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      For anyone who has lost someone and had to pick up the pieces and move on with your life... this one is for you.
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            ABOUT SPLINTERED HEARTS

          

          ROSA OAKS, BOOK THREE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Trust is a luxury their splintered hearts might not be able to afford…

      

        

      
        Love isn’t for everyone. Getting dumped and ending up in a strange small town taught Tatum Richards that much. But a steamy fling with a hot firefighter? That she could handle. Until she found out his daughter was her new student…and he might want more than a fling. How’s she supposed to protect what’s left of her heart now?

      

        

      
        Mason Byrd had love…and lost it. So, the last thing he needed was a new romance. Being a single dad kept him too busy for it, anyway. But then he met Tatum and everything changed. Now, he’s starting to wonder if he gave up on love too soon. Too bad she seems as skeptical of happily ever afters as he used to be…

      

        

      
        Can Tatum and Mason put enough trust in each other—and in love—to overcome their painful pasts?

      

        

      
        There’s only one way to find out…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      This playlist is made up of songs that inspired this story and others that I was listening to during the drafting and/or editing phase. It cannot be found online at this time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        “Don't Wanna Write This Song” by Brett Young

      

        

      
        “Right Girl Wrong Time” by Tyra Madison

      

        

      
        “if we never met” by John K, Kelsea Ballerini

      

        

      
        “Give In To You” by Dan + Shay

      

        

      
        “Can’t Help Falling in Love” by Kina Grannis

      

        

      
        “Catch” by Brett Young

      

        

      
        “Ain't Missing You” by Dylan Schneider

      

        

      
        “Brand New” by Khalid, QUIN

      

        

      
        “These Days” by MacKenzie Porter

      

        

      
        “Good Old Days” by Macklemore, Kesha

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tatum

      

      

      I spotted Stewart and told the hostess. She gave me a warm smile and handed me a menu. “You can go ahead and join your boyfriend.”

      The grin on my face was a familiar one when I saw my guy. He stood as I approached the table and planted a sweet kiss on my cheek. I let him pull out the chair for me, looking up at him. My brows furrowed a little. Something was a bit off about him tonight. It wasn’t unusual for him to greet me with a peck on the cheek since he wasn’t much of a PDA guy, but something still felt weird. I didn’t know what and decided to ignore it.

      “How was your day, babe?” I asked.

      “Busy as always,” Stewart stated.

      He was an ER doctor at one of Chicago’s biggest hospitals. He was good at what he did, and I knew that sometimes it weighed on him. The number of child abuse cases he had to report in just a week was astounding, and it kept him up at night sometimes. I was usually up with him, offering whatever little comfort I could. Stewart and I both found passion in our careers. I was a secondary education teacher which I loved.

      “How was your day?” he asked absently as he looked over the menu.

      Another peculiar move on his part since this was a restaurant we frequented often. It was the same restaurant that he brought me to on our first date. We were creatures of habit and usually rotated the same three dishes that we ordered when we came here.

      “It was fine,” I told him. “I wish we’d come back early enough for me to go back to work.”

      “I know. It’s hard being idle,” Stewart stated.

      It truly was for me. I was happy we’d gotten back in time for me to make a quick visit to Rosa Oaks for Rhiannon and Zane’s baby shower and gender reveal. It’d been fun, even though Stewart had told me last minute that he couldn’t go with me. The waiter came over with our drinks and asked if we were ready to order. I was, but Stewart spoke before I could.

      “I need another moment, please.”

      “Very well,” the waiter said politely and left us at the table.

      I stared at Stewart until he finally brought his eyes up to meet mine. “What’s going on with you tonight?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Something’s off, Stewart. We’ve been together for years, and I know when something’s bothering you.”

      Stewart let out a hard breath that made my stomach swoop, and my mouth went dry when he leaned his forearms on the table. This was it. He was finally going to do it. I should’ve known with him picking this restaurant when it wasn’t our anniversary or one of our birthdays. We’d rather pick up an order than eat in the restaurant when it wasn’t a special occasion. I waited as patiently as I could for him to speak.

      “It’s been nine years since we started dating,” he began. “And it feels like we’ve stalled.”

      My brain short-circuited for a second before I found my voice. “What do you mean?”

      “We’re in a rut, Tate, and I’m not happy.”

      Oh, shit. My stomach was going crazy now for a whole other reason. This wasn’t happening.

      “What?” was all I could get out.

      “This relationship has run its course, Tatum. I’ll always love you, but I’m tired of settling.”

      “What the fuck, Stewart?” I demanded. “You’re saying you settled with me? For nine fucking years?”

      He glared at me for swearing, and I sank back into my chair a little. The fact that I’d kept my voice down was a miracle, because this shouldn’t have been happening.

      “There’s no need for that language,” he chastised.

      “Don’t fucking start with me, Stewart.”

      He deflated, running a hand over his face. “I’m sorry. I know I should’ve said something sooner.”

      “Sooner? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The waiter started toward our table again but stopped dead in his tracks when I looked at him. He wisely headed in another direction.

      “Our relationship ran its course in the first two years we were together, Tatum. I was planning on breaking things off the day after you graduated, but then your parents died. I didn’t want to pile on to that, and you needed me.”

      To say I was pissed, hurt, and blindsided was an understatement. “So, you’re saying you stayed with me for seven more years because my parents died?”

      “I know, I know. I should’ve said something way before this. But we started traveling and life seemed great. It felt like we were off on another adventure before our last one had a chance to settle. With our busy jobs, it just never felt like a good time to say something. And I tried. I truly wanted to tell you, but I never wanted to hurt you, Tate. It’s not easy to break up with someone.”

      I needed to get out of here, but I stayed seated. “Is there someone else?”

      “No, there’s no one else. I promise. I wouldn’t do that to you,” he said.

      “You strung me along for years, Stewart. Here I am waiting for a proposal, and you’re over there trying to figure out how you’re going to break up with me. When I found that ring box in your drawer, I thought it was just a matter of time before you popped the question. But you never had any plans to do so. You never wanted a family. While I talked about our future together like that was plausible, you just sat there and let me do it. You had ample time to tell me, Stewart.”

      His eyes cast down. “It’s not a ring box, Tate,” Stewart said in a low voice.

      “What?”

      “It’s not a ring box,” he said a bit louder, making eye contact now. “It’s earrings for my mom. Her birthday is soon.”

      I let out a humorless laugh. This would’ve stung a lot less if he had just broken up with me years ago. I felt like an idiot for not seeing the signs. For not catching on that he was only with me out of pity or some stupid sense of obligation. I didn’t know, nor did I want to know.

      “You can take the rest of the month to move your things,” he said.

      “Well, isn’t this fucking great,” I spat. “You’re breaking up with me and kicking me out?”

      “I didn’t think you’d want to live with me after this, Tatum,” Stewart argued. “It’s… the place is in my name. It’s mine.”

      “Right.”

      I was done with this conversation, and I was done with him. I looked him right in the eyes and said, “You’re a fucking prick. I know you’re telling yourself you stayed with me out of obligation or some shit like that, but you know you did it because it was just easier. You had a warm body to fuck and lay your head on when you’d had a bad day at the hospital. You had a travel companion who was always up for whatever was next. You used me, Stewart, and that’s a whole lot worse than if you would’ve just broken up with me seven years ago.”

      I didn’t wait for his reply because there was nothing he could say to me right now. I pushed my chair back, making it scrape loudly and drawing attention to us. I didn’t care. I looked at him one last time before turning my back and walking away.
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            MASON

          

        

      

    

    
      Tatum sipped her drink, not answering my question right away. It gave me time to run my eyes over her. She was so damn gorgeous with those wide forest-green eyes, full lips, and button nose. Her face was heart-shaped, and her skin tone was on the light side since she was mixed like Xavier. They had the same birth mother and father and found out about each other a few years ago through one of those DNA test kits.

      It was great to see her again so soon, when she only made it to Rosa Oaks a couple of times a year. But she’d just been here last week for Rhiannon and Zane’s baby shower. She’d come alone, and I’d kind of hoped she’d broken up with her boyfriend. She hadn’t then, even though it seemed like that was the case now. I spent as much time talking to her last weekend as I could. She sighed deeply as her phone lit up on the table. She picked it up and started typing out a message.

      “Tatum?”

      She flicked her eyes up to meet mine. “Give me a minute.” She finished typing before giving me her attention. “Sorry. I told Xavier and Maggie I was here, and they keep saying they can come hang out with me. But it’s close to the kids’ bedtime, and I’m sure they go to bed not long after them.”

      I had to agree. Maggie and Xavier had three kids—two girls and a boy. Their youngest was only six months old. It wouldn’t be hard for them to find a babysitter, but that wasn’t the point. They loved being with their kids and didn’t frequent bars much these days.

      “Tell them you’re here with me and I’ll make sure you get home safe,” I told her.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she protested.

      “I don’t mind.”

      “What about Micah?”

      I smiled a little. It’d been four years since Tatum came into our lives. After Xavier found out he had a sister and decided he wanted to meet her, he’d reached out to her. She’d been out of the country, but as soon as she was back, she made a trip to Rosa Oaks, and she’d been in our circle ever since. She didn’t hang out here a lot since she lived in Chicago and most summers she spent in another country, but it was nice to see she remembered me and my daughter.

      “She’s visiting with her grandparents in Tacoma for a month.”

      “A whole month to be the hot, broody fireman, huh? Instead of the hot, devoted single dad. Whatever will you do?”

      I laughed this time. “So, I take it you think I’m hot?”

      “You would zero in on that.”

      “It’s not like you didn’t say it twice,” I teased, and she smiled. “You may want to tell Xavi and Maggie that you’re here with me, or they’ll show up and bring Zane and Rhi along with them.”

      She groaned. “I really can’t deal with seeing happy couples right now.”

      I chuckled softly as she picked up her phone again. I tipped the bottle of my beer back and glanced around the bar. A few more people had trickled in, and I knew by ten it’d probably be packed seeing as it was a Saturday night. The restaurant part of Rosa Oaks Bar & Grill was already packed, and a lot of those people would make their way to the bar afterwards. I’d only stopped in for a drink or two. But if Tatum wanted to stay until closing, then that was what I’d do.

      “Done,” she said, and I brought my eyes back to hers. “They said I can stay with them, but I told them I already texted Aly to stay at her dad’s house. She’s on call or she’d be here. They promised we’d talk tomorrow, though. How likely is it that they may forget by then?”

      It was still nuts that Aly ended up being friends with Tatum when she lived in Chicago and Tatum turned out to be Xavier’s younger sister. We grew up with Aly who was Rhiannon’s cousin.

      “Not very likely. You did just blow into town unannounced. They’re going to want to know why. We never get to see you this soon after a visit.”

      “I guess I’ll just have to suck it up and deal.”

      “So, do you want to talk about it? What happened with your ex?”

      “I don’t want to bore you with that drama, Mase,” Tatum replied. “And I really don’t want to cry in this bar.”

      “We can always go back to my place if you want,” I said and paused. Those words had flowed out without conscious thought.

      She cocked her head, and a smile played on her sensual lips. “Already trying to get me back to your place?”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I replied quickly, clearing my throat a little.

      She laughed. “I’m just messing with you. I couldn’t resist.”

      I relaxed and let out a small sigh. I wouldn’t want to offend her or make her feel uncomfortable. My mom didn’t raise me like that, and Xavier would have my head if I did anything to hurt his younger sister or make her feel any kind of way. They may have only found each other a few years ago, but he was fiercely protective of her.

      “So, no talking about the break-up,” I said. “How about this: how did the two of you meet?”

      She smiled softly, her index finger skimming the rim of the glass in front of her. That smile was telling. She was probably still in love with him, not that it should matter to me either way.

      “I rear-ended him,” she started. “I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing and slammed right into the back of his fancy car. It was my fifth car accident that year alone, and I was scared of losing my license. I convinced him not to put a claim in with his insurance.”

      “Five? In one year? Wow. That’s something.”

      “What’s something is how that’s what you focused in on, Mason.”

      I didn’t respond, deciding to eat a pretzel out of the bowl on the table. If Micah had five accidents in a year, I would seriously consider taking her car and putting her back into driving school. I was glad I had a few years before that was a worry for me.

      “So you convinced him not to file a claim. And then what? Ghosted him? And he tracked you down or something.”

      “You’re the actual worst,” she said, and I laughed. Her eyes danced with amusement, and I was glad some of that sadness had receded. “I’m not that horrible. I paid out of pocket to get his and my car fixed. Blew through my savings because I didn’t want my parents to know either. They’d told me one more accident and they were taking my car. I was twenty-one and still in college. You need a car in freaking Chicago for all seasons.”

      “It’s funny you say that, because I just had that thought. If Mic proves to be a bad or careless driver and I’m the one paying for the car and insurance, I’d take it from her.”

      “I didn’t hold it against them. Some things happened when I was in high school that fucked with my head. I took a couple of years off before going back to get my degree. I didn’t need him filing a claim for obvious reasons,” she explained, but the look on her face told me not to ask what “things” had happened before.

      “What happened next? Did he really let you shell out that kind of money?” I asked instead.

      “No, he didn’t. I mean, he let me pay it, but like a day later I had a notification that the amount I’d paid for his car and mine plus a little extra had been sent to me. I tried to give it back, but he wouldn’t take it. He asked for a date and said that’d make us even, and the rest was history. I fell for him. Hard.”

      She finished off her gin and tonic. “Do you want another? How about some dinner?”

      “Yes, and yes. Do we have to go to the restaurant for that?”

      “Nope. I’ll put in the order, and they’ll bring it over.”

      She gave me her order and I headed for the bar.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once we had food and fresh drinks, I asked Tatum what happened next. I was intrigued. She said they were together for nine years and he left her. Talking seemed to help her as well.

      “Stewart was older than me by a few years. He was already working as a doctor and making money. He liked to spend it on me. He also liked touting me around and showing me off to his friends. I didn’t mind. It was fun to go out to lavish parties and then go home and fuck like rabbits. You know, new love and all that shit.”

      “You have no filter. I thought Rhi was bad,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Don’t be so prudish, Mason. You know what people in relationships do,” she teased. “Things were going well. I was in my sophomore year of college when I met Stewart. He was the one bringing home the money. I hadn’t technically moved in with him, but I was there so much that it was a forgone conclusion that I would eventually. Everything changed the night I graduated from college.”
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            TATUM

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know why I was telling Mason all of this. Maybe it was because he was listening, and the last thing I wanted to do was go to Aly’s house and cry myself to sleep. Taking a big swig of my drink caused a natural pause in the conversation that I needed.

      “You don’t have to go on if you don’t want to,” Mason said softly.

      I looked into his deep brown eyes. Mason was the kind of handsome that would usually make me tongue-tied. His dark, bedroom eyes bored into me as he listened to what I was saying. When he smiled, it lit up his eyes and highlighted his high cheekbones and that dimple in his left cheek. His face could seriously be on a magazine cover. And to top it off, he was so sweet. Who gave up their night to sit and listen to a downtrodden woman? I’d seen him with his daughter, and he was so patient with her; it was clear they had a bond.

      “It’s fine,” I finally said. “While I’ll never get over losing them, I’ve found I can sometimes talk about them and what happened.”

      “Only if you want to continue.”

      “I do.”

      Still, I wasn’t sure why I did. It’d been years since I recounted what happened the night I graduated from college. I felt such guilt, pain, and anger that made it hard to go on sometimes. I usually put that time in a box in my brain that was locked tight, only to be opened a crack to make sure it was still there.

      “Like I said, I was still in school at twenty-something. I graduated cum laude, and my parents were so proud of me. I was adopted just like Xavier was. My parents were the best. They showed me what living life to the fullest looked like and not letting regret or grief hold you down.”

      “Grief?”

      “They had a son who passed away at sixteen. Just two years later they took me in as a baby and raised me as their own. They never made me feel like I was a replacement for him or that I was less-than because I’d been adopted. I lucked out with my parents,” I told him.

      “Xavi says the same thing about Ms. Renae and Mr. Adrian,” he said.

      “I’m glad he found a forever family that’s much better than our parents were. I’m sad he had to live with our birth parents for so long before he was removed from their custody. I got lucky and never knew them. It’s not fair, but I know it shaped the man he is today,” I stated. “I’m getting off topic. The night I graduated, my parents, Stewart, and I went out to dinner. They gave me gifts, and it was a good night all around. Mom and Dad had plans with some of their friends which was normal for them. Stewart had gone home, and I’d gone back to my parents’ house to keep packing. I was moving in with Stewart.”

      I paused. Somehow I’d forgotten that detail when he’d told me he was contemplating breaking up with me before all that happened. So he was going to let me pack everything and then tell me? He’d come back over that night just a few minutes before the doorbell had chimed again. I guess that was when he’d finally manned up and was going to end things.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I was thinking about something Stewart said last night. Anyway, I was packing with music on when the doorbell chimed. I glanced at my phone and saw that I had a message from Stewart saying he was on his way. I let him in, but before we could go back up to my room, the doorbell chimed again and there was knocking. When I opened it, I knew. It was a cop telling me that my parents were dead. They’d been T-boned by a big truck and the car had rolled a few times. They were gone before the paramedics could even try to save them. I collapsed right there with Stewart holding me.”

      “Shit, Tatum,” Mason breathed.

      He reached across the table to cover my hand with his big one. His touch sent a jolt through me, and our eyes connected. I wondered if he’d felt it too.

      “Yeah. It was fucked up. My world flipped upside down that night. I used to say that I was thankful that I had Stewart to help me through that, but now, I’m not sure I can keep saying that.”

      “Why?”

      “Apparently he wanted to break up with me that night or the next day, but when my parents passed, he didn’t go through with it.”

      “You said it was seven years ago that your parents passed away.”

      “Yep. And he still had the nerve to say that’s why he strung me along for so many years. Because he didn’t want to abandon me in my time of need. Let’s stop talking about him. If we do, I may purchase a ticket back to Chicago just so I can kick him in the nuts.”

      He chuckled, and I loved seeing his face light up like that. Mason was usually so serious, but he had a nice smile, and his eyes sparkled when he did.

      “Say the word, and I’ll do it for you,” he joked.

      “No use. I mean, he has every right to break up with me. At least he didn’t cheat or something like that.”

      “But he was still wrong with the way he handled everything.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” I quipped, picking up my glass and taking a sip.

      Mason did the same. Music started, and I glanced around. Couples were moving to the dance floor, which was right by our booth. I swayed to the music as I watched them.

      “Do you want to dance?”

      I faced Mason again. “Yes, please.”

      We stood and joined the others on the dance floor. My arms went around his neck and his around my waist, settling at the small of my back. It shouldn’t have felt this good to be in his arms, but it did. I liked having someone hold me as if I were precious. Stewart and I were always too busy to do things like this. We didn’t go to bars or clubs. Stewart was older than me and just wasn’t interested. I was fine with whatever he wanted to do. Maybe that was where I went wrong. I was too accommodating; I never really pushed against anything Stewart suggested we do, even when I wanted to. I was so scared of losing him after I’d lost my parents. He was all I had.

      “Hey,” Mason said softly, and I looked up at him. “Don’t think about him. Don’t analyze where it all went wrong or any of that. You’ll have plenty of time for that later. Just enjoy being here in this moment.”

      I smiled a little. “I’ll try. It’s not easy for me to get out of my head and not overanalyze everything.”

      “That’s all I can ask, I guess,” he said.

      I took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. I could
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