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      Ryder Stone hasn’t been living—he’s merely existed.

      

      For the past six years, his honor has kept him alone, until Dahlia Roberts steps foot into his bar.

      

      Dahlia vowed never to repeat her mother’s mistakes.

      

      She prefers to be alone, and always keeps men at a distance. However, Ryder manages to sneak under her skin and into her heart.

      

      But then Ryder’s life starts falling apart and he has life altering choices to make.

      

      The question is will he honor the decision he made years ago and risk losing the woman he loves, or will he grab onto Dahlia and never let her go?
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      Ryder

      At the carnival…

      Watching Dahlia—or Dal, as Reece and Mara call her—walk toward me, my heart practically leaps out of my chest. She’s breathtaking; her long, sexy legs going on for miles in her little shorts and cowgirl boots. Her snug tee shirt in the purple silk caresses her large breasts and makes my mouth water. Coming to a stop in front of me, she passes me a Pepsi and as our fingers touch, a bolt of desire hits me square in the balls.

      “Thanks,” I reply, hoping to make eye contact with her.

      She meets my gaze and seems to be waiting for some kind of signal from me, which I give with a smile. Letting her know we’re good, even though it was me being a dick before that caused her to get bent out of shape.

      I really need to talk to her, but I’m not sure what the hell to say—to explain why we can’t be involved. For the first time in my life, I’ve met someone I want a lot more from, but I’m too damn honorable to do anything about it.

      I’ve met other women in the past who have tempted me, hey, I’m a red-blooded guy after all, but I always pushed that temptation away—no matter how much those women begged for my attention. Any urges I have, I take care of with my hand and I have done so for a hell of a long time.

      Dahlia is different though. I want her with a passion I’ve never known, and her presence torments me like nothing ever has before. I sure as hell don’t want to think about how I’ll react if there’s ever another guy sniffing around her. That won’t go down too well.

      Donovan nudges me, breaking into my thoughts. “We’re heading back to the hotel. We’ll see you guys tomorrow.”

      I vaguely hear him as my attention is still on Dahlia. The way her mahogany hair falls down her back and over her shoulders to the tips of her breasts. She has freckles over her nose and cheekbones making her look like the girl next door. She takes my breath away every time I look at her. When we first met, my opinion of her wasn’t all that good, but that soon changed when Reece put me straight.

      All we are ever going to have is friendship, and that’s only if I don’t screw it up. Grimacing, I realize that’s not going to happen—I screw everything up.

      Six years ago, I was still in the Marines and should have known better. I made a huge mistake and now I have to live with it, when all I want to do is build something with the woman standing in front of me.

      “You really are beautiful,” I blurt out.

      Her eyes widen in surprise before sadness crosses her features. “Don’t Ryder. Just don’t, okay? It was a mistake before, so let’s just forget it. I don’t have many friends and I don’t want to lose you.”

      Fuck!

      “I don’t have anything to say other than I’ll try.” My eyes search hers, searching for something more than friendship but I can’t see it. Finally, I finish, “I’m sorry, but my life is a mess.”

      She slides her hand into mine.

      “So is mine. C’mon. Teach me to shoot.”

      Dahlia
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      My hand trembles as I take hold of Ryder’s and I cling to his in an effort to keep him close to me. I can’t help worry that he’ll refuse me, but to my relief he doesn’t.

      The kiss we shared not too long ago was hot and exciting. I didn’t want it to end, but he quickly pulled away and apologized for kissing me. It hurts a lot when I’ve dreamed of him kissing me since we first met.

      There’s something about Ryder that calls to me. He seems lonely, which first attracted me to him. Not that there’s anything wrong with the rest of him. His muscular chest and six-pack abs are drool worthy. Combine that with his tight buns and strong legs and his body makes me wonder why he isn’t swarmed with women daily. He might be cute as well, but we won’t mention that.

      Sometimes he looks at me as though I’m the only one he sees. The way Reece looks at Callie. But Ryder never does anything about it. He’s hinted more than once that he has a screwed up past, but he won’t say anything else.

      I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I was curious. Who wouldn’t be? I just wish he’d tell me so I knew why he wouldn’t take our obvious attraction to the next level. I mean, how bad could his past be? Everyone has something screwed up in their past and I’m no different.

      As we approach the shooting range, his thumb begins caressing mine, and I don’t think he realizes he’s doing it. I’m not about to complain because the pleasure of his touch causes my heart to beat faster. I have no wish to let go of him, but as the guy looking after the stalls approaches us, I’m not going to have a choice if I want to win one of the large bears. My shooting skills aren’t that bad, thanks to Reece, but I might have to do some acting, and hopefully, I’ll get Ryder’s arms around me as he shows me the proper stance to shoot those ducks.

      “How many?” the guy asks.

      “Just my girl,” Ryder replies, and my heart does a leap of joy.

      Just my girl! Is this how he thinks of me?

      Ryder pays the guy before turning his attention back to me. “Do you know what you’re doing here?”

      A little white lie is okay, right? “Not really. Will you show me?”

      I hold his gaze while he decides whether I’m being serious or not before he finally gives in with a sigh.

      “C’mon. Take hold of this.” He passes me the air rifle. “Now relax.” He steps in behind me and runs his arms from my shoulders to my hands. He keeps one hand around mine on the weapon and his other hand resting on my hip.

      Everyone else disappears as my senses take over and his heat envelopes me. I lean into it, a soft sigh on my lips as I fight the urge to roll against him. “Dahlia,” he whispers against my ear. Goose bumps break out on my skin as his breath caresses me like silk.

      I turn my head to face him, and not realizing just how close he is to me, my lips brush against his. My eyes immediately shoot up to his, as Ryder’s hand contracts on my hip.
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      As I lean against the bar with my ankles crossed, I admire the roadhouse that has come to mean a hell of a lot to me. When I took on this venture, the majority of my savings went into it. My older brother, Jace, told me, point blank, that it was a waste of money. Well, I’m glad I didn’t listen to him because, in less than a year since I opened, I’ve already made half of my money back. I should have a lot to smile about, but I don’t.

      Despite the success I’ve enjoyed with the roadhouse, my life isn’t what I would have wished for. All I’ve done for the last six years is exist, at least, until I set my eyes on Dahlia. Now she’s under my skin and all I want is to be free to admit to her what she means to me. I don’t see that happening anytime soon, if ever.

      Grimacing, I rub my chin as I think about tonight. I have no idea what possessed me to ask her out on a date. She looked as shocked as I felt at the words leaving my mouth. My words should have stayed locked away, but once they were out, I didn’t want to hurt her feelings by admitting I hadn’t meant to ask.

      Taking one last glance around my place, I smile at how good it looks. The table and chairs, which have all been cleaned, look good as new. The floors are shiny after having the buffer on them this morning, and the stage area where I hope to have Deception playing again real soon—now that they’ve all moved home—is ready and waiting for their arrival. A lot of hard work has gone into this place, and I wish like hell that one day I’ll have someone to share it with—someone to be proud of what I’ve accomplished—someone who wants to be involved as much as I am. Dahlia.

      Sighing, I turn tail and head outside. The sweltering heat blasts me the minute I step out and I glance toward the shops in the center of town. Dahlia and Mara went shopping earlier in the day, and for the most part, I kept busy while she was gone. Partly because I had stuff to do but partly because there was a void when she wasn’t around—as though a piece of myself was missing.

      Glancing back toward my truck, I pull out some of the bar supplies I’d picked up earlier in the day. I can’t blame her for being gone. Apparently, she needs a new dress to wear on our first date, tonight. It might be our last if dinner goes the way I think it will. I plan to explain my past, after we eat our meal together, and to also explain why I’ve been hot and cold with her.

      Hearing a car pull up as I return for the third trip to my truck, I turn and feel the air rush out of me. My mom sits behind the wheel of the car and a huge grin sends alarm bells ringing through my ears. This is going to turn my day to hell. Her grin widens as she walks toward me, and the air claws at my lungs as I try to expel it. Fear rips through me and I cast another glance toward the street. My mom needs to be out of here before Dahlia shows up, but hearing another car, I realize I’m not going to be so lucky.

      Up until now, I’ve managed to keep my past just that, but my mom isn’t known for her tact, which means within five minutes Dahlia is going to know everything there is to know about me before I’m able to tell her myself.

      My mom reaches me, and throws herself into my arms. I try to hide the shock and fear on my face as I watch Dahlia climbing from Mara’s car.

      “It’s good to see you,” she says, squeezing the life out of me.

      I’m still in shock at finding her on my doorstep and can’t form a reply.

      What the hell is she doing here?

      “I can see I’ve surprised you.” She pulls away and looks me over. “You look good.” She places her hands on her hips and I watch as her smile slips. “Ryder, for goodness sake, say something.”

      “You never visit. What are you doing here?”

      She rolls her eyes and turns back toward her car. “You haven’t visited in a while so I wanted to see how my youngest son is doing,” she mumbles, but Dahlia’s approach has snagged her attention. She looks back at me before turning back to watch Dahlia.

      Her brain is probably going ten to the dozen wondering what’s going on.

      Over my mom’s head, I meet Dahlia’s gaze and my heart drops to my feet when it hits me like a brick that she’s never going to be with me. I shouldn’t have let her see my attraction for her over these past months because I need to keep my hands to myself. There is no way Dahlia will accept me with the baggage I have. Loss stabs at my heart and I clutch my chest briefly in an effort to stop the pain. I’m never going to be able to have what I want the most.

      As soon as she finds out about my past, and the reason why I’m constantly pushing her away, she’ll be gone, and I’ll be left trying to pick up the shredded remains of my heart. I’ll be more alone than I’ve ever been in my life.

      Since I’ve become friends with Dahlia, she’s given me a reason to get out of bed every morning. She’s made me want to go on.

      What do I have if she walks away from me? Nothing.
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      “I’ll see you later,” I mumble to Mara as I climb out of her car, but then I hesitate as she pulls away and down the street.

      Maybe sending Mara back to Donovan isn’t one of the best decisions I’ve ever made and I have a feeling I’ll need some support. As I approach Ryder and the older woman, fear trickles through me and settles like a rock in the pit of my stomach.

      Who is she?

      Something tells me she’s about to burst the bubble I’ve been riding and bring it all crashing down around my feet.

      Since the carnival, when we kissed, our relationship has started to head in a new direction. Ryder hasn’t kissed me on the lips since, although he’s always pulling me into him for a hug and kissing me on the top of my head. We spend practically all of our time together and for the past week, I’ve been living above Kix with him. We have separate bedrooms, but I’m starting to get frustrated, and I think he is as well. Sometimes he looks at me as though I’m the only one he sees, which fills my heart with hope.

      Now as I’m approaching him, he looks as though his best friend has died, which causes a hitch in my step, as I draw close.

      “Ryder? Who is this?” the woman asks, looking me over.

      Ryder clears his throat and looks damn uneasy. “She’s a friend,” he finally answers, but doesn’t make a move toward me.

      “Well, if she’s a friend, don’t you think you should introduce us?”

      “No,” he replies. The word is clipped and a tick has appeared under his right eye. He is definitely pissed.

      Why is he being so rude?

      The woman shakes her head and holds her hand out toward me.

      “I’m his mom, Ellen. And you are?”

      His mom. Oh God!

      My tongue feels frozen to the roof of my mouth and my gaze flicks toward Ryder’s stormy one before returning to the woman in front of him.

      “Dahlia,” I manage to say, without stuttering in shock.

      “Oh, what a lovely name. Do you live around here?”

      Now Ryder shifts into motion as he takes hold of his mom by her elbow. “Why don’t we go inside?”

      “Oh, stop. I’m talking to your friend.”

      I frown, wondering why his mom would put emphasis on the your. Is she thinking that there is more going on than what he’s telling her? Or is her meaning completely escaping me?

      Ellen turns back to me. “Do you live around here?”

      “I live above Kix with Ryder,” I finally answer, not ashamed of the fact.

      Ryder closes his eyes as his mom gasps.

      “But—”

      “Mom, let’s go and talk.”

      Just what the heck is going on?

      The rock in my stomach feels like its growing and I feel it quiver as my nerves are stretched thin. Watching their interaction sets off my warning signals and I can’t fight the feeling of unease washing over me. Something is going on and Ryder is afraid his mom is going to blurt it out—we may not be together but I know Ryder well enough to know he’s avoiding something.

      My eyes fill with tears as Ryder turns his back on me and tries to usher his mom inside Kix. Without another glance in my direction, I might add.

      What am I missing?

      “Stop!” Ellen pulls her arm free of Ryder’s gasp. “What is going on?”

      Is she a mind reader?

      “Does she know about Brittany? You know good and well I don’t approve of what’s obviously been going on here and neither does the church.” Ellen’s eyes flash and her mouth is a thin, tight line of anger. Ryder’s eyes search the back of the building and he looks everywhere but at his mom or me.

      “Brittany,” I mumble, hoping I’ve heard her wrong. Who’s Brittany? Then I briefly meet Ryder’s gaze, which makes it clear I heard her perfectly well.

      “My son is married,” she clarifies, but doesn’t look too happy making that declaration. As though she, maybe, regrets it leaving her mouth.

      “Fuckin’ hell,” Ryder curses, looking like he’s about to hurl and all I can hear is the blood rushing through my ears.

      Married. Married.

      This cannot be happening to me.

      I take a step back, and then another, tears stinging my eyes as I search for an escape. I need to be alone. The throbbing in my head is like a knife and I just want it to disappear. I want it to be morning again, before Ryder’s mom came for a visit and destroyed what was left of my life.

      Turning blindly, I start to run toward the road and hear Ryder’s footfalls behind me. The sound urges me further, to run faster and farther than I’ve ever run before. He shouts my name and I shake the sound out of my head. I can’t stop. I won’t!

      “Dammit, stop!”

      I ignore his shout, but I’m afraid that I’m going to have to stop because I can’t see where I’m going. My tears are falling faster than I can swipe at them. I don’t want to stop and face him—I don’t want to hear more of his lies. My mother was ‘the other woman’ and that isn’t going to be me.

      As my steps falter and my body forces me to slow, I finally come to a stop because I’ve no strength left. I hear Ryder panting with exertion behind me. I can’t look at him so I keep my back to him.

      “Please come back and let me explain,” he begs.

      I chance a look behind me, and realize he looks just as upset as I am. Why though? I mean how can he be upset when I’m the one he was deceiving?

      “Dahlia, please talk to me, or,” he yanks at his hair in frustration, “just listen. I know I should have told you. I planned on doing that tonight after dinner, but my mom has screwed those plans up.”

      “You were going to take me to dinner and then admit to me that you’re married to another woman? How exactly did you expect me to react to that?”

      I have all these questions, but right now, while I’m trying to take in the fact that he’s married, I can’t quite get there with my anger. I know it’s there, hovering in the background, but I feel shattered. Is there something wrong with me?

      “Look, no one more than me, realizes how screwed up that idea was. I was just being selfish.” His jaw is as tight as his lips and the tick is even more pronounced. It’s clear that he’s angry but I’m not sure if it’s at me, his mom or his wife. “I wanted to take you to dinner, and show you how you should be treated, and as crazy as it sounds, I was planning on telling you about my past. Fuck, Dahlia.”

      He circles around me so he’s no longer talking to my back.

      My temper finally appears as Ryder starts pacing back and forth in front of me.

      I step in front of him, stopping him in his tracks. His eyes widen in surprise as I thump him in the chest with my finger—hard. “Don’t you dare get pissed with me! Correct me if I’m wrong, but did you or did you not, forget to mention to me about your marital status? Because I have a good memory and I’m sure I would have remembered something that impacts our growing relationship.”

      His shoulders slump in surrender as he lifts his hand to me, his fingers hover near my cheek before he lets it drop. I feel a loss of that connection and it brings fresh tears to my eyes.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right, I shouldn’t be angry, at least not at you.” He glances away before meeting my teary eyes again. “You’ve no idea how much you mean to me, Dahlia. It’s killing me inside knowing you’re so upset, and that you won’t let me comfort you because I’m the one who caused this. Please come back with me. I’ll get rid of my mom so I can explain everything. I may be married, but it’s not what you’re imagining. In fact, it’s probably nothing like you’ve heard before. But before you judge me, at least listen to what I have to say.”

      I shake my head in fear. I don’t want to hear what he has to say. What if there’s a reason why he’s still married and not living with her? What if his reasoning makes me feel sorry for him?

      I always considered myself a strong person, especially with all the crap I’ve had to deal with over the years, but with the bombshell that his mom dropped on me, I feel as weak as a kitten. Despite the questions welling up inside me, I know now isn’t the time to ask them. I need to be away from him so I can think, and get myself together before I react to the want I feel coming from Ryder.

      “I’ll listen,” his eyes flare with hope, “but not now. I’ll walk to Mia’s house.” His eyes lose the light that briefly appeared. “I’m sorry, Ryder. But I need to think because no matter what, I can’t be the other woman. I spent the first part of my life with my mother as that, and I’ve no intention of following in her footsteps.”

      “I hear you.”

      He looks so sad as he steps into my space and cups my face in the palms of his hands. Despite the emotions warring inside me, I lean into his touch.

      “Please remember that my feelings for you are real. What I feel for you, I’ve never felt before, and yeah, it scares the crap out of me. My life is a mess, but I want you in it. You brighten my days and give me a reason to get out of bed every morning. Please remember that.”

      He leans forward and gently kisses my forehead before stepping back and releasing me. I glance up and see the tears swimming in his eyes.

      I want to throw myself into his arms and beg him to tell me it’s all a dream, but I do nothing other than stand and watch him walk back toward Kix, and his mom waiting for him on the front steps.

      He looks dejected, with the slump of his shoulders and the drag of his feet. My heart cries out for him. I can’t comfort him—I can’t let him be the one to comfort me. Not yet—maybe not ever.

      Unable to watch him a moment longer, I turn and make my way to Mia’s house. She’s my closest friend and happens to live the closest to Kix.
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      Walking toward where my mom is waiting, I fight the urge to turn around and go back the way I came. Every part of me is screaming to turn around and grab Dahlia. I should beg her to stay and not run away from me. I heard her loud and clear about the other woman part. The truth is the other woman is what she would be, no matter how it’s sugar coated, and there is nothing I can do about it. The name would have hung over her head, but in truth, she is the only woman in my heart.

      I take another step toward my mom, but before I can face the questions shining in her eyes, I glance back toward the road where Dahlia has disappeared. My heart sinks when it hits me, again, just how screwed up my life is. It’s about time I grab hold of the life I want instead of the life I’ve doomed myself to have. I just wish I knew how the hell to start going about it without the backlash, which is bound to follow, from Brittany’s family.

      With my hands on my hips, I stand in front of my mom, trying to hold my tongue. It isn’t her fault that she reacted the way she did. If I’d known she was going to show up today I could have at least asked her to keep quiet about Brittany. But I hadn’t and now the woman I care about is upset and I’m not even sure if she’ll be back later.

      She has to be back, I reassure myself. All of her belongings are in the spare room in my apartment. The joy I felt at having Dahlia living with me has now evaporated into thin air. My only hope is she’ll have calmed down later so I can explain, and if I have to beg her to stay, then I will. Hell, I wouldn’t even be above tying her down to make her stay.

      I love my family, but sometimes I really wish they’d think first before speaking.

      Finally, meeting my mom’s gaze, I see the worried look in her eyes. Sighing, I offer her my hand and help her up from the step. “C’mon. It’s pointless us sitting around outside.” I usher her through the front door of Kix, when she turns and stops me with a hand on my arm.

      “You really like the girl who left, don’t you?” She frowns.

      I think about lying, but I don’t think it would hold much ground considering she witnessed both our reactions to her words. “Yeah, I do.” I run my hand down my face in exhaustion and hold her gaze. “I more than like her, Mom. She’s the only woman to ever get under my skin.”

      “I’m guessing, by her reaction, she had no idea about Brittany?”

      My heart always drops when I hear her name. We don’t have a marriage other than in name only, and that’s all it’s ever been. I want what the whole institution of marriage entails, and I want it all with Dahlia. I’m a sorry ass.

      “I didn’t tell her because I figured she wouldn’t want to know me. She’s not had an easy life and I want to be there for her. Our first date was supposed to be tonight. I can’t see that happening now. I’d planned on telling her everything after we’d eaten.”

      Unable to hold her gaze anymore when all I see is sadness and sympathy, I pull out a chair and wait for her to slide into it.

      “Do you want a coffee or anything?” I offer.

      “No, son. Come and talk to me, but first let me apologize for what I said out there. I was caught off guard and didn’t think. I’m really sorry. Once your girl has calmed down, you need to go and talk to her and tell her that you don’t have a marriage. If she knows everything, then she might forgive you and stay. I don’t condone adultery, but I’m not sure adultery applies with you. I need to think before I speak sometimes.”

      I drop into my seat in shock. My mom knows everything about my past, and for years, when she’s caught my eye wandering, she’s always had a lot to say about staying true to Brittany. So yeah, hearing those words leave her mouth has surprised the hell out of me.

      “Ryder, stop looking at me like that.” She shakes her head and gives me the same look she would give me as a kid when I was being stubborn. “I know I haven’t always had such an open mind. The fact is, now time is getting on and there’s still no sign of Brittany improving any, I don’t like you being alone. You need a good woman to come home to at night. You’re lonely.”

      “Crap.” I tip my head back and stare at the ceiling, hoping for some wisdom or direction because I’ve never felt so lost before. I’ve known drowning. I definitely know that feeling because of everything I’ve been through, but I always had some idea of where the shore was. Watching Dahlia walk away from me, I felt lost, not only pulled under but pulled away from that shore. I had no idea if I would ever find my feet again. I take in a deep breath, my next words are not going to go down well, despite the reassuring words my mom just gave me. She may have given me the go ahead for a relationship, more or less, but she won’t be happy with what I have to say.

      Inhaling again, I count to five before exhaling. “I need to initiate a divorce.”

      “What? I mean, what?”

      “Mom, it’s been six years.” I lean forward and rest my elbows on the table with my head buried in my hands. “I want my life back. It’s not as though I’d be abandoning her. I mean, I only visit her on her birthday, and that isn’t by choice. I just can’t do this anymore. I’m so fuckin’ tired.”

      “You don’t have to be divorced to be in a relationship with another woman. You’re separated.”

      “Dahlia’s mom was the other woman in a relationship. No matter how you phrase it, Dahlia would still be the other woman if she’s with me.”

      “Divorce isn’t right.” She sniffs.

      Oh God. Please don’t start crying.

      “Perhaps if you get on the good side of Brittany’s family for a change, you could, maybe, take over her care, and then you’d be spending a lot more time with her.” She dabs at her tears.

      “Mom, she’s better off with her family, where she’s loved. There isn’t any way I’d want to make a go of it with her. I was prepared to try back then before I knew the truth and believed her lies. But my eyes are wide open now. Plus, I don’t love her and I never have.”

      “But you’re in love with Dahlia?”

      I pause and tug the short strands of my hair.

      “Yeah, I am.” I don’t even have to think about that answer.

      “What a mess.” She shakes her head. “I’m going to go and talk to your father and see if there’s something we can do to help. But please don’t do anything rash.”

      I drop my head to the table, and hear my mom move around to my side before I feel her rubbing my back. “I’m sorry, Ryder. If I hadn’t opened my mouth, Dahlia would still be here and more open to hearing you out. I’m so mixed up about what you should do. You’re my son and it hurts seeing you like this. And because of that, I think you should try and talk to your girl. Make her listen to you.” She kisses the back of my head. “I love you, son.”

      I don’t look up but I hear her footsteps as she walks through the bar. The creak and then slam of the door closing behind her alerts me to the fact that I’m alone and the tears begin to sting my eyes. I swipe at them as they turn to anger.

      Shooting to my feet, I up end the table and chair. With my fists clenching at my sides, I try to control the anger coursing through my blood at the hopeless situation I’m in. Roaring in anger, I pick one of the chairs up and throw it across the room. The one beside me gets kicked toward the bar. My breath sticks in my throat and I have a hard time drawing in another as my throat tightens with my anger. I feel as though I’m finally losing control of everything around me.

      Bending to grab another chair, I notice someone has slipped into the bar to witness my melt down. Glancing up, I meet the worried frown on Liam’s face.

      “Is it safe to step further into the bar you’re trying to destroy?”

      “Fuck!”

      I drop my ass to the floor and turn my head to look at him. “Is she at your place?”

      Liam sighs and joins me on the floor. “She is. Mia caught the gist of what happened, or rather what Dahlia discovered. She was worried, so Mia kicked me out to come over and check on you.”

      “Mia was worried?”

      “Yes, Mia’s worried. I was referring to Dahlia, though.”

      I raise a brow in surprise. “She was really angry with me when my mom blurted it out.”

      “I know.” He glances at me. “If you need to talk, I’m here.”

      “Thanks, Liam. I’m good.” Glancing at the mess I’ve created, I start to laugh. “I am now, at any rate.” Standing and dusting myself off, I ask, “Will you tell Dahlia that I need to explain everything to her? I don’t want her staying away because of what my mom told her.”

      “Is it true?” Liam asks, as he glances toward the door—probably looking for an escape. If I were him, I’d rather be someplace else as well. “Yeah, it’s true.”

      “Shit. You hid that well.”

      “I was married six years ago. We’ve been separated for just as long, and that’s all I’m saying for now. I need to explain to Dahlia before anyone else.”

      “I hear you, but if Reece finds out before you’ve spoken to her, he’s going to be pissed.”

      I’d expect nothing less from Reece. He has every right to be pissed when it involves his sister.

      “I’m going to head back to the house.” Liam looks me over and nods his head, as if he has decided something. He turns and heads toward the door. “I’ll give Dahlia your message.”

      “Thanks.”
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      Why did my day have to go to hell? Before Ryder’s mom burst my bubble, I’d been really excited to finally have my relationship with Ryder moving forward. I’d even been waxed—everywhere—which had hurt like a bitch, and for what?

      I just don’t get why he hasn’t said anything before about having a wife. It’s as though I’ve been stabbed in the heart with a sharp object when I think of the word, the person. Someone out there is his wife. He’s lived here for over twelve months now, and there has never been any female visitors, which confuses the hell out of me. If they’re separated then surely it isn’t such a big deal, so why has it been made into one?

      Mia has been wonderful by letting me hole up here. I needed to feel grounded, needed to be capable of talking to Ryder without my emotions getting the better of me, like they did out front of Kix.

      I’m not embarrassed about what happened. I reacted and he’d seen it but it was understandable, because finding out he’s married really hurt. My feelings for him go a lot deeper than simple friendship, and I thought he felt the same about me—how wrong can I be?

      Although we’ve known each other for most of the year he’s lived in town, we’ve grown close over the past week while I’ve been living above Kix with him. I have my own room, but we’ve eaten breakfast and dinner together nearly every day. We’ve talked about everything under the sun and although he’s always hinted about there being something in his past, he’s not once brought it up. He’s had plenty of opportunity, especially after I’ve told him all about mine and the way my father treated me. I feel betrayed, as though he’s led me on just to get into my panties, which I was planning to let him into after dinner tonight. That is so not going to be happening now.

      Be honest—you know he isn’t like that.

      Swiping at a stray tear, I turn away from the kitchen as Liam walks through the door and wraps his arms around his pregnant wife. Mia is gorgeous, and pregnant, she is glowing. The love that she has for her husband, radiates across her face and it hurts to watch them. I’m sure if I wasn’t sitting in viewing distance, they’d be naked and doing more than cooking in the kitchen.

      I’m not even sure why I came here. I could have just as easily called Reece to come and get me. But Reece wasn’t really an option. He’d have taken one look at me and gone after Ryder. No doubt, he would have gotten himself in trouble for starting something.

      “God! What a mess.” I sigh.

      “Hey. It’s a mess right now, but all you have to do is go and talk to him.”

      I turn and face Liam, my eyes full of questions.

      “If it’s any consolation, he looks just as bad as you do.” He winces. “I caught him throwing chairs around the bar.” Liam glances at Mia, who offers him a small smile. “He may be married, but it looks to me like he’s separated and has been for a while. Just pull yourself together and then go talk to him. He wants to tell you, and I think you need to listen.”

      Does he know?

      Liam shakes his head as if he’s reading my mind. “Don’t look at me like that. I have no idea what’s going on with him. But the only way you’re going to find out—”

      “Is by asking him,” I finish for Liam.

      He nods.

      My heart aches for Ryder. It shouldn’t, but I’m not the kind of person who turns their feelings on and off like a faucet.

      “Apart from throwing chairs around, is he okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s okay. Upset, but desperate to explain everything to you.”

      “Okay.” I nod, but I’m not sure what I’m agreeing to.

      Standing, I grab my purse from the floor and glance between Liam and Mia, their arms linked as Mia snuggles deeper into Liam’s embrace. They make such a cute couple.

      “I’m going to go for a walk. I need to clear my head before I go back and talk to Ryder.”

      I also need to consider whether or not I need to find alternative accommodations. I always have my father’s tumbling down house, but then he’s not really my father. Even if he were my father, I’d prefer to sleep on the streets than under that roof. The drunken bastard can rot in his own dilapidated house if he ever shows up again.

      It was a huge sigh of relief for me when he left nine months ago. He never physically touched me, but his words were vicious.

      “If you need anything Dahlia, please let me know. The spare room is yours if you want it as well.” Mia lets go of Liam and walks the short distance between us before pulling me into her arms for a hug. I return it, and try not to blubber all over her.

      “Thank you.” I pull back out of her arms. “Thanks for checking up on him for me.” I offer a wry smile toward Liam.

      “You’re welcome.”

      At the front door, I place my hand on the knob and pull it open. As I’m walking through, I glance over my shoulder and watch as Liam pulls Mia fully into his arms.

      Closing the door, I can’t help the tears that fall down my face. I want what they have. That’s all I’ve wanted since I was old enough to know what should happen between a man and a woman. I read lots, and always have, so I know relationships can be happy. I know that the people in them can be treated with love and respect, unlike the relationship my so-called parents lived through. The lives of the characters in the novels I’ve read are fiction, but I’ve seen with my own eyes what it’s like to be in love. Jack and Thalia spring to mind. Jack would rather cut off his hand than hurt Thalia, just like my brother, Reece, would with Callie.

      I thought that the relationship building between Ryder and I was going in that direction. Well, not necessarily marriage, but I know I haven’t imagined the way Ryder looks at me. It’s like he sees into my soul and knows all my secrets. It used to be unnerving but now, it’s as though I’m the only one he sees.

      Sighing heavily, I walk outside into the fresh air, and head toward the forest path. The path will take me toward the lake and my thinking spot.

      It’s the place I’ve escaped to for more years than I can remember, whenever my parents were fighting or whenever something bad happened. I always came here alone and it’s a place that everyone knows to let me be, even Reece has figured that out. He’s come after me a few times but he stays silent
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