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[bookmark: 5709]Chapter One

Macy

 

“There’s one way to convince your ex you’re serious about not getting back together with him,” Kane said before sipping his fourth Jack Daniels.

“Oh yeah? What’s that?” After months of trying to convince Brendan it was over between us, that I wanted us to be partners professionally but not personally, I was willing to try just about anything.

“Go back to Nashville a married woman,” he said, grinning.

Damn, this man was sexy. I’d been crushing on him since I was seventeen. He was my future brother-in-law’s older brother and that alone should put the kibosh on all my naughty fantasies about him, but it didn’t. The more time we spent together leading up to Brody and Riley’s wedding, the more I wanted him.

“Yeah, sure.” I turned to face the casino after polishing off my third glass of wine. Since I was small, most people assumed I was a lightweight, but it would take at least one more to get me tipsy. Tapping my finger against my lip, I said, “Let’s see, who shall I choose? This is Vegas, after all. It shouldn’t be too hard to talk some poor sap into marrying me.”

We were here for Brody and Riley’s bachelor and bachelorette parties, but when they couldn’t keep their hands off each other, we’d all begged them to go to their room and put us out of misery. Since then, the large group we’d come with had dispersed, and Kane and I were the only two left at the bar which suited me just fine. There was no one else I’d rather spend a little one-on-one time with.

“Look no further.” He tipped back his glass. “I’m willing to take one for the team.”

I backhanded him across the chest. Damn. It was like hitting a brick wall. In fact, I’d probably hurt myself more than I’d hurt him. “Shut up.”

“Can you think of another way to get this guy to leave you alone?” he asked, propping his chin on his fist as he stared at me.

It was hard to think straight when he was looking at me so intently, especially since he’d been the star of every one of my fantasies since I broke up with Brendan two months ago. I blamed the fact that I’d been seeing so much of Kane lately, but I knew it was more than that. I had an itch only he could scratch, but how could I tell him that without sounding desperate and pathetic?

“We do have to work together,” I reminded Kane as I tried desperately to refocus on the conversation instead of letting my mind wander to all the things I’d like to do to him. “So it’s not like I can cut all ties with him. We write and perform together every night. Hell, we’re even opening for a few bands later this year, so we’ll be touring together for months.”

Instead of picturing Brendan, I was seeing Kane. Naked.

Would it be so terrible to have an innocent little one-night stand with my sister’s future brother-in-law? Yes. We’d have to see each other regularly for the rest of our lives. If we had sex, holidays and get-togethers would be awkward, making everyone else, including Brody and Riley, uncomfortable. That wouldn’t be fair to them. My sister had waited forever to marry the man of her dreams, and I wouldn’t do anything to ruin it for her.

Kane shook his head. “Look, Riley’s told me she’s concerned this guy hasn’t been willing to take no for an answer. I told her I’d talk to him, but she thought that might make you mad. The offer stands if you’re interested though.”

The bartender returned to refill our drinks, and he flirted with me shamelessly, as he had been all night. After I’d assured him Kane wasn’t my boyfriend, he slipped me his number and told me when he’d be off.

“Maybe he’d be a good candidate,” I said, admiring the bartender’s backside in a pair of fitted black pants.

He was cute, with a trim physique, sandy-blond hair, and green eyes. But these days I was more into tall, muscular guys with dark hair and blue eyes who walked around wearing a bullet-proof vest and a gun.

“For what?” Kane asked, glaring at the guy.

“You said I should get hitched in Vegas, you know, to get Brendan off my back once and for all. Maybe the hottie behind the bar would go for it.”

Even though the idea was ridiculous and Kane had been joking when he said it, it had some merit. My career was my top priority. If I couldn’t convince Brendan it was over between us but that I still wanted to be friends, I would either have to start all over as a solo artist or find another partner. The chances of success going either route were slim. Brendan and I finally had some momentum going after years of trying to break into the business, and I didn’t want to lose that.

“No way,” Kane said, his look menacing as he reached for his drink. “My brother would kill me if he found out I planted that stupid idea in your head. Forget I said anything. It was a dumb joke.”

“Maybe.” I scanned the room, wondering how many people had stood in this very spot and decided, after knocking back a few too many, to marry some hot stranger they’d been flirting with all night. “Maybe not.”

“What the hell are you talking about, Macy?” he asked, running a hand over his short dark hair.

“Look, I don’t expect you to understand how much my career means to me.”

“I get it, believe me.”

He probably did understand. Kane had once confessed to me that being a cop was more than a job. It was his life.

“Brendan and I are finally on our way,” I said, curling my hand around his forearm. “We have a chance to open for some really big names if things keep going our way. We’re getting our music out there. We’ve even written a few hit singles.”

“I know.”

“You do?” I rarely talked to people about my success because I didn’t want it to seem like I was bragging, and even though Kane and I had gotten close the last time I was in Tampa, I’d only spoken to him about my career in very general terms. “How?”

“Your sister told me.” He smiled. “You have to know how proud she is of you.”

“I’m proud of her too. Anyhow, we really need this, Kane.”

At the urgency in my voice, his eyes dropped to my lips, and I could have sworn my heart stopped beating for a second. This had happened a time or two before, but then I had a boyfriend and we couldn’t act on it. Now, nothing and no one was standing in our way…

“You, uh, need what?” he asked, shifting closer.

To the casual onlooker, we probably looked like a couple sharing a moment of intimacy, or two strangers getting ready to seal the deal. If only…

“I need…” You. Right now. “To make the most of this opportunity Brendan and I have, you know, to cash in on the momentum we’ve got going.”

“And you’ve tried talking to the guy?” he asked, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “Reasoning with him?”

Oh, wow. Was he flirting with me? “I’ve tried everything.”

I knew I sounded desperate, verging on miserable, but that was how I felt whenever I thought about what was waiting for me back in Nashville. Brendan had probably written another love song about how much he missed me and needed me back. There would be flowers waiting on my kitchen table, or a note on my pillow. Because he had a key so he could feed my cat while I was away. Yes, our relationship was complicated and marginally twisted.

“So just tell him you got married. You don’t have to actually go through with it.”

“That would never work.” I sipped my wine. “He wouldn’t believe me, and marriages are a matter of public record, right? It wouldn’t be hard for him to find out I was lying.”

“So let’s do it for real then.”

I clapped my hand over my mouth when I started laughing in his face. “You and me? Get married? Here? In Vegas?”

He frowned. “I don’t see what’s so funny about it. We’re friends. Hell, we’re practically family. You say this is the only way out of this mess you’re in. I’m willing to help you out.”

“By marrying me?” I’d never seriously considered getting married. Not even to Brendan, and we’d lived together.

“You got a better idea?”

“No.” And I’d been racking my brain trying to find one for months.

“Okay then.” He slid off his stool before peeling a few bills off the roll in his pocket to cover our bar tab. “Let’s do this.”

“Wait,” I said, grabbing his arm. “I can’t. How would we explain it to our families?”

“Who says they have to know? I’m sure after a few months your ex will start dating someone else, fall in love, and we can get the marriage annulled or get a quickie divorce, whatever. No one will be the wiser.”

Could it possibly be that easy? I shook my head as his crazy proposition started to take root. “It’s not fair to you. I can’t make my problem your problem.”

“Mace, nothing’s going to change for either one of us. It’s a piece of paper, that’s all. Just to convince your ex that you want to be his business partner and nothing more. I’ll buy you a ring to make it look good. You can take my name if you want…”

Macy Steele. That shouldn’t sound so right. “How many drinks have you had?” I asked, glancing at his half-empty glass.

“Just a few.” He chuckled. “Believe me, that’s not the reason I’m suggesting this. I’m trying to help out a friend. That’s it.” He raised his hands. “But if you don’t think it’ll work, no problem.”

“I do think it’ll work,” I said, biting my lip as I considered the consequences of my actions.

I was about to marry the guy I’d been crushing on for years. The man I’d been fantasizing about for months. Someone I was desperate to sleep with. How was I supposed to behave myself if he was my husband? God, just the thought of that word scared the heck out of me.

I’d always been impulsive, according to my sister and brother. A troublemaker, according to my parents. Wild, according to my friends. But this was out there, even for me.

“So?” he asked, sliding his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Whaddya say? You ready to become Mrs. Steele?”

I released a shaky breath before taking the hand he offered. “I’m ready.” But was I? Really?

 

***

 

Kane

 

I was standing outside my wife’s hotel suite, unable to believe what had just happened. I had been sober when we said our I dos and I knew she was too, otherwise I never would have agreed to the ceremony. But now that it was a done deal and we were both wearing gold bands, I couldn’t believe we’d actually gone through it.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, appearing suddenly shy as she tipped her head back to look at me. “Having second thoughts already?”

“No.”

I should be. I should be begging to have it annulled. But I’d been fantasizing about this girl ever since I saw her at her sister’s apartment months ago. She’d had a boyfriend at the time and I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t get her out of my head.

And now that she was mine, in name only, I couldn’t get the idea of consummating this farce of a marriage out of my head.

She rested her hand on my chest. “Tell me what you’re thinking, Kane.”

Did I have the guts to tell her the truth? The guys I led on my SWAT team said I was the bravest guy they knew, but when faced with the prospect of telling a beautiful woman how I felt about her, I broke out in a cold sweat. Setting one of my hands on the door above her head as I leaned closer, I said, “I guess I’m just wondering how far you want to take this.”

She laughed softly. “I’d say we’ve already taken it as far as we can.” She held up her hand to show off the thin white gold band she’d selected because she loved the etching on it. “Wouldn’t you?”

“Here’s the thing, Mace,” I said, lowering my voice when an elderly couple passed us. “I’m attracted to you.” I inhaled deeply, trying and failing to rein myself in. “I mean, really attracted to you.”

Her blue eyes widened in shock. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

I was taking a huge leap, but I wouldn’t get another chance to sleep with the most beautiful girl I’d ever met, so why not go for it? I knew there were a million reasons we shouldn’t, including the legal ramifications. Consummating our marriage would mean a divorce instead of an annulment, but if that was the only price I had to pay, I deemed it a small one.

“You can say no,” I whispered in her ear. “It won’t change a damn thing.”

She slipped her arms around my waist. “I don’t want to say no. I’m attracted to you too. I have been for a long time.”

Now it was my turn to be surprised. “Seriously?”

Looking amused, she said, “You couldn’t tell? I flirted with you every time I saw you.”

“I just thought you were friendly.”

She laughed, slapping my chest. “If I were that friendly with every guy I met, I’d have dates lined up for every night of the week.”

Dates. The thought of Macy dating while wearing my ring and signing my last name didn’t sit well with me, especially if we slept together tonight. But this was supposed to be a marriage of convenience, so I didn’t have the right to tell her she couldn’t date, did I? Damn it. We should have set some ground rules before we exchanged our vows.

“I want you,” she whispered, drawing my attention from the men I didn’t want her to see and back to those plump, glossy lips I was dying to kiss.

I took the key card out of her hand and slid it into the slot. “Enough talk then. Let’s do this.”

By the time I’d backed her into the room and the door had slammed shut, she was tearing off my shirt and I was kissing her neck, trying to find the zipper on the little black dress that had turned every head in the place.

“You look so hot tonight,” I murmured against her neck. “I got hard as soon as you walked into the room.”

Brody’s face flashed through my mind. My brother would kill me if he ever found out what I was about to do to the girl he considered a little sister. But even that seemed like a small price to pay when I considered the pleasure waiting for me beneath this scrap of expensive fabric.

“God, I’ve wanted this for so long,” she said, kissing my chest as she pushed my shirt over my shoulders. “This is crazy. I can’t believe I’m really here with you, that we’re really doing this.”

She sounded breathless, and when she dropped to her knees and worked on my belt, she wasn’t the only one.

“Baby,” I said, sinking my hands into her hair as she lowered my pants. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I want to.”

I was so hard, so hot, my head felt as if it was going to explode. I didn’t think I’d been this turned on since my first time. I blamed it on the months of fantasizing about Macy and taking matters into my own hands as I imagined her doing what she was about to do to me.

God, was this another fantasy? A wet dream? Would I wake up only to realize the joke was on me? If I did, what the hell did it say that I’d dreamed about marrying Macy?

As soon as I felt her lips on me, I had to rush to brace one hand on the wall before my knees buckled. I was pretty sure my eyes rolled back in my head as I groaned. I wanted to watch her, but I was afraid of getting addicted to the sight of her on her knees, pleasuring me. I feared from now on, every woman I had sex with would have to be blond and blue-eyed with a body that would prompt Playboy to make her a very lucrative offer.

“Oh God, Mace…”

She moaned, and I felt the vibration ricochet through me.

“I can’t,” I said, hauling her to her feet. “I can’t let it end like this.”

I backed her up until we both fell onto the plush mattress. I kissed her, pinning her hands over her head as I claimed her mouth in the hottest, most possessive kiss I’d ever experienced. This woman was my wife. This was our wedding night. What. The. Hell?

“God, baby, I need to be inside you.” I wanted to pleasure her in every way I’d imagined, but right now, I just needed to convince myself this was real, that she was real. And there was only one way to accomplish that… by being buried in her tight heat until I was panting her name.

Her name…. Macy Steele. Why the hell did I love the sound of that?

“Kane,” she said, bracing her hands on my chest. “I forgot my pills at home. Do you have protection?”

“Yeah, sure.” I reached for my pants as she raised an eyebrow.

“Always come prepared?”

“Aren’t you glad I do?” I teased before kissing her again.

She wrapped her legs around my waist, and I had to tear myself away to deal with the condom. Even a few seconds without being in her arms felt too long. I was in trouble, falling hard for this girl. Which was a big mistake, since we’d agreed this was a temporary arrangement. And the sex was… a one-time thing? No, I didn’t want to believe that. I knew once I’d had Macy, I’d want more. So much more.

I slid two fingers inside her, watching with awe as she whispered my name.

I couldn’t identify what I was feeling. Possessive. Protective. Just knowing some other guy out there wanted her as much as I did made me a little crazy. To know she’d been intimate with him, that she’d lived with him and worked with him and loved him made me want to scream. To know she was going back to him tomorrow scared me. But at least she’d go back to him wearing my wedding ring. I glanced at the band that sent a clear message to the world about who she belonged to, and I was suddenly grateful I’d suggested it even though she claimed it wasn’t necessary as part of our ruse.

“Kane,” she said, gripping my biceps. “Oh God, you’re gonna make me come.”

That hadn’t been my intent. I’d wanted her to be wrapped around me that first time so I could feel her clenching and pulsing, but I’d just gotten so caught up in picturing the man waiting on her at home, it drove me to pleasure her in a way I knew she wouldn’t forget.

I eased inside her while she was still gliding back down, and the invasion made her gasp. A gasp I absorbed when my tongue tangled with hers. Our mouths were in perfect synchronicity with our bodies, and I realized how incredibly erotic kissing could be with the right partner.

I wanted to last longer, to give her an experience she’d never forget, but within a few minutes, she was coming hard and I was struggling not to do the same.

Knowing her heart was pounding hard and fast, I held her body close to mine and tried to slow it down, but that only made me more aware of the incredible intimacy we were sharing. I’d had sex countless times, even made love to a few special women, but this wasn’t even like that. We were on a completely different playing field.

She wrapped her arms around me, holding me as close as I held her while she threaded her hands through my hair. Our eyes locked, and I knew she was thinking the same thing I was. What the hell is happening to us? It was scary and exciting and exhilarating all at the same time. I made love to her wondering if maybe, just maybe, we could be a real couple instead of pretending.

I finally had to give in for fear my heart would give out if I didn’t, and the release was… epic. Instead of feeling empty, as I usually did after sex, I felt fulfilled. As though I’d willingly given this woman a part of me.

“Wow.” She giggled as she watched me get up to use the restroom. “So that’s what it’s like being married to you, huh? I can’t expect any cuddling after we do the deed?”

After dealing with the condom, I poked my head out of the bathroom door and grinned at her. “Give me two minutes, and I promise we can cuddle all you want, Mrs. Steele.”

Her eyes widened, and I silently cursed myself for being so stupid. This wasn’t a real marriage. She wasn’t in love with me or the idea of me being her husband.

“It just hit me,” she said, resting her palm against her forehead. “I’m going to sleep a different person than I was when I woke up.”

“And that scares you?” I asked, feeling my heart pounding. I suddenly wanted more time to be married to her. Weeks, maybe months, to figure out if this relationship could turn into something real and lasting.

“Of course it scares me!” She sat up, letting the sheet slide down to her waist. “My God, Kane, what did we just do?”

Trying to make light of the situation, I glanced at the rumpled bed. “If you forgot already, I guess it wasn’t as good as I thought.”

To my surprise, she blushed. “I’m not talking about that. Obviously that was amazing. But the marriage thing got me freaked out. Do you know what my family will say if they find out I did this? They’ll lose it. My parents may never speak to me again. You know how religious they are. They believe in the sanctity of marriage. They’ll accuse me of making a mockery of their beliefs and—”

“Just stop.”

I understood why she was panicking. I was too, but for a completely different reason. I was terrified I was falling for her and she’d want to extricate herself from me and our marriage before the ink had a chance to dry on our license. I thought of the document folded in her purse and wondered if she’d want to burn it, to erase any memory of this night from her mind.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.

I suddenly realized I was staring at her while I’d allowed my mind to wander. “Uh, sorry. I guess I was just thinking about what this will mean for us.”

 


 


[bookmark: 32228]Chapter Two

Macy

 

Kane wasn’t the only one wondering how we were supposed to recover from what may go down in history as one of the stupidest mistakes either of us had ever made.

“Maybe we should just rethink this whole thing,” I said, rubbing my temple. “I’m sure we’re not the first people to get married on impulse, especially in Vegas. We could get it annulled before anyone finds out.”

“Uh, I think it’s a little too late for that, don’t you?” he asked, climbing back into bed.

Before I could object, he pulled me into his arms, clearly trying to soothe me. Which he probably thought was his only option since I was on the verge of hysteria.

“God, I can’t believe I dragged you into my drama,” I said, closing my eyes as his strong arms wrapped around me. I leaned back into him.

“Just relax,” he whispered in my ear. “Our reasons for doing this were valid. You want to send a message to your ex, to let him know that it’s over. Being married to me will do that.”

Brendan wouldn’t continue to hold out hope now that I was someone else’s wife, but it was wrong of me to use Kane. He deserved better than that.

“You’ve been a good friend to me,” I said softly, tears burning my eyes. “If it weren’t for all those talks we had last time I was in Tampa, I doubt I would have had the courage to go back to Nashville and break up with Brendan.”

He kissed my shoulder. “I’m glad I could help, and I’ll go on being your friend, Mace. What happened between us tonight doesn’t have to change that. It doesn’t have to change anything.”

Except it did. It changed everything. Sex with him had exceeded my expectations, convincing me I’d been wasting time with boys when there were men like him who really knew how to please a woman. “But this”—I gestured to the bed—“complicates things, doesn’t it? We can’t claim to be just friends anymore. Can we?”

He inhaled deeply before responding. “No, I guess we can’t. But that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends and lovers.”

“Riley and Brody know us so well,” I said, pulling the sheet up to cover us. “Do you think they’ll be able to tell something’s up between us?”

“Not if we’re careful,” he said, sounding convinced. “I don’t know about you, but they’re the last people I want to tell about this. Brody’s already given me a hard time about my friendship with you, and I don’t want—”

“What did he say?” I asked, looking over my shoulder.

“He came to see me the day he and Riley moved into their house. He wanted to know what was going on between us because we’d been spending so much time together.”

I hadn’t intended to wear out my welcome at Kane’s house, but I couldn’t stay at my parents’ place for more than a couple hours without going stir-crazy. Riley had been preoccupied with getting her relationship with Brody back on track, so I hadn’t wanted to bother her.

Kane seemed to enjoy our time together as much as I did, so he’d become my safe harbor as I tried to sort through my mixed feelings regarding my future and my relationship with Brendan. He’d been the one to convince me the world wouldn’t end if our relationship did, and he’d been right. I felt happier and freer than I had in years. Too bad Brendan couldn’t say the same.

“What did you tell Brody when he questioned you about us?”

“The truth,” he said, running his hand over my arm. “That it was none of his business.”

“Riley talked to me about us too,” I admitted.

“I think they were both just looking out for you.”

I rolled onto my back and looked up at him. Given how many nights I’d lain awake imagining what it would be like to share a bed with him, I couldn’t believe it was finally happening. “Why do you think that?”

He brushed my hair off my face, his blue eyes softening with something that seemed deeper than affection. My breath caught in my throat as I wondered if I was just imagining it or if his feelings for me were real.

“I’m not good at relationships,” he admitted, sounding gruff. “My job is my life, and that’s the way it’s always been. Doesn’t mean I treat women badly. I’m always honest about how demanding my career is…”

“It isn’t easy, is it?” I curled my hand around the wrist resting possessively on my hip. “Loving your career to the exclusion of everything and everyone else?” When he shook his head, I said, “I think that’s why I got involved with Brendan. He got me. Music was his first love too, so we didn’t put unrealistic demands on each other. At least in the beginning.”

“When did that change?” he asked, propping his head in his hand as he looked at me.

Kane was the first man I’d ever felt really listened to me. He was intense and brooding at times, but when he was with me, I knew he was focused solely on me, and I loved that about him.

“I guess right around the time Brendan suggested we move in together. It made economic sense. But then he started to talk about marriage, and I felt trapped.”

“You didn’t want to get married?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Not at that stage in my life, not to him. I just wanted to focus on music. I know it may sound selfish, but I thought our relationship should take a backseat to our careers until we were more established.”

“And he didn’t agree?”

“He said he did, but he kept putting more and more pressure on me until I felt like I couldn’t breathe. That’s when I came to Tampa to spend time with Riley and my parents. I needed some space to gain some perspective.” I ran my hand down his shoulder. “I gained that, thanks to you.”

He smiled. “I didn’t do anything. You knew what you wanted to do. I just listened.”

Kane was right. I’d just needed someone to tell me I wasn’t crazy to throw away a long-term relationship with a man who loved me just because we didn’t have that spark anymore. If I were being totally honest with myself, I’d have to admit we’d never had it. Except onstage. That was the one place we really connected.

“Then thank you for listening.”

He brushed his lips across my cheek, making me shiver. “My pleasure.”

I wanted to talk about what had happened between us tonight, to hear that he felt the same way and I hadn’t imagined how incredible the sex had been. “Tonight… this was… nice.”

He chuckled. “Nice, huh? Maybe I need to put a little more effort into it next time if that’s the best you can do.”

“Will there be a next time?”

He drew back to look me in the eye. “Do you want there to be?”

“Do you?”

“You can’t answer a question with a question, Mace.”

“It’s not like we’ll see each other all that often,” I reminded him. “I mean, sure, I’ll be in Tampa for a few days before the wedding and maybe a day or two afterward, but I can’t afford to take any more time than that off. I normally don’t come home more than once or twice a year.”

“I’ve got lots of vacation time they’ve been begging me to use. Maybe I could come to Nashville now and again?”

“What are we doing?” I asked, swallowing my fear. “What you’re describing sounds a lot like a relationship. That’s not what this is, is it?”

“It can be whatever you want it to be, Macy.”

Oh God, what did I want it to be? I hadn’t thought beyond tonight and the undeniable urge to get him into my bed. “What if all I want is a one-night stand?”

I felt his muscles bunch under my hand, revealing his tension. “Is that what you want?”

“I don’t know.” This was getting more complicated by the second. “Can we just play it by ear, see how it goes when I get back to Nashville?”

“Sure.” He kissed my temple. “You want me to fly back with you, you know, in case your ex has a hard time believing we’re actually married?”

“You’d do that? But don’t you have to get back to work?” Not to mention the fact his brother and my sister would question why he was coming to Nashville with me.

“No, I took a few extra days. Like I said, I’ve got all that vacation time I haven’t used. I figured I’d just hang out at home, but I’d much rather hang out with you.”

I’d love that, but would it be cruel to flaunt my new husband in front of Brendan? Of course, convincing Brendan I’d moved on was the reason for this farce in the first place, so Kane’s proposal was the perfect solution.

“He’ll question why we’re not living together,” I said, trying to consider how this arrangement would look from my ex-boyfriend’s perspective.

“We’ll just tell him I’m trying to get a transfer to Nashville, but it’ll take some time.”

“I’m a terrible liar.” I wondered whether I was crazy to think I could pull this off.

“Good to know.” He grinned before kissing me. “That means I’ll never have to worry about you lying to me.”

“I won’t, you know,” I said, stroking his cheek. “I’ll always be honest with you. I promise you that.” But was I being honest with him right now, not admitting I had feelings for him?

“I know that.”

Should I be concerned he hadn’t promised the same? “Um, so I have a flight out tomorrow night. Should we see if there’s any more room on it?”

“Yeah, let’s do that,” he said, looking thoughtful. “That’ll give me time to take care of something during the day.”

“Okay.” I wanted to ask what he had planned, but it wasn’t my place. We’d only been married a few hours. I didn’t want to start acting like a wife.

“I thought I should stop by and see Jack and the boys while I’m in Vegas.”

“Jack? As in your father?” I knew Kane still harbored a lot of resentment toward the father who’d abandoned them, but according to Brody, Jack had changed. I didn’t blame Kane for wanting to find out for himself.

“Yeah.” He sighed, closing his hand over his eyes as he lay flat on his back. “Brody and Riley plan to invite him to the wedding. I figure it’d be best if I met him first. You know, get all the ugliness out of the way so it doesn’t spoil the wedding.”

“If you’re planning to have it out with him, maybe it would be best to invite him here,” I suggested. “So your brothers don’t have to hear that.”

Kane’s half brothers weren’t kids anymore, but I knew they wouldn’t want to meet Kane if he went to their house for the sole purpose of attacking the father they loved.

“I want to meet them too though. Brody says they’re great kids. I want to see for myself.”

“Then you think you can keep a handle on your temper?” I asked. “Stay calm?”

He smirked. “Keeping a lid on my emotions is what I do best.”

Since he was the officer in charge of a SWAT team, I assumed that was a job requirement. “I can come with you if you want. For moral support.”

He smiled as he rolled onto his side to look at me. “I suppose I do have one thing to thank Jack for.”

“Oh really? What’s that?” I asked, trying to resist the urge to close my eyes while his large, warm hand stroked my cheek.

“If not for him, you may not have stopped by my house at all. We wouldn’t have spent all that time together last time you were in Tampa, and we sure as hell wouldn’t be lying here now.”

I’d gone over to Kane’s house that day to ask if he needed someone to talk to, since I didn’t think he was ready to open up to his brothers about their father. He proved to be a much better listener than talker, since I was the one who spilled my guts that day.

Over the next couple of weeks, I turned up on his doorstep nearly every day, usually with hot coffee in the morning or pizza around dinnertime, depending on the hours he kept. We’d sit on his deck with our food or watch TV with a bowl of popcorn between us. Sexual tension always simmered beneath the surface, at least for me, but since I had a boyfriend waiting on me at home, we never acted on it.

“I am grateful for that,” I said, biting my lip to hide my smile. “I have a confession to make.”

“I’m listening,” he said, looking amused.

“I’ve kind of had a crush on you for a long time.” I covered my face with my hands, unable to hide the blush creeping up my neck. I couldn’t believe I’d admitted that to him! I felt like a teenager with a crush on the star quarterback.

He laughed as he peeled my hands off my face. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah.” I peeked at him out of the corner of my eye, thinking he looked even sexier with his hair disheveled and the late-night scruff dusting his strong jaw. “Riley didn’t even know about it until recently. I felt stupid saying anything, since you’re so much older than I am and—”

“Why the hell does everyone keep saying that?” The growl low in his throat revealed his annoyance. “It’s eight years, not twenty.”

“Let me guess, Brody reminded you of our age difference when he warned you off?”

“Yeah, but I don’t want to talk about him.” With a self-satisfied smile, he said, “I’d much rather hear about this crush of yours.”

I never thought I’d be lying naked in bed with Kane Steele, wearing his wedding ring and revealing my juvenile infatuation to him. But since we’d already done the deed, I figured modesty was off the table.

“When I was seventeen,” I said, deciding to indulge him, “I decided to go all the way with my boyfriend. He looked a lot like you: tall, broad shoulders, black hair, blue eyes…” I shook my head when I realized I was babbling. He already knew what my ex-boyfriend looked like. “But it wasn’t until we were about to do it and your face popped into my head that I knew I had it bad for you.”

He laughed, making a strangled sound as he struggled to sit up. “Are you telling me you lost your virginity while thinking about me?”

I didn’t know why he found the idea so outrageous. I was willing to bet I wasn’t the first. “Yeah. So?”

“Why the hell didn’t you say anything? You should have told me.”

I rolled my eyes, patting his hard chest. Mmmm, God he was yummy. I just wanted to lick him all over. “I was seventeen. You were twenty-five. Eight years may not seem like a lot now that I’m thirty, but it would have seemed like a lifetime to you back then.” When he didn’t say anything, I tapped his chest. “Admit it, you would have patted me on the head, told me you were flattered, and sent me on my way. Right?”

After considering his options for a minute, he said, “Yeah, okay. You’re probably right.”

“So when did you realize you were attracted to me? And please don’t tell me tonight.”

“No.” He shook his head slowly. “When I walked into Riley’s apartment a couple of months ago and found you there with Brody, I felt like I’d been blindsided. It was crazy. I’d known you for years, yet I felt like I was just seeing you for the first time.”

“Maybe because you realized I was finally old enough for you?”

“Maybe,” he said, tweaking my nose and making me smile. “Or maybe you’re just so damn gorgeous I couldn’t deny it even if I wanted to.”

“I’ll take that,” I said, feeling smug. After so many years of crushing on him, it was nice to know he finally reciprocated. Tipping my head back, I said, “You should probably head back to your room. Brody got all of us rooms on this floor, and I don’t want anyone to catch you sneaking out of here in the morning.” Glancing at the clock, I was surprised to see it was almost four, which meant everyone should be asleep by now.

He drew me closer and kissed the top of my head. “Well this sucks, having to spend our wedding night apart.”

I knew he was just teasing, but my heart responded as though he’d meant it. “I’ll make it up to you when we’re back in Nashville.” I was suddenly looking forward to taking him home. I wanted to show him where I hung out, introduce him to my friends and neighbors, and maybe even drag him along to a show if he was in town long enough.

“Promise?” he asked before kissing me.

“I promise.”

“Okay,” he said with a heavy sigh. “Since you’re kicking me out—”

“You know I’d like nothing more than for you to stay,” I said, resting my hand on his back as he reached for his pants.

He smiled at me over his shoulder. “I know, baby.”

Baby. God, this was starting to feel like a real relationship, complete with pet names and shared secrets.

“We’ll have to be careful at breakfast tomorrow,” I reminded him. “Riley said she wanted us all to get together for one more meal before we head our separate ways.”

“I can keep my hands to myself if you can,” he said, winking.

I watched him pull on his black boxers, my eyes trailing over every inch of his hard body as I bit my lip. “I don’t know if that’s a promise I can keep. Especially if you show up to breakfast looking half as sexy as you do right now.” My eyes zeroed in on the bulge hiding beneath the tight cotton.

He growled. “Keep looking at me like that, and I’m gonna crawl back into that bed and I won’t give a goddamn who sees me leaving here in the morning.”

As tempting as that offer was, we couldn’t afford to be reckless. Brody and Riley had enough to worry about with their wedding coming up. I refused to add our impulsive decision to their list of concerns.

“Hey,” I said, reaching for his hand. “Don’t forget to take this off before you come down to breakfast.”

He looked at the plain gold band I’d bought him in the jewelry store next to the cheesy all-night chapel where we’d exchanged our vows. “What if I don’t want to take it off? I’m kind of liking the way it looks on my hand.”

So was I. “Come on,” I said, tugging on the snug ring. “Quit fooling around. Maybe I should take it now, just so you don’t forget to take it off.”

Buying it for him was probably stupid since unlike me, he’d never be able to wear it without inviting questions. But when he’d bought one for me, I felt compelled to return the favor. Seeing it on him now, I was glad I had. Even if I was the only one who ever got to see it on him, it would still have been worth it.

“I won’t forget.” He glanced at the ring on my finger. “How about you?”

I slipped the ring he’d given me off my finger and set it on the nightstand. “There. Happy now?”

“No,” he said, frowning as he pulled on his pants. “Are you gonna wear it all the time when you get back home?”

“Of course. I want Brendan to believe this is a real marriage, right? So why would I take my wedding ring off?”

“Right,” he said, smiling as he slipped on his shirt. “Good point.”

I watched him finish dressing, wishing he didn’t have to leave. When he bent over to kiss me, I curled my hand around his jaw. “See you in the morning, Kane.”

“Yeah. Sweet dreams, Mace.”

They will be now. 

 


 


[bookmark: 55711]Chapter Three

Kane

 

Sitting beside Macy at breakfast and not being able to touch her was driving me crazy. I kept replaying last night in my head, remembering how incredible it had felt to touch her, to do all the things I’d been fantasizing about for months.

“Hello?” Brody said, snapping his fingers in front of my face. “You still with us or what?”

“Sorry, just thinking about a work thing,” I said, shaking my head. It was a plausible excuse since that was usually the reason behind my preoccupation. Never before had it been a blond, blue-eyed firecracker who was suddenly signing my last name. “What were you saying?”

I polished off my pancakes, trying to ignore the glint of amusement in Macy’s eye as she clearly tried to read my mind.

“We were asking whether you intended to stay on in Vegas a few more days,” Riley said. “Maybe try your luck at the tables.”

“No, I don’t think so.” I wiped my mouth with my napkin before tossing it over my plate. Leaning back in my chair, I casually hooked an arm over the back of Macy’s chair. “In fact, I was thinking about heading to Nashville for a few days.”

Macy sputtered, choking on her coffee as her eyes watered.

“Nashville?” Brody asked, narrowing his eyes. “Why would you want to go there? You hate country music.”

While rock may have been my genre of choice, I had a feeling I’d be wise to keep my aversion to Macy’s music to myself. “Hate is a pretty strong word,” I said, trying to hide my smile as Macy glared at me. “Anyway, I assume there are other things to do in Nashville besides visit the Grand Ole Opry.”

“Like?” Brody asked, crossing his arms.

Damn guy was like a dog with a bone. He just didn’t know when to leave well enough alone. “Like—”

“He’s going to check out a couple of my shows and help me get settled in my new apartment,” Macy piped up, obviously trying to rescue me. “Isn’t that sweet?” To her sister, she said, “You know how busy I’ve been lately. I’m ashamed to admit I’m still living out of boxes.”

“And Kane’s going to help you get organized?” Brody asked skeptically. “He does well to remember where the hamper is. How the hell is he going to help you?”

“Why is this any of your business?” I asked Brody. “I have a few days off. I’m going to Nashville to hang out with Macy. End of discussion.”

I knew Macy would let me have it later for telling everyone about my travel plans, but I wasn’t big on lying and sneaking around, and our new arrangement was already testing me. I didn’t want to withhold the truth from my family any more than I had to.

When Brody would have argued with me, Riley touched his arm. “Well, I’m sure you’ll have fun. Nashville is a great city, and you’ll have the perfect tour guide to show you around.”

That was what I loved about Riley. Even though she’d expressed her concerns about Macy and me getting involved, she was too classy to express those concerns over a family breakfast.

“I’m thinking about visiting the old man later,” I said, trying to steer the topic in a different direction. “Anyone want to join me?”

“We already did,” Ryker said. “First day we got here.”

The others had been in Vegas for four days while I’d only been there three. I’d had to catch a later flight because of work.

“Why didn’t you say anything to me about going to see him?” I asked, my gaze traveling around the table until each of my brothers, except Ryker, was squirming.

“We didn’t think you were ready,” Ryker explained. “Whenever anyone mentions Jack, you shut them down.”

“This isn’t about him,” I argued. “It’s about our brothers.”

“I don’t know if we can have a relationship with them without including him,” Seb said. “They’re kind of a package deal, especially since they live with him.”

“Did you know Tanner’s applying to schools in Florida?” Brody asked Ryker. “Both in Miami and Tampa?”

“Yeah, he mentioned that. If he ends up in Tampa, Mac and I were talking about letting him stay with us.”

“You don’t even know him,” I said, shocked my brother would even consider letting a stranger into his home.

“He’s family,” Ryker said, leveling me with a look that told me to back off. “He didn’t ask to be born Jack’s son, but he was, just like we all were. I’d say that’s reason enough to help him out if we can.”

“And it seems Beck’s really into old cars,” Seb said, a slight smile tipping his lips. “He was asking about the possibility of apprenticing with me if his brother ends up in Tampa.”

“I don’t believe this,” I said, rubbing a hand over my face. Maybe it was the cop in me, but I’d always been suspicious. I assumed everyone had an ulterior motive until they proved otherwise and my youngest brothers were no exception, especially since they’d been raised by the man who was the reason for my deep-rooted trust issues.

“What?” Seb asked, eyeing me. “That we’re willing to give them a chance? That we’ve accepted that they’re family? Because they are, Kane, whether you like it or not.”

“This is all happening way too fast,” I argued, trying to make them see reason. “You don’t even know them. How do you know Jack didn’t put them up to this? You know he’s always been an opportunist. He’d sell his own mother for—”

“Eventually you’re going to have to let go of this anger,” Brody said. He held his hand up before I could interject. “Look, I get where you’re coming from, man. No one hated that guy more than I did. But it was destroying my life. It affected every decision I made.” Reaching for Riley’s hand, he said, “And it almost cost me the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“Ever asked yourself why you haven’t been able to hold down a relationship?” Ryker asked.

“I’m not the only one,” I said, hooking a thumb at Gabe. “He hasn’t either, and you’re not jumping all over him.”

“That’s because he’s willing to give this thing a chance,” Ryker said. “Not for Jack’s benefit, but because he realizes it’s the best thing for him and Beck and Tanner.”

“So you’ve all talked about this?” I asked, hurt that I’d been left out of the loop. “And you all, what, decided you’re going to forget everything that son of a bitch did to Mom?”

“Kane,” Macy said, laying her hand on my forearm. “Maybe the best way to honor your mom’s memory is by being a real family again. Isn’t that what she would have wanted?”

“I can’t do this right now,” I said, pushing my chair back. “I need some air.”

I heard Ryker offering to go after me, but the click of heels on the tile told me Macy had beaten him to it. We stepped outside just as the breeze picked up, and I passed a woman whose perfume was strong enough to knock me on my ass.

Macy stepped in front of me, blocking my path, and gripped my biceps. “You can’t go there with an attitude like this. I get that you’re still angry with him, and you have every right to be. But if you want to let him have it, don’t do it in front of your brothers. Ryker’s right. None of this is their fault.”

I wanted to lash out, to blame someone, and I hated that my brothers seemed so willing to forgive and forget the man who’d made our lives miserable. I shook Macy off before walking a safe distance away, hoping she would get the message I wanted to be alone.

But she didn’t. She followed me to a stone bench and sat beside me, reaching for my hand. “I know it’s not easy to heal old hurts, but sometimes it’s worth the effort. Don’t you think?”

“I’m not sure this can be healed,” I said, watching some guy pass the keys to a black Ferrari off to an eager valet.

“Maybe that’s because you never let yourself consider the possibility it could be.”

We’d talked about my father a lot during the time she spent at my place during her last visit to Tampa. She understood the things he’d done: drifting from one job to another, blowing money we didn’t have on gambling, bar fights, and drinking too much, and then blaming our mother because he felt worthless and wanted to make her feel that way too.

She also understood the things he hadn’t done, and in many ways, that was harder to forgive. He’d never cared enough to read a single report card or attend any of our games. He’d called us losers, claiming we were headed nowhere. He’d never once tried to encourage us or insulate us from the world. Instead he’d shown us firsthand how brutal life could be when you didn’t learn how to defend yourself.

“I know Brody says he’s changed,” I said, slipping my hand free of hers as I leaned forward. “And maybe he has. I don’t know. But I was just a couple of years younger than Ryker when he finally left, and I remember how hard it was, trying to make it on our own. Ryker wasn’t the only one working hard to try to keep everything together. I did my part too.”

“I know you did,” she whispered, touching my back.

I rested my elbows on my knees, looking at her over my shoulder. “Ryker was right about one thing in there.”

“What’s that?”

“My reasons for not getting into anything too serious. I have a hard time trusting people outside of my family. Some of that is Jack’s influence, but a lot of it has to do with my job. I’ve answered a lot of domestic violence calls, and I’ve seen firsthand how ugly things can get.”

“But you already knew that,” she said, quietly. “You’d lived through it.”

“Yeah.” And I would never be able to forget it. My mother had been a sweetheart who deserved a man who loved and appreciated her. Instead she got Jack, a man who hated himself and blamed her. “And I think somewhere along the way, I just shut down. I’m not even sure how to open up anymore.” Or if I want to.

“We all have emotional scars. Whether it’s from our childhood, past relationships, jobs…” She sighed. “No one gets through life unscathed. It just doesn’t happen.”

“I guess you’re right. But sometimes shutting down just seems easier, you know?”

“I do,” she said, smiling. “Take it from someone who knows—relationships are a lot of hard work. Sometimes they’re worth it. Sometimes they’re not. But I guess you’ll never know if you’re not willing to try.”

Glancing at her left hand, where her wedding ring would soon rest, I nodded. “I guess I don’t have a choice, do I? I’ve got to try.”

 

***

 

Macy’s words came back to me as I stood on Jack’s front porch. I was here because I was ready to try. I wanted to bury the past, not resurrect it, but I’d intentionally come when Jack said he’d be alone because I knew I’d need a little help laying it to rest.

I’d approached a thousand doors as a cop, never knowing what to expect on the other side, but not a single one of those experiences had made me feel as anxious as this one. For those experiences I’d been trained, but I was going into this blind.

He met me at the door before I had a chance to ring the bell. “Hi, Kane.”

He offered me his hand. He looked nervous, which helped put me at ease. I was used to people being guarded around me. I liked it. It reminded me that I was in control, often holding their fate in my hands.

“Jack,” I said, accepting his hand.

“Come in,” he said, stepping back to let me in. “I was so glad you called. It was nice to see everyone the other day, but I was sorry you weren’t able to make it. I wasn’t sure if it was because…”

“I had a work thing. I flew in a day later.”

“Officer in charge of a SWAT team, huh?” He smiled. “Who would have thought a son of mine would end up on the right side of the law?”

I didn’t return the smile. I saw no reason to make this easy for him. He’d hurt me. He’d hurt the people I loved most, and I wanted him to answer for it. Glancing toward the back of the house, I asked, “Are we alone?”

“Yeah, Sandra’s at work and the kids won’t be home from school for a bit.” He gestured toward a comfortable living room. “Can I get you something to drink before we sit down?”

“No, thanks.” I followed him into the living room and sat on a brown leather chair across from him. “I know you’ve been in touch with Brody quite a bit over the past few months.”

He nodded, waiting for me to continue.

“And I know it may seem the others are coming around, but I’m going to be honest—I’m not quite there yet.”

“Fair enough,” he said, looking somber.

“I don’t want to hate you, but I’m finding it hard not to.” I believed honesty was always the best policy in these situations and since I’d never been good at sugar-coating the truth, I came out with it. “After what you did to Mom, and us, I don’t know how not to hate you.”

“I understand.”

I’d expected him to try to defend himself. Maybe that’s what I’d hoped for, so I could fight back. But I didn’t know how to deal with his quiet resignation, his willingness to take all the blame without deflecting.

“Just tell me why you did it.” I’d heard all about his troubled childhood from Brody, but we’d had a rough upbringing too, thanks to Jack, and we’d managed to turn things around. Not a single one of us got a woman pregnant only to abandon her.

“That’s a good question,” he said, looking at his linked hands.

His moment of quiet contemplation gave me time to really observe him. I could easily see myself or any one of my brothers in him. Same stature, hair color, eye color. He had his share of wrinkles and gray hair, but they only helped me imagine what I might look like in twenty-five years.

“I didn’t know how to be a man. No one ever taught me.” He raised his hand before I could interject. “Before you tell me that’s a cop-out, you might be right. But it’s also the truth. Some guys instinctively know how to be good men, like you and your brothers. Unfortunately, I wasn’t one of them.”

We’d had our share of trouble over the years, but unlike the Jack I remembered, it didn’t follow us wherever we went.

“I didn’t know what I was looking for when I came to Vegas, aside from getting lost. Instead, I found myself.”

I barely suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. An enlightened Jack Steele? I wasn’t buying it.

“I met a man who led by example, teaching me the kind of lessons my father had never learned himself.” After a shuddering breath, he said, “Then I met a woman who taught me how to love and forgive, starting with myself.”

For the first time, I noticed the framed photos scattered on the end tables. Family photos of a loving father with his sons. The kind of memories he’d never made with us.

“Mom loved you a hell of a lot more than you deserved,” I said, wondering if I could ever relinquish the bitterness that had been a part of me for so long.

“You’re right.” He looked me in the eye. “And there’s not a day that goes by I don’t think of her. Whether you believe me or not, I loved her too.”

I couldn’t imagine treating someone I loved the way he’d treated her, but I wasn’t an expert on romantic love. I’d had plenty of relationships, but I still couldn’t say without a doubt that I’d ever been in love. “If you loved her so much, why did you keep leaving? Her and us?”

“I was doing you all more harm than good, Kane. I left because I thought you’d be better off without me.”

“Sounds like a cop-out to me.”

He shrugged. “Maybe it does, but it’s the honest truth. Thanks to God, I’m able to speak a lot more of that now than when you were a boy.”

“God?” I asked, my voice dripping in sarcasm. “What are you saying, Jack? You’ve found the Lord? You’ve asked for forgiveness and feel it’s been granted?”

“I’ve made my peace with my maker,” he said somberly. “Now I’d like to make my peace with my sons. I understand we have a long way to go and I’m not even sure it’s possible, but I’d like to try.”

I reminded myself that I had come here because I wanted to bury the hatchet, but before I could respond, two teenage boys rushed through the door. Both stopped in their tracks when they saw me, and I sucked in a sharp breath. Seeing them was like looking in a mirror and seeing myself twenty years ago. Just like my brothers and me, these two looked so much alike they had to be mistaken for twins all the time. One thing I could say for sure about the Steele genes—they were dominant.

“Kane?” one of the boys asked, stepping forward.

“Uh, yeah,” I said, standing.

I extended my hand, feeling awkward as I questioned whether I should shake their hands or hug them. I suddenly understood how Brody had felt an immediate connection with them. Seeing them was like stepping back in time and reliving what life had been like for us at their age.

“I’m Tanner,” the slightly taller one said, shaking my hand. “And this is my brother, Beck.”

I shook their hands, impressed by their firm grips as they looked me in the eye as if they had nothing to hide, and nothing to be ashamed of. I liked that. “Nice to meet you.”

“Uh, I think I’ll leave you three alone to get to know each other better,” Jack said, standing. “I’ll just be out in the garage if you need me.”

I was grateful. I wanted to hear what they had to say about the man who’d raised them before I decided whether I was a fool to think he deserved a second chance.

“You guys got some time to talk?” I asked, gesturing to the couch. “I know this is awkward, but I really would like to get to know you better.”

“Sure,” Tanner said, sitting on the couch beside his brother while I reclaimed the chair. We stared at each other a few seconds before Tanner asked, “So are you really on a SWAT team? That’s pretty cool.”

I chuckled, thinking he had no idea how crazy things could get for my team and me if he thought it was cool to step into the line of fire every day. “I love what I do, but sometimes I question my sanity for doing it.”

“My buddy’s dad is a cop,” Beck said. “He said you SWAT guys are seriously bad-ass.”

I smiled. He’d talked to his friend’s father about me. Even though we’d never met, he’d been thinking about me, just as I’d been thinking about him since I learned Jack had two more sons.

“We’re just doing our job, but yeah, I guess you have to be pretty courageous to do what we do. But that goes for anyone in uniform.” I thought about the two years I’d spent as a detective before I returned to the streets, where I felt I belonged. “Even those who aren’t. We all put our lives on the line. It doesn’t matter whether we’re suited up in SWAT gear or not, we all have the same job—get the bad guys off the street.”

Beck smiled, and I saw something akin to pride in his eyes, which made my heart swell. It was crazy that I could feel a bond with two kids I’d just met, but there it was.

I cleared my throat. “Tell me about you guys. What do you do for fun?”

Beck shrugged. “You know, the usual stuff. Sports, video games, hanging out with friends, working on cars.”

I smiled as I thought about how much fun Seb would have teaching them about cars. “How about motorcycles?” I imagined Ryker and Nex taking them out for a ride. “You into that?”

“Yeah!” Tanner’s blue eyes lit up. “Dad’s had a bike for…”

I assumed he’d paused because he knew our father was a sore subject. “It’s okay to talk about him. I don’t mind. In fact, I’d like to hear your thoughts on Jack. It might help me make up my mind about some things.”

The brothers shared a look before Beck sighed. “Look, Kane, we know Dad was an asshole to you guys. He’s admitted that to us.”

That was something, I supposed. “But he’s been good to you?” I wanted to believe he had, that these two had a better life with him than we had. It wouldn’t make up for the mess he’d made of our lives, but it would score him some points with me.

“He’s been really good to us,” Tanner said quietly. “He’s worked hard, always been there for us. He’s been honest about the mistakes he made with you, your brothers, and your mom. He said if he could do it all over, he would. But since he can’t, he’s just trying to get it right with us.”

“I’m glad he’s trying so hard with you,” I said, meeting their intense gazes. “And I’m even happier to hear he’s getting it right this time.”

“I know this may sound weird,” Tanner said hesitantly, “but we’ve always wanted to get to know you and your brothers. Our brothers.”

My chest tightened as I was reminded of the fact that these were my brothers, who also happened to be strangers. “Family means everything to us. The one and only thing we could always count on was each other.”

“We get that,” Beck said. “And we know you’re not just going to accept it because we’re blood. We have to—”

“I do. We do.” They didn’t have to earn our acceptance. They already had it. “You’re one of us. That goes for both of you. We want you to be a part of our family.”

Beck’s smile was slow, as though he was hopeful but having a hard time believing I was sincere. “You really mean that?”

“I do.” I inhaled deeply, feeling better than I had since I’d learned they existed. Brody was right. They were good kids, and no matter what the future held for Jack and me, I wanted these boys to be a part of my life. “Ryker mentioned something about the possibility of you guys coming out to Florida. Just know that if you do, you’ll always have a home with any one of us.”

“Thanks,” Tanner said, grinning. “That means a lot. Seriously.”

 


 


[bookmark: 82265]Chapter Four

Macy

 

I was packing the last of my things when someone knocked on my door. Since housekeeping wouldn’t come until after I’d checked out and our family and friends had already headed to the airport, I knew it could only be one person. My husband.

Opening the door slowly, unsure what to expect after his meeting with his father, I was relieved to see his smile. “Hey, how’d it go?”

“Better than I thought it would,” he said, looking devastatingly sexy in a black Henley, worn jeans, and scuffed boots. “The jury’s still out on Jack, but the boys are great.”

“I’m glad.” I stepped back, inviting him to enter. “So, uh, we’ll have to get to the airport soon… if you still want to come to Nashville with me?”

“Of course I want to come,” he said, frowning. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“I don’t know.” I licked my lips innocently, watching with interest as his eyes tracked the gesture. “You’ve had some time alone to think. I thought maybe you were questioning—”

He pulled me close, silencing me with a kiss that had me fisting his shirt while I wondered if we had time for a quickie before check-out.

“I’m not questioning anything, Mace. Not where you’re concerned.” His intense blue gaze wandered over my face, obviously trying to get a read on my thoughts.

“Oh, uh, good to know,” I said, patting his chest as I struggled to breathe.

“What about you?” he asked, stepping back. “Can you say the same? Are you regretting what we did last night?”

I didn’t know whether he was referring to the sex or the vows, so I decided to play it safe. “I’m not one to dwell on regrets. No sense, right? We can’t change the past.”

He watched me walk to the bed. I could practically hear the questions he was fighting to hold back while he scrutinized my every move. Needing something to do with my hands, I carefully refolded the shirts I’d already folded, then I placed them in the suitcase.

“You have to know I’m not very good at letting people evade questions,” he said, crossing his arms.

Of course he wouldn’t be, but I hoped he would give me a reprieve today because I honestly didn’t have any answers. I still couldn’t believe what I’d done. What we’d done. Not the sex—I had no second thoughts about that. Well, maybe one. I wanted to know when we could do it again.

Turning to face him, I met his gaze and squared my shoulders, knowing that was what he expected. “We made an impulsive decision last night. Was it the right one? Maybe, for me, given my situation with Brendan. But I still can’t see how it could be anything but a nightmare for you. You know as soon as Brody and—”

“I don’t care what my brother thinks,” he said, clenching his jaw. “Right now, I care about what you think. Are you regretting this because you think it’ll cost me something? Or are you regretting it because you—”

“I didn’t say I was regretting it.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Then you’re not?”

I could just imagine how he interrogated suspects. No wonder he’d moved through the ranks so quickly. Beat cop. Detective. Sergeant. SWAT team leader. “Honestly? I’m confused. I’m just getting out of a long-term relationship with a man I thought I loved. Now I’m married to a man I’ve secretly been crushing on for years—”

“Are you implying that I’m your rebound?’ His voice sounded rough, with a hard edge.

“No,” I said, shaking my head furiously. “No, of course not. How could you think that?”

“I just want to know how you’re feeling about what happened last night. Why can’t you tell me?”

We’d never been shy about our feelings before. I’d had some of the most honest, soul-bearing conversations of my life with this man, yet I was having a hard time describing my conflicted feelings about our marriage. God. Just thinking that word made me break out in a cold sweat.

“The sex”—my gaze drifted to the bed—“was incredible obviously.”

His eyes traveled to my left hand, and he seemed to relax when he noticed I was wearing the ring he’d given me. “And the fact that we got married last night… what about that?”

I swallowed. Once. Twice. “It’s not that I’m a romantic. I’m not. I’m not like my sister. I haven’t been imagining my wedding day since I was a little girl, but—”

“You never expected it to be in a cheesy Vegas chapel to a guy you didn’t love?”

He seemed able to read my mind, and that was unnerving sometimes.

“It’s not that I’m a traditional girl, but growing up in my house… my parents have been forcing their ideals down our throats for as long as I can remember. It’s hard to treat marriage as a matter of convenience,” I said, shrugging. “I know that may seem silly to you—”

“It doesn’t.” He looked at me intently. “You may not believe this, but I take marriage seriously too, Macy. That’s why I’ve never been married before.”

“I don’t understand.”

He stepped forward and took my hands. His thumb traced my ring. “I always told myself if I couldn’t be reasonably sure it would last forever, I just wouldn’t do it. So I haven’t.”

That made me feel even worse about what happened last night. I’d drawn him into my mess, forcing him to make a decision he wouldn’t have made had he not felt obligated to help a friend. “I’m sorry you—”

He rested his index finger against my lips. “Don’t apologize. I’m a big boy. I knew what I was doing last night, and I have no regrets today. I just need to know that you don’t have any regrets either.”

Looking into those beautiful blue eyes, how could I regret marrying him? There was a reason I’d been fantasizing about him for years. He epitomized strength, courage, and sex appeal. He was loyal, fun, and trustworthy, and falling for him would be frighteningly easy.

That was the last thing I needed—to fall in love with my own husband.

“No regrets,” I whispered, leaning in for his kiss.

 

***

 

The butterflies were flitting around in my stomach as I turned the key in my lock. I’d seen Brendan’s car in the lot when we pulled in, and I knew there was no way to avoid an ugly scene. Kane told me to relax, that he’d field my ex’s questions, but I couldn’t let him do that. I’d already asked too much of him.

“Hey, there you are,” Brendan said, looking up from a small vase of fresh flowers he was arranging on my dining table. “How was…?” His eyes widened when he saw Kane step into the apartment behind me. “Who’s he?”

“Um, this is Kane,” I said, feeling my mouth go dry. “He’s Brody’s brother.” I’d imagined how I would tell him, but I thought I’d have a little more time before having to face him.

“What’s he doing here?” Brendan asked, scowling as he flicked his longish hair out of his eyes.

Kane closed the door quietly before stepping up beside me, his hand on my lower back. “Look, I know you and Macy have a lot of history, so this probably won’t be easy for you to hear or accept, but—”

“Kane, please,” I whispered, turning my back to Brendan. “Can I please have a moment alone with him? I need to explain.” Now that the opportunity was staring me in the face, I wasn’t looking forward to breaking my ex’s heart. We’d had a lot of good times together, shared our dreams, and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him. I just wanted him to understand it was over, and we had zero chance of going back.

Kane looked over my shoulder. “If you’re sure, I can take a walk. But I’m not sure leaving you alone here with him is a good idea.”

“I’ll be fine. Thank you,” I whispered, rolling forward on my toes. “There’s a pizza place just down the street. I’m famished. Would you mind?”

“Not at all.” The fact that he didn’t even have to ask what I wanted on it was further evidence that he knew me. Well.

Once Kane had closed the door behind him, Brendan asked, “What the hell, Mace? Who is that guy? What’s he doing here?”

“I’ve known Kane for years. Like I said, he’s Brody’s brother.” I bent to pet my white Persian, Boots, who’d just woken up from her nap on the couch and was snaking through my legs.

“That still doesn’t answer my question.”

I knew it was shameful to compare the two men, but seeing Brendan and Kane in the same room made their differences even more apparent.

Brendan was slim, just shy of five eight, which was perfect for me, since I barely cleared five feet. He had dirty-blond hair, green eyes, and was handsome by most standards. He’d been compared to Keith Urban a time or two, and I had to agree.

But Kane was his polar opposite. He was big, dwarfing me by over a foot, not to mention ripped from all the time he spent in the gym. His hair and skin were dark, his eyes light. And he was intimidating, while Brendan had the laid-back artist vibe.

“We have some history.” I had to let him believe that, or our marriage would seem totally implausible.

“Why haven’t I ever heard about him?”

“A girl doesn’t talk to her boyfriend about other guys,” I said, trying to be tactful. I didn’t want to lie, mainly because he’d see right through me, so I tried to tell the truth, choosing my words carefully.

“So you’re saying you two are together now?” Brendan asked, sounding shocked. “What the hell, Mace? We just broke up!”

“We broke up months ago,” I said gently. “I told you it was time for both of us to move on.”

“And I told you I didn’t want to move on.”

I inhaled deeply, trying to maintain my patience through a conversation we’d had a dozen times. “Well, I have moved on. With Kane. I’m sorry if that hurts you—that’s the last thing I want to do—but maybe now you’ll be able to find someone else too.”

“It’ll never last,” he scoffed. “You have nothing in common with that dude, Mace. You’re a musician. What the hell is he, a bouncer in some bar?”

I resented his implication that just because Kane was well-built, he had no depth. “Actually, he’s a cop. He leads a SWAT team.” Satisfied by his stunned expression, I added, “And this is definitely not a passing thing. We got married this weekend.”

“What?” His eyes zeroed in on the evidence as he staggered backward. “No! Hell, no!”

“Like I said, we have a lot of history.”

He stepped closer, looking more menacing than I’d ever seen him. “Were you cheating on me with this guy?”

I thought about the intimate conversations Kane and I had had during my last visit to Tampa. We’d never crossed any physical boundaries, but I’d shared things with him I’d never shared with anyone. Including Brendan. Was that considered cheating? “No, you know I would never do that.”

“I thought I knew you,” he said, thrusting his hand through his shaggy hair. “But the girl I knew and loved for six years wouldn’t run off to Vegas and marry some dude she barely knows.”

“I told you, I’ve known him a long time.”

“But you didn’t mention him once during the time we were together. Why?”

Just because I hadn’t talked about him didn’t mean I never thought about him. I wasn’t proud of that, but it was the truth. “I never talked to you about Brody’s other brothers either. Why would I, right? I didn’t see his family all that much.”

“Then when did you and this guy reconnect?”

I should have known this question would come up. “We saw each other when I was in Tampa, visiting my family.”

He gripped my arms. “Then you did break up with me for someone else! You little—”

“No!” I couldn’t allow this to escalate. If Kane returned to find Brendan manhandling me, he wouldn’t hesitate to lay Brendan out. “Take your hands off me. Now!” When he didn’t, I asked, “Do I need to remind you that my husband is a cop?”

His breathing was ragged when he finally stepped back, releasing me. “How could you do this to me?”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, feeling the force of his words like a punch in the stomach. “I never meant to hurt you.”

“Have you been seeing him all this time? Is that why you kept on me about finding someone else, to ease your own conscience?”

Kane and I had kept in touch, as friends, since I left Tampa, so I wasn’t lying when I said, “We’ve called and texted.”

“This still doesn’t make any sense,” he said, turning his back on me. “You’re not the kind of girl who would get married on a whim. How many times did I try to convince you that marriage was the next logical step for us, and every time you shot me down.”

I couldn’t explain why it had been so easy for me to say “I do” to Kane. It didn’t make sense to me either. “When you and I were together, I tried to put Kane out of my mind. But I’m not going to lie, before we got together, I had… feelings for him.” Technically, I’d describe it as a lust-induced crush, but not to Brendan.

“I don’t believe this,” he said, running his hands over his face. “You mean all the time we were together, you were hot for another guy?”

I rubbed my arms, trying to remove the sting from his harsh grip. “It wasn’t like that. It’s not like I was fantasizing about him.” Much. “It was just…” I didn’t know how to describe what I felt for Kane. Then or now.

To break the awkward silence, I slipped off my black cotton blazer and hung it on a vintage coat rack by the door.

“It’s just what? What exactly is it, ‘cause I’m having a hard time figuring this out.”

Kane walked in, looking from Brendan to me. He set the pizza box on the small table in the entrance before his gaze dropped to my bare arms. I was wearing a sleeveless tank under my blazer, and it hadn’t occurred to me the evidence of Brendan’s anger might be visible.

“Did you do this to her?” Kane asked, gesturing to me.

Brendan swallowed, looking justifiably nervous as he looked to me to save him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, man.”

“She has marks on her arms. Did you put them there?”

“Kane,” I said, stepping in front of him as I rested my hands on his chest. “Please, don’t—”

“Either you answer my question or he does,” he said, looking at me. “Did he put his hands on you? Yes or no?”

“Brendan, you need to go,” I said without looking over my shoulder.

“He’s not going anywhere until I get some answers,” Kane said, his voice low and menacing. “No one gets to put their hands on my wife.”

A shudder ripped through me at his unspoken warning. I set my hands on either side of his face, his scruff prickly against my palms. “Please, we can talk about this later. Just let him go.”

Brendan didn’t wait for a second invitation. He bolted from the apartment as if he’d been warned of a bomb.

“Why did you let him go?” Kane’s neck was corded, making it obvious he was trying hard to suppress his rage. “I wasn’t done with him.”

“He didn’t hurt me,” I said, trying to help him forget my ex and focus on me instead. I brushed my lips across his. “I love you for being so concerned, but I can take care of myself.” Oh God, did I just say I loved him? Heat swept up my chest, flooding my cheeks. “I didn’t mean that. I just…”

He gripped my elbow gently, turning my arm so he had a better view of the marks Brendan had left.

“I’m fair,” I said in Brendan’s defense. “I mark easily. They’ll be gone in no time.”

“Has he ever put his hands on you in anger before?”

“No, of course not. You think I would have stayed with him if he had?”

“I’ve answered too many domestic violence calls, Macy. I’ve seen too many women make excuses for dirtbags who continue to hurt them, because they’re too scared to tell someone the truth.”

“I won’t deny he’s said some ugly things to me, especially over the last year when he knew I wasn’t happy in the relationship. But I promise you he never laid a hand on me.”

“Until today.”

“Until today,” I conceded.

“If he ever touches you again, you have to promise you’ll tell me.”

Since I knew he wouldn’t be satisfied until I did promise, I said, “You have my word.” I grabbed the pizza box and led him to the couch. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, can we eat? I’m starving.”

Kane waited for me to choose the first piece before he stilled my hand. “He said ugly things to you? Like what?”

I hadn’t told Kane that part before I broke up with Brendan because I didn’t want Kane to think I was pathetic for staying with him as long as I did. Like most relationships, the good outweighed the bad. But the arguments could get nasty, especially toward the end.

“He said that I needed him, that I couldn’t write good songs without him.” I took a bite of pizza, trying to pretend his claim hadn’t shaken my confidence. “He said he was the reason that we were finally gaining traction, and that I’d never survive in this business without him.”

“That son of a bitch doesn’t know what he’s talking about, Mace. Don’t listen to him.”

I appreciated Kane’s faith in me, but Brendan knew music. He’d researched the market tirelessly, trying to make music that would strike a chord with country fans.

“Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t,” I said, trying to play it off. “Only time will tell. Maybe he’ll want nothing more to do with me after this and we’ll have gotten married for nothing.”

Kane flinched, rearing back slightly. “What are you talking about?”

“We got married to save my career, right? So that I could maintain my working relationship with Brendan while sending him the message that our personal relationship was definitely over?”

“After meeting the guy, I’m not so sure it’s a good idea for you to go on working with him. I don’t trust him, and I don’t think you should either.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. I’d known Brendan almost seven years, but Kane had spent a few minutes with the man and thought he knew him better than I did. I didn’t know whether to be insulted that he thought I was a poor judge of character or flattered that he cared.

“Don’t laugh, Macy. I’m serious. I read people for a living, and I can usually tell within a few minutes whether someone’s up to no good.”

“Would it make you feel better if I promise to keep my guard up around him from now on?” That wouldn’t be difficult, especially after today.

He gripped my chin between his index finger and thumb, his gaze colliding with mine. “I meant what I said earlier. You’re my wife now. That means it’s my job to protect you.”

I would have reminded him it wasn’t a real marriage, but I lost the ability to speak when he looked at me like that.

 


 


[bookmark: 105533]Chapter Five

Kane

 

We’d removed the back cushions from the couch to make room for both of us. Lying behind Macy, my arms wrapped tightly around her with a blanket covering us, I watched her eyes drift closed as she fought hard to stay awake so she could see the last few minutes of her favorite show. My heart squeezed tight, as if someone had it in a vise. When I’d walked into her apartment and seen evidence that someone had been cruel to her, I almost snapped. It reminded me of my parents all over again.

My old man, the worthless drunk, yelling and screaming at my mother that she was a controlling, manipulative bitch who’d ruined his life. She’d tried to talk him down, to reason with him, but it never worked. I could still hear her heartbroken sobs when he left the apartment, looking for trouble.

I hated that he’d hurt her, emotionally if not physically. I hated seeing my mother in pain, and I’d vowed then and there I would never stand by while someone hurt a woman I loved. And that’s what it had felt like tonight when I saw those marks on Macy’s arms. It felt like someone had hurt the woman I loved.

It was crazy to think I could be falling in love with her. I’d known her for more than half of her life. I’d teased her mercilessly when she discovered boys, went for her driver’s license, and had her first kiss. I’d always thought of her as Riley’s little sister, nothing more. Until I saw her in Riley’s apartment and felt as if someone had rung my bell. I’d been stunned, dazed, and confused.

I still was, I realized, as I kissed her bare shoulder. I didn’t know where this was going or where I wanted it to go. She could wake up tomorrow, convinced her ex wouldn’t be a problem anymore, and ask me for a divorce. That thought made my gut clench, which told me I was getting in way too deep.

She sighed softly, rolling over into my arms. With her head resting under my chin, her legs wrapped around mine, I held her tight, not sure how I would let her go in just a few days when I had to return to Tampa.

I felt the steady beat of her heart against my chest as I closed my eyes, replaying the previous night in my head. Everything from the vows to her final climax played out, reminding me how long it had been since I’d felt pleasure like that. For a tiny thing, she had energy and stamina to spare, and I couldn’t help but wonder whether I could expect a repeat performance any time soon. She’d only been warm and affectionate since we made love, but I didn’t know if that meant she wanted to take things slow.

I hated not knowing. Normally with women, I laid my cards on the table and asked them to do the same, but with Macy, I was afraid to do that. I didn’t want her to tell me it was over before it even got started.

“Why are you so tense?” Macy asked, tipping her head back to look me in the eye.

“I thought you were sleeping,” I said before kissing her forehead.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

I chuckled, tucking her head under my chin and hoping she would fall back to sleep instead of pressing the issue. “I’m not tense, baby. Just tired.”

“You’re lying to me. Why?”

Damn. If she could read me so well already, I didn’t stand a chance of keeping my feelings for her hidden much longer. “Fine, you want to know the truth? I was wondering what’s going to happen when I go back home.”

“What do you want to happen?” she asked, her lips pressed against my soft cotton T-shirt.

“I want to see where this could go, I guess.”

“You guess?” She turned her face to the side, her cheek resting against my chest. “You don’t sound very convinced.”

“I like being with you.” It had been a long time since I’d tried to open up to a woman. I’d never been very good at it, but it seemed I was worse now than I’d ever been. I wondered if I sounded as awkward to her as I did to my own ears.

She giggled, running her hand up under my T-shirt. “I like being with you too.”

Now she was making fun of me. Great. “Are you laughing at me?” I asked, cupping her ass.

“What if I am?”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

“Oh really? Why not?”

She squealed when I flipped her over so she was flat on her back beneath me.

Staring down at her, I whispered, “I warned you, didn’t I?”

“Now that you have me at your mercy, what’re you going to do with me?” she asked, her cheeks flushed and chest heaving.

“I can think of a few things I’d like to do to you,” I said, zeroing in on the rosy nipples saluting me from beneath her tight white tank top.

“Tell me.” She bit her lip, her eyes traveling over my chest before dipping lower to the drawstring on my athletic pants.

My hands were wrapped around her slim wrists, and I wanted to remind her that I was in charge, but we both knew that was a lie. She had me wrapped around her little finger and she knew it, especially with my hard shaft wedged between her legs and begging for some attention. I leaned in, kissing her until I felt her raise and pivot her hips—to tease or entice me, I wasn’t sure.

“I want you, Kane.”

Music to my ears. No matter how many times she said it, I’d never tire of hearing it. “Shall we take this into the bedroom?”

“Why wait?” she asked, smiling.

Never one to argue with a beautiful woman, I stood and peeled off my shirt, followed by my pants. I loved the way her eyes widened in response to my striptease, letting me know that even though she’d seen it all before, she was still impressed.

In hopeful expectation, I’d stuck a condom in the pocket of my pants earlier. I watched her watching me roll it on slowly. “You’re still wearing too many clothes. Let me help you with that.” I kissed her calves as I shed her shorts and tossed them over my shoulder. “Now for this…” I reached for the hem of her tank top.

She sat up, helping me help her, as though she couldn’t get naked fast enough. She surprised me by inching to the bottom of the couch, silently directing me to lay down first. Knowing I’d have to be crazy to refuse that invitation, I complied, waiting for her next move.

Macy stood over me, undoubtedly knowing how gorgeous she looked with her light-blond hair tousled around her shoulders, and her bright blue eyes, rimmed in smoky shadow, skimming every inch of my body.

“What’re you waiting for?” I asked, reaching for her hand. “I couldn’t possibly be any more ready.”

Her lips quirked as her eyes zeroed in on the evidence of my statement. “Maybe I’m just taking it all in, enjoying the view.”

“You’ll have plenty of time for that later. Get over here,” I said, tugging her hand until her body was covering mine. Closing my arms around her and breathing in her feminine scent, I trailed my lips along her jaw. I felt her shudder before my mouth found her neck.

“I love the way you make me feel,” she whispered, gripping my shoulders. “The way you touch me, the way you kiss me…”

And I loved everything about her. From the tips of her cute little pink-painted toes to the roots of her natural blond hair, I wouldn’t change a single thing about this woman. It was both scary and gratifying that I’d finally found someone who seemed to fit me so well. If only she didn’t reside in another state.

“Take what you want, baby,” I whispered, wanting to watch her guide my shaft into her. “Show me.”

“Mmmm.” She sat back, her eyes locked on mine as she followed my instructions. Her breath caught as I filled her, her body tensing, then releasing as she got used to the intense sensation. “God, that feels good.”

I gripped her hips, torn between wanting it fast and hard and wanting it to last forever. Maybe, with a little bit of luck, I could have both. Forever with Macy would have seemed impossible a few months ago, when I realized I was developing feelings for her, but now, with her wearing my ring, it didn’t seem so unattainable.

Her movements were slow and calculated at first, her hands skimming her breasts. I heard her soft moans of pleasure as she hit just the right spot while tipping her head back. Her lush lips were moist and begging to be kissed again.

I was mesmerized. No woman had ever turned me on the way she did. She was comfortable in her own skin, giving and taking pleasure in equal measure with no regrets, and nothing had ever looked sexier.

“God, Mace…” I closed my eyes, knowing I had to do something to rein myself in before I lost it completely. I was used to being in control, deciding when, where, and how long. But somewhere along the way, I’d temporarily ceded control, and it felt good. Too good.

“I like to watch you lose it,” she whispered, gyrating her hips as she planted her hands on my chest. “You’re always so powerful, so in control. But when I have you like this, you’re at my mercy and I love it.”

I wanted to argue that I was in control, but we both knew I wasn’t. There was a time when being at someone else’s mercy would have scared the hell out of me, even in an intimate moment, but something about Macy reassured me. I trusted her.

“Oh, Kane. Yes…”

She was using my body, looking decadent as she indulged her desires. She escalated her speed and tempo, her breathing ragged, her screams echoing in my ears and off the paper-thin walls surrounding us, and I watched her come apart.

She collapsed on top of me, burying her face in my neck. I held her, kissing her neck, her shoulder, any part of her I could. Because honestly, I couldn’t get enough: of her, her body, the feelings she aroused in me.

When I felt she’d recovered, I moved slowly, her body still covering mine completely. She raised her head, kissing me until she’d erased my very last doubt. I was falling in love with this woman. Damn. How had I let that happen?

I let the realization wash over me as I drank her in, imagining what my life would be like if I could somehow come home to her every night. My body responded as those images filtered through my head, spurring me on and encouraging me to make her mine in every way. She shattered just before I did.

As we lay in each other’s arms, waiting for our breathing to return to normal, I whispered the only thing that wouldn’t scare her away, “I’m glad I came to Nashville, Mace.”

I felt her smile against my shoulder before she said, “I am too.”

 

***

 

I woke up before she did, and since she hadn’t been home to stock her cupboards, I took a quick walk to the store. I could understand why she loved living here. The city had great energy. But so did Tampa, and that was her home…

To think she’d give up her dream of music for me was crazy, and I would never ask her to. Watching her play her guitar and sing, it was obvious that was what she had been born to do, but how could we reconcile our dreams when they were so different?

Going through the motions at the grocery store, I continued hoping for a solution that never came. By the time I returned to her place, I felt despondent, wondering why we were wasting our time when we both knew we had no future.

I was about to tell her how I felt, but one look at her sitting at her dining table, looking sexy as hell in one of my T-shirts, all sleep rumpled, with her small hands wrapped around an over-sized mug of coffee, made me decide heavy conversations could wait for another day. Right now, I just wanted to enjoy more time with her.

“Hey,” she said, her eyes lighting up when she saw me. “You didn’t have to go to the store. I was going to do that just as soon as this worked its magic.” She raised her mug.

“No problem,” I said, setting the bags on the counter. “Last time I tried to make you a ham and cheese omelet, my brother ate it, so I thought I’d try again.”

I had no idea how to greet her. I wanted to kiss her, and after the two nights we’d shared, it seemed reasonable, but I didn’t want to take anything for granted. I had no idea how she felt about me this morning. For all I knew, she could want to go back to being friends… who happened to share the same last name.

She walked into the kitchen and reached around me into one of the plastic bags. Her body was molded to mine, leaving me with little doubt she expected the intimacy to continue while I was here.

“I could use a drop of milk in my coffee,” she said, reaching for the container I’d bought. “Thanks for this, by the way.”

“My pleasure.” I cleared my throat, trying to ignore that she was half-naked and I wanted her all over again.

“How about last night?” she asked, leaning against the counter as she watched me unpack the bags. “Was that your pleasure too?”

I searched her cupboards for a mixing bowl, finally hitting pay dirt. “You have to ask?”

“Well…” She tugged on the front of my shirt, drawing me away from my task and closer to her. “You haven’t touched me since you walked in the door, so I was starting to wonder.”

Deciding it was time for us to spell out expectations, I asked, “Do you want me to touch you, Macy?”

She frowned before setting her mug on the counter behind her. “Why would you ask me that? Why wouldn’t I?”

I raked a hand through my hair when she fisted her hand in my T-shirt, drawing her body flush against mine. She made it so easy to get distracted, to forget that I’d ever had cause for doubt. “I’m just not sure where we go from here. In a few days, I have to go back to Tampa and you’ll be staying here.”

“Yeah? So?” She looked genuinely confused. “That was the plan all along, wasn’t it?”

“Okay, here’s the thing,” I said, looking at her as I gripped her shoulders. “I’m afraid the more time I spend with you, the more I’ll like you.” Or love you.

She grinned as though I’d paid her a compliment instead of voicing my concerns about getting my heart broken. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

Blowing out a frustrated breath, I said, “I know we never agreed to anything more than sex. This arrangement was convenient, a way to get your ex off your back. But have you ever considered what might happen if one or both of us starts to develop real feelings?”

Her blue eyes drifted down my body, locking on my boots. “Of course I’ve thought about it. I know this situation isn’t ideal. That’s why I wasn’t sure I should agree to it when you proposed the idea.”

“Then why did you? Agree to it, that is?”

“Honestly?” She looked up, her cheeks flushed. “I wanted to sleep with you.”

My laugh was harsh, torn between disbelief and amusement. “We sure as hell didn’t have to tie the knot to sleep together.”

“I know that,” she said, running her hands down my chest. “That was a totally crazy, impulsive decision that I swear was not my fault.” She raised her right hand. “I blame my lust-addled brain. Or you.” She bit her lip, looking perplexed. “Yeah, you. I blame you.”

“Me? Why the hell are you blaming me?” I suspected she was teasing me, judging by the impish smile she was trying to suppress.

“For being so sexy.” She stood on her toes, brushing my lips with hers while winding her arms around my neck. “Yup, this is entirely your fault. If you weren’t so hot, I wouldn’t have developed a crush on you all those years ago. I wouldn’t have been drawn into a friendship with you. I wouldn’t have wanted to sleep with you. And I wouldn’t have allowed you to talk me into marrying you.”

Now I knew she was just trying to get a reaction out of me. Mission accomplished. “Well, I could say the same about you.”

“You never had a crush on me.”

“How do you know that?” Ever since I’d seen her at her sister’s apartment months ago, I’d barely looked at another woman.

“Because if you had, you’d have done something about it.”

“You had a boyfriend.” I shrugged. “Besides, our paths didn’t cross while Brody and Riley were broken up.” If they had, I had no doubt I would have been all over her, despite my brother’s warnings to keep my distance.

She released me, leaning her elbows back on the counter as she scrutinized me carefully. “Would you have been interested in me? If we’d bumped into each other sooner and I hadn’t had a boyfriend, would you have been interested?”

“I’m interested now, aren’t I?” There was evidence of my interest wedged firmly between us, so I couldn’t even try to deny it.

“My sister says you’re a player,” she said, avoiding my rhetorical question. “Just like the rest of your brothers.”

I couldn’t even try to deny I’d dated more than my share of women and never with the intent of getting serious. But I’d rarely dated more than one woman at the same time and I always made sure they knew the score, so I didn’t think that made me a player. “Ryker hasn’t been a player since he met Mac. Same is true of Nex with Jaci, Seb with Skylar, and I don’t even have to tell you Brody would never cheat on your sister.”

“Yeah, because she’d kill him if he did.”

“He wouldn’t even be tempted,” I said with confidence. Riley was the only woman for my brother. “So maybe the Steele brothers can be tamed… when they find the right woman.”

The light diminished in Macy’s eyes when she said, “I can’t be the right woman for you. We both know that.”

Ouch. I couldn’t remember the last time a woman’s words had felt like a kick in the gut. “Why’s that?”

“You love what you do. I love what I do. I can only do what I do here in Nashville. Your life is in Tampa, with your family and friends.”

She’d voiced all of the same concerns I’d been struggling with, but I wasn’t ready to concede defeat. “We wouldn’t be the first people to make a long-distance relationship work.”

“But to what end?’ She sighed. “It’s not like it would be a short-term thing. We’re not students going to college in separate states or on a one-year work contract in another city. We have jobs and lives in two different states. That isn’t going to change.”

I hated that she was right. “Why don’t you go grab a shower while I make us breakfast?”

She seemed surprised, maybe even a little hurt that I hadn’t argued with her. “I’m going to a friend’s bar to rehearse before our set tonight. Brendan will be there, so it might be a little weird. If you want to do some sight-seeing instead of coming with me, I’ll understand.”

“I want to come with you.” Not only did I want to see her perform, I wanted to keep an eye on her ex, to make sure he’d gotten the message last night.

“Okay then, I’ll be back in a few.” She gestured to the coffee pot. “Help yourself.”

That’s the problem, I thought as I watched her walk down the hall. I can’t help myself. My heart didn’t seem to understand there was a very valid reason why I couldn’t fall for her.

 


 


[bookmark: 128613]Chapter Six

Kane

 

Obviously intent on putting this morning’s conversation behind us, Macy held my hand all the way to the bar and didn’t release it until we walked inside.

“Hey, Jake,” she said, winking at the guy behind the bar. “Keeping out of trouble?”

He winked back, grinning. “How can I get into trouble with my favorite girl out of town?”

Favorite girl? What the hell? Even from a guy’s perspective, the dude was good-looking. He was wearing faded jeans, cowboy boots, and a gray shirt rolled up at the sleeves to reveal a hint of ink above his elbows. His dark hair was slicked back as though he’d just gotten out of the shower and his eyes were dark, but his smile was bright white and slightly crooked, as though he couldn’t wipe it off his face in Macy’s presence.

“You’re just saying that,” she said, waving at a waitress wiping down tables. “Brendan’s not here yet?”

“No, he didn’t call you?” The bartender drew a beer and slid it across the bar to Macy. “He just texted to let me know he couldn’t make it to rehearsal today. Said he’s not feeling so great.”

I assumed he’d gone out on a bender last night and was nursing a hangover. Since Macy didn’t seem too concerned about him, I sure as hell wasn’t.

“Oh,” Macy said. “That’s okay. I can still do my thing, if you don’t mind?”

He smirked. “Mind? You know I love to watch you do your thing, girl.”

This guy was really starting to get on my nerves.

As though Macy could sense my tension, she slipped her hand through mine and tugged me closer to the bar. “Okay, Jake, I know you didn’t think I could get any crazier, but I’m about to prove you wrong.” She held up her left hand to reveal the band I’d given her. “We got married in Vegas last weekend.”

His jaw dropped as his eyes drifted from me to Macy and back again. “You’re shittin’ me.”

“Nope,” she said, laughing. “I kid you not. I’m a married woman now.”

He clutched his chest, stumbling back. “You could have just shot me, and it would have hurt less.”

Shut the hell up, asshole. “Kane Steele,” I said, offering the douche my hand.

Accepting my hand, he said, “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll just call you Lucky Bastard.”

“Careful, now,” she said, laughing. “I should probably warn you Kane’s job requires him to carry a gun.”

“Oh yeah?” he asked, looking me up and down. “Cop?”

“Yeah, SWAT.”

“Huh. I wouldn’t have pegged you for a cop.”

“Why’s that?” I asked, claiming one of a dozen empty stools circling the bar.

“Thought you’d be a musician like Mace.”

Macy rested her palms on my thighs as she stepped between my legs. “Kane, you sure you don’t mind hanging out here while I run through the set once or twice? We can grab a quick bite when I’m done.”

“No problem.” I kissed her. Sticking around would give me more time to get a read on the bartender who clearly had a thing for my wife. “Take your time.”

Jake watched her walk away, shaking his head. “I thought for sure once she was done with Brendan, I’d get my chance.” At my quizzical look, he slid the beer Macy hadn’t touched closer to me. “You know how it is—to know her is to love her. I wouldn’t have made a move while she had a boyfriend, but…” He shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t.” I took a sip of the draft beer as I watched him wipe down the counter. “So you’ve known Macy a long time then?”

“Yeah, about five years. Me and my brother own this place. She draws a big crowd, especially on Friday and Saturday nights.” He chuckled. “Of course, more than half of them are guys hoping to score with her.”

And I’d thought her ex was the only one I had to worry about. “Guess they’ll be as disappointed as you were to hear she got hitched.”

“So what’s the deal with you two?” Jake tossed the rag under the bar before he leaned back, crossing his arms. “How come I’ve never heard her talk about you?”

“Macy and I go way back.” My cell phone rang, and I pulled it out to check the number. Gabe could wait. “Her sister’s been dating my brother since they were teenagers.”

“Oh yeah,” Jake said, snapping his fingers. “She mentioned something about her sister getting married. Your brother’s that poker player, right?”

“He was.” Now he was a high school gym teacher and coach, and the job had given him a renewed sense of purpose.

“How does your brother feel about you and Macy?” Jake asked, watching Macy chatting with the waitress who’d been wiping down tables earlier.

“He’ll get used to the idea.” If I ever decide to tell him.

“So you’ve had a thing for her for a long time too?”

I chuckled before sneaking a peek over my shoulder. Macy’s eyes met mine, and I wondered how I hadn’t fallen for her all those years ago. “She was too young for me back then. Eight years isn’t a big deal when you’re pushing forty, but it sure as hell is at twenty-five.”

Jake laughed. “I hear that. If it’s not me, I’m glad it’s someone like you.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked before downing more of the beer.

“Brendan wasn’t right for her. She needs a guy who’s got his shit together.”

“And that doesn’t describe her ex?” Since this was one of my rare opportunities to learn more about Brendan, I decided befriending the bartender was a small price to pay for information.

“No, he was too insecure for a girl like Macy.”

“Meaning?”

“She’s sexy as hell, and loves to flirt. It’s harmless, right? That’s just the way she is, but it pissed Brendan off. He kept trying to rein her in.”

“How’d he do that?” I could imagine the weasel I’d met last night trying to control a free-spirit like Macy.

“He’d get all pissed off, start yelling and throwing shit. Happened here a couple of times,” Jake said, drawing a soda for himself. “I told him if he didn’t get his act together, his days of playing here were numbered.”

“So he has a temper?” Whenever Macy talked about him, she described him as a good guy who cared about her. She hadn’t mentioned the darker side to his personality, but after last night, I was convinced he had one.

“Oh yeah.”

“You think he’s dangerous?”

He shook his head slowly. “No, man, I don’t think so. Of course, now that Macy’s out of reach, he might go off the deep end.”

I definitely didn’t like the sound of that. “Go off the deep end…?”

“I don’t think he’d hurt her,” Jake said. “He’s more of a masochist, if you ask me.”

I didn’t want to think he might be able to guilt Macy into taking him back, but anything was possible.

“I’ve got to check in with the cook before the lunch rush, Kane. It was nice meeting you.”

“Yeah, you too, man.” Instead of feeling better about Macy’s ex, I suddenly felt a whole hell of a lot worse.

 

***

 

Brendan bailed on their set, which left Macy alone to entertain the crowd. Judging by their reaction, they didn’t mind, and neither did she. After she’d performed half a dozen songs, she told them she was going to take a quick break. She was energized by the time I helped her off the stage, her skin and eyes glowing.

“You were great, baby.”

“Thanks.” She wrapped her arms around my neck, standing on her toes to kiss me. “I love that you’re here.”

And I loved that her ex wasn’t. “Me too.”

“I know country music isn’t really your thing, but—”

I thrust my hands into her long thick hair and kissed her soundly. When I came up for air, I saw a guy across the room watching us intently. One of my wife’s admirers, no doubt.

“Wow,” she said, giggling as she fanned her face. “And I thought I was hot before.”

“You were.” I grinned. “You can’t help being hot.” I thought of the things Jake had said earlier and decided to call her on it before it drove me crazy. “So I hear you’ve got your own fan club here, huh?”

She looked around, suddenly noticing dozens of eyes on us. “I perform here regularly. You get to know people.”

“And I get the feeling these people would like to know you a whole lot better.” My eyes traveled the room in a slow circle, glaring at anyone who didn’t have the good sense to look away.

Macy bit her lip as she looked at me. “The way you’re acting. It’s like this…” She whispered, “This marriage thing is for real.”

“What happened between us last night was as real as it gets,” I reminded her. “And the night before that.”

She grabbed my hand, leading me to a table in the back, near an exit door. “So what does that mean?” She pushed me into a chair before straddling me. “Are we a couple now or what?”

“What if I said I’d like to give it a try?”

Her eyes scanned my face. “This morning, I got the impression you were satisfied with things as they are. Continue having fun while you’re in town, but no expectations once you leave.”

“Is that what you want?” If it was, I didn’t know how the hell I was supposed to handle that. I was already in too deep to pretend I could walk away without leaving a part of my heart with her.

She threaded her hands through my hair, oblivious to all the stares, thanks to our intimate position. “I want you, Kane. I have for a really long time.” She bit her lip as though she was weighing what she should say against what she wanted to say. “But that doesn’t mean I can have you.”

I loved her honesty; the fact that she was so blatant about what she wanted and the fact that happened to be me was a real turn-on.

“You can have anything you want.” I drew her closer, wrapping my arms around her as I buried my face in her neck. “Anytime you want.” I knew I’d embarrass myself if I had to stand up now, but Macy didn’t seem to mind, so neither did I.

“Careful,” she whispered breathlessly. “That may mean I call you at all hours, telling you how much I miss you…” She grinded against me, her breath hitching when I nibbled her neck. “How much I need you.”

“It’s a ten-hour drive,” I reminded her. “Less than a two-hour flight. I told you, I have a lot of vacation time coming to me. We could probably see each other every other weekend if we wanted to.”

She lifted her head, her eyes suddenly sharp and focused. “Are you serious?”

“Deadly.”

“But…” She bit her lip. “Kane, we’re already married.”

“I’m aware of that.” I raised my left hand. “And in case I ever forget, I have this to remind me.” Not that I ever would. Not thinking of Macy would be more of a challenge than forgetting her.

She laughed, looking confused as she shook her head. “This is crazy. I’m actually considering having a relationship with my husband.”

No matter how many times I heard her refer to me as her husband, I didn’t think I’d ever tire of it. Because I was starting to realize that may have been exactly what I was destined to be. “I know you think it could never work, because of the distance thing, but how will we know if we don’t try?”

“But aren’t we just setting ourselves up for heartbreak? Your vacation time will run out eventually, then we’ll be back to square one.”

I could only imagine how my heart would break if she sent me packing now. I curled my hands possessively around her curvy hips. “Look, there are no guarantees in life. You know that. This may work. It may not. But if we don’t try, we’ll never know. We’ll just be left with questions and no answers.”

“So you’re saying we should try to make it work to satisfy our curiosity?”

I’d enjoyed my time with Macy more than my time with any other woman I’d ever been with. Every day I found myself caring about her more and more. If that continued, and I was pretty sure it would, I’d have my answer about whether or not we belonged together. “I’m saying we should take a chance on each other. See where this could go.”

Her gaze collided with mine and held, and she suddenly looked nervous. “What if we fall in love? What then?”

Can’t you tell I’m already halfway there? “We’ll figure it out. Let’s just take it one step at a time.”

“What about our families? What are we going to tell them?”

“That we’re dating?” I didn’t want to hide my relationship with Macy from my brothers or sister-in-law, but I knew we couldn’t tell them we were married.

“You know Brody and Riley will go bat-shit crazy if—”

I silenced her with a kiss. “You just let me handle them, okay?”

 


 


[bookmark: 145020]Chapter Seven

Macy

 

The past few days with Kane had changed me. I was happier than I had been in years, maybe ever, and I didn’t want him to go. With my head resting on his bare chest, I struggled to find the words to make him understand how I was feeling. It was our last night together, and while I knew he had to go home, I didn’t want him to.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, sifting his hand through my hair.

I looked into his clear blue eyes, thinking how easy it would be to fall in love with him. If I wasn’t already. “I’m going to worry about you.” That was safer than telling him the whole truth—when he got on that plane tomorrow, he’d be taking a piece of me with him.

“Why?”

Every time I thought about him stepping into the path of some psychopath’s gun, I got a huge knot in my stomach. I hadn’t thought his career would bother me, but the more I grew to care about him, the more I feared for his safety.

“Most people run from gunfire, Kane. You run into it. That’s just crazy to me.” I shuddered when I imagined him crouched behind a parked car, using it to shield his body.

His grip on me tightened. “Don’t do that, Mace. Don’t shut down on me. Every woman I’ve ever cared about has eventually told me she’s not strong enough to handle what I do for a living. I need you to be strong. For me. For us.”

I thought I was, but the thought of losing him that way made me feel scared and weak. “I want to be.”

He lifted my face to his. “You have to be. I’m not going to lose you because of my job. I can’t.” When I would have argued, he covered my lips with his. “It’s one thing if you don’t think I can make you happy. I’d have to come to terms with that. But don’t tell me you can’t be with me because you’re scared I’m going to get killed in the line of duty. That’s not fair to either one of us.”

I wanted to argue but couldn’t. He was right. “I’ll try to be brave,” I promised, thinking how ridiculous that sounded, since he was the one with the courage to put his life on the line every day. I would just be the one sitting by the phone, praying when it rang it would be him and not his brother telling me something terrible had happened to him.

“So I’ve been thinking,” he said, as though he was looking for a subject change. “Since you’re self-employed, you don’t have benefits or insurance, right?”

“No, I don’t.” Thankfully I’d only ever required routine care and it hadn’t been exorbitantly expensive. “Why?”

“One thing about my job—great benefits. I’ll get you on my plan.”

“But…” I snapped my mouth shut, wondering if it was wise to make this arrangement more permanent. “That means you’d have to tell people about us. I thought we were going to keep it a secret for now.”

“I’m going to tell the people at work,” he said. “They’re like my brothers. I trust them with my life.”

The irony wasn’t lost on me. He felt he could tell his coworkers about us, but not his real brothers. But police and firefighters worked closely together, and since Gabe was with the fire department, I had to assume they had a lot of the same friends. “How do you know one of them won’t let something slip?”

“Like I said, I trust them.” He brushed my hair off my face. “Besides, I want you to be listed on my contact info.”

“Me?” I didn’t know why that hit me so hard, but it did. “Are you sure?”

“If anything happens…” He kissed my forehead when I closed my eyes and tried to shut out the pain and fear those three words evoked. “Mace, it could happen to anyone. People die in car accidents every day.”

“I know.” Logically I knew that, but people didn’t get behind the wheel expecting to cross paths with a drunk or distracted driver. Kane strapped on his gun knowing he could have to use it to defend himself. Every. Day.

“Mace, listen to me.” He used his index finger under my chin to raise my face to his. “This can’t work if we’re guarded, if we go into it fearing the worst. You know that, right?”

“I know.” But my heart and head were at odds, because I couldn’t seem to control the terrible thoughts that plagued me. All the what-if scenarios made me wish he could stay with me and keep me safe instead of putting his life on the line to protect strangers. I knew it was selfish. We all owed guys like Kane a debt of gratitude for allowing us to sleep soundly at night, but I couldn’t help the way I felt.

“Did you talk to Brendan?”

I was surprised by the subject change, but I knew that was Kane’s way of distracting me. “Just briefly. He sounded like hell.”

“He probably feels like hell.” He ran his fingertips up and down my bare arm. “I know I would if the woman I loved and had been with for years told me she’d just married some other guy.”

Even though I’d married Kane for the express purpose of getting Brendan off my back, I still felt bad that he was taking it so hard. “He’ll get used to the idea of us being married. What choice does he have, right?”

“He doesn’t have a choice.” He rolled to his side, taking me with him.

Pressing his big body against me, I understood why Kane had chosen his profession. He had the innate ability to make people feel safe and secure without even trying.

“I’m going to miss this,” I whispered, finding the confession easier to make in the dark, where he couldn’t see in my eyes how much I would miss it. “I like sleeping with you.”

I felt his smile as he pressed his lips against my shoulder. “I’m going to miss it too. Sleeping alone sucks, especially when this is the alternative.”

Sleeping with Brendan hadn’t been like this. He’d had his half of the bed, and I’d had mine. That was the way I’d wanted it. But for reasons I wasn’t ready to analyze, I couldn’t get close enough to Kane.

“So, um, you said something about hooking up on weekends.” I didn’t want to seem pushy, but knowing I’d see him again in a couple of weeks would make it easier to let him go tomorrow.

“Not hooking up,” he said, his voice tight. “That’s not what I’m suggesting.”

I looked at him over my shoulder, but his handsome face was little more than an outline in the dark. “That’s not what I meant.” I didn’t want him to think I was trying to belittle what we were building.

“I know.” He sighed, holding me closer. “Sorry, I guess I’m just being overly sensitive. This being our last night and all.”

Nice to know I wasn’t the only one on edge. “I’m on the road a lot on weekends,” I said, thinking through the logistics of his proposal. “I’m here weekend after next though.”

“We’ll work it out,” he said confidently. “I work some weekends too, but I’m usually on call, so I couldn’t leave Tampa then. No reason I can’t catch a flight during the week if I can get a few days off and you don’t have a gig though, right?”

I loved that he understood my crazy life and schedule. Most men would already be giving me a hard time about not putting them first.

“How is it some smart woman hasn’t snapped you up by now?” I asked, linking my hand through his.

“Loving someone like me isn’t easy,” he whispered, his voice husky. “It takes courage.”

I thought of the fears I’d already expressed and felt guilty. I wanted him to know that even though I was scared, I wasn’t willing to let that stand in our way. “But you’re worth it.”

“Thanks, Mace.” He kissed my temple. “I hope you still think so a year from now.”

 

***

 

I wanted to drive Kane to the airport, but since he had an early morning flight, he insisted on taking a cab. He knew I had a gig that night and wanted me to go back to bed.

We were standing at the door, my arms wrapped around his waist, when my friend and neighbor from across the hall stepped out in her workout gear. She was a gorgeous redhead, but Kane didn’t even seem to notice her.

“Hey,” Courtney said, grinning at me. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

I suppressed a sigh, knowing that was code for “your man is hot.” “Kane, this is my friend, Courtney.”

I watched him carefully, remembering how Brendan had had to wipe the drool from his chin the first time he met her. Kane gave nothing away as he shook her hand, claiming it was a pleasure to meet her.

Her eyes widened when she zeroed in on his wedding band. “Oh, I…”

Knowing what she must be thinking, I rushed to fill her in. “Kane and I got married in Vegas last weekend.” I held up my band in case she needed further proof.

She laughed, looking stunned. “You’re kidding, right?”

I’d told Courtney I wasn’t sure I wanted to get married, so I couldn’t blame her for being confused. Especially since I’d only mentioned Kane a couple of times in passing, referring to him as Brody’s hot older brother.

“Not kidding,” Kane assured her. He bent to kiss me, framing my face with his hands before he reached for his suitcase. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Sure.” I could tell Courtney was a little breathless just from watching our kiss. She wasn’t the only one. Being on the other side of Kane’s lips was a surreal experience. “Have a safe flight.” I knew it was a stupid comment, since he had no control over it, but I sensed Kane’s safety would be a concern at the forefront of my mind from now on.

Courtney and I watched him step onto the elevator before Boots crawled out of his bed, looking for love.

I knelt to scratch him under the chin while Courtney said, “Sorry I couldn’t keep an eye on this little guy for you last weekend.” She’d had to drive to Knoxville to visit her father, who was in the hospital after a slight stroke.

“No worries. Brendan was able to take care of him for me.”

“Well…?” Courtney said, gesturing to my apartment. “Aren’t you going to invite me in for coffee? You have to know I’m dying to hear how the hell this happened.”

I knew she was referring to my impromptu wedding, but since we hadn’t been friends long, I wasn’t sure I was comfortable sharing my secrets with her. Nevertheless, I invited her inside and I headed to the kitchen.

After making the coffee, I carried a box of pastry Kane had bought into the living room, and we curled up on the couch. I was wearing sweats, no makeup, and my hair was disheveled, while Courtney looked like a fitness model. What a way to start the day.

“Okay, so tell me everything,” she said, curling her hands around her mug. “How the hell did you go to Vegas for your sister’s bachelorette party and come home married to the groom’s brother?”

The more I thought about it, the crazier it sounded. Would anyone believe it had been a spur-of-the-moment decision made by two people who’d never even expressed an interest in getting married before?

“You saw him,” I said, hoping I could hedge her question. “Can you blame me?”

“Hell no, he’s gorgeous. But marriage is a big step. You told me you couldn’t see yourself marrying Brendan and that was a big part of the reason you broke up with him.”

“True.” I took a sip of coffee, thinking about all of the reasons it had been so easy to say those two little words to Kane. “Kane is… different. Would you think I was crazy if I said I’ve had a crush on him since I was seventeen?”

“Really?” Courtney asked, her eyes lighting up with excitement. “Tell me everything. Did he know you were crushing on him? Did you ever act on it? Did he feel the same way?”

I laughed at her enthusiasm. She was a romantic still holding out hope she’d meet her own Prince Charming someday. “No, no, and no.” When she frowned, I said, “If I’d told him how I felt about him back then, he would have said I was too young for him, and he would have been right.”

Kane had always been mature, since he’d had to grow up so fast after his mother’s death. While I was thinking about senior proms and acing exams, he was already a cop, worried about working hard and earning promotions.

“But you’re not too young for him anymore?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “I guess thirty and thirty-eight isn’t as big a deal as seventeen and twenty-five. So how did it happen? Were you stunned when he asked you to marry him?”

He hadn’t asked so much as suggested it, but for the sake of keeping up appearances, I said, “Uh, yeah, I was shocked, to say the least.”

“I know you guys hung out when you were in Tampa, but you said nothing happened because you were still with Brendan.” She curled her long legs under her, making me wish I wasn’t so vertically challenged. “I didn’t realize you’d kept in touch.”

Leading her to believe my relationship with Kane had been building slowly was the only way to sell this relationship, so I said, “What can I say? We started out as friends, and it evolved into more when Brendan and I broke up.” True, all true, I reminded myself when I felt a twinge of remorse for trying to deceive my friend.

“So is he going to move here or what?”

If only. “We’re still figuring things out.” I was a terrible liar, and since this marriage was the biggest sham I’d ever tried to pull off, I’d have to choose my words carefully. “Kane heads up a SWAT team in Tampa and—”

“God, that’s so hot,” Courtney said, fanning her face. “He looks like that and wears a uniform? No wonder you jumped at the chance to marry him.”

I laughed, thinking her assessment wasn’t far from the truth. “Anyhow, we’ll talk every day, and he’ll visit a couple of times a month until we can figure out the logistics.”

“Think you’d ever consider moving back home to be with him?”

I’d come to think of Nashville as home because I knew it was the place where I could make my dreams come true. But Tampa was where my memories lived, along with the people I loved most. “You know why I came here. If you want to make it in country music, this is the place to be.”

“So you think Kane will get transferred here?”

“I…” When faced with the impossibility of making this work, my gut clenched, reminding me how stupid it would be to fall in love with a man I could never have. “Um, I have to grab a shower now, Court. Sorry, but I have a meeting with a record label in a couple of hours. They’re interested in one of our songs.”

“Oh, how exciting,” she said, setting her mug on the table before she stood.

Boots jumped up on the spot she vacated, clearly appreciating that it was still warm as his eyes drifted closed.

“Yeah, too bad we won’t be the ones cutting it.” Not that I had much reason to complain. At least it was a paycheck.

When I walked her to the door, she said, “Well, congratulations on the whole marriage thing. I couldn’t be happier for you.”

“Thanks.” I’d have shared her happiness if only I could convince myself what Kane and I had was real.

 


 


[bookmark: 163430]Chapter Eight

Kane

 

After a grueling day and night, my third without Macy, I just wanted to fall into bed, pull the covers over my head, and shut out the rest of the world, but my brother had other ideas.

“Look, man,” I said, when I opened the door to Brody. “I’m wiped out. Had to work all night. Can this wait ‘til tomorrow?”

“It won’t take long,” he assured me, closing the door before he followed me into the living room.

“Fine,” I said, scraping my hands over my face as I sank into the sofa. “Say what you have to say, but make it quick. I gotta get some sleep.”

“One word—Macy.”

How did I know this would be about her? He’d been blowing up my phone ever since I got back from Nashville. I knew it would only be a matter of time before he showed up on my doorstep, demanding answers.

“What about her?” I asked.

“Why’d you go to Nashville?”

“To see the sights.” The sight of her lying naked in bed, begging me to make love to her.

“You’re lying your ass off.”

“No matter what I say, you’re going to accuse me of lying, so say what you came to say and get out.” I wasn’t usually so abrupt with my brothers, unless they stuck their nose where it didn’t belong, and lately Brody had been acting as though that was his job.

“It’s obvious you have a thing for Macy. I want to know where it’s going.”

“I told you before, what happens between me and Macy is none of your business.” I tipped my head back and closed my eyes. I’d have to tell him about us eventually, but I was too worn out to defend myself now.

I’d spent thirty-six hours in shifts outside an apartment building while some deranged man held a dozen people hostage because his ex-wife was sleeping with the building superintendent. The gunman had been apprehended after hours of back and forth with a negotiator. Fortunately, there’d been no fatalities, but it had been draining nonetheless.

“It’s upsetting my fiancée,” Brody argued, “which makes it my business. You know how protective Riley is of her sister, and she says Macy’s been shutting her out lately. We think that has something to do with you.”

Only because I didn’t want to worry Riley, who I’d come to think of as family and a friend, I said, “Fine. We’re seeing each other. Are you happy now?”

“Define seeing each other,” Brody said slowly.

“Hanging out, sleeping together—”

“Goddammit, Kane, you could have any woman you want! Why Macy?”

Why Macy? I’d been asking myself that question for months. Why couldn’t I stop thinking about her? Why couldn’t I stomach the thought of her sleeping with anyone else? Why was Macy the only one who did it for me? “That’s like asking you why Riley. You don’t know why Riley’s the one for you, just that she is.”

Riley had been the only woman on Brody’s radar since they were kids. I’d assumed he would outgrow the infatuation when he went off to college and she stayed behind, but their love had proved stronger than time and distance. I couldn’t help but wonder whether Macy and I were strong enough to endure the way they had.

“What are you saying?” Brody asked, narrowing his eyes. “You have real feelings for her?”

“Man, I’ve known Macy half my life. You think I’d mess with her if I wasn’t serious?” I didn’t have the best track record with women, but it wasn’t because I didn’t respect them.

Holding his head, Brody said, “This doesn’t make any sense. Macy just broke up with her boyfriend. You have to know she’s vulnerable. And you’re, what? Content to be her rebound guy?”

I met his eyes, the warning in mine clear. “It’s not like that. What we have is real.” I hadn’t intended to reveal so much, but Brody knew how to push my buttons.

“Fine,” he said, extending his hands. “Let’s say I believe you. Where do you see this going?”

I sighed. “Right now, the only thing I can think about is my bed. You want to talk about the future, come back and see me in eight hours.”

“I’m serious, Kane. Riley is worried about her sister, and frankly, so am I.”

“Let me get this straight,” I said, feeling dangerously close to losing it. “You’re worried about Macy and only Macy? Did it ever occur to you that she might be the one to hurt me?”

Brody laughed before sobering when he realized I was serious. “You don’t get caught up in relationships. I’ve never seen you so invested in a woman that you didn’t bounce back within a day or two.”

I was a master at keeping my emotions in check, but my brother made it sound as if I wasn’t capable of feeling anything, and that couldn’t be further from the truth. Especially where Macy was concerned. “Fine, you want the truth? I’ll give you the truth.” Or at least the part I could reveal. “But I can’t promise you’ll like it.”

“I’m listening,” he said, sounding wary.

“When Macy was in Tampa a couple months back, you know we spent a lot of time together.” My eyes drifted to the spot beside me on the couch, and I imagined her curled up under a throw, a big bowl of popcorn in her lap. She’d looked so at home here, in my house, I’d allowed myself to entertain the possibility of what life would be like if she became a permanent fixture. In my home and in my life.

“Yeah. Are you telling me something happened between you two? Because I’ve known her a long time, and I’ve never known her to cheat on anyone.”

“Something did happen,” I said, staring at the blank flat screen. “I fell hard for her. It couldn’t go anywhere because she had a boyfriend, but that didn’t stop me from thinking about her when she left or calling her, texting her…” I sighed. “When I found out she dumped him, I started to think maybe she’d be willing to give me a chance.”

Brody swore softly. “I knew this was going to happen. Look, I know Macy is a beautiful girl, but—”

“Just shut up and listen. You said you wanted to know what was going on. I’m trying to tell you.”

“Fine. Talk,” he said, his jaw locking.

“With the Vegas trip coming up, we talked even more.” I thought about the late night conversations we’d had when I should have been sleeping, after she’d gotten in from a show and was still wired. “The attraction clearly wasn’t going away. When I found out she’d had a thing for me for a long time, I knew we had to act on it.”

“I knew we shouldn’t have left you two alone,” Brody said. “I should have asked Gabe to hang out with you guys in Vegas, to chaperone.”

“Nothing would have kept me from sleeping with her that night. Or every night after that in Nashville.” I stared at him, daring him to challenge me.

“So that’s how it is?” Brody asked, pacing and linking his hands behind his head. “Have you thought about how awkward this is going to be? You’re going to have to see her at the rehearsal dinner, the wedding, not to mention all the big family events for the rest of our lives. I don’t have to tell you how close Macy and Riley are. They’re—”

“Stop!” I raised my hand. “I hear what you’re saying. I do. But Riley’s just going to have to get used to the idea of me dating her sister. When and if we break up, we’ll handle it like mature adults. I promise we won’t make it weird for you guys.” I hoped that was a promise I could keep. Just picturing Macy showing up to a family event with another guy on her arm made me edgy. Witnessing it would make me…

“You sure?” Brody asked, obviously sensing my turmoil. “’Cause I gotta say, you’re acting weird already.”

I thought about the promise I’d made to Macy. She didn’t want them to know we’d been crazy enough to exchange vows on a whim, and I couldn’t blame her. She’d never hear the end of it from Riley, but the only way my brother and sister-in-law would back off was if they believed I was serious about Macy. “Maybe I am. The truth is, I’m still trying to process my feelings for Macy. It’s been a hell of a long time since I’ve felt like this.” Like never. “And you know I’m a little gun-shy when it comes to relationships. You don’t have to remind me Macy is coming off a serious one. Believe me, I know.”

I’d seen the way Brendan looked at her. He wasn’t going to let her go just because she was wearing my ring. He was still in love with her. They had history, and I’d be a fool to think he wasn’t a threat to what Macy and I were trying to build.

Brody sagged as the air, and presumably the fight, seeped out of him. “I’m sorry if I came off like an asshole, man. I didn’t mean to accuse you of using Macy.”

“Good, ‘cause I’d never do that.”

Brody sat on the edge of the armchair, regarding me carefully. “Now you’ve got me wondering if I should’ve had this conversation with her instead of you.”

The last thing I needed was for him to give Macy a hard time about us. “What’re you talking about?”

“I came here assuming you’d tell me you guys were just having fun. But that’s not what this is, is it?”

“Clean your ears out,” I said, scowling at him. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. So you can go back home and tell your fiancée she’s got nothing to worry about. I’m not going to hurt her baby sister.”

“But what if it’s inevitable?” Brody asked. “What if you wind up hurting each other without meaning to?”

“Jesus,” I said, rubbing the scruff on my jaw. “What the hell’s with you? You sound like one of those therapists they make us see at the station when we take down a perp. I don’t want to talk to you about my feelings and shit.” I wasn’t even ready to talk to Macy about that.

“I know a thing or two about hurting the woman I love, Kane,” Brody said, his voice low and gruff. “I did it to Riley for years. I’m not proud of that. It makes me sick every time I think of it.”

“Why are we covering old ground? You and Riley are happy now. You’ve got your shit together. You guys are getting married and—”

“I don’t want to see you make the same mistakes I did.”

I was usually the one warning Brody it was time to grow up. I couldn’t remember a single time in our lives when he’d had to warn me about the danger he saw ahead. “You know I don’t shy away from danger.” I rubbed the back of my neck, thinking I’d give anything for a massage right about now. Preferably from Macy. “It’s not who I am. Don’t ask me to play it safe, to be cautious. You’re just wasting your breath.”

“Fine, how do you see this playing out then? Your life is here. Hers is in Nashville.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You think I haven’t thought about this? Trust me, I have.”

“And…?”

“I don’t know.” I knew that wouldn’t satisfy him, but it was all I had.

“Would you be willing to give up your job, leave your friends and family behind, so you could move to Nashville to be with her?”

Tampa was my home, the only place I’d ever wanted to live. “You’re getting way ahead of yourself. We’re not even close to being there yet.” Which was ridiculous, since we already had the marriage license.

“I just want you to think about it for a minute,” Brody said, raising his hand. “Fast forward a year. You love her, she loves you. You’re tired of sleeping alone. You want to see her more than once a month.”

“I’ll burn that bridge when I get to it.” Though I didn’t think it would take a year for me to feel the way Brody described. It had only been a few days and I missed Macy already.

“Man, can’t you see how irresponsible it is to go into a relationship without thinking about the end game? Where do you want this to go? Where are you willing to let it go?”

“I don’t know, okay!” I strode to the door and hauled it open. “I’ll figure it out… with Macy’s help. Not yours!”

He surprised me by gripping my shoulder on the way out. He looked me in the eye. “When I screwed things up with Ri, you were the one to tell me I was going to lose her if I didn’t get my act together. You were the one who forced me to face the cold, hard truth. I figure I owe you.”

I watched him climb into his new pick-up truck before I closed the door. Damn it. He was right. I had to face reality. This thing with Macy was a ticking time bomb, and the people we loved would be rocked by the explosion.

 

***

 

I’d been dreading this conversation all day, but after Brody’s visit, I knew Macy and I needed to face facts.

“Hey, sexy,” she said, picking up her landline after the first ring. “I was hoping you’d call tonight. I know your text said you were fine, but I needed to hear your voice.”

I’d texted to tell her I wouldn’t be able to call her last night because I was on duty. But a single night without hearing her voice had been a hell of a lot harder on me than I thought it would be.

Damn it. We were in real trouble here.

“So listen, Mace, we need to talk.” I was a coward for having this conversation over the phone, but I couldn’t go on pretending everything was fine until I saw her again. That would make me feel like even more of a fraud.

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” she said, her voice suddenly soft and wary. “What’s up?”

“I had a talk with Brody today, and he made me face the reality of our situation.”

“Meaning?”

“As it stands, we’re friends. And I’d like us to go on being friends, for the sake of our family connection.”

She made a choking sound as though she was struggling to catch her breath. “I don’t know about you, but what we did… I don’t do that with my friends.”

I’d had a few friendships like that, but this wasn’t one of them. “When we slept together…” I was struggling to find the right words, knowing nothing I could say would soften the blow. “When I was with you, I really thought we could make it work somehow.”

“But now you don’t?” There was a hard edge to her voice. “Because of what Brody said?”

I didn’t want her to hate my brother. This wasn’t his fault. This was simply a case of wrong time, wrong place, wrong people. “This isn’t about Brody. This is about us. I just don’t see how we can make this work, Mace.”

“But you were the one trying to convince me we could!” she cried. “You said you could come here and—”

“I know what I said.” I sat up in bed, resting my back against the headboard. “But I was wrong.” Just like tearing off a Band-Aid. Make it quick to minimize the pain. “Look, I think our attraction to each other was overriding our common sense.”

“You’re saying you would have said or done anything to get me into bed, is that it?”

“No!” The last thing I wanted was for her to think I’d used her. I cared about her. That’s why I was trying to save her from more pain months down the line when we realized there was no possible way to make our relationship work. “You know this was about more than sex for me.”

“How do I know that?” she asked defiantly. “You think you’re the first guy who’s used me for sex, then discarded me like a piece of trash?”

My gut clenched at the realization she hated me now. There was no way to come back from this, to convince her that I only had her best interests in mind. “You know I would never do that. You’re just upset. When you’ve had time to think about it, you’ll realize it’s best to put an end to this now, before we get in too deep.”

A voice in my head chided me that it was way too late for that. I was already in so deep, I could have used a pair of hip waders.

“You know what I think? I think you’re a goddamn coward! You’re afraid of what you feel for me, and rather than face it, you want to hide from it, pretend it doesn’t exist!”

I’d never been accused of being a coward. If anything, those who knew me might describe me as brave and courageous, but Macy’s words had a ring of truth I couldn’t deny.

“You let me fall for you,” she accused. “I never intended to. That first night, in Vegas, I thought it would just be sex. And I was okay with that. But you let me believe it could be more. Why? Why did you do that?”

Christ, she was slaying me. “I’m sorry. I never meant to—”

“Forget it,” she said, drawing a shaky breath. “It doesn’t matter. I get it. It’s over… before you even gave it a chance to get started.”

 


 


[bookmark: 183760]Chapter Nine

Macy

 

“How could you? Who the hell do you think you are?”

I imagined Brody holding the phone away from his ear to save his eardrum. “Look, Macy—”

“What gives you the right to decide who I hook up with?” Minimizing what Kane and I had shared made me feel marginally better. The ache in my chest lessened, making it a little easier to breathe. I’d already had three glasses of wine since Kane’s call ninety minutes ago, and now I was ready to unleash on my sister and her future husband.

“I’m guessing Kane decided to back off?” When I swore, Brody said, “You’re going to thank me for this someday. I know my brother. He never would’ve uprooted his life for you.”

The ache was back, making it difficult to breathe again. “I wouldn’t have asked him to.”

“Then you would have given up your career to move back here?” Brody sighed in the beat of silence. “That’s what I thought. Look, I know you might hate me now, but forcing Kane to face this now was the best thing I could have done for him and you.”

“Who made you my keeper?” I’d always liked Brody, except for the years when he’d played fast and loose with my big sister’s heart, but I couldn’t imagine forgiving this misstep.

“I love you.”

I sucked in a breath, and tears burned my eyes. Damn him for knowing exactly how to disarm me. “Shut up.”

“I’ve watched you get your heart broken. I’ve threatened bodily harm to every guy who thought they could score with you.”

A tear slid down my cheek. I knew he’d go to the mat for me, every single time. “I know, but I still hate you for going to Kane behind my back.”

“You hate me now,” he said softly, “but you’ll thank me someday. I know you’ve had a thing for him for a while, hon. But now that you’ve got it out of your system—”

“What if I haven’t?” I held out my hand, looking at the ring he’d placed there. “What if I still want him?”

“I know it hurts right now,” Brody said, clearly trying to placate me. “I’m sure it’s not easy for him either. But better now than later.”

“Put my sister on the phone.” I’d already said my piece to Brody, and I wasn’t ready to forgive him, no matter what he said.

“Don’t blame her for this. I went to see Brody. She didn’t even know about it ‘til I came home.”

“Don’t try to defend her.” Brody didn’t do anything without thinking about how it would affect my sister, so if he’d gone to see Kane, it was because he believed that was what Riley wanted. “Just put her on the phone.”

He must have covered the phone while he filled Riley in because I heard muffled voices before she said, “Hey. You okay?”

“No, I’m not okay.” I sniffled, wedging my palm into my eye. “How can I be okay when the people who supposedly love me won’t give me freedom to manage my own life? You’ve been there. Remember how you felt when Mom and Dad tried to keep you from Brody?”

“We were kids then,” Riley said.

“Which makes what you and Brody did even worse! Maybe things would have blown up with Kane. I don’t know. But if you’d stayed out of it, he could have made a few more of my fantasies a reality first.” It may have been the wine talking, but knowing we’d had sex for the last time was topping my list of reasons to be mad at my sister.

“Jesus, if you’re looking for a good time, someone to help you get over Brendan, I’m sure you won’t have any trouble finding someone.”

“Is that what you think I had with Kane?” His sudden change of heart made a lot more sense to me now. “Did Brody tell him he thought I was using him to get over Brendan?” When she didn’t have the guts to confirm my suspicions, I shouted, “Answer me!”

“He may have said something like that. But come on. You were with Brendan for a long time. No one expects you to get over him overnight.”

“I am over him. I have been for a long time.” A few sweet memories I’d made with Brendan filtered through my head, but the more recent memories I’d made with Kane quickly edged them out. “He was an important part of my life for a long time, but I was ready for it to be over.”

“We just don’t want to see either one of you get hurt. That’s the only reason we got involved.”

“Yeah, well, you shouldn’t have.” I gripped my head, knowing it would be aching by morning. And Brendan and I had a long road trip ahead of us. Hours locked in a car with my ex while trying to figure out how to end my marriage without anyone finding out was enough to give anyone a headache.

“Please don’t hate me,” Riley said, sounding desperate. “You know I hate it when we fight.”

“I could never hate you.” Brody, maybe. But not my sister. “But you have to know that if you can’t learn to back off and let me live my own life, we’re going to have problems, Ri. Big problems.”

 

***

 

Kane

 

“Hey,” Brody said, jumping out of his truck at the curb in front of my house just as I was heading out to the gym. “We’re on our way to the airport, man. We just got word that Macy was in a car accident. Her parents are meeting us there. We—”

“Wait. What?” My head spun as his words hit me. If they were all flying out to be with her, it wasn’t just a little fender bender. “Is she okay?” Please God, let her be okay.

“We don’t know anything yet,” Brody said as Riley stepped out of the truck, her face streaked with tears. “Just that she and Brendan were on their way to a gig in Charlotte when they crashed. It was a single-car accident, so no one else was hurt.”

Riley stepped into my arms, sobbing. “I’m so sorry, Kane. I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to her. We should never have warned you off. Macy cares about you. She called me last night, mad as hell that—”

“Sssh,” I said, stroking her hair when she struggled to get the words out. “It’s okay. None of that matters now. The only thing that matters is making sure she’s okay.” My hand trembled on Riley’s back, something it never did, not even when I was staring down the barrel of a gun.

“We gotta go,” Brody said. “We have to get to the airport. I’ll call you and fill you in as soon as we know what’s going on.”

“I’ll meet you in Charlotte. Text me the details. Let me know which hospital.”

Brody frowned. “Can you get away right now? You just got back. What about work?”

“I’ll get someone to cover for me.” Normally work would have been my first priority. Not now. A few of my colleagues owed me favors. Someone would come through for me. They had to. I bent my knees to look Riley in the eyes as I gripped her shoulders. “You’re shaking. You need to take it easy.”

With my arm around her, I walked her back to the truck. I got her settled inside and made sure she’d fastened her seat belt before I closed the door and crooked a finger at Brody. He met me at the back of the truck, looking more worried than I’d seen him in a long time.

“How bad is it? The truth.”

“She needs surgery for a ruptured spleen. That’s all I know.”

I leaned on the tailgate, struggling to breathe. “She’s gonna make it though, right? They never said anything that would lead you to believe she wasn’t?”

“When the hospital called, they told her parents they should fly out.”

Oh, God. That meant it was bad. They were afraid of losing her. Gripping the tailgate with both hands, I leaned over. “God, I feel sick.”

“Don’t lose it here,” Brody warned, slapping my back. “Riley’s already freaked out. You’re supposed to be the unflappable one. If she sees you scared, she’ll lose it.”

Sucking in a breath, I stood. “Right.” Looking Brody in the eye, I said, “I messed up, man. I let her go when I should have fought like hell to hold on to her.”

“It’s my fault,” Brody said, gripping his chest and looking tortured. “She was so pissed at me last night. If that was the last conversation I ever get to have with her—”

“Shut. Up. Don’t say that. Don’t even think that.”

“You’re right.” Brody slipped the sunglasses on his head over his eyes when they filled with tears. “She’s going to pull through this. She has to. I mean, people can survive without spleens, right?”

I got the sense there was more he wasn’t telling me. “Is that what they said? They told her parents they had to remove her spleen?”

“Her father told me this,” Brody said, turning his back to the truck as he lowered his voice. “He doesn’t want Riley or her mother to know. The internal bleeding… it’s bad.”

“Jesus,” I said, staggering back as I fought another wave of nausea. “How bad?”

“I don’t know. I just know we have to get there. Now.” He offered his hand and pulled me into a half-hug when I took it. “You gonna catch a later flight?”

“Yeah, I’ll get there as soon as I can. Don’t forget to text me to let me know what hospital.” I took my keys out of my pocket. I had to go back inside to pack a bag and make some calls. “Call me if you hear anything, okay?”

“Kane…” Brody rounded the side of the truck, curling his hand around the edge of the bed. “I know you’re not real big on praying. Since Mom died, we all kind of lost faith. But we need to say a prayer now. You got me?”

Brody may have lost his faith, but in my line of work, I knew it was more than dumb luck keeping me alive. I had to pray Macy had some of that same luck shining down on her. “Yeah, I hear ya.”

 

***

 

By the time I got to the hospital six hours later, night was closing in. After being directed to the Intensive Care Unit, I found Riley, her parents, and Brody sitting in plastic chairs, along with several other families who looked as ravaged as they did.

Brody approached me. “She’s out of surgery.”

“And?”

“They removed her spleen.”

“And?” Getting more than a single word out seemed to be more than I could handle, but I needed answers to the questions rattling around in my head. The main one being, Is she going to be okay?

“They’ll keep a close eye on her for the next little while.”

“But she’s going to be okay, right?” She had to be. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing her now, with so much left unsaid. “I get that she’s got a long road ahead of her, but I need you to tell me she’s going to make it.”

“The doctor seemed optimistic,” Brody said. “But you know how they are. They like to err on the side of caution. She needed a blood transfusion to—”

“Excuse me,” a pretty young nurse with a clipboard said. “I have a few questions now that Miss Myers is out of surgery.” She frowned. “Or is it Mrs. Steele? I wasn’t sure. Her temporary driver’s license said Steele, but all of her other ID said Myers.”

My heart sank as the nurse’s gaze traveled around the small group. I’d teased Macy about taking my name, but I had no idea she’d actually followed through, especially since our arrangement was supposed to be temporary.

“What the hell?” Brody asked, his gaze sliding to mine. “Why would she have taken our last name?”

When her father’s eyes settled on mine, I knew I had to come clean. “Can I fill you in in just a few minutes?” I asked the nurse. “I’ll need to give you insurance information too.”

“Macy didn’t have insurance,” Riley said, looking as confused as everyone else. “We were going to pay for her care.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Adding her to my policy had been one of the few smart decisions I’d made when I returned to Tampa. “It’s taken care of.”

When the nurse walked away, Brody said, “What the hell’s going on, Kane?”

I looked at her parents, thinking how upset Macy would be that they had to learn about our sham of a marriage from me. “So here’s the thing…” I looked each of them in the eye, reminding myself I was still the same guy who chased killers out of hiding for a living. I had nothing to fear from these people. “Macy and I got married in Vegas.”

Riley gasped. “When you were there for our party?”

“Yeah.” I ran a hand through my hair, wishing I could’ve imparted this news after I’d seen Macy. More than anything, I just wanted to look into those beautiful blue eyes, even if the only thing I saw reflected in them was her hatred for me. I thought about her fear that her parents would be furious with her and hoped I could make them understand she’d done what she felt she had to do. “It wasn’t planned. We did it because… she was having a hard time making her ex believe it was over.”

“She did this because of Brendan?” Riley asked, shaking her head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Apparently he was having a hard time accepting it was over. I wanted to help her out, so I suggested we tie the knot, you know, to get him off her back.”

“Let me get this straight,” her father said, glaring at me. “You married my daughter so she could prove to Brendan it was over between them?”

I’d met Dr. Myers a few times over the years. I knew he liked to throw his weight around, but I had yet to meet a man who could intimidate me. “That’s right. I know that may sound strange, but I don’t have to tell you how much Macy’s career means to her. Brendan is a big part of that. She didn’t feel she could do it without him, but she didn’t see how they could go on working together unless she found a way to convince him they were never getting back together.”

“I can’t believe this,” Brody said, leveling me with a look that would have sent most guys running. “And you didn’t think to tell me? The other day when we talked about you and Macy, I didn’t realize she was your wife. Jesus, Kane, how could you keep something like that from me?”

“I think we’re losing sight of what’s really important here,” I said, trying to placate the group. “Macy was in a serious car accident today, but she’s going to be all right. Isn’t that what really matters?”

“Of course you’re right,” Mrs. Myers said. “But you can’t blame us for being stunned. You and my daughter weren’t even in a relationship. Were you?”

“We were friends.” I hated defining our relationship that way. She felt like so much more than that and had for months. “I was trying to help her out of a tough spot. We figured it wouldn’t be long before her ex moved on, then we could…”

“Get the marriage annulled?” Riley asked.

I shot a guilty look in her direction. “Uh, I…”

“You couldn’t get the marriage annulled, could you?”

“Oh, for the love of God,” Dr. Myers said, looking disgusted.

“I want to see her,” I said, getting tired of their judgment and recrimination.

“Immediate family only,” Dr. Myers said, glaring at me.

“I’m her husband,” I reminded him. “I’d say that gives me some rights, at least as far as this hospital is concerned.”

“You’re right,” Riley said, shooting a warning look at her father. “We’ve all been in to see her. They’ll only give you a few minutes though.”

“Understood.”

“It’s down that hall,” Riley said, pointing. “Third door on your left.”

“Thanks.”

I felt eyes burning into my back as I walked away. No doubt Macy’s father was fantasizing about all the ways he could kill me. Not that I could blame him. In his shoes, I might have felt the same way.

I swallowed as I stepped into her room, eyeing the slight form in the bed before my gaze traveled to all the machines monitoring her. Her beautiful face was bruised, but other than that, all visible signs of damage were hidden beneath a stark white sheet.

“Hey. It’s me, baby.” My voice was raspy as I pulled up the stool beside her. I took her hand, carefully avoiding the monitor attached to her finger. “How’re you feeling?”

“How do you think I’m feeling?” she whispered, looking the other way before closing her eyes again. “They just cut me open and removed an organ. I’ve been better.”

“I’m sorry, Mace. So damn sorry.” I had a hundred reasons to apologize, but more than anything, I was just sorry this had happened to her.

“Why are you here?”

It was a legitimate question, but the fact she had to ask it made me feel as if I’d been the one cut open. “You don’t want me here?” When she didn’t respond, I released her hand. “Too bad, ‘cause I’m not going anywhere.”

“Stubborn ass.”

My lips twitched. I knew she was going to be okay. Even a life-threatening accident couldn’t zap her spirit. “A stupid, stubborn ass.” Because one thing was glaringly obvious to me now—I was in love with this girl. “I’m sorry for the things I said to you the other night on the phone.”

She turned her head slightly, lifting one eyelid. “Why’re you sorry? For speaking the truth?”

“For being afraid of the truth.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d openly admitted to being afraid, but I couldn’t deny it today. “I’m falling for you, and that scared the hell out of me. I thought letting you go was the right thing to do. But it wasn’t. Not for me and not for you.”

“You don’t know what’s right for me.”

“I don’t want to argue with you.” Trying to lighten the mood, I said, “We’ll save that for when you’re feeling better. It’ll give you something to look forward to.” I winced when she didn’t even try to smile. “I know you hate me, but—”

“Don’t put words in my mouth.”

Okay, at least she didn’t hate me. Something to build on. “Can you remember what happened?” I knew I had to tread lightly, but I couldn’t help being curious about her memory of the accident. “Were you and Brendan arguing? Was he distracted?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

I shook my head, knowing I had to follow her lead on this one. “Okay, there’ll be plenty of time to talk about what happened when you’re feeling up to it.”

“Is he going to be okay?” she asked, a tear slipping down her cheek.

I hadn’t even thought to ask about his condition. What did that say about me? “Um, I’m not sure. I can find out for you.”

“Please.”

“But before I do, you should probably know that I told your parents about us getting married. Brody and Riley know too.”

She shifted slightly, groaning, and I couldn’t tell if it was because of the news I’d imparted or her physical pain. Either way, I hated to hear that sound.

“Why? It’s over. They didn’t have to know.”

I wanted to argue that it wasn’t over, at least not for me. But this wasn’t the time to defend myself or our relationship. “I guess the nurses were looking through your wallet when you came in so they knew who to call. Didn’t you have your phone?”

“My battery died,” she said, her voice hoarse.

She glanced at the water pitcher at the foot of the bed, and I jumped up to pour some into the plastic glass, hoping she was allowed to have fluids so soon after surgery.

“This okay?” I asked. After she nodded, I held the back of her head so she could take a sip. I couldn’t help but kiss her forehead after fluffing her pillow. “I was so scared when Brody told me what happened.”

“I’m going to be fine,” she said, tearing her gaze from mine.

Sitting back down beside her, I said, “So about your family knowing about us…”

“There is no us.”

Dammit. It hurt like hell to hear her say that, to know she’d taken me at my word and had decided to shut me out, even after all she’d been through.

A doctor in a white coat entered the room. “Oh, hello. I didn’t realize you had company. I just wanted to check in on you, see how you’re feeling.”

I stood, offering the doctor my hand. “Kane Steele. Macy’s husband.”

“It’s nice to meet you.” He smiled at Macy. “I guess I don’t have to tell you how lucky you were today, young lady. Someone must have been watching out for you.”

Offering him a tight smile, Macy said, “Can you tell me about the condition of the other passenger… Brendan?”

“I’m afraid not,” the doctor said, glancing at me. “He’s not my patient.”

And even if he were, he wouldn’t be at liberty to give us an update on his condition, I suspected. “Doctor, how long will Macy be in the hospital?”

“Anxious to get her home so you can take care of her there?”

“Yes.”

Macy gave me a curious look but kept her mouth shut.

“We’ll be monitoring your wife’s condition for the next twenty-four hours, Mr. Steele. If all goes well, she’ll be able to go home in about a week.” He frowned. “Will you be there to take care of her? She’ll need round-the-clock care for the first few weeks, and additional care, perhaps in the form of a support worker or nurse, for a few weeks after that.”

“Sure, I can take some time off work.” I knew a private nurse had just moved in next door to my brother Gabe. I could give her a call.

“No,” Macy said, closing her eyes, presumably trying to block out the pain. “I don’t want you to do that. I’m not your problem.”

The doctor looked confused but simply informed us a nurse would be in to check on Macy’s vitals before he backed out of the room.

“I don’t want your help,” she said, fighting tears. “I don’t need it.”

Gesturing to her sheet-clad body, I said, “Well, you sure as hell need someone’s help. If not me, then who? Your mother?” I knew Mrs. Myers ran her husband’s chiropractic clinic and would probably have a hard time taking that much time off. “Riley? You know she would, but she has a business to run and a wedding to plan. Unless you want them to postpone the wedding so she can take care of you?”

“No.”

I knew that would get her, though I felt guilty for making her feel like a burden on her sister. “I can afford to take the time off work. They can’t.”

“I don’t want your help,” she repeated, obviously fighting back tears. “I don’t want anything from you.”

“The last thing I want is to get you upset right now. But here’s the deal,” I said, crossing my arms. “You can come home with me, or go home with your mother and let her fuss and hover.” As strong-willed and free-spirited as Macy was, she would hate that.

“Why are you doing this?” she whispered, looking at me. “You don’t want me. You said so yourself.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat, wishing I could hit the rewind button and erase that damn conversation from her memory. After almost losing her today, I didn’t want to hold back anymore. “I never said I didn’t want you. I was afraid of wanting you too much, of needing you—that was the problem.”

“I can’t do this now,” she said, her eyes drifting closed. “Please. I’m tired. I need to sleep.”

 


 


[bookmark: 212170]Chapter Ten

Macy

 

After four solid days of being fussed over, I was ready to scream. Kane was right. I would never survive my mother’s hovering.

She fixed the blankets, tucking them in around me as though she feared I’d fall out of bed without them. “There we go.” She smiled as she patted my forearm. “How’s that?”

Reminding myself that she was trying to help in the only way she knew how, I said, “Fine,” through clenched teeth. “But why don’t you go back to the hotel and get some sleep now? You’ve been here practically day and night since the accident.” And you’re driving me bat-shit crazy!

“Where else would I be?” she asked, stroking my forehead. “You’re my baby. You nearly lost your life. You need me.”

What I needed was a shot of patience and maybe a fifth of whisky. “Mom, I know you and Dad were worried, but I’m fine now. You can relax. In fact, if you want to head home, I understand. Dad has patients who need him.”

“Nonsense,” she said, fluffing her hair. “We’re staying right here until you’re released.”

Great. “Whatever you want.”

“I didn’t want to bring this up earlier because I was worried about upsetting you, but now that you’re on the mend, perhaps you can explain what you were thinking, marrying that man. I know he’s Brody’s brother, but honestly, he’s domineering and opinionated and, quite frankly, rude.”

My lips twitched as I thought about how easily Kane had handled my parents, letting them know in no uncertain terms that he was taking me to his home to recuperate whether they liked it or not.

“Funny, those are the qualities that drew me to Kane in the first place.” I knew that would get my mother all riled up. She’d always wanted me to find a nice man, someone safe, responsible, respectable, and… boring. When she clucked her tongue in disapproval, I said, “Given what he does for a living, you can’t expect him to be a pushover. He needs to be tough.”

“At least you’d be safe with him,” she said, reaching into her purse and pulling out a nail file. “I guess that’s something.”

I’d never felt the need for protection before, but as I replayed Brendan’s final words before the crash, I was glad I’d be staying with a man who owned a gun and wasn’t afraid to use it.

“He has real feelings for you, you know,” my mother said, looking at me. “I know he claims you got married to get Brendan off your back, but I don’t believe that for a second. He’s in love with you.”

I stared at her, wondering if I should ask the doctor to check her out while she was here. Clearly she needed some powerful meds of her own, because she was delusional. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Kane and I were friends when we got married. Now we’re… not even that.” It pained me to say that, because losing his friendship seemed a high price to pay for a few really hot nights between the sheets.

“If you were just friends, it would be easier to have the marriage annulled. Of course, you still can—have it annulled, that is. We called our lawyer, and since it happened while you were at your sister’s bachelorette party, we assume you were drinking? If you were under the influence when you married him—”

“Hold up,” I said, wondering how many more minutes I would have to wait before the nurse came in to administer my meds. Anything to help me escape this lunacy. “If I want to have it annulled, I’ll contact my own lawyer. When and how we decide to terminate our marriage is up to me and Kane, not you and Dad.”

My mother patted my cheek. “I can see you’re getting back to your feisty self. Look at you, even getting flushed. Is it because we know you had sex with him?” she asked, leaning in to whisper the word.

I sputtered before coughing, which hurt like hell, thanks to my incision. “How do you even know that?”

“He implied it when your sister suggested an annulment,” she said, raising a shoulder. “He obviously didn’t appreciate being put on the spot like that, but he didn’t shy away from the truth either. Admirable, I suppose.”

Given all the negative things she’d had to say about Kane earlier, I couldn’t help but wonder why she was changing her tune now. Unless… “You’re not expecting me to stay in Tampa permanently, are you? With Kane?” Although the thought of returning to Nashville after what had happened with Brendan sent chills racing up my spine, I knew I would overcome the fear eventually.

“Would that be so terrible?” she asked, picking an invisible piece of lint off my blanket. “I mean, I know the man can be difficult, but I have to assume you like that or you wouldn’t have married him.”

“You know why I married him.” While closing my eyes, I reminded myself to take deep breaths. I practiced deep breathing with my vocal coach, but it came in handy when dealing with my mother too. “I couldn’t walk away from my partnership with Brendan without hurting my career.”

“I’ll never understand you,” she said, shaking her head. “You make enough money from residuals to support yourself. Why can’t that be enough?”

Story of my parents’ life. Reside in the comfort zone. Never step outside of the box.

“I’ve already explained to you, dozens of times, that I want more than that. I love music. Making music, performing, recording, all of it. I’m not saying I’m not grateful some major recording artists have cut our songs, but I don’t want to settle for that. Why can’t you understand that and support me?”

She stared at me as though she was hearing my argument for the first time. “I just worry about you, honey.” She sighed. “I want you to have some stability in your life. A good man and a family. What if you spend half your life chasing your dream and wind up with nothing to show for it?”

I had considered that possibility before, but my near brush with death made her words feel more poignant. “I know that’s a risk. But so is a life half-lived, Mom.” I reached for her hand. “You know how many people never chase their dreams and die with a long list of regrets? I don’t want that to be me.”

“I know, but—”

“I’d rather try and fail than be too afraid to try at all.”

Her eyes scanned my face before filling with tears. “I’ve always admired that about you, you know.”

“You have?” I couldn’t have been more shocked that my mother actually appreciated my wanderlust.

“My mother raised me the way I tried to raise you girls,” she said before clearing her throat. “Get a good education, find a nice man, have a couple of kids, and plan for your retirement and grandbabies.”

“Didn’t you ever want more?” I asked gently. I’d always wondered if my mother was content with her life, but I’d never felt comfortable asking.

“I used to,” she said, shaking her head. “I loved to paint when I was younger. Then my kids came along, and I didn’t seem to have time for it anymore.” She smiled, patting my hand. “Then I started helping your father with his business, and that just seemed more important.”

“Why was his dream more important than yours?”

She cleared her throat. “It put food on the table, for one. Paid the bills. My art probably never would have done that.”

“But you deserve to do the things that make you happy. You know that, right?”

“Sure.” She nodded. “Maybe someday.”

“Mom, if this accident taught me anything, it’s that someday isn’t guaranteed. Go after what you want now. Today.” I nodded at my cell phone, which was sitting on the side table, now fully charged thanks to my sister. “Look into some art classes.”

“Maybe,” she said, looking longingly at the phone. “When we get you well.”

“Don’t use my recovery as an excuse to put your life on hold. Do it now.”

“Your brother called this morning,” she said, obviously trying to change the subject. “He hates that he isn’t able to be here for you.”

“He’s in Africa, for crying out loud. I’m surprised you were able to get a message to him at all.” My brother and his family had been looking forward to their African safari for months. I would have felt terrible if my accident had interrupted their plans.

“He says he’ll come visit just as soon as he gets home.”

“He doesn’t have to do that. I know how busy he is with work.”

My older brother was a dentist with a busy practice, and he asserted there was a reason his profession claimed the highest suicide rate. He’d done exactly what my parents wanted him to: worked hard in school, gotten a scholarship to an Ivy League school, became a professional, married a nice girl, and had two kids. Now he worked sixty hours a week and lived for the adventure his vacations provided. Because he’d made the mistake of trying to live someone else’s life.

“Nonsense, he wants to see you with his own eyes, to make sure you’re okay. He was pretty shocked when we told him about your marriage. Did you know he and Kane went to high school together?”

Great. “No, I didn’t know that. Kane never mentioned it.” There was probably a good reason they hadn’t been friends back then, and I’d hear all about it when my brother came to visit.

“Hey,” my sister said, tapping her knuckles on the door as she poked her head in. “Can I come in?”

“Of course.” Riley had been acting as the mediator between Kane and my parents since the accident, and I owed her. Big time.

“Well, now that your sister is here, maybe I’ll just go grab a quick bite to eat.”

“Sure, take your time,” I said, smiling. I mean that. Really. Take all the time you want. Three days would be good.

Riley smiled indulgently when our mother kissed her cheek as she walked past.

“Ugh,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Why won’t they just go home already? I love them, but they’re driving me crazy.”

“They’re worried about you,” Riley said, taking the seat our mother had vacated. “Must be nice to be out of the ICU, huh? Now you have your own private room with all the perks.” She gestured to the TV mounted to the wall in the corner. “It’ll help to pass the time ‘til they spring you.”

“I still can’t believe Kane’s insurance is paying for all this.” I couldn’t help but feel guilty since I wasn’t even sure we’d still be married this time next month.

“One of the perks of putting your life on the line, I guess. A great benefits package.” Riley laughed lightly.

My sister had practiced incredible restraint not asking me about my marriage to Kane, but I knew she was dying to, so I said, “You must have a lot of questions… about me and Kane.”

“Just one really. Do you love him?”

Oh, wow. That was not the question I’d been expecting. I shifted, trying to find a more comfortable spot, and I felt pain shoot through me. Must be time for the meds soon. “No.”

“Are you sure? You said yourself you’ve had a thing for him for a long time.”

“There’s a big difference between having an adolescent crush and being in love with someone.” It felt wrong to minimize what I felt for Kane, but I didn’t want him to feel even more obligated to me because my feelings ran deeper than his.

“Right.” Riley tipped her head back as she studied me. “And you know that because what you felt for Brendan was real?”

My heartrate increased every time I thought of my ex. I’d learned he’d suffered several broken bones and a concussion from the accident, but he’d been released from the hospital yesterday. He hadn’t tried to see me before he left, not that I was surprised. He was probably just happy to be walking away a free man.

“I thought so at the time.” Now I knew I could never have loved a man like Brendan. “Now I’m not so sure.”

“Sis, did something happen between you two before the accident?”

Oh God, I did not want to have this conversation. Thankfully, Kane’s timing was perfect.

“Oh, hey,” he said to Riley. “I didn’t know you were in here. I can come back later.”

“No, that’s okay,” Riley said, reaching for her purse. “I’m going to check in with Brody.”

I waited until my sister left the room before I said to Kane, “You shouldn’t be here. You should be at work, where you’re needed.” I winced when I realized how harsh that sounded. “I’m sorry, it’s not that I’m not grateful, but—”

“You just wish everyone would leave you alone, huh?” he asked, standing at the foot of the bed, a smile teasing his lips. He looked so handsome in black jeans, a black and gray shirt, and a black bomber jacket, making me painfully aware of the fact I hadn’t had a real shower since before the accident.

“Something like that.”

“How’re you feeling today?”

“Better,” I said. “The pain is still there, obviously, but the meds help a lot.”

“Good, I’m glad.” He looked me in the eye. “It kills me to think of you in pain.”

I knew we weren’t talking about the physical pain anymore. We hadn’t discussed what had happened between us before the accident since he’d tried and I shut him down. I knew I couldn’t continue to do that. Kane was nothing if not determined.

“I shouldn’t have waited until the accident to tell everyone we got married.”

“We agreed that was the safest approach,” I said, wishing he weren’t looking at me so intently. I glanced at the muted TV screen when another episode of Friends came on. “Especially since we didn’t know where things were going.”

He curled his hands around the railing at the foot of the bed. “How about we talk about that now… where things are going.”

“We had this conversation before the accident, and I got the message loud and clear. Things aren’t going anywhere.”

“Damn it, Macy.” He ran his hand over his head, heedless of the fact he was messing up his hair. “I told you, I said things I shouldn’t have. If I could take them back, I would.”

I forced myself to look him in the eye. “You’re the last man I would have expected to run. I always thought you were fearless.” Licking my dry lips, I diverted my gaze. “I think that’s what drew me to you. You were braver and stronger than I was. I thought maybe you could help me learn to be fearless too.”

He drew a shaky breath, his knuckles turning white. “Are you kidding? You’re the most courageous woman I know. You’ve been forging your own path for years. You don’t need me to teach you a damn thing.”

I ignored him, believing they were empty words chosen to make me feel better. “But at the first sign of trouble, you walked away like I meant nothing to you.”

“That was my mistake, one I’d like to rectify if you’d give me the chance?”

“I gave my heart to the wrong man once. I won’t make the same mistake again.” I’d spent years with Brendan, working with him, living with him. I’d thought I knew him, but I’d been wrong. Dead wrong.

“Your relationship with Brendan was a mistake?” He cocked an eyebrow. “I’ve never heard you describe it that way. You said he was a good guy, someone you’d always consider a friend.”

I realized I’d said too much. “Would you mind checking in with the nurse? I think I’m due for my pain meds soon, and I could really use them.”

He walked to my bedside and pressed the button for assistance. We waited for the nurse to appear, and Kane asked her about my meds. She assured us she’d have them for me in ten minutes, leaving him just enough time to interrogate me some more.

“I managed to get a few weeks off,” he said, sitting down beside my bed.

Obviously he was taking pity on me because I was in pain, opting not to force the topic of Brendan… or us. “I wish you hadn’t done that,” I said, knowing my objection would fall on deaf ears. When Kane made up his mind about something, nothing could change it. “I don’t want to be a bother.”

“You’re not a bother,” he said, reaching for my hand. “You’re my wife.”

I hated it when he reminded me of that, as if I could have forgotten. I withdrew my hand from his. “In name only, Kane. Something we’ll have to rectify just as soon as we can.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” he said, crossing an ankle over his knee as he sat back.

I hated that he could look so relaxed when I was tied up in knots. “Why not?”

He gestured around us. “This is likely to cost a fortune. How would it look if we divorced immediately after the insurance company cut the check?”

Damn, I hadn’t thought about that. If I’d had the money to pay the bill, I would have, but he was right. It wouldn’t be cheap. “That sounds kind of dishonest though, doesn’t it? Staying married for the sake of getting my medical bills paid?”

“That’s not my reason for wanting to stay married,” he said, crossing his arms. “I want you to give me a real chance, and I can’t think of a better way to ensure that than being married. Can you?”

“Why are you being so obstinate?” I asked, my frustration mounting. I hated feeling as though I was being backed into a corner. “We both know this can’t work, for all the reasons you stated on the phone that night.”

“Then you do intend to return to Nashville as soon as you’re well enough?” he asked, watching me closely. “To continue working with Brendan?”

I loved Nashville, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of working with Brendan again, not after everything that happened. But I wasn’t willing to commit to anything until I’d had time to think it through. “I guess I’ll have a lot of time to consider my options while I’m recuperating.”

“Yeah, you will.” He ran his hand over my arm. “For the record, I’m really glad you decided to come home with me.”

I huffed, rolling my eyes. “It’s not like you gave me much choice.”

“You always have a choice. I’m just hoping you’ll choose me.”

 


 


[bookmark: 234267]Chapter Eleven

Kane

 

Trying to prevent Macy from overdoing it was like trying to domesticate a wild animal—virtually impossible. Only six days after she’d been discharged from the hospital, I returned from a grocery run to find her sitting on the sofa in the family room and folding laundry.

“What are you doing?” I asked, eyeing the laundry basket. “The doctor said no heavy lifting. Hell, you shouldn’t even have gotten off the couch without my help.”

She rolled her eyes. “Please. This basket weighs a few pounds. Socks and underwear only.” She held up a pair of skimpy pink panties that made my heart kick into overdrive.

It would be weeks before the local doctor gave her the all-clear to resume “normal activities,” but that didn’t mean my mind didn’t wander now and then, wondering if she’d be interested in sharing a bed with me once the doctor said she could. We’d gotten along well since her release, talking and laughing like old friends most of the time, since we’d agreed to a truce. But I didn’t want to be just her friend. I wanted a chance at being her husband or at least her partner.

“Kendra should be by soon, right?” I’d hired the nurse to help Macy with some of the activities she didn’t want my help with, like getting in and out of the shower and redressing her wound.

“Yeah,” Macy said, glancing at her watch. “In about an hour, I think.”

“Good, that’ll give us time for lunch before she gets here.” Carrying the bags into the kitchen, I said, “You just sit and relax. I’ll bring it to you.”

“Ugh,” she said, setting the laundry basket beside the hospital-issued walker she was forced to use. “I’m getting tired of the view from this couch.”

Macy had always been an active woman who rarely stayed in the same place for more than a few days, so I didn’t take it personally that she was already itching to get out of my house. The way I saw it, she wouldn’t be able to live on her own again for a while, which gave me just enough time to convince her that leaving me would be a huge mistake.

She got up and used the walker to come into the kitchen with me. I took some peppers and mushrooms out of the fridge, intent on slicing them to go with the chicken I planned to sauté.

After I pulled a knife from the block, Macy took the vegetables from me. “Give me that. You just worry about the chicken.”

“You shouldn’t be standing that long,” I said, frowning at her. “And that stool’s too high.” I looked around for another option before setting the knife and cutting board on the table tucked into the corner of the room. “Let me wash them, and I’ll bring them over to you.”

“When are you going to stop babying me?” She pushed her walker to the table with a heavy sigh.

“Maybe I like babying you,” I said, winking at her over my shoulder. “Ever think of that?”

“You’re spoiling me,” she said, biting her lip as she watched me scrub the veggies with a brush.

“I figure I owe you.” We’d been able to maintain our truce because we hadn’t talked about our future, but that couldn’t last forever. “You know, for being such an ass.”

“You weren’t an ass,” she said, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “You were just being honest, trying to save us a lot of heartache down the line. I get that now.”

“I was wrong.” More so than I’d ever been about anything. If we hadn’t had that conversation, she would still be here now, but maybe she’d be considering the possibility of making this living arrangement more permanent.

“You’re one of the good guys, Kane. I know that.” She blew out a breath before resting her head in her upturned palm as she watched me carry the veggies to the table. “You were doing what you thought was right for both of us. I’m sorry I was bitchy with you in the hospital. That was just my pride talking. I wanted you to want me as much as I wanted you, and it hurt to realize you didn’t.”

After setting the peppers and portobellos on the table, I pulled out a chair and reached for her hand. “I wanted you so much it scared the hell out of me. That’s why I said all those things to you. I let my brother talk me into believing we could never work because you lived in Nashville and I live here.”

“I still live in Nashville,” she reminded me, picking up the knife.

Her cat slithered into the room and plopped down in a patch of sunlight streaming through the window.

“I think Boots likes it here better,” I said, smiling at the lazy cat.

She laughed. “Of course he does. This is like a palace compared to the tiny apartment he’s used to.”

“I still don’t understand why you’d get a cat when you’re used to traveling so much,” I said, getting up to tend to the chicken. Retrieving another cutting board from the cupboard, I reached into the fridge for the chicken breasts.

“Don’t you have to put those groceries away?” she asked, gesturing with her knife to the plastic bags I’d left on the counter.

“Damn it, I forgot all about those,” I said, hoping her ice cream hadn’t melted.

She grinned when she spotted the box of chocolate fudge ice cream. “You realize I’ll gain ten pounds by the time I leave here if I keep eating that every day, right?’

“You can afford to,” I said, my eyes skimming her trim body. She was wearing black yoga capris and a hot pink racerback tank. “You’ve lost a bit of weight.”

“Only because I haven’t been eating takeout since I came here. Do you always cook like this?”

“I try to eat healthy,” I said, putting the last of the groceries away. “But you didn’t answer my question about the cat.” I recognized avoidance when I saw it. “Why’d you get a pet?”

Raising a shoulder, she said, “I guess I was lonely. I had Brendan, but… I guess I missed home. My parents always had pets while we were growing up, so having one of my own made me feel less homesick.”

“Did your family know how you felt?” I asked, heating olive oil in the skillet. “That you were missing home and them?”

“God no!” She laughed. “If I’d told them that, they would have figured out some way to get me back. I just had to pretend I was having the time of my life in Nashville, making all my dreams come true.”

“But that wasn’t the case?” I asked, tossing the chicken strips into the pan. I waited for her to answer while I seasoned the meat.

“There were parts of it I loved,” she said finally. “The city has great energy, and there are so many people there who share my passion for country music, so I always felt like I belonged.”

“But…?” I reached into the drawer for a spatula before walking to the table to retrieve the vegetables she’d cut.

“But it was a double-edged sword, I guess. Being surrounded by all of the talented people who wanted the same thing I did made me question myself. I began to wonder whether I was delusional to chase a dream that might never come true.”

I poured the vegetables into the pan and added more seasoning before I set the lid back on and turned down the heat. I leaned against the counter, crossing my arms. “I don’t have to tell you that you can achieve anything you set your mind to, Mace. You already know that. But you have to ask yourself if you’re really following your bliss in Nashville.”

It had taken me a long time to find my bliss. I felt as though I belonged on the police force, but it wasn’t until I joined SWAT that I knew I’d found my calling.

“The travel is fun,” she said reluctantly. “But playing the larger venues is what really turns me on. I’m not gonna lie, I’m getting tired of the honky tonks.”

“I know you moved to Nashville because it’s the mecca of country music, but there are a lot of successful artists who don’t live there.” I didn’t want her to sacrifice anything for me. I just wanted us to find a way to make our relationship work while we both got what we wanted out of life, assuming we had a relationship to speak of by the time she was well enough to leave.

Looking amused, she said, “And you know this how?”

Turning back to the food, I shrugged. “I may have done a little research.”

“I know you’re right.” She traced patterns on the wood tabletop with her fingertip. “I don’t have to live in Nashville. I guess I’ve just always associated that city with my dream. I figured if it was going to happen anywhere, it would be there.”

“Makes sense.”

“By the way, I intend to pay you for all this.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, taking two bottles of water from the fridge and handing her one. “You don’t owe me a damn thing.”

She took a sip of her water. “I’m not sure how I’ll ever be able to repay you for all this though. Not many guys would put their lives on hold to take care of their fake wives.”

“Don’t say that,” I said, my voice hardening. “There’s nothing fake about this. We have the piece of paper, the rings. It’s as real is it gets.”

She closed her eyes. “I don’t want to argue with you. But I do intend to pay my way while I’m here.”

“No way.”

“You said this is a real marriage,” she said defiantly. “Prove it.”

“Huh?”

“Would you let your wife pay some of the bills, if she was able?”

“Well, I—”

“That’s what I thought,” she said, sounding triumphant. “Listen, I don’t want to take advantage of your generosity. Please, let me help. It would make me feel better.”

Without knowing her financial situation, agreeing to let her contribute to household expenses made me uncomfortable. Though I had to admit, it had an air of permanence I liked. “You still have expenses in Nashville, Mace.”

“I was only subletting my apartment. The lease is up next month, and I don’t intend to renew.” My jaw must have dropped because she smiled. “Don’t read too much into that, big guy. I just wasn’t ready to make any long-term commitments, and the landlord was pressuring me to decide.”

“You were right to let it go then,” I said, plating the food.

“I figure when and if I’m ready to go back, it shouldn’t be too hard to find another place.”

I wanted to pump my fist in the air. She was at least considering her options. That had to be a good sign. We ate in silence for a few minutes.

She moaned appreciatively around a mouthful of food before she asked, “So? Will you at least let me buy the groceries? Maybe pay the utilities too?”

“Whatever you want, but I am curious…” I knew how headstrong Macy was, how important it was for her to feel as though she was pulling her own weight. I didn’t know if I had the right to ask, but if we were going to get closer over the next several weeks, that meant opening up about our lives. “How do you get paid? I mean, I know you get royalties from the songs you’ve written and some have been hits, but—”

“It’s like mailbox money,” she said, smiling. “At least for a songwriter. Of course we want to be recording our own songs, but when we can’t get a record deal, a lot of us have to find other ways to pay the bills.”

“Makes sense,” I said, pushing my empty plate aside.

“So we get what’s called mechanical-royalty payments every time the song is sold. Not to mention a royalty every time it’s performed on TV or played on the radio.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like it could be a pretty lucrative business?”

“More so if I didn’t have to split it with Brendan. Now that we’ve developed a reputation as songwriters, it’s easier to sell our stuff. Sometimes artists, publishers, or record labels even come to us to find out if we’ve got anything new.”

“And that’s not rewarding?” I asked, trying to get some insight into why she wouldn’t want to pursue an avenue that already seemed paved.

“It is.” She sighed, reaching for my empty plate so she could stack it on top of hers. “But when you write something special, you don’t want to let it go. You want to be the one to record it.”

“I can understand that.”

“Brendan didn’t know this,” she said hesitantly, “but I’ve written some stuff on my own. I think it’s pretty good, definitely has some commercial appeal. If I decide to stay here a little longer, I may put some feelers out, see if anyone’s interested.”

I tried not to react, but I wanted to celebrate that she was even considering staying here, hopefully with me. “Brendan didn’t want you to work on your own stuff?” When she shook her head before reaching for her water, I asked, “Why?”

“It was a control thing, I think,” she said, setting her bottle down carefully. “He didn’t want to think about the possibility of me venturing out on my own. He liked to believe I needed him.”

“Did you?”

“Obviously not.” There was a hard edge to her voice when she said, “I ditched him, didn’t I?”

There was something she wasn’t telling me about her ex. Covering her hand with mine, I asked, “Have you been in touch with him since the accident?”

Her eyes darted to mine. “No! Why? He hasn’t called here, has he?”

“No, he hasn’t.” I read her face methodically. No question about it, she was hiding something. “That seems kind of strange to me. You’re friends, business partners. You were in a serious car accident together. Why wouldn’t either of you want to check in to make sure the other’s doing okay?”

“It’s time for me to move on with my life, Kane. Brendan won’t be a part of it anymore, personally or professionally.” She gave me a tight smile. “I’d offer to help you clean up, but I know you won’t let me. I’m feeling kind of tired. Would you mind if I went into the living room to rest before Kendra gets here?”

“Not at all.” I reached for her hand when she stood, slowly, carefully. “You know you can tell me anything, right? We don’t have to keep secrets.”

She patted my shoulder as she made her way past me. “Everyone has secrets.”

 

***

 

When Kendra arrived, Macy was resting, her body covered with a throw and her head on a pillow.

“How’s our patient today?” Kendra whispered when she caught sight of Macy.

“Don’t let her hear you call her that,” I warned, smiling. “She’d hate it.”

Kendra grinned. “She is a little obstinate, isn’t she? But that makes her a better patient. She’s not satisfied to lie around feeling sorry for herself. She wants to get well as quickly as possible.”

“I hope she’s not rushing it,” I said, frowning at her back. Macy was turned away from us, but she could have been eavesdropping. “I don’t want her to have a setback.”

Kendra curled her hand around my forearm, looking at me with warm brown-and-gold eyes that would have elicited a reaction from me before Macy. “You really care about her, don’t you?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t have married her if I didn’t.”

She regarded me carefully, and I could tell she was wrestling with her conscience. “She said it was a marriage of convenience.” She blushed when I narrowed my eyes. “So to speak.”

“I didn’t realize she was confiding in you.” Not that I was surprised. Macy warmed up to people quickly, and Kendra had a sweet disposition that made it easy to like her.

“I hope you’re not mad, but sometimes it’s easier to talk to a stranger about your problems, you know? I know that must seem like a liability in your profession, but Macy would never have talked to me about you if you and I weren’t already friends.”

The only people I’d ever confided in were my family and my brothers at the station, all guys I’d known for years. But I did trust Macy to protect my privacy. She knew in my line of work trusting the wrong person could be a fatal mistake.

She sneaked a peek over her shoulder. “I know I may be way out of line for even suggesting this…”

I’d known Kendra, through her estranged husband, for a long time. I didn’t mind if she gave it to me straight. “Just say whatever’s on your mind.”

She tugged me into the kitchen so we were out of earshot. “I think she really cares about you.”

My chest constricted, hoping like hell Kendra was right. “Why do you say that?”

“She talks about how great you’ve been to her.” She smiled. “At first, it was just innocent comments, but yesterday she told me you were the kind of man she’s always dreamed about settling down with.”

It was hard for me to imagine a free-spirit like Macy had many thoughts about white picket fences and mini-vans. I assumed she’d find that kind of existence stifling. I leaned against the counter, crossing my arms. “Is that right? What else did she say?”

“She was asking me what I knew about you.”

“Why would she think you knew any more about me than her sister does? No offense, but Ri’s been like family for years. You and I are just…” I didn’t want to offend her by saying casual acquaintances, but it was true. I was friends with her husband, the firefighter, since our paths crossed often, but not with her.

“I may have confided in her first.” Kendra bit her lip as her gaze dropped to the tile floor. “God, this is so embarrassing.” She touched her hands to her cheeks.

She took a deep breath before retying her long dark ponytail at the nape of her neck. “It’s about your brother. Gabe.”

“What about him?” I knew Kendra’s estranged husband was one of Gabe’s close friends, since they both worked for the fire department, but beyond that, I didn’t know much about his relationship with Kendra. “Is he a lousy next-door neighbor? Plays his music too loud? Leaves his trash cans on the street? Parks his car in front of your driveway?”

“No, nothing like that.” She met my amused gaze. “I may… kind of… have a bit of a thing for him.”

I masked my laugh with a cough. “I’m sorry, what?”

Kendra was gorgeous. Even in scrubs, wearing very little makeup, and her hair in a ponytail, she couldn’t downplay her natural beauty. With her caramel skin and petite, curvy figure, she could have her pick of partners, and she had an adorable little girl who would be irresistible to any man. So why my brother? Not that there was anything wrong with Gabe, but I would have expected her to set her sights on anyone other than a firefighter, given the way she’d been burned by her ex.

“Why is that so funny?” she demanded, propping her fists on her hips. “You don’t think he’d be interested in me? I’m not his type? Is that it?”

“Gabe is friends with your husband,” I reminded her. “That’d probably be a deal breaker for him.”

She sagged against the center island at her back. “And therein lies my problem. Jason wants to get back together. I don’t.”

“Because…?”

“He cheated on me.” Her eyes filled with tears before she turned her head away. “I can’t forgive that. I won’t.”

“Oh, wow.” Her ex needed to have his head examined if he’d cheated on her. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

“Yeah, well. Gabe knows, and that still doesn’t change how he feels.” Crossing her arms, she said, “I know Gabe’s attracted to me, but he said Jason made a mistake, that it was a one-time thing, and maybe I should try to put my marriage back together.”

My kid brother could be such a dumbass sometimes. Jason may be my friend, but if he’d cheated on his beautiful wife, he clearly didn’t deserve her.

“Don’t listen to him. Go with your gut. If it’s over between you and Jason, file the papers. Prove to Gabe you’re serious.”

“Believe me, I’d like nothing better than to officially end my marriage, but Jason’s making it damn near impossible.”

“Kendra?” Macy called.

“Sounds like our patient’s awake,” Kendra said, gripping my hand. “Thanks for listening. And remember what I said—don’t give up on your wife. That would be a huge mistake.”

 


 


[bookmark: 258771]Chapter Twelve

Macy

 

After my pseudo shower, where I had to sit gingerly on the bench to avoid getting my incision wet, I felt almost human. I watched Kendra redress my wound, and I sucked in a breath when the tape pulled my stitches.

“Thanks for washing my hair in the sink. You’re a lifesaver.” Since I couldn’t raise my hands above my head, washing my hair was one of a long list of things I couldn’t do yet.

“Just doing my job.” She squeezed my hand before helping me back into my robe. As she packed up her kit, Kendra said, “Um, there’s something I need to tell you. I’m feeling kind of guilty… like I may have broken your confidence.”

“What do you mean?” I hadn’t known Kendra long, but she struck me as trustworthy and honest.

“I kind of told Kane what you said about him.” She winced when I gaped at her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to tell him. It just sort of came out.”

I didn’t know how I felt about being outed. On one hand, I was relieved I didn’t have to tell him the truth myself, but on the other hand, I was afraid of how he might react. I didn’t want him to want me just because he knew I wanted him.

“And?” I asked, reaching for a hairbrush as I turned to face the mirror.

Kendra guided me onto a stool and took the brush from me. I knew she was going above and beyond the call of duty when she pulled the hair dryer and a clip out of the drawer Kane had set aside for my toiletries. She was doing this not as a nurse but as a friend, and I was grateful. I could have let my hair dry naturally, but then it would have been a frizzy mess. I wanted to look nice… for Kane.

We were facing the mirror as she carefully tugged the brush through my damp hair. “It’s not one-sided, girl. I can tell you that.”

“Really?” I must have sounded like a high school girl all over again, the one who’d lain on her bed talking to her best friend about… ironically, the very same man. “What did he say?”

Kendra smiled. “It’s not so much what he said. It’s more about how intrigued he seemed when I told him I suspected you had feelings for him.”

I would have felt better if she’d been able to offer something concrete. “Things have been going so well.” I watched her clip my long hair on top of my head, leaving just a few strands loose. “I mean, we’ve been getting along great. I don’t know why, but I didn’t really expect that.”

“Why do say that?” Kendra asked, frowning at my reflection. “Didn’t you say you guys were friends first? That’s why he proposed getting married, right, to help you out of a jamb with your ex?”

“Yeah, but in my experience, living with someone ultimately leads to disagreements.” I reached for a small tube of hand cream I’d left on the counter and squeezed a drop into my hands before rubbing them together. “All of those minor irritations eventually lead to fights. Isn’t that what you said happened with you and your husband?”

“Well, yeah, but it doesn’t have to be that way.” Kendra set the hair dryer down and shifted to sit on the edge of the counter in front of me. “My parents have been married for forty years, and I can count on one hand the number of blowouts they’ve had.”

“Lucky them,” I muttered. I would give anything for a relationship like that.

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” Kendra said, crossing her arms. “They love and respect each other, so they treat each other accordingly.”

“Makes sense, I guess.” I was grateful my parents were still together, but I wasn’t sure I would describe their relationship as ideal. They didn’t fight often, but only because my mother didn’t express her opinion when it opposed my father’s. That definitely wasn’t the kind of relationship I wanted.

“Of course it does,” Kendra said, touching my shoulder. “Think about it. Everyone says they want to marry their best friend, but when they do, they somehow manage to forget that person is their best friend. They start picking apart every little thing the other does until there’s just so much bitterness and resentment festering, there’s no room for love anymore.”

“You’re right.” I thought about my relationship with Brendan. Those little grievances, which we both continued fixating on, had driven us apart.

“If we treated our spouse the way we would our best girlfriend, we wouldn’t have any problems.”

“So true. How’d you get so smart about relationships?”

“I had both a good and a bad example,” she said, reaching for some of my hand cream. “My parents showed me how to get it right, yet I still managed to get it wrong. So when my marriage fell apart, I did a lot of self-analysis to figure out what happened so it wouldn’t happen in my next relationship.”

“Self-analysis?” I took a tube of lip balm off a small mirrored tray on the counter.

“Don’t laugh,” she said, plucking a stray hair of her pants, “but I read a lot of self-help books. I really studied myself, my behaviors. I figured out what I liked and set about changing what I didn’t.”

“Wow, you’re brave.”

“Not really. I just did what I had to do. Remember, I have a little girl watching my every move. I need to set a good example for her. I needed to learn to love myself again, in spite of my failed marriage, so I could teach her to do the same.”

“Gabe must be blind not to see how amazing you are.” I’d known Kane’s brother a long time and he certainly wasn’t stupid. I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t asked Kendra out on a date despite the fact she’d made it clear she was interested in him.

Kendra sighed. “You know how he is. I think sometimes he’s too damn virtuous for his own good. Just because Jason is his friend, that makes me off-limits as far as Gabe’s concerned.”

“Maybe I could talk to him?” Kendra had been great to me, so the least I could do was help her get things on the right track with Gabe.

“Thanks for the offer, but I’m honestly okay with the way things are. Sure, I like Gabe. A lot. I’d like for us to be more than friends someday, but if it doesn’t happen for us, I’m going to assume that’s because there’s someone even better out there for me.”

“How very Zen of you,” I teased, making her laugh.

“I know, right? Seriously though, you have a distinct advantage. You and Kane are already living together, you’re already married, and most importantly, you’re friends. There are always going to be compromises in any relationship. You know that. You just have to decide how much you’re willing to compromise to give this thing with Kane a shot.”

I looked at her a long time before asking, “You know those books you mentioned?”

“Yeah. What about them?”

“You think you could bring a few over next time you come? I think it might be time for a little self-analysis of my own.”

 

***

 

We were curled up on the couch later that night, watching That Awkward Moment since it was my night to choose the movie, when Kane surprised me by reaching for my hand. He’d barely touched me since the accident, unless it was to help me.

“Do you mind?” he asked, linking his hand with mine.

“No,” I said, looking at our joined hands. “Not at all.”

He used the remote to pause the movie. “So Kendra and I talked earlier.”

“I know, she told me.”

“She did?” he asked, looking surprised. “I hope you’re not mad at her. I think she was just trying to be a friend… to both of us.”

“I’m not mad.” With my free hand, I reached into the popcorn bowl between us. “Quite the opposite, actually. I was hoping it would open the lines of communication between us.”

He blew out a slow breath before turning to face me. “I’m glad to hear you say that, Mace. I was trying hard not to push, since your physical recovery obviously has to be the top priority right now. But I’m dying to know—is there a chance, even a slight one, that you’d consider staying on here… with me? You know, even after you recover?”

I thought it was endearing that a guy like Kane, who was so confident and self-assured in every other area of his life, was struggling with the same insecurities I was. “Kendra and I had a good talk today about compromises and how every couple has to make them.”

“True.” He released my hand and set his arm on the sofa back behind my head. “And I know it sounds like I’m asking you to make all the sacrifices to make this work, but I’m not. I’m willing to do whatever I can to help you with your career. I want to support you. Even if you have to be away a lot, I get that. As long as you’re willing to make this your home base.”

“My home base, huh?” That had a nice ring to it, especially since this city was already home to all of the people I loved most.

“You don’t have to answer me right now,” Kane said, letting a strand of my hair slip through his fingers. “I just want you to know that’s what I want. For you to stay here with me, to give this thing a real shot.”

He still hadn’t said the three little words that would make his proposal seem like a viable option. I could be the first one to say them, since I was definitely feeling them, but I was scared shitless that he wouldn’t say it back or he’d think I was moving too fast.

Without answering his question, I said, “Kendra said something that made a lot of sense to me today.”

“What’s that?”

“She said that we all claim we want to marry our best friends, but when we do, we stop treating them as such. You think that’s true?”

He took a moment to think about his response, obviously considering it as important as I did, and I loved that. “Well, the best example I’ve had is Ryker and Mac, and one thing I can say for sure, they’ve always been each other’s best friends. Even when they were going through a rough patch, Ryker was willing to accept responsibility for his part in it, and he never had a harsh word to say about Mac.”

“I’m sure that’s what allowed them to find their way back to each other,” I said, reaching for a kernel of popcorn. “They not only loved each other, but they liked and respected each other too.” I chewed slowly before I looked at him. His gaze was hooded and intense, as though he understood my unspoken message. “I’ve always wanted a relationship like that—with a man who was my best friend, my lover, my everything.”

“You didn’t have that with Brendan?”

There was so much he didn’t know about my ex, and I’d have to tell him some day, in the spirit of full disclosure. He needed to know about the things influencing my decisions, the reason I was reluctant to go back to Nashville. I wanted to tell Kane everything, but I was afraid of how he might react. I knew I could trust him with my secrets, but I couldn’t trust him not to hop on the next flight to Nashville and pummel Brendan for the things he’d said and done.

“We started out as friends,” I said, thinking back to the early days of our relationship. “I’m not sure when that changed. But then we became duet partners, and sometimes it felt like music was the only thing holding us together, our one common bond.”

“I can see how that might happen,” he said thoughtfully. “Especially with both of you being so focused.”

“I used to think Brendan wanted to hold on to me because he loved me so much, but now I’m not so sure.” I stared straight ahead at the built-in, wall-to-wall cabinet, trying to choose the right words. “I don’t think he believed his dreams could come true without me, and he didn’t want me to believe mine could come true without him.”

“No offense, but it sounds kind of dysfunctional.”

Kane had no idea how bad it had gotten.

“It was, but I didn’t realize that until it was too late. The fact that I had to marry you at all proves that.” To soften my words, I reached for his hand. “I should have just been able to break up with him, tell him that I still wanted to be his friend and partner, but the romantic part of our relationship was over. The fact that he wouldn’t accept that and I had to resort to such drastic measures should have tipped me off to the fact that something wasn’t right.” Realizing I’d said more than I intended, especially to a cop who’d been trained to read between the lines, I bit my lip and eased forward on the couch slowly. “Excuse me, I have to use the restroom.”

“Here, let me help you,” he said, jumping up.

“No, it’s okay. I’ve got this.” I could do more and more by myself each day, and thankfully the hospital hadn’t been willing to release me until I could go to the bathroom by myself.

He helped me up before resting his hands on both sides of my face. “I want more nights like this with you, Mace. I want every night to be like this.”

Even though we’d just been watching TV, it was somehow enough. Being with him made me feel warm and safe and… loved. Even if he wasn’t ready to say the words.

 

***

 

Kane was at the hardware store when my sister popped by the next day to surprise me with takeout from our favorite Chinese restaurant.

“You’re looking better every time I see you,” Riley said, giving me a careful hug. “That must mean that sexy husband of yours is taking good care of you.”

“I’m glad you don’t hate me for keeping that from you,” I said, slowly leading the way into the kitchen. “Though I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”

“You know I could never hate you,” Riley said, making sure I was seated at the table before she took the chair across from me. “I love you way too much to stay mad. But I’m not going to lie—I was a little hurt that you kept something that huge from me.”

If only she knew what else I was keeping from her. With every day that passed, what had happened with Brendan was weighing more and more heavily on me. I wanted to tell the people I loved, to get their advice about how I should handle the situation, but I knew the fallout would inevitably impact every area of my life.

I watched Riley reach inside the bags to retrieve the containers and set them between us. “I didn’t really even have a chance to get used to the idea before Kane told me it was never going to work.”

“Because of us,” Riley said, wincing. “If we’d known you two were married, we never would have interfered. I hope you know that.” She went to the cupboard to retrieve plates before riffling through the drawers for cutlery.

“I feel bad. I should be the one waiting on you. This is my ho—” No. It wasn’t my home. It was Kane’s.

Obviously sensing what I’d stopped short of saying, Riley gave me a long, hard look. “Do you want this to be your home? I mean, honestly, do you want to stay here with Kane?”

“Let me get us some water,” I said, trying to avoid the loaded question.

“Sit,” Riley said, resting her hand on my shoulder before I could get up. “I’ll get it.”

When she returned to the table with two bottles of water and a wry smile, I knew she had no intention of letting me off the hook. I piled my favorites onto the plate, suddenly ravenous… or maybe just looking for a distraction.

“Okay, fine,” I said when she was still staring at me. “You want to know if I want to stay here with Kane? Yes, okay. Are you happy now?”

Riley clapped, squealing. “Yay! My baby sister’s going to live in the same city as me again! Does he know yet?”

“We talked a little bit last night. He said he wants me to stay, but I didn’t think it was fair to commit to anything yet. We’re still getting to know each other. We have to be sure we’re compatible.”

“Give me a break,” Riley said, digging into her fried rice. “We’re not talking about a guy you’ve been on a couple of dates with. You’ve known Kane for years. And you said yourself you’ve been crushing on him since you were a teenager.”

It was still embarrassing to admit that. “You make it sound like I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him,” I said, twisting the cap off my water bottle. “I did have a life, you know.”

Riley took a sip of her own water. “Speaking of your life, have you heard from Brendan since the accident?”

“No, and I don’t expect to.”

“Why not?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “What about all of your tour dates? Won’t you have to rebook them after you recover?”

“I can’t keep working with Brendan.” I knew that the time had come to confide in someone about what had happened before the accident, and since Riley had always tried to be supportive, she was the logical choice.

Riley let out a low whistle. “Wow… when did you decide that?”

“Right before the accident…” I swallowed, thinking there was no way to break it to her gently. I just had to come out with it. “He, uh, said some things.”

Obviously sensing my distress, Riley covered my hand with hers. “What kind of things, Mace?”

“He said that if he couldn’t have me, no one could.”

Her hand fell away as she sucked in a breath. “Oh my God! Are you saying…?”

“That he meant to kill both of us?” I nodded miserably. “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying.”

“Does Kane know about this?”

“No.”

“You have to tell him!”

I pushed my plate away, my appetite gone. “I don’t want to keep it from him, but you know what he’s like—crazy-protective of the people he cares about. He’ll lose it if I tell him what Brendan did.”

“I still can’t believe he steered off the road on purpose,” Riley said quietly. “When we heard what happened, we wondered how he went over that embankment and rolled the car, especially since there were no other vehicles involved and road conditions were perfect.”

I’d never forget that moment as long as I lived. The sound of my own blood-curdling scream as I came to the realization that my life was going to end and I’d never again get to see the people I loved most. The sight of the ground coming up to meet the windshield. My fear and panic.

“Thank God Brendan’s out of your life. When I think of what could have happened…” Riley cringed. “I’d like to kill him myself for what he put you though.”

My mind was still on the accident when I said, “I thought of Kane. Of course I thought of you guys too, but Kane’s the last person I remember thinking about before I blacked out.”

“That says it all, doesn’t it?” Riley asked, drawing her chair closer to mine. “You’re in love with him.”

It wasn’t a question, so I didn’t even try to respond.

“Which means you have to be honest with him about what happened with Brendan,” she continued. “You can’t start your relationship with him on a lie, sis. That wouldn’t be fair to either one of you.”

“I know.” I’d already come to that realization, but every time I thought about telling him, I imagined the fallout and the words got stuck in my throat.

“He’ll think you don’t trust him if you wait much longer to tell him,” Riley said gently. “Especially if he finds out you told me first.”

“I know you’re right. It’s just not easy.” The fact that Kane was a cop and Brendan had committed a crime only made it worse. “I’ll do it though. I promise.”

She set her hand on my knee. “Now I understand why you’re in no hurry to go back to Nashville.”

Riley had questioned me when I told her I wouldn’t be renewing the lease on the apartment, but I hadn’t been ready to fill her in then.

Boots sauntered into the room and rubbed against my leg before dropping at my feet.

“Someone looks at home here,” Riley said, smiling at my cat. I was grateful she could tell I needed a subject change.

“Yeah, he’s settled right in. And Kane has been great, not even complaining about the fur sticking to everything he owns.”

“He’s in love with you,” Riley said softly. “I don’t know if he’s told you yet, but I could see it in the way he reacted when he found out about your accident and how he took charge at the hospital.” She giggled. “You should have seen the way he handled Mom and Dad. It was fun to watch.”

I smiled, wishing I’d been well enough to see it. “Speaking of our mother, she left a message saying she wanted to come over for a visit later.”

“Oh,” Riley said, jumping up. “I just remembered I have a meeting.”

I watched her pack up the uneaten food and put it in the fridge. “You’re such a coward.”

She groaned. “It’s not that I don’t love her, but she’s driving me crazy. Every time I see her, she adds more wedding guests to the list. I’ve tried telling her we finalized the list weeks ago, but she doesn’t get it. Finally Brody told her we’d elope if she didn’t back off.”

I laughed, grateful I could laugh without pain now. “Good for him.”

Riley bent to kiss my cheek. “I love you. Call me if you need to talk, okay?”

“You know I will.”

 


 


[bookmark: 284376]Chapter Thirteen

Kane

 

Macy had told me her mother would be stopping by later, but I didn’t know I’d have to entertain her while Macy finished up with Kendra.

“Uh, can I get you something to drink?” I asked after I’d taken her coat and explained that Macy would be another fifteen minutes or so.

“A tea would be lovely,” she said, curling her hand around my forearm. “Thank you, dear.”

Dear? What the hell? As far as I knew, this woman couldn’t stand me, so why was she being so nice all of a sudden?

I gestured to the kitchen table before sorting through a basket of coffee and tea pods. “Herbal or good old-fashioned Earl Grey?”

“Chamomile would be nice, if you have it?”

“Sure.” Since that was one of Macy’s favorites, I always kept plenty on hand. After brewing the tea and making a coffee for myself, I set both mugs on the table before going back for the cream and sugar.

“So how have things been going?” Mrs. Myers asked, peering at me over the rim of her cup.

“Okay.” I didn’t want to give away too much, especially since I didn’t know how she felt about her daughter shacking up with a man she’d married on a whim in Vegas.

“Just okay?” she asked, looking disappointed. “I’d hoped you’d have better news to report by now.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” I said, sitting down across from her. “What do you want me to say?”

She leveled me with a look, but when my gaze didn’t waver from hers, her lips twisted in amusement. “Macy needs a strong man like you. I always thought Brendan was too wishy-washy for her.”

“I thought you didn’t like me?”

“You have to understand,” she said, resting her hand against her chest, “my husband and I were in shock in Charlotte. Not only had our daughter just been in a life-threatening accident, but we found out she had a husband we knew nothing about.”

“I can understand why you were stunned,” I conceded. “But you need to know I’ve taken very good care of Macy and would like to go on taking care of her for as long as she’ll let me.”

She licked her painted lips before wiping at the faint crimson mark on her cup with the pad of her thumb. “That won’t be easy. She doesn’t like to admit she needs anyone. She’s always been like that, fiercely independent.”

“I happen to admire that about her,” I said, determined to let her mother know I wouldn’t change a single thing about Macy.

Her lips curved into a reluctant smile. “I’m sure you do. Tell me, Kane, how do you feel about Macy’s career?”

“I just want her to be happy,” I said before taking a drink of my coffee. “I’ll support whatever decision she makes.”

“Even if that means going back to Nashville?” She sighed when I didn’t respond. “That’s disappointing. I thought you cared enough to fight for her.”

“Let me get this straight,” I said, shaking my head. “You want Macy to stay here with me? I thought you and your husband would be dead set against the idea.”

She sipped her tea. “We’ve thought about it and discussed it at length, and we’ve decided our daughter could do much worse than you.”

“Am I supposed to say thank you? Because I’m not even sure that was a compliment.”

She laughed lightly, patting my forearm. “I know we can seem a little too opinionated and judgmental where our daughters are concerned, but you have to understand we only want what’s best for them.”

“And what makes you think I would be best for Macy?” I couldn’t say why I was looking a gift horse in the mouth, but I needed to understand the reasons behind her sudden approval. “Is it just because you want her back in Tampa and I seem to be the easiest route to making that happen?”

She gave me a long, hard look before reaching for a paper napkin. Folding back the edges of it, she said, “We wondered whether Macy would ever find a man strong enough to stand up to her and for her. You did that in the hospital.” She looked at me through a veil of side-swept silver bangs. “You stood up for her and for yourself. You made us understand that you were committed to her whether we liked it or not.”

I hadn’t said or done anything to try to win their approval, so it was ironic that I had. “I had no choice. Macy’s my wife. Granted, our marriage may be unconventional, but in my mind, it’s a real marriage, Mrs. Myers.”

“I’m happy to hear you say that. The question is, does Macy feel the same way?”

“Why don’t you try asking me that question, Mother?” Macy was standing in the doorway, looking beautiful and slightly defiant.

“Did Kendra leave?” I asked.

“She did. You must have been so wrapped up in your little chat you didn’t hear her.”

Ah, so she had overheard some of our conversation. I wondered if Macy would be upset that I’d opened up to her mother about our relationship.

“Um, I think I’ll hit the gym,” I said, standing. “Give you ladies a chance to chat.” I smiled at her mother. “It was nice to see you again.”

“You too, Kane.”

I took my cup to the sink, poured the contents down the drain, and deposited the mug into the dishwasher.

When I walked past Macy, she surprised me by drawing me in for a hug and whispering, “Coward,” in my ear.

Brushing a kiss across her cheek, I said with a smile, “Be good while I’m gone.” That translated to: don’t fight with your mother.

She lifted a shoulder. “I’m not making any promises.”

 

***

 

Macy

 

I crossed my arms, staring at my mother. “Why were you interrogating Kane?”

She laughed lightly. “Me? Interrogating him? That’s his specialty, not mine.”

“If you wanted to know about our relationship, why didn’t you just ask me?” I moved slowly toward her, using the fridge handle and counter for support since I’d left my cane in the other room.

“Do you need help?” my mother asked from the edge of her seat, ready to hover at the first sign of trouble.

“I’m fine, thank you,” I said between gritted teeth.

I was being stubborn, but even if I’d been crawling, I wouldn’t have asked for my mother’s help. She’d always taken advantage of any sign of weakness, believing that her girls needed more help than they wanted if they ever admitted to being human.

I made a chamomile tea before shooting a look over my shoulder. She was admiring Kane’s spacious, newly renovated kitchen, probably thinking this would make the perfect nest for her baby bird.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I said, trying not to react when she jumped up to take the tea from me so I could make my way to the table unaided. “Why did you ask Kane about us instead of asking me?”

“I couldn’t very well ask you how he felt about you, could I? That had to come from the man himself.”

The gentle massage Kendra had just given me, as a favor, to relax me, had been in vain thanks to my mother’s nosiness. “And?”

“It’s obvious he cares about you. Very much.”

I forced myself to take a sip of my tea before drawing a deep breath. “Whatever happens or doesn’t happen between myself and Kane is up to us. You have to let me figure this out on my own.” When her eyes filled with sadness, I reached for her hand. “I know you and Dad love me, and you want to protect me. But I’m not a little girl anymore. You have to let me decide what’s best for me, to let me live my life the way I see fit.”

Her gaze traveled to the open family room, which was dominated on one side by a floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace and a built-in cabinet on the other. The furniture was neutral in color, large in scale, and slightly masculine. The house was comfortable but definitely lacked a woman’s touch, which was probably what my mother was thinking as she took in the dark window panels hanging alongside each of the large windows.

“This is a nice home,” she said as though she thought I’d been waiting for her stamp of approval. “I’m surprised. The neighborhood is older, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, the houses are about fifty years old. Kane said his brother Gabe helped him renovate when he moved in.”

“Ah, so he’s handsome and handy,” my mother said, smiling. When I rolled my eyes, she ticked his favorable points off on her fingers. “He has a good job, can certainly take care of you—”

My patience slipped further out of reach. “I don’t need anyone to take care of me. That’s your deal, not mine.” I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. “Mom, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“It’s okay,” she said with a slight shake of her head. “You were speaking the truth. I have been dependent on your father for far too long.”

My jaw dropped. “What does that mean? You’re not thinking of leaving Dad, are you?”

She laughed before patting my hand. “Goodness, no. When we took our vows, it was for life. Divorce isn’t an option.”

I was strangely relieved to hear that. As much as I hoped my mother would spread her wings and become her own person, I wanted her to do that with my dad, which I realized made me no better than her, for sticking my nose into her business. “So what are you saying?”

Surprisingly, she blinked back tears. “I’ve been thinking about the things you said in the hospital, honey. When your youngest child is facing death, it’s an awakening. You realize you may not have time to do all the things you’ve been putting off.”

“Like?”

“Taking an art class.” A smile lit up her face. “I signed up for one. I’ll be going twice a week, every Thursday night and Saturday morning.”

“That’s wonderful! I’m so proud of you!” I knew change didn’t come easily for someone like my mother, who enjoyed her life in the comfort zone.

“Thanks, I can hardly wait. In fact, I just came from the art supply store. Your dad is even clearing out the spare bedroom for me to use as a studio.”

“Dad supports this idea?”

“Sweetie, I know you think your dad is rigid, but all he wants is for all of us to be happy.”

I knew my dad wasn’t a bad guy. He was just misguided at times. “I know. Uh, speaking of the overprotective men in my life, Jamie called last night.”

“Oh good,” my mother said, clasping her hands. “When is your brother flying in?”

“I asked him to give me a few more weeks. I assured him I was fine, but I’d like to be a little stronger when I see him. I don’t want him to worry about me.” I gestured to my weak body.

“I guess I can understand that.”

I peered into her cup. “Would you like another cup of tea or something to eat, maybe?”

“No, thanks, I just had lunch a little while ago. In fact, I have to get back to the office soon.”

“Okay, well, don’t let me keep you.” I winced when I realized how rude that sounded. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay,” she said with an indulgent smile. “But…”

I wasn’t used to my mother holding back. Usually if something was on her mind, she just went for it. “What? Just say it, Mom.”

“Well, I know how important your music is to you, but circling back to what we were talking about before… a life-threatening accident must have a way of putting things in perspective, doesn’t it?”

“Of course.”

“I guess I was just wondering whether you feel any differently now—you know, about your career—than you did before.”

I traced my finger around the irregular circles in the burled walnut table as I considered my answer. I didn’t want to give her false hope, especially since I had no way of knowing where Kane and I would end up.

“I’m not going to lie—an experience like that definitely changes you.” I was thinking more about the things I’d learned about the man I’d thought I could trust than about the accident itself. “For a long time, music was my life. Of course I love my family and friends, but making it in the music business was my reason for getting out of bed. I thought it was my purpose.”

“Do you still think it is?” she asked gently.

“God gave me a gift, Mom.” I knew I was speaking her language now. “He wouldn’t want me to squander it.”

“Of course not,” she said, shaking her head emphatically. “But there are many ways to share that gift, you know. Why, you could join the church choir or—”

“Mom,” I said, silencing her with a raised hand. “I know many options are open to me. I’ve been exploring them.”

“You have?” She sounded shocked and relieved. “Does that mean you’re not going back to Nashville?”

“I haven’t decided anything yet,” I said, hoping it was still possible to rein her in. “I need more time. We need more time, Kane and I, to figure out whether we have a future together. Obviously if we decide we do, that will impact my decision.”

“He’s crazy about you,” she said, curling her hand around mine. “Anyone can see that.”

“I appreciate your concern and your input. You can rest assured I’m well aware of the fact I have options, and while I’ve been sitting around the house with nothing else to do, I’ve been researching them.”

“Just don’t lose sight of the most important thing you have to do during your recovery,” my mother warned.

“I know my physical healing has to be my top priority.”

“Yes, of course. But when will you get another chance like this with a man like Kane?”

“What do you mean?”

“Most people date for months, maybe even years, before they have as much time together as you’ve had with Kane since the accident. Use that time. Get to know each other, really know each other. By the time you’re ready to leave, maybe you’ll decide you don’t want to. Hmmm? Just think about that.”

I knew my mother had ulterior motives for playing matchmaker—mainly keeping me nearby where she could keep tabs on me—but I had no intention of squandering my time with Kane. If there was any chance our relationship could go the distance, I was open to the possibility.

“Kane’s a great guy,” I said, trying to remain impassive. “We get along well. We’re friends, above all.”

I didn’t know if she would interpret that to mean we hadn’t been intimate since the accident, but if she did, she’d be right. I knew Kane was just being cautious, since sex was off the table until the doctor gave us the all-clear, but I couldn’t deny I was disappointed he hadn’t tried anything.

“That’s a good place to start.” Our eyes met, and she smiled. “But of course you want more than that. Every woman wants to know the man she’s in love with can’t keep his hands off her, right?”

“Mom!” I rolled my eyes when I felt myself blush. Only my mother could still make me blush like I was a fifteen-year-old. “I am not having this discussion with you!”

She raised her hand, waving her index finger back and forth. “Ah, but you didn’t deny you were in love with him. Very telling, indeed.”

I hadn’t denied it because I knew she’d see right through me, and that would lead to more questions I couldn’t answer. “I’m sure we’ll figure things out without your meddl—uh, help.” I rolled my tongue in my cheek when she frowned. “All clear?”

“Fine,” she said with a heavy sigh. “But I still think you should up your game.”

“Up my game?” I laughed. Who was this woman, and what had she done with my uptight, God-fearing mother? “What does that even mean?”

“Well…” She gestured to my casual attire: gray yoga pants, a white hoodie, and fuzzy socks. My hair was in a ponytail, and I hadn’t bothered with makeup since I still couldn’t leave the house without assistance. “Honey, no offense, but I think you could put a little more effort into snagging the man, don’t you?”

“Snagging him?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “You make it sound like he’s an animal caught in a trap. I’m not trying to snag anyone. I’m trying to get to know the man I’ve had a crush on most of my li—” I slapped my hand over my mouth when my mother’s jaw dropped. Damn. I hadn’t intended to let her in on that little secret.

“You’ve had a thing for Kane? Since when?”

Since the cat was already out of the bag, I shrugged. “Since I was seventeen. And before you ask, it’s not like I was fantasizing about him while I was with Brendan. I didn’t even see him much before a few months ago.”

“Does Kane know this?” she asked, leaning forward and resting her chin in her upturned palm.

I couldn’t remember ever engaging in girl talk with my mother. I had to admit, it was kind of nice. “Yeah, he knows.”

“And? What did he say?”

“What’s he gonna say?” I said, shoving my hands into the pockets of my hoodie. “He was flattered, I guess.”

She bit her lip, her eyes dancing with excitement. “Oh my, this changes everything, doesn’t it?”

“No. Why?”

“But of course it does. Kane is more than just a fling to you, honey. He’s your destiny. The relationship with Brendan was a detour on your way back to Kane. Can’t you see that?”

I peered into her half-empty cup of tea. “Did Kane slip something in that? ‘Cause you’re not making a lick of sense.”

“Of course I am.” She clasped her hands under her chin. “You know God has a plan for us all, Macy. His plan was for you to venture out on your own so you could realize this is where you belong, with your family and the man you’ve always loved. Oh, it’s really quite romantic.”

“Did you not hear me?” I asked, staring at her in disbelief. “I said I was seventeen when I had a crush on Kane. I didn’t know what love was then.”

“No, but you do now. Can you honestly say that what you felt for Brendan compares to what you feel for Kane?”

“Mom, that’s not fair.” Especially now, when I couldn’t think about Brendan without breaking out in a cold sweat. “Two different men. Two very different relationships.”

“Of course they are,” she said, pursing her lips. “You were just shacking up with Brendan. Which your father and I never approved of.”

“Yes, you made that clear.” Painfully clear. Every chance they got.

“But you’re married to Kane. You made a commitment before God. You know that means something to us, and it should mean something to you and Kane too.”

I shook my head. “Weren’t you the one who called the lawyer to discuss an annulment while I was in the hospital? Now all of a sudden my marriage is sacred?”

“Actually, your father was the one who called the lawyer, but only because we didn’t understand the depth of your feelings for Kane. Now that we do… well, this changes everything.”

As far as I was concerned, nothing had changed. I still didn’t know where I stood with my husband, and the days were ticking away. Pretty soon I’d no longer have a legitimate reason for staying with him, and we’d have to address the real issue—whether we loved each other enough to try to make it work.

“You two should go out to dinner tonight.” Helping me to my feet, she said, “Come on, I’ll help you get ready. It’ll be fun.”

“Mom, I can barely walk on my own. How the hell am I supposed to go to a restaurant?”

“Did the doctor say you couldn’t go out?” she said, slipping her arm around my waist as she guided me to the bedroom I’d been using. It was on the main floor so I wouldn’t have to worry about stairs.

“Well no, but…”

“Wouldn’t you like to get out of the house?”

“Sure, but—”

“I know the perfect spot. You just sit there.” She pointed at a bench at the end of my bed. “I’ll find something for you to wear.” Poking her head into the small walk-in closet, she muttered, “Oh dear, slim pickings.”

“I guess when Riley flew to Nashville to pack my things, she didn’t think I’d be needing any little black dresses.”

“No worries, the restaurant is pretty casual. It’s small, very quaint. Friends of ours from church own and manage it.”

Great. If we were lucky, we’d get a sermon with the appetizer. “I think I should ask Kane if he even wants to go out before we make reservations. He may not feel up to it.”

“Aren’t you going stir-crazy in this house?” she asked, returning with an outfit I was surprised she’d managed to put together: black leggings, ballerina flats—since there was no way I could wear heels yet—and a flowy black sleeveless tunic. “This should work, right?”

“Yeah.” I couldn’t deny it would be nice to get out of the house, but doing my own hair and makeup would be a challenge. “But I don’t think I can manage getting ready on my own.”

“I said I’d help,” she said, setting her fist on her hip. “Don’t you trust me?”

No. “But didn’t you say you had to get back to the clinic?”

“They can make do without me for another hour.” She eyed my ponytail. “I take it you’ve already showered, but your hair is all kinky thanks to that god-awful elastic.”

“Mom!” I said, resting my hand against my chest. “Using the Lord’s name in vain? I’m shocked!”

“Don’t be a smart aleck,” she said, trying to keep a straight face. “Do you have a flat iron? That would probably help.”

I eyed her naturally wavy hair. “How do you even know about a flat iron?”

“I’ve seen stylists at my salon using them. Now do you have one or not?”

“Yeah, I have one. But if you don’t know how to use it, it might not be such a good idea.” I could almost smell burning hair as I imagined my well-meaning mother setting me on fire.

“Don’t be such as worrywart. You can teach me.”

Great. Just what I’d always wanted—to be a crazy lady’s guinea pig.

 


 


[bookmark: 311612]Chapter Fourteen

Kane

 

I was shocked when I came home to find Macy looking ready to go out. She was wearing full makeup, and her hair was straight and shiny, falling over her shoulders. “Uh, you look great, but you didn’t do this all by yourself, did you?”

“No, my mother helped,” she said, wincing. “Not something I want to repeat, but I guess it was worth a little pain and suffering.”

“Are you and Riley going out for dinner?”

“You and I are, if you’re interested. My mother made the reservations, so apparently all we have to do is show up.” She glanced at the time on the TV box. “In about an hour. Doable?”

“Sorry I was gone for so long,” I said. “I stopped by the station to check in with the guys after I hit the gym.”

“Do you miss it?” she asked, looking guilty. “You went from being on call twenty-four, seven to being my nursemaid.”

“I’m right where I want to be.” My eyes locked on hers, and I hoped she could tell I was sincere, not trying to placate her. “As for dinner, I’d love to. I had a shower after my workout, so I’ll just need a few minutes to get changed.”

“Take your time. The restaurant’s not far from here.”

As I ran up the stairs to the master bedroom, my cell phone rang. Gabe. “Hey, man, what’s up?” I balanced the phone between my shoulder and ear as I sifted through the shirts hanging in my walk-in closet.

“I was going to ask you the same thing. Haven’t heard much from you lately. How’s your wife doing?”

I heard the smirk in his voice. Ballbreaker. Two could play that game. “She’s doing better, but I thought your neighbor would have filled you in.” If he was going to give me grief over Macy, I’d have to return the favor.

“What makes you think Kendra talks to me about her patients?” he asked, sounding tense. “Or anything else for that matter?”

Knowing I had a few minutes to spare, I sat on the bench at the foot of my bed and stared straight at the last family photo we’d taken before my mom died. “Look, I know Kendra’s your buddy’s ex, but—”

“They’re not divorced yet.”

“But it’s only a matter of time before they make it official, right?”

“Not if he has his way.”

“He’s hoping to put his family back together even after he cheated on his wife?” I couldn’t believe a woman like Kendra, with so much to offer, would give a man a chance to make that mistake twice.

“People make mistakes, Kane.”

“So you’re in favor of this?” That didn’t make any sense to me. I’d seen Kendra and Gabe interact when I’d been at his house. Even if my brother was in denial, their chemistry was obvious. “Why?”

“I’m trying to stay out of it. It’s none of my business.”

“So you don’t want a shot with Kendra?”

He swore softly, as though he was holding the phone away from his ear. “I’m her husband’s boss. How the hell would it look if I started dating Kendra?”

“So what, you’re not entitled to a life just because your job—”

“There are plenty of single women. I don’t need to hook up with a married one.”

Normally I’d agree, but Kendra wasn’t the kind of woman who came around every day. I suspected my brother would live to regret it if he turned his back on her. Still, none of my brothers had ever been big on talking about their feelings, even though our mother had raised us to believe there was no shame in expressing love openly and honestly. “Just keep an open mind, kid. You never know what might happen.”

“Is that what you’re doing with Macy, keeping an open mind?”

“I guess you could say that.”

“So what are her plans? When she’s fully recovered, is she heading back to Nashville or staying with you?”

“I don’t know yet.” I glanced at the open bedroom door, but there was no way she could hear me from downstairs. “We’re going out for dinner tonight. Maybe I’ll get some of my questions answered.”

“So she’s well enough to get out of the house?” It sounded as though air seeped through his teeth. “I guess that means she’s recovering faster than predicted, huh? Sounds like the clock’s ticking for you.”

My gut clenched as I acknowledged the truth in that statement. As scary as it was, I had to step up and tell Macy the truth—I was in love with her. If she still chose to leave, it would be an even bigger hit, but at least I wouldn’t beat myself up for holding back when I should have gone all in. “If that’s your not-so-subtle way of telling me I’d better man up, I know that. I intend to. Tonight.”

“What does that mean exactly?” he asked hesitantly. “You’ve been pretty tight-lipped about where you see this going. You said you married her to help her out of a jam. Now what? It’s evolved into more?”

“I think it always was more and I just told myself I was doing her a favor. Truth be told, I think she was doing me a favor.” Staring at my mother’s smiling face, the truth hit me. Life was too damn short to live alone.

“How do you mean?”

“I think I didn’t want to be alone anymore. When Macy was here a few months ago, taking a break from her boyfriend, having her here felt… damn good.”

“Did anything happen between you two then?”

“No, of course not. She had a boyfriend. But when she left, I missed her like crazy. I wanted her back. I wanted what we had back, what we were building.”

“But you said you guys were just friends. That wasn’t true?”

“We were, but it was the kind of friendship that could have grown into more, given the chance. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah, unfortunately, I do.”

I didn’t envy my brother’s position. I didn’t know how I’d handle it if Macy were still married to someone else, someone she shared a child with, who was desperate to put their broken little family back together.

“You think this girl could be the one, Kane?”

The question stunned me, because I couldn’t ever remember one of my brothers asking me that about a girl I’d dated. Of course, I wasn’t dating Macy. We were already married. And I wanted us to go on being married.

“Yeah, I do.” I chuckled, rubbing a hand over my face. “And that scares the hell out of me. You know Macy. She’s not big on staying in one place for too long.”

“Maybe it’d be worth the sacrifice, if she feels about you the way you do about her.”

“Yeah, but that’s still the unknown variable, isn’t it? I don’t know how she feels.” Before he could tell me to get off my ass and find out, I asked, “You think it’s selfish of me to want her to make the sacrifice, you know, to stay here and build a life with me?”

“It’s only selfish if it’s not what she wants.” He laughed. “You know Macy. She’s not gonna do anything she doesn’t want to do.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“Good luck tonight. Let me know how it goes.”

“I will. Thanks for checking in.”

 

***

 

As we were enjoying dinner, I searched for the right words, wondering if I should wait until we got back to my house to ask about her plans.

“Penny for your thoughts,” she whispered, reaching for her water glass. Because of her meds, she couldn’t drink.

I opted for a soft drink, wanting to remain clear-headed for what could prove to be one of the most important nights of my life. I leaned in, covering her left hand with mine. We were both still wearing the wedding rings we’d exchanged, and I thought of my friends on the force. Many didn’t wear wedding rings, but I couldn’t imagine wanting to take mine off. Not even on the job, where many considered it a dangerous liability.

Before I could speak, the waiter came and cleared our dessert plates. He promised to return with the coffee pot for a refill, and I gave him a tight smile.

When we were alone again, I said, “I know you hate being down and out, but I’m not going to lie, it’s been great having you here.”

“I’ve enjoyed it too.” She removed her hand from mine when the waiter returned, and she eased back in her seat with a polite smile for the middle-aged gentleman.

“Macy, I…” I couldn’t just blurt out that I’d fallen in love with her. Not in the middle of a crowded restaurant where I was certain her mother had spies watching our every move. The proprietors, a couple the Myers’ age, had introduced themselves when we walked in, claiming to have heard all about me. Whatever the hell that meant.

“Yes?” Her lips curved into a smile. “What’s wrong? I’ve never known you to be shy.”

“So here’s the thing…” I tossed my napkin on the table. “I don’t think I fully realized this until I was talking to my brother on the phone tonight, but when you came back into my life a few months ago, I was looking for someone like you.”

Her full lips formed a small circle before she exhaled slowly. “Really?”

“I didn’t know it at the time. I just knew when you left…” I cleared my throat, my eyes traveling to the couples on the small dance floor. “When you went back to him, it felt so wrong to let you go.” My eyes drifted back to hers, because I was determined to own every word I spoke to her from now on. “I wanted you here. With me.”

“You did?” She swallowed repeatedly before she asked, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Your life was in Nashville. The two loves of your life were there: him and music.”

“Brendan was never meant to be the love of my life, Kane,” she said, her words sounding hollow as she smoothed the white napkin in her lap. “Let’s be clear about that.”

“Is that something you’re looking for?” I asked, ignoring the statement about her ex. I didn’t care about him. I cared about us and what we were building. “The kind of love that can last a lifetime?”

She laughed lightly before glancing at a silver-haired couple swaying to the music. “You’re prepared to ask the tough questions tonight, aren’t you?”

“It’s time, don’t you think?” I despised fear and the weakness it represented, yet every day since Macy had slipped that wedding band on my finger, I’d lived with the fear of losing her. No more. I had to know, once and for all, whether she could feel about me the way I felt about her, given enough time.

“I suppose it is.” She licked her lips, her eyes never leaving the couple who’d just shared an intimate comment before he laughed, making her eyes sparkle with affection and amusement. “Do I want a love like that? Of course I do, Kane. Who doesn’t?”

Finally we were getting somewhere.

“Okay. Then do you think you could have that with me?” I raised my hand when she opened her mouth. “I’m not talking about some silly crush, or lust that simmers and dies after a few months or years. I’m talking about the real thing.” Hooking a thumb over my shoulder, I said quietly, “I’m talking about what they have. Do you think we could ever have that? Would you even be interested in trying?”

“Staying here with you would mean traveling a different path,” she said, drawing a line down the condensation on her half-empty water glass. “Not the one I’d intended. The one I’ve been dreaming about since the first time I held a guitar.” Her eyes met mine, and the pain in them was palpable. “I dreamed of being a star. I want to touch people with my music, you know. To sit up on a big stage, surrounded by thousands of screaming fans, just them, me, my guitar, and my music.”

“You have touched people with your music,” I said, knowing selling songs was small consolation. “You’re a gifted songwriter. Millions of people have bought songs you wrote. Who cares if you didn’t record them? Does that matter as long as people connected with them?”

“If you’d asked me that question six months ago, I would have said hell yes, it matters. I want to record my own music. I want to be the headliner, the one selling out stadiums. But then I saw my life pass by in the blink of an eye when we were rolling over that embankment, and you know what I saw?”

“What?”

“Music.” She sighed. “That’s all I saw. Music. Of course my parents, brother, sister, and friends all flashed through my mind, but that was more about what my death would do to them, and it made me pray for a second chance. In that moment, I realized how one-dimensional my life had become.”

“You’re not alone in that, Mace. I think everyone who’s found their passion can relate to that. I know I can. I love what I do. I love my family, but I need more.” I reached across the table, entwining our fingers. “I need you.”

Her gaze lingered on my hand before she looked up and stole my breath. “There’s one more thing that made me want to live that day—you. I wanted to open my eyes so I could see you again.”

I closed my eyes, letting her words warm the spot inside me that had been cold since I learned about her accident. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my life. When Brody told me you’d been in an accident, that it was serious, I hated myself for being such a coward.”

“You? A coward?” Her lips quirked. “Sorry, those two words will never be synonymous.”

“I just wanted the chance to tell you how I felt,” I said, drawing circles on the back of her hand with the pad of my thumb. “The entire flight, I just kept praying I’d get the chance to tell you. You’ve been with me all this time, and I still haven’t found the courage to tell you.”

“Tell me now.”

“I love you, Macy.” I was shocked by how easily those words tripped off my tongue even though I’d never said them to another woman.

The waiter chose that moment to return, making me consider whether lousy timing was reason enough to withhold a tip. Biting back my frustration, I thanked him for the coffee while Macy’s phone rang.

Her face paled as she checked the screen. “I’m sorry, Kane. I have to get this. Will you excuse me?”

I was shocked that a phone call could be more important than the declaration I’d just made, the one that still went unanswered. Or maybe she saw the call as a way out? “Uh, sure. Do you need a hand?”

“No, I’m okay.” She reached for the cane she’d propped by her chair.

I watched her walk outside, wondering what the hell I would say if she came back in to tell me she could never love me the way I loved her.

 


 


[bookmark: 329561]Chapter Fifteen

Macy

 

“Why the hell are you calling me?” I couldn’t believe the man who’d tried to take my life, along with his own, a man I’d once thought I loved, was on the other end of the line, and the only thing I felt was fear and contempt. “I’m out for dinner with my husband. The cop. If he knew you were calling me—”

“You didn’t tell him about the accident, did you?” he asked, sounding panicked.

I was sitting on a bench outside the restaurant, so I knew Kane couldn’t overhear my conservation, but I still lowered my voice when I said, “It’s not fair of me to keep it from him. He deserves to know the truth.”

“Then why haven’t you told him?”

“Not to protect you, if that’s what you think.” A little voice in my head called me a liar, making me more confused than ever. Why would I feel the need to protect a man who’d tried to kill me?

“Then why?”

“I was worried about what Kane might do if I told him the truth.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care what you believe. So I’ll ask again, why are you calling me?” I should just hang up, pretend this exchange had never happened, but I was torn between curiosity and bone-chilling fear. Was he in Tampa? Would he come after me again, to finish what he started?

Staying with Kane, knowing he had a loaded gun in the house and would do anything to protect me, made me feel safe, but Kane couldn’t babysit me forever. Eventually he would have to return to his life, and that would leave me with the difficult task of having to piece mine back together.

“I had to hear your voice,” he said softly. “I miss you, baby.”

My stomach flipped, putting my lovely dinner at risk. “Well, I don’t miss you. I never want to see you again after what you did.” I swiped at the tear that slipped down my cheek while a young couple walking into the restaurant eyed me curiously.

“I was out of my mind, Macy. I couldn’t face the fact I’d lost you. You weren’t just my girlfriend. You were everything to me. Without you, I’ll never make it in this business. And without that, what do I have left?”

I knew Brendan came from a broken home. He hadn’t spoken to his father in years, and his mother had remarried and moved to Arizona to start a new life with her second husband. But being alone was no excuse for what he’d done. I was appalled that he thought I was so weak and gullible he could play the guilt card and expect me to forgive him.

“Do you honestly expect me to feel sorry for you? You almost killed me!” I closed my eyes when a distinguished-looking silver-haired man getting into a black Cadillac raised an eyebrow at me.

“I’m sorry about that. I’m so sorry about everything. But if you come back, maybe we can get past it. I’ve managed to reschedule the dates we had booked this month. I told them we were in a car accident on our way to a gig and you needed a little more time to recover. I can’t buy much more time—”

“I’m not coming back.” It had taken the sound of Brendan’s voice to make my decision clear. I couldn’t go back to Nashville and try to resurrect a dream that was now tainted with both of our blood. “The life we had, I don’t want that anymore.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked incredulously. “Music is your life. You love it as much as I do. You can’t live without it.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I said, carefully testing the words. “I do enjoy making music, but it’s not my life. There’s more to me than that. There’s my family and friends. And Kane. I want to stay here and build a life with him.”

“I should have known he was the reason,” he said, his voice dripping with contempt. “That bastard has taken everything from me. First you, now my music, my future. Well, he’s not going to get away with it. I can promise you that!”

Minutes later, I was still staring at my phone when Kane stepped out of the restaurant, looking sexy in black jeans and a dark purple button-down shirt rolled up to the elbows.

“Hey, I got worried.” Gesturing to the phone, he said, “You done with your call?”

I nodded, numb as I tried to process Brendan’s warning. What did it mean? Did he plan to come after Kane? “Um yeah,” I said, forcing myself out of the daze. “I’m sorry I took so long.”

“It’s okay.”

He helped me to my feet and slipped his arm around my waist. I sank into him, grateful for his strength and the solid weight of his body anchoring me.

“I took care of the bill,” he said, looking into my eyes. “So we can head home, if you’re ready?”

“Yeah,” I whispered, turning into his arms. “Let’s go home.”

 

***

 

By the time we stood outside my bedroom door, I could tell Kane knew something was wrong, but he was trying to be patient, to allow me to open up to him willingly instead of being pressured into it.

“If this is about what I said earlier…”

I pressed my fingertips against his warms lips as I leaned against the closed bedroom door at my back. “No, it’s not.” I should tell him I loved him too, that I wanted to try to build a life together, but that wouldn’t be fair until I’d confessed the truth about Brendan.

“Then what is it?” He kissed my palm, then held my hand against his face. “Are you torn about going back to Nashville? Or maybe you’ve decided that’s where you belong and you’re afraid to tell me?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head slowly. “That’s not where I belong, not anymore.”

He sucked in a breath, and his voice was raspy, almost broken, when he asked, “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” I rested my head against his shoulder.

He carefully closed his arms around me, avoiding my injuries. “You know, we have to learn how to open up to each other if this is going to work, Mace. We can’t keep shutting each other out.”

I felt so guilty that after the way he’d opened up to me, I couldn’t do the same. But I needed more time to process what had happened with Brendan and what my next move should be. “I just need a little more time. Can you give me that?” I knew I was asking a lot. He’d already been so patient and understanding.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, wrapping his calloused hands around my face. “And if you can promise me you’re not either, that’s enough for now.”

“I promise.”

 

***

 

Kane had left me a note the next morning to let me know he had some errands to run and would be back before noon. I woke feeling physically better than I had since before the accident, so I took advantage of the alone time to visit my sister.

“What are you doing here?” Riley asked, looking stunned when she saw me standing in her open office door. Trying to look past me, she said, “Please tell me Kane is with you.”

“No, I took a cab.” Still using the cane to support my weight, I gingerly made my way across the office as Riley gaped at me. “It’s not like I had to climb nine flights of stairs. The building does have an elevator, and the taxi driver dropped me at the curb. He even helped me out of the car. Sweet kid.”

“You can’t go out by yourself yet,” Riley said, slashing her arm through the air, almost taking out her takeout cup. “It’s too soon. Why didn’t you call me if you needed to talk? I would have come to you.”

“I want to feel normal again, sis,” I said softly, my eyes barely meeting hers. “I’m tired of feeling like a patient. I want my life back, the life he tried to take from me.”

“Hold that thought,” Riley said, raising her finger. She crossed the room to close her door. “Does this melancholy mood have something to do with Brendan? Is that why you were so hell-bent on seeing me, why you couldn’t just call?”

Trying to lie to Riley was an exercise in futility, so with a sigh, I said, “He called me last night when I was out for dinner with Kane.”

“Did you tell Kane it was him?”

“No.”

Riley sat in the guest chair next to me and took my hand. “Honey, if there’s one thing Brody and I had to learn the hard way, it’s that no relationship can survive without honesty. Think about it. How would you feel if you thought Kane was keeping secrets from you, especially secrets pertaining to his ex?”

Riley had a valid point. I wouldn’t like it, but my silence was designed to protect him, not Brendan. My eyes welled with tears when I looked at her. “I just need to figure out a way to make him understand. He told me he loved me last night, and I couldn’t say it back because I feel terrible for being dishonest with him. He deserves better than that.”

“I agree.” Riley smiled. “But you do love him?”

“I do.” I bit my lip. “But I’m not sure how he’s going to feel about me when he finds out the truth about the accident. Do you think he’ll assume I kept it from him because I’m still in love with Brendan and was trying to protect him?”

“I don’t know,” Riley said, clearly torn between honesty and sparing my feelings. “In his position, I might feel that way.” Her eyes drifted to a framed photo on her desk of her wrapped in her fiancé’s arms. “If Brody were keeping a secret like that from me, I’d be pretty hurt.”

“I don’t want to lose him,” I said, feeling desperate. “Kane is the best man I’ve ever met. The way he’s been there for me since the accident has been incredible.”

“That’s because he loves you,” Riley said, stroking my forearm. “He’d do anything for you.” She smiled. “All Steele men are like that, you know. Once they find the one woman they can’t live without, they’ll do anything for her.”

“Kane will want me to press charges against Brendan,” I said, curling my hand around Riley’s. “I did a little research. I don’t know much about the law, but it looks like he’d face felony charges for aggravated vehicular assault, maybe even attempted murder. He could do five years or more in prison.”

She shook her head. “I know he meant a lot to you at one time, but don’t ask me to feel sympathy for the man who almost took my sister’s life.”

I recognized that determined lilt to my big sister’s chin. She’d made up her mind about Brendan, and she thought he deserved to pay for his malice.

“It doesn’t make any sense. I shouldn’t feel an ounce of compassion for that man after what he did to me. But I loved him for so long, or thought I did. The idea of him going to jail…” I shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe I’m being too soft, but it doesn’t sit well. I feel like he needs professional help, not jail time.”

“Anyone who would consider taking his own life, along with the life of a woman he claims to love, is clearly disturbed,” Riley said, looking disgusted. “I can’t argue with you there.”

“But if I tell Kane, he’ll pressure me to go to the police.”

“Not if you tell Kane,” Riley said, her eyes meeting mine. “When you tell Kane. You can’t claim to love him and keep something like this from him, honey. It’s not right. You know that.”

“I know, but—”

“If you have to choose between your future and your past, which may be the choice you’re forced to make, which is it going to be?”

When she put it like that, it was a no-brainer. “I want a future with Kane.”

“Then go home and tell him everything. Figure out what to do together.”

 


 


[bookmark: 343982]Chapter Sixteen

Kane

 

I’d been surprised when I got a text from my father as I was leaving the gym, letting me know he was in town to visit schools with his sons and hoping we could get together for coffee. I hadn’t seen or talked to him since I’d visited him in Vegas, so I wasn’t sure how to respond. I knew my other brothers were willing to meet him halfway, so I figured I should do the same.

We agreed to meet at a family restaurant not far from my house, so I texted Macy to let her know I’d be home in an hour or so. Knowing someone was waiting on me at home, someone who cared whether I made it home at all, felt so damn good.

He was sitting alone at a corner booth when I arrived, looking nervous as hell. Good. Let him sweat.

“Hey,” I said, shrugging out of my jacket when I approached.

“Kane,” Jack said, standing to look me in the eye. He offered his hand and seemed relieved when I took it. “Thanks for coming. I’m sure you had better things to do.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “Where are your boys? I thought you were here with them.” I slid into the booth seat across from him. “Looking at schools?” I grabbed one of the laminated menus as a tired-looking waitress in her mid-fifties approached, coffee pot in hand.

“Care for some?” she asked.

“Sure, thanks,” I said, turning the non-descript white mug over for her to pour.

“You ready to order, or you need a few minutes?”

It was nearing lunchtime, but hearing from or even about Jack had a way of killing my appetite. Still, eating would kill some of the awkward silence, give us something to do other than pretend all was forgiven.

“I’ll have the ham and cheese omelet with rye toast,” I said before slipping the menu back into the metal holder by the window.

“Sausage or bacon with that?” she asked, looking bored as she scribbled on her notepad.

“No, thanks.”

She offered Jack a slight smile. “How ‘bout you, hon?”

I looked at Jack to see if he’d react. Not even a flicker of interest. Huh. The old man I remembered would have been all over that.

“I’ll have the same, thanks,” Jack said, still looking at the menu. “Oh, and maybe a little more coffee, if you don’t mind?”

“I don’t mind at all,” she said, winking at him as she poured his coffee.

Jack looked like I imagined I would in thirty years. Since we all looked so much alike, and our mother had been slight and fair, it was obvious Jack’s genes had been the dominant ones. I just hoped the similarities ended with hair color, eye color, and stature.

“You ever cheat on this wife?” I asked, reaching for my mug as the waitress walked away.

He’d taken a sip of coffee and had to cover his mouth when he coughed. “Wow, you don’t pull any punches, do you?”

“Are we here to play games?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “Or are we here to get to know each other better? To be real with each other for a change.”

“Absolutely,” he said, with a nod. “I want you to feel free to ask me anything. I mean that. I’m an open book.”

“I already asked you a question,” I reminded him. “You’ve yet to answer it.” I carefully watched him over the rim of my cup. I was trained to sniff out liars, and this man was crazy if he thought he could get one past me.

“Have I ever cheated on my wife?” He chuckled. “If I had, she’d have kicked my ass out of the house, I can tell you that.”

“Then you haven’t?” I knew he’d cheated on my mother. Everyone knew. He’d messed around with everyone from the mail carrier to the cleaning lady at our school, yet our mother had somehow managed to walk around with her head held high, claiming she had nothing to be ashamed of.

“Screwing around on your mom was one of the stupidest things I’ve ever done,” he said, lowering his voice when a family of four sat in the booth next to us. “I won’t make that mistake again.”

I wasn’t sure I believed him, but I supposed my opinion was irrelevant. He was someone else’s problem now. “I thought you said you were coming to Florida with the boys. Where are they?”

“Brody wanted to take them to get fitted for tuxes.”

“Oh yeah, he said something about wanting them in the wedding party.”

“You okay with that?”

“Why wouldn’t I be? They’re family, aren’t they? Besides, it’s Brody’s wedding, his decision.”

“That’s part of the reason I wanted to meet with you today, actually.”

The waitress returned with water and promised she’d be back in a few minutes with our orders. She treated Jack to another smile, though he didn’t seem to notice. His attention was fixed on me.

“This has to do with Brody’s wedding?” I asked when she walked away. When he nodded, I said, “Ah, let me guess. He wants to invite you, and you’re wondering if I’d be okay with that?”

“Would you?”

“Like I said, my brother’s wedding, his choice. If he wants you there, who the hell am I to stand in the way?” I wasn’t ready to welcome my father back into the fold, but if I was the lone holdout, I wouldn’t try to prevent the others from including him.

“Kane, I know you still have your reservations about me, but I’d really like to try to work on our relationship. I’d like to get to know you, for you to get to know me.”

The waitress returned with our plates, and we ate in silence for a few minutes while he gave me time to consider his request.

“I’m here, Jack. If I wasn’t willing to leave the door open, I wouldn’t be,” I finally said.

“I appreciate that.” He pushed food around on the plate with his fork. “I heard you got married?”

“Yeah.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

“Brody said something about a car accident. How’s she doing?”

“Better.”

He smirked. “Am I going to get more than one-word answers?”

I sighed after downing a mouthful of eggs. “Look, I don’t know what you want from me. You’re not my father. You’re not my friend. You’re not someone I feel comfortable confiding in.” I knew how harsh that sounded, but this man was a stranger to me, and it took a long time for someone to earn my trust.

He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “Fair enough. You don’t have to answer anything you don’t want to. You can tell me to mind my own damn business anytime you want, but I do want to break down these walls between us. That means asking questions, doesn’t it?”

“I suppose.” Unable to stomach any more food, I rolled my napkin in a ball and tossed it on my plate. “Fine. My wife is doing much better, thank you. How’s your family?”

He grinned as though he could tell I was just playing along to placate him. “Couldn’t be better. I saw a picture of Macy at Brody and Riley’s place. She’s beautiful.”

“Yeah, she is.”

“You’re in love with her?”

I rolled my eyes. “Most people start with the easy questions. You know, how’s work? Seen any good movies lately? What sports do you watch? Got a favorite team?”

He chuckled. “That may be true, but you walked in here looking like you had the weight of the world on your shoulders. I thought just maybe I could try being a real dad and listen to your problems.”

I had dozens of people I could confide in. I didn’t need him, but I heard myself say, “I’ve never been in this position before, wanting a woman to stay. I’m usually the one who’s subconsciously looking for ways to screw things up before it gets too serious.”

He laughed. “Now you’re talking my language. No one knows more about screwing things up than I do.” When I didn’t return his smile, he sobered. “I did that with your mom, pushed her away, because in my mind, I wasn’t good enough for her.”

“You weren’t.” I heard Macy’s voice in my ear reminding me to be nice, so I added, “Not then. I don’t know who you are now, but I guess people can change. Even you.”

“Thanks, I think.” This time we did share a slight smile before Jack said, “When you’re not sure you deserve love, you push people away so you won’t have to find out for sure.”

I pushed my plate aside and leaned in, frowning. “What are you talking about? I never questioned whether I deserve to be loved. I may not be the easiest guy in the world to live with, but I treat women with respect.”

He shook his head. “What I meant was, you had a lousy example growing up, so you weren’t sure you could do the relationship thing. I had a similar conversation with your brother when he was trying to decide what to do about Riley.”

“You did?” While Brody had been the first to welcome Jack back into his life, he’d also been among the angriest for a long time. I had to assume it was Riley’s influence that softened him.

“Yeah. He came to Vegas when he and Riley got into it, and he came to see me, of all people.” He grinned when I looked skeptical. “Believe me, no one was more surprised than I was. But the way I see it, Kane, there’s no one better to teach you how not to make all the mistakes you don’t want to make.”

“I guess I never thought about it like that,” I said, rubbing the scruff on my jaw. “In some twisted way, that makes sense.”

“Good,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Now that we’ve established I’m the right one to help you through this problem you’re having with your wife, let’s hear it. What’s the problem?”

“Slow down,” I said, raising my hand. “I never said I wanted advice from you.”

“Look at it this way—you can unload on me, hear what I have to say, and tell me to go to hell if you don’t like it. Sound fair?”

What could it hurt? I had nothing to lose. “Fine.” I raked a hand through my hair and set an elbow on the table as Jack leaned in. “Macy’s built a life she loves in Nashville, doing what she does best—making music. Asking her to move here to be with me is a hell of a lot to ask, don’t you think?”

Jack seemed to consider that. “All of her family’s here, right?”

“Except her brother. Why?”

“She grew up here?”

“Yeah.”

“How does she get along with her folks?”

“Okay, I guess.” I was surprised Jack was trying so hard to figure out what made Macy tick. I’d expected some flippant response about keeping her happy in the sack if I wanted her to stick around.

“So it’s not like you’re asking her to move to some strange place where she doesn’t know anyone. This is her home. This is where her family and friends are.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Just hear me out,” Jack said, inclining his head. “If you’d told me you were asking her to pick up and follow you halfway around the country, I might question whether you’re being selfish, but that’s not the case. If she chooses to stay in Tampa, she knows what she’d be signing on for.”

“I guess, but this was never supposed to be a real marriage.” I figured I might as well go all in and tell him the whole truth. “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say, I married her to get her ex off her back. It was supposed to be a temporary thing, but things got complicated when we…” I shook my head when it was obvious Jack was trying to hide his amusement. “Yeah, when we slept together.”

The waitress returned to clear our plates and ask if she could tempt us with dessert, but we both agreed to a coffee refill instead. I hadn’t expected to want to linger over coffee, but I was surprised to realize I was in no hurry to leave.

“Sex does have a way of complicating things, doesn’t it?” he asked, adding more sugar to his cup.

“The thing is, right before her accident, I told her we should cut our losses and move on before one or both of us got hurt.”

“Why’d you do a dumb thing like that?”

“Brody.”

Jack nodded. “Your brother didn’t like the idea of you hooking up with his future sister-in-law? I guess I can understand that. If things went south, it would make holiday dinners pretty awkward.”

I wondered if we would ever share holiday dinners with Jack and his new family. A few months ago, the idea would have sounded abhorrent to me. Now, not so much. “Yeah, so out of respect for him and Riley, I told Macy we needed to accept that our lives didn’t mesh. I thought I was doing Macy a favor too, giving her a way out.”

“But you didn’t feel good about it?”

“When I found out about the accident, I felt like someone had hit me with a sledgehammer. I’ve been in a lot of bad situations. My life’s been on the line more times than I can count, but I’ve never been more scared than I was when I heard about what happened to Macy.” God, where was this shit coming from? Why was I spilling my guts to him? “I just wanted her to be okay. I wanted to take care of her, to protect her, and I’ve never felt like that about a woman before.” I looked him in the eye. “Well, besides Mom. But there was nothing I could do to protect her from you… or the cancer.”

Jack was a silent for a moment, obviously taking in everything I’d said. “Life is short, shorter for some than others. That isn’t always fair, especially when we feel God took the good ones too soon. But it’s not up to us to decide, is it?”

“I guess not.”

“What we do get to decide is what to do with the time we have. What do you want to do with the time you have?”

I took a deep breath, shocked he was asking me such a deep question in a bustling diner in the middle of a workday, surrounded by people more concerned about getting back to their jobs before their bosses lowered the boom.

“I want to keep doing what I do—protecting people. It makes me feel good, like my life counts for something. I guess I just want the world to be a little better because of me.” I’d never said that to anyone, not my blood brothers or my brothers in uniform. Of course, I didn’t have to tell the guys on the job. I knew most of them felt the same way I did.

“That’s admirable,” he said, a smile curving his lips slightly. “I’m damn proud of you, not that I have the right to be.”

He was right, he had no right, but it still felt good to hear him say he was proud of me.

“But beyond the job, what do you want?”

I curled one hand into the other, resting them in front of my mouth as I considered his question. “My needs are pretty simple: decent place to lay my head at night, wheels, some coin in the bank…” This was the hardest admission of all because it was the one thing I wasn’t sure I’d ever have. “And a family of my own. Wife. Kids.”

“You’ve got the wife. You said you love her. The way I see it, you just have to figure out whether she loves you enough to stick around.”

“We’ve never even talked about kids. What if she doesn’t want that? You know, because of her music?”

“Would you still want her if she didn’t?”

I watched my nephews grow up. I loved spending time with them, but a part of me always wished they were my own. “I love her. I don’t know if I could stop now, even if I find out she doesn’t want the same things I do.”

“Seems to me you’ve got to find out, Kane. Don’t waste any more time talking to me. Go home and talk to your wife.”

 

***

 

“Hey,” I said, frowning when I walked through the door to find Macy curled up on the couch under a blanket. “You okay? You’re not feeling sick, are you?”

She smiled, tucking the blanket under her chin. “No. I’m just tired. Didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

“Because of me?” I crossed the room and sat on the table in front of her, linking my hands between my knees. “I’m sorry for laying all that on you while you’re still recovering. I just thought you should know how I felt.”

“I’m glad you told me.”

“You are?” My heart was hammering as I prepared for her to let me down gently.

“Yeah, I am.” She reached for my hand. “Years ago, I fell in love with a fantasy.” She smiled. “You were so damn sexy.”

I rolled my eyes, considering how I must have looked to the girl she’d been.

She giggled, pushing into my knee with her free hand. “But it was more than that. At least, I know that now. For a long time, I assumed it was a silly crush. When I went on feeling that same magnetic pull every time I saw you, I chocked it up to lust, a chemical reaction.”

I’d thought the same thing when I saw her at her sister’s apartment months ago. It had to be lust, because I couldn’t possibly feel what I thought I was feeling for a girl I’d known more than half my life.

“You’re not just sexy,” she said, looking at me through long, dark lashes. “There’s so much more to you than that. You have an amazing heart, Kane. You took care of me when I needed you, made me feel more loved than anyone ever has.”

“I don’t want you to feel indebted to me,” I said, torn between hope and frustration. I wanted her to want me for me, not because of the guy she perceived me to be. “And I don’t want you to mistake me for a martyr. I took care of you for my own selfish reasons.”

“You did?” she asked, adjusting her pillow so her head was propped up.

“Yeah.” I swallowed, tamping down the urge to swallow my words. But I couldn’t. This was too important. “I wanted you to love me, Mace.”

Her eyes welled up with tears, but she said nothing.

“I wanted you to see that I could make you happy, that I could be a good husband.” I cleared my throat, bringing her curled hand to my mouth. I kissed it softly as I stared into her eyes. “I wanted to help you heal, not just physically but emotionally.”

“You did,” she whispered.

“I know your last relationship took a lot out of you.”

For the first time, she broke eye contact, looking at my wedding ring instead. “You have no idea.”

“It was a long-term relationship. You obviously saw a future with him, probably thought about marrying him and having kids someday.” I wanted her to agree, because if she’d considered that kind of life with him, maybe, just maybe, she’d give me the same chance.

She bit her lip, emotions drawing a faint line between her eyebrows.

“By spending time here together, I guess I wanted to show you that you had other options. Just because your relationship with him is over doesn’t mean you can’t find love with someone else, if you give yourself a chance.”

“I want to be clear about something,” she said, resolve apparent in her steady gaze. “I never loved him. I thought I did. But I’ve had a lot of time to think.”

“About?”

“The man he was. The person I was when I was with him. Who we were together.” She shook her head slowly, as though she was still working through how to define that period of her life. “That wasn’t love. He may have thought he loved me. I thought I loved him. But what we had was a common goal, a shared love for music. We came together because of that and stayed together because we wanted to believe we were in love.”

I let her hand go as I leaned back, bracing my hands on the table. “Look, I’m no expert when it comes to stuff like this. I can’t tell you how to define it or how it’s supposed to feel.” I still couldn’t believe I was the one spewing these words. My brothers would laugh their asses off if they could hear me now. “All I know is how I feel.”

“Tell me,” she said, tucking her hands under her cheek as she faced me. “How do you feel?”

“I want you with me.” I gave myself a minute to imagine what our lives could be like if she agreed to stay. “I want you to see the real me. I’m not always brave and fearless. Sometimes I’m scared to death of dying, mostly because I feel I’m not done living. There’s so much I still want to do. And a lot of that revolves around having a family of my own.”

She smiled. “You want kids?”

“Yeah.” I held my breath, wondering whether I had the right to ask the next question while the future of our marriage still hung in the balance. “You?”

“Yeah, sure. Someday.”

That was good enough for me. But I wanted her to know what she was getting into if she chose me. I didn’t want to make false promises or paint her a picture of how bright it would be when I knew full well that a lot of darkness and shadows would balance the light. I loved her too much to deceive her. “Some nights I come home literally shaking from adrenaline because I had another brush with death.”

She sucked in a breath, then blew it out slowly as she waited for me to continue.

“There’ve been dozens of times when I’ve wondered how much longer I can cheat death. I could go back to work and get killed my first day on the job, Mace.” I wiped away a tear that trailed down her cheek. “That’s my reality. I can’t avoid it. Most people face the possibility of death every day. They just don’t see it as clearly as I do. We get into a car, board a plane, cross a street—hell, cross the wrong person—and we could meet our maker.”

“I know.”

“But I made a decision a long time ago that I’d rather live my life full out, facing risks, than shy away from them and live half a life.”

“That’s a big part of the reason I love you.” She smiled at my shocked expression. “Not because you’re fearless. Because you’re man enough to admit you’re not fearless.”

“You love me?”

“Of course I love you,” she said, laughing through her tears as though how she felt about me should have been obvious. “You have to ask?”

“Uh, yeah.”

She struggled to sit up, and I rushed to help her. She was getting stronger, more independent every day. I would selfishly miss these days when she didn’t need me anymore. Patting the sofa, she invited me to sit beside her.

When I put my arm around her, she rested her hand on my thigh, leaning into me. “What’s happened between us has been one of the most incredible and unexpected experiences of my life.”

“Ditto.”

She grinned, tipping her head back to look at me. “I’d be lying if I said your job doesn’t scare the hell out of me, because it does. When we have kids, it’ll probably scare me even more. I don’t know if I could be a single parent.”

I was too stunned to speak, so I simply rested my lips against her temple, closing my eyes as I let the impact of her words settle over me. “Then you do want a family? With me?”

“Yes, but—”

“Before you say anything, let me say something. I love what I do. I love being in the thick of things, but I enjoyed being a detective too. I expect a time will come when I decide sitting behind a desk is the right course of action for me and my family.” I’d given this a lot of thought over the years, and I’d do it for her as much as I would for myself.

“Kane, I’d never ask you to give up something you love for me. That wouldn’t be fair to either one of us.”

I loved her even more, not because she’d said that but because she meant it. “I grew up with an absentee father. I would never leave my kids without a father, not if I could help it. So when and if the day comes when we’re blessed with a baby, we’ll figure it out. I just want you to know I’m prepared to make changes.” I swallowed, trying to find the words I’d never expected to say. “I love my job, but if it came down to it and you couldn’t handle the risks I take, I wouldn’t put you through hell for the sake of my job. I’d ask my boss to reassign me. ”

“I love you,” she whispered, stroking my face. “God, I love everything about you.”

“I feel the same way.” I kissed her softly before my eyes grazed her perfect features. “I love law enforcement, but I love you more. It will always be a part of me. But I can already tell you’ll be the best part of me.”

She covered her heart with her hand, fighting back tears. “How’d I get so lucky?”

I brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “Funny, I was just asking myself that same question.”

“As long as we’re talking about compromises…” Her gaze finally left mine and rested on the framed family photos lining my mantel. “I’ve decided to make a few of my own.”

“Such as?”

“I love music,” she said. “Probably as much as you love law enforcement.”

“No doubt.”

“We have that in common, I think. We’ve been so focused on our passions for so long, we haven’t made room for anything or anyone else in our lives, not really.”

“That’s true. At least in my case it is.”

“You talked about ways you could still do what you love and have a family. Well, I’ve realized the same is true for me. It doesn’t have to be all or nothing. I can keep writing and hopefully selling music. It just means I have to get a lot better at letting go of my songs.”

“You think you could do that?” I asked. “Learn to let go?”

“I have to.” She shifted her body slightly so she was leaning her back against my chest. “I have to recognize songs as what they are—an opportunity to connect with people. I guess it doesn’t matter who sings them as long as I have a chance to share them with the world.”

“I think that’s a great attitude, if you’re sure?”

“I am,” she said, nodding emphatically. “But I’ve also come to realize some other things. Important things.”

“Like what?” I kissed the top of her head.

“Music doesn’t have to be my only source of joy. There are lots of things that could make me happy. You just happen to be one of them.”

I chuckled. “I guess I should be grateful for that.”

“I’m serious,” she said, nudging me in the ribs with her elbow. “There are probably things that I would love doing that I’ve never even had time to explore because I’ve been so wrapped up in music, I haven’t even thought about anything else.”

“Whatever makes you happy, baby.” I kissed her neck as she leaned her head back on my shoulder. “That’s all that matters to me, that you’re happy. I’ll support whatever you want to do.”

A smile curled her lips before she whispered, “Thank you.” Linking her left hand through mine, she stared at our simple bands. “It’s time for me to realize that enough really is enough. I don’t have to be rich and famous to be happy. I am happy. Right here, right now, with you.”

“Good.” She had no idea how much knowing what we had was enough for her meant to me.

“I’m lucky. I make a good living already from my royalties. I really don’t need more than that. Sure, if I write a dozen more hit songs, that would be awesome. If I become one of the go-to songwriters for Nashville’s elite, that would be incredible, but I don’t need that to be happy.”

“What do you need?” I had a feeling I knew what she was going to say, but I needed to hear it again. Yes, I was fishing.

“I need you. I need us.” She slowly turned to face me. “Being here with you makes me feel grounded. That’s what I need. I need the space and freedom to grow and learn and explore. To get in touch with the best parts of myself. I never had that with Brendan. He was always so intimidated by change, because he thought that meant I was growing away from him, that he constantly tried to stifle me.”

I couldn’t imagine how you could claim to love someone and not want them to be the best version of themselves, but I was already clear on one thing—Brendan and I were two very different men.

“I’ll do whatever I can to help you, baby,” I said, curling my hand around her soft cheek. “Even if it means just being your sounding board.”

She hugged me and breathed me in as though she was soaking up the moment. “I just know this is going to keep getting better and better, what we have.”

I was counting on that, because this woman had become so much a part of me, losing her now was unthinkable.

 


 


[bookmark: 378018]Chapter Seventeen

Macy

 

After a full eight weeks of recovery, the doctor had finally given me the go-ahead to resume all normal activities, including sex… for which Kane and I were extremely grateful.

He’d returned to work and I’d started writing songs during the day, so we were settling into a nice routine. But he’d managed to get the weekend off so he could come to Nashville with me to help pack up the last of my things. The landlord had agreed to let me pay the rent for one more month so I wouldn’t have to clear it out until I was back on my feet.

Being back here felt weird, as though I was stepping into someone else’s life. I found pictures of Brendan and me, half-written songs we’d started, and letters he’d penned to me throughout our relationship. He had called me numerous times over the past several weeks, but every time I let it go to voice mail. I was done with that part of my life, and I refused to allow him to continue bringing me down.

When I heard the door open, I turned, assuming it would be Kane. It wasn’t.

“Brendan, what the hell are you doing here? How did you even know I’d be here?” I was having difficulty breathing, imagining the worst case scenario—that he might be here to finish what he’d started.

“I asked your neighbor to text me when you came back to pack up.”

Since I hadn’t told Courtney the real story behind the accident, I couldn’t blame her. She probably assumed Brendan and I were still on friendly terms and he just wanted to stop by to say good-bye in person.

“Why? We have nothing left to say to each other.” When he went to close the door, I said, “No! Leave it open.” If I had to scream, I at least wanted to know I’d be heard. He stepped closer, and I raised my hands. “Don’t take another step, or I swear to God I’ll scream. Kane will be back any minute. He just went to the store to pick up some boxes.” He’d also said something about picking up a pizza for lunch. Hopefully he had the foresight to call ahead so he wouldn’t have to wait.

“I can’t believe you’re afraid of me,” Brendan said, looking genuinely hurt.

We heard the ding of the elevator, but they must have gone the other way since no one passed my apartment. “You tried to kill me. What do you expect?”

“Keep your voice down,” he said, casting a quick glance over his shoulder. “Do you want the whole world to know our business?”

“Unlike you, I have nothing to be afraid of,” I said, crossing my arms. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Look, I said I was sorry. When are you going to let it go?”

My jaw dropped. “Let it go? Are you serious? You actually expect me to just move past it like it never happened? And what? Go back to being friends? Or a duo, maybe?” That had to be the real reason for his visit, to convince me we could go on making music together, because with Brendan, everything always came back to one thing—his career.

“You have to admit we were pretty great together,” he said, his eyes raking over me.

“Trying to kill me sort of wiped out all the good memories for me. Sorry.”

“You drove me to it,” he said, his eyes hardening. “How the hell could you marry that guy? After everything we meant to each other, to go and marry someone else within—”

“If you think I’m going to apologize for marrying Kane, you’re crazy.” Any guilt I felt for hurting him had long since vanished. The only feelings that remained were sadness and confusion. I couldn’t even hate him. I didn’t want to fear him. I just wanted to know why, how someone I’d once thought I loved could try to hurt me.

“You’re going to be sorry, you know. One day you’ll wake up and realize what we had was the real deal. We could have gone all the way together, you and me.”

“When are you going to realize there’s more to life than music?” If there was a silver lining to his impromptu visit, it was getting to say all the things that had been rolling around in my head for months. “It’s not the be-all and end-all, Brendan. If we make it, great. If we don’t, it’s not the end of the world.”

“For me it is.” 

Looking into his eyes, I saw such profound sadness, it tore me up. No one should have to live with that kind of inner turmoil. “Don’t say that. You have so much to live for.”

“Two things,” he said, holding up two fingers. “There were two things I cared about: you and music. Now they’re both gone.”

“You can still make music without me. You’re an incredibly talented musician.” That was why I’d agreed to team up with him in the first place. Musically, he brought out the very best in me, pushed me to do things I’d never done or thought I could do.

“I haven’t written a word since you told me it was over.”

I couldn’t hide my shock. Brendan had been writing every single day since I met him. “You just need to get back at it. You don’t need me to write.”

“Yes, I do,” he said, stepping closer. “I need you for everything, Macy.” He raked a shaky hand through his hair. “Jesus, I don’t even feel like I can breathe without you.”

Instead of asking him to step back, to respect my personal space, I retreated, making it clear I didn’t want him anywhere near me. “You’ll figure things out just as soon as you accept that it’s over for us.” I took a deep breath. “I gave you a second chance by not telling the police everything that happened. That’s more than you deserve.”

“Does your husband know?”

“No.”

“Why didn’t you tell him?”

“I guess I knew what he’d do,” I said, looking away.

“What? What do you think he would do?”

“One of two things, neither of which would be good.” At his questioning look, I sighed. “Either insist we turn you in or come after you himself.”

“How do you know that’s not what I wanted?” he asked, smirking. “For him to come after me?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, toying with the gold chain around my neck, a birthday gift from my sister. “Why would you want Kane to come after you?”

“Think about it. If he killed me, he’d go to jail and save me the trouble of offing myself. You wouldn’t get the happy ending you’d hoped for, and neither would he.”

“That’s just sick,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. “I can’t even claim to understand how your mind works. I thought I knew you, but the man I knew wouldn’t have tried to kill us both any more than he would have tried to goad another man into killing him. What’s happened to you, Brendan? When did you get so…”

I gaped as Kane moved into my line of sight. He was standing in the doorway, pizza box in hand. I didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, but I hadn’t heard the elevator a second time, which meant he’d heard it all. He knew I’d been keeping the truth from him.

“You need to go,” I whispered to Brendan. “Right now.”

He turned slowly to face Kane, obviously sensing his presence. “Well, well. We meet again.”

Kane didn’t show a flicker of emotion as he set the pizza box on the console table before propping a stack of flat boxes against the wall. “Let me get this straight,” he said, his voice deceptively quiet. “You drove your car off the road on purpose? You were trying to kill yourself and Macy?”

“If I couldn’t have her, I sure as hell didn’t want you to have her.”

Kane looked at me, and I saw the hurt and disappointment in his eyes. He wanted to know why I hadn’t trusted him enough to be honest with him, why I’d tried to protect my ex after he’d almost cost me my life. I had no reasonable answer, no way of making him understand why I’d chosen to remain silent.

“So you’d rather die than move on?” Kane asked, giving Brendan a thorough once-over. “You do realize how pathetic that sounds, don’t you?”

Brendan raised a shoulder. “You think I give a goddamn what you think of me? The only person whose opinion has ever mattered to me is Macy. Now that you stole her—”

“Macy was done with you long before she hooked up with me, man. If you want to blame someone for what happened to your relationship, try looking in the mirror.”

I listened to the exchange, knowing they were both dangerously close to the edge. I couldn’t see any evidence that Brendan had a weapon and I’d never known him to own or use one, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

“You need to go, Brendan,” I said, walking around him to the door. “Now. Or I swear I will call the police.”

“Something you should have done a long time ago,” Kane said, his eyes trained on me.

Brendan paused in front of me, and I felt the tension in the room closing in on me. Kane’s eyes bore into his back, getting ready to strike if he made one wrong move.

“Despite what you think, I am sorry it had to go down this way,” Brendan said.

“It didn’t have to,” I said, looking him in the eye. “We could have gone on being friends, even collaborating. You were the one who made that impossible.” As soon as he stepped into the hall, I closed and locked the door before sinking against it. “I’m so sorry you had to walk in on that.”

He stared at me as though he was seeing me for the first time. “You were trying to protect him. That’s why you didn’t tell me the truth about the accident.”

I stepped toward him, and he raised his hand to keep me at arm’s length, just as I had done to Brendan. My heart sank. I was losing him. I could see it in his eyes. “No, I didn’t tell you because I was scared. I didn’t know how you’d react. I was worried you might track him down and—”

“You just said you knew there was a chance I’d insist you turn him in.”

Ah, so he had heard everything. “I know this doesn’t make any sense to you. Honestly, it doesn’t make much sense to me either. But I can’t put him in jail. I know that’s where you think he belongs, but I know him, Kane. He’s not a bad guy.”

“He tried to kill you,” he said incredulously. “Are you even listening to yourself right now? You’re defending a guy who nearly succeeded in ending your life. All because he was jealous you’d found someone else. He’s a criminal, Macy.” Thrusting a finger at the closed door, he said, “And you let him walk out of here. How could you do that?”

“I don’t know.” My voice was weak as my eyes hit the floor. “But it’s not for the reasons you think.”

“You’re still in love with him. You have to be. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“No!” My voice trembled as the fear of losing him gave me a sense of how Brendan must have felt when I told him it was over. If this was Karma, I was in trouble, because nothing Brendan could have said would have changed my mind, and I feared Kane may be thinking the same way. “Please, just give me a chance to make you understand.”

“I’ll never understand,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ll never understand how you could let a man who tried to kill you walk free.” He clutched his chest. “I’ve spent my life trying to keep criminals off the street. I’ve responded to more domestic violence calls than I can count. I’ve heard too many women make excuses for men who hurt them. I’ll be damned if I’ll stand here and listen to you make excuses for him.”

“Where are you going?” I asked, grabbing his arm when he walked past me. I wanted to hold him and never let go, but I knew that wasn’t possible. Especially since he already had one foot out the door.

He reached into his coat pocket and extracted his key ring. Taking the key fob for his truck off, he said, “You drive the truck home. I’ll catch a flight.”

“Please don’t go,” I pleaded. “Stay here. Let’s talk about this.”

“I need time,” he said, his blue eyes shrouded in pain. “To make sense of this, to try to figure out what it means, where we go from here.”

I gripped his hand as tears gathered in my eyes. “I know you don’t believe this, but I love you. So much. I don’t want this to destroy us.”

“Honesty’s a deal breaker for me, Macy. Not only did you lie to protect your ex-boyfriend, who you may still be in love with—”

“I’m not. And I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you everything.”

He rolled his eyes. “A lie by omission is still a lie.”

He had me there. “The only person he hurt was me. Shouldn’t it be up to me to decide how he’s punished?”

“But that’s just it—he’s not being punished at all.”

“Isn’t he?” I asked, cocking my head as I looked at him. “I’m married to you now. I’ve refused to work with him again. Life as he knew it is over. Isn’t that punishment enough?”

He ripped his hand free from mine, reaching for the door. “No, not by a long shot.”

 

***

 

I invited Courtney to share the pizza with me because I couldn’t stand to be alone with my thoughts.

“I feel terrible. If I’d known what Brendan was capable of, I never would have tipped him off that you were here,” she said before taking a bite out of her second slice.

“It’s not your fault,” I said, touching her shoulder. “You didn’t know, hon.”

“What happens now?” she asked, wide-eyed. “Between you and Kane?”

I’d already told her we’d had it out and Kane was headed back to Nashville on his own. “I don’t know.” I dropped my half-eaten first piece back onto the paper plate. “I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to do with all this stuff.” I gestured to the packed boxes around us. “I guess there’s always my parents’ attic.”

Kane had spent two of his last few days off clearing out space for my things. Now he’d be left with a bunch of empty shelves to remind him how much of a mistake marrying me had been.

“You’re going to go talk to Kane when you get back though, right?”

“Of course, I have his truck.” Kane had a vintage muscle car his brother Seb had restored for him a few years ago, so at least he wouldn’t be without wheels while I was driving back.

“You still going to have the rest of the stuff shipped?” Courtney asked, looking miserable on my behalf. “If you’re not sure, I can get it sent to a storage facility until you decide.”

Nashville had felt like home for a long time, but I had no interest in living here if it meant I’d constantly be looking over my shoulder. “Do you think I was wrong? Not to go to the police about the accident?”

“That’s for you to answer,” Courtney said, shaking her head. “I learned the hard way not to try to put myself in someone else’s shoes.”

If only someone could teach my well-meaning family that lesson. If my parents ever found out the truth about the accident, they’d be all over me to talk to the police.

“If that’s a deal breaker for Kane, will you do it?” Courtney asked, reaching for her Diet Coke. “I mean, if he gives you an ultimatum, will you cave?”

I’d never thought of myself as the type of person who would bend to someone else’s will, but Kane was my husband and I knew he only had my best interests in mind. As my sister always said, good relationships are built on compromise. “I don’t know. I have a lot of thinking to do, I guess.” Thankfully I’d have ten and a half hours to do it. I hoped by the time I reached Tampa, my path would be a lot clearer.

“What about your music? I know how much that means to you.”

“You know what they say, where there’s a will, there’s a way. I still have the desire to make music, so I will. I’m not sure anyone will want to buy it, but that won’t stop me from making it. I have to. It’s a part of me.”

“Will it be hard for you to stay in Tampa if things don’t work out with Kane?”

“Tampa’s my home too. Even if things don’t work, I’m sure we’ll find a way to co-exist. We have to, right? For Riley and Brody’s sake.”

Courtney became teary-eyed. “I know I’ve said this before, but I’m really going to miss you. It’s not easy for me to make girlfriends, and you and I hit it off right away.”

I grabbed her hand. “Hey, we’ll stay in touch, I promise. There’s always FaceTime, right?”

She giggled as she pulled me in for a one-armed hug. “Thank God for that.”

 


 


[bookmark: 398054]Chapter Eighteen

Kane

 

Standing on Brody’s doorstep, I glared at my sister-in-law. “Did you know?”

Riley stepped back, gripping the doorknob. She looked slightly paler than she had when she’d opened the door with a welcoming smile. “Know what?”

Brody came up behind his fiancée, grinning. “Hey man, I thought you were going to Nashville with Macy. What’re you doing here?” He frowned when he saw my car in the driveway. “Where’s Macy?”

“She’s still in Nashville.”

Riley winced as though she’d half-expected that response. “Is she all right?”

“What the hell is going on?” Brody asked, setting his hands on his hips as he looked back and forth between us. “Why do I get the feeling you two are hiding something?”

“I’m not hiding anything,” I said, eyeing Riley as she shot me a pleading look. “Too bad I can’t say the same for your fiancée and my wife.” There was no doubt in my mind that Macy had told her sister the truth while choosing to keep me in the dark.

“Ri, what’s he talking about?” Brody asked as he turned her to face him.

“It wasn’t my secret to tell,” she said, sighing. “For what it’s worth, I encouraged her to tell you the truth, Kane.”

I slammed the door behind me and crossed my arms. “Why didn’t you come to me? It’s my job to protect people. Your sister could be in real danger. Don’t you think I had a right to know, so that I can protect her and myself if this guy comes after her again?”

Brody let his hands fall to his sides. “Would someone please tell me what the hell you’re talking about?”

I gestured to Brody when Riley looked to me. “He’s your fiancé. You tell him.”

She grabbed Brody’s hands, looking into his eyes. “You have to believe me, I hate keeping secrets from you.”

Looking frustrated and anxious, he said, “Just tell me, Riley.”

“The car accident that almost took my sister’s life wasn’t an accident at all. Brendan purposely drove off the road. He was trying to kill Macy and himself.”

“What?” Brody staggered back, obviously stunned. “Why?”

“Because he’s twisted,” I spit, still trying to come to terms with the rage I felt toward that man. If he was behind bars where he belonged, I could let it go, knowing he would get what he deserved, but the fact that he was still walking free, thanks to Macy, made me crazy.

“If he couldn’t have Macy, he didn’t want anyone else to have her either.” Riley released a shuddering breath. “I guess the way he saw it, he was not only losing her but his career too. He had nothing left to live for.”

“I don’t believe this.” Brody turned in a slow circle, his hands clasped behind his head. “Do you believe this shit?” he asked me.

“I’ve seen and heard it all before,” I said, still trying to control my temper. “Nothing surprises me anymore. What I can’t believe is that not only did Macy keep this from me, but Riley did too.” When she turned hurt eyes on me, I asked, “What the hell were you thinking? You had to know that I’d want to protect her.”

“I know you’re hurt and angry and confused,” Riley said, curling her hand around my forearm. “But try to see this from my perspective. I almost lost my sister. She confided in me because she knew she could trust me—”

“And apparently she didn’t feel she could trust me.” That may be the thing that hurt the most, knowing she didn’t believe in me or what we had enough to be honest with me. “I get it.”

“No, you don’t get it.” Riley hooked her arm around mine and led me into the living room.

Brody followed, still looking dumbfounded by the news that someone had tried to kill his sister-in-law.

“Macy’s always been a free-spirit, Kane. She’s fiercely independent.” She sat on the couch, inviting me to sit on the chair.

But I remained standing, staring at her as I waited for the excuses I knew would come pouring out of her mouth. But no matter what she said, I wasn’t sure I could live with the lies and secrecy. If Macy had been dishonest with me once, would she do it again? Could I really trust her?

“When my parents wanted her to go to college and follow the safe path, she told them it was her life and she was going to do what she wanted to do. She wanted to forge her own path,” Riley explained. “She knew how hard it was to make it in the music business. She was fully prepared to try and fail.”

“I don’t see what any of this has to do with her crazy ex,” I said. “Or why she lied to me about what happened that day.”

“Did she?” Riley asked, watching me carefully. “Did she lie to you about what happened? Or did you just assume it would be too painful for her to talk about the accident, so you didn’t ask?”

“I shouldn’t have had to ask!” I threw my hands in the air, frustrated she was trying to turn this around and make it my fault. “Someone tried to kill her. I’m a cop—”

“Maybe that’s why she didn’t tell you,” Riley suggested softly.

“Come on, Ri,” Brody said, sitting beside her. “That’s not fair.”

“I’m not saying she was right to keep it from him,” Riley said, resting her hand on Brody’s leg. “I encouraged her to tell him the truth. Believe me, when I found out the truth I was as scared for her as you are now.”

“Does anyone else know?” I asked, ignoring the implication that my job was the reason for my wife’s dishonesty. “Your parents, maybe?”

Riley shook her head emphatically. “No way. She would never tell them. You know how crazy they can get.”

As far as I was concerned, their craziness would have been justified in this case. Staring at Riley, I shook my head, grappling with my disgust. “I don’t think you or your sister understand how serious this is. I’ve spent my entire career watching women underestimate the depravity of their ex-husbands or boyfriends, only to wind up wearing a toe tag.”

Brody drew Riley into his side when she shivered. “Come on, man,” he said, frowning at me. “I get that you’re upset, and I get why, but don’t take it out on Riley.”

“You’re right. I should have taken it out on that loser behind the wheel when I saw him.”

“You saw Brendan?” Riley asked, wide-eyed. “When? Where? He didn’t come to your place, did he?”

“No, he went to Macy’s while we were in Nashville.”

“You didn’t leave her alone with him, did you?” Riley asked, curling her hand around her neck. “We both know she’s not safe with him.”

I refused to feel guilty for walking out on her. Any guy in my position would have done the same thing. “She was so sure she could handle him. Isn’t that why she decided not to involve the police? Or was there another reason?”

“What are you talking about?” Riley asked, sinking into Brody. “What other reason could there be?”

“Maybe she’s still in love with him.” Just saying those words cut me to the core, but that was the only thing that explained her actions. “Why else would she let him walk after he tried to kill her?”

“You really believe that?” Riley rolled her eyes. “Then you don’t know my sister at all.”

She might be right, because the woman I thought I knew would never let someone get away with what Brendan did to her. “She wouldn’t be the first woman to let a guy walk away scot-free after hurting her. I see it every day. You know how many times I’ve tried to talk a scared woman into testifying against the man who assaulted her?”

The ones who got killed were the cases that still haunted me. I always did my part, stayed back to try to talk some sense into the victim and offered to take her to a shelter or to stay with family, but they claimed they had to stay. The next call we got was to report a homicide, and the assault victim was now the deceased.

“Macy may not want me, and that’s fine. I just don’t want you to get a call from the cops in the middle of the night, telling you that your sister is dead.” Riley paled, and I felt my whole body tremble as I gripped the back of the chair in front of me. “That would destroy your family.”

“It would destroy you too,” Riley whispered. “Admit it.”

Brody and I shared a look. He knew his fiancée was right. I’d never recover from losing Macy like that. If she left because she didn’t love me or didn’t believe we could make it work, that was one thing, but I couldn’t lose her to a madman. That would do me in.

“You think I’d be here if I didn’t care?” I asked, unwilling to admit the truth. “Of course I care. That’s why I’m asking you to try to talk some sense into her.”

“Why don’t you?” Riley asked. “You are her husband.”

“Not for much longer, I’m sure.” Riley looked disappointed, but I refused to be branded the bad guy. “She doesn’t want a real relationship with me. If she did, she would have been honest with me. I’m sorry, but that’s a deal breaker for me.”

“Surprised you don’t get a nose bleed way up there,” Riley muttered, crossing her arms.

“Excuse me?”

She raised her chin in defiance. “I’ve known you a long time, and I’ve never known you to be such a sanctimonious ass.”

“So you think what she did is right?” I asked, glaring at her. “You can honestly tell me that I’m in the wrong here?”

“No,” she said, her voice softening. “You’re right to be hurt and upset. I would be too in your position. But you’re dead wrong to walk away from her because of it. Macy made a mistake. Don’t we all, from time to time?”

“She’s right about that,” Brody said with a wry smile. “We sure as hell can’t claim to be perfect, man.”

“I never said I was perfect.” Deep breath in through the nose, out through the mouth. “I said I was honest. I don’t have a problem with Macy making mistakes. But I do have a problem with her lying to me, keeping secrets from me, and trying to protect a man she claims she doesn’t love anymore.”

“That’s what this is about, isn’t it?” Riley challenged, looking smug. “You’re jealous because you think she still has feelings for Brendan.”

Yes. “No. I’m mad as hell that she would put her life in jeopardy by allowing a man who should be behind bars to walk free just because they have some history.”

“Is that what she told you?” Riley asked, her eyes locked on mine. “That she didn’t want Brendan to go to jail because of their past? Did it ever occur to you he might need help?”

I rolled my eyes. “Every criminal needs help, Riley. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t commit crimes in the first place. Believe me, he can get all the help he needs behind bars. They have shrinks in prison, you know.”

“You think like a cop,” Riley argued. “I get that. You’ve seen things the rest of us haven’t, and that’s changed your perspective. But as tough as Macy might seem, she’s really a softie when it comes to the people she cares about.”

“Then you admit she still cares about him?”

“As a person,” Riley argued. “She worked with him, lived with him, traveled with him. They were planning a future together. And now she sees that he’s in real trouble. What kind of person would she be if she didn’t have an ounce of compassion for him?”

“The fact remains that she didn’t feel she could trust me.” I gestured between Riley and Brody. “I don’t have to tell you two that you can’t have a relationship without trust.”

“You have to admit there are extenuating circumstances here, Kane,” Brody said. “Macy almost died. Maybe she just wasn’t thinking clearly. Or maybe she needed time to think things through. Just because she hadn’t told you yet doesn’t mean she wasn’t planning to.”

“When? When he came after her again to finish what he started?” That she’d been in danger and I’d been clueless was the hardest pill to swallow. I’d made it my life’s work to protect people, but I hadn’t been able to protect my own wife.

“Are you blaming yourself?” Brody asked when I rounded the chair and sank into it. “Is that what this is about?”

I dropped my head into my hands. “I should have told her to stay the hell away from him. I should have seen the signs. I met the guy. I could tell he was still obsessed with her. Hell, if he wasn’t, we wouldn’t even be married right now.”

“Then maybe you should thank him.” Riley bit her lip when my head snapped up. “Sorry,” she said, raising her hands. “Bad joke.”

“I shouldn’t have left her alone in Nashville.” As angry as I was with her, the fact that she was alone in the same city as the guy who’d already tried to take her life and knew exactly where to find her made me feel like an idiot.

“So why did you?” Riley asked.

“I was pissed. I still am.”

“But you’re also worried about her,” Brody said. “I’d feel the same way if I were in your shoes.”

At least someone understood.

“Call her for me?” I asked Riley. “Just make sure she’s okay. Find out when she’ll be home.”

Riley rolled her eyes. “What is this, junior high? Why don’t you call her yourself?”

“I need more time to think, to figure out where we go from here.”

Looking sympathetic, Riley rested her hand on my knee. “For what it’s worth, I know my sister loves you. Not because of some silly adolescent crush, but because you’re the man she’s been waiting her whole life for.”

I offered her a reluctant smile. Maybe Macy and I could get through this, if I could figure out her motive for lying to me and trust it wouldn’t happen again.

“Excuse me,” Riley said, standing. “The phone’s in the other room. I’ll make that call now.”

Brody waited until Riley had left the room before he asked, “What’re you gonna do now?”

“I don’t know,” I said, swiping my hands over my face. “I think I’m still in shock, to be honest with you. I can’t believe he tried to kill her.”

“I think you showed a hell of a lot of restraint in not killing him.”

I huffed. “I didn’t even take a swing at him. I just let him walk. What the hell was I thinking?”

“That trying to salvage your marriage was more important than getting a pound of flesh?”

“The thing is…” I shook my head. “Macy and I were finally in a really good place. We were building something solid. I could see a future with her.”

“And now you can’t?”

“I don’t know.” Looking him in the eye, I asked, “If Riley had lied to you about something this big, would you have been able to forgive her?”

“That depends,” Brody said, crossing his arms. “If it had happened early on in our relationship, when we were still feeling each other out, probably not. If it happened now, I’m not so sure.”

“So you don’t think Macy and I have enough history for me to expect her to be honest with me?” I didn’t want to have to earn her honesty any more than I would expect her to earn mine. As far as I was concerned, it should be a given.

“That’s not what I’m saying,” Brody said, rubbing the scruff on his jaw. “But you guys are just getting to know each other, man. I know how you feel about her, but your relationship is still really new. It’s going to take time to work out all the kinks.”

“So you think I’m overreacting?” That’s something I’d never been accused of. I was always the calm and steady one. “That I shouldn’t have walked out on her?”

“I don’t think that was such a bad idea. It gave both of you a chance to cool off, to think about what comes next. You want my opinion?” When I nodded, Brody said, “Go home. Sleep on it. Talk to her when she gets back. By then, you’ll both have had some time to think it through.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

“You wanna beer?” Brody asked just as Riley walked out of the office.

Without answering my brother, I looked at Riley. “She okay?”

“Yeah,” Riley said, touching my shoulder. “She’s fine. She feels terrible about what happened, but she totally understands why you left. She said she probably would have done the same thing in your position.”

“I don’t feel good about her being there alone. Maybe she should ask her neighbor to spend the night.”

“No need,” Riley said. “She’s already on her way back.”

Glancing at my watch, I realized it was close to nine. “I don’t want her driving all night to get back here.”

“She won’t,” Riley assured me. “She’s been on the road a couple of hours already. She said when she gets tired, she’ll get a room somewhere.”

At least my pickup had a cap, so her boxes would be safe and dry. “Did she, uh, say if she had a hard time packing up by herself?” The more I thought about it, the worse I felt for leaving her high and dry.

“She decided just to bring the necessities back with her,” Riley said, sharing a look with Brody. “She’s going to put the rest in storage for now.”

“Why? She’s having second thoughts about moving back here?” I didn’t know why I was surprised. I’d had second, third, and fourth thoughts about us on the flight.

“I’m not sure,” Riley said. “You’ll have to talk to her about that.”

 


 


[bookmark: 419418]Chapter Nineteen

Macy

 

Given what I’d done, I didn’t think it was fair of me to show up on Kane’s doorstep and expect him to welcome me with open arms, so I’d asked Brody to return the truck to him instead.

My father was helping me unpack the few boxes and suitcases I’d brought with me when he said, “I’m kind of surprised you’d want to stay here instead of with your husband. Is there a problem?”

Even though my father had a tendency to be judgmental and self-righteous, I knew his heart was in the right place. He only wanted the best for his daughters. “I made a mistake, Dad. A big one.”

“You want to tell me about it?” he asked, carrying my last suitcase upstairs to my old bedroom.

“I didn’t tell Kane something he deserved to know.” I knew my parents would go ballistic when they learned the accident wasn’t an accident at all, and like my husband, they deserved to know.

The long drive back had helped me put things in perspective. I was tired of covering for Brendan, tired of trying to keep the truth from the people I loved. That accident and the motive behind it had left me shaken, and it would be a long time before I got over it. I’d need the love and support of my family, and hopefully Kane, to get through it.

“He thinks I lied to him.” I sat on the edge of my old double bed, watching my father stack my suitcase next to the other two he’d hauled up earlier.

“Did you?” He pulled out the chair at the little corner desk and turned it to face me before he sat down.

“I let him believe the car crash was an accident. It wasn’t. Brendan purposely drove off the road. He was trying to kill us both.”

Dad inhaled deeply, the color draining from his face. “My God, you know it was intentional? He literally veered off the road?” When I nodded, he asked, “Did he say anything to you before…?”

“He made it clear that if I couldn’t be happy with him, I wouldn’t have the chance to find happiness with anyone else.” I closed my eyes, vividly remembering his words. “He said I’d ruined his career and his life, that I was getting what I deserved.”

“I never would’ve thought he was capable of something like that,” my father said, staring at me in disbelief. “He seemed like a nice, level-headed guy. I really believed he loved you.”

“I did too.” And what did that say about my judgment? “I’m not even sure he knows what love is.”

I stared at the old posters on my bedroom walls, an eclectic mix of rock, pop, and country that included NSYNC and Shania Twain. As a teenager, I’d wanted to grow up and be Shania, but I wanted to date Justin Timberlake.

My father’s eyes followed my gaze. “I was so scared for you when you told me you wanted to be a musician.”

I was surprised he’d changed the subject. I’d expected him to continue pressing me for information about Brendan or demand we drive straight to the police station and insist they contact the Nashville police to have him hauled in.

“Why were you afraid for me?” I asked gently. “It’s not like I told you I wanted to do something dangerous like become a firefighter or… a cop.” I thought of Kane and the risks he took in the name of public safety every day.

“Maybe you weren’t putting your life on the line, but you were putting your heart on the line, and sometimes that’s even scarier.” I smiled when he inched his chair closer and reached for my hand. “I knew the odds were stacked against you. I’m sure you knew that too. But I was so proud of you for going after what you wanted.”

“Really?” My father had never told me he was proud of me. Not once. “I always thought you were disappointed in me for not going to college.”

“As a parent, all I want is for my kids to be happy.” He squeezed my hand before releasing it. “Music made you happy, so who was I to stand in your way? I know you’ll always love music”—he crossed his arms—“but it seems to me there’s another love in your life now.”

“You mean Kane.”

“Yeah. How are the two meshing?”

“Fine, I guess.” Things had been going perfectly until the ugly truth got in the way. “I’d decided to stay on here and work on writing music for a while, see where that takes me.”

“While working on your marriage?”

“That was the plan,” I said, twisting the band on my finger. “Until Kane found out about what happened with Brendan.”

“I don’t understand why you were keeping that from him… or us, for that matter.”

“I knew you’d pressure me to go to the authorities, and I guess I think Brendan needs help, not to be locked away in some prison cell.”

“Did you try telling Kane that?”

“I didn’t have a chance.” I reached for one of the white eyelet throw cushions on the bed and hugged it. “He was so angry when he found out what happened, he left. I haven’t seen or heard from him since.”

“Which explains what you’re doing here,” he said, gesturing toward the bed. “But is this where you really want to be, sweetheart?”

“I want to be with my husband,” I said, glancing at the bulletin board above the desk. There were dozens of photos pinned to it from my high school days—parties, proms, sporting events—but the one that made me smile was me holding my first guitar. I looked so serious, as if at fifteen, I had the meaning of life figured out. “But I’m not sure he wants me anymore.”

The doorbell rang, and we heard my mother cross the creaky wooden floor to answer it. There were muted voices, including the deep timbre of a man’s voice, before my mother called up to tell me Kane was here to see me.

The deer in the headlights look must have been frozen on my face, because my father chuckled as he stood and patted my shoulder. “I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you think, Macy. I’ll send him up.”

I took a few deep breaths, forcing myself to calm down and expect the best possible outcome. He’d said he loved me, that he wanted to build a life with me. Surely one mistake on my part wouldn’t have been enough to change his feelings.

Who the hell was I kidding? I dropped my head into my upturned palm. As far as mistakes went, mine was a doozy.

“Hey,” he said, standing in the half-open door. “Your dad said I could come up. You mind?”

“No, of course not.” I tossed the pillow aside, gesturing for him to enter. “Come in. Close the door.”

My bedroom had seemed an average size until he stepped into it. Now it felt barely big enough for two, especially when one of the two was still radiating anger.

“You mind telling me why the hell my brother brought my truck back to me?” he asked, leaning against the closed door, his arms folded.

“I wasn’t sure you’d be ready to see me,” I said, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. “I wanted to give you a little more time to process what happened before we talked.”

His eyes landed on the nightstands on either side of the bed, both cluttered with framed photos of a much younger me. “I remember that girl,” he said, his voice husky. “I never imagined then I’d fall in love with her.”

I held my breath, wondering if he’d tell me it had been a mistake, that he now wished he’d never let himself fall for me. “That girl?” I picked up a photo of me at my senior prom and held it up for him to see. “She would have given anything for you to be the one to take her to prom.”

Half of his lips tilted up in a sexy smirk as he shook his head. “I would have been, what, about twenty-five then? Your dad would have come after me with a shotgun. Not to mention the fact that having sex with you would have been illegal and I was an officer of the law.”

“But there’s nothing to keep us apart now.” When he didn’t agree I asked, “Is there?”

He swallowed, staring at me intently. “I need to be able to trust you. I need you to trust me. That’s the only way this can work.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

I nodded, feeling the weight of guilt for not making better choices when I had the chance. “I can’t go back and change what I did, but I can promise you nothing like that will ever happen again. From now on, I’ll share everything with you: the good, the bad, and the ugly.”

“I’m not asking you to share every little thing with me, Mace. You have a right to your privacy. But when it’s something this big, something that could have cost you your life, I think I have a right to know.”

“You’re right.” I had no defense. My only hope was that he would give me a pass for being human and making a bad judgment call.

“Just tell me why you did it. The truth.”

“The truth?” I leaned back on my hands, running my toe over the carpet in a figure-eight pattern. “I guess I felt sorry for him. He has no one, Kane. You have your brothers, their wives and girlfriends, your friends on the force. He had me. No one else really.”

“I get that you’re a compassionate woman, but the guy tried to kill you.”

“I know it doesn’t make any sense.” I closed my eyes, remembering those last few minutes before the car rolled. I’d been so sure my life was over. When I woke up in a hospital bed and realized I’d been spared, I vowed to make my life count for something. “But I have to forgive him. For my sake, not for his. I don’t want to carry the weight of hatred around in my heart forever. I’d much rather focus on loving you than on hating him.”

“I don’t know how you can forgive him,” he said, his jaw muscle jumping. “But that’s your call, not mine.”

“You still want me to turn him in, don’t you?”

“Again, your call, not mine.”

It didn’t take a psychic to see he was furious at the idea of letting Brendan get away with what he did. “I know he needs help. If he doesn’t get it, he might put himself or someone else in danger again. I don’t want that on my conscience, so I’ve decided to give him an ultimatum.”

“What kind of ultimatum?” he asked warily.

“Either he gets the help he needs, in an inpatient facility with professionals who get to decide when and if he leaves, or I’ll turn him into the police.”

Kane took a deep breath. “If that’s the way you want to handle it.”

“You don’t approve?” I didn’t want to challenge him, but he was right about this being my decision.

“He broke the law. For me, there is no gray area. He deserves to go to jail.”

“But can you support my decision to offer him a choice?” I was almost afraid to ask, but I knew I had to. “Or is that a deal breaker for you?”

“I’d never try to tell you what to do. That’s not the kind of guy I am.”

“Good.” When he stared at me, I licked my dry lips. “So, um, where do we go from here?”

He pulled up the desk chair, turning it around so he could straddle it. He was close enough to touch, but he’d placed a barrier between us in the form of wooden slats. Resting his arms on the backrest, he said, “Maybe you should tell me what you want.”

“I want what I’ve always wanted—you.” I rested my hand on his forearm. “I know you may not believe this right now, but there was really only one reason I didn’t tell you about what happened with Brendan—fear.”

“You thought I’d turn him in.” He sighed. “Which is what I’m legally obligated to do. I swore to uphold the law, and I take that promise seriously.”

“But you’d break the rules for me?” I asked, trying not to sound too hopeful. I had no right to expect anything from him.

“I’d do just about anything for you. You should know that.” I smiled, but instead of returning it, he looked away. “You said something about fear preventing you from telling me the truth. What were you afraid of?”

“Losing you.” I didn’t wear vulnerability well, never had, but I had to try it on for size if our relationship had a prayer of working. “We were finally figuring out how we felt about each other, and I was afraid the whole Brendan thing would just drive a wedge between us.”

He scrubbed his face with his hands, looking weary.

“Which I guess it has, huh?”

“You should have come home,” he said, his eyes settling on my suitcases. “That’s where your stuff belongs. Not here.”

My heart leapt, hoping that was an invitation cloaked in annoyance. “I wasn’t sure I’d be welcome. After the way you left Nashville—”

“I was an idiot for leaving like that. I cursed myself all the way home.”

“You had every right to leave. In your position, I probably would have done the same thing.”

“That’s just it—we can’t do that anymore. If we want to stay married, we have to agree we’re in it for the long haul.”

I was taken aback by the vehemence in his voice. I half-expected him to demand a blood oath.

“Does this have something to do with your parents?” I asked softly, instinctively knowing it did.

“The old man always ran out on her when things got tough. He’d lose his job and drink his sorrows away for days. He’d lose the rent money in a poker game and go on a bender with his buddies, sometimes for days or weeks. We wouldn’t know if he was dead or alive. My brothers and I stopped caring eventually, but Mom didn’t. She never stopped caring about him. Seb, Ryker, and I shared the room right next to hers, and we’d hear her cry herself to sleep without him.”

“I’m sorry.” I knew nothing could take that painful memory away from him, but I also knew he wasn’t the same man his father was. He hadn’t run away from me. He’d taken the time he needed, hopefully to gain some clarity.

“I swore I’d never do that, walk out on my wife when she needed me.”

I wouldn’t let him beat himself up for my mistake. After running my hands through his hair, I closed my palms around his handsome face. “This whole marriage thing is still pretty new to both of us. We’re figuring things out, one day at a time, but we’re bound to make mistakes, right?”

“I guess so.”

“I’m willing to bet if you asked Ryker, he’d tell you he and Mac made a bunch of mistakes when they were first married.”

“I know for sure they did.” He turned his head and kissed my palm before coming away with a slight smile. “So we’re good?”

“You tell me. I want us to be, but that has to be your call. I was the one who screwed up.”

“I love you,” he said, leaning over the backrest to kiss me. “If you can forgive me for bailing on you, I can forgive you for not telling me about Brendan.”

“Done.”

Our kiss turned passionate, making a little moan escape my throat. I tried to draw him forward, nearly tipping the chair over.

He chuckled, grabbing my shoulders. “Let’s get your stuff and get the hell out of here. We have a big old bed waiting on us at home.”

I curled my arms around his neck, standing on my toes when he pulled me to my feet. “Home. I like the sound of that.”

“I realized something last night, when you weren’t there.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?” I asked, peppering his scruffy jaw with kisses.

“That house isn’t a home anymore without you.”

“Awww, I think that might be the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

He rolled his eyes before smacking my behind. “Let’s get you home, Mrs. Steele. I’ve got big plans for us tonight.”
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“They look so happy, don’t they?” Macy asked, smiling as the bride and groom danced past us.

After months of meticulous planning, Riley and Brody were finally husband and wife.

“If you ask me, they should have done what we did and tied the knot in Vegas, without all the chaos.”

“The wedding was beautiful,” Macy said wistfully. “Everything my sister has been dreaming about since she was a little girl.”

“Hey,” I said, tightening my grip on her waist. “We can always renew our vows in front of family and friends, if that’s what you want?” If the past months had taught me anything, it was that I would do anything to make this lady happy.

“No,” she said, smiling at me. “I don’t need all that. I’m just glad Riley got it. It was important to her. I think she needed everyone to see Brody promise her forever before she’d let herself believe it. After everything they went through, I really can’t blame her, can you?”

“Brody may have been a little slow on the uptake, but there’s never been a doubt in my mind those two would end up together. Brody’s lost without her. Nothing in his life made sense with her gone.”

Macy’s face lit up when her favorite Luke Bryan song began, and she pulled me closer. “That makes two of us, because nothing in my life makes sense without you either.”

I loved her for saying that, but I knew Macy would be just fine without me. That was why I thanked God every night that she’d decided to take a chance on me.

“Jaci’s practically glowing, isn’t she?”

“I’m just glad she made it through the ceremony without popping that baby out.”

Macy laughed, slapping my chest. “The night is still young. You never know what might happen.”

I groaned, dropping my head. “I’ve seen way too many babies born to women who couldn’t get to the hospital on time and ended up delivering on the side of the freeway. I don’t need to see that again.”

The sparkle in her eyes dimmed as her grip on me loosened. “You’re not anxious to see another baby being born?”

I had no idea what I’d said or done to warrant the sudden shift in her mood, but it had been happening more often lately. I needed to call her on it when we were alone. “I’m sure we’ll be at the hospital when Jaci delivers, but it’s not like we’ll be in the room with them.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I don’t think you asked one.” What the hell was she getting so bent out of shape about?

“I asked whether you’re anxious to see another baby being born.”

Staring into her eyes, the bells finally started ringing in my head. But I watched her take that little pill every night. I knew she wasn’t ready yet, but as soon as she was, I’d be all over her. Not that I wasn’t already. “The next time I see a baby being born, I’m hoping it’ll be ours.”

“In that case…” She dipped her head before lifting her watery eyes. “Don’t make any plans for… about seven and a half months from now.”

My jaw dropped, and she giggled, letting her head rest against my chest. “Are you serious?”

“The doctor confirmed it two days ago.”

“Then why are you just telling me this now?” Of all the inopportune moments to learn I was going to be a father, she had to tell me right before I had to deliver a speech.

“I was planning to wait until after the wedding, but I just couldn’t help myself. I’ve been a nervous wreck worrying about how you’d react.”

I finally realized she probably still hadn’t gotten the reaction she’d been hoping for. “Mace, you’ve already given me everything I ever wanted. A baby is the icing on the cake.” I kissed her as though no one else was watching. I would have picked her up and twirled her around if I hadn’t been concerned about stealing the spotlight from the happy couple.

“Are you sure?” she asked, her cheeks flushed when we finally broke apart. “I know we never talked about when we’d start trying, and I didn’t make this decision by myself, I swear. I just forgot to refill my prescription and ran out of pills. I doubled up the next day, but—”

“Doesn’t matter how it happened,” I said, touching her cheek. “The only thing that matters is you’re carrying my baby.”

“I’m scared,” she whispered. “I’ve never been very good at being the responsible one. What if I mess up our kid?”

I chuckled before kissing her temple. “Fortunately for you, I wear responsibility like a Kevlar vest, or so I’ve been told. You can be the fun, spontaneous one who lets them have ice cream for breakfast, and I’ll be the bad guy who cracks the whip when it’s time to do homework.”

“Oh, thank God,” she said, sinking into me. “Ice cream for breakfast I can handle.”

I was still laughing when the MC called me to the stage to deliver my best man’s speech. I had a heartfelt speech all ready—I’d even memorized it—but after Macy’s news, it didn’t feel right anymore. I wasn’t the same man I’d been a few minutes earlier. I was going to be someone’s daddy, and I wanted to talk about love and gratitude and the future, not trials, heartache, and the past.

I stared into my brother’s eyes when I reached the podium. I watched him lean in to kiss his wife’s cheek, and I finally understood what our mother had been talking about the last few weeks before she died. She’d told us love was the only thing that mattered, and she was right.

Keeping the folded piece of paper in my pocket, I reached for the glass of champagne Ryker handed me. A hush fell over the large crowd.

“I was just thinking about how proud Mom would be of the man you’ve become,” I said to Brody. “The only thing that mattered to her was that we find women who loved us every bit as much as she did, who accepted us, faults and all, and you’ve found that in Riley.”

I smiled when my sister-in-law reached for a tissue and dabbed at her eyes, shaking a finger at me, no doubt warning me not to mess up her make-up. “I knew you guys had something special, even when you were teenagers who were supposedly too young to know what love was; anyone could see you two had found the real deal.”

I swallowed, thinking back to how wild and stupid Brody had been, almost losing the only thing that ever meant anything to him. “You guys didn’t have an easy road to get here, but maybe you weren’t supposed to. Maybe you were faced with all those challenges to test your relationship. Now you know there’s nothing that can tear you apart.”

I glanced at my wife, who was now sitting beside her sister, a hand on Riley’s shoulder and her eyes locked on mine. We hadn’t faced as many trials as Riley and Brody had, but I liked to think I’d been a man when I fell in love with Macy. My brother had been a boy when fate helped him find Riley.

“You had a lot of growing up to do,” I said to Brody. “Riley understood that and gave you the freedom to become the man you chose to be, even when that meant setting you free to figure that out on your own.” I smiled at Riley. “I know that wasn’t easy for you. But it was the smartest decision you could have made. He came back ready to be the man you deserved, ready to commit to you for the rest of your lives.”

I looked at my father, who was sitting at a table bordering the dance floor and holding his wife’s hand. “And I have no doubt he’ll be by your side every day for the rest of your lives, Riley. For the simple reason there’s nowhere else he’d rather be.”

She smiled as she curled her hand around Brody’s neck and brought him in for a kiss.

“You two have turned a cynic like me into a believer.” My eyes drifted to my wife. “I now know that what you have is possible for the rest of us, so thank you for that.”

Riley curled her hand around Macy’s.

“Please raise your glasses and join me in toasting the happy couple,” I said, raising my glass. “To the worst being behind you, the best being before you, and the rest being fodder for some great memories.” To the guests, I said, “To Riley and Brody.”
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