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			Can't Fight The Feelings

			

			

			Dedication

			Tiana, this one is for you. Your unwavering support, smiling face, and love keeps me going; your off-the-wall insanity keeps me smiling; and your advice never fails to be on point. Thank you for pushing me to be better. I love you.

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Natasha

			“Nate!”

			Natasha pounded on the thick wooden door, hard enough to make her hand ache. For a second, she wondered if she was in front of the wrong house; all of the homes in this area looked alike. It wasn’t like she was thinking straight, either.

			“Nate!”

			She stepped back to check the house number, took a deep breath, counted to ten, and started pounding again with both fists.

			“Nathaniel Boris Garin, open the goddamn door!” she screamed.

			The door flew open so suddenly that she stumbled forward, landing on the hard wood floor of the small foyer on both knees with a startled “oof.” Natasha’s twin brother Nate stood at the door, wearing nothing but his boxers, his reddish-brown hair standing on end, and his blue eyes flashing. She’d always been jealous that Nate got their mother’s deep blue eyes, while hers were gray like their father’s.

			“What the hell, Natasha?” he snapped. “Are you drunk?”

			

			“Jesus, no!” She pushed herself to her feet and stalked past her brother, elbowing him in the gut as she passed him. “Why the hell would I be drunk? God, you’re an insensitive asshole.”

			“Hey, you’re the one beating the shit out of my door and barging into my house in the middle of the night!”

			“Oh, god, why don’t you just shut up?” Natasha shouted.

			She entered the modest living room, dominated by a big screen TV and a sectional sofa. She dropped her backpack on the floor, threw herself on the sofa, put her hands over her face, and burst into tears. She’d been holding them back ever since she’d walked into her apartment and found her boyfriend, Brick, with that woman.

			Natasha didn’t know how she got to Nate’s place; she remembered little after grabbing her backpack and storming out of the apartment she shared with Brick. It didn’t surprise her that she ended up at Nate’s house. Her brother was her rock, always there when she needed him. Going straight to his place for comfort was the only thing she could think to do.

			Nate slammed the door shut, rested his head against it, and stared at the floor. “I repeat, what the hell, Tash? What are you doing here at two in the morning?”

			Before she could answer, a door on the other side of the living room opened, and a giant of a man stepped out. Topping out at 6’ 6”, Mason, Nate’s roommate and best friend, towered over both of them. Relief washed over her at the sight; Natasha hoped he’d be here. Her brother’s best friend—her friend—would make everything better; he always did. Though it annoyed her that once again, Mason was witness to her bad taste in men.

			“What is going on out here?” He pulled a shirt over his head then ran a hand through his shoulder length black hair, pushing it away from his face. He froze when he saw Natasha, and his eyes narrowed. “Why are you crying, Tasha?”

			

			“Crying?” Nate vaulted over the back of the couch and landed beside her. “What happened?”

			Natasha shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it.” She hiccupped and wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

			Nate scoffed. “You show up at our door at two in the morning, pounding loud enough to wake up the entire block, and you don’t want to talk about it? I don’t think so.” He put his arm around Natasha and hugged her. “What did that asshole Brick do now?”

			Natasha opened her mouth to tell her brother not to call her boyfriend an asshole, but instead, she lost it. She collapsed into her brother’s arms, her head on his chest and tears pouring down her face. The story of finding her fiancé in their bed with another woman came out between her sobs and curses. Once it was all out, Natasha fell against the back of the couch, hiccupping sobs escaping her and with tears and snot all over her face. She was also bearing the hefty stares of one sympathetic friend and a pissed-off twin brother.

			“I’m going to kill him,” Nate growled. Once Natasha had the whole story out, Nate shot to his feet and paced back and forth in front of the couch, fists clenching and unclenching at his sides while his brow furrowed. Anger radiated off him in waves. “I am literally going to kill him.”

			“Nate—”

			“When are you going to stop letting him treat you like crap?” her brother snapped. “When?”

			Natasha sighed. “I don’t let him treat me like crap. It just happens. And I don’t want to have this discussion again.”

			“We won’t have to if you tell me you’re breaking up with him this time.”

			“He’s my fiancé, Nate. I’m supposed to marry him.” Not like that’s going to happen now. The thought brought a fresh wave of tears. A reassuring hand settled on the small of her back, instantly soothing her. She glanced over her shoulder at Mason and gave him a grateful smile as her brother continued his tirade.

			

			Nate rolled his eyes at her excuses. “He’s your fiancé in name only. You’ve been engaged for almost a year, and you haven’t set a date. He makes excuse after excuse to avoid making the commitment. Ever since he lost his job at the university, he’s always drinking, he can’t keep any other job, and he’s making your life a living hell. And now, he cheated on you.” Nate’s voice got louder with every word. “What more does he need to do? How much shit is he going to put you through before you decide you’ve had enough? When are you going to figure out you deserve better?”

			Natasha jumped to her feet. “Stop yelling at me!” she screamed. “I’ve had a terrible day!” She took a step toward her brother, the urge to slap his perfect face overwhelmed her.

			Mason was on his feet in a second, stepping between them, with his arm going around Natasha’s waist. He swung her off her feet, moving her away from her brother, and then put a hand on Nate’s chest. “Alright, you two, that’s enough. I think we’ve all had enough … excitement for one night. Why don’t we get some sleep, and we’ll pick this up in the morning?”

			Nate glared at Natasha, slapped Mason’s hand away, and stalked across the room. The slam of his bedroom door echoed through the small house.

			“He’s a little grumpy when he first wakes up, especially in the middle of the night,” Mason said.

			“I know.” Natasha sighed. “I’m sorry, Mason. I shouldn’t have come here. I didn’t know where else to go. Shit, I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” Another bout of tears threatened, thickening the back of her throat and making it difficult to talk. She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against Mason’s muscled chest as he pulled her into a hug.

			“You’re always welcome here, Tasha; you know that.” Mason kissed the top of her head and released her. Afterward, he opened a small closet next to the bathroom door, pulled out some mismatched, faded sheets, and tossed them on the couch. “There’s a blanket in the cupboard under the coffee table if you need it.”

			

			“Thanks, Mace,” she mumbled. Her brother’s best friend was the consummate good guy. He was unbelievably nice, one of those guys who did stuff for other people without being asked, the guy who stepped up to help when no one else would. He was the good guy, to a fault. Whenever she needed him, he was there; sometimes she hated that about him, especially when she could only find the losers to date.

			Mason smiled at her. “Get some sleep, Tasha. You can fight with Nate in the morning.” He was almost to his room when he turned back to look at her. “Nate’s right, you know. You deserve better.”

			[image: ]

			The smell of coffee pulled Natasha from a restless sleep the next morning. She propped herself up on her elbows, squinting as the light hit her eyes. Across the room, thanks to the open floor plan of the small house, she could see Mason in the kitchen. He must have been out running because he wore basketball shorts, a zip-up hoodie with no shirt, and running shoes. There were a pair of earbuds in his ears, and his long, black hair was pulled into a tight bun at the back of his head. He had an odd look on his face as he pulled coffee cups from the dishwasher.

			Natasha sat up and rubbed her gritty, puffy eyes. Her head pounded and her throat was raw from the emotional night. She shoved herself off the couch, wrapped one of the sheets around her waist, snatched her jeans off the floor, and stumbled into the bathroom to change. Ten minutes later, she emerged to find a cup of hot coffee sitting on the scuffed and marred coffee table, along with three sugar packets, a plastic spoon, and two of those little creamer cups. Mason sat on the couch, remote in his hand, while the other sheet and the blanket she’d used were bunched up beside him to form a barrier between them when she sat down.

			

			“Thanks for the coffee.”

			“You’re welcome.” He glanced at her and smiled before he put the TV on some sports program, propped his feet on the table, and sipped his coffee.

			Natasha poured the sugar packets and creamer in her coffee, stirring it with a plastic spoon. It was funny that Mason knew exactly how she took her coffee; she wasn’t even sure if Brick knew how she took her coffee. Mason also knew she wasn’t a morning person, and he knew when she needed to talk and when she didn’t want to talk.

			Natasha had known Mason since elementary school. He had lived three doors down from her family growing up and went to the same elementary school, junior high, and high school. She had known him when he was seventy-five pounds soaking wet, with unruly, black hair that stuck up in every direction, through junior high when he’d been awkward around girls, gangly, and unsure what to do with his changing body, and through high school, when he suddenly shot up in height and weight the summer between junior and senior year. The only person who knew Mason better than her was her brother.

			Even though Mason was Nate’s best friend, she and Mason had always been close. Mason was almost as important to Natasha as her brother was; he was the guy she could turn to when Nate became irrational or too brotherly. He kept both of them grounded and stood by them, no matter what. She hated that they’d grown apart since high school because of her stupid decisions, though they were still good friends.

			Mason looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “Are you okay? Did you get any sleep?”

			Natasha chortled, sounding a little like a sick chicken. “Yeah, I guess so. As good as one can sleep when their world is turned upside down, and they have nothing other than the clothes on their back.” 

			

			She’d run out of her apartment with nothing but her backpack—no clothes, no makeup, no money. It was uncomfortable sleeping in her tank top and underwear. She’d tossed and turned on the narrow couch, wondering if Mason would venture out and see her with little clothes on. Just the thought that he’d seen her sprawled across the couch in her underwear made heat rise in her chest and across her cheeks.

			She shook off the thought and gave Mason a tight smile. “I am sorry you had to get in between Nate and me last night. We tend to get a little emotional.”

			Mason laughed. “It’s not like it’s the first time I’ve broken up a fight between you two. I’m sure it won’t be the last.” A grin spread across his face. He turned to face her, his arm propped on the back of the couch. “Do you remember that time in third grade when he switched lunches on you?”

			Natasha thought back over the multitude of fights over the years between her and her twin brother. She giggled as the image of the three of them in grade school materialized in her head. Mason had weighed maybe forty pounds and looked like a string bean, she looked like Pippi Longstocking with her long red braids, and Nate had a bowl haircut she still teased him about. 

			“Oh my god, yes! He wanted my peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich, right? So, he switched our lunch bags at home. I got his bologna sandwich. I hate bologna. Hate it.”

			Mason chuckled. “I remember you chasing him around the lunchroom. You almost caught him the third time around.”

			Natasha nodded. “That’s right, I did! Except you jumped in front of me and shoved your lunch into my hands. It was a peanut butter-and-jelly sandwich.”

			Mason nodded. “And Nate lived to see another day.” He cleared his throat. “You know, I hate bologna, too.”

			

			“Really? I didn’t know that.” She narrowed her eyes as she looked at Mason. “If I remember correctly, you ate Nate’s lunch that day.”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, I did.”

			Nate’s bedroom door flew open, interrupting their conversation. Her brother emerged, fully clothed this time, and made a beeline for his sister’s side. He pushed the pile of blankets to the floor and sat down, elbowing Mason out of the way. Nate took Natasha’s hands and held them tightly in his.

			“I’m sorry I yelled, Tash,” he said.

			Natasha smiled and squeezed his hands; it was time for the inevitable apology. “It’s okay. I get it. You’re my big brother.”

			“By eight minutes,” he reminded her.

			“And you worry about me.” Natasha glanced at Mason over her brother’s shoulder. He was pretending not to listen. “You’re right. Both you and Mason.” She dragged in a deep breath. “I deserve better. So, I’m done. I’m leaving Brick, for good this time.”

			Nate released her hands and jumped to his feet, pumping his fist in the air. “Yes! It’s about time. I’ll help you move out. Both Mace and I will. In fact, we’ll go tonight and get your stuff. I’ll get Trista to watch the bar.” He did an obnoxious little dance. “Wait? Are you … are you going to move back to Great Falls? Live with Mom and Dad?”

			The thought of living with her parents made her head hurt. She couldn’t move home, not after living on her own for the last five years. Moving back into her childhood bedroom under the constant scrutiny of her overbearing parents was not appealing. Her entire life was here in Lakeside, more than four hours from her childhood home. She didn’t want to go back to Great Falls, except she didn’t have anywhere else to go.

			“Well, shit.”

			Nate, always attuned to her feelings, knew what she was thinking. He kneeled in front of her. “You can stay here as long as you need to until you’re back on your feet. Right, Mason?” He smacked his friend on the leg for confirmation.

			

			Mason gave Natasha and Nate a weird look, mumbled something that sounded like “yeah” under his breath, and then he catapulted himself off the couch and into the bathroom. The shower could be heard turning on a few seconds later. 

			As soon as the door closed behind Mason, a huge grin spread across Nate’s face, and he laughed. “This is gonna be fun.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Mason

			Nate might have been his best friend, but sometimes he seemed more like Mason’s worst enemy. Letting Natasha stay with them for one night, maybe two, was one thing, but inviting her to live with them was something completely different. Nate was completely aware of Mason’s crush on Natasha and the fact that he had been head over heels in love with his best friend’s sister for years. Now he’d gone and invited the woman who held Mason’s heart in her hands to live with them for some time.

			I will not survive this.

			Mason turned the shower to cold, trying to get the memory of the petite redhead sleeping on their couch out of his head. Every time he closed his eyes, he could see the sheet tangled around Natasha’s muscular legs: her panties stark white against her tanned skin, her tank top pushed up beneath her breasts, and her hand splayed across her stomach. After seeing that, he had to run an extra two miles to calm down. 

			Fortunately, by the time he got home from his run, she’d rolled over and pulled the sheet over herself. Of course, five minutes later, Natasha stood up, stretched—revealing more skin—then dragged the sheet around herself, and went into the bathroom. That was another sight that would fuel his fantasies for a while.

			

			Shivering from the cold Montana water pouring down on him, Mason shut off the shower, grabbed the towel from the bar, and wiped off just enough of himself to keep from dripping on the hardwood floors. He wrapped the towel around his waist, threw open the bathroom door, and came face to face with Natasha. Startled, he took a step back, causing the corner of the towel to slip out of his hands and leaving him almost completely exposed, except for his dick, which was barely covered by the towel.

			Natasha stared at him for at least thirty seconds, her mouth hanging open and her entire face so red, it matched her hair. Once she realized she was staring at Mason—or, more accurately, staring at Mason’s dick—she spun around and, for good measure, put her hands over her eyes.

			“Oh my god, Mace,” she snapped. “Would you put some clothes on, please?”

			“Shit,” Mason mumbled. He scrambled to rearrange the towel around his waist. Once he’d secured it, he clutched it so tightly, his knuckles ached. “Sorry, Tash.” He pushed past her, dove into his room, and kicked the door closed.

			Yeah, this is gonna be fun.

			[image: ]

			Mason drove to work with the truck windows rolled down and the radio blaring country music. He thought it might help get Natasha out of his head, but it didn’t work.

			He was at the photography studio before anyone else, which didn’t surprise him. Harry Ward, the owner of the studio, lost his enthusiasm for his job after his wife passed away six months ago. Mason suspected Mr. Ward would soon close up shop and move down to Missoula to be closer to his grandkids, so Mason figured it was time to look for a new job.

			

			“Maybe Nate will hire me,” he mumbled, as he unlocked the door and stepped inside the dark studio.

			It wouldn’t be the first time he’d worked for a Garin, which was Nate’s last name. Back in high school, he’d worked for Nate’s father, cleaning and detailing cars at Mr. Garin’s three car dealerships in town. During college, both he and Nate worked at the Time Out Bar and Grill; when Mr. Garin helped his son purchase the popular hangout, Mason stayed on, working for Nate. The Garins were such a huge part of his life; he wasn’t sure what he would do without them.

			Thinking about the Garins naturally led his thoughts back to Natasha. Every time he thought he had that woman out of his head—and his heart—she somehow wormed her way back in.

			Mason had been in love with Natasha Garin, in varying degrees, his entire life. He still remembered the first time he had seen her almost twenty years ago.

			He and his mom had just moved into their new house—bought and paid for by his mom’s ex-husband. She sent Mason outside to make friends while she unpacked the house. The minute he hit the sidewalk, he heard someone yelling. Since Mason was a naturally curious child and not afraid of the unknown, he’d followed the sound. To his surprise, he found a tiny red-haired girl, sitting on a boy in the middle of the lawn three houses down the street.

			“What are you looking at, nerd?” the girl snapped when he stopped in front of them.

			Mason crossed his arms over his chest. “What are you doing to him?”

			“What does it look like I’m doing?” the little girl said. “I’m sitting on him.”

			“Why?” Mason asked.

			

			The girl shrugged. “Because he’s my brother and I can.”

			“Get off me, Nattie,” the boy yelled.

			“Or what, you’ll tell Mom again?” She flicked him on the forehead. “Be quiet while I talk to the new kid.” She turned back to Mason. “I’m Natasha, and this is my twin brother, Nathaniel.” 

			Mason narrowed his eyes at the word “twin.” “You’re not twins,” he said matter-of-factly.

			“Uh, yeah we are, doofus.” She poked Nathaniel in the back of the head. “We’re the kind of twins that don’t look like each other. Anyway, what’s your name?”

			“Mason. I live down there.” He pointed toward his new house. “Mom sent me out here to make friends.”

			Quick as lightning, the boy—Nathaniel—grabbed Natasha by the waist, flipped her over, and shot to his feet. “You live here? Finally, another guy in the neighborhood.” He glanced at his sister on the ground. “Now I won’t have to hang out with my sister anymore.”

			Natasha jumped to her feet, tackled Nathaniel around the knees, and forced him to the ground. She was screaming and yelling something Mason couldn’t understand, but at that moment his heart twisted in his chest, and Natasha Garin took up residence.

			The three of them became best friends. They were always together, especially in elementary school. If the Garin twins were around, you could bet Mason Adler was there, too, and it stayed like that through junior high and their freshman year of high school. 

			Their sophomore year of high school, Natasha started going her own way and doing her own thing. When Mason and Nate tried to get her to hang out with them, she’d spout some line about three being a crowd and vanish with her friends. While they all remained friends, Natasha purposely separated herself from her brother and Mason, hell-bent on doing her own thing without their interference. 

			

			Even when they all went to Lakeside to attend school at the town’s private college, she’d refused their offer to share a place to live. Instead, she moved in with Avery, a friend she met at school. Nate chalked it up to Natasha needing to separate herself from her twin and do something on her own; Mason was the collateral damage.

			For the last eight years, he had watched Natasha get involved in one relationship after another, each of them ending in heartache for her. First had been Reggie, a football player and gigantic jerk. Not that Natasha had seen that side of him, because she didn’t want to see it. After Reggie, she’d started dating some guy named Mike, a college sophomore she met on a trip to Missoula. Natasha couldn’t be bothered to give Mason the time of day after Mike came along.

			After Mike broke up with her, because she was too young, Natasha dated the captain of the basketball team, Dave. They broke up right before graduation—Mason never knew why—and Natasha retreated into herself, swearing off men. That lasted until the trio left for Lakeside, where she met a guy named Bobby. They dated off and on, and Natasha did her best to distance herself from her brother and Mason.

			After every one of the breakups, Mason was there to pick up the pieces. Natasha would be heartbroken, and Mason would be there to take her out for chocolate ice cream with rainbow sprinkles and give her a shoulder to cry on. It was what he did; he was the good guy.

			Mason didn’t know Natasha was dating Brick until she breezed into Nate’s bar one night, her new boyfriend in tow. Mason’s dislike for him was instantaneous. Brick seemed nice enough, probably on his best behavior to impress Natasha’s twin, but something about him didn’t sit right with Mason. Or Nate.

			

			He’d tried to be happy for Natasha when she started dating Brick, he really had, but that had quickly soured when he realized how awful Brick truly was. Mason couldn’t understand why Natasha couldn’t see it, but his and Nate’s dislike of Brick only helped to push Natasha away.

			The memories of Natasha’s urge to separate herself from the people who cared about her weighed heavily on Mason’s heart. Determined to get his mind off his best friend’s sister, Mason made his way through the studio to the office in the back. He turned on the computer and opened the week’s schedule. Summer was always busy—weddings, reunions, special events in the towns around Flathead Lake, even out-of-state visitors booking family photos while on vacation in order to take advantage of the lake’s beauty. It looked like Mason’s loaded schedule would go a long way toward getting his mind off Natasha.

			On top of Mason’s full photography schedule, he also worked part-time as an EMT for the small hospital in town, working two nights a week and on call on the weekends. It kept him busy and out of the house most days. He hadn’t realized what a relief that schedule could be until Natasha landed on their doorstep in the middle of the night.

			Maybe I’ll add a couple nights to my rotation.

			Avoiding Natasha might be the only way to maintain his sanity. That woman had him all twisted up inside—she had for years. However, living in the same house with her might push him over the edge, as having her in such close proximity would make it impossible to fight his feelings for her.

			Mason shoved himself away from the desk, grabbed his camera, and stepped out of the back door onto a porch that stretched the length of the studio, overlooking Flathead Lake.

			Without overthinking it, he snapped a photo of a robin pulling a worm from the dirt under a tree by the lake. Then he took another photo of a gull soaring over the water, looking for fish. The sun and the leaves from the tree created an interesting, dappled green pattern on the water, so Mason quickly took a shot before the sun shifted or the wind blew, changing it.

			

			Three hundred yards down the road, Mason could just make out the back of the Time Out Bar and Grill. That, of course, just made him think of Natasha. Again.

			Over the years, guys had come and gone from Natasha’s life. Every one of them had left her heartbroken, and Mason had done his best to pick up the pieces, he and Nate. 

			Maybe this time, Natasha would notice that Mason was always there, waiting in the wings: ready to hold her hand like a good friend, console her with ice cream, and heal her broken heart. Except he was tired of being the friend who helped her get over her heartbreak and move on. He wanted more.

			Not that he’d ever get more from her. Natasha would always see him as her brother’s best friend, the skinny, gawky kid who lived down the street and monopolized her twin brother’s time. She would never see Mason as anything beyond what he’d always been―a friend.

			“Mason?”

			He took a couple more photos before heading back inside to talk to the person who called him. His boss, Harry, sat at the computer, scrolling through the calendar.

			“Hey, Mr. Ward. I thought you were going to Missoula today.” Mason closed the door, set his camera down, and sat down across from Harry. “Did you want to take a couple shoots today?”

			Harry shook his head. “No, you can do them. I am heading to Missoula, but I wanted to stop and talk to you.” Harry sat back in the chair and crossed his arms. “Do you enjoy working here, Mason?”

			He nodded. “Yes, sir. I love working here.” He cleared his throat. “Why do you ask?”

			“You do great work,” Harry continued, as if Mason hadn’t said anything. “Your photographs are on par with stuff I’ve seen in upper echelon magazines. Impressive.”

			

			“Thank you,” Mason murmured.

			“You’ve taken this studio to a whole new level. I can’t remember a summer when our calendar was full like this.” Harry pointed at the computer. “That’s because of you, young man.”

			Mason shook his head, as heat flooded his cheeks. “No sir, you’re exaggerating.”

			Harry laughed. “No, I’m not. I’ve still got people sitting in the studio or bunched up in awkward family poses. You don’t do that; you have a knack for catching people looking natural, comfortable. They look like they’re having fun and enjoying themselves. Those are the photos people want, not the stuff I do.”

			“Mr. Ward, are you closing up shop and moving to Missoula?” Mason asked.

			Harry chuckled and shook his head. “Straight to the point, huh? I always liked that about you. To answer your question, yes, I am moving to Missoula. But I’m not closing the studio― I’m selling it. Hopefully, to you.”

			Mason sat back in stunned silence. It took him a few seconds to wrap his head around what Harry said. “You want to sell the business to me?”

			“I’d like to,” Harry said. “Give me a couple of days to come up with a number, and I’ll present it to you. We’ll go from there. And do me a favor; keep this to yourself until everything is completed, okay?”

			“Um, yeah, okay.” Mason’s head spun with the possibilities. “I, uh, guess I can do that.”

			Harry nodded and pushed himself away from the computer. He clapped Mason on the back as he walked past him. “I’ll talk to you later this week, Mason. In the meantime, get to work.”

			“Yes, sir,” Mason replied. He wasn’t sure how he could concentrate with all the thoughts spinning around his head. This took his hobby-turned-job to a whole new level. However, he wasn’t even sure buying the studio was a possibility; it wasn’t like he was rolling in money. 

			

			Mason took a deep breath to center himself. Too much had happened in the last twelve hours, so he needed to get out of his own head and get to work. That might be the only thing that would take his mind off his crazy life.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Natasha

			After the boys left for work, Natasha wandered around the small house. She had only been here two or three times since Nate moved in. A pang of regret hit her, as she realized how little time she’d spent with her twin brother during the last few years. Yet he hadn’t hesitated to take her in when she needed help.

			The house had two bedrooms, one bathroom, a large living room and kitchen, and a small backyard with a decent-sized patio. There was a small foyer by the front door that led directly into the living room.

			If she was going to live in such a small house with two single men, they needed to establish some ground rules. Foremost, no one leaves the bathroom without clothes on their body; towels did not count. Her heart nearly stopped when Mason’s towel slipped, and she got an eyeful of Mason’s manhood. Damn, he grew up well.

			Sometimes when she looked at Mason, she still saw the skinny kid who had been best friends with Nate since they were six. The skinny kid who had always been at their house, plotted pranks with her twin, and slept on couch cushions on Nate’s bedroom floor. The skinny kid who sometimes took her brother away from her when she needed him most. Natasha forgot that the kid grew up to be a hulking 250 lb. giant, with muscles bursting from the seams of his shirt and an ass made for biting.

			

			Natasha closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It was too easy to fantasize about Mason; the man was literally made for it. He could have graced the cover of any bodice-ripping romance novel. His flowing black locks and taut abdomen begged women to fawn over him; it had been like that since their senior year of high school. She still wasn’t sure how she’d resisted his charms. The man was a walking romance ad.

			But she shouldn’t be thinking about Mason like that; she had Brick.

			Except she didn’t have Brick, not anymore. The realization was a slap to the face. That bitch with her legs in the air, moaning loud enough to rattle the glass in the window, while Natasha’s fiancé pounded into her in every way imaginable, she was the one who had Brick. Natasha didn’t have anyone.

			Natasha dug her phone out of her backpack, called the theater, and told them she was sick. She couldn’t face rehearsals and stage manager duties when she was an emotional wreck. After she hung up, she headed for the kitchen. Nate and Mason didn’t have much to eat: a bunch of kids cereals, chips, dip, a couple of soup cans with dust on them, leftover pizza, and beer—lots and lots of beer.

			“Doesn’t Nate get enough to drink at the bar?” she muttered. Her brother owned and operated the Time Out Bar and Grill, one of the most popular bars in Lakeside, especially with the college students who attended Lakeside College.

			Natasha grabbed a box of Lucky Charms®, returned to the couch, found a Disney movie on one of the streaming channels, and buried herself under the covers on the couch. She would stay there until her brother got home, and maybe then she’d deal with the shambles her life had become. Until then, she intended to pretend everything was copacetic.

			

			Except she couldn’t stop replaying every minute of the last two years, wondering why she had been so blind to how truly awful Brick was to her.

			Jason “Brick” Brickman came into her life her sophomore year of college. He wasn’t the type of guy she normally dated—he was edgy, dangerous, a bad boy. The exact opposite of tooth-rotting nice guy, Mason Adler. She refused to acknowledge that her relationship with Brick began at the same time Mason started dating a pretty blonde waitress from the Time Out Bar and Grill. The two had nothing to do with each other. 

			Brick swept her off her feet. Everyone told her he was a jerk, a fact obvious to everyone who knew him. They tried to get Natasha to see it and she did, but she also swore there was a sweet side to Brick, something he kept hidden from others. Natasha dealt with him being an asshole because she believed he loved her, or maybe she hoped he loved her.

			After they got engaged and moved in together, that sweet side of Brick seemed to disappear. Desperate to keep her relationship together, and unable to admit she made a mistake—again—Natasha turned a blind eye to Brick’s lies, his late nights out, his constant drinking, and his inability to keep a job for longer than a few months. Even his refusal to set a wedding date almost a year into their engagement didn’t deter her from staying with him. It was easier to ignore Brick’s bullshit than it was to break up with him. Their entwined, tangled lives made it impossible to be apart; being with Brick was easier than being alone.

			“God, I’m an idiot,” she said out loud. Laying it all out in her head had Natasha wondering if she’d lost her mind. She couldn’t believe she allowed Brick to treat her so shoddily. She deserved better. Hell, she wanted better.

			The realization brought the tears with it. It wasn’t long before she had the blanket pressed against her face, sobbing into it. The weight of everything that happened sat heavy on her chest, making it hard to breathe. Natasha couldn’t keep giving all of herself to someone who gave her nothing in return.

			

			Her sobs tapered off, and she closed her eyes in exhaustion. She must have fallen asleep because the next thing she knew, the front door slammed closed, and Nate’s and Mason’s voices echoed through the small house. She groaned and struggled to sit up. She’d been asleep for hours.

			Nate stalked across the room, grabbed her ankle, and tugged her down the length of the couch until her ass hung off the edge. She kicked him with her free foot, barely missing his crotch and earning a laugh from Mason.

			“Wake up, sunshine,” Nate said. “We got Roselli’s.” He frowned at the half-eaten box of Lucky Charms® on the coffee table. “You need some proper food. After we eat, we’re going to get your stuff. I grabbed some empty boxes from the bar.”

			Natasha shook her head. “I don’t want to go pick up my things. What if Brick is there? I don’t know if I can handle seeing him right now.”

			Nate rolled his eyes. “If he’s there, he’s there. You’ll tell him it’s over. For good this time. It’s time to put that jerk in his place. Confront him once and for all. You need the closure, sooner rather than later. The longer you wait, the more likely it is the asshole will think you’ll take him back.” He yanked on her leg again. “Don’t argue with me; you know I’m right. Now, come eat so we can get going.”

			Natasha glared at her brother and prayed he would burst into flames. When he didn’t, she sighed heavily, pushed herself off the couch, and followed Nate into the kitchen. Two boxes of Roselli’s pizza sat in the middle of the table. Mason pulled paper plates from the cupboard and dropped them on the table. She slid into an empty chair.

			

			Mason set a bottle of water in front of her. “Looks like you need this.”

			“Thanks.” She could always count on him to look out for her.

			The three of them ate in silence, her and Nate staring at each other across the table. Poor Mason—no stranger to their standoffs—tried to look anywhere but at the stewing brother and sister. After five minutes of uncomfortable silence, Natasha sat forward, her elbows on the table.

			“Nate, listen to me—.” 

			“I have listened to you,” Nate interjected. “I have listened to you bitch about Brick for more than a year. I have dried your tears; I have turned the other cheek when that asshole has treated you like shit. I have held my tongue for too long. Not anymore. We’re going over there, and you are telling him that the two of you are finished. Period.”

			Natasha took a deep breath and swallowed past the lump rising in her throat. She didn’t want to cry. Again. “Nate, seriously, for once in your life, listen to the words coming out of my mouth. Please try to understand what I’m going through right now. I’m not … I can’t see Brick. I just can’t. Not yet, not with the image of him and that girl still fresh in my mind. Please, I’m begging you to understand.” 

			She could feel the tickle at the back of her throat, and the tears pricking at her eyes. So much for not crying; the tears slid down her face. She plucked a napkin from the stack next to the pizza box and wiped her face. Her hands shook, and she couldn’t talk above a whisper, fearful she would start sobbing again.

			“I know what I need to do. I do,” she continued. “Ending it with Brick is my only option. And I will, I swear. But I cannot do it tonight. I just can’t. I need time to process everything. This is … this decision changes my whole life.” 

			“You need a clean break, Tash,” Nate argued. “You need to go over there and tell him to fuck off. You’ll feel better once you do.”

			

			Natasha nodded. God, that would feel good. But just thinking about it made her stomach twist into uncomfortable knots. She took a deep breath to calm herself before she spoke. “I know, Nate. I know you’re right. But … but I’m not like you; I can’t turn off my emotions just like that.” Natasha snapped her fingers. 

			“We’re not talking about me, Tash. We’re talking about you.”

			Natasha pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yes, we’re talking about me, which is why you need to listen to what I’m saying. I am done with Brick. I swear. He and I are over. And I will tell him when I’m ready. Just don’t make me see him today; it has been less than twenty-four hours since I found him naked in our bed with another woman. I cannot face him today. I can’t listen to his excuses and his patronizing tone.”

			Nate opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Mason interrupted them.

			“Give her a break, Nate,” he said. His eyes flashed with an emotion Natasha was afraid to analyze. “I know you want to watch her tear Brick a new one, but she’s hurting. Let her stay here while we go get her things. She can destroy him later, and you can watch. Right, Tasha?”

			Natasha nodded. “Yes. Th-that … that sounds—” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed thickly. She stared at the top of the table, the napkin pressed to her lips.

			“Okay,” Nate said. He reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “It’s okay, sis. I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t realize how you felt. Mace and I will go get all your stuff. Don’t worry about it.”

			Natasha couldn’t speak, so she nodded. She took a sip of her water as relief washed over her. When she caught Mason’s eye a few minutes later, she mouthed “Thank you,” to him. He nodded and shrugged one shoulder, a faint smile on his face. 

			Mason was a good guy.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Mason

			“Nate, you need to give Tasha a break,” Mason said. “This can’t be easy for her.”

			“Brick is an ass,” Nate muttered. “She needs to tell him off, once and for all. You know I’m right.”

			Mason sighed. “I know, but it needs to be on her own terms. Not because her brother tells her to do it.”

			“You know, if you had just told her three or four years ago how you feel about her—”

			“Felt,” Mason interrupted. “How I felt about her. Past tense.” He pulled into one of the parking spots in front of Natasha’s place and put the truck in gear, shoving open the door and stepping out. Mason could feel Nate’s eyes boring a hole into the back of his head as he left the truck.

			Nate climbed out and shot his best friend a dirty look. “Uh huh, sure. Don’t lie to me. You know damn well it isn’t past tense.” He shook his head. “I’m just saying, if you told Tasha how you felt in high school, or middle school, or elementary school, or at some point in our lives, we wouldn’t be standing in front of her apartment, ready to move her shit out. She wouldn’t be forced to live with us, and she wouldn’t be crying herself to sleep at night on our couch. Instead, she’d be gladly living with us, sleeping in your bed, and a million times happier than she is now.”

			

			“Shut up,” Mason grumbled.

			Nate shook his head. “I think I’m done shutting up about this.” He must have seen the terrified look on Mason’s face because he chuckled. “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t out you to my sister. But I think it’s time the two of you stopped this weird dance you’ve been doing for the last twenty years and figure out what you want. The two of you should be together. Problem is, neither of you knows it.”

			“Okay, you’re right. I know how I feel about Tasha. I’ve always known how I feel about her.” Mason snorted. “I have it more than figured out. I’ve tried to fight my feelings for her, and I can’t. But I will not tell her when she is vulnerable and hurt.”

			“I think she deserves to know,” Nate said. “So why won’t you tell her?”

			Mason pinched the bridge of his nose. “Because right now, knowing Tasha, she would feel obligated to let me down easy, which would just make everything worse. It can wait.”

			“If you wait too long, you’ll lose her again,” Nate said.

			Nate was right; this was a familiar dance in their lives. Mason waited too long to make his move, and Natasha moved on to someone else.

			Mason didn’t want to talk about it, so he grunted, crossed his arms over his chest, and nodded at the door. “I don’t want to discuss this anymore. Can we please get this over with?”

			Nate dug Natasha’s keys out of his pocket and headed upstairs. Mason followed him and leaned against the wall, while Nate pounded on the apartment door.

			When no one answered, Nate waited thirty seconds and knocked again. Only then did he use Natasha’s keys to unlock the door. The apartment was eerily quiet and obviously empty. Following the directions Natasha texted him, Nate ordered Mason to gather her stuff from the living room while he headed for the bedroom, with a box tucked under his arm.

			

			Mason did as Nate asked. Before he looked for Natasha’s things, he stood in the middle of the living room and took everything in. The apartment was dark and dreary, thanks to the drawn blinds. The stench of Brick’s cigarette smoke, beer, and stale sweat permeated the air. Empty beer bottles laid on the floor and coffee table next to an overflowing ashtray, and an immense pile of dirty clothes dominated the floor next to a beat-up recliner. Mason couldn’t imagine Natasha in this depressing place. She was such a bright person, bubbling with life. It hurt Mason’s heart to think that Brick had slowly stolen that light from her, changing the girl Mason loved into a shadowy version of herself. Thank God she was getting away from him.

			“Mason!”

			“Yeah! Coming!” He followed the sound of Nate’s voice to the back of the apartment.

			Forty-five minutes later, Mason leaned against the truck while Nate made one more sweep of the apartment. They grabbed everything they could, calling Natasha several times to make sure they looked in all the right places. Nate was on his way out the door of the complex when a loud, drunk voice shouted from up the street.

			“What the fuck you doin’ here?” The words were slurred so badly, they were practically indecipherable. 

			Brick staggered up the street with a plastic bag filled with liquor bottles dangling from his fingers, his hair stuck up all over his head, and his t-shirt on backwards. He stopped a few feet from the truck and eyed the boxes stacked in the back. “What the hell are you doing? What’s in those boxes?” He glared at them with red-rimmed eyes.

			“What does it look like we’re doing?” Mason asked.

			

			Brick snarled. “It looks like you’re robbing me blind.”

			Nate stalked the short distance from the apartment entrance to where Brick stood on the sidewalk. “We aren’t robbing you, asshole. We’re picking up my sister’s things. She’s done with you.”

			Brick snorted. “She’ll be back. Nat always comes back to me. As soon as she stops pouting and answers her damn phone, I’ll convince her to come back. She’ll forgive me. She always does. So, you might as well put her stuff back.”

			Nate shook his head and clenched his fists. “Not this time. She won’t come back.”

			Brick laughed, an ugly, thick, wicked laugh that made Mason’s skin crawl. “Trust me, Nate, she’ll be back. Nobody else will fuck her, so it’s just a matter of time before she comes back to the only man who will.”

			Nate’s face contorted into a mask of pure hatred, and he launched himself at Brick, connecting his fist with Brick’s chin to make a resounding crack. Brick stumbled back and fell on his ass. Nate took a step toward him, but Mason lunged after him and grabbed his friend before Nate could jump on Brick and beat him into oblivion.

			“Get in the truck, Nate. He’s not worth it,” Mason said.

			“Did you hear what he said about my sister?” Nate bellowed, struggling to get away from Mason. “I’m going to fucking kill him.”

			“I heard what he said,” Mason interjected. “Believe me, I heard it.” He wanted to rip Brick’s tongue out and make him eat it, but that wouldn’t solve anything. Instead, he shoved Nate into the truck. “Stay put.” He slammed the door harder than he intended, but he barely held his anger in check. Nate was right. Brick deserved a fist to the face, maybe more, but it wasn’t their place to dole out his punishment; that was up to Natasha.

			When Mason turned around, Brick had pushed himself to his feet. He wiped his hand across his lips and stared at the blood on his fingers. He wobbled unsteadily as he pointed at the truck. “Get out of my way, Adler.” He took a step toward Mason, headed toward the truck and Nate.

			

			Mason shook his head. “Let it go, Brick. You’re lucky I didn’t let him kill you. You certainly deserve it.”

			“Fuck you,” Brick snapped. “You love this. You’ve been mooning over Nat for years. Don’t get too excited, though. She wants a real man. Like I said, she’ll come crawling back to me.”

			“Stay away from Tasha,” Mason ordered. “Or you’ll regret it.” 

			Mason marched around the truck, yanked open the door, and climbed inside. Brick screamed and cursed at him every step of the way. Mason swore he could still hear him, even as the truck rounded the corner.

			[image: ]

			Natasha stood at the door when they came back. “Well, how’d it go?” she asked.

			“Your brother punched Brick, knocked him to the ground,” Mason said.

			Natasha put her hands on her hips and stared at the ceiling. “Please tell me you didn’t?”

			Nate grinned. “Oh, I did. The bastard deserved it, too. I would have done worse if Mace hadn’t pulled me off him and forced me to leave.”

			Mason snorted. “I don’t have the cash to bail you out of jail. Save it for another day.”

			“Did he … did Brick say anything?” Natasha interjected. “Did he seem sorry?”

			Nate shook his head. “Honestly, he didn’t seem to give a shit.” He gave her a one-armed hug and kissed her temple. “He also said some really crappy things about you, Tash. That’s why I decked him. He’s lucky I didn’t kill him.”

			A grimace marred Natasha’s pretty face and her shoulders slumped. Before she dropped her head to stare at the floor, Mason saw tears glistening in her eyes. She extricated herself from her brother’s grip, slipped her shoes on, pushed past Mason, and headed for his truck.

			

			“I’m grabbing a beer before we unload,” Nate said. “Do you want one?”

			“Yeah, grab me one. I’m gonna go help Tasha bring her stuff in.” He set the grocery bag in his hand on the table and headed outside.

			Natasha had the tailgate down, yanking boxes off the truck while muttering under her breath the entire time. She stopped to open a couple of them and peer inside, which only seemed to make her more irritated. She grabbed the heaviest box and before Mason could rush to help her, it slipped from her hands and fell to the ground, spilling its contents across the driveway. Natasha kicked a shoe before leaning against the side of the truck with her head in her hands.

			Mason walked down the sidewalk and stood beside her. He put a hand on the small of her back and rested his chin on top of her head. “Hey, it’s okay,” he whispered.

			“It’s not, though,” she muttered, her voice catching on the last word. “Brick played me for a fool. I gave him everything and in return, I got shit. I was so stupid.”

			“You weren’t stupid,” Mason said. “You were in love.”

			Natasha scoffed. “No, I don’t think I was. Maybe at first I thought I was in love, but I think over the last few months, I realized Brick wasn’t the guy I’m supposed to be with. I chose him when I was really vulnerable and looking for somebody, anybody, to fill the hole in my heart. Brick was there; I thought he was the one. I was wrong.”

			Mason closed his eyes and hugged Natasha closer. “Who do you think you’re meant to be with, if it’s not Brick?” Deep down, he knew it wasn’t him, but that didn’t stop him from wishing it was.

			Natasha stiffened in his arms and pulled away. “I … I don’t know. Maybe I’ll never know.” She grabbed a box off the ground and tucked it under her arm. “Let’s get my stuff inside. We can shove it in the corner of Nate’s room.”

			

			“I don’t think so,” Nate yelled from the front porch. He held up two bottles of beer. “Who wants a beer? I know I do!”

			Natasha laughed and shook her head. “I hate beer. You know what I need?” 

			“Chocolate ice cream and rainbow sprinkles?” Mason replied.

			She turned to look at Mason, a faint smile on her lips. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I need.”

			“Good, because I stopped at the store and grabbed some. It’s on the table.”

			Natasha smiled at him, and it broke his heart. “You’re such a great guy, Mace. I knew I could count on you. Let’s go drown my sorrows in ice cream.”

			Mason nodded and followed her inside. She’d piqued his curiosity; who did Natasha think she was meant to be with? Would she tell him? He certainly planned on getting some answers out of her.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Natasha

			Natasha sat in the large, overstuffed chair in the corner of the living room. She kept a wary eye on the slightly chaotic group of people surrounding her. Nate, Mason, and their friends Oscar and Gavin were in front of the big screen TV—a TV that was too big for their small house, in her opinion. Yelling and cursing filled the room as they watched a baseball game. She didn’t know who was playing, or who was winning or losing, but she really didn’t care. The noise and chaos helped keep her mind off the sorry state of her life.

			She had lived with her brother and Mason for three weeks at that point. Three endless weeks. It wasn’t like she wasn’t grateful that her brother had given her a place to stay, because she was. But some days, she felt like they were back in junior high. Nate enjoyed teasing her and harassing her—as any older brother liked to do—and Mason tiptoed around her like he was afraid she would break down at any minute.

			Natasha had to admit she had been emotional, off and on, during the last three weeks, but she was finally getting the tears and the “woe is me” attitude under control. It helped to remember how she had found Brick in bed with another woman, how he’d avoided setting an actual wedding date, and how he treated her like his maid and cook rather than his girlfriend or fiancée.

			

			Sometimes things with Nate and especially Mason were awkward, but mostly it was good. Occasionally she caught one of them walking around in their underwear, though they’d gotten better at wearing pants around the apartment, even if they had a hard time finding a shirt. There had been no more glimpses of wet, naked bodies after a shower. She had to admit, with Mason, there may have been some regret that he kept himself covered up. Nate kept drinking her orange juice, stealing her frozen lunches, and eating her granola bars. Mason liked to drink her Coke Zeroes, and he’d eaten an entire box of cookies she’d bought. She couldn’t stay mad at him, though; he’d replaced both of them for her.

			Since moving in with her brother, she had learned—to her perpetual irritation—her brother was quite the ladies’ man. There were phone calls, constant dates, and women she didn’t know sneaking in and out of his bedroom at all hours of the night, women she inevitably got to see since her bed was the couch in the living room. Nate had been with so many women, she couldn’t keep track of them all. When she asked him about it, he smiled, shrugged, kissed her cheek, and walked away happily whistling.

			Mason didn’t seem to have a girlfriend at the moment. He’d broken up with the pretty blonde waitress, Allison, more than a year ago and, as far as Natasha knew, he hadn’t dated anyone since. This secretly pleased her, which didn’t make sense, given her current dating situation, but she didn’t want him to have a girlfriend. A hard knot of jealously formed in the pit of her stomach at the thought. She hated to call it jealousy, but she had to be honest with herself. She realized for years she had been jealous of any woman who got Mason’s attention.

			Her phone vibrated against her leg. Before she picked it up, she took another drink from the glass of wine in her hand. In the last ten minutes, five text messages had come from Brick. It brought the total for the day to roughly twenty, give or take a few. So far, she’d resisted the urge to answer him.

			

			Vera, another friend of the boys, was perched on the arm of the chair. “Hey Tasha, how are things going? Are you settling in?”

			Natasha shrugged. “I guess so. As much as one can when the couch in the living room is your bed, and you’re living with two single men who sometimes still act like they’re in junior high.”

			Vera laughed. “They’re bachelors. They haven’t had to answer to anyone but each other for a long time. There are no rules in this house.” 

			Natasha snorted. “There are now. Rule number one is everybody wears pants.” The sight of a very naked, well-endowed Mason flashed through her head.

			Vera laughed. “Well, there you go. You’re making rules, fitting right in. Are the boys adhering to rule number one?”

			“Sometimes,” Natasha replied. “They still don’t clean up after themselves. The TV is always on something related to sports, and the only food in this house comes from a package or a restaurant.” 

			“You’ll get used to it,” Vera said. “Besides, you won’t be here for long, right? Nate said your stay here was temporary?” 

			“Hopefully, I’ll just be here until I can get back on my feet. Only two or three months at the most.”

			“See? You only have to put up with it for a couple of months. Easy peasy.” Vera patted her on the shoulder before she got up and marched into the middle of the chaotic men watching the game. She whispered something in Oscar’s ear that earned her a smile. Oscar laughed and pointed at the TV, obviously explaining the game to her. It was obvious they were interested in each other.

			Natasha’s phone vibrated against her leg. Again. She peeked at it. Text number six. She didn’t have time to read it though because Summer, Gavin’s girlfriend and another friend from high school, squeezed into the chair beside her. 

			

			“They’re a little overwhelming, aren’t they?”

			Natasha nodded. She’d been fielding questions and comments like this all night from everyone. Natasha suspected one or both of the
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