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            Dedication

         
         
            This one is for the survivors. The fierce and the fighters, the ones who refused to break. This book is for anyone who needs
               to know it can and will get better . . . Those who need some reassurance that there are good guys out there. Believe that
               there are hot, sweet, special nice guys who don’t mind finishing last. *wink wink
            

            I saved the best hearts for last <3

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            When you go in search of honey you must expect to be stung by bees.

            —Joseph Joubert
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            Introduction

         
         When I introduced Poppy in Rowdy and Salem’s book, I had no idea she was going to become the character who readers asked me
            about the most. Every day someone asked me if she was going to get a book, asked when her story was coming, but more than
            that, they really really wanted her to get a happy-ever-after. They demanded that she love and be loved better than any of
            my other characters. She’d been through hell and back, and without a doubt, my readers felt she deserved someone who would
            treat her right and be good to her.
         

         
         I think that speaks to why we all love to read romance so much. It’s the idea that the heart can heal from anything and that
            there really, truly is someone out there who can make all the bad things that may have happened to harden a heart disappear.
            That there is someone who can find us and guide us to a better place no matter how lost and alone we might feel. Readers didn’t
            want her to be afraid anymore. They wanted her to be romanced and won over.
         

         
         Make no mistake, I can give some good romance;) . . . but it’s not the norm for me. I have never considered myself a romantic
            at heart. I love love, and I adore all the sexy, sweaty things that go with it. But hearts and flowers, wooing and soft persuasion . . .
            yeah . . . I ain’t got no time for that. I like my romance a little ugly, a little dangerous, and a whole lot messy. So that
            made getting into the groove for this book—the one that was about hearts healing and real romance—challenging. It required
            soft and I am much more comfortable with hard.
         

         
         It’s not very often I sit down and put two people with pure hearts together. It’s a rare case when I’m writing two people
            who are genuinely kind and caring, who are simply looking for something better out of each other and out of themselves. I
            tend to drift toward making at least one of my main characters all kinds of twisted and torn, but that isn’t the case here.
            Yes, they both have demons to slay and mountains to climb, but Poppy and Wheeler are simply good people who have had more
            than their fair share of bad thrown their way . . . they are so much more than what they have experienced. More than any other
            characters I have ever written, when they stumble they get right back up and keep going. I’m going to be honest, I had a rough
            end of 2016. Things with family, my dog, things changing professionally . . . it made the task of writing about perseverance
            and unwavering optimism, writing about hope and courage, a bit of a challenge. But that’s why I write, why I tell the stories
            I do. It’s an escape, a way to live in a place that has all the things reality might be missing at the moment.
         

         
         In order to do these two justice, it took some digging deep, some honest self-evaluation and self-examination, on my part
            to get to the soft center of myself that I usually keep hidden from the world. Really, I like to pretend it doesn’t exist
            at all. I desperately wanted to get it right—for Poppy and Wheeler, but more for the readers who were rooting for the girl
            who had been ruined to be Salvaged and returned to her former glory. For the tenderhearted who wanted the nice guy to finally
            catch some kind of break.
         

         
         I think I ended up exactly where I was supposed to with all of it . . . I mean at the end of it all I was emotionally spent
            and exhausted in the best way. I think I took a hundred naps! It’s been a journey, the best adventure I could have ever asked
            for, one shared with my readers through these eleven books set in my favorite place. I couldn’t be any happier with where
            we (and all of our friends caught between the pages) ended up.
         

         
         This is where we belong ☺

         
         ~Love & Ink

         
         Jay

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         I was the kind of guy that thought I had it all figured out. It came from having spent my entire childhood caught up in chaos
            and upheaval. When I was old enough to call my own shots and make my own way, I did it with a single-minded determination
            and unwavering dedication. I knew what I wanted. Every move I made, every step I took, moved me toward that perfectly planned
            future I had been dreaming of from the minute I realized I was all on my own. A realization that came far too early and was
            brutally reinforced every single time I was forced to bounce from one temporary home to the next.
         

         
         I clung to the idea that I would do everything differently. I would make decisions which would lead to a life that was easy,
            smooth, and as steady as a car with a new alignment and high-end shocks. I found the girl that was meant to be mine and clutched
            her in a death grip. I went out of my way to be whoever she needed me to be, to never give her any kind of reason to go. I
            made her the center of my entire world, not realizing she might feel trapped there as time went on. I was holding on so tight
            I never felt her trying to wiggle her way free.
         

         
         I started a business, bought a house, and made plans . . . so many plans. Plans that would be considered simple and boring
            to some, but they covered everything I wanted since the time I was four years old. They were the plans that would give me
            the life I’d been longing for since the minute I was left on my own.
         

         
         I had my eyes on the prize, the promise of what could be if I worked hard, took care of my woman, and did everything that
            the person who was supposed to love me and care for me didn’t do. I would have held on until the bitter, burning end, but
            there was nothing I could do when the rope was cut.
         

         
         At that point all I could do was fall.

         
         I felt my grip on everything I was trying so hard to hold on to slip the day she walked into my garage, hiding behind one
            of my friends. Rowdy St. James worked at the tattoo shop where I got the majority of my ink done. He called and asked me to
            empty out my shop of employees and other customers one Saturday afternoon so that he could bring his girlfriend’s sister in
            to look at a car. He didn’t need to explain why the garage needed to be cleared out, not that I would have asked. The girl
            had been all over the news months before. You couldn’t get away from her terrified face and shaking body as her horrifying
            ordeal was splashed all over the news. Her husband had abducted her at gunpoint. Salem, her sister and Rowdy’s lady, had been
            a victim of the attack as well. Poppy Cruz only went with the lunatic she was married to, in order to keep her sibling safe.
            It had resulted in a nightmare that I couldn’t imagine anyone coming back from. Without question I cleared out the shop so
            she wouldn’t have to worry about being surrounded by a bunch of dirty, boisterous men that wouldn’t know how to behave around
            someone as fragile and delicate as she appeared to be.
         

         
         I didn’t want her to be scared of anything ever again. It made no sense, but it resonated inside of me.

         
         Things at home had been rocky, rougher than class-five rapids in spring, but I was paddling for my life and prepared to ride
            it out. I couldn’t let go. I wouldn’t let go. I saw Poppy the day she walked through my shop and I started to feel how sore
            my hands and my heart were from holding on.
         

         
         Her head was down, eyes focused on the tips of her shoes. Her shoulders were hunched over and her long hair hid her face.
            She was skinny, so skinny, nothing but skin and bones. She was nothing that I should have noticed, not because she was clearly
            doing everything in her power to be invisible, but because I was supposed to have my eyes locked on my future and doing whatever
            I could to salvage it. But I did notice her and I couldn’t look away once I did.
         

         
         She was obviously terrified, clearly out of her element and uncomfortable, but it wasn’t her unease that called to me . . .
            it was her loneliness. I could feel it filling up the space that separated us. Stretching, growing, expanding until it was
            all I was breathing in and exhaling back out. It was bitter on my tongue and heavy across my skin because I knew the feeling
            well. I lived with it pressing me down and pushing me forward every minute of every day. The reason I was so set on the way
            things had to be, the reason I was singlemindedly set on settling down and building a life with the girl that was slipping
            through my fingers was because I never again wanted to be as alone as this girl was. I didn’t want to be left and forgotten.
            I’d barely survived it the first time.
         

         
         I did my best to sell her a car that was as beautiful as she was . . . a classic with clean lines and a flawless finish. She
            picked something practical and boring but that was ultimately safe and reliable. I understood her choice but her reasons behind
            it grated and annoyed me long after she left the shop. When she wasn’t standing in front of me, she should have been easy
            to forget; after all, everything in front of me, everything I had been working for and toward, was falling down in front of
            my eyes. My world was collapsing in on itself and everything I thought I was so goddamn sure of turned out to be nothing more
            than lies and illusions. In the middle of all of it, I couldn’t forget her sad eyes and shivering, shaking form. Her loneliness
            clung to me, unshakable and unforgettable. I didn’t think I would see her again and against my better judgment I often found
            myself wondering how she was doing and if she had gotten a handle on all the things that seemed to be crushing her under their
            inescapable weight.
         

         
         I was wrong about seeing her again, just like I was wrong about doing everything in my life differently from how my mother
            had lived hers would ensure my happiness. I was wrong about hard work and sacrifice being enough. I was wrong about holding
            on when what I was holding on to desperately wanted me to let go. I was left with bleeding palms, rope burns around my heart,
            and scars on my soul.
         

         
         The next time I saw Poppy Cruz it was my loneliness that was filling up the space, suffocating me, choking me, making me forget to handle her with care. I was nothing
            more than a searing, open wound. One that was raw, aching, throbbing, and leaking my broken heart and shattered emotions out
            everywhere. I felt like I’d lost everything, like my entire life had been nothing but a waste of time, nothing more than building
            blocks knocked over with the swipe of a careless hand. The girl I loved didn’t love me back, my future was ultimately nothing
            more than a fuzzy, fractured blur. I couldn’t see anything clearly other than the waste and ruin of all my best laid plans.
         

         
         But I saw her. And I saw that I scared her.

         
         It was the last thing I wanted to do but my loneliness was just as big and just and consuming as hers was. It spread out,
            hungry and angry, looking to consume anyone that might try and challenge its reign.
         

         
         I tried to pull myself together, apologized because I knew our paths would cross again now that she lived next door to my
            best friend. I didn’t want to be another man that she was terrified of. I locked the loneliness down, wrestled it into submission,
            and tried to quiet down the wild inside of me that was howling, screaming at the loss of its mate. I wanted to be nothing
            more than gnashing teeth and tearing claws but I swallowed those instincts and allowed myself to act like a kicked puppy that
            just wanted to whimper and cry.
         

         
         Poppy had been through more than I could imagine. She was the one I couldn’t look away from, but even then, she managed to
            slip past me and disappear. She looked like honey but she moved like a ghost. I memorized everything about her even though
            she hardly let me see her face.
         

         
         I wasn’t supposed to be looking at anything other than how to salvage the mess my life was in, but she was all I could see.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Poppy

         
         I couldn’t believe I was doing this.

         
         I was pretty sure sometime over the last week my body and brain had been taken over by an alien life force that was making
            me act the opposite of how I normally acted.
         

         
         Even before I was scared of my own shadow, I wasn’t the type that went out of my way to seek attention from the opposite sex.
            Making boys drool and collecting broken hearts was more up my older sister’s alley. I tended to be the girl that only spoke
            when spoken to. I was always shy and hesitant, especially when I was around someone I found attractive. I’d had more than
            one man tell me that it was endearing . . . little did I know my obvious uncertainty about my own appeal and allure clearly
            marked me as prey to those same men. I was an easy target. Something I swore to myself I would never be again. Which was why
            there was no logical explanation for why I found myself currently parked in front of a very industrial-looking building as
            I tried to work up the courage to go inside.
         

         
         The garage was on the outskirts of downtown Denver. Tucked away among factories and buildings that were now gentrified and
            redeveloped into upscale apartments and trendy eateries near Coors Field. The garage looked like it had escaped every dime
            of big money sunk into making LoDo prime real estate. It was a throwback to when this part of the city was still rough and
            unsafe for people to be out walking their little dogs on designer leashes after dark. The bricks on the outside had faded
            paint from when the garage was some kind of shipping warehouse. The old paint blended in with newer graffiti that the owner
            hadn’t bothered to power-wash away. There was also a mural, a beautiful depiction of the Rocky Mountains, that stood off in
            the distance; it covered all three of the massive metal doors that allowed the cars access in and out of the building. It
            was a statement piece. One that was impossible to miss. It softened the entire feel of the building and the tall metal fence
            with its wide gate that surrounded it.
         

         
         I knew that one of the guys who owned the tattoo shop where both my sister and her boyfriend worked had painted the mural
            in trade. Wheeler, the guy I was here to see, if I ever got up the nerve, worked on Nash Donovan’s muscle car and in turn
            Nash had turned the garage doors into something that even the most dedicated taggers and graffiti artists appreciated too
            much to deface. Salem, my sister, mentioned that Wheeler was never opposed to a solid trade. Which explained why the majority
            of the mechanic’s skin was inked in colorful images courtesy of Nash and the rest of the artists who worked at the Saints
            of Denver.
         

         
         I was used to being surrounded by heavily tattooed individuals—heck, my sister started marking her flawless golden skin before
            she was legally old enough to get a tattoo in order to annoy my father. However, Hudson Wheeler was by far the most decorated
            human I had ever come across. The designs swirled up each side of his neck and across his throat. They dropped down over his
            wrists and splayed wide across the back of his hands. He had artwork across his chest and it crawled from the base of his
            hairline all the way to the top of his jeans across his back and abdomen. He was a walking art installation. And while all
            that ink and color might have been overwhelming on someone else, with the graceful, thoughtful way he moved and the quiet,
            measured way he spoke, all the color and noise that covered his body worked for the man that was known as Wheeler. I figured
            out after the first time I met him that his skin was telling the world his story because he didn’t want to be bothered with
            repeating it over and over again.
         

         
         My father would be appalled by the way Hudson Wheeler looked. He would hate everything about him. That meant I allowed the
            trickle of attraction that had worked its way through the fear and doubt that suffocated me on a daily basis to take root
            and grow. Anything that my dad disapproved of was something that I was more than willing to embrace with open arms. I was
            late to defiance, but did it ever feel good.
         

         
         Taking a deep breath and tapping my fingers on the steering wheel, I looked over at the little box that was on the seat next
            to me. A small grin tugged at my mouth when my eyes landed on the contents. I had no idea if Wheeler was in the market for
            this particular kind of gift but I figured if he didn’t want it I would take it home until I figured something else out. It
            was a bold move, bringing a man I hardly knew this kind of gift, but as soon as I saw it I knew Wheeler had to have it.
         

         
         I scolded myself for being foolish and impulsive, silently telling myself that I was setting myself up for the kind of embarrassment
            and ridicule that would cripple me. It had taken me endless hours of therapy and unwavering amounts of tough love from my
            family and friends to get to the point where I could leave the house without having a full-on panic attack. Taking a step
            so far out of my comfort zone felt like I was jumping off a cliff without knowing if there was anything down below to cushion
            my fall. If Wheeler rejected the gift, if he made me feel stupid for trying to do something nice, it very well might undo
            all the hard work I’d put into getting back some semblance of a normal life. Trying to cheer up a man that I had no ties to
            or no investment in seemed like a foolish risk to take, but I still packed up the box and drove down here. I tried to talk
            myself out of going inside, my mind screaming that this was a mistake. It didn’t work. Even though I was a nervous wreck I
            still ended up grabbing the box, muttering under my breath at the contents like they could reassure me this wasn’t going to
            blow up in my face. I was shaking from head to toe as I exited the car.
         

         
         The box shifted in my hold, making me gasp and mutter a few choice words. My father would hate that I was swearing, so I made
            it a point to do so at least once a day. I had to shut the car door with my hip and I jumped when it slammed shut. I watched
            wide-eyed as one of the painted metal doors started to roll up. I squinted behind the dark lenses of my sunglasses as a lone
            figure walked to the edge of a bay and deftly jumped down, ignoring the ramp that led up into the building. I gulped a little
            bit because there was no mistaking the tall, lean figure that was making his way toward me. The late-afternoon sun made his
            already burnished hair glow like autumn fire, and highlighted the dips and valleys in his arms and across his broad chest
            as he wiped his hands on a red rag that he pulled from his back pocket. He had the top half of his coveralls unfastened and
            hanging around his waist, leaving him and all that artwork that covered him on display in nothing more than a black tank top
            that had a hole on the side. He looked dirty and a little rough. Both things totally worked for him . . . and for me. I’d
            almost forgotten what lust felt like. I was attracted to him and that terrified me because in my world attraction led to nothing
            but heartache and hurt. Still, here I was, standing in front of him even though everything inside of me was screaming to run
            as far away from him as possible.
         

         
         I moved as the box shifted again and stopped as he lifted his chin up in the direction where I had parked my very nondescript
            sedan. “Something wrong with the Camry?” Wheeler’s voice was warm and smooth, like expensive liquor sipped on summer nights,
            but his eyes were cold. They were the palest blue I had ever seen, a blue so washed out and light that they had a silvery
            shimmer to them. They were also sharp and intent, not missing much, including the box I was having a hard time keeping a hold
            on as he got closer.
         

         
         “Um . . . no. The Camry is fine, thank you.” Rowdy, my sister’s boyfriend and the father of my soon-to-make-an-appearance
            niece or nephew, had strong-armed me into buying a car from Wheeler when I finally decided I was emotionally well enough to
            live on my own after I fell apart at the hands of the last man that was supposed to love me. Wheeler tried to sell me a 1957
            Bonneville that was hands down the coolest car I had ever seen, but I balked at the idea of riding around in something that
            was guaranteed to attract unwanted attention. Especially attention of the male variety. Rowdy cringed when I handed over the
            cash for the Camry but Wheeler just smiled like he understood why I made the choice even if he didn’t think it was the right
            one.
         

         
         I nervously shifted my feet and watched as that icy gaze of his landed on the box clutched to my side. Right on time the contents
            let out a little half bark, half yelp that had Wheeler’s rust colored eyebrows lifting up almost to his hairline and made
            his tattooed hands pause where they were still wringing the red rag tightly between them.
         

         
         “Is that a puppy?” He sounded curious and slightly amused, which I took as a good sign. Most of the men I’d dealt with in
            the past would have been furious that I had not only showed up unannounced but did so with a tiny, wiggling puppy in tow.
         

         
         “It is a puppy . . . I . . . uh . . . well, someone dropped them off at the vet’s office where I work and I thought that since
            Dixie is leaving and taking Dolly with her, and you seemed so fond of her that maybe you wanted one of your own . . . well . . .”
            I was rambling and talking too fast but I couldn’t stop the words from rushing out one after the other. Dolly was my neighbor’s
            pit bull, my neighbor who just happened to be Wheeler’s best friend. “Plus, you own a house, so you can have a pit bull or
            maybe you need him as a guard dog for the garage. With some training he could be perfect. You can take him to work with you,
            which is great since most puppies have to live in a crate while they’re being trained.” I shifted my feet again and looked
            down at the dog, who was whining up at me like he felt sorry for me because even a nonhuman could tell I was making a mess
            of this. “Pit bulls are illegal in the city limits so we have to adopt them out because shelters will euthanize them if we
            can’t find them homes, and no animal deserves that.”
         

         
         He didn’t answer me but he did reach out and take the box from me. The brindle-and-white puppy immediately jumped to the edge
            of the box and started yipping at and sniffing the new person that was within licking distance. Wheeler put the box on the
            ground and picked up the solid little body and held the adorable animal up in front of his face while the puppy barked excitedly
            and wagged his stubby little tail. “He’s cute.”
         

         
         Oh lordy, was he ever . . . and I wasn’t talking about the dog.

         
         “Um . . . I know it’s kind of presumptuous but I thought maybe you two could help each other out.” I cringed as I unwittingly
            stumbled into personal territory where I absolutely didn’t belong. It had been nothing more than bad timing and admitted curiosity
            that landed me right in the middle of Wheeler’s personal life imploding. I shouldn’t know that his now-former fiancée had
            cheated on him, prompting him to cancel the wedding only a few weeks before they were set to walk down the aisle, and I also
            shouldn’t know that this wasn’t the first time his woman had stepped out on him. But I did know and it had me feeling all
            kinds of ways about what he had been through. I knew that Wheeler was a nice guy, one that deserved a bit of happiness while
            he healed from that kind of devastating heartbreak. And really, who couldn’t be happy when they were holding a puppy, especially
            when that puppy was already clearly in love with him.
         

         
         “I’m going to miss Dixie more than I’m going to miss Dolly.” He gave me a crooked grin as he mentioned my neighbor.

         
         The fact that I lived next door to Dixie was the reason I knew all the gory details of his recent breakup. She was his ex-fiancée’s
            sister as well as his best friend. The walls were thin and Dixie was one stranger that I trusted enough to get close to, so
            I spent a lot of time at her place. It sucked that she was getting ready to move to Mississippi right when Wheeler needed
            her the most. But her boyfriend was there and she missed him. It was obvious she wasn’t happy being in Denver when Church
            wasn’t.
         

         
         I cleared my throat and lifted fingers that had a visible tremor in them to my hair. I pushed some of it behind my ears and
            winced when the motion knocked my sunglasses sideways. I didn’t know if I could handle this conversation eye to eye but it
            was move the sunglasses or look like more of a spaz than I already did. With a sigh I pushed them to the top of my head and
            froze as his frosty eyes locked on mine. They were so cold, they could freeze me from the inside out . . . instead I suddenly
            felt warm all over and heated in way that was foreign and strange. I’d never been so physically drawn to anyone and it made
            me anxious and agitated. I didn’t know what to do with it. I wasn’t in any kind of place emotionally to be crushing on a guy
            with the kind of complicated history and tangled future Wheeler had. I was only recently able to take care of myself in the
            most basic of ways. There was no way I had it in me to take care of him as well . . . and that’s what he needed . . . a woman
            that would step up to the plate and fix all the things that woman he wanted had broken. A woman who was selfish and thoughtless.
            A woman he very well might still be in love with.
         

         
         “If you don’t want him I’m going to ask Dixie to take him. Dolly can always use a friend. One of my coworkers took home his
            sister and the doc I work for found homes out of state for the other two boys in the litter. This little guy was the last
            one that needed a home. I couldn’t stand seeing him left alone while the rest of his family found forever homes. Like I said . . .”
            I shrugged a little and looked away from that piercing stare. “I immediately thought of you.” Wheeler was looking for his
            forever home too, I just knew it.
         

         
         He bent down and put the puppy on the ground. The stout little animal started to jump on his lower legs and nipped at the
            worn leather of his sturdy and stained boots. Wheeler put his hands on his hips as he watched the puppy. I was almost a hundred
            percent certain that bringing the abandoned ball of slobber and love had been the right call when those arctic-colored eyes
            lifted back up to me. His expression was hard to read but it was clear something was stopping him from embracing my gift with
            open arms.
         

         
         “I don’t know that I have the time to take on a puppy right now, Poppy.” He lifted a hand and rubbed it across the back of
            his neck. His mahogany-colored eyebrows pulled into a vee over the top of his nose and the corners of his mouth pulled down
            in a frown that was too harsh for his pretty face. I liked it much better when he smiled and his twin dimples cut deeply into
            his cheeks.
         

         
         I bit my bottom lip to keep the distressed noise that I could feel climbing up the back of my throat at bay. I knew he might
            say no but I couldn’t hide the fact that I was disappointed by his decision. I honestly felt like he and the puppy would be
            good for one another, that they could bring a little joy into each other’s lives. It stung that Wheeler wasn’t ready to open
            his heart up again, even when it was to something that was so obviously eager to love him unconditionally and irrevocably,
            unlike his ex.
         

         
         “It’s okay. Like I said, I’ll take him home until I can find a place for him.” I crouched down and wiggled my fingers to get
            the dog’s attention, and grinned when he bounded over, tripping over his front legs as he scrambled in my direction. “I can
            take him to work with me and hold on to him until I figure something out. One of the boys at the shop will step up if Dixie
            doesn’t want another dog.”
         

         
         I heard him sigh and looked up to see him watching me intently. He opened his mouth like he was going to say something, then
            snapped it shut, his teeth audibly clicking together. I didn’t know much about Wheeler, but what I did know I liked. He was
            nice. He was polite. He was thoughtful and he was kind. But more than any of those things, he went out of his way to hold
            himself in a way that wasn’t threatening or intimidating because he was aware without me saying a word how jumpy I was around
            people, men in particular. I hated that they were bigger than me. I hated that I knew firsthand how badly they could hurt
            me if they had a mind to. I hated that I wilted and cowered under their attention, even if it was innocent and friendly. The
            fact that he took care not to spook me spoke volumes and made me feel awful for putting him in such an awkward position.
         

         
         “Poppy . . .” He sounded regretful and I had no interest in dragging the torture out any longer for either of us. I scooped
            up the dog and buried my nose in the top of his head.
         

         
         “Seriously it’s no big deal. I love him and I’m happy to hold onto him until I can find him a proper home. It was stupid of
            me not to consider how busy you are with everything you have going on in your life right now. A puppy is a big commitment
            and that’s not something you can put on someone else without discussing it with them first.” The dog swiped his tongue across
            my face, no doubt feeling my distress and rising panic. I wanted to tuck his warm little body to my chest and run away like
            I was trying to score a touchdown in the other team’s end zone. “I should have known better.” That was a common refrain, one
            that chased me in my nightmares and blasted through my head every single second I struggled to survive the torturous hands
            of my abusive husband. I found myself repeating dangerous, harmful patterns where the men in my life were concerned, and through
            it all I told myself over and over again that I should have known better. My therapist would tell me I was being too hard
            on myself, that I was shouldering the blame for the actions of men that I had no control over. But blame was hard to let go
            when it was what you lived and breathed.
         

         
         Wheeler made a noise that sounded like he was choking and then bent over at the waist so that his hands were resting on his
            knees as his breath wheezed in and out. His wide shoulders shuddered and then tensed like he had taken a blow that knocked
            the wind out of him.
         

         
         I didn’t touch anyone, not even the people that had grown up hugging me and loving me. But I was compelled to reach out a
            shaky hand and put it on his colorful shoulder. The puppy gave a yip of approval and I tried not to fall to my knees as the
            warmth from his tattooed skin blazed through my fingers and shot up my arm. It had been a long time since I’d let myself have
            any kind of human contact, and even longer since that kind of contact didn’t leave bruises and welts on my skin and tattered
            lesions across every surface of my soul. He felt so vital. So necessary.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” The shoulder I was lightly touching tensed even tighter and I let go as if his skin burned me when he righted
            himself and I ended up frozen in that frigid stare of his.
         

         
         “No. I’m about as far from okay as I have ever been.” He let out a brittle-sounding laugh and narrowed his eyes at me. “When
            a pretty girl shows up trying to make the shit show that has become your life better, it should be okay, but it’s not.”
         

         
         He sighed and rubbed a hand over his face like he was tired. “I can count on one hand the times in my life someone bothered
            to ask if I was okay, Poppy.” His mouth twisted into a wry grin that would look harsh on anyone else but with those dimples
            of his still managed to look downright adorable. “Most of those times have been Dixie asking. It wasn’t even the right sister.”
         

         
         I was horrified and didn’t bother to hide it as I huddled the wiggling puppy to my chest like his warm little body could protect
            me from the images his awful words brought to mind. “That’s terrible, Wheeler.” My voice shook and the words sounded squeaky.
            I already knew too much about him and this was more information that I didn’t feel like I had earned the right to have.
         

         
         “It is pretty terrible but not nearly as bad as my ex telling me that she’s knocked up with my kid.” I gasped and took a step
            backward as his words landed like blows. “A kid we definitely didn’t plan on. A kid I am in no way ready to raise with a woman
            I can’t stand to be around. A kid that is going to have to bounce between houses and be shuffled from one place to another
            always trying to figure out exactly where home is.”
         

         
         He sounded shattered and he looked the same. Those eyes of his were colder than anything I’d ever seen, his skin was pale
            and taut over the sharp angles of his face, making the smattering of freckles that dotted his nose and cheeks stand out even
            more than they normally did.
         

         
         A baby.

         
         Those words always hit something delicate and unprotected deep inside of me. When my sister first told me that she was expecting
            a baby, I wanted to be happy for her but that happiness had to fight its way through remorse and sorrow so thick it felt like
            it was crushing me. The same thing was happening right now as Wheeler watched me. Everything inside of me wanted to unravel
            but I was holding it together, barely. He should be happy that he had a precious little life on the way, even if he was less
            than thrilled with the circumstances surrounding the arrival.
         

         
         I took another step backward and almost fell over. Wheeler reached out a hand like he was going to catch me or stop my fall,
            but I flinched away and tightened my hold on the dog so much so that he yelped in protest. Frantically I pulled my sunglasses
            from the top of my head and shoved them back over my eyes. I could feel moisture building, and if I started crying I needed
            something to hide behind. He wouldn’t understand why his words stripped me bare and I didn’t have it in me to explain the
            reasons why they cut so deeply. I’d used up all my limited courage and nerve getting myself out of the car and offering up
            the puppy.
         

         
         “Well, congratulations on the baby.” I didn’t sound like I meant it even though I honestly did. “I’m gonna take this little
            guy and head home and make some calls about who might be in the market for a puppy.”
         

         
         I scrambled back some more and watched wide-eyed behind my sunglasses as Wheeler advanced on me. He followed me until my back
            was flat against the side of the car and he was looming in front of me with only the puppy to separate his chest from mine.
            It was the closest I had been to a man in a very long time. Even with him being irritated and riled up, I couldn’t say that
            I was worried about him taking out his feelings on me. He didn’t scare me. The way he made me feel did.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Poppy. If I was in a different place in my life I would be pretty fucking excited that a girl like you had me
            on her mind and went out of her way to do something really sweet for me. If I wasn’t already struggling to get my head around
            being a new father, I would happily take on the task of being a puppy parent.” God, he was nice. Even when he was looming
            over me looking not very nice at all. “There’s something about you, something about those eyes and the soft way that you speak,
            that makes me want to tell you all my secrets. Secrets that sting. I want to tell you that the last time my life was this
            fucked up was when my junkie mother was dropping me off at a fire station in some rinky-dink mountain town in the middle of
            a snowstorm. Our car broke down, because it always did. She didn’t take care of it and she sure as shit didn’t take care of
            me.” I felt my mouth drop open in shock but couldn’t move as his voice dipped lower and his eyes got even colder. His words
            sent shivers up and down my spine.
         

         
         “I was lucky that it was a manned station and not one of the volunteer houses that sits empty until a fire is called in. There
            was a very nice fire captain there that took me in for the night. The next day I was dumped with child services and I spent
            my entire childhood jumping from one foster house to another. She didn’t even have a coat for me. She dropped me off in jeans
            that were too small, a T-shirt that was stained and torn, and in tennis shoes that were shit for the snow because they were
            mostly duct-taped together.” He blinked at me as I gasped in horror and that harsh scowl that cut into the pretty lines of
            his aristocratic bone structure was back. “I was fucking four years old.”
         

         
         I wanted to hug him. I wanted to comfort the little boy he was and the man that was clearly struggling in front of me. Knowing
            that I would freak out if we actually made that kind of contact while both of us were so raw, I scooted to the side, careful
            not to brush up against him, and pulled open the door so I could put my panting, slobbering bundle down in the passenger seat.
            I kept the door between us as a barrier while all I wanted to do was get away from his desperation and pain. I needed to take
            a minute to process the fact he had a baby on the way with a woman that had destroyed him and ruined the idyllic life they
            could have had together. That hurt in ways I didn’t want to pick apart while he was standing so close looking at me like he
            could see right into the center of my every thought and feeling. I had too much of my own hurt; I couldn’t believe that I
            was feeling his as well.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry you had to suffer like that. Good luck with everything, Wheeler.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell him I would
            be around if he needed me, even though the words were tickling the tip of my tongue. I slipped into the car and wrapped my
            fingers around the steering wheel like it was some kind of lifeline. I reached for the door to pull it shut but it wouldn’t
            budge because his hand was wrapped around the top of the frame. He bent his head to look down at me and I could see a riot
            of emotions blowing through his cool gaze. He was pissed. He was frustrated. He was sad. He was irritated and he was maybe,
            just maybe, a little bit excited.
         

         
         “Gonna need more than luck. But seriously, thank you for thinking of me. I can’t recall the last time someone did that.” If
            I was someone else, someone stronger, braver, someone fearless instead of fearful, I would have climbed out of the car and
            given him that goddamn hug. He looked like he desperately needed one.
         

         
         But I wasn’t someone different.

         
         I was the girl that had almost died trying to make her father happy and win his approval.

         
         I was the girl that let her sister leave without begging her to take me with her when that was all I really wanted.

         
         I was the girl that fell in love with the wrong boy and paid a price so heavy for it that I lost everything.

         
         I was the girl that married a monster, and even though the demon was physically dead and buried, he still lived inside of
            me, where he haunted me, hounded me, hurt me.
         

         
         As always, I was afraid, so I didn’t do anything other than shut the car door when he let go and drive away. I really couldn’t
            fix all the things that were wrong with Wheeler’s life and I wasn’t about to let him close enough to see exactly how broken
            my own existence was because I’d yet to be able to fix myself.
         

         
         The puppy whimpered like he knew what I was thinking and disagreed with me. Luckily, he was a lot easier to ignore than the
            taunting voice in the back of my head that kept up the steady refrain of You should have known better.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Love will find a way through paths where wolves fear to prey.

            —Lord Byron

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Wheeler

         
         “What you’re looking for isn’t between the blonde’s legs, Speedy.”

         
         I shifted my gaze away from the blonde that was very obviously eye-fucking me and turned my attention to the bartender that
            offered up those unwanted words of wisdom. As always they were spoken with a distinct southern drawl. I lifted an eyebrow
            at him and was treated to one lifted right back.
         

         
         “You didn’t find it between the brunette’s legs last week or between the redhead’s the week before that.” He put another drink
            in front of me even though I’d had more than enough. I watched as he leaned on the bar across from me so that I had no choice
            but to look up at him as I slid the mixed Southern Comfort and ginger ale closer to me. “The fact of the matter is, no matter
            how hard you try, you can’t fuck away a broken heart. You aren’t going to find a magical cure for heartache spending an hour
            inside a pretty girl or one spent at the bottom of a bottle.”
         

         
         I knew Asa was right but I had no intention of telling him that. Instead I took a healthy swing of the drink and flashed a
            smile that was fake and forced in the direction of the blonde. When I turned back toward the bartender he was shaking his
            head at me. I didn’t know Asa Cross very well even though I’d sold him a sweet Nova that needed some work a while back. We
            shared common friends and his boss at the bar was a silent investor in my garage. Something I tried to keep in mind so that
            I didn’t make an ass out of myself while trying to drink myself numb.
         

         
         For reasons known only to the overly observant southerner, he’d taken it upon himself to be my voice of reason every single
            time I stepped into the bar. Admittedly each time I did so I was looking for dangerous distractions. I didn’t want to go home
            to an empty house with nothing but regret and dread for company. I appreciated that he didn’t want me to chase after my own
            ruin, but I’d handled my love life so carefully for so long that I was beyond ready to dirty it up a little. Being thoughtful
            and considerate got me nothing but being abandoned and betrayed. It was time to see what I got when I was careless and reckless.
         

         
         “I’ve told you before, I’ve been with the same girl since I was sixteen. Nothing wrong with seeing what else is out there
            now that the shackles are shaken off.” I wanted to sound more excited about the prospect of sleeping my way through the entirety
            of eligible women in Denver than I actually was. The reality was that women liked me, they always had, but I’d been saying
            no for so long that saying yes felt weird. Misplaced guilt took the fun out of being a player. That was something I couldn’t
            even convince myself I was until the third or fourth drink.
         

         
         “Anybody that takes a little bit here and a little bit there is going to end up hungry at the end of the day, Speedy. You’re
            a man that’s used to having a full plate, these snacks aren’t going to do anything for you. You’re going to starve.” Asa nodded
            and pushed off the bar, leaving his convoluted words hanging heavily in the air. He made his way over to a customer at the
            other end of the bar top, giving the blonde the opening she’d been waiting for to make her move. I tried not to wince when
            she slid onto the empty stool next to me. Her perfume was strong and sickeningly floral. It was inescapable as she leaned
            an arm on the bar top and turned her body toward mine.
         

         
         She was pretty in a very made-up kind of way. I didn’t particularly have a type. I’d been with Kallie for so long that I’d
            forgotten what my preferences had been before her. Watching this woman’s very painted lips turn up at the edges and her alarmingly
            long eyelashes flutter flirtatiously at me, I realized that high maintenance and overly done was not high on the list of things
            that made my dick hard.
         

         
         Unwanted, an image of Poppy Cruz holding that adorable puppy and looking at me like she was ready to bolt at any second flashed
            through my mind. Now, her easy and untouched kind of beauty made my dick hard without question. In fact, I could feel it tighten
            and twitch against my zipper at nothing more than the thought of her.
         

         
         She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen and she didn’t have to do a single thing for me, or anyone else to notice
            it. She didn’t wear makeup, not a stitch of it. Even without it, her lips were a rosy pink and her eyelashes were long and
            a flawless fan of inky black. They did a great job of keeping her stunning but sad amber gaze hidden from prying eyes. Her
            skin had an enviable golden hue that could only be achieved through heritage and blessed genetics. Her hair was an unusual
            mix of browns that ranged from dark chocolate strands to rich caramel-tinted highlights that I doubted came from a salon.
            The girl didn’t do anything to enhance her stunning looks, which included hiding her slim frame in clothes that were several
            sizes too big. I’d only ever seen her wearing the most boring, neutral shades that did their best to wash her out and make
            her look ordinary when she was anything but. She was born to be a hot rod but for reasons that were hard to think about she
            was living her life like she was meant to be a minivan. Even camouflaged and covered up, the way Poppy Cruz looked totally
            worked for me in a way this very practiced blonde did not.
         

         
         “Hi.” The blonde breathed the word out and put the straw sticking out of her drink to her lips in a move that had clearly
            gotten her what she wanted more times than not.
         

         
         I took another swig of my drink, turned my head, and inclined my chin in a greeting that was far less seductive than hers.
            “Hey.”
         

         
         “You’ve been sitting over here by yourself all night. I thought I would come and see if you wanted some company. It’s never
            very much fun to drink alone.” She was right. Drinking alone sucked, so did sleeping alone and living alone and doing pretty
            much everything alone when you were used to having someone by your side.
         

         
         “I’m Tessa.” She stuck out a hand and I noticed that her fingernails matched the ruby red of her lips. That seemed like a
            lot of effort to put into catching company for the evening. The most I’d done was put on a clean T-shirt.
         

         
         I took her fingers in mine and watched as her gaze drifted over the dark spots of grease and oil that seemed to be a permanent
            part of my skin at this point. It didn’t matter how many times I scrubbed them, parts of the garage were always marking me
            as a man that got dirty and worked with his hands. She didn’t curl her lip or pull her hand away and wipe it on her very tight
            jeans. I always considered that a win. “Wheeler.”
         

         
         Both her eyebrows lifted and a playful smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Is that your real name?”

         
         I grinned back because that was a question I got a lot. I heard her suck in a breath as she watched my face when I smiled.
            My dirty hands might turn some women off but I’d never encountered one that was immune to my smile. God bless dimples. I’d
            never understood what the big deal was, but they were the reason Kallie noticed me when she first walked into the wrong class
            when we were in high school together, so I was always glad I had them. They made the work of going home with a willing woman
            far easier.
         

         
         I slammed back the rest of my drink and set the empty glass on the bar in front of me. “It’s my last name.” My auto-shop teacher
            in high school had started calling me by my last name because there was another Hudson in the class. After a while he’d told
            me he’d never had a student that was so naturally skilled and adept with cars as I was, so the name became a badge of honor.
            You couldn’t be a guy named Wheeler and not know your way around all kinds of things that went fast and sounded loud and mean.
            I’d never had anyone invested in me enough to give me a nickname before. Never had anyone care enough to praise me or compliment
            me. After high school the name stuck because Wheeler was who I decided I wanted to be. He was someone worth something. 
         

         
         “I like it.” I bet she did. But I bet she liked the way my tattooed biceps flexed under the plain black cotton of my T-shirt
            even more. I’d started getting tattooed when I was really young. I had more skin that was marked than not. Now that I was
            single I was finding that women liked the ink and the body it covered almost as much as they liked my dimples. In fact, they
            liked the way I looked so much I didn’t have to put very much effort into trying to be charming or interesting if I wanted
            to get them into bed. It made me feel a little queasy when I thought about how superficial and unimportant it all was. I forced
            another smile to distract us both, which made her sigh.
         

         
         “Thanks, it gets the job done.” I watched as she sucked on the straw some more, clearly waiting for me to give her some kind
            of sign that I was good to go. I wanted to be good to go, but the longer she stared at me, the more I silently compared her
            to the woman that stood in front of me earlier, obviously scared but forcing herself to do something nice for a stranger anyways.
            There was no question that there was something about the terrified and nervous Poppy that I found charming and endearing.
            This girl had none of that and it was making everything inside of me slam on the brakes instead of pushing the pedal down
            to move things along faster.
         

         
         The empty glass in front of me disappeared and a full one reappeared. “Last one, Speedy.” The southern drawl lost its smooth
            edge as his gaze shifted between me and the blonde. “You want another one, doll?”
         

         
         The girl paused like someone had hit a button on a remote that controlled her movements. Her huge fake eyelashes fluttered
            and dropped in reflex at the sound of Asa’s voice. She’d been so focused on me up until that point she didn’t realize there
            was other attractive and available dick hanging around. Objectively speaking, Asa was far better looking than I was. There
            was nothing about him that was difficult or complicated to look at. He hadn’t spent a lifetime covering up his skin in order
            to keep from being overlooked. There was also none of the edge that I had from being unwanted and left behind that sharpened
            his gaze. Hell, if I had to pick between the two of us, I would go with the southern bartender myself. He had an easy, effortless
            way about him that I most definitely did not have. I couldn’t remember the last time anything in my life had felt easy. Plus,
            he was charming as hell, something I most definitely was not.
         

         
         “Uh . . . no. I’m good.” Her painted lips turned up at him the exact same way they had turned up at me and a shiver of unease
            shot down my spine.
         

         
         I was tired of being second best and underappreciated. When the blonde turned back to me after Asa moved on to finish his
            last call, I pushed my untouched drink in her direction and hauled myself off of the barstool. “Last drink is on me. Have
            a good rest of the night.” She blinked at me in confusion and opened her mouth to say something but I shook my head and walked
            away from her before she could say anything else.
         

         
         I really was good at saying no, much better than I was at saying yes. Even after the girl made me feel like a piece of meat,
            like nothing more than a dick that could be interchanged with any other dick for the night, I still didn’t have it in me to
            be a total asshole. I didn’t want my rejection or disinterest to hurt her because I was still in the throes of how badly Kallie’s
            desertion had hurt me. I wasn’t the type that lashed out, which made the fact I’d spilled my guts and dropped all my baggage
            at Poppy’s feet yesterday super unexpected. There was just something about that beautiful girl with her wounded eyes that
            made me want to assure her she wasn’t the only one feeling shredded and alone.
         

         
         It was late fall in Denver, well past the time of year that you could be outside in the dark of night without a coat on. The
            chill in the air cleared up some of the fog in my head and cooled some of the still-simmering anger in my blood at being disregarded
            as I walked over to my perfectly restored and lovingly maintained ’67 Eldorado Cadillac. The car was my baby. She was the
            reason I took shop when I was a teenager and she was the thing that gave me purpose and directed me on the path that would
            lead to my own business and a way to provide for myself. My Caddy was my passion, the first thing that I’d ever owned that
            was mine outright, and she was a culmination of everything I’d ever been taught and had learned to apply to something real.
            There was no way in hell I was getting behind the wheel after a night of drinking. She had a million memories tied to her
            and I doubted I would be able to recover if anything took them away. I felt like my life hadn’t really had the chance to start
            until I walked into that tiny, undersupplied garage at Brookside High School and laid eyes on the mangled, dismantled beauty
            that was the former husk of my baby.
         

         
         I ordered an Uber and propped a hip on the hood as the cold started to filter through my drunken melancholy. It and the idea
            of going home to an endlessly empty house made me shiver. I turned my head as the noise from the inside of the bar followed
            Asa out when he opened the door and did a quick scan of the parking lot. His gaze landed where I was leaning against the Caddy
            and I saw him let out a breath of relief. He shouted over his shoulder for someone to watch the bar for a second and then
            he let the heavy door shut behind him. He made his way over to where I was shivering and trying to keep my teeth from chattering.
         

         
         “I was worried you were going to let the blonde take you home. Didn’t think I had to worry about you taking yourself home
            when you aren’t in any state to drive.” His breath left little puffs of vapor in the air and he didn’t bother to stop his
            teeth from clicking together as he rubbed his hands up and down his arms. “I like you, Speedy. Don’t make me take you to the
            ground for your keys.”
         

         
         I held up my phone and showed him the map with the indicator that my Uber was only a few minutes away. “Called for a ride.
            I wouldn’t risk my car by driving drunk.”
         

         
         He shook his head at me and rocked back on his heels. “You’re worried about your car and not yourself. You need someone to
            set you straight, Wheeler. I’ve been trying the last few weeks but I’m not getting through.”
         

         
         I lifted an eyebrow and shrugged at him. “I come by for a drink and the company. I don’t remember signing up for a therapy
            session.”
         

         
         He snorted at me and rolled his eyes. “You might not want to hear it, but you should listen anyway. When a man that’s made
            more than his fair share of mistakes sees another man driving off into the ditch, he isn’t much of a man unless he tries to
            get all those wheels back on the road. Sometimes it takes a tow truck, sometimes it only requires a little push from some
            helping hands. I understand your old lady did you wrong, but you aren’t going to make it right by drinking yourself into the
            kind of man you wouldn’t waste your time on if you ran across him.” He pointed a finger at me just as the Uber pulled into
            the lot and the driver flashed his lights. “Get yourself out of the ditch, Wheeler. There’s nothing good down there and all
            you’ll end up doing is spinning your wheels.”
         

         
         I wobbled a little as I pushed myself off the car and put my phone in my back pocket. “I’m good at fixing things that are
            left behind and broken down, Asa. Don’t worry about me.” I had booze-fueled confidence to make the words sound more certain
            than they were.
         

         
         He sighed again and looked down at the toes of his boots. “It’s never fun to see a good man get knocked down.” When he lifted
            his head back up there was concern stamped clearly across his face. “It’s even worse when that man doesn’t seem interested
            in getting himself back up. I’m cheaper than a shrink, Wheeler, and my office is a lot more fun.”
         

         
         The man was going to be spreading himself thin if he was trying to save every lonely heart that sat down at his bar. He was
            weeks away from opening his own speakeasy-style bar in the heart of LoDo and that meant double the amount of advice to dole
            out to people that probably weren’t going to listen anyway.
         

         
         “I’ll keep that in mind, Asa. Take care of that beauty.” Most would think I was talking about his pretty cop girlfriend, but
            anyone who knew me or knew anything about how a real gearhead operated would know I was talking about the Nova. He was doing
            the bulk of the restorations himself but occasionally he would bring it by the shop for a mechanical issue his limited knowledge
            couldn’t handle. It was a sweet ride and I was glad it found a good home. Besides, it wasn’t like anyone needed to tell Asa
            to take care of his girl; he treated the redheaded cop like she was his entire reason for existing . . . kind of the way I’d
            treated Kallie until it all went south.
         

         
         I gave the Uber driver the address to my place in Curtis Park and tried to tamp down the now familiar hollow and vacant feeling
            that came with heading home to an empty house. I’d bought the place a hot second after I slid my ring on Kallie’s finger thinking
            that she was finally ready to settle down and grow up. We’d been together since we were nothing more than kids; however, while
            I’d gotten more ambitious and more focused on building something impossible to take away from me over the years, she seemed
            stuck in place. She was always a handful, a bit of a princess with an annoying tendency toward drama and hysterics, but she
            loved me and she never left me. So I put up with it all. Now that she was gone, hindsight was startlingly clear and I could
            see all the ways that we had been moving in different directions long before her first indiscretion. I wanted stability and
            a solid foundation. She wanted to party and be free all while letting me take care of her and support her. Being needed
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