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  Chapter One


Madison
I don’t know if I can do this. 
It’s the third time that my hand has made it halfway to the door to ring the bell before I chicken out and pull it away.
I can’t believe I’m standing here.
I want to hide my face in shame and cry from embarrassment.
It’s already ten p.m., and the longer I stand here, the later it gets. So unless I want to spend the night outside… 
It’s the middle of July, so I wouldn’t have to worry about the cold, but sleeping on a park bench using my duffel bag as a pillow would be the nail in the coffin of this horrible week. And I just don’t need that right now. I need every ounce of dignity I still have just to stand up straight.
I’m not going to my parents’ house. The endless stream of I told you so’s would make me wish I’d picked the park bench. And my sister, Amelia, has her son, Chase, with her this week. And I’d hate for my eight-year-old nephew to see me like this. 
So here I am. In front of Luke’s door. Unable to make up my mind.
Luke, my ex-husband, occasional lover, sometimes best friend, and the most frustrating man in the history of the planet, has a spare bedroom. And he’ll let me use it. I just have to be brave enough to ask. 
The only problem is I may have—sorta—kinda—yelled at him and told him to move on and not contact me anymore the last time I saw him—two months ago.
But that’s just how Luke and I operate.
We fight and we make up.
I mean it this time, Luke. We can never be friends. Don’t call me anymore.
And he hasn’t. But he looked like I punched him in the heart. Which is exactly why I had to do it. The man hasn’t been with anyone else since we broke up over fifteen years ago, not even one date.
It had to be done.
So how can I come back here and ask for a favor now?
There go the tears, blurring my vision and threatening to fall. I shut my eyes and shake my head. I will not cry in front of Luke! I won’t be that pathetic. I won’t manipulate him by making him feel sorry for me.
It’s dark inside, but I can see the light from the television through the closed curtain. Luke is either awake or asleep on the couch.
I will just ask if I can spend the night—one night—and if he says no… I can always wake up Amelia.
With newfound determination, I press my finger on the doorbell. It makes a loud and scratchy buzzing sound. An excited double bark answers from the other side of the door.
The porch light turns on, and I hear Luke muttering something and then the sound of the key turning in the lock.
My heart rate picks up.
Luke opens the door. There is the barest hint of surprise on his face before he crosses his arms in front of his naked chest and scowls.
Luke has large features, a wide nose, full lips, and pronounced brows. He wouldn’t win any beauty contests, but I love his face. I always have. It’s the way he looks at me with such intensity, it sends butterflies fluttering in my belly. Whether he’s excited or angry—like right now—he always focuses on me as if he can’t see anything else when I’m in the room.
He’s wearing nothing but checkered blue boxers. His biceps bulge from being folded. He has the body of someone who works with his hands. He’s been in construction his whole life, and he looks like he lifts heavy things for a living. I try not to drool as my eyes travel down his large chest covered in black hair, peppered with gray, down to his belly that has widened a bit since he turned forty.
I stop looking when I reach the shorts. Covered or not, I have every inch of Luke’s body imprinted permanently in my mind. My core clenches as memories of that body pushing into me resurface.
“I thought you never wanted to have sex with me again,” Luke says, breaking the silence, his voice full of reproach.
I fix my eyes on his face. “I’m not here for sex.”
He raises an eyebrow, and I know that he knows exactly where my thoughts went.
He knows me well.
“What do you want, then?”
“Are you going to let me in? I don’t want to talk about it on the porch.”
He hesitates. “I thought you were never going to talk to me again either?”
I raise my hands out to the side in frustration. “Do you want me to leave?”
“No.”
He answers so quickly, some of my anxiety settles.
“I want to know why you’re here,” he continues.
“Then let me in.”
He moves to the side, and Libby, Luke’s German shepherd, jumps on me, tail wagging. I take two steps back to stop myself from falling and rub her neck with two hands, laughing and calling her a good girl.
When Libby is satisfied with my greeting, I manage to grab my bag and walk inside, getting a lungful of Luke’s scent as I walk past him. It’s a mixture of his aftershave, and Libby, and just… him. And it makes my lower abdomen cramp with need.
Down girl.
We’re not having sex!
I may have gone back on my word to never speak to him again, but I owe it to him to keep my distance in all other ways.
Luke’s house is exactly the same as it’s always been. There’s the leather couch that we spent two years paying off. It’s worn and cracked now, the cushion on the right where Libby likes to sleep is just a brown circle, the leather completely peeled off.
There’re the shelves he put up two months into our marriage to hold all my CDs. They’re full of books and random knickknacks now.
In fact, the only thing he’s changed since I left is the big screen TV. It’s three sizes bigger than anything I’d buy, or that we could afford back then.
“So, what’s up?” Luke closes the door behind him and stands in front of it, his arms still crossed.
Libby gets bored with us and leaves to lie in her spot.
“I need a place to spend the night,” I say. “Just one night.”
“Why?” He scowls and judges me.
Luke never understood my migrant lifestyle. He’s a homebody. He was born in Dogwood Grove and he will die in Dogwood Grove. He doesn’t want anything else in life. He complains when he needs to shop in Hillcrest, a town half an hour away.
He can’t imagine anything beyond. And he resents my traveling. He blames my need to move around for our divorce.
He won’t ever admit that there was actually something wrong with us. Or take responsibility himself.
“I had to leave my apartment,” I answer, getting irritated. “I don’t want to talk about it. Can I stay here or not?”
“If you don’t want to talk, you can stay at the hotel.”
“The hotel is full—it’s the middle of July—and expensive.”
“Then talk.”

      [image: ]Luke
Angry doesn’t begin to explain what I’m feeling. It takes everything I have not to grab her and shake her after the scene she made two months ago, all the yelling and crying and telling me to move on. 
Move on from what?
She wants me to find someone else. She wants me to marry and have babies and get on with my life. She feels guilty for my hermit ways.
But the truth is I like being a bachelor. I like living alone. I like my house and my friends and my work. I can’t even imagine letting some strange woman in to mess everything up.
But I also like Mads standing in the middle of my living room, even when she’s frustrated and rolling her eyes at me.
I liked being able to call her whenever I wanted to talk. I liked hanging out with her whenever she came to town. And I really liked sleeping with her whenever she had an itch to scratch.
So I was confused and hurt when she said she wanted to take all of that away. And I really thought she meant it this time.
So I am simultaneously annoyed that she put me through the last two months and relieved that she came back.
It’s confusing. And my belly tightens with something new. Something I haven’t felt in a long time.
My jaw ticks, I’m clenching so tight.
I’m not going to just let her off the hook this time. She’s put me through too much. She can’t just come in and out of my life as she pleases, yelling or laughing depending on her mood, and expecting me to just jump whenever she asks.
That part of our relationship died when she said that she never wanted to see me again. I’m not putting up with that anymore.
And yet. I come to another realization too.
I’m not letting her go this time.
I spent the last two months angry and depressed, trying to live my life without Mads in it. And I don’t want to do it anymore.
But I know that if I tell her that, she’ll run away.
“I had money problems, alright? Are you happy now? Can I stay? It’s just one night. I’ll stay in the guest room. You won’t even know I’m there.”
Money problems? I hate the thought of her alone in the city, worrying about not having a roof over her head. Why would she even want to live like that?
“And where will you go tomorrow?” I ask.
She sighs. “I don’t know. I’ll think of something.”
She wouldn’t want to go to her parents’ house. Her relationship with her parents works best from a distance. And she probably doesn’t want to bother Amelia in the middle of the night, especially when she has Chase with her.
“You can stay here.”
Her face relaxes, like a weight has been lifted from her shoulders. But she’s not getting away with this that easily.
“But I got rid of the bed in the guest room,” I say, keeping my voice flat. “You’ll have to sleep with me.”
She leans her head to the side, like she doesn’t believe me. “You got rid of the bed?”
“No one was using it, and I needed the room for a workshop.”
She frowns as she thinks it over.
Stay. Stay. Stay.
“We’re not having sex,” she says, her cheeks turning a nice shade of pink.
“No,” I agree, “we’re not. After the way you behaved, you’re going to have to do a lot of apologizing and begging if you ever want me to touch you again.”
She huffs. “That’s not happening. I stand by everything I said. You do need to move on. And it would be easier if I stayed away. And I do intend to do that.”
“Unless you need help.”
She takes a deep breath. “I am sorry about that. I know the honorable thing to do would be to stay away. But I had nowhere else to go.”
Her eyes shine, and I worry she
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