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A Note to Readers


Madigan Wicked has been one of my favorite characters since I first met her in TAMING MY WHISKEY (The Whiskeys: Dark Knights at Peaceful Harbor). She is feisty and confident, and having grown up with a gaggle of brothers and male cousins, she knows how to hold her own. But she’s suffered loss and heartbreak, and although she believes in love for others, she isn’t looking for it for herself. I knew her hero would have to challenge her as much as he adored her and connect with her in a fiery way in order for her to really open up to him. Tobias Riggs is strikingly handsome, broody, intelligent, and mysterious. Madigan Wicked has met her match, and I hope you love them as much as I do.

Music plays a large role in many of my stories, and as a musical storyteller, music plays a large part in Madigan Wicked’s life. I am forever grateful to my son Jake Foster (aka musician Blue Foster) for not only allowing me to use his lyrics in my stories but for also performing Madigan Wicked’s song “Kiss Off” so I could share it with readers. You can find “Kiss Off” on my website, Spotify, and all major music-streaming services, listed by (fictional) artist Madigan Wicked. Madigan also creates greeting cards, and I couldn’t resist creating her booty-call line. You can find them here: www.MadTruthAboutLove.com.

The Wicked novels are set on the sandy shores of Cape Cod Bay and feature fiercely protective heroes, strong heroines, and unbreakable family bonds. All Wicked novels may be enjoyed as stand-alone romances or as part of the larger series. On the next page you will find a character map of the Wicked world. You can also download a free copy here:

www.MelissaFoster.com/Wicked-World-Character-Map.html

The Wickeds are the cousins of the Whiskeys, each of whom has already been given their own story. You can download the first book in the Whiskey series, TRU BLUE, and a Whiskey/Wicked family tree here:

TRU BLUE

www.MelissaFoster.com/TheWhiskeys

WHISKEY/WICKED Family Tree

www.MelissaFoster.com/Wicked-Whiskey-Family-Tree

Remember to sign up for my newsletter to make sure you don’t miss out on future Wicked releases:

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

For information about more of my sexy romances, all of which can be read as stand-alone novels or as part of the larger series, visit my website:

www.MelissaFoster.com

If you prefer sweet romance with no explicit scenes or graphic language, please try the Sweet with Heat series written under my pen name, Addison Cole.

Happy reading!

~ Melissa


[image: The Wicked World]



Playlist


“You and Your Pain” by Blue Foster

“Unwritten” by Natasha Bedingfield

“The Sounds of Silence” by Simon and Garfunkel

“In My Blood” by Shawn Mendes

“Craving You” by Thomas Rhett and Maren Morris

“Elderly Woman Behind the Counter in a Small Town” by Pearl Jam

“InUrLife” by Blue Foster

“Tonight” by Blue Foster

“OCD Destroyer” by Blue Foster

“Like a Virgin” by Madonna

“Paint It, Black” by the Rolling Stones

“Kiss Off” by Madigan Wicked, performed by Blue Foster


Chapter One


TOBIAS RIGGS THOUGHT time had passed at a snail’s pace in prison. But while those three years had felt like ten, they had nothing on the pace at which time moved in the free world after he’d lost everything he loved.

He climbed off his motorcycle, planting his leather boots on the ground as he took off his helmet and looked up at the Salty Hog. He’d stumbled upon the rustic restaurant and bar several weeks ago, when he’d first come to the nondescript town of Harwich, Massachusetts. The bar catered to people from all walks of life, making it the perfect place for a guy like him to blend in. Helmet in hand, he headed up the wooden steps to the second-story bar. When he’d gotten out of the pen, he’d thought he’d never be able to smell anything but the rancid stench of hate, anger, and oppression, which had hung in the prison air, coating his lungs and seeping beneath his skin. It had taken a while for new scents to push past his mental armor. The salty air coming off the harbor brought bittersweet memories of his youth with a family who had adored him.

And now, with the exception of his grandfather, those who were left couldn’t even look him in the eye.

He wore those memories like a shield as he walked into the crowded bar. A dozen or so guys wearing black leather vests with Dark Knights motorcycle club patches on the back eyed him skeptically, just as they’d done every other time he’d been there. At six three, pushing two hundred and thirty pounds, he stood out, but he stood out less with big guys like them around, and that suited him just fine. He kept his eyes trained on the bar as he made his way through the crowd, but a sultry voice drew his attention to the stage, where the gorgeous mahogany-haired chick who had been tossing him flirtatious looks for weeks sat on a stool playing guitar and singing. He’d seen her perform a few times. She sang stories, not songs, and she looked hot as sin in a black miniskirt and gold-and-black strappy top that bared her stomach. One black leather boot was propped on the foot ring of the stool. The other tapped the floor as she played, and a taunting smile graced the sexiest mouth he’d ever seen. Those plump lips had fucked with his head since the first time he’d walked into the bar and had seen her watching him, but it was her curious, and somehow also challenging, sky-blue eyes tracking his every step that stirred a primal desire he’d kept locked down for years.

And that was exactly where it was going to stay.

He tore his gaze away and stepped up to the bar. The hot strawberry-blond bartender, who looked to be in her late forties or early fifties, offered a warm smile, nudging her tortoiseshell glasses to the bridge of her nose. “Haven’t seen you in a few days. What can I get you, darlin’?”

Her warm demeanor was comforting, which was another reason he liked being there. She reminded him of his mother, whom he’d lost when he was thirteen and whose absence felt even more pronounced without his sister, Carrie, chattering in his ear. “Beer’s good. Whatever’s on tap. Thanks.”

“Comin’ right up.”

As she got his drink, he watched Blue Eyes onstage. Her glossy hair hung past her shoulders, brushing the edge of her guitar, which looked too big for her petite frame. He listened a little more closely to the words she sang.

“I hate the feeling of just lying in bed

With my stomach so heavy it feels like I’m falling to my death

Too complicated to just give it a rest…”

Her voice was a captivating mix of huskiness and silk, but damn, that story was dark. Could such a pretty thing feel that way, too, or was she just making shit up for entertainment purposes?

“Here you go.” The bartender set his drink down in front of him and glanced at the girl onstage with admiration. “God, she’s good.”

“Yup.” He paid for his drink and went back to listening to the story.

“When you realize you’re the source of your pain

Will you make enough adjustments to make a change?”

Blue Eyes looked directly at him as she sang, stoking the embers he was trying to snuff out. Christ, those eyes and that voice were a lethal combination. But she was singing too fast, and the next few lyrics were lost to her speed. Tobias cringed, embarrassed for her, and turned away, wondering why she was rushing through such a powerful song. As he did, she slowed down again, and her gorgeous voice sailed into his ears.

“The lie is in the omission, my memory is in remission

Probably a mechanism to pretend whatever happened didn’t really happen

Well, whatever happened, happened anyway.”

She could have been singing about his life. He gritted his teeth as she strummed the last chord, and applause rang out. A cute brunette hollered, “Go, Mads!”

Blue Eyes inhaled deeply, her shoulders lowering just a fraction as she pushed to her feet, as if she were relieved to have gotten through the story. Tobias wondered if anyone else had picked up on that, but from the cheering crowd, he doubted it. If he hadn’t been through his own hell, he might have missed it, too.

“Thanks so much,” she said to the crowd. “That was called ‘You and Your Pain.’ Who’s going to see fireworks for the Fourth this weekend?” There was another round of cheers. “Be safe. I’ll be playing at the Rusty Anchor on Tuesday night. I hope you’ll come out and see me.”

Her gaze landed on Tobias again, only this time there was no taunting smile. She looked mildly annoyed. He had a feeling those luminous eyes could see right through to a person’s soul, and that was the last thing he needed. He turned away, focusing on his beer as she announced, “Now, let’s give it up for Carnal Beat.”

Applause rang out, and a minute later she strutted over to the bar, guitar in hand.

The bartender set a glass of water down in front of her. “That was great, sweetheart.”

“Thanks. But I don’t believe he thought so,” she said pointedly.

Tobias glanced at her out of the corners of his eyes.

“That’s right. I’m talking about you.” She planted her hand on her hip. “What was that look for?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Did you hear that, Aunt Ginger? The broody stranger speaks.” Blue Eyes smirked. “I told you he wasn’t a caveman.”

Cute and feisty. In another life, he’d be buying her a drink. He shook his head and guzzled his beer, catching her aunt’s amused expression. No wonder Blue Eyes was there nearly every time he came in. Did she have a thing for being around family, or was Harwich that small a town?

“Come on. Spit it out,” she pushed. “I know a distasteful expression when I see it. I can take criticism. I’m a professional.”

If he’d learned one thing in his twenty-eight years, it was that when women asked for criticism, they didn’t really want to hear it. Responding usually caused an argument, and there was no winning an argument with a woman. They had a knack for dredging up everything a guy had ever said or done, as if they’d not only kept notes but were being fed information by osmosis from acquaintances and exes. Or worse, they gave the silent treatment, and after the argument was over, when they said they were cool, they usually weren’t. Women tucked away that shit like ammunition for an automatic weapon and pulled it out when you least expected it.

He finished his beer and set down his empty glass. “I got nothing to say.”

“You come in here and never talk to anyone; then you cringe when I’m onstage but refuse to tell me why. A big guy like you shouldn’t be afraid to speak his mind.” She stared him down with the confidence of a lioness sizing up her prey.

Sexy as sin.

And lethal as cyanide.

Her aunt glanced over from where she was making a drink for another customer and arched a brow.

Great. He’d look like an ass if he refused again. Clearing his throat, he turned to the pushy sexpot with her too-short flouncy skirt and bare stomach, which was just begging to be touched and licked, and…Fuck. Biting back those thoughts, he gave her what she’d asked for. “That was a powerful story. Slow it down and your words will have a bigger impact.”

Her eyes widened, then instantly narrowed as another sexy smirk slid into place. “I think I know how to tell a story. I’ve been doing this for years.” The humor bled from her voice. “Nobody else thought it was too fast. Didn’t you hear the applause? What do you know about music? You sure don’t look like Simon Cowell to me.”

This chick was a triple threat, as tough as she was cute and feisty, which spelled his favorite kind of trouble. Trouble he couldn’t afford to get mixed up with.

“Sorry I said anything. It won’t happen again.” He pushed to his feet and pulled a twenty from his pocket, nodding to Ginger as he put the money on the bar. “Her next drink is on me.”

“I don’t need your money,” Blue Eyes snapped.

“Sounds like somebody struck a nerve.” Ginger winked at him and went to help another customer as two dark-haired bikers strode up to Blue Eyes, openly sizing up Tobias.

“What’s going on?” the taller of the two asked, setting a serious stare on him.

“He giving you trouble, Mads?” the heavily tatted one asked, puffing out his chest as two more guys in black leather vests with enough ink on their skin to fill a novel strode over with icy stares.

Fuck.

Tobias readied for a fight, muscles flexing, feet shifting, mentally choreographing how it would play out. He was no stranger to unfair fights, no matter how he tried to avoid them. He’d take a few hits, but he’d pummel them in the process, taking at least two down with him. Memories impaled him—the crack of bones against his knuckles, the thud of his best friend landing on the floor, and the agonizing hell that had followed. Clenching his jaw tighter, he unfurled his fists. He was not doing this. Not tonight. Not ever again.

Tobias held his hands up. “Nah, man. I was just leaving.” He reached for his helmet and turned to leave, but the two latecomers blocked his way.

“Mads? What’d he do?” the tallest one seethed.

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t need your protection, Blaine. He didn’t do anything. He just didn’t like my performance.”

“No shit?” another asked, eyeing Tobias. “Why not? Mads is a killer storyteller, and she’s my songwriting partner, so if you got a beef with her, you’re gonna have to deal with me.”

“Just let it go, Zander.” She pushed past them, stalking toward the table where the cute brunette who had cheered her on was sitting.

“Stay away from our sister, or we’re going to have trouble,” the guy she’d called Blaine ordered, and motioned for the other guys to step aside.

“Boys,” Ginger warned. “Leave that man alone. He didn’t do anything wrong.”

Tobias appreciated her support, but Blaine was right. That blue-eyed firecracker was exactly the kind of trouble he’d like to get into, which was why he headed for the door.

[image: * * *]

MADIGAN THREW HERSELF into a chair beside Marly Bowers, one of her besties, watching the broody bastard stalk out the door. “Can this day get any crappier? This morning my Vespa started acting funny, then a kid threw up at my puppeteering gig, and I stopped for coffee on the way here, only to spill it all over myself. I had to run home and change, which is why I was late, and now I have to scratch that hottie off my fantasy list. It’s a shame, too, because he’s even hotter up close, and he’s got that gruff, gravelly voice that you know sounds freaking hot in the dark. I could really use some of that in my fantasies.”

“In real life too, Mads. It’s not like you’ve been dating much since you moved back to the Cape.”

Wasn’t that the truth? She and Marly had never been jump-in-the-sack kind of girls, no matter how much they talked like they were. Madigan had tried no-strings-attached hookups a couple of times since she’d stopped traveling and had moved back to the Cape about two years ago, but she hadn’t enjoyed them. Still, she hoped she could enjoy it with the right guy, because while Marly was looking for a long-term relationship that would lead to love, Madigan had been in love once, and she had no interest in opening herself up to that kind of heartbreak again. But she was still a twenty-five-year-old woman, and she had needs battery-operated boyfriends couldn’t satiate, like toe-curling kisses and a set of strong arms around her.

“Why do you have to scratch Mr. Mysterious off your list? There were serious sparks flying between you two when you were singing. I was like, You go, girl.” Marly could have any guy she wanted. She was fun, easygoing, and flat-out gorgeous, with long dark hair, olive skin, and almond-shaped eyes. She was also the founder of Head Safe, a national motorcycle helmet program she’d developed after losing her brother to a reckless motorcycle accident. She’d been the first one to spot Mr. Mysterious several weeks ago, but she didn’t date men who drove motorcycles, and she’d said he was too broody for her.

Broody and a little closed off worked for Madigan. She’d grown up in a biker family, and some of her favorite men were that way, including the broodiest of all, her cousin Tank.

“I thought so, too,” Madigan admitted, although she’d never been one to spill all of her secrets. She didn’t tell Marly that she’d felt an unfamiliar hum of something deep and undeniable between them. A connection that went beyond two strangers catching each other’s attention across a crowded room, as if they were supposed to meet. Was that even possible? Or was her mind playing tricks on her? It wasn’t like she was looking for a connection, but she’d watched the sexy stranger listening intently to her story, and she’d seen pain in his brooding eyes. Pain caused by her words, and she wanted to know why.

“Then what went wrong?” Marly urged.

“He made a face when I was performing, as if I were massacring the story.” The truth was, she had rushed through the story, but she hadn’t thought it was noticeable. It was a difficult story to tell, and she shouldn’t have even tried when she’d had such a frustrating day, but it just came out, and with that gorgeous broody guy watching her, she’d gotten a little nervous and had tried to get through it even faster.

“That jerk. He should be off your list. Is that why your brothers looked like they were going to rip him apart?”

Madigan’s older brothers, Blaine, Justin—who went by the road name Maverick, except at work and with his wife—Zeke, and Zander, could be a tad overprotective. She loved them for wanting to keep her safe, but at twenty-five, she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself.

She gave Marly a deadpan look. “No. He has a penis; therefore he doesn’t belong anywhere near their baby sister.”

Marly giggled. “It’s a good thing they’re hot, because they’re the worst cockblockers.”

“Clamjammers,” Madigan corrected her.

“Ew. That sounds gross.”

“Really? I heard some girls say it at one of my gigs the other night, and I kind of like having our own saying.”

“Can we not?”

“Whatever. I’m too annoyed to argue,” she said as their friend Starr, who also happened to be their waitress, set a fruity drink down in front of Madigan.

“I’ve got you, girl.” Starr was a single mother to an adorable toddler named Gracie. She had one nostril pierced, her kinky blond hair lay like a thick mane down her back, and the colorful tattoos on her arms were on display in her Salty Hog tank top. “It’s sweet enough to make up for the sour shit I just witnessed. I don’t know what went down between you and that guy, but be careful. He doesn’t seem like he’s looking for company, and he sure pissed off your brothers.”

“Yeah? Well, he pissed me off tonight, too.” Madigan took a drink. “You guys know how long it’s been since a guy has piqued my interest enough to make me consider hooking up, and Mr. Mysterious had definitely piqued my interest.” He’d piqued a lot more than just her interest. Thoughts of him had pulled her through many long, lonely nights. “It figures I’d be attracted to the one guy who thinks my performance sucks.” Although she still couldn’t shake the feeling that he was right, or that his noticing the imperfection seemed important. Like it was part of that connection she felt.

Or maybe I’m just losing it at the end of a stressful day.

“He obviously doesn’t know what he’s talking about,” Starr said.

“She’s right,” Marly agreed. “You were amazing up there.”

“No, I wasn’t.” Madigan sighed. “I was a little off my game, but he didn’t have to make a face.”

“If I were you, I’d make Dante your new hookup destination.” Starr gazed up at the shaggy-haired guitarist playing his heart out onstage.

“He’s got that whole edgy musician thing going on,” Marly said.

Madigan’s friend Dante Dubois had devilish dark eyes that melted panties by the truckload, and surprisingly, he wasn’t a womanizer. He was a great guy, a talented musician, picky as hell, into smart, down-to-earth women who wouldn’t freak out at dog slobber. He had three dogs, which was why Madigan had tried to set him up with her friend Sidney before she and Madigan’s cousin Gunner had gotten together. “I should.”

“But you won’t.” Marly looked at Starr. “He’s not broody enough for her.”

“Uh-oh. There’s double trouble heading this way.” Starr nodded in the direction of Blaine and Zander making a beeline for their table. “I’ve got customers. Good luck.”

As Starr walked away, Madigan said, “I’m not in the mood to listen to their bullshit.” She stood, pulling Marly up with her. “Come on. Let’s go dance off my bad mood.”


Chapter Two


MADIGAN DIDN’T LIKE to sit still, which was why she loved to travel and had three very different professions. In addition to musical storytelling, she was a puppeteer, and after a devastating breakup while she was in college, she’d started the Mad Truth About Love greeting card line, which made light of the harder aspects of relationships. Her Mad Truth social media accounts had blown up over the last few years, and sales had spiked higher than she’d ever thought possible. That success had carried over to her storytelling gigs and puppeteering.

She could work on her cards from anywhere, and she’d been living the high life, traveling around the world, doing puppeteering and storytelling wherever she landed. But after her grandfather had taken a few falls, she’d realized she might not have a lot of time left with him, and she’d put traveling on hold to spend time with family. She felt good about her decision, but she hadn’t counted on having so much downtime in the evenings or watching Maverick and Chloe, Tank and Leah, and Gunner and Sidney fall in love. She was happy for them, but their couplings, and all the things that went along with them—secret smiles, furtive touches, inside jokes—sparked emotions she’d been too busy to think about before, like loneliness. She missed the rituals of being part of a couple even if she didn’t want to be in a relationship. To combat the unwanted feelings, she’d been gearing up to expand her Mad Truth brand, and her interaction with Mr. Mysterious the other night had underscored the reasons she needed to focus on work, not men.

Friday afternoon, determined to get the big, broody music critic off her mind, she presented her idea of expansion to her friend and Mad Truth client Jules Steele. Jules lived on Silver Island, just off the coast of Cape Cod, and she owned the Happy End gift shop.

“I’m thinking about expanding the Mad Truth into a line of wearable merchandise, like hoodies, T-shirts, and tanks. Do you think your customers would have an interest in that?”

“They’d love it,” Jules exclaimed. “Heck, I’d love it.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

“You should consider mugs, too. My customers love them so much. It seems no matter how many I order, they sell out in days. You know what else sells really well? Small things they can pick up as unexpected gifts, like key chains and wall plaques.” Jules gasped. “I have the best idea! My friend Bellamy is a lifestyle influencer. We can get her to wear the clothes and pimp them out on her social accounts. She’s amazing, and her posts have made clothing and makeup go viral before. You should talk to my sister Leni, too. She does marketing and PR, and she always has great ideas.”

“Hold on, Jules,” Madigan said with a laugh. “I love how excited you are, but I’m still in the planning stages. I need to talk to a few other clients to make sure there’s a big enough market before I dive in, and then I’ll need to work out budgets and find a distributor.” The distributor she used for her cards had recommended a company to her, and Marly had a friend who worked for a reputable distributor that she highly recommended, but Madigan hadn’t reached out to them yet. “I have a lot to figure out before I’m in the marketing stage.”

“Oh, I didn’t think about all that. I guess you can’t use an Etsy shop with your huge following.”

“I thought about that as a way to test the market, but then the distribution will fall on my shoulders, and while I have some extra time, I don’t have that much. I’m lucky I get through the books for our club each month.” She and Jules and several of their friends were in an online erotic romance book club that Maverick’s wife, Chloe, had started with her friend Daphne, Jules’s sister-in-law, who now lived on Silver Island.

“Speaking of the book club, are you loving the newest Nice Girls After Dark book? I’ve never been so thankful for Amber’s LWW connections.”

Amber Montgomery was another member of the club. She owned a bookstore in southern Virginia and handled the club’s monthly book orders. This month she’d scored advanced reader copies of bestselling romance author Charlotte Sterling-Braden’s upcoming release through her connections with the Ladies Who Write. LWW had originated as a sisterhood of women who had attended Boyer University and had bonded over a shared love of writing. Amber had been part of that sisterhood. Three of the founding members had gone on to form LWW Enterprises, a multimedia corporation, and Charlotte was a client of their publishing division.

“Yes. I can barely make it through each chapter without needing a cold shower. I saw Marly on Tuesday night, and she was already on her second read. She’s highlighting the best parts.”

Jules giggled. “I highlight the steamy scenes, too, but then I act them out with Grant.” Grant Silver was Jules’s fiancé.

“I bet he loves that.”

“You know it. Will you be at Chloe’s meeting? Daphne and I will be on the video chat.”

The book club had members all over the world, and although the forums were online, every month a member was chosen to host and pick a location for an in-person meeting. The member who was hosting this month lived on the West Coast, but since Chloe and Daphne had founded the book club, they also coordinated local meetings with themes that went with the books. The meeting was in two weeks at Skaket Beach in Orleans, and because the heroine in the story owned a gentleman’s club, the theme was sexy outfits, and every member had to wear or bring something leather.

“I wouldn’t miss it with a book this juicy. I hate to cut this short, but I’d better run. I’ve got a puppet therapy class at six thirty.” They talked for another minute, and after ending the call, Madigan put on her backpack, grabbed the keys to her Vespa and her helmet, and headed out. She worked part time at the Lower Cape Assisted Living Facility (LOCAL) and kept a case with most of her puppetry supplies there.

She was halfway to work when the Vespa started sputtering every time she accelerated. Damn it. She didn’t need another crappy day. She’d hoped to make it through work and drop it off afterward at a shop close to home, but she couldn’t afford to get stuck on the side of the road. She pulled into a gas station/auto repair shop on the next block and went to find someone who worked there.

In one of the open bays, she saw jeans-clad legs and scuffed work boots sticking out from under a car. “Excuse me.” She waited a minute, but the guy didn’t respond. “Hello?” She tapped the bottom of his boot with the toe of hers. “Hey. Are you awake under there?”

As the guy rolled slowly out from under the car, she couldn’t help but admire his thick thighs and the way his torso flared into a broad chest. Her day just got a little brighter.

Her hope deflated when his head cleared the car. It was the ex-star of her dirty fantasies. Well, he was supposed to be an ex, but she hadn’t been able to get him out of her head the last three nights, and he’d continued appearing in her dreams, his sexy voice coaxing her into all sorts of erotic things.

Her cheeks burned with the memories as he pushed to his feet, wiping his enormous hands on a rag. You know what they say about men with big hands. Or was it feet? She looked down at his feet. It didn’t matter what the old saying was—he had them both covered.

“You stalkin’ me now?”

“No.” Her gaze snapped up to his, and she tried to ignore the heat blazing from his intense and guarded dark eyes. The same eyes that had promised so many sinful things in her dreams. He was even taller than she remembered, broader, with a chiseled jawline covered in scruff the same warm caramel color as his hair, and lips she wanted to feel against her skin.

“You sure of that?” he asked, pulling her from her lustful stupor. He arched a brow with amusement.

“Do I look like I have to stalk men? I’m not saying I’m a ten, but I’m smart and I’m easy on the eyes. Being a little taller might be nice, but I’m small boned, so it could make me look awkward, like Olive Oyl. My brothers got the height in our family. But I think I’m a solid eight and a half. Not that I’m even looking for a man. Been there done that, and I’m not going there again. I mean, maybe for a little fun, but relationships aren’t on my to-do list.”

He was looking at her with slanted brows, as if she were speaking a foreign language. “Are you always like this?”

“Like what?”

“Never mind.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “What’re you doing here?”

“My Vespa is sputtering when I give it gas, and I’m afraid it’s going to die. Is there anyone here who can fix it?”

“You mean like a mechanic?” He glanced at the car he’d just rolled out from under, a reluctant smile spreading across his face. It softened his rough edges but did nothing to lessen the intensity of those brooding eyes.

“Yes. Sorry. Can you fix it?”

“There’s not much I can’t fix, but I’m about to clock out for the night, and the other guy is already gone. Can you leave it here and we’ll check it out tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

“Why don’t you pull it into that bay so I can lock it up for the night. Get whatever you need out of the storage compartment.”

“I have everything I need.” She pointed to her backpack. “Will you hold this?”

She handed him her helmet, and his brow wrinkled as he looked it over. “It’s pink.”

“Yup. To match my ride.” The heat of his stare followed her as she moved the Vespa. When she climbed off, he held out his hand. She stared at it. Did he want her to take it? Her mind tiptoed down a curious path, wondering what his hand might feel like.

“The key,” he said gruffly.

Way to go, Mads. She handed it over, and he gave her the helmet.

“Come into the shop and I’ll get your information. You got a name?”

“No. My parents were wolves,” she said, following him in. “They just growled at us and we all came running.”

He chuckled, and it was so genuine, light flashed in his eyes. But it disappeared as quickly as it had come.

“I’m Madigan. Mads. What’s your name?”

“Tobias.” He went around the counter and typed something into the computer. “What’s your last name?”

“Wicked.”

“I bet you are,” he said under his breath as he typed. “Okay, Blue Eyes, I need your home address and phone number.”

He’d noticed her eyes? A thrill skated through her as she gave him the information. “Will you call me tomorrow?”

“I don’t think your brothers would like that.” He headed out of the shop.

She followed him. “I meant with an estimate.”

“Sure you did.”

She liked his sense of humor, and his guardedness made her feel special, as if he didn’t let many people see that side of himself.

“But the answer is no, I won’t be calling you,” he said evenly. “I’m off tomorrow. The other mechanic will call after he takes a look at it.”

She tried to ignore the pang of disappointment that brought. “I hope it’s nothing too bad. What do you think is wrong with it?”

“No way of knowing until we check it out.”

“But what do you think it is?”

He looked at the Vespa. “Could be your carburetor or a vacuum leak, fuel leak, tuning issue, damaged spark plugs.” He met her gaze. “Or maybe it just doesn’t like being pink.”

She tried to give him an incredulous look, but her smile broke through. “I can assure you, it loves being pink.”

“If you say so.”

“What do you have against the color pink?” She emphasized the word pink with a poke to his chest.

He flattened his hand over hers, holding it there. “Careful, Blue Eyes. You don’t want to get yourself in trouble.”

His piercing stare, the roughness of his hand, and the feel of his heart beating against her palm brought memories of last night’s fantasy. She could still feel his rough hands groping and caressing, his chunky silver rings and thick chain bracelet cold against her skin, the thinner leather bracelet warm and soft as he drove her wild with that growly mouth of his.

As if he’d read her mind, flames flickered in his eyes, and his muscles tensed. With a gaggle of brothers and male cousins, if anyone knew not to poke a bear, it was her, but she couldn’t help it. She lifted her chin and said, “Maybe I like trouble.”

“I have no doubt.”

The air between them thickened with sexual tension, the intensity of their connection sparking hot, greedy desires. She’d never felt anything so dark. It felt taboo, wanting a man she knew nothing about. She swallowed hard, trying to resist the lust pooling inside her, but the way he was looking at her, like he was fighting it too, made it that much more exciting. In the next second, his brows knitted, and as if he caught himself getting sucked into whatever this wickedness was between them, he released her hand and went to close the bay doors.

“Don’t worry. The other guy will get your Barbie ride all fixed up for you.”

“You really do have something against pink, don’t you?”

“Not on things that are supposed to be pink, like blush on your cheeks or a bunny’s nose.”

“A bunny’s nose?” She laughed. “That’s a funny thing for a guy to say.”

“Can’t a guy like bunnies?”

“Yes, but most guys I know would say Playboy Bunnies.”

He cocked an arrogant grin that made him impossibly hotter. “I didn’t know you wanted specifics. Do you want to know which cheeks I meant, too?”

“Ah, there it is. Your inner caveman.”

“You brought up Playboy Bunnies, not me. How about you worry about your ride and not my color preferences?”

“Whatever.” She liked his brash personality more than she should. “I hope there’s nothing major wrong with my Vespa. I want to drive it to the fireworks tomorrow night. It’s such a pain to find a spot for my Jeep.”

“You got someone picking you up?”

“For the fireworks? No, but that’s a good idea.”

He shook his head. “I meant now.”

“Oh, no. I’m going to work. I’ll get an Uber.”

“I doubt your brothers would want you getting in a car with someone you don’t know. Give me a second to wash my hands and clock out, and I’ll give you a lift.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s the least I can do after pissing you off the other night.”

“You didn’t piss me off.”

“You shouldn’t lie to yourself.”

That took her by surprise. Most people didn’t want to be lied to. “Okay, you did piss me off, but my crappy mood didn’t help. Did you really think I sang too fast?”

He held his hands up in surrender. “I plead the Fifth.”

“Come on. I can take it.”

“I’m not dumb enough to go back for seconds.”

“Are you always so annoyingly and refreshingly honest?”

He shrugged. “You want a ride, or what?”

“Well, I don’t really know you, so I’d still be getting in a car with a semi-stranger.”

“You know my name and that I work here, which is more than you know about some random guy who pulls up in a car and tells you to get in. And I don’t drive a car, so you won’t be getting into something you can’t get out of. You can decide while I lock up the place.”

He strode away, and a few minutes later he walked past her carrying a motorcycle helmet and didn’t slow down as he said, “What’s it gonna be, Blue Eyes?”

She caught up to him. “My brothers aren’t going to find my lifeless body someplace tomorrow, are they?”

He didn’t respond, his expression serious.

“I’m kidding.”

“Death is no joke. Where are we headed?”

“LOCAL.”

His brows knitted.

“The Lower Cape Assisted Living Facility.”

“I know the place. Off Route Six, by the church. Put on that Barbie helmet, and let’s go.” He put on his helmet and straddled the bike, looking like sex on wheels.

As if sex on legs wasn’t enough.

She really was losing her mind. She pulled on her helmet and climbed on behind him, wrapping her arms around his broad body. Heat seeped through their clothing, making her nipples tingle with desire. He slid his hands around her legs just above her knees, tugging her closer, and then he grabbed her hands, pulling until she was pressed so tightly against him, not even air could fit between them, and placed her hands just below his chest. “Hold tight, Blue Eyes.”

As if she’d move from the most enticing place she’d ever been?

[image: * * *]

TOBIAS WAS ALREADY going straight to hell for things he’d done in his life, and his thoughts about the blue-eyed firecracker pressing her sweet, soft body against him would only ensure that door was locked behind him. But he’d thought about her, and that pain-filled story she’d told, for two and a half days. He liked her feisty banter and the way she said whatever was on her mind, and she felt fucking fantastic plastered against him. He clung to the desire stacking up inside him, willing himself to fight off his demons for just a little longer, but memories invaded like cancer, sneaking in through fissures and taking root.

He’d only had one other woman on the back of his bike, and he’d thought she’d be his back warmer forever, but she’d walked away and had never looked back. Three grueling years had numbed the pain of losing her. He wasn’t stupid enough to let himself get tangled up with another woman and let whatever was brewing between him and Madigan go anywhere. But he was going to enjoy the hell out of this moment and revel in the feel of her and the ferocity of wanting and being wanted.

When he pulled up in front of LOCAL and cut the engine, he was fully prepared to shut this shit down. To drive away, have the other mechanic at the shop fix her vehicle, and never give Madigan Wicked another thought.

They climbed off the bike, and she peeled off her helmet. As she shook out her hair, tipping her face up to the sky, she was so fucking beautiful, he knew he’d replay the stunning sight too many times to count.

“Thanks for the ride.” She cocked her head, her hair falling in front of one eye, giving her a seductively innocent look.

With those sweet, smiling eyes watching him, he suddenly didn’t want to say goodbye, and hell if he knew why. “What do you do here?”

“I’m a puppeteer. I do puppet therapy with the residents.”

He couldn’t hide the amusement rising inside him, and she must have seen it on his face, because her expression turned serious.

“Why is that funny?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. You drive a pink Vespa, wear a Barbie helmet, and you’re a puppeteer. You tell me.”

“I guess if you put it that way, it kind of makes me look like I’m living out a childhood fantasy.”

“Are you? Because I’ve got to tell you, I can picture you as a plucky little girl telling her brothers off and planning some sort of revenge with your puppets.”

“They’re not voodoo dolls.” She laughed. “Although that’s probably a good thing, because having four brothers can be trying. But I didn’t get into puppets until after high school, and I take this part of puppetry very seriously. What I do helps with fine motor skills, and encouraging the residents to use and make puppets helps with social interaction and stimulates their brains.”

“Really?” Thinking of his grandfather, he said, “Any chance it helps with middle-stage Alzheimer’s?”

“It can’t cure it, but it can help trigger memories and break down communication barriers that can go hand in hand with dementia. It can help with depression, too.” She glanced at the building. “I’d better get in there so I’m not late. My grandfather lives here, and I want to see him before I start work.”

“Really?” He couldn’t stop himself from asking, “Do you see him often?”

“Every week. I used to travel a lot, and after he suffered a few falls, I decided to take a break and come back home for a while.”

“How’s that working out for ya?”

“It was hard at first, readjusting to life under my family’s watchful eyes, but it’s fine now. My grandfather pretty much saved my sanity.”

He knew a little something about the healing power of grandparents. “What time do you get off?”

“In a little more than an hour. The session starts in half an hour, and it’s forty-five minutes long.”

“I’ve got something to do nearby. I’ll give you a ride home afterward.” He told himself he was just doing the right thing, making sure she got home safely. It was true. It just wasn’t the whole truth. But he’d buy it in order to get a little more time with her.

Her gaze softened. “You don’t have to do that. I can—”

“Take an Uber. I know. We already covered why you’re not doing that. I’ll be here waiting when you get out.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“I don’t say things I don’t mean.”

“Okay. Thanks.” She headed for the doors but turned back with a tentative expression. “I guess that means you really do think I sang too fast.”

Shit. He hated being the cause of the disappointment in her eyes. “I…” He couldn’t bring himself to lie. “Sorry.”

“You shouldn’t lie to yourself. See you when I’m done.”

He cursed himself as she went inside. Could he have fucked that up any worse? He paced, giving her time to get wherever she needed to be, before moving his motorcycle to a parking place and heading inside. He took the elevator to the second floor and went down the hall to his grandfather’s apartment. Pushing thoughts of Madigan aside, he took a moment to rake a hand through his hair and brush the dirt from the front of his shirt and jeans. Not that his grandfather would care how he looked. His grandfather returned his affection in droves, but the disease was slowly stealing more of him, and there was a good chance the old man wouldn’t even recognize him. But Tobias would never forget the gruff but kind and loving man behind those sometimes vacant, sometimes frightened or angry eyes, and he feared the day he’d lose him altogether.

But as he did at the start of every visit, he held on to the hope that he’d catch his grandfather in a moment of lucidity. With his heart beating at the excited pace of the young boy who used to follow his Nonno around, he knocked on the door.

“Coming,” Elsa Cohen, his grandfather’s live-in nurse and their family friend, said cheerily. The door opened, and she gasped. “Ah! My boy! What a lovely surprise.”

“Hi, Elsa.” He bent to hug her, dwarfing her petite frame.

Elsa was in her late fifties, with a mass of shoulder-length dark wavy hair, apple cheeks, and enough love to fill the hearts of all the lonely people on the East Coast. She had taken care of Tobias’s mother before his mother had followed in his grandmother’s unfortunate footsteps and passed away from ovarian cancer. Elsa’s mother had grown up with Tobias’s grandfather in the nearby town of Orleans, and her mother had helped his grandfather care for his wife during her last arduous months, more than a decade ago.

“Sorry I didn’t call first. I was in the area, and I knew today was a free day.” Elsa was aware of what had gone down with Carrie and his father, and she knew better than to try to talk with him about it. But when he’d come back to town, she’d told him that Carrie and her daughter, Carolyn—Lynnie—named for their mother, had moved back to Bourne last year, and they, and his father, visited his grandfather often. She’d given him their visitation schedules, which rarely changed, and had called the unscheduled days free days.

“Don’t be silly. You’re always welcome. Come.” She took his hand, pulling him into the foyer. The scent of brisket hung in the air, his grandfather’s favorite and one of Elsa’s specialties. “Have you eaten?”

“No, but I’m good, thanks. How is he?”

“Testing my patience, as always,” she said lovingly. His grandfather had been the kindest man he’d ever known, but the disease often made him frustrated and angry. “He thinks I’ve hidden his fishing pole.”

“I’m sorry.” Tobias was grateful for Elsa’s patience and for her forgiveness. His grandfather had moved to the Independent Living wing of LOCAL after his grandmother had died, but a few months after Tobias had gone to prison, his grandfather’s cognition had declined. Elsa had moved him into the assisted care wing and had been caring for him ever since. She’d written to Tobias every week with updates, and through those letters, he’d watched his grandfather slowly slip away. He’d held on to hope that Elsa had painted the worst picture when in fact his grandfather was doing well. But of course that hadn’t been the case. It was strange how easily his mind had held on to that hope in order to pull him through the worst of times.

Elsa waved her hand dismissively. “I raised three ornery boys. I can handle your grandfather.”

“I know you can. Before we go in, do you know anything about the puppet therapy program they offer here?”

“Funny you ask. I wasn’t sure what to think about it at first. But some of the other caretakers have had very good things to say about the program and the woman who runs it. Apparently she has the gift of patience and knows just how to get through to the residents she works with.”

The way Madigan had pushed him for an answer about what might be wrong with her Vespa made him wonder about her patience. But as a man who shut out most people and would bend over backward for his grandfather, he knew how a person projected themselves wasn’t always consistent. “Would you mind talking to his doctor about getting him into it?”

“I’d be happy to.”

“Great, thank you. You won’t forget?”

She gave him a don’t be silly look. “What’s important to you and your grandfather is important to me. I won’t forget.”

As they walked into the living room, his grandfather barked, “John, it’s about time you got here.” He waggled a shaky finger at Elsa. “Mom hid our fishing poles again.”

John was his grandfather’s younger brother, whom he also sometimes called knucklehead, to which John had always replied, Want me to give you a knuckle sandwich? John had passed away several years ago, and while it cut Tobias to his core that the one living relative who had always loved him unconditionally had also forgotten him, he’d learned not to correct him. He tucked away the sadness that brought and looked at the withering man on the couch, with his wispy white hair, sagging jowls, and angry eyes, baring almost no resemblance to the Henry “Hank” Pettazzoni he’d once been, with jet-black hair, a barrel chest, and a booming voice that had only been outdone by his deep, contagious laughter. But Tobias knew that beneath the disease was the biggest heart known to man. As Tobias had grown from a teen to a young adult, his father’s adoration had turned to disappointment, but his grandfather’s love had made up for the ridicule his father had so often dumped on him.

“That’s okay, Hank. We’ll find them,” Tobias reassured him, glancing at the picture of Carrie and Lynnie on the end table, wishing for the millionth time that he could turn back the clock.

But wishing was for innocent kids who still had their heads in the clouds, and reality always came crashing in.

A while later, he paced the parking lot as he waited for Madigan. He considered every visit with his grandfather a gift, but that didn’t mean they were easy. They always left him trudging through a swamp of memories of the people he’d loved and lost, figuratively and literally, unleashing his demons to swarm like alligators snapping at his heels, trying to drown him in their murky water.

He’d only come back to the Cape to be near his grandfather while he figured out his next step. Soon he would climb on his bike and leave his demons and everything he’d ever known and loved behind.

“Hey there!”

He spun around at the sound of Madigan’s chipper voice and felt a smile tugging at his lips. She waved, looking adorable as she hurried over in her dressy floral shorts and blouse. “I just had the best session…”

She was talking a mile a minute, going on about the progress her clients were making, and she was so passionate, so happy for them, he got swept up in her excitement. Just like he felt after a great workout, even in the pen, when the endorphins kicked in, and everything looked brighter. He hung on to her every word, wanting that feeling to remain, to understand what made her so elated.

That was when reality hit like a blow to the chest. Her world was bright. His was dark and would never be light again. He sure as hell wasn’t going to take her down with him. He’d been a fool to offer her a ride home, to hang on to time with her as if he were a normal guy with no demons waiting to pounce.

He needed to nip this connection in the bud.

“Hey, I have a great idea,” she said excitedly. “Let me take you to dinner for giving me a ride, and we can get to know each other better.”

“No thanks. I’m good.” He straddled his bike to avoid the hurt in her eyes. “Where am I taking you?”

The pep in her voice was replaced with confusion as she rattled off her address and directions to her house. “Did something happen while I was in there?” she asked tentatively.

“Nope. I got things to do. Climb on, Blue Eyes. Let’s get you home.” He pulled on his helmet, feeling like a prick, and waited for her to get situated. When she did, gone was the tight grip of a woman hoping for something more. It took everything he had not to haul her closer and apologize for dimming her light. But what would that accomplish?

Absofuckinglutely nothing.

They came from different worlds. Severing their budding ties was the right thing to do, even if it made him feel like shit.

He tried to get his head on straight as he drove her home, hating himself for the things he’d done and the man he’d become. But that was the point, wasn’t it? He’d become someone a woman like Madigan, with her open nature and shiny pink thoughts, didn’t need hanging around.

When he turned down her narrow, tree-lined street, he noticed her cottage was tucked away on a private lot. His protective instincts had him driving slower, checking out the surrounding area like he’d always done for his sister. He pulled into the driveway of her quaint cottage and cut the engine as she climbed off. He couldn’t help but make sure she was safe. “You got roommates or someone waiting for you?”

She shook her head. “Just me. Do you want to come in for a drink? We can talk about whatever’s bothering you.”

He’d love to pretend he was just a regular guy without a prison record or a family who had disowned him and just get to know her better. A guy who could seduce her with words, not make her feel bad for singing too fast, and when the feeling struck, haul her into his arms and kiss her until she pleaded for more. Christ. He wanted that really fucking bad.

“Nah. I’ve got to go.”

“’Kay,” she said dejectedly.

As she walked away, his conscience got the best of him. “Hey, Blue Eyes.”

She turned, a gut-wrenching mix of confusion and something tougher looking back at him.

“I wasn’t lying to myself earlier. Lies cause irreversible damage, and I try not to choose that route. I was sorry that I hurt your feelings. I am sorry. Even if you did sing too fast.”

A small smile appeared, but that gut-wrenching mix of confusion and strength were still there as she nodded and headed inside.

He started his bike, channeling the frustration eating away at him into his grip as he revved the engine, craving the freedom of the open road. But as he drove away, leaving the residential streets behind, and picked up speed, her tormented expression burned into his mind, and freedom was nowhere to be found.
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