
        
            
                
            
        

    
	He rejected love the first time. Now he wants a second chance.

	 

	 

	After having his love tossed back in his face, Hudson Suggashie has eliminated the word trust from his dictionary. Since his return to his Ojibway community, his suspicions are running high, all because one man is hinting at a second chance—the too-gorgeous and sexy ball-crusher who turned Hudson’s world to black fifteen years ago.

	Stephen Brandt knows he screwed up big time when he rejected Hudson’s love, and he’ll do anything to win him back, even if it means being a mere bed buddy to the man whose love he aches to reclaim.

	The longer the former best friends engage in their no-strings affair, they want something more—what they lost as teenagers. But Hudson isn’t about to open his heart again, leaving a desperate Stephen searching for a way to earn back the trust he broke, or for the second time, they’ll lose the greatest love either has ever experienced.
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Chapter One—the Sound of Your Voice

	 

	 

	If Hudson’s grandmother walked into his office at the nursing station, she’d call him a glutton for punishment. Yep. That’s exactly what Kokum would say. She’d spoken her mind before her passing last year, and she’d have spoken it again if she’d witnessed him tuned in to Stephen Brandt’s radio show blaring from the computer speakers, instead of focusing on the pile of paperwork every nurse practitioner encountered. If he didn’t get his act together, he’d be here until midnight, hanging out with the night shift RN.

	He glanced at the clock hanging on the wall covered in posters that offered various medical advice. At least Stephen’s show ended soon.

	If not for the music, the building of four patient beds, two examining offices, a diabetic care room, small medical lab for RNs to take blood, and a reception area, would be deathly quiet at ten to ten.

	“As always, I gotta do a cover. Since Jim Dandy is one of my favorite singers, I’m going to let you guess the song. If you think you know who originally wrote and recorded it, be sure to whisper it in my ear.” Stephen lightly laughed, a flirty chuckle ghosting the back of Hudson’s neck.

	He shucked aside his pen. Nothing had changed. The only time Stephen found the courage to flirt was over the airwaves where nobody could stare into his eyes.

	Still, Hudson’s fingers were about to betray him by sneaking a message through the radio show’s website. Nope, they wouldn’t, not after vowing to himself he’d never fall for Stephen again, so Hudson tucked his hands beneath his thighs before the hungry digits betrayed him.

	His ears drank in the luscious voice coming from the pilot of the airwaves. Smooth. Fingertips skimming his spine. A massage to the shoulders capable of lulling him to sleep. In the past, it’d been Stephen’s steamy breaths brushing Hudson’s earlobe with horny declarations sexy enough to feel up every sensitive spot on his body.

	He withdrew his hands from beneath his thighs and smacked the desk’s top. Oh man, he was doing it again—behaving like a lovesick, seventeen-year-old, insecure idiot. Time to take a well-prescribed pill of chill. There’d be no stinking thinking, not after he’d promised on the plane ride to Moose Lake back in September to give his personality an overhaul instead of behaving like a scorned ex-boyfriend.

	Concentrate on the song. You know the riff. That wah wah is way too familiar. And groovy enough in a classic rock sense to get Hudson’s foot tapping and head bopping. When the growling voice kicked in with the funky lyrics, he snapped his fingers. Post Toastee by Tommy Bolin.

	He scooted his rolling chair along the floor and stopped in front of the computer. His fingers almost hit the keyboard to type the answer to Stephen’s inbox, but Hudson stopped cold.

	They weren’t teenagers or the best of friends anymore.

	Hudson slumped and extended his legs, crossing them at the ankle, blankly staring until the song ended.

	“I’ll leave you with a favorite of mine,” Stephen announced in the same breathy voice that had massaged Hudson’s shoulders earlier. “Have a great night and thanks for listening.”

	If he played Back Where You Belong for the fifth time in the past two weeks, he’d end his show with that song.

	Sure enough, the regret-filled tenor wailing from the computer’s speakers was the track Hudson had predicted. A man full of sorrow, after he’d turned away the one who truly loved him because he’d been unable to commit at the time, sang about his heartbreak. Following many failed relationships, the man understood he’d walked away from the best love he’d ever known. Now the guy begged for a second chance.

	The old Hudson wouldn’t believe such a song was meant for him and had nothing to do with the past, when Stephen had volunteered at the reserve’s former radio station for Youth Night, ending each broadcast with a special song for Hudson. As for today? He’d bet his ration of firewood—to heat his house through the cold winter—this was Stephen’s way of saying he wanted a second chance.

	Hudson tapped the pen against his mouth. Maybe he should cease the looking at you, looking at me game they’d engaged in whenever Stephen stopped by the nursing station to pick up his mother’s medications. With the ice road open and Hudson’s truck still stored at a garage six hours south in Red Lake, this was the perfect opportunity for them to reconnect, for him to feel out Stephen and see if he was still a shmuck or not.

	They were sharing the same community and couldn’t keep up their game of I see you but I don’t. At least they could be friends, something Hudson had thought long and hard about on the plane ride back to the reserve, knowing when he landed, he’d have to face the man who’d crushed his heart fifteen years earlier.

	No. He couldn’t ask for a ride into town. With his luck, Stephen would think Hudson was still carrying a torch.

	Or maybe he should. The temperature was a good minus thirty Celsius, and he couldn’t continue asking his co-workers for rides.

	During his confounding deliberation, line two rang, which was strange. The call should’ve automatically come in on line one. Someone who was purposely dialing the nursing station knew the secondary number.

	Before the nighttime RN answered, he snatched up the receiver. “Nursing station. Hudson speaking.”

	The person on the other end cleared his throat.

	Hudson sat up straight. Whenever nervous, Stephen had done the same thing. He’d done so after Hudson had made the biggest mistake of his life by choking out those god-awful three words two weeks after high school graduation.

	“Hey. It’s Stephen Brandt. I hope I’m not bothering you. I know how busy you are.”

	Hudson blinked. What was up with the big-ass formal introduction? For ten years they’d been best friends. Thank goodness he’d sat since his knees had weakened to rubber. Back Where You Belong was meant for him.

	Shit, Hudson needed to speak. “S’okay. I’m doing what I do every night. What about you?” Boy, he really had to get a life. Not that much of a life could be found anywhere in a fly-in reserve. At one time he’d loved this place enough to remain in Moose Lake First Nation forever, until he’d gotten his heart stomped and spit on by the very person on the other end of the receiver—

	“I finished programming the next broadcast and I’m on my way out.” Hope crackled over the wire. “How’ve you been? I-I keep meaning to ask, but you’re usually with a patient or on the phone whenever I stop by to pick up Mom’s meds.”

	Been? Hudson licked his lips. Try tossing and turning in the sheets every night. Try sneaking peaks at the nursing station’s main door once the plane arrived with the weekly prescriptions to catch a glimpse of a sexy-ass heartbreaker.

	“Good. How about you?” Shit, their conversation was awkward with a capital A. They were two actors reciting lines on stage.

	“I’m doing good, too.”

	To steady his shaking legs, Hudson settled his hand on his knee. He wouldn’t mention the song. “Congratulations...” Even his vocal cords shook. “Congratulations on making your dream come true. You always wanted to work in radio.” Not that I’ve been following your show even when I lived in Winnipeg.

	“I love broadcasting.” Stephen’s voice melted into a big smile. “If it wasn’t for Russell, I never would’ve tried. He was the best mentor anyone could ask for.”

	Of course. I know what music means to you. “I see you’re also deejaying.”

	“You got it. The students don’t seem to mind having an old guy spinning tunes.” Stephen’s seductive chuckle was his full lips suckling Hudson’s neck. “Either way, they’re stuck with me. Nobody else has the proper equipment to host a dance.”

	Hudson shifted and glanced at his pants. If he dared to get a boner through a mere telephone chat, that was it, he was doomed. “How’s your mom?”

	That dumb question he’d asked smelled of I don’t know what else to say. As a nurse practitioner, Hudson saw Mrs. Brandt every other week, and nothing had changed there, because the woman was still colder than the Arctic toward him.

	“She’s managing.” The smile in Stephen’s voice remained. “When I’m not home to make dinner, I stop by the restaurant and grab something for us to eat. Tonight, it’s Charlie’s Chicken.”

	Hudson sank in the chair. How could he hate Stephen? The darned guy had even been nice while tossing out the I’m sorry, but... It’d been Hudson who’d hollered, yanked on his clothes, and stormed off after having his love rejected. The worst part was, he’d toppled into the lake while trying to make a dramatic exit from the dock where they’d been lying. To further injure his bruised pride, he’d had to be assisted from the water by the very guy who’d cuffed away his love like one of the many black flies that swarmed the reserve during the summer.

	Stephen cleared his throat.

	Crap, Hudson had been too busy thinking. So much for not behaving like his pathetic former self.

	“So... I’m calling...” Stephen coughed. “I heard through the moccasin telegraph you need a ride into Red Lake to get your truck.”

	Hudson tossed his pen in the air. No doubt, Stephen planned on asking him if he could pick up something at the pharmacy while in town.

	“I’m going in next weekend for supplies. If you want, you can...” Stephen coughed again. “You can c-atch a r-ride. It’ll save you airfare. We can split the gas.”

	Being cooped up inside Stephen’s SUV for six hours would be an insane road trip, but Hudson really needed his truck, and nobody else was offering to give him a hand, which left him with no option but to fly in and get it.

	This was the test of all tests—seeing if he could stick to friendship and not a dime more. There were only two thousand people on the reserve, and like it or not, he’d be running into Stephen more than at the nursing station if Hudson finally stopped being a hermit and went somewhere else other than work or home.

	Remember, you’re not a lovesick kid anymore. “Sure.”

	“Great.” The smile reappeared in Stephen’s voice. “If I make a weekend trip, I head out on Saturday around seven-thirty to catch the daylight. I stay overnight at the Balmertown Inn and drive back on Sunday.”

	Whoa. Hold up. Hudson swallowed. Was Stephen hinting to share a hotel room? Back Where You Belong. This phone call wasn’t a fluke. He was asking for another chance.

	Hudson’s breathing accelerated. What should he say? Fuck off? Oh, I can get my own room. Err... wanna fuck? “Uh... sure.”

	“Unfortunately, online booking isn’t available. You have to phone to book a room. Try typing in Balmertown Inn, Red Lake, Ontario. I already reserved mine.”

	The breath Hudson let out was so strong, it probably carried through the wire. Okay, Stephen wasn’t hinting for a hookup. They could do this—get along and share the same community. Never mind that Hudson’s heart pinched at a considerate offer instead of one with a hidden motive of cajoling him into bed. “Gotcha. I’ll call there tomorrow.”

	“Don’t forget. The hotels book up fast when the winter road’s open. People from the southern reserves go in a lot more often. Usually every weekend. I gotta go.”

	“Gotcha. I’ll call first thing tomorrow morning. Talk to you later.” Hudson set down the phone. He could do this. He could take complete control and not fall for a heartbreaker a second time.

	Somehow, he’d find the strength to leave the past where it belonged. This was his first true test of the new and improved Hudson two point five.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Stephen fist-pumped his hand as he set down the receiver at the old shack where Russell had first introduced him to radio. He’d done it—made the phone call. Sinking back in the chair, he ran his hands through his hair. For sure he’d believed Hudson would tell him to fuck off. Rightly so after he’d screwed up big time. Who wouldn’t be angry after coughing up the courage to say I love you and hearing crickets?

	He’d never put an offer on the table before. And there’d been nothing to be afraid of. Hudson had been friendly during their chat. With the way he’d yelled at Stephen fifteen years ago, he’d anticipated a kiss my ass, jerk said in true Hudson style.

	Well yeah, Stephen did want to kiss Hudson’s ass, but not while receiving a snarky take a hike.

	When Hudson had returned to the reserve in September, Stephen had made sure there wasn’t a significant other poking around. Through the moccasin telegraph, he’d heard Hudson and the guy he’d been living with in Winnipeg had broken up eight months before he’d moved back after the death of his grandmother.

	Stephen reached for his parka. Once he shut down the lights and turned off the equipment at the reserve’s former radio station, where they allowed him to broadcast his Internet show, he hustled down the path to his vehicle.

	The moon wasn’t out, but the stars twinkled above. Clear sky. Not a cloud present meant a below-thirty-Celsius night.

	His boots made squashing noises against the shoveled snow. The freezing weather kept threatening to sneak through the heavy material covering him. As for his face, he wasn’t experiencing icicles, but sharp bursts of hot stings on any skin not covered.

	The cold spell couldn’t dampen his spirits, though, only his stomach twisting and turning like spaghetti. Maybe he should’ve only bought Mom a chicken dinner. This was what he got for not waiting until the morning for daring to do something he’d never done before.

	What choice did he have, though? Stopping by the nursing station to pick up Mom’s medications to engage Hudson in conversation had proved useless since he’d never approached Stephen to talk. That had left him with no option but to act, and hearing Hudson needed a ride to Red Lake had been the perfect opportunity.

	The wind whistled through the spruce trees, the icy air slapping at his face.

	Stephen sprinted for his SUV while pressing the button to unlock his running vehicle. He darted inside and leaned in to the driver’s side vent. The blasting warmth quickly soothed his frozen skin.

	With the stereo already on, music hummed through the speakers since he had the satellite radio tuned to his favorite rock station.

	He slid the gearshift into drive and drove off. His conversation with Hudson played out in his mind. His former best friend had asked about Mom. Most important, Hudson had remembered how much Stephen loved music. Maybe Hudson had gotten the hint Back Where You Belong was for him? His memory couldn’t be bad enough to forget how Stephen had closed his past radio show for Youth Night.

	He crossed his fingers. Please let their trip into Red Lake reignite their friendship. They had six hours and the evening to spend together.

	Once they reached town, if Hudson questioned why Stephen had no place to be, he’d find another ration of courage and admit the truth—he’d only made the trip to help a friend out. As for the I hope you give me a second chance bit, dinner in the hotel dining room could provide them with a great opening to chat about the past.

	May the universe pity him so he wouldn’t have to resort to begging.

	Stephen shook his head. If only time machines existed. He’d dial back fifteen years and change their last night together. Instead of fear dictating his answer, he’d have let his heart speak for him.

	 


Chapter Two: If I’d Been the One

	 

	 

	Hudson slung the duffel bag strap over his shoulder. He snatched up his travel mug and tucked the deer-hide mitts Kokum had made for him last Christmas under his arm.

	The black SUV, sleek and sexy as Stephen, idled in the driveway. With Stephen being up north in the Seven Mile district and Hudson calling Main home, this was like old times when he’d wait at the window for Mr. Brandt’s familiar blue truck to pull up.

	Back Where You Belong still played during every radio show. The song couldn’t be chalked up to a coincidence, but this past week Stephen had failed to make an appearance at the nursing station. What this all meant, Hudson wasn’t sure. Only their drive would provide answers.

	He trudged from the house and down the back steps. The chilly air nipped at his face thanks to Biboon’s—the winter spirit of the Ojibway—cold breaths. It was a good thing he’d packed his balaclava. When would the manidoo of the north finally rest and let his brother, Ziigwan, arrive? But spring wouldn’t happen anytime soon, seeing as it was the middle of January.

	Stephen emerged from the SUV, snug as a bug in a black parka and matching boots. “Good morning. A bit cold.” He opened the door to the back of the vehicle.

	“A bit cold?” Hudson tromped forward. “Compared to up here with this wind chill, the corner of Portage and Main is the Bahamas.”

	Stephen’s eyes sparkled. “C’mon, January’s all about the north wind, and you’ve been in Winterpeg for the last fifteen years. You should be used to this.”

	“Yeah, you got me there. Fine. But it’s colder up here.” This was going better than Hudson had expected. They talked like time and their fight hadn’t come between them.

	Setting his hands on his hips, Stephen flashed his dimples, the boyish indents that Hudson had loved to touch in the past. “Don’t try and tell me you didn’t expect a long, freezing winter. I’m betting you checked the beehives and the beavers’ feed-beds in the fall.”

	Hudson snickered. “Yep, sure did. But a man has a right to complain now and then, doesn’t he?” He set his duffel bag beside the two blue suitcases on the back seat, one probably filled with emergency provisions, because from what he recalled in the past, Stephen wasn’t the kind of guy to pack the kitchen sink.

	Stephen removed his parka. He placed the big coat on top of the luggage. “I should’ve remembered you enjoy a good... bitch session.” He rubbed his biceps.” I don’t know what’s worse. The dry cold or the moist cold.”

	A whiff of cologne tickled Hudson’s nose. Was the scent of spice meant for him? He stomped down the excitement attempting to form. He was here for a truce, not romance. “The moist. It finds its way into your bones.” He also removed his parka.

	“True.” Stephen darted into the vehicle and slammed the door shut.

	Teeth rattling, Hudson scurried around the SUV. He wasn’t dense. Nobody spritzed on something sexy for a six-hour drive. The fragrance was for him.

	He jumped into the vehicle and stole a glance from the corner of his eye. Stephen had donned his sunglasses. Hudson should, too. The reflection from the snow was brighter than diamonds.

	Although the cell phone rested in one of the cupholders, music came from the satellite radio built into the stereo system. Naturally, Stephen didn’t stream music. A true connoisseur, Hudson knew his ex-boyfriend believed in owning the music and supporting the artist.

	Sitting in the vehicle together was like being back in school, when Hudson had ignored his studies and chose to drool in Stephen’s direction—a lethal combination of Ojibway and Swedish.

	Stephen glanced at the rearview mirror and backed the SUV out of the driveway. He was rather yummy in a blue button-down shirt and jeans that complemented the straight collar-length black hair he’d inherited from his mother. Mrs. Brandt had also gifted him with her black brows, dark lashes, and bronzed skin he kept clean-shaven. As for his red lips, wide shoulders, long legs, and high cheekbones, those came from the late Mr. Brandt. But nothing beat Stephen’s piercing blue eyes shining brighter than the sunlight reflecting off the lake in the summer

	Hudson quickly glanced toward the side passenger mirror at his round face, full cheeks, small black eyes, and wide, short nose.

	Bland. More than bland. He folded his arms. Well, he did have one thing going for him. He’d worked off twenty of the thirty-five pounds he’d put on over the years. Besides pumping iron in the spare bedroom at home, walking everywhere had helped speed up the weight loss process.

	After he retrieved his truck, she’d remain parked unless the weather didn’t cooperate. Wondering what Stephen had thought of Hudson’s extra gut when he’d moved back in September had motivated him to get his potato off the couch.

	“Y’know, you used to do that when we were...” Stephen cleared his throat.

	Hudson refocused his attention to what lay inside the vehicle. Enough assessing the dullest face on earth. “Do what?”

	“Oh... uh... nothing.” Stephen steered them onto Hawk Road.

	Knots appeared in Hudson’s shoulders. Was he responsible for Stephen’s nervousness? “No. Go ahead. I won’t mind.”

	“You’d look at yourself in the mirror and frown.” With a trembling hand, Stephen reached for his coffee.

	There couldn’t be awkwardness between them. They’d been two dumb teenagers when their fight had gone down.

	Hudson should kick himself for being insensitive to Stephen’s discomfort over his sexual orientation at the time. A true friend would have understood. Not pushed to get his way, coaxing Stephen into more than he’d been comfortable with, and damned if he hadn’t pushed back.

	Perhaps saying I love you, planning their lives together, and demanding they come clean to the Brandts had been too much for Stephen to brave in one night. Hudson had figured if Kokum had accepted his sexual orientation and had even told him about the two-spirit people, everyone would embrace their relationship—even Stephen’s super-strict father.

	Hudson continued to stare at the banks of snow lining the road and covering the tall spruce trees. White was everywhere, except for the blue sky.

	“Hey, I didn’t mean to offend.”

	Hudson slightly jumped. He really had to stay in the present and stop taking trips to yesterday. “You didn’t offend. Sorry. Was checking out the area. I haven’t been this far south since I got here.”

	The Sawbuck district of the reserve wasn’t a stretch for vehicles, but a good hike if walking.

	“Are you sure?” Stephen glanced at Hudson and back to the road.

	“Yeah.”

	Stephen smiled. “You’re lucky. Everything is where you live. At times I used to wish we lived in Main.”

	“The school’s in your neck of the woods. A quick walk down the road... unless it’s colder than a penguin’s ass.” Hudson settled in the seat. Yep, old times. Maybe there was a chance they’d... He squeezed his eyes shut. No, he couldn’t go there. Friends and not a dime more. They’d tried once before and had failed. And Stephen could not be trusted.

	“You started your radio show after you finished university, hey.” There was a great topic. Music was the perfect conversation.

	“Actually, I volunteered for the university’s radio station first. The grunt work—engineering and editing.” Stephen shrugged. “Not that I minded. I enjoy everything about radio. It doesn’t matter if I’m on the air or not.”

	Hudson nodded. Everyone who’d volunteered at the reserve’s former radio station had loved listening to Russell. Too bad R-E-D-D had gone under five years ago after Russell’s premature death.

	“I’m sorry you couldn’t take the course at the college.” Hudson had spent a long time consoling Stephen after his father had shot down his dream of becoming a deejay.

	“Y’know, there’s nothing to be sorry about.” Stephen used his index finger to rub the steering wheel. “It worked out how it was supposed to work out. Mom and Dad said the school needed teachers, and they were right. I don’t regret getting my B.Ed. I enjoy my job.”

	“You do?” Hudson knitted his brows.

	“I still get to broadcast.” Stephen again glanced at Hudson and back to the road. “Why not here? I can move my Internet channel wherever I go. I even get to freeform. I’d never be able to pick my own music if I worked at a station in the city. And I deejay whenever there are dances
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