo Barker?
The girl who’d dragged herself out of that goddamn shed on that
awful night and decided that she would never let anyone use her
again.

Sure, she’d packed a hell of a lot of living
into the last seven years, taken a few wrong turns, but she’d made
it through the darkness. She hadn’t OD’d in some hotel in LA or
wound up in court ordered rehab. She had a handle on those demons.
It was the other ones that were hard. The ones just beneath the
surface.

But right now, in this moment, she wanted to
forget about all of it and just…feel. She wanted to feel
Beau’s body against her. Feel him inside her. She wanted to look in
his eyes as he came and know that she was the reason for it. She
wanted to feel the excitement, the sexual attraction, and the
knowledge that he wanted her as much as she wanted him.

She wanted to feel that control.

She needed to feel that control.

Because being in control was what kept her
sane and for the first time in months, she felt a spark of her old
self. And even though that old self was damaged and broken and
hurt, she was starting to realize that sometimes, even damaged and
broken and hurt was better than nothing at all.

“It’s not fair, Beau,” she said silkily as
she advanced toward him. His nostrils flared and his breath caught
in his throat.

She liked that.

He didn’t move, though a muscle worked its
way across his jaw, and his hands fisted at his sides.

She liked that too.

It meant that he was on edge. It meant that
he was losing control.

“Fair?” He managed gruffly, shifting his feet
a bit. Betty couldn’t help herself. Her eyes wandered lower and
rested on the bulge in his wet jeans. A bulge that made the heat in
her stomach curl faster and harder.

She dragged her eyes back up to Beau’s. The
energy in the air crackled between them and the smell of sex rose
to her nostrils. Her sex.

God she wanted him.

“It’s not fair that you have all those
clothes on.”

Beau’s eyes darkened until they were the
color of cobalt and he reached for the edge of his T-shirt, though
he hesitated. “Are you sure about this?”

There was something in his eyes that was a
bit unsettling, and maybe Betty should have paid attention to it,
but she couldn’t think beyond the here and now.

Her hands fell to her breasts—her fingers
tweaked the nipples—and when he groaned, she smiled.

No more hesitation.

Beau’s shirt was over his head in less than
two seconds and her hands were on his belt, her eyes on his, as she
quickly undid his pants.

“My boots.”

He would have moved but she whispered,
“no.”

Betty sank to her knees and bent over,
enjoying the quick intake of breath as she thrust her hips into the
air and slowly, undid the laces on his boots. When she was done,
she sank back onto her haunches, her legs spread just enough so
that he could clearly see what was there…what was his for the
taking.

Beau stepped out of his jeans and his
erection strained against his boxers.

“Take them off,” she said.

“Yes Ma’am.”

Beau stepped out of them and Betty sucked in
a breath. He really was magnificent. She leaned forward and kissed
the tip of his cock, her hands at the base as she held him
steady.

Muscles bunched in his thighs and he ran his
hands through his hair as he gazed down at her, mouth parted and
breathing heavy.

He inhaled sharply when her tongue licked its
way down his shaft and then back up again, where she pressed into
the underside of the head and suckled him there.

“Jesus, Betty. I’m not going to last if you
keep that up.”

She arched an eyebrow and smiled wickedly as
she took all of him into her mouth. He groaned when she began to
suckle, gently at first and then as he blew out one long breath
after another, she used her tongue and her lips and her mouth to
drive him crazy.

He leaned back and swore, but then his hands
crept into her hair and he held her there, straining against her as
she worked him.

Betty didn’t make a habit of going down on
guys she was with. It had always felt subservient to her as if she
was doing them a favor—call her selfish, but Betty had always been
about receiving the favors. Men were lucky to have her. That was
her mantra. Maybe it was the vulnerable position of being on her
knees—or the thought of somehow giving up control that put her
off.

But right here? Right now? The fact that she
was responsible for the look of sheer lust and pleasure on Beau’s
face made her feel as if she could walk on the clouds.

It made her feel powerful. Feminine.

She nipped along the length of him again as
her tongue continued to thrust and lick and just as she would have
taken him whole once more, he jerked and stopped her.

“Don’t,” he said roughly.

She smiled at him. “I thought you could
handle me.”

He stared down at her, his hands still in her
hair and a wicked glint entered his eyes. “Trust me darlin’ I
intend to handle you.”

He tugged on her, until she slowly stood up
and with his hands still buried in her waves, he pulled her forward
that last inch so that every naked inch of her body was pressed
intimately against every naked inch of his.

His breath was warm at her neck and shivers
rolled over her body as he licked beneath her ear, hands cradling
the back of her head so that she was forced to tilt upward.

Slowly he kissed his way along her jaw until
his mouth grazed her lips. It was only a whisper but it was enough
to heat her up from the inside out. “I’m gong to handle every
fucking inch of you.”

He slid his lips across her mouth once more
and a shot of desire sat low in her belly. It burned so hard that
it was almost painful.

“I’ll handle you fast and hard.” His tongue
slipped inside her mouth for just a taste and she moaned when he
withdrew. Dammit, she wanted more.

“And I’ll handle you slow.”

Again with the tongue. Again for just a
taste.

She moved restlessly and God help her, but
she whimpered. She whimpered like a child who wasn’t getting her
way. Beau pulled back and gazed into her eyes, his expression
unreadable. “I’ll handle you until you come apart for me. Do you
understand what I’m saying?”

His thumb slipped into her mouth while he
continued to cradle the back of her head in his other hand. His
eyes were electric, the blue so vibrant, so alive that her breath
caught.

“This is about you, Betty. I want to make
this all about you.” He paused and something crept into his eyes,
something fleeting. Whatever it was, it touched something inside
her but she didn’t have time to think about it, or over-analyze
because his mouth opened over hers, hot and wet and demanding.

Beau kissed her like she’d never been kissed
before. He kissed her until her head spun. Until her body went limp
and then he pulled her against him, wedged her hips between his
thighs and grabbed her ass. His large palms cupped her and anchored
her so that she couldn’t move.

And why would she want to? His erection
pressed into that soft, wet, aching part of her that needed to feel
him, and the throb between her legs intensified as she ground
herself against him. He was hot and so damn hard.

The kiss deepened even more, tongues gnashed
and danced—lips suckled and tugged and nipped. And when she finally
came up for air he grabbed her up into his arms and laid her on the
bed, sliding down her body, his hands on her knees as he rested
between them.

His long blond hair begged for her fingers
and that sensual mouth curved into a wicked smile as he bent her
legs apart and sat back for a peek.

“You’re so beautiful, Betty.”

She was trembling. Every inch of her was on
fire and trembling.

The muscles in her legs tightened
instinctively and when she would have closed them, the gentle
pressure from his hands kept them apart.

“Let me look at you,” he whispered.

Betty’s head fell back and she whimpered. It
had been so long since she’d felt so alive. So damn connected.

Hot breath against her thigh and the soft
scrap of Beau’s stubble told her his intent and she squirmed,
yelping when she felt his hot breath against that throbbing part of
her that ached for him. Her hands fisted into the coverlet and her
legs fell open completely as he kissed her.

She felt him open her folds and when his
tongue slicked along her opening she cried out.

“You taste as good as you look, darlin’.”

Beau Simon took from her, tasting, suckling,
and toying with her until she felt the burn deep inside—that
precious build that was a whole lotta pleasure mixed with a slice
of pain. She knew she was close and when his teeth nicked her
clitoris and his mouth and tongue worked their magic, she was
done.

She came. She came hard, shattering into his
mouth and when it was over, Betty was a panting, limp noodle.

For a second she laid there, wasted, content,
so damn content that at first she wasn’t aware that he’d left the
bed. Selfish, maybe, but it wasn’t until she felt his weight press
in on the mattress that she managed to lift her head and even that
was an effort.

Blue eyes stared at her with a hunger that
left her mouth dry.

Beau held up a small foil packet. “We’re not
done.”

“Where’d you find that?” she asked
breathlessly, watching him as he ripped it open.

“Wallet,” he answered roughly.

“Planning ahead?” she quipped.

Beau shook his head. “No.” Their eyes
connected. “It’s been there for a while.”

He rolled it onto himself and she couldn’t
take her eyes off him. There was something incredibly sexual about
watching a man handle himself. It made her want to touch him all
over again.

“How long is a while?” she managed to say
before she met his gaze.

Beau slid along her body. He kissed her
bellybutton. Then moved upward, trailing a line of fire to her
breasts. He took each nipple into his mouth and suckled gently
until she was moaning again.

That fire in her belly pressed hard and she
began to move her hips, seeking his hardness. Wanting him inside
her.

He was there, pressed into her softness but
not quite inside. Her hands were on his shoulders and she pushed at
him, thrusting her hips up with a growl—but Beau wasn’t letting her
take charge.

It kind of pissed her off.

It kind of excited her.

He kissed his way up her neck, along her chin
until he claimed her mouth in the sweetest, most gentle kiss ever.
She gasped when he moved to her ear and pressed butterfly kisses
just below her lobe.

“How long is a while?” he whispered into her
ear. “A lot longer than you think.”

And then he was inside her. Pulsing. Hot.
Hard.

He thrust slowly and methodically. In and
then out. Over and over until Betty thought she was going to lose
her mind.

“Faster,” she said roughly, reaching for his
mouth once more as her legs wrapped around his hips.

“No.”

“Excuse me?” she managed to gasp.

“Sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

“I’m taking my time, Darlin’”

“But,” she whimpered.

“No buts,” Beau said as he withdrew totally
and waited a few seconds before settling back inside her, his
thickness filling her completely. “We’ve got all night and
Bets?”

His blue eyes were as dark as wet denim.
“What?” she answered breathlessly.

“I’m only getting started.”


Chapter
Twenty-four

 


BEAU HAD BEEN awake for at least a half an
hour with Betty curled against him, her back to his chest, her head
pillowed on his arm. An arm that was asleep and killing him, but
there was no way in hell he was moving.

Seeing Betty like this—asleep, relaxed, and
vulnerable—was like watching a sleeping tiger. He wanted to stretch
it out as long as he could because he had a feeling that once she
woke up, that relaxed and vulnerable side he was starting to really
like, would disappear.

And damn, he’d like to hold on to it for a
little while longer.

Beau inhaled the fresh scent that clung to
her hair and nuzzled the back of her neck as he pushed the hair
away from her skin. His eyes caught sight of the tears that she’d
inked into her skin. Tears that represented what? Pain? Hope? Betty
and her sisters?

He had no idea what they meant but something
about them made his chest tight because he was pretty sure they
were linked to what had happed to her when she was younger.

His fingers drifted over them—one, two, then
three—and suddenly he was filled with a whole bunch of stuff he’d
never felt before. It was a hot surge of something that
rifled through him and had Beau tightening his grip on Betty,
holding her close so he could hear her breathe.

Feel her heart beat against the palm of his
hand.

It confused the shit out of him. Was it the
need to protect Betty? The need to punish the men who’d hurt her?
Or was it deeper?

“Shit,” he murmured as he relaxed a bit
against the pillow, his eyes on the ceiling. He wanted Betty in his
goddamn movie. A movie that he wanted to direct. But how was that
going to work? He didn’t believe in mixing his private life with
his professional. It happened all the time in Hollywood. But nine
times out of ten, things ended badly.

These feelings—whatever they were—were going
to complicate things.

Her ass pressed into his groin and his body
responded immediately, his cock hardened. That’s all it took. A
touch.

She moved her hips slowly and stretched,
turning slightly so that she was on her back. His free hand fell to
her breasts—a goddamn Priest wouldn’t be able to resist—and he
rolled her nipples softly between his fingers, smiling when she
groaned and turned all the way until her eyes were looking into
his.

“Good morning,” he said softly.

“Hey,” she replied.

For several long moments they stared at each
other in silence and for several long moments that tight feeling
inside Beau grew. It stretched and lengthened until…

“Don’t do that,” Betty said, her voice husky
and low.

He pushed her hair back from her shoulder,
and pressed a kiss to the side of her exposed neck. Right there
where she was marked.

“Don’t do what?”

“Don’t make this anything other than what it
is.”

He smiled against her. Seemed as if his
sleeping tiger was awake.

“And what is this exactly?”

She rolled over and pushed against him until
he was flat on his back and she was lying across his stomach.
“Sex,” she replied, leaning forward her hot, moist, mouth on his
abdomen.

Betty trailed kisses across his chest, up to
his mouth where she planted a soft butterfly kiss on his lips.

“It’s just hot…” She straddled him and gazed
down, her long hair framing a face that was unforgettable.

“Sex…” She continued, tossing her hair out of
the way as her breasts swayed in front of him.

Beau’s hands were on her hips, his cock
aching as he positioned her above him.

“Just sex,” he repeated.

She lowered herself and he was barely able to
keep it together. Christ, she was already wet and so damn tight—it
was insane.

“Yes,” she said her voice rising as he began
to move her slowly. “Just sex.” Up and down.

Up and down.

She smiled, though her voice was strained.
“Isn’t that enough?”

Beau didn’t answer. Instead he watched
her.

He watched her eyes darken as they increased
their speed, her rhythm matching his, stroke for stroke. She was
wild. Uninhibited. Totally fucking beautiful.

She scratched her nails across his chest as
she bent forward and tipped her hips slightly. The smile that
curved her lips told him that she knew exactly how she affected
him. She was the tiger.

His tiger.

Beau held on as they reached the peak and
then shattered against each other. He held on as she shuddered and
threw her head back with a sigh that told him she was spent.
Satisfied.

Was sex enough?

As Betty collapsed on him, he held her close.
He inhaled her scent—that earthy, feminine scent that drove him
crazy.

He inhaled her sex—her sex still wet from
him—and that something from earlier washed over him again.
This time he knew that part of it was possession.

Beau wanted her and he was pretty sure that
sex wasn’t going to be enough. What the hell was he going to do
now?

“I’m starving,” Betty said. “Let’s get out of
here.”

They showered and dressed in the same clothes
they’d had on the day before. Sure they were wrinkled as shit and
dirty from driving through the rain, but Betty Jo could have been
wearing a burlap sack and she still would have been the sexiest
woman he’d ever seen.

Her smile was light, her steps quick and
sure. That wild hair hadn’t seen a brush since the morning before
and there wasn’t a stitch of makeup on her face.

Didn’t matter.

Beau smiled and grabbed her hand as they
entered a greasy spoon just off the interstate a few miles down
from the motel. He’d pulled on his faded orange Oregon Beavers ball
cap and with his aviators, he was pretty sure no one would know who
he was.

It was early. Before six in the morning, but
there were a few souls having the advertised all you can eat
breakfast. Every single head popped up and every pair of male eyes
settled on Betty.

Beau was pretty sure he could have been
buck-naked and none of them would have paid him any mind.

They slid into a booth in the far corner. The
waitress—an older woman close to his mother’s age—took one look at
them and marched herself back to the kitchen. She promptly appeared
with two giant sized mugs of steaming, fresh coffee and asked for
their order.

Betty opted for steak and eggs, with a side
of hash browns and extra toast.

“What?” she said as he asked for the same,
making their waitress blush when he smiled up at her. When the lady
left with their order he focused on Betty.

“Nothing. I’m just used to most women I’m
with picking at their food and ordering fruit salad or just coffee.
Hell, sometimes water.”

She took a sip of her coffee. “Well those
women are stupid.”

“Yeah.” To put it mildly. He’d never
understood the desire some women had to starve themselves. Didn’t
make sense. If you were hungry you ate. If you needed to work it
off, you hit the gym. End of story.

Betty put her cup down slowly, twirled her
spoon in the cup and then with a sigh, glanced up at him. Her gaze
was direct and he knew she was all business.

Fuck. It was too soon for business. He wanted
to stretch things out as long as he could. Hell, he was even
considering asking her if she wanted to take a little road trip
with him. Just take off and go anywhere. Be someone other than Beau
Simon and Betty Jo Barker, for a little while.

“So, what are we doing, Beau?”

He took his aviators off and pushed the ball
cap back on his head.

“You tell me,” he replied.

She laughed at that. “Too scared to
answer?”

Damn she was smart.

“Last night was really nice,” she said
softly.

“Yeah.”

“But if we do this movie…” she leaned her
elbows on the table. “And I want to do this movie, I gotta be clear
on that. I want the part, Beau.”

“Okay.” He liked the glow in her eyes. The
excitement in her voice.

“That means that we can’t be involved in
a…”

“A what?” His tone was teasing, but the truth
was, that he was trying to figure things out—a way to have it all.
But she wasn’t co-operating.

“In a whatever last night was. We can’t do
that and film a movie that you’re directing and starring in as
well. I can’t…after everything that’s happened.” She sighed and
stirred her coffee, her eyes sliding away from his. “I know what
people think of me. And I know what you think of me.”

“Hey,” he said roughly. “Things change.
People change.” He grabbed her hand. “I didn’t know you before. Not
really. But I know you now and that’s all that matters.”

She tossed her spoon onto the table. “You
know, for the longest time I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought
of me. In fact, the lower their opinion, the better I felt. It was
like, if the bar was set so low I didn’t have so far to fall. And
that’s the thing…I always fell.”

Her eyes shot up. And there was all that
business again.

“This movie means that I have a chance to
prove to myself that I can raise that bar and not be afraid. But I
need to do it on my own and I need to do it without a distraction.
Without screwing the guy who’s given me the chance. You know that
right? We can’t be involved. We just can’t.”

She was right. Fuck.

He grinned, trying to lighten the situation.
“Not even a straight up sex thing with no strings?”

She laughed and shook her head. “Not even
that.” She paused for a moment, her fingers playing with the sugar
bowl, pushing it back and forth. “Sex always screws things up and,”
she leaned forward. “Can I tell you a little secret?”

He nodded, his eyes on her mouth. That
mouth.

Holy. Hell. That mouth.

“Sex without strings doesn’t exist.” She
glanced away. “There’s always strings. It’s just that sometimes
they’re invisible. You can’t see them, but they’re there, you know?
And when it comes time to cut them, well, that’s when things get
messy.”

He hated that she was right.

The waitress brought over their breakfast and
refilled their coffees and they’d just dug in when Betty’s cell
went off.

She tugged it out of her bra, glanced at it
and then tossed it on the table without answering. She’d just
spread jam onto her toast when the cell went off again.

“You going to get that?” he asked.

“Nope.”

But as soon as she said the word, the phone
buzzed again. This time she swore like a trucker and scooped up her
cell.

“What?” she snapped so loudly that a few
folks a couple tables away glanced in their direction. She was
obviously pissed off and Beau was curious to know who’d managed to
accomplish that so early in the morning. Had to be family.

“When did that happen?” Betty asked, biting
her bottom lip as she pushed her plate of food away. “Shit.”

Beau had a bad feeling. It seemed as if their
nice little cocoon had cracked wide open.

“I’m fine, Bobbi. How is she?” Betty exhaled
and rubbed her fingers across her forehead, eyes closed as she
listened to her sister. “Okay. Hang tight. I’ll be there as soon as
I can.”

“Is everything alright?” he asked hesitantly,
when she ended the call.

“No,” she said, her eyes flying to his. “No.
We need to get back to New Waterford right away.”

She was already sliding off the chair,
tucking her cell back into her bra. “It’s Billie.” She ran fingers
through her tangled hair, her face white and pinched. “She’s in the
hospital. Something about the baby.”

“Baby?” Beau grabbed his wallet and slapped
some bills onto the table as he got up from his seat. “But the
baby’s not…she’s not due for a few months, right?”

Betty didn’t answer. She was already halfway
to the door.


Chapter
Twenty-five

 


BETTY JO HATED HOSPITALS. The smell. The
sterile colors. The hushed tones.

The life and death.

Years ago she’d been on a photo shoot in
Belize and had cut her foot on coral. It had become infected and
she’d ended up feverish and sick. Even then, she’d refused to go to
the hospital—insisting a doctor could come to her. She was Betty Jo
Barker, after all.

It hadn’t been her ego talking though that’s
what everyone assumed—hell, the story had made the papers in the
US. Her therapist had told her it was because she associated
hospitals with the death of her mother.

She’d been five when Chantal Barker had
succumbed to the cancer that had slowly taken her away from the
girls. And their father had brought them to the hospital to say
their goodbyes.

It was something she still remembered, though
the pictures had long faded. It was the smells. The sensations that
stayed with her. The feelings of fear and utter hopelessness.

It was ironic, really, that a place that saw
so much death and suffering, also celebrated life.

New Waterford wasn’t big enough to support
its own hospital so Billie had been admitted to The General located
in the next county over. By the time Betty got there, it was nearly
ten in the morning, the sun was high in the sky, and Michigan was
well on its way to another scorching summer day.

Beau pulled the Harley up to the front
entrance and let her off. She slid off the bike unsure how to
proceed and offered him a small wave, like she was the Queen of
England or something.

A stupid wave.

But what else was she supposed to do? Shove
her tongue down his throat? She wasn’t used to this…this situation.
In the past when she had sex with someone, she left before they
woke up. It had always been her rule. Never sleep over.

The only guy she ever slept with was Matt and
that was because all they did was cuddle. It was about comfort not
sex.

“I’ll…I’ll call you later,” she said slowly
as she slipped off her helmet and handed it to him.

“I can come in with you. If you want.”

“No,” Betty said quickly. “This is family
shit and you’d only get in the way.” She gestured to the folks near
the hospital entrance who were already gawking.

Okay,” Beau replied. His large aviators
covered his eyes and with his long blond hair poking out from under
his helmet, the substantial stubble on his chin, he looked
incredibly hot in a dangerous bad boy biker kind of way. “Keep me
in the loop. I hope everyone stays healthy.”

She nodded and then ran up the steps,
ignoring the gasps from a few of the people milling around out
front. One man near the entrance had his phone out and turned it
toward her, as she moved past him and through the doors. No doubt
pictures of her would hit the Internet before she’d even managed to
find her sister.

Betty caught a glimpse of herself in the
glass door and winced. She looked as if she’d spent the night in
Sin City and was doing the ultimate walk of shame. Her hair was a
mess, her mouth swollen from all the sexin’ she’d had—not to
mention the whisker burns on her face and most likely her thighs.
Her clothes looked as if she was coming down from a twenty-four
hour bender. Which, she supposed, in a way she was.

“Whatever,” she muttered as she approached
reception.

The lady behind the computer glanced up and
she caught the exact moment when she recognized Betty. She was
older than Betty, say in her mid to late forties, with hair scraped
off her head in a tight ponytail. She wore no makeup or
accessories, wore puke green scrubs—which was ridiculous, the woman
was in reception, she wasn’t a nurse—and the judgmental gleam in
her eye told Betty everything.

A slight sneer touched the corner of the
woman’s mouth and her big brown eyes took their time moving over
Betty from head to foot.

Betty didn’t have time for this woman’s
sanctimonious glare but there was something about her that pissed
Betty off.

She reached over the counter and grabbed a
piece of paper from the woman’s stationary.

“Your pen would be nice,” Betty said. When
the woman handed it over, Betty quickly scribbled onto the paper
and handed it back to the lady. She waited for the woman to read it
and then smiled as if she was the proverbial cat who’d just caught
the mouse.

I had eight orgasms last night with Beau
Simon. How was your night?

Xoxo Betty Jo.

“You want my picture too?” She asked
sweetly.

The woman’s eyes narrowed and her cheeks
blushed a nice shade of red. It was called embarrassment, and if
Betty had more time she’d be all over it, sticking the knife in and
twisting it as far as she could.

“What floor is maternity?” Betty asked,
dropping any pretense of niceties.

The woman flinched and cleared her throat.
“Fifth.”

Betty headed for the elevator. She hadn’t
bothered to text her sister and by the time she reached the fifth
floor she was in battle mode because that’s what she did when she
was cornered. And right now, Betty Jo felt as if she was stuck in
the corner with no way out. She wasn’t sure how to feel or how to
react.

She was bitter. Angry. Hurt.

And so fucking scared for her sister and the
baby. She thought back to the night of the reception and how Billie
had kept rubbing her stomach while Betty let go of everything—all
the ugliness and pain inside her.

Had she somehow triggered this?

The elevator doors slid open and she strode
out, spotting Shane within seconds, talking to anther man, Connor
Forest, Logan’s brother. They stood in the lounge and Shane nodded
at whatever Connor said, a cup of coffee in his hand. The set of
Shane’s shoulders was tense and his clothes looked as rumpled and
dirty as hers.

He turned just as she took a step forward and
Betty froze at the look on his face.

“Is she…is the baby…”

But she couldn’t get the words out—maybe
because she didn’t want to hear the answer.

Shane didn’t answer at first and when he did
his voice was subdued. “Billie went into labor last night. They’re
trying to stop it with injections and they’re giving the baby
something to make his lungs stronger in case….” He sighed. “In case
the drugs don’t work and Billie goes into labor.

Betty’s eyes widened. “It’s a boy?”

Shane nodded, with a tired smile. “Yes.”

“Okay,” Connor interrupted. “I have to run
and fill the folks in. They’re up at their cottage so I’ll give
them a call.” Connor glanced at Betty, his eyes lingering on the
state of her clothes, hair, and probably the whisker burns on her
neck. “Nice of you to make it.”

She was used to that condescending tone and
though it shouldn’t bother her…it did.

She said nothing as Connor headed toward the
elevator.

“He’s just tired,” Shane said gruffly.

“I don’t really care what he is. Connor
Forest means nothing to me.” Of course it was a lie, but Shane
didn’t have to know that.

He nodded down the hall to his right.
“Bobbi’s in there with Logan. Room 504.”

“Okay,” she said, tugging on the ends of her
hair—as if that would somehow make a difference—before attempting
to smooth out her shirt.

“You look…”

She glanced at Shane, hackles instantly up.
“Like a whore?”

“Jesus, why do you always do that?”

“Do what?” She gave up trying to make herself
look presentable.

She didn’t like the way Shane studied her.
His eyes saw too much.

“I’ve been where you are, Betty. I know what
it feels like to have the entire town think you’re no good. But
don’t make it easy for them. You have to drop the attitude.”

“And why would I do that?” Sometimes attitude
was all that got her through the day.

“Because it doesn’t fit you anymore. You’ve
changed and if folks can’t see that, then they’re idiots. You
look,” he shrugged as if he didn’t quite know what to say. “You
look…light.”

“Light,” she murmured and glanced down at her
dirty clothes.

“You know what I mean,” Shane said tossing
his cup and then shoving his hands into the front pockets of his
jeans. “You look…almost happy.”

Almost happy.

Wow.

She had no sarcastic comeback to those two
words. Betty Jo and happy hadn’t been friends for a very, very,
long time.

She decided not to think about it and pointed
down the hall. “I guess I’m going in. Are you coming?”

“I’m just leaving. My dad and his wife are
out of town so I’m looking after my kid sister. She’s with Gramps
and your dad and I want to go check on them. Last I heard, Pia
wasn’t exactly making a good impression. She peed on your father’s
sofa.”

“Your sister peed on Dad’s sofa?”

“No.” Shane grinned. “Pia is a dog. My
dog.”

“Oh. Right. Except that little thing isn’t a
dog.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that or
she’ll—“

“Pee on my sofa?”

Shane sighed. “Something like that.”

Betty made her way down the hall and stopped
just short of room 504. She could hear her sister Bobbi talking and
then Logan’s voice—as well as one she didn’t recognize. A doctor
maybe?

They didn’t sound upset and before she lost
her nerve, she pushed open the door and walked inside as if she had
every right to be there. She wasn’t sure what her reception would
be but she didn’t care. None of that mattered. Not now.

Everyone went silent and four pairs of eyes
stared back at her. A stranger near the end of the bed cleared his
throat, and glanced back at the prone figure beneath the
sheets.

Billie.

Her sister looked so pale and scared and
small, her hands over her belly protectively, her eyes glassy with
unshed tears. Monitors beside her bed beeped, their green and red
graphs meaning nothing to Betty.

“We’ll do everything that we can to make sure
your little boy arrives with a fighting chance. Don’t worry. This
happens and we’re well prepared.”

“Thank you,” Billie whispered. She squeezed
her eyes shut as the doctor shook Logan’s hand and then nodded to
Betty on his way out.

His hand was on the door when Billie spoke.
“Doctor Kelly?”

The doctor glanced back.

“His name is Abel.”

The doctor nodded and then disappeared.

Logan looked awful. His hair was all over the
place, his features drawn with worry, but it was his eyes that
freaked Betty out. They were filled with fear. As much as the man
was trying to keep it together, his fear made Betty’s heart turn
over.

She crossed the room and Bobbi slid off the
bed where she’d been sitting next to Billie. Bobbi enveloped Betty
in a hug that took mere seconds to melt Betty’s shell.

The two girls clung to each other and when
her sister finally let Betty go, Logan was gone and Billie was
staring up at her with such pain in her eyes that Betty’s throat
clogged with tears.

As angry as she’d been with her sister, never
in a million years would she have wished this on anyone.

“I’m so sorry,” Billie blurted, a fresh batch
of tears tumbling out of her eyes as she wiped at her face with one
hand, while slowly rubbing her stomach with the other.

Betty shook her head, mouth trembling. Her
throat was so tight she wasn’t sure she would be able to speak.
There were still so many painful things inside her and maybe one
day she’d get them out, but now wasn’t the time.

“I don’t want to talk about that night,
Billie. Not ever again.”

“But I have to,” Billie replied, her voice
catching on a sob. “I can’t stop thinking about it. What happened
to you…I can’t stop it from going around and around in my head.”
Billie grabbed Betty’s hands. “You have to forgive me, Betty.
Please.”

Betty stared down at her hand clasped between
her sisters’. An IV was inserted into the back of one of Billie’s
hands and they trembled as she squeezed onto Betty.

“Please. I’m so sorry. I can’t sleep. I can’t
think of anything other than that night. Oh God, I can’t believe
that happened to you and you’re 100% right. It was my fault. It’s
all my fault.”

Betty’s demons stared back at her. The ghosts
from that night echoed inside her head and for one second she
thought she smelled stale cigarettes and engine oil.

But then it was gone and she leaned down and
kissed her sister’s forehead.

“Do you hate me?” Billie whispered.

“No,” Betty replied softly. “I don’t hate
you. I never hated you, even when I thought I did.” She pulled
back, smoothed away a piece of hair from Billie’s brow, and laid it
all out there.

“There will always be a part of me that
blames you for what happened that night. I can’t help it, Billie.
I’m just being honest. But all the other stuff…the drugs, the
booze, the men…the train wreck that I became…that’s all on me.”

Betty wiped at her face and blew out a long,
shuddering breath. “My therapist told me that for every action
there is a reaction. He said that I would never be able to move on
with my life until I learned to own my actions. Until I learned to
accept the past. Until I learned to forgive. He said that’s what
being a survivor means. I thought it was bullshit and considering I
spent a small fortune with him, it was expensive bullshit.”

She felt Bobbi’s hand on her shoulder and
leaned into her sister as she gazed down into Billie’s tearstained
face.

“I know you never meant to hurt me. I’m
pretty sure I knew it back then too, but everything was so raw, you
know? I didn’t know how to handle it so I did what I always do. I
internalized, pretended it never happened, and I ran away.”

She stared at her sister for so long her
vision blurred and she moved away from the bed, until she found
herself near the window. She knew her sister wanted more. She
wanted those three words.

I forgive you.

Betty just didn’t know if she could say them
out loud.


Chapter
Twenty-six

 


BEAU KNEW THE moment Betty slipped into the
loft.

It was just past four in the morning and
though it was still dark outside, the breeze that came in through
his open window was warm. Tucker was asleep on the sofa in the main
room, but Beau was wide awake.

He was wide awake because he’d been waiting
for her. Because he’d known she would come. Shit. He was more
nervous than when he’d played his first Major League game. More
nervous than when he’d stepped onto the stage to accept his first
Oscar.

He was nervous as hell because Betty Jo
Barker had managed to worm her way into his life and he hadn’t seen
it coming. He had no idea how he was going to handle this and that
scared him even more.

Never had he met a woman like her.
Complicated. Sexy. Damaged. The woman was frustrating as hell and
she pressed every single button he owned. He wasn’t sure what
everything meant—all these thoughts and emotions—but he knew that
it was different from anything he’d experienced before. They had a
connection and it was a connection that he wanted to explore.

And that was going to be a problem
considering less than twenty-four hours ago she’d told him that
they couldn’t be involved. Not with the movie on the table.

His door creaked open.

And yet here she was.

He laid on his back and waited. She crossed
the room and disappeared into the adjacent bathroom. Seconds later
he heard the shower.

“Keep it together, Simon,” he muttered to
himself, his thoughts x-rated as he envisioned her beneath the
water. Wet. Soft. Slick.

He shifted a bit, trying to ease the
discomfort between his legs but it was no use. He was as hard as a
fucking cement block and there was no way he could hide the tent
pole.

He would have joined her but something told
Beau this visit wasn’t about sex.

She entered the room, the fresh smell of soap
following her as she paused at the end of the bed.

Beau sat up, grimacing as he adjusted the
covers. “Are you okay?” he asked cautiously. He had no idea what
had happened with her sister—Logan hadn’t been home so he was out
of the loop and he hadn’t felt it was any of his business to
call.

She dropped the towel and stared at him in
silence. His eyes had adjusted to the gloom and he had no problem
seeing her. Long ropes of wet hair hung past her shoulders,
covering her breasts and the eyes that stared back at him were
dark, her mouth pinched and pensive.

“Betty,” he said slowly, fearing the
worst.

She didn’t say a word and for a few more
seconds she did nothing. But then she stepped forward and slid
beneath the covers, curling into his side, her wet head tucked into
his arm as she rested her hand on his chest.

Several long moments ticked by and Beau
realized that every tight muscle in his body—save for the one
between his legs—had relaxed. He felt…he felt as if he was where he
was supposed to be. There had only been a few times in his life
when he’d experienced such a feeling.

The first time he’d stepped onto the mound
for the Giants.

The first time he’d walked onto a movie
set.

The first time he’d witnessed a foaling at
his grandparents place.

And right here. Right now. With Betty Jo
Barker.

“Billie and Logan had a little boy
tonight.”

He rubbed her temple and kissed the top of
her head.

“He’s so small, Beau. I can’t…God, he’s not
much bigger than my hand.” She shuddered. “But he’s perfect. He’s
small and perfect and his name is Abel.”

Beau pulled her closer. “That’s a good name.”
He held her as if she belonged to him. As if he was never going to
let her go.

“Yes,” she murmured. “It’s a really good
name. A strong name.”

He felt her relax against him—listened as her
breathing slowed—and as the first rays of dawn began to creep up
into the dark sky, Beau finally drifted off to sleep.

It was hours later when he woke up and he
wasn’t happy to find himself alone. Beau rolled out of bed, pulled
on his boxers, and after a trip to the bathroom, followed the scent
of coffee out into the loft.

He took two steps and halted.

Betty wore his white T-shirt and he hoped
like hell she had something on underneath because it barely covered
her ass. Her hair was scooped into a tangled ponytail and her skin
glistened like alabaster.

She giggled at something his brother said and
Beau frowned.

Tucker leaned against the edge of the sofa, a
cup of coffee in his hand, dark hair sticking up all over the place
as if he’d just woken up.

At least he’d pulled his damn jeans on.

“I hope you saved me some coffee.”

Betty and Tucker glanced over at him as he
headed to the kitchen area and rummaged around for a mug. Maybe he
banged the cupboards a little loudly and maybe he slammed the
fridge door shut a little to hard, but dammit, there was no cream
and he hated milk in his coffee.

He poured himself a cup and turned around,
eyebrows arched as he took a sip.

“What?”

Tucker shook his head. “Someone shit in your
Wheaties?”

Beau scowled and said nothing.

Tucker glanced from Beau to Betty, who was
suddenly quiet, her eyes on the floor and a light dusting of color
in her cheeks.

“Okay,” Tucker said. “I’m going to grab a
shower and then…hell, I don’t know what I’m going to do.” He swung
his gaze back to Beau. “We should probably discuss an exit
strategy.”

“Exit strategy?” Beau repeated.

“Have you looked outside yet?”

Shit.

Beau’s scowl deepened as he crossed the room
and looked out the window. Sure enough, he could see people milling
about at the end of the driveway, but more disappointing was the
gaggle of paparazzi. They’d grown by leaps and bounds over a few
days ago.

His security detail kept vigil, but still,
this wasn’t good.

“Jesus,” he muttered, rubbing the back of his
neck. It seemed as if his time in New Waterford was up.

“You guys are trending on twitter,” Tucker
said, slapping him on the back as he tossed his coffee into the
sink and leaned against the counter.

“Really.”

“Yep.” Tucker lowered his voice. “Mom’s
called twice this morning.”

“Great.” Just what he needed. His mother on
his ass over a woman. Eden Simon was a cultured, elegant throwback
to an era long gone and she was about as different from Betty Jo
Barker as salt was to pepper.

“It might be time for us to head back up
north.”

Beau glanced at Tucker. He knew his brother
was right—he’d overstayed his welcome. But the thought of leaving
this place, of leaving Betty, didn’t sit too well. He swore as he
looked back out at the crowd and turned around, eyes on Betty.
She’d crawled onto the sofa and stared back at him in silence.

“Okay, I’m going to have that shower now,”
Tucker said. “So you two can have some time to, ah…”

“Just go,” Beau said.

Tucker disappeared into the bedroom and Beau
was left alone with Betty.

He took one last sip of coffee and set his
cup onto the counter, his eyes never leaving her. She was pulling
at some invisible thread, her mouth tight.

“So, we should talk,” Beau said quietly.

She nodded but didn’t look up.

Beau padded across the room and stopped an
inch or so away from her. “Hey,” he said gently. “Are you
okay?”

She nodded again.

“Then why won’t you look at me?”

“I’m waiting for you to put some clothes
on.”

He grinned at that and glanced down at his
naked torso. “This too much for you?”

She shrugged and glanced up at him. “You’re
standing here in your underwear, Beau. That suggests an intimacy
that we don’t have. An intimacy that we can’t have.”

Beau cocked his head to the side. “I hate to
point this out, darlin’, but you’re wearing my T-Shirt.” He bent
low until his mouth was near her ear. “And all I can think about
right now is what the hell you’re wearing underneath it.”

Her chest rose and fell rapidly and he knew
she was as affected by him as he was by her. And yet…he felt her
pulling away. The feeling pissed him off more than he thought it
would.

“We can’t do this, Beau.”

He grabbed her chin and forced her to look up
at him. “Then why did you come here last night? I don’t play games,
Betty, so don’t go there with me.”

Something flashed in her eyes. Something hot
and fierce.

She yanked her head out of his grasp and
pushed him back so that she could stand. He really wished she’d
stayed seated because her clean, fresh scent rolled over him. The
heat from her body rolled over him.

And all of it settled between his legs, right
there where his erection strained against his boxers.

Beau felt as if he was losing control of all
of his shit and he wasn’t exactly sure how to react. He’d never
felt so out of his element before.

“I’m not playing a game. I needed to be held.
That’s it. That’s all. It won’t happen again.”

“That’s all,” he repeated, getting more
pissed off by the second.

“Yes, Beau. That’s all. There is no more,
remember? That’s how it has to be.” She pushed past him. “I guess I
shouldn’t have come. I—“

“What…Matt Hawkins wasn’t available?”

“Excuse me?” She turned back. a nasty look in
her eyes.

“Isn’t he your go to guy? Where was he last
night? Out with someone else? What exactly is your relationship
with that guy anyway? Is it the whole friends with benefits thing?”
Beau couldn’t stop himself. “Or is he just a fuck buddy?” He had no
idea where all of this was coming from. “Hell, he stood by while
that asshole insulted you at the baseball game. If you mean so much
to him, why the fuck didn’t he throw that idiot down?”

“What are you talking about?”

“The dickhead catcher at our last game. He
had a hard on for you the entire time and your buddy Matt did
nothing.”

“Mick’s an asshole. Matt knows to ignore
him.”

For a second Beau’s mind exploded. He saw
red. Pain. Anger.

“That’s Mick,” he said roughly.

Betty watched him warily. “How do you know
Mick Valenti?”

He didn’t say anything for a few moments—he
couldn’t speak if he wanted to—and then he stepped back, shaking
his head. “I don’t know him.”

But I’d like to rip his head off. I’d like to
beat his face in until he’s unrecognizable and then I’d love to
shove him in a cell with ten lonely inmates and let them have at
him.

“You’re being weird, Beau. We can’t do this.
You don’t get to talk about Matt. You don’t get to judge what he
and I share. Matt’s my best friend and I would do anything for him.
Anything.” She shuddered. “What is this, Beau? Why the hell are we
fighting?”

I think I’m in love with you.

But she moved away before he had a chance to
say the words out loud.

“I have to go and since you’re leaving with
Tucker, I guess this is goodbye.” She was all business. Cool as a
cucumber.

His jaw was clamped so tight that he had to
force himself to speak. “I guess it is.”

Her eyes softened a bit and that mouth that
was going to haunt him trembled slightly. “This is why we can’t…we
just can’t be involved Beau. You and I are a bad idea on a good
day.”

She had a way with words, he’d give her
that.

He thought of the paparazzi outside. Of the
media storm that would descend if he were to ignore her protests.
The movie, his baby that he’d slaved over, spent endless nights
writing, perfecting, would become an entirely different animal
altogether. And Betty’s chance at a new career, one he knew she
could nail, would be tarnished.

He had to pull back. It’s what she wanted.
It’s what she deserved.

“You’re right,” he said slowly.

Betty’s eyes glimmered with unshed tears and
something that looked like regret. She strode toward him and he
stilled when she reached up and kissed him on the cheek. He closed
his eyes. Breathed her in and when his arms circled her to draw her
closer, she let him.

Betty nestled into him, for just one second,
and she whispered, “I know.”


Chapter
Twenty-seven

 


BEAU SIMON LEFT New Waterford, the same way
he had come—on his new custom ride with his brother, Tucker, riding
wing.

Betty watched the circus at the end of
Logan’s driveway dissipate within minutes of Beau leaving. His
security team held back the paparazzi for as long as they could,
and less than ten minutes after he’d left, there wasn’t a soul on
the sidewalk.

That was good. It meant that things could get
back to normal. That her life—at least for the moment—could get
back to normal.

Except that it didn’t.

Her sister Bobbi warned her that a gaggle of
paps were camped out near the hospital waiting on Betty to come see
the new baby. They’d accosted Bobbi as she was leaving.

So Betty snuck in through the service
entrance, posed for a few pictures with some very surprised
maintenance staff, and managed to get in a half hour visit with her
sister before spying more than a few curious souls outside Billie’s
room.

“I can’t believe the fuss over a few pictures
of me on the hospital steps with Beau,” Betty said as she fluffed
her sister’s pillow.

Billie looked tired, but still managed to
smirk. “It’s not because of those pictures.”

Betty paused, mid-fluff. “What do you
mean?”

Billie’s grin widened a little more. “Some
motel guy gave an interview last night. I think it was on,” she
glanced over to Logan, “TMZ?”

“I don’t waste time on that crap.” Logan
rolled his eyes and moved toward the door. “I’m going to get rid of
these losers and check on Abel.”

“Oh,” Billie said. “I want to come.”

Logan glanced out into the hall and shook his
head. “I’ll wheel you down to see him once I get rid of this crowd.
You’d think the hospital would do something.”

“They’re patients,” Billie said with a
chuckle. “Half of them have IV carts trailing behind them. It’s not
like they’re going to kick them out or anything.”

“Well, I’m going to kick something if they
don’t stop hanging around our room. Christ, Beau’s already in
Canada and they think they’re going to catch sight of him here?” He
grimaced and left, muttering to himself.

Betty’s stomach flipped as she gazed at her
sister. “TMZ,” she repeated.

“Yep. TMZ.”

Great.

“The man said you and Beau spent the night
together and he took one of their guys for a tour of the room,
which looked like a bit of a mess.” Billie snorted. “Actually, it
looked like a tornado had gone through it.” She paused and winked.
“A sex tornado.”

Jesus fuck. Betty knew she should have
taken time to clean up before they’d left for breakfast.

“The bed was unmade, the lamp was on the
floor along with a few towels and I’m pretty sure the picture above
the bed was crooked. Or cracked. It was probably crooked and
cracked. Now everyone in America is visualizing you and Beau Simon
doing it on a red with black checker sheets.”

Betty scowled.

Billie cleared her throat. “So is it true?”
She took a sip of juice, a sweet smile on her face. “Did you
and Beau have lots of hot and heavy sex?”

Betty glared at her sister. “That’s none of
your business.”

“Hah!” Billie giggled. “I guess that means,
hell yes!”

Betty grabbed her bag. “I’m leaving.”

“Don’t be mad at me Bets, I was just
teasing.”

“I’m not mad,” Betty said as she slung her
bag over her shoulder. “I have to work.”

Except work was no better.

Betty arrived early for her shift and had
just stepped behind the bar when two men sharing a plate of wings
and a jug of beer, called her over. One of them sported the
shiniest bald head she’d ever seen, while the other had inky black
hair several inches past his shoulders.

“What can I get you boys?” she asked, eyeing
their nearly full jug. She didn’t recognize them, so she was pretty
sure they weren’t locals, and if they weren’t locals…

Long-haired guy took his time, wiping his
hands on a wet nap and when he finally met her gaze, she knew she
was in for it.

“How about a comment on you and Beau
Simon?”

Betty cleared her throat and tossed the rag
she’d picked up back onto the bar. She strolled over to them, aware
that they’d drawn Duke’s gaze. Her boss’s long, handlebar mustache
quivered something fierce as he poured out a jug of draft for a
ball team gathered at one of the tables.

He shook his head, a quick, precise movement,
but Betty ignored him. She had this. She was in control.

“What do you boys want to know?” she asked,
licking her lips as she leaned forward, her elbows on the bar. She
smiled, a soft, sensual smile—one she’d perfected over the
years—and paused, for just a second. “How many times we did it or
what positions we used?”

Bald head guy couldn’t meet her gaze, while
Long-haired guy’s eyes moved to her cleavage and then back to her
wet mouth. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down nervously. She knew
the effect she had on men and these two were rookies. They didn’t
stand a chance.

“Ah…” He glanced at his buddy and cleared his
throat.

She didn’t give him a chance to finish.

“What’s wrong, sweetie? You feeling a little
hot under the collar? Do these questions about my sex life get you
all…excited?”

He ran nervous hands into his hair and kept
glancing at his friend. “We just…we’d like to ask you a few
questions if that’s okay.”

“Huh,” Betty said, a slow grin curving her
mouth. “And who exactly to you work for?”

“Hollywood Rag.”

“Hollywood Rag.”

Wow. Anger lit Betty’s fuse and she motioned
Long-haired guy closer. His friend was reaching for his camera.

“Hollywood Rag, as in the magazine that ran
all those nasty stories about me after my rocker friend died?”

Long-haired guy didn’t know what to say to
that so he remained quiet, though his eyes were no longer on her
chest. His watery brown gaze was on Betty. He knew something was
up.

“Hollywood Rag, as in the piece of crap
magazine that said I was a”—she made quotation marks with her
fingers—“coked out has-been and would end up dead before I was
thirty? Is that the magazine you work for?”

The anger that simmered beneath her skin
flashed hot and she leaned in so close she could count the pimples
on his chin.

“Do I look like a cokehead to you?”

Baldheaded guy had the cap off his camera and
she turned to him. “If you take my picture I will shove that camera
so far up your ass you won’t find it until next week.
Understand?”

“Look, Betty,” long-hair guy sputtered.

“It’s Miss Barker,” she spat. “We’re not
friends. We’re not on a first name basis.”

“Miss Barker. We just want to ask you some
questions. That’s it. Nothing heavy.”

“It’s time for you to leave.” She
straightened and pointed to the door.

Duke walked up behind her. “We got a
problem?”

Betty shook her head. “Not at all. These two
idiots were just leaving.”

Duke Everett was a fighter back in his day
and even though he was on the wrong end of fifty, the man was not
to be messed with. At six foot four, with shoulders as wide as the
door and a large, skull and crossbones tattooed onto his left arm,
he was an imposing figure.

“But,” long-hair guy sputtered. “We’re not
done with our wings and beer.”

“No problem,” Betty said. She grabbed a
takeout container from underneath the counter and dumped their
wings inside. “Here you go.” She shoved it at him and smiled.

“Oh, wait.” She grabbed the jug of beer,
paused and looked at the baldheaded guy. “I said no to the camera,
remember?” His eyes narrowed and his lip curled. He took one shot
and then let go of his camera so that it swung from his
shoulder.

Betty stepped onto the stool to her right and
before the men could react, dumped the entire jug over his shiny,
bald, head.

“You’re fucking crazy,” he yelled, stepping
back and nearly falling on his ass as his feet slid across the wet
floor.

Betty glared at them. “I’d remember that
before you think of stopping in here again.”

Duke crossed his arms over his chest and
glared at the two men. “Is there a reason you guys are still
here?”

Jason Danvers and Pete Tortolini were sitting
at a table a few feet from them and they stood up as well, arms
folded, eyes trained on the strangers.

The two men realized it was in their best
interest to get the hell out of New Waterford. They shoved their
way past everyone and the door slammed shut behind them.

Duke grabbed the mop. “I gotta hand it to
you, Barker. It’s never dull when you’re around.”

“It’s just going to get worse.”

Duke nodded. “I suppose it will. But you’re
tough, kid.”

Betty watched as he cleaned up the mess she’d
made, aware that even though Pete and Jason had sat back down, they
were still glancing her way. She felt fragile, exposed and more
than a little raw.

It wasn’t even dinnertime yet and already it
had been a day. She could use someone to talk to but Matt was MIA
and Bobbi was busy helping out with Billie’s hockey school.

“How’s Billie today?”

“She’s good. Better, you know…tired but
good.”

“Shane was in earlier for takeout and he said
the little guy is going to be just fine.”

“Yes, he’s doing real good. He’ll be in the
hospital for a few weeks but, he’s perfect.” Betty shoved her hands
into the front pockets of her jeans and rolled back on her heels as
Duke continued to push the mop back and forth. She supposed that
she could cut up some more lemon and limes or see if the guy
sitting by himself at the end of the bar wanted another
drink….Instead she watched the mop go back and forth.

Duke stopped suddenly and leaned on the mop.
“You know it’s not real busy. Why don’t you go home and get some
rest. I can cover your shift.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to leave you
hanging.” Betty was already reaching for her purse, so the concern
in her voice was a bit of an act.

“Yeah,” Duke said. “Get out of here.”

He didn’t have to tell her twice. Betty
scooped up her purse and headed out the door before he changed his
mind. She was home less than five minutes later and took an extra
minute to poke around the property.

She couldn’t be too careful. For all she knew
there was a posse of paparazzi having a party in the Lilac
bushes.

Gramps was just settling in front of the
television with her dad when she walked through the front door.
Betty leaned against the doorframe and watched them as Gramps took
his time to settle his son into the chair, and get him some food.
Which her father pushed away, mumbling that he wasn’t hungry.

God, her father was getting skinny and his
appetite wasn’t nearly what it should be. Both men glanced up.

“Hi,” she said, trying to sound cheerful.

Her father didn’t say anything. He grabbed
the remote and started with the endless channel surfing. It drove
Betty crazy.

Herschel Barker told his son to eat and
shuffled over to Betty. “How’s our little boy?”

“He’s beautiful. Didn’t you get the chance to
head over to the hospital?”

Herschel glanced back toward his son.

Right. Trent Barker wasn’t in any shape to be
left alone.

“You should go see him. Get a ride with
Shane. I’m pretty sure he’s heading up with Bobbi in about half an
hour.”

A wide smile broke over his face. “Is that
right? I’d love to see the little guy.” Herschel pushed his white
cap back and scratched his head. “Are you home for the night?”

“I am. So go and see your great-grandson.”
Betty paused. “How’s Dad been today?”

Her grandfather sighed. “He’s been in a
mood.”

“Haven’t we all. I’ll be good company for him
then.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Go.”

“If you’re sure…I thought I’d sneak in some
of my homemade wine, you know the red that Billie likes so
much.”

“You can’t take wine into the hospital.”

“Sure I can.”

“Gramps,” she couldn’t help but smile because
he looked so damn self-righteous.

“What are they going to do? Frisk an old
man?”

She shooed Herschel away and sank into the
loveseat that was kitty corner to the chair her father always
claimed. His clothes looked ratty. That bothered Betty. She was
going to have to do something about the state of his closet.
Everything hung on him. Made him look old and sick.

He continued channel surfing and for a moment
she tuned out. She heard the front door open and then slam shut and
she watched through the window as Herschel climbed into his car, no
doubt heading out to hook up with Bobbi and Shane.

“Chantal?”

Her father’s voice, scratchy and ill used,
grabbed her attention and her gaze flew to the television. The
screen was divided into two, one half filled with a sultry shot of
Betty from one of her last photo shoots. She lounged on a rock, her
body barely covered by the thin black bikini she modeled, her long
hair billowing in the breeze.

The other side of the screen was filled with
a sexy as hell image of Beau, long blond hair slicked back, that
week old stubble gracing his strong chin. His smile was wide and
easy and her heart squeezed at the sight.

She couldn’t hear what the reporter was
saying—her dad had the volume on mute—but since they flashed to
fuzzy pictures of Beau and Betty in front of the hospital the day
before, she had a pretty good idea what the story angle was.

“Chantal?” he said again, this time louder
with a hint of anger in his voice.

Betty got up and gently took the remote from
him. “It’s not her, Dad. It’s not Mom.”

She hit the volume by accident and cringed as
the reporter’s voice cut right through her.

“At first Beau Simon refused to comment,
though later this afternoon he released a statement through his
publicist. He said, and I quote, ‘I have the utmost respect for
Betty Jo Barker and while I did spend time in her hometown
recently, it was strictly for charitable reasons. I don’t make a
habit of commenting on my personal life, but in this instance I
thought I should be clear. We have a strictly professional
relationship and nothing more.’”

Betty stared at the screen and felt that
hollow hole inside her expand until she couldn’t breathe.
Carefully, she handed the remote back to her father and sank onto
the floor, leaning back against the sofa as she stared at the
channels flipping past.

“Wow,” she said softly to the screen. “Didn’t
take you long.”

But isn’t that what she wanted? Denial?
Space? Isn’t that what she’d told him only a few hours ago?

So why the hell did it make her feel so awful
to hear him say those words?

Betty closed her eyes and groaned. She didn’t
want to think about the answer to those questions and what it
meant. At least not right now. She’d think about that stuff
later.

Or maybe not all.


Chapter
Twenty-eight

 


“YEAH, SO MOM called again.”

Beau accepted a cold beer from his brother
and settled back into his chair on the dock. It was nearly midnight
and he and Tucker had been out here for more than a few hours. Long
enough for his clothes to become damp.

He was halfway drunk which meant he wasn’t
drunk enough.

“Did you hear what I said, Hollywood?”

“Tucker.”

“What?”

“Don’t call me Hollywood again or I swear to
God, I’ll toss your ass into the lake.”

“Shit,” Tucker said. “Your Wheaties issue
still hasn’t been resolved now, has it?”

Beau loved his brother. He really did. But
right now he was being a pain in the ass.

Beau angled his head and glared at Tucker.
“Wheaties? Are you speaking code now? Some secret language I don’t
know?”

“Someone messed with your Wheaties this
morning and you’ve been acting like a prick since we hit the road
in Michigan. I’m guessing that someone is a hot woman, with hair
made for pullin’ and a mouth made for—“

“Okay,” Beau sat a little straighter.
“Enough.” He took a good, long, drink of his beer and glared at
Tucker. “Can we drop it?”

His brother’s even white teeth slashed
through the gloom and Beau knew that Tucker was grinning like an
idiot. Tucker had a head start on the whole drinking thing—Beau had
had to deal with calls from his publicist and his agent when he’d
arrived at the lake—so, Tucker was feeling no pain.

Good for fucking him.

Beau glanced back, up the bank to where the
lights from the lake house twinkled through the night. His brother
Jack was up there with some tight-ass wall street type. The woman
was smart, calculating and cold. She’d spent a hell of a lot of
time grilling Beau over investments and the backend returns of some
of his films.

Beau and Tucker had hightailed it out of
there as soon as they could.

“What the hell is up with Jack’s girl?” he
asked, finishing his beer and crushing the can.

Tucker shrugged. “I don’t know. All she did
was talk numbers. Christ, my head was spinning through dinner. I
figure she’s gotta be good in the sack. Why the hell else would
Jack put up with her? Did you see the size of her rack? Those are
premium tits, brother, though I can’t tell if they’re real or not.
I brushed up against her in the kitchen, but didn’t make enough
contact to come out with an opinion either way.”

“Good to know,” Beau said.

“Yeah,” a voice slid at them from the dark.
“Good to know.”

Beau and Tucker watched as their oldest
brother, Jack, appeared from the dark and sat down on the dock
beside Tucker.

“Well, are they?” Tucker asked, tossing Jack
a beer.

“Are they what?”

“Christ, you’re deaf,” Beau said with a
chuckle. “Tuck here, wants to know if your girlfriend’s titties are
real.”

Jack, shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t paid
that much attention to them.”

Tucker spewed beer everywhere and slapped his
brother on the back. “You’re kidding me right? Aren’t you nailing
that?”

Jack frowned. “Jesus, do you have to be so
goddamn rude?” He rolled his shoulders and stared out over the
water.

“Well are you?” Tucker wouldn’t give up.

“Janice and I are sleeping together. Is that
what you want to hear?”

“Well, sure, but what Beau and I really want
to know is whether those boobs are real or not.” Tucker chewed on
his bottom lip for a moment. “What do they feel like? Are they hard
or soft or…”

“Will you drop it?” Jack snapped. “I’m not
discussing Janice’s tits with you, alright?”

“Christ. You and Beau must have shared the
same bowl of Wheaties this morning.”

Jack glanced up at Beau and Beau shrugged.
“You don’t want to know.”

“Mom called,” Jack said. “Did Tucker tell
you?”

“Yeah,” Beau replied, irritated that the
focus had shifted back to him. He thought of bringing up Janice’s
tits again, but didn’t get a chance.

“So, what’s up with you and that Barker
girl?” Jack’s eyes didn’t waver and Beau exhaled loudly, glancing
out across the Lake once more.

“Nothing,” he said eventually.

“Huh,” Tucker said, earning another dark look
from Beau.

“What?” At least I didn’t call you
Hollywood.”

Beau was out of his chair like a shot. He
grabbed Tucker’s T-shirt, hauled his startled brother out of his
chair and with a bit of effort tossed his ass into the lake.

“What the fuck?” Tucker sputtered, coming up
for air, treading water as he stared up at his brothers on the
dock.

“I warned you.”

Tucker laughed. “I guess you did.”

Jack got to his feet and stood beside Beau.
He was dark like Tucker, though instead of the edgy, rocker look
Tucker sported, Jack was all GQ. He was their father’s double and
for as long as Beau could remember, Jack had been his hero.

The guy who set the bar. The true star of the
Simon family, no matter what most people thought. Jack Simon would
end up in the White House one day. Beau was sure of it.

“So, you know mom isn’t going to let this
Barker thing go,” Jack said quietly. “Especially because you
haven’t called her back. She doesn’t like being ignored.”

“Mom and I don’t need to discuss my
relationship with Betty Jo. It’s none of her business.”

“So there is something going on between you
two.”

“What?” he glanced at his brother sharply and
shuffled a few feet away, shoulders hunched and tight.

“Look, I don’t know much about her, but I get
Mom’s concern. She’s a known drug user, she likes the booze and she
hasn’t been real selective about the men she’s dated in the past.
Jesus, wasn’t she involved with that guy who OD’d in France? A guy
who was married to someone else?”

Beau had to take a moment because the rush of
anger that rolled through him was pretty intense.

“What happened to Lane Summers?” Jack
asked.

“She’s old news,” Tucker piped up.

“Too bad,” Jack retorted. “Now she seems like
a nice girl.”

“Her tits are real,” Tucker offered.

Beau shot Tucker a look that promised
retribution.

“So, this Barker girl? Is there a reason for
us to worry?” Jack said.

“Back off, Jack.”

Christ, couldn’t he catch a break?

“I know she’s damn fine to look at. Hell, an
SI model. But Beau, come on, brother. You’re a Simon. You’re
Beau-Fucking-Simon. Why are you trolling the cheap seats when you
can afford the platinum?”

“Jack, you need to back the fuck off,
or…”

“Or what? You’ll take a run at me? What the
hell’s gotten into you Beau? She get inside your head?”

“Jack—“

“Look, I’m just concerned. She’s not the type
of girl you normally go for, and considering her past...”

“Maybe that’s why I’m still single,” Beau
snapped.

“What did you say?” Tucker asked from the
water, where he was floating on his back enjoying the show.

Fuck me.

Beau’s hands fisted at his side. He was so
wound up and pissed off that he wanted to smash his fist into
something. He glanced at his brother Jack.

“You’re in love with this girl,” Jack said
softly.

“What?”

Shit. Fuck. Shit.

“I think he’s right.” There was Tucker
again.

“You guys aren’t making any sense.” Beau
shoved his hands into his pockets, because the urge to hit
something was still so strong. He was screwed. Royally screwed.
“How can you fall in love with someone over the space of a few
weeks? It’s not possible.”

“I gotta disagree with you, bro.” Tucker
floated closer. “I fell in love with Marley the day after we
met.”

Beau and Jack looked down at Tucker.

“You sure it wasn’t the first day?” Beau was
being sarcastic but Tucker didn’t catch on. He was taking a walk
down memory lane.

“Nope. It was definitely the second day. I
ran into Starbucks to grab a coffee before class and she was behind
the counter. She looked up. She smiled. And we connected. I can’t
explain it and I know it sounds corny as fuck, but in that moment
she stole my heart and there wasn’t another woman for me. I knew it
then…I knew it right then and I…I never looked at anyone
else. What was the point?”

Yeah, Beau thought. What was the point? He
hadn’t thought of anything but Betty since he’d left her this
morning, and he was old enough to know it wasn’t infatuation. He
was thirty-three years old. Not a kid anymore.

He’d been around the block a time or two and
knew what he wanted.

It was her. He wanted Betty Jo Barker.

For a few seconds, none of the boys said
anything and then Beau muttered, “shit.”

Jack glanced at him, a wicked glint in his
eyes and before Beau knew what the hell had happened, he was end
over end and falling through darkness.

He came up, gasping for air and whooped when
Jack came sailing off the dock, to land in the water just behind
him.

God, it felt as if they were kids again—three
overgrown kids, fully clothed, out in the middle of the lake.

They carried on, horsing around like boys
will do and none of them knew how much time had passed until a
sound caught their attention.

The three Simon men treaded water, teeth
chattering from the cool lake, as they gazed up at a woman on the
dock. Small and petite, with soft blond hair that hung just past
her shoulders in soft waves, and dressed casually in hoodie and
tights, the woman stared down at them with a smile.

It was hard to believe she was their
mother.

Beau flicked wet hair off his face and
glanced at Jack.

“Hello boys. I see you’ve decided to go for a
midnight swim? Did y’all forget your swim trunks?”

“Mom,” they said in unison.

Eden DuRocher-Simon stepped closer to the
edge, her arms laden with large beach towels. “You better get out
before you catch cold, you hear?” The soft southern drawl that
rolled beneath her words warmed him and Beau climbed out behind
Tucker and Jack. He accepted a towel and a hug from his mother.

“We had no idea you were coming,” he said,
giving her a kiss on the cheek.

“Well darlin’, that’s because you never
bothered to answer the phone or call me back.”

“I’m sorry,” Beau said, feeling like an ass.
“I’ve had a lot going on and…” His voice trailed off because it was
bullshit and his mother knew it.

“We’ll discuss it later,” she said, turning
to Jack and Tucker. “Now, which one of you belongs to that woman
sleeping in my bed?”

Beau couldn’t help but grin. He pointed to
his brother. “Well, that would be Jack’s lady.”

“Really,” Eden slipped her arm through her
oldest son’s as she led him back to the cottage. “She was a little
rude when I woke her up and told her she was in the wrong
bedroom.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Jack said smoothly.

“And what happened to that nice girl you were
dating in the spring, Jack? She was real nice.”

Tucker leaned in close to Beau and whispered.
“Now that one had real boobs. Big ones. Real soft.”

“Jesus, Tucker. Did you take a swipe at them
when Jack wasn’t looking?”

Tucker snorted. “No, but Teague was home for
a few weeks in March and he did.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I never kid about shit like that.”

Beau laughed and followed his brother up the
dock toward the lake house.

They were almost to the stairs when Tucker
paused and glanced over his shoulder. The lightness from moments
ago was gone, and the grin on Beau’s face faded.

“I fell in love with Marley that second day
and that’s no lie. It might sound crazy to you but it’s the stone
cold truth. When you meet the real deal, you just know.” He thumped
his chest, hard. “You feel it here and,” he touched his head, “you
know it here. It’s like nothing made sense before that moment.
Nothing else mattered. She looked up and smiled at me and I was
gone.”

Beau nodded, but remained silent.

“The trick is realizing it when it happens.
The challenge is nailing it down.” Tucker shook his head, his
expression beseeching. “If you love this girl Beau, you need to
tell her. You need to nail that shit down because if you don’t…if
you let her fall away because you think it can’t be real if it’s so
new, or because you’re worried what Mom or Jack thinks…you’re an
idiot”

“You know I don’t give a damn what anyone
thinks.”

“Good,” Tucker replied. “Because if she’s
your shot at forever, don’t let her slip away. I lost my forever
and I would pay any price to get her back. I’d sell my soul to the
goddamn devil if it meant I could spend one more day with Marley.
Life’s too short, brother, and none of us knows what’s around the
corner. None of us knows when it all goes to shit.”

Tucker turned, disappeared up the steps,
shoulders slumped, and Beau hated that tragedy had made his brother
so goddamn smart.


Chapter
Twenty-nine

 


A WEEK PASSED and life settled back into
somewhat of a normal routine for Betty Jo. Oh there were still the
odd paparazzi in town, hoping for a Betty/Beau reunion, but for the
most part, they were harmless.

She couldn’t really count the dumbass who’d
thought it would be a good idea to hide in the back garden—turned
out the man was allergic to bees—and Gramps had to rush him to
emergency after his face swelled up like a blowfish.

He left town the next day without a scoop,
still swollen but with a new respect for beekeepers.

Abel was still in the hospital and doing
well, improving every day, while his mother, Billie, had been
released a few days after giving birth. She spent most of her time
with her new son, shuffling back and forth between home and the
hospital—Logan joining her when he could get away.

Bobbi held down the fort, keeping the hockey
school running smoothly and Betty? Betty was dealing with a whole
new set of problems.

First off, Matt went on a bender and she’d
babysat him while he came around. His depression was getting out of
hand but she knew he wasn’t going to get better until he accepted
the fact that his father was never going to change. Until he
overcame the fear inside him—until he wanted to be helped.

 


Pushing him didn’t work—she’d been there—it
only managed to drive him farther away, deeper into his pain.

She just hoped he would deal with his shit
and judgmental father before he drank himself to death.

Secondly, her agent had finally gotten pissed
off at her silence—technically he was her ex-agent but whatever—and
had traveled from LA to New Waterford, with a movie offer in
hand.

Beau’s movie.

Her agent had been ecstatic. A Beau Simon
movie! It had box office gold written all over it.

Betty still had the offer…still hadn’t signed
it….and damned if she knew what she was going to do.

A week ago, it had been crystal clear. Stay
the hell away from any personal involvement with Beau, and film a
movie that she knew was a game changer. Her game changer.

But as the days passed by, that crystal clear
outlook had started to blur and the lines weren’t so clear
anymore.

Beau called after her agent visited. He’d
asked about Abel and how Billie and Logan were coping. He enquired
after her father. He asked if she’d heard from her agent and when
she said yes, he’d launched into a long narrative about…to be
honest, she wasn’t sure what he’d said. She couldn’t remember a
word—she only remembered how the sound of his voice made her feel.
And it was that feeling that scared the crap out of her.

It was that feeling that had her questioning
everything.

The movie. Beau Simon. Her life in New
Waterford.

Maybe it was PMS, or maybe she was just
screwed. Whatever it was, she was putting it on hold for a while.
Maybe the backburner was a good place for all that shit, because
right now she had other things to worry about—like getting her
father showered and dressed before noon.

The sun was shining, Trent Barker was having
a good day—he’d even hugged her—though there was the very real
possibility that he thought she was one of the other girls.
Whatever, she was taking it and she was taking him to see his new
grandson for the first time.

Betty poked her head into his room and
smiled. “That tie looks great, Dad.”

He looked spiffy in spite of the fact that
his clothes didn’t fit so good.

“Where are we off to again?”

She smoothed the front of her white cotton
dress and leaned against the doorframe. “I’m taking you to see
Abel, Billie’s little boy.”

“Oh,” he said with a laugh. “That’s right. I
thought it was market day. Couldn’t figure out why you wanted me to
get all dressed up to go and buy cucumbers and tomatoes.”

She offered a small smile. “It’s not market
day, Dad.” She paused. “Did you take your medication this
morning?”

He pointed to the table beside his bed. The
glass of water was gone and so were the pills. “I did.”

“Okay. Good. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

He shouldered his body into a heavy gray
cardigan and though she knew it was too hot for it, Betty didn’t
say a word. Trent was attached to the damn thing, and for whatever
reason, it seemed to comfort him.

He glanced up and smiled. “You look real
pretty, Betty.”

Her throat tightened with a stupid lump and
her eyes welled up. Dammit. She’d just put mascara on. She cleared
her throat.

“Come on, Dad. Let’s go.”

She stood back as he passed and then flew to
her bedroom, glancing at her watch and swearing as she made quick
work in her bathroom. Billie was expecting them at one o’clock and
Betty might have to break a few speeding laws in order to make it
on time. She didn’t want to late because Abel was due for some more
tests this afternoon and it would suck if she got there and they
weren’t able to see him.

She dabbed gloss over her lips and glanced at
herself in the mirror. A touch of makeup underneath her eyes
concealed the dark circles, but she still looked tired.

She thought of her dad’s compliment and
smiled. Pretty, but tired.

Betty had just stepped off the bottom step
when she every hair on the back of her neck stood on end. A shiver
rolled over her—a delightfully cool and erotic shiver—as the fresh,
masculine scent that was all Beau Simon, wafted up her
nostrils.

Her belly flipped over and she grabbed the
railing, stunned at the reaction she had. Stunned and confused.

He wasn’t here….was he?

She peeked out the window beside the front
door. “What the hell?”

An old, beat up Volkswagen Beetle—in a puke
mustard shade that was the ugliest color she’d ever seen—was parked
behind Gramps Crown Vic.

Okay. Her mind was playing tricks on her
because there was no way in hell Beau was driving that hunk of
junk. She didn’t recognize the car but assumed it must belong to a
friend of her grandfather’s.

Turning on her heel, she marched toward the
kitchen. “Dad, come on. We have to go or we’ll be…”

Blue eyes stared back at her. Blue eyes
attached to over six feet of delicious, yummy, mouth-watering, Beau
Simon.

Beau Simon wearing faded jeans, a white
T-shirt with the Stones logo, and a big fat pair of lips
across the chest.

“Late,” she managed to say.

Her heart took off, so fast and hard that she
felt it pounding in her ears. She drew in a shaky breath and took a
moment, staring across the room at Beau.

“Nice wheels,” she said, once she
recovered.

“Thanks,” he replied with a slow grin that
made her toes curl.

“Felt like slumming it?”

“No, more like traveling incognito.”

“Where’d you pick up that piece of vintage
machinery?”

“Belongs to the maid.”

“You’re weird.”

“I know.”

“Huh,” she said, trying not to grin back at
him. But it was hard. The lightness inside her was catchy. If she
wasn’t careful, it would spread and then she’d be in real trouble.
There’d be no way to hide her feelings and those damn feelings were
pretty inconvenient right about now.

“Betty, don’t be rude to our guest,” her
father admonished. “This here is Mr. Beau Simon.”

“I don’t know about the Mister, but he’s a
Simon alright.”

“That I am,” Beau replied. His long blond
hair was slicked back, that wide grin still in place, and the blond
stubble that was sexy as hell darkened his chin.

“We’re just heading out, so...I’m not sure
why you’re here.”

“That’s fine. I can wait. Your father filled
me in.”

“That’s right, Bets,” Trent said. “Told him
we were on our way to visit my grandson.”

Betty glanced at her father. “We have to go
now, Dad, or we might miss out on seeing Abel.”

“Okay, girlie. You don’t have to be so
bossy.” Trent shuffled forward. “You coming Mr. Beau Simon?”

Betty shook her head, no.

Beau answered, yes.

“Are you crazy? They’re just waiting to catch
us together!”

“But they won’t,” Beau said silkily. He
pulled on a ball cap he’d stuffed into his back pocked, a large
pair of mirrored aviators, and dangled a set of keys in the
air.

“What are those?” she asked, almost afraid to
hear his answer.

Beau leaned close, his warm breath on her
neck and she shivered when he spoke.

“These are keys to your chariot.”

“You mean that piece of shit Beetle in the
driveway?”

He grinned. “Is there any other?”

“You’re weird.” But her tone was light and
she turned before he could see the grin on her face and followed
her father down the hall.

“You already said that.”

Truthfully, Betty Jo didn’t care if anyone
saw them. She didn’t care if the freaking God of the Internet found
them and zapped their pictures to the four corners of the world.
Hell, even Hollywood Rag could have at it and she wouldn’t give a
goddamn.

And that was something to be truly scared
of.

Trent Barker slid into the back seat, which
meant that Betty was riding shotgun. They pulled out of the
driveway and were nearly out of town when they rolled to a stop at
the last traffic light.

A car pulled up beside them and before she
knew what was happening, Beau’s hand was on the back of her neck
and he forced her down. Down across his lap. Right there where his
crotch was.

“What the hell are you doing?” she
snapped.

“Don’t want anyone to recognize you.”

His hand was warm on the back of her neck,
his thumb rolling across her skin. She felt his touch reach into
her…from the top of her head to the bottom of her toes. It was a
hot, delicious feeling that left goosebumps on her skin, warm
fuzzies in her heart and…

Oh. My. God. Get it together, woman.

She dug her nails into his thighs, felt him
stiffen beneath her. “Let me the hell up.”

But the pressure was still there and he held
her in place. “Hold on, Barker. It’s a bunch of photographers.”

“Shit.” Really?

She turned slightly and glanced up at him.
Felt her heart turn over when he smiled down at her, and rolled his
damn thumb along the back of her neck again.

“Ah, Mr. Simon?”

Beau’s gaze slid to the mirror so he could
see in the back. “Yes, Trent?”

“That there is the preacher’s wife, Darla
Stone and her best friend Marianne Phibbs.”

Son-of-a-bitch.

Betty’s nails dug in harder and with a
chuckle he let her go, accelerating as he did so.

“What?” I thought it was a bunch of
paparazzi!”

He flashed that grin at her—the one that
usually got him whatever the hell he wanted. He wanted Betty. She
saw that now, but that didn’t mean she had to make it easy for
him.

Not that she was considering it. No freaking
way.

Betty sat back in her seat, smoothed out her
dress and spoke so only Beau could hear her.

“That is the last time you’ll ever get me
between your legs. I hope it was worth it.”

She was pissed.

And kind of turned on. Okay, a lot turned
on.

“It was.”

“What?” she snapped.

Beau chuckled. “Totally worth it.”

“You’re certifiable.”

“Yep.”

That blurred line was bleeding all over the
place right now.

“Why are you here, Beau?” She turned to him,
curious as hell, and more than a little afraid. It wasn’t just
about want. He was much too complicated for that.

“I think you know.”

Shit.

“Can you be a little more specific?”

His blue eyes darkened and she knew he wasn’t
fooling around. There was nothing light or warm and fuzzy in his
gaze. It was full on electric and every single bit of her lady
parts sizzled from that one look.

“I’m going to get real specific with you,
Betty Jo Barker. That’s a promise.” His eyes were back on the road
once more. “As soon as we’re done at the hospital.”

She sank back into her seat, more confused
than ever.

Should she be afraid? Hell yes.

Should she run away? Probably.

Did she want Beau Simon to get real specific
with her?

Only if it was code for getting down and
dirty in the back seat of his damn car.

Betty closed her eyes and turned to the
window.

Holy. Mother. Of. God. She was in deep
shit.


Chapter
Thirty

 


BEAU WATCHED BETTY closely as he pulled up to
the family house on Lake Muskoka. It was just after nine and the
sun was starting to descend. There was a slight breeze off the lake
and there were boats zipping by, pulling skiers and kids barely
hanging on to the large tubes that held them.

She hadn’t said much on the trip up. Not even
when the blushing officer at the Canadian border asked for her
autograph and a picture.

Beau wasn’t used to her silence and suddenly,
he wasn’t entirely sure what it was that he hoped to accomplish.
This woman had him all tied up in knots.

“I didn’t think you’d come back with me,” he
said, once he parked the car and cut the engine.

She looked over to him and his gut clenched.
God, her eyes were beautiful. Her mouth. Those cheekbones. That
head of hair. Physically, most guys would think they’d hit the
jackpot.

But it was the stuff behind all of that—the
stuff inside—that he was dying to touch. The parts of herself that
she’d never shared with anyone.

“Well, since Bobbi insisted on spending the
night at home, I figured there was no place at my house to get,”
she made finger quotations, “real specific.” Her eyes narrowed a
bit. “You wouldn’t happen to know why she was so gung-ho on a
sleepover, would you?”

In fact Beau had asked her for a favor.

He shrugged, his acting superb. “No.”

Betty glanced outside. “Are we alone?”

Beau nodded and hopped out of the car.
“Tucker’s gone back to Florida for a few days with Jack and my mom
went with them.”

“Your mother was up here?” She was beside him
now, staring up at the house.

“Yes, she flew up last week but can only
handle a certain number of days without Dad, and he couldn’t make
the trip.” He grinned. “They drive each other crazy when they’re
together, but man, when they’re apart, it’s not pretty.”

“So, you have two brothers?”

“Three. Tucker’s a twin and Teague’s in
Somalia I think, or maybe Afghanistan. He’s a photojournalist and I
get mixed up where he is half the time.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

“It’s no picnic, that’s for sure. Everyone in
the family wishes he’d get into something else, but Teague’s always
thrived on danger. It’s a fatal flaw in some of the Simon men.”

“Flaw?”

“Some of us die young and one of my ancestors
from the 1800’s, Henry Simon, is supposed to haunt the family
compound in Florida.”

“Really,” she said, a half-smile on her
face.

“It’s the God’s truth.”

“So, have you ever seen Henry?”

He waited a beat. “Never.”

Her eyes glistened as she stared at him and
something in the air shifted. Something heavy. Real.

Something so sweet it was painful.

He nodded toward the steps and followed her
up, enjoying the view of that delectable backside and not
apologizing for it when she glanced back.

“I’ve got a sister too,” he continued.

“You don’t say.”

Beau unlocked the door and stood aside so
that Betty could pass. “Grace. She’s a junior in college.”

The lake house featured a huge open concept
room, with an entire bank of windows that looked out over the lake.
Open floor to ceiling, it was vast, airy and a little bit rugged,
with exposed beams and a massive reclaimed brick fireplace in the
dining area. Stairs on either side of the main room led to loft
bedrooms along each side of the house.

Cassidy, the maid, had left the lights on
low, fresh flowers on the table, and a bottle of red wine had been
left to breathe on the counter in the kitchen.

Nice.

“Would you like a glass of wine?”

She shook her head. “No.”

Shit. He forgot. She didn’t drink
anymore.

“Anything else I can get you?”

Again, she shook her head and wandered over
to the large windows that overlooked the lake. “It’s beautiful up
here.”

He moved until he was just behind her and for
a second, closed his eyes as that subtle, fresh scent that was all
hers drifted over him. God, she smelled so damn good. She wasn’t
covered in those heavy perfumes or expensive soaps that some women
he knew wore.

Did they honestly think guys dug that
shit?

“What are you doing?”

His eyes flew open and she was staring at him
as if he’d just lost his mind—which, considering he’d just been
caught sniffing her up like a goddamn dog, maybe he had.

“You know what? Never mind,” she said.

“You smell real good.”

Her eyes widened a little and then she licked
that damn mouth that had been driving him crazy for weeks. She
exhaled slowly and when she spoke, her voice was husky.

“Are you ready to get specific now?”

Shit. This was it. Crunch time.

He glanced over at the bottle of wine and
wished he had time for a drink, but it wasn’t nearly strong enough.
He had goddamn butterflies in his stomach.

Him. Beau Simon. Butterflies.

Jesus Christ, if Tucker were here, he’d be
all over this shit.

He shoved his hands in his pockets and
squared his shoulders, meeting her gaze as he considered how to
start.

“Your agent says you haven’t accepted the
role yet.”

Her eyes slipped away, but only for a moment,
and then she sighed. “I’m still thinking about it.”

“That’s the part I need to understand. The
role is perfect for you. This movie will make you a star, Betty.
That’s not conjecture, that’s not me blowing smoke up your ass.
That is a bona fide prediction.”

“I know, and I appreciate your enthusiasm,”
she said softly. “It’s been a long time since anyone believed in
me. But it’s a big step. There’s a lot to think about. Billie just
had a new baby and things are chaotic at home. Bobbi’s crazy busy,
running Billie’s hockey school and then there’s Dad. Gramps can’t
be the only one responsible for Dad. It’s not fair, he’s old and,
well, he’s got his bees to look after.”

“Don’t you have anyone else that can help
out?”

“We have respite care, but it’s not the same.
He’s not the same when a stranger comes into the house. It’s like
he knows there’s something wrong, but he can’t quite figure it
out.”

Betty parked her butt on the edge of the sofa
and folded her hands in her lap. She surprised him, this woman. He
thought she would have been all over the movie offer—anything to
get out of New Waterford. But it hadn’t happened, at least not yet
and he was thrown when he’d been told that she hadn’t officially
accepted it.

Was there more? Another reason she didn’t
want to leave New Waterford?

Something dug into him then. A worm that
threaded its way through his chest until heat flushed his cheeks.
Matt.

The worm twisted hard.

He was jealous as fuck.

“What about Hawkins?” he forced himself to
ask the question.

Her head snapped up. “What about him?”

“Do you love him?”

She looked surprised, blinking wide as her
gaze slipped away. “What is this? Truth or dare without the
dare?”

“I just want some answers. Do you love, Matt
Hawkins?”

“Yes,” she said. No hesitation. That was the
truth right there staring him in the face.

The worm twisted until it was painful.

“I love him like a brother. A brother I never
had.”

Christ, he wanted to believe her but
something was off. Like there was more to the story.

“You guys have a relationship that seems to
go beyond a brotherly kind of thing. I should know, Bets. I’ve got
three of ‘em but I don’t stick my tongue down their throats and
spend the night them.”

“Good,” Betty inched a bit closer on the
sofa. “I hope not because that would paint you in an entirely
different light.” She opened her mouth as if she was going to say
something else and then closed it.

What was it that she needed to say? What
piece of the puzzle was still locked away inside her?

“I’ve loved Matt Hawkins since I was twelve.
Since he trusted me enough to share something personal and painful.
Something that still haunts him. He’s the only person I know more
broken than I am, and I don’t know what to do other than to be
there for him. No one understands Matt the way I do and I know
everyone in town thinks he’s this badass loser who drinks too much
and does a healthy dose of drugs on the side. Even my sisters don’t
know him or understand him. They think he’d bad news, a bad
influence for the bad Barker.”

She twirled a long piece of hair through her
fingers. “They don’t know what he did for me. What he does for me.
Matt calms this wild place inside of me. He’s my family. My best
friend.”

How the hell could he be jealous of someone
like that? The guy sounded like a truckload of trouble and
heartache. But he was. He was jealous as fuck because the tortured
Matt Hawkins knew those pieces inside her—intimately—the pieces
that Beau wanted to touch so badly.

“What are we doing, Beau?” She got to her
feet, her fingers rubbing against her thighs, nervously.

“I’m not doing the movie,” he said slowly, so
that there was no way she could misunderstand. Christ, he was
really putting it out there now. He took a step closer to her, but
paused, unsure how he should proceed.

“Are you kidding me? There’s no movie? You’re
not going to film it?”

His hands were balled fists inside his
pockets. Every muscle he owned was tight and the tension across his
shoulders, heavy.

“Do you want the role?” he asked.

“Well, yes, but…”

“But you haven’t accepted yet. Why?”

She exhaled and tucked the piece of hair
she’d been twirling behind her ear. “Honestly?”

“That would be good.”

“I’m not sure if I can work with you.”

“Why?”

“Because, things are complicated between
us.”

“Why?” he said again.

She made a noise that sounded like disgust.
“I’m not doing this, Beau.”

“Are you afraid?”

“Yes.”

“Good. So am I.”

If she was surprised at his words, she didn’t
show it. “Now why are things complicated between us?”

“Because of those damn feelings,” she spat,
her face flushed and angry. “Feelings that I wish I didn’t have.
Don’t you get it? Feelings are complicated. They’re messy and half
the time they don’t make sense. I don’t know how to deal with
them.” Her eyes glittered. “I don’t know how to deal with you.”

That worm that had been inside him
disappeared, replaced with a hot flush of need. And want. And…and
love.

Tucker was right. It didn’t matter that they
weren’t life long friends. That they hadn’t met in college, or that
they hadn’t dated for six months or six years. She was it for
him.

Betty Jo Barker was his forever.

“I told the studio and my production company
that I was pulling out of the movie. The part I was going to act is
being re-cast. I told them that I wasn’t going to direct it
either.”

“What?”

“I told them that you were going to star in
the movie and that we’d look for another director to attach to the
project.”

“Are you crazy? I know how important this
movie is to you! It’s like your masterpiece or something. Why would
you do that?”

Beau strode over to her and cupped her chin,
his long fingers splayed across her jaw. That scent of hers hung in
the air and he inhaled a deep shot of it, resting his gaze on her
eyes.

“This is the part where I’m going to get real
specific so you need to pay attention.” His thumb caressed the
corner of her mouth and he thought that maybe she whimpered. “Do
you think you can do that for me?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“About a week ago I decided that there was no
way in hell I could do this movie with you. There were a couple
reasons for that. The first one? I know how important it is to you
and you get the role. The character. Christ, on some level I
think I wrote it with you in mind. This part is yours, Betty.
Yours. Hands down. There is no other actress I’d even
consider.”

Small, hot, breaths fell from her mouth and
she licked her lips, drawing his thumb to that damn corner once
more. He inched closer, so close that he was pretty sure she could
feel the heat from his body and the hardness between his legs.

“What’s the other reason?” she asked.

“I want you. I want to be with you. I want to
watch you sleep. I want to make love to you when you wake up. I
want to watch you laugh and I want to listen to your voice. I want
to hear your thoughts, your dreams, and every single desire you’ve
ever had.”

“That’s a lot of wants,” she said softly.

“Yeah.” He bent lower, so that his warm
breath fanned her neck. “And that’s only the start.”

He kissed the pulse that beat at the base of
her neck. “You see, the thing about all those wants is that I can’t
have any of them unless I’m out of the movie because I sure as hell
can’t be with you day after day and not be with you. I
can’t. So I had to make a choice.”

He felt her tremble. “You would do that for
me?”

Beau cradled her head between his hands so
that her gaze was forced to meet his.

“It’s done. I already did.”

“Why?” she breathed into him, leaned against
his body.

Goddamn, but he could stare into her eyes for
hours. “This is that real specific part. The main one I need you to
pay attention to.”

He brushed a feather-light kiss across her
mouth bent toward her ear. “I love you.”

For about ten seconds, Betty Jo Barker was
speechless and when she finally spoke, her voice was husky, as if
she could barely get her words out.

“How can you say that? You barely know
me.”

“True,” he said as he sought out her mouth.
“But I know enough. I know the important things. I know that you’re
fierce and loyal and warm and caring. I know that even when you
hate your sisters, you love them. I know that your dad breaks your
heart and that you love him too. I know that Matt Hawkins is a
lucky son-of-a-bitch and that you’re infuriating with a smart mouth
and an attitude that doesn’t quit.”

She didn’t say anything for the longest time,
but then he felt her shift against him, her body melting into his
as her arms slowly wove their way up to his shoulders.

“There’s a lot more to me than that, Beau
Simon. You don’t know what my favorite color is and you definitely
don’t have a handle on my musical tastes.”

“Right,” he murmured against her mouth. “But
darlin’, we have all night.”


Chapter
Thirty-one

 


FOR ONE PANICKED moment, Betty Jo thought she
should turn her butt around and run away as far and as fast as she
could.

This was crazy.

Betty Jo and Beau Simon, together as a
couple, was stupid crazy. She’d known from that first day when he’d
arrived in New Waterford, that he could break her. She’d always
known….

But, oh God, he’d used the L word.

The L word.

Over the past decade, more than a few men had
declared their love for Betty but she’d never, ever, said those
three little words to anyone, other than Matt. What was this that
circled inside her whenever she saw Beau, or even thought of
him?

She knew it wasn’t just physical. It couldn’t
be. The pull was too strong.

His mouth made a slow path down her neck
until he settled in at the base, there where her pulse beat so
erratically, she was afraid she’d pass out.

Could you pass out from emotion and lust and
the hotness of a man pressed up against you?

Her knees wobbled.

Hell, yes.

His mouth was now traveling back up, his
tongue dipping into the corner of her mouth. Teasing. Tasting.

Impatient, she reached for him and opened her
lips, sucking him into her as she widened the kiss. His hands were
on her butt, holding her in place and her arms were like a vise
around his neck.

She kissed him with all the passion and fury
and pain that she had. It was raw and real and when he finally
pulled back, she couldn’t stand. She sank into him with a
whimper.

She’d said everything there was to say in
that kiss, but she wasn’t sure that Beau would get it. She couldn’t
say those words back to him. Not now. Maybe not ever.

But that didn’t mean that she didn’t feel
them. That didn’t mean that those three little words weren’t sewn
into her heart and her soul, a perfect patch to close all those
imperfect scars.

“I…” she said roughly. “I want you too.” It
was all she had in her to say, but the rest was there in her eyes
if he was brave enough to look. Most guys would be pissed after
declaring the L word and not receiving the same back.

“Good to know,” he murmured. Slowly, his
hands relaxed their grip on her, until they slid off her body and
dropped to his sides.

Betty licked her lips, wanting the warmth of
him back, but she let go as well and took a step back.

He blew out a long breath and ran his hands
through that mess of blond hair that she was dying to bury her nose
in.

“I didn’t bring you here for this. I mean, I
want this, I want to bury myself inside you so badly that it hurts,
but I don’t want you to think that sex is all that’s on my
mind.”

Her eyes dropped to the bulge in his jeans
and a slow grin curved her lips. “Okay,” she said softly.

He glanced over to the kitchen. “Are you
hungry? I can fix something simple.”

“No.”

His eyes rested on hers. “Do you want a glass
of water?”

“Nah.”

“Milk? I think we have skim.”

“I don’t like milk.”

“Of course you don’t.”

“It’s too healthy.”

“What about orange juice?”

“Not really feeling it.” She stepped closer
to him, reclaiming her space and inhaling his seductive scent. She
reached for the hem of her summer dress, and with one quick
movement, pulled it up over her head. She tossed it to the
floor.

“Peanut butter?”

“Allergic.” Her hands were on her bra
clasp.

“Really?”

“No. That was a lie.” Her bra joined the
dress.

His eyes moved to her bared breasts, and the
wicked grin that fell over his mouth was enough to drive her crazy.
She wanted those lips on her nipples. She wanted that hot, wet,
mouth on every inch of her body.

Betty cupped her breasts, feeling them swell
beneath her touch. She offered them to him, eyes slanted, mouth
partly open. “Are you hungry, Beau?”

He made a sound, something close to an
animal.

“You look starved,” she whispered.

And then he was on her. His head dipped low,
his mouth at her breasts. He licked and sucked and tugged on both
nipples until she was soaked through her panties.

With a groan, Beau scooped her into his arms
and strode over to the fireplace. A large, white, fluffy area rug
met her backside as he laid her down, his hands already inside her
panties.

“God, you’re wet,” he said against her
mouth.

“God, you’re hot,” she responded, taking his
tongue once more.

She arched her back and yelped when he thrust
his finger deep inside her. With his thumb on her clitoris, and his
long, rough finger pad massaging her intimately, she knew she
wouldn’t last long. Already the beginnings of an orgasm curled
inside her, an exquisite pressure that made her squirm beneath
him.

“Jesus,” she gasped.

“Jesus has nothing to do with it,
darlin’.”

He leaned back and she was able to watch him,
watch her.

“This is all me,” he said as she whimpered,
her body jerking from his touch.

“You’re arrogant,” she managed to say. The
burn intensified and she buckled.

Beau applied the right amount of pressure and
as she came apart beneath his fingers, he grinned down at her.

“No, I’m hot.”

For a few moments, Betty gazed up at him, her
body quaking, her heart full of…something heavy.

He was so hot. He was also arrogant,
infuriating, sexy as hell, and he was hers.

“Get off me,” she said slowly. “And take your
clothes off.”

Beau slid down her body, dragging her panties
along with him. His eyes were dark, smoldering as he gazed down at
her, before pulling his T-shirt over his head and tossing it to the
side.

She propped herself up on her elbows, but
kept her legs spread, loving the way he kept looking between
them.

He jumped out of his shoes, stepped out of
his jeans and then his boxers joined the pile on the floor.

Betty slowly stood up, her eyes on his
jutting erection. “You are hot, Beau Simon.” She walked over to him
and stood on her tiptoes, kissing her way up his chest until she
claimed his mouth once more.

She kissed him slowly. Thoroughly. She kissed
him until her head spun and her heart felt like it was beating out
of her chest.

And then she pushed him backward. “On your
back, big guy. Betty wants a ride.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

Betty tumbled to the carpet with him, sliding
up his body until her hot, wet, center met his straining shaft.
With her hands on his chest, she slowly pushed herself back,
arching her hips as she used her knees to anchor herself above
him.

Her legs were open. She was open. And Beau’s
eyes devoured her.

Betty felt powerful. Feminine. And so
desirable. It was a heady combination.

“You make me crazy,” he ground out, sweat
beading his forehead, his long blond hair sticking to his neck.

“Good,” she whispered.

And then she slowly sank onto him, sighing as
his length and width filled her.

“Jesus, Betty.”

She smiled, moving up and down. “Jesus, has
nothing to do with it, darlin’.”

Beau’s hands were now on her hips. “True.
This, right here, is all us.”

He increased their rhythm and she let him.
She let him take control.

“I’m not going to last long,” he muttered,
eyes on her as she rose and fell against him.

“That’s fine,” she managed, leaning over and
gasping as her clitoris rubbed against him. “Like you said before,”
she whispered. “We’ve got all night.”


 


Six Weeks
Later

 


Logan and Billie were married a few weeks
later than planned, but that was okay. They had their family and
friends gathered close, but more importantly, their son Abel was
home and he was healthy and perfect.

The wedding had been held on a beautiful
September afternoon, out at Bobbi and Shane’s place in the country.
Duke’s staff had catered the affair, the live band rocked, and as
evening fell, the cool air was welcome.

Trent Barker had, had a good day, though the
respite worker, Joanne McBride came for him just after dinner. And
Herschel had lasted until after midnight.

The entire town, it seemed, had been invited,
along with a few party crashers, but that was fine. It was New
Waterford after all and a party wasn’t a party, unless it was
crashed.

Matt was here somewhere, loaded no doubt, but
Betty was just happy that he’d come.

Betty leaned into Beau, loving the way his
arms slipped around her and held her close. She was leaving on
Monday for LA to begin rehearsals on Deep Blue, the movie
Beau had written—the movie she’d agreed to star in—and she was
scared as hell.

Already the rags were dissing her. There were
headlines that said Beau Simon’s production company and the movie
studio had lost their minds. That she was all wrong for the part
and would fail miserably.

So, sure she was scared, but she was also
excited and she had Beau. For the first time in a long time, she
finally felt as if she was going to make it.

In spite of everything she’d ever done wrong,
she would be alright.

“Are you ready to get out of here?” Beau
murmured against her ear.

A shiver rolled over her and her stomach
clenched. God, that he could do this with just a few words was
insane.

“Babe, I was ready a few hours ago.”

He laughed, a low chuckle that fueled a hell
of a lot more shivers. “Well, what are we waiting for? It’s time to
get real specific again.”

“About what?” she teased.

“The color of your panties.”

“Who says I’m wearing panties?”

He groaned. “That’s not specific enough.” His
fingers threaded through hers. “Let’s go.”

“Wait,” she giggled. “I have to say goodbye
to my sisters.”

She was careful not to step on the hem of her
ice-blue dress, as she made her way over to Bobbi and Billie. The
two girls were on the far side of the dance area, near the bar and
a few dozen folks gathered around. The band still played, but the
crowd was starting to thin. There would definitely be a few tired
and hungover souls in church tomorrow.

Billie was still in her antique cream wedding
dress, her long hair falling from the loose knot at her nape, and
Bobbi was wearing the same dress as Betty.

A bridesmaid’s dress.

“Where’s Logan?” Betty asked.

“He went in to check on Abel and said he
needed Shane along for the ride.”

Bobbi snorted. “They don’t fool me. I know
they’re probably on the front porch smoking those stinky cigars
Logan’s been stockpiling.”

“Stockpiling?” Billie said. “Shane is the one
who bought them.”

“Whatever,” Bobbi muttered. “They stink.”

“Well, we’re going to head out,” Betty
said.

For a moment, the three girls stared at each
other in silence and then Billie moved forward and wrapped Betty in
a fierce hug. “Thank you for being a part of my day.”

Betty nodded but couldn’t say a word on
account of the huge lump in her throat. She wasn’t much for public
displays and was aware that more than a few pairs of eyes were on
them.

“What the hell is he doing here?”
Bobbi said, incredulously.

The look in her sister’s eyes was enough to
make her stomach contract hard, and Betty knew exactly who it was
before she even turned around.

“I’m getting Shane and Logan. I want him out
of here,” Billie said fiercely.

Mick Valenti stood in the shadows near the
pergola out back, dressed casually and chatting with a few guys
from town. They were late arrivals, but Mick wasn’t invited and had
obviously crashed.

Betty’s chest tightened and that cold, hard
feeling she’d buried weeks ago was back with a vengeance.

Mick glanced over, raised his beer as if in a
toast, and took a good long drink, his eyes never leaving her. It
was a big, fat fuck you and it made Betty sick.

“Son-of-a-bitch,” Beau said fiercely.

She wasn’t paying attention or she might have
said something, because Beau’s voice had gone cold. It had gone
cold and lethal.

“Mick,” she said softly. “I…let’s just
leave.”

But Beau was striding across the dance floor,
shoving people out of his way and not caring that he nearly
trampled an older gentleman who’d had too much to drink and was
having a hard time staying on his feet.

He didn’t stop until his fist smashed into
Mick’s face and he sent the man tumbling to the ground.

“Oh, God,” Betty said as she started forward,
Bobbi on her heels.

Her heart was in her throat and at first, she
had a difficult time breaking through the crowd that had
gathered.

“Beau,” she screamed. Her voice was the
trigger and the crowd parted like the red sea.

“Shit,” she said hoarsely.

Mick was on the ground, cursing like a
trucker, his nose obviously broke.

“What the fuck? Who the hell do you think you
are? I’ll sue your ass.”

He tried to stand but Beau smashed his fist
into Mick’s face again. Betty started to run over, but Matt grabbed
her just in time, holding her close and whispering fiercely into
her ear.

“Let him, Betty. Just let him have at
it.”

Beau grabbed Mick’s shirt and smacked him
once more, his face set in stone, the look in his eyes
dangerous.

He dropped him and stood over him, chest
heaving as he wiped blood from his hands. “If you come within 100
feet of her again, I will make sure that you end up in the
hospital. If she even smells you, you’re done.” He leaned down.
“And if you so much as think about her, I’ll hurt you. You got
that?”

Beau turned around and headed for her, his
eyes on no one but Betty.

In that moment, she knew that he knew what
had happened to her.

He grabbed her close and hugged her, kissing
the top of her head.

“Thanks,” Matt said roughly. “Thanks for
doing what I didn’t have enough strength to do because I knew I
would have killed him and she needed me. She needed someone.”

Betty spied Logan and Shane along with her
sisters and the few dozen partiers gathered around. It was too
much.

“Can we go?” she said into Beau’s neck.

“Damn right we can.”

Beau grabbed her hand and they marched
through the crowd, not stopping until they were inside his black
SUV.

She was shaking and he helped her with the
seatbelt and then slid behind the wheel. The motor roared to life
but for a moment, he stared straight ahead, his chest still
heaving, his hands so tight on the steering wheel that his knuckles
were white.

“How did you know?” she asked carefully.

Beau reached over, his hand on her neck, his
thumb running over the three tears inked into her skin. Three tears
that were there to make her remember, to make her stronger. “Does
it matter?” He turned to her and the love that sat in his eyes took
her breath away.

“No,” she replied. It didn’t matter at
all.

They’d been together for weeks and every
single day, there was something about this man that called to her.
Some new facet that told her he was the one. There would never be
another man for her.

Betty Jo Barker could live to be three
hundred years old and Beau Simon would always be the love of her
life. She thought that maybe it was time he knew it.

Carefully she unbuckled her seatbelt.

“What are you doing?”

And moved toward him.

“Betty, let’s just get out of here.”

“In a minute.”

“Careful, I’ve got blood on my clothes.”

She was pressed into him. “I don’t care.”

Betty slipped her hands into his hair and
pulled him to her. She kissed the corner of his mouth and then
brushed a feather light kiss across him lips.

“I have something to tell you,” she
whispered.

“Can’t it wait? The loft is fifteen minutes
away.”

“No.”

She stared up at him. “I love you, Beau
Simon.”

A heartbeat passed.

And then another.

“I know,” he replied.

“Okay.” She smiled, a tremulous, smile.
“Good.”

Betty kissed him on the nose and settled
herself back into her seat. Her body was calm and this time she had
no problem buckling herself in.

She glanced at him and winked. “Now take me
back to the loft and we’ll get real specific about the state of my
panties.”

She didn’t have to tell him twice.

Beau hit the accelerator and seconds later,
his red taillights disappeared into the darkness.

Mick Valenti was escorted off the premises by
Matt Hawkins and Shane Gallagher, and not much later, Logan and
Billie finally said goodnight to their guests.

It had been a long day. A good day. A day for
celebration and family.

A day that would be on the lips of many of
the residents of New Waterford in the coming weeks. Wasn’t everyday
that someone like Beau Simon gave a beating to one of their own.
But it was Beau Simon, he was one of the good guys, and most folks
thought that surely Mick had it coming.

Things would quiet down as they always did,
until the next Barker dust-up occurred. Everyone knew it was only a
matter of time. Hell, they expected it.

And they were right.

The End


 


Author’s note

 


I hope you’ve enjoyed reading about the Barker
Triplets. I’ve had an absolute blast spending time with these
girls. In answer to answer to a lot of emails I’ve received, the
names Bobbi Jo, Billie Jo and Betty Jo are in honor of my real-life
cousins. ☺

 


I plan on visiting the town of New Waterford in the
near future and I hope you’ll be along for the ride! In the
meantime, please stay tuned for the first novel in a new series
revolving around, those damn Southern Kennedys’, Beau Simon’s
colorful family. Watch for TUCKER, coming fall of 2013!

 


I love hearing from my readers, you can email me at
Juliana@julianastone.com
or visit my website, www.julianastone.com for
book updates, news, and exclusive excerpts! You can also fine me on
Twitter and
Facebook.
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Please read on for an exclusive look from the first
book in my hot new series for Sourcebooks, The Bad
Boys of Crystal Lake….

 


Molly O’Keefe, author of Can’t Buy Me Love, says,
“Everything I love in a book: A hot and tender romance and a
bad-boy hero to die for!”

 


PUBLISHER’S WEEKLY names, The Summer He Came
Home as one of their top ten picks of Spring 2013 and gives it a
STARRED review saying, “In this captivating and hopeful yarn,
readers will eagerly turn the pages of this well-wrought and
satisfying romance.”

 


Booklist says, “The start to Stone’s new
series is realistic and edgy, with a largeworld perspective as well
as warm characters and an appealing small-town feeling. And bad-boy
Cain will appeal to new and veteran romance readers, including
those who enjoy novels by Cathie Linz and Susan Elizabeth
Phillips.”

 


 


Sometimes the best place to find love is right back
where you started…

 


Falling asleep in a different bed every night has
made it easy for Cain Black to forget his past. It’s been ten years
since he packed his guitar and left Crystal Lake to chase his
dreams. Now tragedy has forced him home again. And though Cain
relishes the freedom of the road, one stolen moment with Maggie
O’Rourke makes him wonder if he’s missing out on something bigger
than fame.

 


For Maggie—single mother and newly settled in
Crystal Lake—love is a luxury she just can’t afford. Sure, she
appreciates the tall, dark and handsome looks of prodigal son Cain
Black. But how long can she expect the notorious hellion to
stay?

 


The last thing either of them wants is something
complicated. But sometimes love has its own plans.
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The Summer He Came Home

Juliana Stone

Sourcebooks Casablanca

 


DUSK FELL, BRINGING with it the sharp
dampness of a Michigan June night. Cain was drunk. Hell, the three
of them were a sorry-ass bunch. They’d sat on the beach for hours,
drinking beer until there was none left. Then they’d moved on to
the hard stuff, sharing a bottle of vodka as they talked crap,
caught up, and reminisced about every detail of Jesse’s life.

The men had kept in touch after they went
their separate ways, but as was the way of it, time expanded and
filled with other things. Phone calls and emails became less
frequent, and Cain couldn’t remember the last time he’d had an
actual conversation with his friends.

Mac had moved to New York after graduating
from Michigan State and was now an architect on the fast track to
partner at a prestigious firm. The twins had joined the armed
forces straight out of college and were never in the United States
for long—military leave didn’t allow it. When they had the good
fortune to come home, they’d spent their time in Crystal Lake.
Jesse of course had had a wife waiting for him, and Jake had never
been far from either one of them.

Cain glanced at his friend and frowned. Jake
was in a place of transition. The loss of his brother had hit him
in a way that left scars beneath his skin. There was a darkness
inside him that didn’t belong. He’d always been the easygoing
twin—the light to Jesse’s intense, moody personality.

It was all wrong.

“So, Mr. Guitar God of the Year,” Jake
slurred.

“Yeah.” Cain grinned. He couldn’t help it.
“Pretty damn cool.” The latest issue of Guitar World had
featured Cain and a host of up-and-comers, though he’d snagged the
all-important cover and had been humbled when Springsteen sent him
a note. Apparently the man liked his playing and songwriting
skills.

“I want my copy autographed,” Mac joked. “You
should send one to your ex. Let her know what she’s missing.”

Cain’s lip curled. “Natasha only cares about
herself. Trust me, she’s moved on.”

Jake punched him in the arm. “Natasha fucking
Simmons. How in the hell did a redneck from Michigan end up with a
Hollywood hottie like that?”

“Don’t ask.” Cain was tight-lipped. His
ex-wife was not someone he cared to discuss. He took a second to
gain his balance and grimaced. “Boys, we need food.”

“I second that. Liquid lunch is fine, but it
only goes so far.” Mac nodded toward the house. “Let’s go.”

There were a few lingering guests, his mother
among them. Lauren Black was a tall, attractive woman who took
great pride in her appearance. Her hair hung past her shoulders, a
silken sheet of gold. Her figure, enviable by women half her age,
was shown to perfection in the classic cut of the simple black
dress she wore. At her ears were small pearls, and at her neck, the
matching pendant.

She’d come a long way, his mother, and pride
rolled through him as he studied her. She’d grown up with nothing
and hailed from the wrong side of the tracks. But she was made of
good stuff—her roots were humble and strong. They were the kind of
roots that went deep and she’d kept the both of them anchored. He
might have been poor for most of his youth, but he’d never known
it.

She was chatting with Raine Edwards—Jesse’s
young widow. The petite woman looked gaunt, her features pinched
and her skin much too pale against the ebony hair that fell past
her shoulders.

Cain glanced at Jake. The soldier’s gaze was
locked on to the widow with an intensity that was heartbreaking.
Everything had changed, and yet so much remained the same. The
hunger, the want, was hard for the soldier to hide, and Cain
looked away, uncomfortable.

Marnie and Steven Edwards were in the family
room, a large open space just off the kitchen. It boasted an entire
wall of glass that brought the outdoors inside, and in the distance
the stars reflected on the lake like diamonds on black velvet. They
sat together on a leather sofa, an open book of photos displayed on
the coffee table. A small group was gathered around them, their
voices low in that polite, mournful way.

“Here.”

Cain turned and accepted a plate of
sandwiches from Mac. There was tuna, salmon, and, no surprise, the
always-crowd-pleasing ham. It didn’t last long. He hadn’t eaten
since the plane.

“Oh shit, here she comes.”

Cain turned at Mac’s harsh whisper.
“Who?”

“Rebecca Stringer.”

“Stringer?”

Mac guffawed drunkenly. “Seriously? You don’t
remember? ‘Stringer-dinger, she’ll ring your bell’?”

It came back quickly. Blond. Plastic. Head
cheerleader, homecoming diva, and queen of the back-seat. They’d
each dated her at one point or another—dated being a loose
term.

He stifled a groan and glanced at Jake. He’d
changed out of his military dress, but the plain white T-shirt and
jeans did nothing to detract from the powerful energy that
surrounded him. His short dark hair and even darker eyes only
emphasized this. Afghanistan had changed the man in more ways than
one.

The soldier was quiet, stuffing sandwiches
into his mouth, his eyes still on his brother’s widow.

“Well, well, well…the Bad Boys of Crystal
Lake all together again.” Rebecca’s candy-red lips were glossy, as
if they’d been coated in syrup. They were porn-star perfect and
somehow out of place in northern Michigan. “In case you hadn’t
noticed, we’re missing one.” Jake glared at Rebecca, his eyebrows
knit into a frown, his mouth tight.

Rebecca’s face flushed deep red, and for a
moment she was speechless. “I’m sorry. Of course…I didn’t mean…”
Her voice trailed into silence as Jake shoved past them.

“Whatever,” he muttered. “I need another
drink.”

Cain took a step, intending to go after Jake.
The man was hurting.

Rebecca’s hand on his chest stopped him. Her
fingers grazed the fabric of his shirt a little longer than was
necessary.

“Cain.” The way she purred his name reminded
him of his mother’s old cat—all soft and fuzzy, with claws waiting
in the wings. “Shame on you for not coming home sooner.” Her shiny
lips loosened into a pout.

She smiled so wide, Cain was afraid her
makeup was going to crack. “Tell me,” she said, and sidled up as
close as she could. Cain glanced at Mac, but his buddy raised a
bottle of water in a mock toast and moved away.

He was caught in the corner with Rebecca
Stringer. Shit.

“You ever write a song about me?”

He nearly choked on the tuna in his mouth.
“Uh—”

“I mean, that one they played on the radio a
few months back.” She paused and sang in a girlish voice, “‘She had
my heart, she stole my soul, I’ll keep her close till I grow old.’”
Her eyes glittered. “I think that could have been about me.”

What the hell could he say to that?

She hummed it over again and grinned at him
crazily. “We had some good times, right? Back in the day?”

Someone rescue me.

His pulse quickened when he spied the woman
from the porch. She was tidying up the table in the kitchen,
gathering empty plates and cutlery. From where he stood, Cain
didn’t see her little boy.

“Who’s that?” he asked instead.

Rebecca glanced toward the table, her eyebrow
arched. “The cleaning lady?” She lowered her voice, as if she were
sharing a dirty secret. “Well, she moved to town about a year ago.
Came from the South, Savannah or New Orleans.” She shrugged. “I
think her name is Sally, maybe? Dunno, she cleans my house too.”
Her eyes narrowed as she focused back on him. “Why?”

Cain’s eyes hardened. He didn’t like her tone
or her attitude. Some things never changed. Money bought a lot of
things, but class and humility sure as hell weren’t on that list.
“The woman scrubs your floors, and you have no idea what her name
is?”

“She cleans my toilets too. Should I
be on a first- name basis with her?” Gone was the sly smile.

Cain leaned in close. “You forget, Rebecca,
there was a time when my mother cleaned your toilets and
half the town’s elite’s, for that matter.”

“But,” she sputtered, “that’s different.
Lauren’s one of us now, and technically they weren’t my toilets,
they were my mom’s.” Nervous laughter fell from her lips as she
swept her tongue over what Cain now decided were collagen
blunders.

The remainder of his sandwich was tossed into
the garbage. He was tired as hell, and the beer and vodka hadn’t
helped. The day had been an emotional roller coaster, and he didn’t
have the time or patience for someone like Rebecca Stringer.

It wasn’t as if he was looking to get into
her pants. Hell, that boat had sailed, crashed, and burned.

“And what is it you do these days?” he
asked.

“Do?” Rebecca looked surprised. “You mean,
like a job?”

He nodded. What did someone like Rebecca
Stringer do with her time?

“Well, I—I’m married.” She shrugged. “I don’t
have to work.”

“Figures.” He glanced at her hands. The
fingers were tipped scarlet, their perfection and length obviously
fake. A large diamond sparkled on her finger. “Who’d you marry?”
Rebecca’s eyes were now dark slits of anger, her pouty lips pursed
so tight, she resembled a goddamn blowfish. She raised her chin and
took a step back.

“Bradley Hayes. He’s just been named junior
partner in his father’s law firm.”

“Good luck with that.” He’d spied Hayes
chatting up a leggy brunette outside. The bastard was no different
than his father. Cain’s mother had stopped working for the family
after the elder Hayes had been inappropriate one time too many.

He walked past her without another word.
Rebecca was much like the bored, rich housewives who were a dime a
dozen in LA—always looking over the horizon, loving no one but
themselves and the size of their husband’s wallet.

“Hey, need some help?”

The redhead jumped, her eyes wide as she
glanced up at him. He’d startled her, and for one second she
reminded him of a deer caught in the headlights of a car.

She regained her composure and looked away,
her voice soft, the drawl he’d noticed earlier a little more
pronounced. “No, thank you. I’m tidying up for Marnie. It’s the
least I can do.”

“I don’t mind.” Cain grabbed the stack of
plates she’d gathered into a pile and moved them to the counter
near the dishwasher. He stared down at the machine for several
seconds. He had one at home, a supersized monster, in fact. He’d
just never used it before.

“Don’t worry about dishes. The caterers will
be here within the hour to do the real cleanup. Everything belongs
to them.”

She was there, beside him, placing several
wineglasses in a neat row next to the dishes. Her fingers were long
and delicate, the nails short and free of color. She was smaller
than he’d thought. The top of her head barely reached his shoulder.
Her scent lingered in the air, and Cain wondered what it would feel
like to hold her. Would she lean into him, soft and pliant, with
those big blues looking up at him? Or would she be aggressive and
hard, pushing and reaching for something more?

He took a step back, ran his hand along his
forehead, and then rolled his shoulders. He really shouldn’t be
thinking about her like that. Hell, he shouldn’t be thinking about
anything right now except sleep.

“I see you’ve met our Maggie.”

Lauren Black slipped her arm through his, and
Cain gave his mother a hug.

Maggie. It suited her. His dark gaze
swept back to the redhead, but her eyes were lowered. Her hands
clutched a rag so tightly, her knuckles were white.

“We met earlier on the porch,” he answered.
“Though I don’t think we were officially introduced. I’m Cain.” She
looked up. Her eyes were darker than before, the deep blue now two
shades past navy. A thin layer of freckles sprinkled the bridge of
her nose, and an image of his tongue sweeping across her creamy
skin flashed before him. Cain’s groin tightened; his lips
thinned.

What the hell was wrong with him? He was at a
funeral reception for Christ sakes.

Jesse’s funeral.

It was the booze. The lack of sleep. It had
to be. He nodded toward the far end of the kitchen. “How’s Raine?”
When in doubt, divert attention.

Lauren shook her head. “Not good.” Jake was
at Raine’s side, his hand on her shoulder, his eyes intense as he
leaned in close to listen to whatever she was saying. “They loved
each other so much. She didn’t deserve this.” Lauren paused. “I
thought they’d live the dream, you know. I really did.”

“Dreams sometimes turn into nightmares.”

Cain and his mother turned back to Maggie.
She looked pensive, surprised maybe that she’d spoken out loud.

“I, uh…” Her small tongue darted out and
moistened her lips. They were full, kissable, free of gloss, and
sexy as hell. She had the kind of mouth men fantasized about, lips
meant for sinning, for gliding and nibbling. Cain’s chest tightened
as he stared down at her, an unfamiliar feeling warming his
body.

She was really…kind of perfect.

“I didn’t mean anything.” She paused and
nervously tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I just…when you
love like that, you take a chance.”

“On what?” Cain was curious. He’d never been
hooked. Hell, the Natasha fiasco had been a whirlwind of hot sex
and fantasy. In the end it had been nothing more than a train
wreck, and when it finally derailed, he’d been left wondering what
the hell he’d ever seen in his ex. There’d been nothing of
substance, no glue to hold them together.

“On losing yourself.” Maggie glanced at her
watch. “I have to call a cab and get Michael home. He fell asleep
over an hour ago.”

His mother’s grip tightened and she yanked on
his arm. “Don’t be silly. We’ll give you a ride.” She glanced up at
her son. “Cain will drive you.”

“No.” Her answer was abrupt. “He’s been
drinking.”

She was right. Cain couldn’t drive.

“You have your driver’s license?” Lauren
asked.

At Maggie’s nod, she continued. “Perfect. You
take Cain’s rental and drop him off at my house on the way.”

His mother planted a quick kiss on his cheek.
“I’m going to grab my purse and say good-bye to Steven and Marnie.
Don’t wait up. I have a prior engagement I can’t get out of.” She
paused. “You do know where the house is, right?” Her sarcasm
was noted and he shrugged sheepishly.

His mother had married a wealthy financier
from Chicago a few years after he left town. Cain had met the man a
few times—they’d jelled over football and not much else. He’d been
a proper sort of man and had doted on Lauren. Sadly, he’d died
nearly five years ago, leaving the bulk of his wealth to his
wife.

Her eyes narrowed onto his. She’d bought a
new place a few years back and knew damn well he had no clue where
it was.

“No matter,” she continued, “Maggie knows.”
She turned to the young woman. “If you could help us out, that
would be great.”

“Of course.” Maggie turned abruptly. “I’ll
get Michael.”

Cain’s eyes followed her slight form as she
disappeared down the hall, his eyes resting on the curve of her
ass.

“Forget it, Cain. She’s not for you.” His
mother pursed her mouth, and a frown creased her forehead. At his
look of surprise, she did everything except shake her finger at
him. “I mean it. She’s not some groupie or model or anything like
the women you’ve been with. The last thing she needs is someone
like you filling her head with nonsense.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?
Someone like me?”
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THE SHOP OF SHADES AND SECRETS

By Colleen Gleason

(Dharma & Greg with ghosts!)

When Fiona Murphy inherits a small antiques shop from
an old man she met only once, she’s filled with surprise, confusion
and delight. Then strange things begin to happen, and she's certain
the shop is haunted. But the stiff and proper Gideon Nath doesn't
believe her when she says she's seen a ghost....until they find a
skeleton in the closet.
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CURVEBALL

By V.K. Sykes

Taylor Page has always wanted a career in major
league baseball. The new assistant GM of the Philadelphia Patriots,
she knows she needs to prove herself if she ever wants a shot at
GM. She decides to take a chance on Veteran Pittsburgh outfielder
Ryan Locke, an outfielder fresh out of rehab. With both of their
careers on the line, neither can afford the explosive physical
attraction between them.
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SPIN

By Bella Love

Three times. Jane MacInnee has only got spun up three
times in her whole life, and two of them involved the mouth of
dangerous Finn Dante. And when their paths cross again, eleven
years later, Jane is once again in dangerous of losing the
white-knuckled control that got her out of the backwoods she spent
her life running from. Finn knows he doesn't need to chase Janey
down.  He just  needs to show her what she's made of.
Unwind her, slow and hot. And never let up, not even when she begs
him. Because he's been waiting for Janey Mac to come undone his
whole life.

Read an
Excerpt
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